kierkegaard the sickness unto death

kierkegaard the sickness unto death is a profound philosophical and
theological exploration of despair and the human condition, authored by the
Danish philosopher Sgren Kierkegaard. This seminal work delves into the
nature of despair as a spiritual sickness, framing it as a fundamental
struggle within the self. Kierkegaard’'s analysis is both psychological and
existential, articulating how the self relates to itself and to God. The book
offers valuable insights into the concepts of identity, anxiety, and faith,
positioning despair not merely as a mental state but as a crucial aspect of
human existence. This article provides a comprehensive overview of "The
Sickness Unto Death," highlighting its themes, structure, and impact on
existential philosophy. Readers will gain an understanding of Kierkegaard’s
unique approach to despair and how it continues to influence modern thought.

e Understanding Kierkegaard’'s Concept of Despair

e The Structure and Content of "The Sickness Unto Death"
e Theological and Existential Implications

e Key Themes and Philosophical Insights

e Influence and Legacy of Kierkegaard’s Work

Understanding Kierkegaard’s Concept of Despair

Kierkegaard’s notion of despair is central to "The Sickness Unto Death" and
represents a complex spiritual condition rather than a mere psychological
ailment. Despair, according to Kierkegaard, is the sickness of the self, a
misrelation within the individual’s own being. It is an existential condition
stemming from the failure to become a true self, which is defined in relation
to God. Kierkegaard distinguishes despair from ordinary sadness or depression
by emphasizing its metaphysical roots. This despair is not simply about
feeling down; it is about a fundamental misalignment between the finite and
infinite aspects of the self.

The Self and Despair

The self, in Kierkegaard’s philosophy, is a synthesis of the finite and
infinite, the temporal and the eternal. Despair arises when an individual
refuses or fails to acknowledge this synthesis, resulting in a state of
alienation from oneself. Kierkegaard asserts that every person is born in
despair, whether consciously or unconsciously, because the self is inherently
a relation that must be properly established. The sickness unto death is thus
a spiritual death where the self is not fully realized or reconciled.



Types of Despair

Kierkegaard categorizes despair into distinct types that reflect different
ways the self can fail to align properly:

e Despair of Not Being Conscious of Having a Self
e Despair of Not Wanting to Be Oneself

e Despair of Wanting to Be Oneself

Each type represents varying degrees of awareness and resistance to the
condition of despair, illustrating the complexity of this existential
struggle.

The Structure and Content of "The Sickness Unto
Death"

"The Sickness Unto Death" is structured as a philosophical treatise that
blends psychology, theology, and existential analysis. The work is divided
into several parts that systematically unpack the nature of despair and the
self.

Main Sections of the Work

The book can be broadly divided into three parts:

e Part One: Definition of the Self and Despair — This section lays the
groundwork by defining what Kierkegaard means by the self and how
despair manifests within it.

e Part Two: The Types of Despair — Here, Kierkegaard explores the
different forms despair can take, with detailed psychological and
existential descriptions.

e Part Three: The Solution to Despair — The final section discusses the
possibility of overcoming despair through faith and reconciliation with
God.

Philosophical and Theological Foundations

Kierkegaard’s treatise draws heavily on Christian theology, particularly the
concept of sin and salvation. He integrates these ideas with existential
philosophy, emphasizing the individual's personal relationship with God as
the key to resolving despair. The synthesis of these disciplines makes "The
Sickness Unto Death" a unique contribution to both philosophy and theology.



Theological and Existential Implications

The theological dimension of Kierkegaard’s work is inseparable from its
existential message. He presents despair not only as a psychological
condition but as a spiritual crisis that threatens the eternal destiny of the
individual.

Despair as Sin

Kierkegaard equates despair with sin, portraying it as the self’s refusal to
be itself in relation to God. This theological framing emphasizes that
despair is a willful separation from the divine, a rejection of the self’s
true nature. The sickness unto death is thus the ultimate spiritual death, a
state from which only faith can redeem.

Faith as the Cure

The antidote to despair, Kierkegaard proposes, is faith — a conscious
acceptance of oneself as created by and dependent on God. Faith enables the
self to become fully itself by embracing its finite and infinite dimensions
harmoniously. This existential leap of faith involves embracing paradox and
uncertainty, which Kierkegaard views as essential to authentic selfhood.

Key Themes and Philosophical Insights

"The Sickness Unto Death" covers several profound themes that have resonated
through existential and theological discourse.

Identity and the Self

The exploration of identity is central to Kierkegaard’'s analysis. He presents
the self as a dynamic relationship rather than a fixed entity. The tension
between the finite and infinite, necessity and freedom, temporal and eternal
aspects of the self creates a complex identity that must be actively
realized.

Despair and Anxiety

While despair is the sickness Kierkegaard focuses on, it is closely related
to the concept of anxiety. Anxiety arises from the awareness of freedom and
the possibility of despair. The interplay between these states highlights the
existential challenge faced by individuals in becoming themselves.

Existential Freedom and Responsibility

Kierkegaard emphasizes the individual's responsibility in confronting
despair. The freedom to choose oneself carries with it the burden of
establishing authentic existence. This responsibility is both daunting and
liberating, underscoring the existential condition.



Influence and Legacy of Kierkegaard’s Work

"The Sickness Unto Death" has had a lasting impact on both philosophy and
theology, influencing existentialist thinkers and modern psychology alike.

