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 1 

 What is the authentic life?  For Kierkegaard, I must preserve both that I am an 

individual, free and responsible for my own self, and that I am human, bound to the 

human race.  “At every moment, the individual is both himself and the race”
 1
 (28).  We 

each have a human body and we each have a human soul.  We are the only ones who are 

able to make the most of our own body and soul.  Additionally, it is not only ourselves 

that we are bound to, but also to the whole of the race.  Man is “individuum” [indivisible].  

The connection between individual and race — which constitutes the unified, indivisible 

man — can only be broken with poor results. 

 We are told in the subtitle to The Concept of Anxiety that the work is “a simple 

psychologically orienting deliberation on the dogmatic issue of hereditary sin.”  The 

matter of hereditary sin, which applies to each and every one of us, is usually attributed to 

the realm of dogmatics, but here Kierkegaard will take it up from the view of psychology.  

Although the work is principally grounded in the psychological there is still a creative 

interplay with the theological.  As the work strives to inform us about the fullness of life, 

a strict division cannot necessarily be maintained between psychology and the rest of 

human life. 

 Similarly, Kierkegaard proposes that the life of Adam cannot be divided from our 

own.  He takes the story of Adam to be neither a mere myth nor a lonely historic fact, but 

rather to be a guide to our own life.  Just as each of us is both an individual and a part of 

                                                
1
 Unless otherwise noted, all quotations come from Søren Kierkegaard, The Concept of 

Anxiety, Reidar Thomte and Albert B. Anderson, tr. (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1980). 
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the human race, Adam should be seen as no less human.  Although he gives birth to the 

race, he does not stand outside of it.  His life is not meant to be viewed as a fantastical 

story, but it has rather been opened up for insight into the processes of our own lives. 

 The story of Adam has, of course, been taken in a plethora of different ways, but, in 

the mind of Kierkegaard, these explanations, while useful for their own ends, have 

always given thought the short end of the stick. “When thought met with difficulties, an 

expedient was seized upon” (25).  The simplest explanation became that Adam’s plight 

was a unique condition, whereby only he participated in the fall.  As such, it was held that 

his story does not parallel our own, and that we are simply living in the repercussion of 

one isolated event.   “The history of the human race acquired a fantastic beginning.  

Adam was fantastically placed outside this history. Pious feeling and fantasy got what 

they demanded, a godly prelude, but thought got nothing” (25).  Thought gets nothing 

because the story of Adam remains a mere story.  By this explanation we are told to be 

pious and guilty, “the way a child wishes to be guilty along with his father” (29), but we 

are not told how or why it is that this applies to one’s own individual life.  What else can 

be made of Adam if he stands entirely outside the history of the race?  If he is entirely 

different from us, then thought is left with nothing more than the words on the page. 

   “Let us now consider Adam and also remember that every subsequent individual 

begins in the very same way” (90).  If we instead take Adam not as before the race, but as 

part of the race, then thought gets what it demands.  We get an answer as to why we hold 

on to Adam. 

 Adam is doubly helpful.  First, he is the only man, as opposed to child, to live in 

ignorance and innocence.  The story of his transformation from innocence to 
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consciousness has been preserved.  Second, his life has been turned inside out, as it were.  

What are internal experiences in our life are external experiences in his.  “The myth 

allows something that is inward to take place outwardly” (47).  Each one of us must 

inevitably break forth from the ignorant, undifferentiating dream-realm of childhood into 

the awake and differentiating world of adulthood.  For us this is an internal process of 

which we can hardly be conscious.  For Adam this process takes place on an external 

level, acted out dramatically between him and God.  An analysis of this story not only 

opens up the internal processes of human development from childhood to adulthood, but 

also gives insight into the true potential of spiritual maturity and human fulfillment. 

 “It is not by virtue of a forced compassion that teaches us to put up with that 

which, after all, cannot be otherwise, but it is by virtue of thought that we hold fast to 

[Adam]” (29).  We ought not to settle on simply being pious and unquestioning, but 

rather we should indulge thought and attempt to reconcile ourselves self-consciously with 

Adam and hereditary sin. 

 

Childhood, Adam Before the Fall 

 Kierkegaard begins his description of anxiety (Chapter 1.5 “The Concept of 

Anxiety”) with the proclamation “innocence is ignorance.”  One might presume that 

anxiety has no place in innocence and that innocence would be as care-free as the name 

implies.  Yet anxiety itself has its roots here in the most undeveloped stage of human life.  

Childhood, as viewed from the outside, shows itself as man’s “possibility” only it is 

veiled in innocence. 

