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the concept of anxiety a simple psychologically orienting deliberation on
dogmatic issue hereditary sin sren kierkegaard is a foundational work by the
Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard that explores the intricate relationship
between anxiety, psychology, theology, and existential philosophy. This
seminal text delves into the nature of anxiety as a psychological state and
its theological implications, particularly concerning the doctrine of
hereditary sin. Kierkegaard approaches anxiety not merely as a clinical or
emotional condition but as a profound existential experience that reveals the
human condition in relation to freedom, sin, and selfhood. The work
challenges traditional dogmatic views by providing a nuanced psychological
orientation that illuminates how anxiety functions both as a symptom and as a
necessary stage in spiritual and personal development. This article provides
a comprehensive overview of Kierkegaard’s concept of anxiety, its
psychological dimensions, and its connection to hereditary sin within the
framework of his philosophical and theological deliberations. The discussion
will unfold through several main sections, including an introduction to
Kierkegaard’s philosophy, the psychological analysis of anxiety, the dogmatic
issue of hereditary sin, and the synthesis of these themes in his existential
thought.

Overview of Søren Kierkegaard’s Philosophical Background

Psychological Perspective on Anxiety

Dogmatic Issue of Hereditary Sin

Synthesis of Anxiety and Hereditary Sin in Kierkegaard’s Thought

Implications for Existential Philosophy and Theology

Overview of Søren Kierkegaard’s Philosophical
Background
Søren Kierkegaard, a 19th-century Danish philosopher and theologian, is
widely regarded as a precursor to existentialism and a profound critic of
systematic philosophy and established dogma. His work emphasizes individual
existence, subjectivity, and the complex relationship between faith and



reason. Kierkegaard’s exploration of anxiety is situated within his broader
philosophical project, which challenges objective, detached approaches to
human existence and highlights the importance of personal experience and
choice.

Kierkegaard’s Existential Framework
Kierkegaard's thought revolves around the concept of the “single individual”
and the stages of life: the aesthetic, the ethical, and the religious.
Anxiety, as he presents it, is closely linked to the existential struggle of
becoming a self, the tension between freedom and limitation, and the leap of
faith necessary for authentic religious existence. His critique of Hegelian
philosophy reflects his commitment to individuality and the subjective truth
of personal experience.

Philosophical Context of Anxiety
Before Kierkegaard, anxiety was often considered a pathological or moral
failing. Kierkegaard reframes anxiety as a fundamental existential
condition—a “dizziness of freedom” that arises when an individual becomes
aware of their possibilities and responsibilities. This insight sets the
stage for his psychological and theological analysis of anxiety,
distinguishing his approach from both medical and dogmatic traditions.

Psychological Perspective on Anxiety
Kierkegaard’s “The Concept of Anxiety” offers a psychologically orienting
deliberation that moves beyond clinical definitions to understand anxiety as
an essential aspect of human consciousness. He identifies anxiety as the
emotional state that emerges from the tension between potentiality and
actuality, freedom and necessity, possibility and limitation.

Defining Anxiety as a Psychological Phenomenon
Kierkegaard characterizes anxiety as a unique affective experience that
reveals the individual's confrontation with freedom. Unlike fear, which has a
specific object, anxiety is objectless and indefinite, reflecting the
awareness of one’s own freedom to choose, including the possibility of sin.
This psychological insight underscores anxiety’s role in human development
and self-realization.

Anxiety and the Development of the Self
According to Kierkegaard, anxiety serves a constructive function by prompting



self-reflection and selfhood. It is the “dizziness” experienced when the self
contemplates its own freedom and the weight of responsibility. This
psychological state is crucial for the individual’s movement from innocence
to awareness, from unconscious existence to conscious choice.

Key Psychological Characteristics of Anxiety

Objectless and indefinite emotional state

Linked to the awareness of freedom and possibility

Triggers self-reflection and personal development

Precedes the ethical and religious stages of life

Distinguished from fear by its existential nature

Dogmatic Issue of Hereditary Sin
The doctrine of hereditary sin is a central theological concept in Christian
dogma, traditionally understood as the original sin inherited from Adam and
Eve, affecting all humanity. Kierkegaard’s engagement with hereditary sin is
complex and critical, as he seeks to reinterpret this dogmatic issue through
a psychological and existential lens.