Impact on Existentialism

Kierkegaard is often regarded as a precursor to existentialism, and his
insights into despair and the self paved the way for later philosophers such
as Jean-Paul Sartre and Martin Heidegger. His emphasis on individuality,
subjectivity, and faith continues to inform existentialist discourse.

Contributions to Psychology and Theology

The work’s psychological depth offers a nuanced understanding of despair that
predates many modern theories of mental health. Theologically, Kierkegaard’s
framing of despair as sin and his call to faith have influenced Christian
existential theology and pastoral care.

Summary of Key Contributions

Reconceptualization of despair as a spiritual and existential condition

Integration of Christian theology with existential philosophy

Foundation for modern existentialist thought on selfhood and identity

Influence on psychological approaches to despair and anxiety

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Kierkegaard's 'The
Sickness Unto Death'?

The central theme of 'The Sickness Unto Death' is despair, which Kierkegaard
describes as a sickness of the spirit arising from the individual's failure
to become their true self in relation to God.

How does Kierkegaard define despair in 'The Sickness
Unto Death'?

Kierkegaard defines despair as a condition where the self is not willing to
be itself or does not realize its potential as a self related to God, leading
to a state of spiritual sickness or existential anguish.



What role does the concept of the 'self' play in
'The Sickness Unto Death'?

In the work, Kierkegaard explains that the self is a relation that relates
itself to itself, and despair occurs when this relation is not properly
established or when the self is not grounded in God, resulting in a
fragmented or incomplete existence.

Why does Kierkegaard consider despair to be 'the
sickness unto death'?

Kierkegaard calls despair 'the sickness unto death' because it is a spiritual
condition that leads to a form of existential death—complete despair is the
death of the self’s possibility to become itself fully in God, which is the
true life.

How can one overcome despair according to 'The
Sickness Unto Death'?

One can overcome despair by acknowledging it and turning towards faith in
God, thereby restoring the proper relation of the self to itself and to the
divine, which allows the self to become whole and authentic.

What is the significance of faith in Kierkegaard's
analysis in 'The Sickness Unto Death'?

Faith is crucial because it is the means by which the self reconciles with
itself and God, overcoming despair and achieving true selfhood; without
faith, the self remains in despair and spiritual sickness.

Additional Resources

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

This is the original work by Sgren Kierkegaard, exploring the concept of
despair as the sickness unto death. Kierkegaard analyzes despair as a
condition of the self being in relation to itself and to God, emphasizing the
importance of faith and self-understanding. The book is a profound
philosophical and theological treatise on human existence and spirituality.

2. Kierkegaard’s Philosophy of Despair: A Study of The Sickness Unto Death
This book provides an in-depth analysis of Kierkegaard’s ideas on despair as
outlined in The Sickness Unto Death. It examines the psychological and
existential dimensions of despair, exploring how Kierkegaard’s concepts
influence modern existential thought. The author also discusses the relevance
of despair in contemporary life.



3. Despair and the Self: Kierkegaard’s The Sickness Unto Death in Context
Focusing on the historical and philosophical context, this book situates
Kierkegaard’s work within 19th-century philosophy and theology. It discusses
the influences on Kierkegaard’s thinking and how The Sickness Unto Death
responds to those ideas. The book also interprets Kierkegaard’s concept of
the self from a contemporary perspective.

4. Existential Despair and Christian Faith: Reflections on The Sickness Unto
Death

This book explores the intersection of existential despair and Christian
theology as presented by Kierkegaard. It delves into how faith offers a
solution to the despair described in The Sickness Unto Death. The author
integrates philosophical analysis with theological insights, making it
relevant for both philosophers and religious scholars.

5. Kierkegaard and the Modern Self: Despair, Identity, and Authenticity
Examining the themes of identity and authenticity, this book draws heavily on
The Sickness Unto Death to discuss the nature of the modern self. It
addresses how despair arises from the tension between the finite and infinite
aspects of human existence. The work also highlights Kierkegaard’s influence
on existentialism and contemporary selfhood debates.

6. The Psychology of Despair: Kierkegaard’s Insights in The Sickness Unto
Death

This book approaches Kierkegaard’s work from a psychological standpoint,
analyzing despair as a complex emotional and existential state. It discusses
the implications of Kierkegaard’'s ideas for understanding mental health and
the human condition. The text bridges philosophy and psychology, offering a
multidisciplinary perspective.

7. Faith and Despair: Kierkegaard’s The Sickness Unto Death Revisited

This volume revisits Kierkegaard’s exploration of despair, focusing on the
role of faith as a transformative force. It critically engages with the
theological dimensions of The Sickness Unto Death and discusses its
significance for contemporary religious thought. The book is ideal for
readers interested in spirituality and existential philosophy.

8. The Self in Kierkegaard’s The Sickness Unto Death: A Philosophical Inquiry
This work delves deeply into the concept of the self as articulated by
Kierkegaard in The Sickness Unto Death. It offers a detailed philosophical
examination of selfhood, despair, and the possibility of reconciliation
through faith. The book is a valuable resource for scholars interested in
existential philosophy and metaphysics.

9. Despair and Redemption: Kierkegaard’s Legacy in Contemporary Thought

This book explores the enduring impact of Kierkegaard'’s The Sickness Unto
Death on modern philosophy, theology, and psychology. It discusses how the
themes of despair and redemption continue to resonate in contemporary debates
about human existence. The author highlights Kierkegaard’s relevance for
understanding identity, suffering, and hope today.
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