 Man, as with Adam, is born into innocence.  For us this stage in life is childhood.  
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But in the case of Adam, it is Eden.  “In innocence, man is not qualified as spirit but is 

psychically qualified in immediate unity with his natural condition” (41).  Adam, in 

Eden, is in complete accord with his surroundings.  Life is lived in unity with the 

“pleroma” [fullness].  Everything conceivable is immediately available.  There is no 

definite past or future; there is only the boundless homeostasis.  Here death is 

inconceivable and there is instead “peace and repose” (41). 

  “Man is a synthesis of psyche and body that is constituted and sustained by spirit” 

(81).  Spirit is the glue of the individuum, tying together psyche and body. Spirit, as 

presented by Kierkegaard, is the third attribute holding the two seemingly separate 

aspects of man together.  If it were not for spirit, man would be but beast or angel, 

corporeal body or ethereal psyche.  However, Adam and the child do not know spirit as 

such.  In “Eden,” “the spirit in man is dreaming” (41).  It is not dwelt upon; Adam and 

the child are only unconsciously aware of its existence and importance. 

 “Awake, the difference between myself and my other is posited; sleeping, it is 

suspended; dreaming, it is an intimated nothing” (41).  In this dream state there is a unity 

between the environment and myself.  No conscious separation is made between mind 

and body, or body and environment.   Difference is but an “intimated nothing;” it lies 

somewhere outside of the realm of Adam and the child’s innocent worldview but it is not 

entirely absent.  Spirit, asleep but also dreaming, is not simply unconscious and inactive 

but is dreamily active.  It vaguely projects not yet recognizable aspects of its own 

existence.  “The narrative of Genesis … gives the correct explanation of innocence.  …  

It is by no means the pure being of the immediate, but it is ignorance” (37).  If innocence 

were “the pure being of the immediate” then there would be no intimation of difference.  
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If innocence were not ignorant then difference and separation would not be intimated but 

would be out in the open. 

 In “Eden” everything that has definite existence is immediately present.  This 

limitation of the world to the immediately present means that for Adam, or the child, 

there is no conscious spatial or temporal separation.
2
  Eden is an eternal world with no 

conscious temporality.  For Adam there is no separation of his own sense of time, that is, 

his own life, from the time and life of Eden.  They are one and the same.  It is in this 

sense that it is said that there is no temporality.  There may be changes and continuity but 

there is no beginning and no end. 

 As there is no temporality there is no deferment, therefore no economy, no saving-

for-later.  Additionally, there is no sexuality.  For first, there is no differentiation between 

the objects of the world; there is no way to conceive of an objective qualification of the 

things outside of me, for there is nothing “outside” of me.  One thing cannot be paired to, 

separated from, and lusted after if there is no ability even to qualify anything as 

“different.”   Secondly, as there is no temporality or economy, there can be no need for a 

genealogy or history, for a stretching out of the race over a period of time.  There can be 

                                                
2
 How is this reconciled with the clear example of a child missing the presence of his 

mother?  For example, in Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure Principle he describes a game his 

grandchild plays when his mother is gone.  He sees the child throw a wooden reel on a 

string over the edge of his crib and announce what is interpreted to mean “fort!” [gone!].  

The child then pulls the reel back over the edge where he could again see it and 

announces “da!” [here!] (Sigmund Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, James 

Strachey, tr. (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1989), 13-14).  Freud saw this as an 

intuitive mastery of presence and absence, in which the child’s underlying nature dictated 

the game.  However, the child is not necessarily aware of the meaning and metaphor of 

the game.  In this vocabulary, it is an expression of the intimation of separation, an 

unconscious projection of anxiety.  The lack of consciousness means that the child has no 

sense of deferment or economy and this is why one cannot reconcile the boy to the simple 

fact that his mother will be back later. 
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no need to overcome the inherent temporality of the individual if there is no 

consciousness of temporality itself.  As it is said, Adam and Eve were open in each 

other’s presence, “And the man and his wife were both naked, and were not ashamed” 

(Genesis 2:25).
3
  There was no shame because there was no conceptualization of 

hiddenness.  There is no idea that something could not but belong out in the open.  

Furthermore, there can be no idea of possession, except for the all inclusive “one’s own.”  

Thus it is “the difference between myself and my other” that is spoken of instead of the 

difference between what is mine and what is not mine.  Properly, everything that is 

present is “my own.”  As such, everything that exists for Adam is always already open 

and uncovered.  This state will run aground, however, with the transgression of the one, 

albeit innocently incomprehensible, prohibition, of which more will be said soon.  