Traditional Doctrine of Hereditary Sin
In orthodox Christian theology, hereditary sin denotes the transmission of a
fallen state or guilt from the first human beings to their descendants. This
doctrine explains the universal human condition of sinfulness and the need
for divine grace. Kierkegaard acknowledges this traditional view but
challenges its impersonal and deterministic implications.

Kierkegaard’s Psychological Reinterpretation
Kierkegaard approaches hereditary sin not merely as a metaphysical or
legalistic concept but as an existential reality experienced through anxiety.
He posits that anxiety reveals the individual’s confrontation with sin as a
personal, inward condition rather than an inherited stain. This psychological
orientation reframes sin as an active possibility and choice rather than a
passive inheritance.



Hereditary Sin and Individual Responsibility
Kierkegaard emphasizes that despite the notion of hereditary sin, each
individual must reckon with sin through personal freedom and decision.
Anxiety functions as the existential condition that makes this reckoning
possible, exposing the self to the reality of sin and the necessity of faith
and repentance.

Synthesis of Anxiety and Hereditary Sin in
Kierkegaard’s Thought
Kierkegaard’s integration of anxiety and hereditary sin creates a dynamic
framework that bridges psychology, theology, and existential philosophy. This
synthesis highlights anxiety as the mechanism through which hereditary sin
becomes an individual existential issue rather than an abstract dogma.

Anxiety as the Condition for Experiencing Hereditary
Sin
Anxiety opens the self to the awareness of hereditary sin by revealing the
possibility of sinning and the freedom to choose either guilt or innocence.
This condition mirrors the biblical narrative of the Fall, where the
knowledge of good and evil induces anxiety, thereby making sin an immediate
psychological and existential reality.

Existential Freedom and the Burden of Sin
The concept of anxiety underscores the paradox of human freedom: the self is
free to sin but also free to choose redemption. Kierkegaard’s deliberation
shows that hereditary sin is not a deterministic curse but a condition that
requires conscious engagement and existential decision-making.

Implications for Faith and Subjectivity
Kierkegaard’s framework places faith at the center of overcoming anxiety and
hereditary sin. The leap of faith represents the individual's acceptance of
sinfulness and the embrace of divine grace. This existential act transforms
anxiety from a paralyzing condition into a catalyst for spiritual renewal and
authentic selfhood.



Implications for Existential Philosophy and
Theology
The concept of anxiety as a psychologically orienting deliberation on the
dogmatic issue of hereditary sin has significant implications for both
existential philosophy and Christian theology. Kierkegaard’s work challenges
static dogmatic formulations and introduces a dynamic, individualized
understanding of sin and anxiety.

Influence on Existentialism
Kierkegaard’s analysis of anxiety as the dizziness of freedom profoundly
influenced later existential thinkers, including Jean-Paul Sartre and Martin
Heidegger. His insistence on subjectivity, personal choice, and the
existential condition of anxiety laid the groundwork for existentialist
explorations of human freedom and authenticity.

Theological Relevance
In theology, Kierkegaard’s reinterpretation urges a reconsideration of
hereditary sin as an experiential reality rather than a doctrinal
abstraction. His work invites theologians to address the individual’s
subjective encounter with sin, freedom, and faith, emphasizing the personal
nature of salvation and spiritual transformation.

Practical Considerations

Understanding anxiety as a sign of existential freedom rather than
pathology

Recognizing the role of anxiety in spiritual growth and self-awareness

Reevaluating traditional dogmatic teachings in light of individual
experience

Encouraging personal responsibility and existential decision-making

Integrating psychological insights with theological doctrines for
pastoral care



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Søren Kierkegaard's
'The Concept of Anxiety'?
The central theme is the exploration of anxiety as a psychological and
existential condition that arises from human freedom and the possibility of
sin, particularly focusing on the concept of hereditary sin.

How does Kierkegaard define anxiety in relation to
hereditary sin?
Kierkegaard defines anxiety as the dizziness of freedom, a state that
precedes sin and is connected to the hereditary nature of sin, highlighting
the individual's awareness of moral possibility and the burden of choice.

What role does 'freedom' play in Kierkegaard's
concept of anxiety?
Freedom is central to Kierkegaard's concept of anxiety, as it is the
condition that allows individuals to choose and thereby experience anxiety as
the awareness of infinite possibilities, including the possibility of sin.

Why does Kierkegaard describe anxiety as a
psychologically orienting deliberation?
Kierkegaard sees anxiety as psychologically orienting because it forces
individuals to confront their existential condition and moral responsibility,
acting as a catalyst for self-awareness and personal development.