 This world is, of course, not just a simple unity with God; it is not a “pure being of 

the immediate.”  Adam and the child are free beings at their root and it is not as if either 

of them can knowingly or unknowingly deny this forever.  Man is the paradoxical animal 

in Eden.  Despite his immediately stable world, through the prohibition he is given the 

anticipation of the possibility of dying.  Man is given from the outset as having the 

possibility of temporality.  “‘You may freely eat of any tree in the garden; but of the tree 

of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you 

shall die’” (Genesis 2:16).  No other being is given such a proclamation, as naturally no 

other being has the possibility of consciousness and nature itself does not have a 

genealogy, history, etc.  “In animals the sexual difference can be developed instinctively” 

                                                
3
 All Bible quotations, except the Greek quotations provided by Kierkegaard, come from 

The New Oxford Annotated Bible, Bruce M. Metzger and Roland E. Murphy, ed., New 

Revised Standard Version (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991). 
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(49).  In nature difference is brought forth as a matter of course, not as a conscious 

expression of spirit.  “Nature’s security has its source in the fact that time has no 

significance at all for nature” (89).  Nature, even outside of Eden, is for Kierkegaard a 

timeless being.
4
  This ties back into the above discussion of Adam and the child’s 

experience of immediacy and ignorance of temporality, an ignorance that nature will 

never need or be able to overcome.  There is no conceptualization or understanding of 

death, yet this possibility still exists, from our and God’s perspective, outside of Adam’s 

worldview. 

 So then, what evidence do we have that man’s freedom must inevitably show itself?  

Man’s freedom is expressed by anxiety.  It arises here, in childhood and Eden, out of the 

actuality, but hiddenness, of spirit.   “The actuality of the spirit constantly shows itself as 

a form that tempts [difference’s] possibility but disappears as soon as it seeks to grasp for 

it, and it is a nothing that can only bring anxiety” (42).  Sleeping, spirit cannot 

consciously realize its freedom, its individuality.  My separation from the pleroma, the 

fullness of Eden and the child-world, cannot be brought to light while the spirit is asleep.  

Instead of opening up the situation, spirit manifests itself as an agitating nothingness.  

Individuation, a taking up of the difference between myself and my other, is but an 

intimated nothing.  “Anxiety is freedom’s actuality as the possibility of possibility” (42).  

Freedom’s actuality is only vaguely hinted at; it cannot be grasped as an actual thing.  It 

is only a possibility of possibility, for Adam and the child cannot take up the full meaning 

of possibility.  “Possibility” itself only lives as a dreamily conceived idea. 

                                                
4
 “Even if Michael had made a record of all his errands he had been sent on and 

performed, this is nevertheless not his history” (49).  The angels parallel nature; neither 

have a history in the proper sense.  Only man, as he is a synthesis (on various levels), is 

imbued with this quality. 
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 In Eden, Adam is not free.  Likewise, in childhood the child is not free.  He, 

consciously or not, depends entirely on the stability of the environment.  For the child 

this can be seen in the concrete examples of food, shelter, and the other basic conditions 

for life, which must be provided for from the outside by the parents.  In the case of 

Adam, God can be seen as playing a role metaphorically parallel to the parents’.  He sets 

up the Garden in a remote subsection of the Earth, cordoning off a tiny, yet sufficient 

area, so as to open up a space for Adam to live.  Without the guardianship of parents or 

God, Adam and the child would be literally left out in the cold.  

 In this pleasant and peaceful realm, spirit, though asleep, wishes to announce the 

possibility of individuation.  Anxiety arises out of the instinct to grasp freedom — 

although how one would grasp it, or where it lies is still of course unclear.  Anxiety arises 

from the intuition that I am a free being, even when I’m not aware of it.  “Anxiety is 

neither a category of necessity nor a category of freedom; it is entangled freedom, where 

freedom is not free in itself but entangled, not by necessity, but in itself” (49).  Freedom, 

entangled in itself, produces ambiguity through anxiety.  “Anxiety is a sympathetic 

antipathy and an antipathetic sympathy” (42).  It is not simply fear, but is rather both 

pleasing and fearful.  It is ambiguous.  We both run to it and flee from it.  This relation to 

anxiety is the same as the relation to hidden spirit.  Spirit, as it unites body and psyche, 

“is a friendly power,”
 5
 but while immediate and dreaming, it agitates.  Where this 

ambiguity arises, one is looking at the intimation of freedom, an expression of spirit.  

                                                
5
 “Inasmuch as [spirit] is now present, it is in a sense a hostile power, for it constantly 

disturbs the relation between soul and body, a relation that indeed has persistence and yet 

does not have endurance, inasmuch as it first receives the latter by the spirit.  On the 

other hand, spirit is a friendly power, since it is precisely that which constitutes the 

relation” (43-44). 
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Entangled, freedom and the spirit are manifested in ambiguous forms; there is no clear-

cut path.   

 "In observing children, one will discover this anxiety intimated more particularly as 

a seeking for the adventurous, the monstrous, and the enigmatic" (42).  Anxiety here is 

clearly not simply a “bad thing,” but is instead seated at the root of creativity.  In a sense 

it is unbridled spirit.  It is an expression of one’s divine nature, albeit cloaked in rather 

obfuscated activities.  Spirit’s dreamy projection is taken up as imagination and play, 

child’s play.  What could be taken as fruitless activity — especially from the pragmatic 

view of adulthood — is rather evidence of the healthy development of the spirit, evidence 

of the underlying connection to individual freedom even within the context of the 

pleroma.  

 So where does anxiety enter Eden?  It enters in the prohibition.  “The prohibition 

awakens in him freedom's possibility … the anxious possibility of being able” (44).   The 

prohibition stands as a barrier for Adam.  He has no knowledge of the consequences or 

concepts involved in the proclamation: “of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil 

you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die” (Genesis 2:17).  Without 

awareness of temporality, that is, of what his own death would mean, Adam has suddenly 

been thrust into a position where he is separate from understanding.  While not capable of 

comprehending the prohibition he is still capable of terror, “for even animals can 

understand the mimic expression and movement in the voice of a speaker without 

understanding the word” (45).  But this “terror is simply anxiety” (45).  The terror is the 

anxiety of being thrust up against the barrier of knowledge.  Spirit, still asleep, projects 

an ambiguous relationship to the prohibition, it is forced up against the possibility of 
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being able, but is still entirely unclear what that would look like.  In order to know the 

punishment a leap must be made, the prohibition must be broken. 

 Where does the child stand in all of this?  What, for the child, is analogous to the 

prohibition?  Clearly, at one point in every child’s life the forbidden must be introduced, 

the open and uncovered world must, at some point, be shown as the cordoned off 

subsection of the world that it is.  What prohibition must be made?  Must every child be 

threatened with the punishment of death?  Is waking to the knowledge of death and 

temporality required to end the childhood stage of life?  Or is it enough to encounter the 

forbidden in lesser degrees?  It is not clear that there is one direct path to individuation 

but it is clear that the child must be pushed against the forbidden and the unknown, the 

closed and covered.  Only in this way will the path towards individuation and 

differentiation be opened up. 

 In this way, innocence is brought to its uttermost. In anxiety it is related to the 

forbidden and to the punishment. Innocence is not guilty, yet there is anxiety as 

though it were lost. 

 Further than this, psychology cannot go, but so far it can go, and above all, in its 

observation of human life, it can point to this again and again. (45) 

 

In innocence we see possibility enfolded, all the aspects of the spiritually matured adult 

are here, but they are not being fulfilled.  How the individual fares in the transition to, 

and in the taking up of, individuation will have great consequences, as will soon be seen.  

So far we have but described the moments up to the qualitative leap: 

 Anxiety may be compared with dizziness.  He whose eye happens to look down 

into the yawning abyss becomes dizzy.  But what is the reason for this?  It is just as 

much in his own eye as in the abyss, for suppose he had not looked down.  Hence 

anxiety is the dizziness of freedom, which emerges when the spirit wants to posit 

the synthesis and freedom looks down into its own possibility, laying hold of 

finiteness to support itself.  Freedom succumbs in this dizziness.  Further than this, 

psychology cannot and will not go.  In that very moment everything is changed, 

and freedom, when it again rises, sees that it is guilty.  Between these two moments 
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lies the leap, which no science has explained and which no science can explain. 

(61) 

 

Psychology can only aim to cover so much ground.  As of yet, it has only described the 

path up to the abyss and it will soon describe the situation after the leap, but the leap 

itself it cannot explain.  Freedom lies within the individual.  The choice that freedom 

makes cannot be predicted or entirely rationalized, for then freedom would not exist and 

life would instead be in the hands of fate.   

  

Adulthood, Adam After  the Fall 

 The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat of the fruit of the trees in the 

garden, but God said, ‘You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree that is in the middle 

of the garden, nor shall you touch it, or you shall die.’” 

 But the serpent said to the woman, “You will not die; for God knows that when 

you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and 

evil.” (Genesis 3:2) 

 

 Here the serpent outlines what could be in store for man if the prohibition is broken.  

When the qualitative leap is taken, man, as it is said, “falls” and his eyes are opened.  But 

what exactly is it that they have been opened up to?  They have been opened to the 

knowledge of good and evil, the separation of body from environment, the separation of 

soul from God.  Adam is aware of his nakedness and attributes shame to openness.  “The 

Lord God called to the man, and said to him, ‘Where are you?’  He said, ‘I heard the 

sound of you in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid myself’” 

(Genesis 3:9).  This, of course, is in direct contrast with his previous open and uncovered 

state.  His world has been broken into parts, it is no longer a unified whole.  He himself is 

hiding from God, when, just a moment before, the very concept of hiddenness escaped 

his grasp.   Eve is no longer “woman” — a word only vaguely different from “man” in 
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Hebrew — but is given a name.  “The man named his wife Eve [the source of life], 

because she was the mother of all living” (Genesis 3:20).  She, too, covers herself.  Adam 

and Eve are no longer open in each other’s presence, but hide from each other as separate 

individuals. Sensuousness has become sinfulness.  Anxiety is abound. 