How does Kierkegaard link anxiety to the dogmatic
issue of hereditary sin?
Kierkegaard links anxiety to hereditary sin by arguing that anxiety is the
psychological manifestation of the inherited condition of sinfulness, which
is passed down through generations and shapes human existence.

In what way does 'The Concept of Anxiety' challenge
traditional dogmatic views on sin?
'The Concept of Anxiety' challenges traditional dogmatic views by framing sin
not just as a moral failing but as an existential condition linked to anxiety
and freedom, thus offering a more psychological and individual perspective.



What psychological insights does Kierkegaard offer
in his deliberation on anxiety?
Kierkegaard offers insights into anxiety as a fundamental human experience
tied to freedom, choice, and the self, suggesting that anxiety is both a
source of dread and a potential for personal growth and authenticity.

How is Kierkegaard's 'The Concept of Anxiety'
relevant to modern psychological understanding?
Kierkegaard's work is relevant to modern psychology as it anticipates
existential psychology, emphasizing the role of anxiety in human development,
the struggle with freedom, and the search for meaning in the face of
existential dilemmas.

Additional Resources
1. Anxiety and Its Role in the Human Condition: A Psychological Exploration
This book delves into the psychological underpinnings of anxiety, offering a
clear and accessible analysis of how anxiety shapes human experience. It
explores different theories and therapeutic approaches, helping readers
understand the emotional and cognitive aspects of anxiety. The book serves as
a foundational text for those interested in the psychological dimensions of
this complex emotion.

2. Hereditary Sin: A Psychological and Theological Inquiry
Focusing on the concept of hereditary sin, this work bridges psychology and
theology to explore how inherited guilt and moral responsibility affect
mental health. It discusses historical perspectives and contemporary debates,
examining how these ideas influence individual and collective anxiety. The
book provides a nuanced understanding of sin’s psychological impact.

3. Dogma and Doubt: Navigating Anxiety in Religious Thought
This book investigates the tension between rigid dogmatic beliefs and the
anxiety they can provoke in believers. It offers a critical examination of
religious doctrines and their psychological consequences, particularly
focusing on how doubt and faith interact. The author provides insights into
managing anxiety within a faith context.

4. Søren Kierkegaard and the Psychology of Anxiety
An in-depth study of Kierkegaard’s philosophy, this book highlights his
pioneering work on anxiety as a fundamental aspect of human existence. It
interprets his ideas through a psychological lens, showing how his thoughts
prefigure modern understandings of existential anxiety. The text is essential
for readers interested in philosophy, theology, and psychology.

5. Existential Anxiety: Kierkegaard’s Legacy in Modern Psychology
This title explores how Kierkegaard’s concept of anxiety has influenced



contemporary psychological theories and therapeutic practices. It discusses
existential anxiety as distinct from clinical anxiety disorders, emphasizing
its role in self-awareness and personal growth. The book bridges
philosophical inquiry and psychological application.

6. Deliberations on Anxiety: Philosophical and Psychological Perspectives
Offering a broad survey of anxiety, this book combines philosophical
deliberation with psychological research to provide a comprehensive
understanding. It addresses both theoretical and practical dimensions,
including how anxiety relates to freedom, choice, and responsibility. The
book is suitable for readers seeking an interdisciplinary approach.

7. The Burden of Heredity: Sin, Guilt, and Psychological Anxiety
This work examines how notions of inherited sin contribute to feelings of
guilt and anxiety across generations. It integrates psychological theories
with cultural and religious narratives to explain the persistence of these
issues. The book encourages critical reflection on the implications of
hereditary guilt.

8. Anxiety, Faith, and the Self: Kierkegaard’s Psychological Insights
Focusing on the interplay between anxiety, faith, and selfhood, this book
draws heavily on Kierkegaard’s writings to illuminate their psychological
significance. It discusses how anxiety can be a catalyst for spiritual
development and self-realization. The text is valuable for those interested
in the intersection of psychology and spirituality.

9. From Dogma to Dialogue: Reconsidering Anxiety in Theology and Psychology
This book advocates for a dialogical approach to understanding anxiety,
moving beyond dogmatic assertions to engage with psychological realities. It
explores how open discourse between theology and psychology can foster better
mental health outcomes. The author proposes new frameworks for addressing
anxiety within religious contexts.
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