 But with this awakening comes the great possibility of freedom being realized.  

Adam is no longer in the unconscious care of God but is given the opportunity to care for 

himself, to pull himself up by his own bootstraps, to be conscious of his own actions.  His 

task has been outlined.  He must fend for himself. 

 This separation parallels the life of every man.  Childhood necessarily comes to an 

end in the taking up and individuation of oneself.  In some sense this culminates in 

moving out of the house, getting a job, buying your own food, providing your own 

shelter, generally speaking, caring for yourself.  This process, while in the dramatization 

of the moment may appear to some as a “bad thing,” is as ambiguous as anxiety always 

is.  It can be seen as either an attractive or a repulsive prospect, or both at once.  Overall, 

it is a move in the positive direction.  It certainly is a separation from parents and the 

home, or analogously, God and the environment of the Garden, but it is at the same time 

an awakening of one’s spirit.   

 Consciousness of personal individuality is not in itself a cure to man’s woes.  The 

immediate problem is that man has just been swung from one extreme to another.  In the 

pleroma of the Garden but a moment ago, he is now completely on his own.  

Furthermore, being thrust out on one’s own opens up the possibility of becoming 

completely separate from God.  “That God knows nothing of evil, that he neither can nor 

will know of it, is the absolute punishment of evil. … Because God is the infinite, his 
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ignoring is the living annihilation” (112 Footnote).  Neither stage, childhood or 

adulthood, is freedom in itself but the one builds upon the other to further open up the 

possibility of freedom. 

 A note on our metaphors: When awake, man, as with Adam, must be reconciled 

with God.  In childhood, God was spoken of  as being analogous to the parents.  Here we 

no longer maintain that exact parallel, but sometimes speak of parents and sometimes of 

God, each in their appropriate context. 

 

Time-consciousness 

 “The new is brought about through the leap” (85).  Adulthood is brought about 

through the qualitative leap.  The qualitative leap brings about difference, individuation, 

and conscious hiddenness.  This is posited through the spirit which is now awake, whose 

eyes have been opened.  The full implications of spirit’s open eyes will have great 

importance for understanding time-consciousness.  

 “Man, then, is a synthesis of psyche and body, but he is also a synthesis of the 

temporal and the eternal” (85).  Man is given from the outset as being temporal.  As has 

been seen, Adam is not immediately aware of what this means.  It is only through the 

waking of the spirit that temporal consciousness is brought about.   

 With this new consciousness of temporality we must ask,  “What, then, is the 

temporal?” (85).   In one sense, time is an infinite succession.  Without division it can be 

seen as a straight-line continuum.  However, we attribute the divisions of past, present, 

and future to it.  Kierkegaard maintains that these divisions are not implicit in time itself, 

but rather that “the distinction appears only through the relation of time to eternity and 
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through the reflection of eternity in time” (85).  He sees man’s conscious relation to time, 

posited through spirit by means of differentiation, as the key to unlocking the meaning of 

our perception of time.  For us the division of the infinite succession only comes through 

a relation to the eternal.   

 “The present, however, is not a concept of time, except precisely as something 

infinitely contentless, which again is the infinite vanishing” (86).  Time is that which 

“passes by,” and therefore taking the present as a slice of time can only result in an 

“infinitely contentless” idea.  Trying to imagine the present as every moment that ever 

has been and ever will be can only leave one with a rather empty perception of time.  

This abstract thought does nothing for our experience.  Man’s relation to empty 

abstraction will play an important role later when analyzing how we take up freedom. 

 “The eternal, on the contrary, is the present. … For representation, it is a going 

forth that nevertheless does not get off the spot, because the eternal is for representation 

the infinitely contentful present” (86).  If, instead of taking the present as each and every 

slice of the infinite succession of time, we rather represent it as the eternal moment of 

conscious presence, as that which is always already here, always present and able to be 

participated in, we then see that it is not contentless and remote but contentful and close 

at hand.  This presence is not just for myself but is here for all individuals.  It is the realm 

that the race lives in; it is the realm of language and communication.  This view of the 

present moment transcends any one individual, but at the same time only exists via an 

individual being there to witness and participate in it.  In this way the eternal can be seen 

to overcome any one individual’s temporary stay in the world, but at the same time still 

to rely on some one individual’s participation. 
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 “The moment signifies the present as that which has no past and no future, and 

precisely in this lies the imperfection of the sensuous life.  The eternal also signifies the 

present as that which has no past and no future, and this is the perfection of the eternal” 

(87).  This may at first appear to be a paradox, where the same qualities signify complete 

opposites, imperfection and perfection respectively.  However, the moment’s perfection 

or imperfection is only a matter of how it is taken up by the individual.  If one is simply 

“living for the moment” then this short sighted-ness is imperfection.  Living moment-to-

moment, as if there is no connection between the moments is the sensuous life.  This take 

on the moment is an imperfection as it denies the continuity and eternality of the moment 

as outlined above. The moment is only given perfection through eternality.  To be 

properly understood, certain cohesion must be drawn through every moment, we must not 

be trapped in the thought that each moment stands on its own separate one from another. 

 “If … time and eternity touch each other, then it must be in time, and now we have 

come to the moment” (87).  To be properly understood, the moment must be seen as the 

eternal touching time, the stable touching the “passing by,” within time, within the 

succession of moments.  “Nothing is as swift as the blink of an eye, and yet it is 

commensurable with the content of the eternal” (87).  “The moment,” Øiblikket, much 

like the German Augenblick, is in Danish a derivative of “a blink of the eye,” Øiets Blik 

(245 Editor’s endnote), and as such, the terms are used to open up different aspects of the 

same concept.   

 “When Ingeborg looks out over the sea after Frithiof, this is a picture of what is 

expressed in the figurative word [the moment, a blink of the eye]” (87).  This moment, 

frozen on the title page of Esaias Tegner’s Frithiof’s Saga is the temporal touching the 
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eternal.  If the expression were instead a word or a noise it would intimate the fleeting of 

the moment, not the eternality of the moment.  “A sigh, a word, etc. have power to relieve 

the soul of burdensome weight, precisely because the burden, when merely expressed, 

already begins to become something of the past” (87).  The look over the sea has the 

touch of permanence, not the vanishing relief of noise.  “A blink is therefore a 

designation of time, but mark well, of time in the fateful conflict when it is touched by 

eternity” (87). 

 “The synthesis of the temporal and the eternal is not another synthesis but the 

expression for the first synthesis, according to which man is a synthesis of psyche and 

body that is sustained by spirit.  As soon as the spirit is posited, the moment is present” 

(88).  Without the wakening of spirit, time-consciousness cannot be brought to light.  

With the conscious presence of the spirit the moment can be understood in its true 

significance.  It is the contact point of the eternal and the temporal.  It is the contact point 

between corporeal time-bound bodies and the external time-less world. 

 “Only with the moment does history begin.  By sin, man’s sensuousness is posited 

as sinfulness and is therefore lower than that of the beast, and yet this is because it is here 

that the higher begins, for at this point spirit begins” (89).
6
  Only in the contact between 

the succession and the stable does history come about.  Without the stable, the succession 

of time-slices would have no cohesion; each moment would stand on its own.  Without 

the succession, the stable would reign over freedom; there would be no possibility of 

individual human fulfillment.  We would each be an angel, perfect, but not by our own 

                                                
6
 This ties back into the discussion of spirit’s differentiating introduction of sensuousness.  

“In the moment the spirit posits itself, it posits the synthesis, but in order to posit the 

synthesis is must first pervade it differentiatingly, and the ultimate point of the sensuous 

is precisely the sexual” (49). 
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will.  

 “The moment is that ambiguity in which time and eternity touch each other, and 

with this the concept of temporality is posited, whereby time constantly intersects eternity 

and eternity constantly pervades time” (89).  Kierkegaard’s understanding of proper 

temporality hinges on a concrete grounding of the eternal and the temporal.  As will be 

seen, only a genuine understanding of this constant intersection and pervasiveness will 

allow for an individual be able to take up the fullness of freedom. 

 What does Kierkegaard’s understanding of time look like in concreto?  By contrast, 

in the Greek understanding, “the eternal lies behind as the past that can only be entered 

backwards” (90).  Recollection presumes that all the knowledge possible to the present 

world, that is to say, the eternal, is entirely contained within the past.  In this sense, one 

can only enter into the eternal “backwards.”  If the eternal, that is, the possible, is 

contained within the past, then it is easy to see how one might feel at ease with the 

possible, as it is really just the inactive actual, always already there waiting to be taken 

up.  In contrast to this, “For freedom, the possible is the future, and the future is for time 

the possible” (91).  In placing the possible in the future, anxiety, of course, is greatly 

heightened.  The possible cannot be taken as a set, concrete thing if its existence has not 

yet come into fruition.  So, what is it to enter forwards into the eternal?  Answering this 

question is key to understanding freedom and it will be taken up again later in the 

discussion of freedom. 

 

Anxiety in the Adult Individual 

 Having left off his analysis of the myth, Kierkegaard next lays out his 
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psychological view of the multitude of problems found in human life.  As has been seen 

before, awakening to a world of separation and difference does not inherently free the 

individual.  Many problems arise out of being on one’s own.   

As soon as the leap is posited, one would think that anxiety would be canceled, 

because anxiety is defined as freedom’s disclosure to itself in possibility.  The 

qualitative leap is clearly actuality, and so it would seem that possibility is annulled 

along with anxiety. However, this is not the case. (111) 

 

Kierkegaard sees two aspects of “continuing in sin,” anxiety about evil (repentance), and 

anxiety about the good (the demonic).  Having sinned, the possibility of freedom that 

existed only but a moment ago no longer exists.  This does not mean that the possible has 

become actual and that freedom has been realized, but rather that sin has been indulged 

and one is now unfree.  How one deals with this sin is of great concern to Kierkegaard, in 

part because he doesn’t feel that it has been adequately addressed before, and more 

importantly, if we cannot free ourselves from sin, how can we be free? 

 

The Repentant 

 Anxiety about evil, culminating in repentance, is a state still in the “bondage of sin” 

(135).  Again, one might presume this not to be so, that repentance is a form of freeing 

oneself from the past.  But this is not the case.  It is in actuality a sorrowing over the past, 

a dwelling over what has been done, not an active canceling of sin and unfreedom. 

 Kierkegaard sees three stages to this method of dealing with sin, outlined and even 

conveniently lettered a, b, and c.  The first stage is the projection of possibility out of the 

actuality of sin.  “Since sin is an unwarranted actuality, it is also to be negated.  This 

work anxiety will undertake.  Here is the playground of the ingenious sophistry of 

anxiety” (113).  Anxiety takes up the task of bringing possibility back out of actuality.  It 
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is almost as if the past is being seen as malleable and anxiety’s work is to smooth over 

the past by denying sin its actuality and instead obscuring it.  One is perfectly capable of 

“changing the past” for themselves, but this does not mean that this is the path to 

freedom.  It is instead self-deception.  “While the actuality of sin holds one hand of 

freedom in its icy right hand just as the Commandant held Don Giovanni, the left hand 

gesticulates with delusion, deception, and the eloquence of illusion” (113).  However, as 

possibility has been heightened, anxiety has also been heightened. 

 Second is to become relaxed in the thought that things are not as bad as they could 

be.  This thought will be taken up again in the discussion of freedom, but as regards what 

is outside you, not what is inside of you. “No matter how deep an individual has sunk, he 

can sink still deeper, and this ‘can’ is the object of anxiety” (113).  Anxiety relates itself 

to the future possible conditions, and, in some sense, saying to itself, “well, I am not that 

bad,” reconciles itself to the situation.  Kierkegaard sees this as the ultimate loss to 

unfreedom, whereby sin has conquered.  “The more relaxed anxiety becomes at this 

point, the more it signifies that the consequence of sin has entered the individual in 

succum et sanguinem [in flesh and blood] and that sin has obtained a domicile in 

individuality” (113).  Here we are seeing anxiety being quelled when it should instead be 

heightened, this is a persistent part of learning from anxiety, learning when it should not 

be squashed but should instead be taken up. 

 Third is to accept the actuality of the situation, to accept the guilt of sin and to 

grieve over the past action.  In opposition to the first stage, the sin is taken up as actuality 

“but repentance does not become the individual’s freedom.  Repentance is reduced to a 

possibility in relation to sin; in other words, repentance cannot cancel sin, it can only 
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sorrow over it” (115).  Repentance follows sin, but does not make provision for the 

future.  As a dwelling, it is not actively “entering forward” in time but is stuck mulling 

about the past, and getting ready to mull over what is about to become the past.  “It forces 

itself to look at the dreadful, but like mad King Lear … it has lost the reins of 

government, and it has retained only the power to grieve” (115). 

 “The individual may repent of his wrath, and the more profound he is, the more 

profound is his repentance.  But repentance cannot make him free; in that he is mistaken” 

(116).  Facing the past, but still unable to take up the future, the repentant is unfreely tied 

to anxiety about evil.  This relation to sin does not allow for the individual to progress 

and overcome sin, but keeps him unnaturally tied to it. 

 Is there no hope for the repentant?  Of course there is hope, but he must learn to 

take his own reins back up.  Here, Kierkegaard opens up the path to faith: 

The only thing that is truly able to disarm the sophistry of sin is faith, courage to 

believe that the state itself is a new sin, courage to renounce anxiety without 

anxiety, which only faith can do; faith does not thereby annihilate anxiety, but, 

itself eternally young, it extricates itself from anxiety’s moment of death.  Only 

faith is able to do this, for only in faith is the synthesis eternal and at every moment 

possible. (117) 

 

A correct relation to the eternal and the moment expands the individual’s view of his own 

place in the grand scheme.  This gloss, however, is hardly complete, and we will take this 

theme up again later. 

 

The Demonic 

 The demonic is also in unfreedom, but its direction is opposite the repentant’s.  

“The bondage of sin is an unfree relation to the evil [anxiety about evil], but the demonic 
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is an unfree relation to the good” (119).  Anxiety stitches together opposites. Those that 

are anxious about evil, that is, those worried about being evil and grieving over having 

been evil, are tied to evil, and those anxious about the good, those trying not to be good, 

are tied to the good.  Being tied to the good may sound like a nice proposition, but this is 

not a bind in the sense that the individual does good in spite of his will.  It is rather a 

willful taking up of unfreedom out of anxiety about “the restoration of freedom, 

redemption, salvation, or whatever one would call it” (119).  One might ask, how is this 

possible? 

 “In innocence, freedom was not posited as freedom: its possibility was anxiety in 

the individual.  In the demonic, the relation is reversed.  Freedom is posited as 

unfreedom, because freedom is lost” (123).  The individual has taken up separation from 

the world as freedom.  The demoniac has taken up his own individuality as the total 

expression of human possibility.   “Here again freedom’s possibility is anxiety.  The 

difference is absolute, because freedom’s possibility appears here in relation to 

unfreedom, which is the very opposite of innocence, which is a qualification disposed 

towards freedom” (123).  In contrast to the repentant, who is bumping about in the dark 

grieving over having lost “the reins of government,” the demoniac has precisely taken up 

the reins and driven his horses as hard and fast as they will go.  This is why out of the 

two, the demonic is the far more impressive figure.  For him, indulging the good would 

mean giving up his own individuality, against which he reacts violently and with the 

entirety of his will.  He takes the good to be a form of unfreedom.  He sees the good as 

slavery to others and abandonment of the self and he will not stand for it. 

 “The demonic is inclosing reserve and the unfreely disclosed” (123).  The demonic 
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is the epitome of separation.  “The demonic does not close itself up with something, but it 

closes itself up within itself, and in this lies what is profound about existence, precisely 

that unfreedom makes itself a prisoner” (124, emphasis mine).  The profound thing about 

existence is that the demoniac can willfully bring about his own living hell.  The 

demoniac is an expression of just how strong a human’s will can be.  He can press his 

own separation to the farthest limits of existence.  The demoniac uses his own will to take 

up unfreedom, which in itself is a testament to the possibility of human ability. 

 Of course, none of this is to say that the demoniac is an enviable character.  The 

spirit has become depressed; it is a prisoner in its own body.  The demoniac has been 

closed up with nothing and, as such, he sees no extension to life, he sees only empty 

abstraction.  In inclosure, he has intentionally cut himself off from the possibility of a full 

understanding of time, and, as such, he has cut himself off from what Kierkegaard sees as 

true fulfillment.   

 On the flip side of inclosure is certitude and inwardness.  Inwardness, although in a 

sense still a separation from others, is the taking up of something within oneself.  This is 

not properly inclosure.  “It should be kept in mind constantly that, according to my 

terminology, one cannot be inclosed in God or in the good, because this kind of inclosure 

signifies the greatest expansion” (134).  Inwardness is the expansion of the infinite within 

oneself.  Inwardness, certitude, and expansion are the keys to understanding freedom, but 

truth in action is the real arena where these concepts are put to the test: 

Viewed intellectually, the content of freedom is truth, and truth makes man free. 

For this reason, truth is the work of freedom, and in such a way that freedom 

constantly brings forth truth.  … Truth is for the particular individual only as he 

himself produces it in action. … Truth has always had many loud proclaimers, but 

the question is whether a person will in the deepest sense acknowledge the truth, 

will allow it to permeate his whole being, will accept all its consequences, and not 
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have an emergency hiding place for himself and a Judas kiss for the consequence. 

(138)   

 

Self-deception and inclosure will get one nowhere.  The only path to freedom comes in 

the taking up of consequences, in the bringing forth of truth, and in the permeation of 

truth.  “Certitude and inwardness, which can be attained only by and in action, determine 

whether or not the individual is demonic” (138).  Action makes or breaks the individual; 

it is freedom’s proving ground.   

 The demoniac is uncertain about the good; his mind is filled with superstition and 

disbelief.  “Arbitrariness, unbelief, mockery of religion, etc. are not, as commonly 

believed, lack of content, but lack of certitude” (139).  Anxiety about the good is at the 

root of this trepidation.  When Christ comes upon a demoniac in Mark 5:1, the demoniac 

says to him “!ί ἐµ"ὶ #$ὶ %"ί [What have I to do with you]?” (Mark 5:6).  The demoniac is 

worried that Christ will torment him, “ὁ&#ί'( )* !ὸ+ ,*ό+, µή µ* -$%$+ί%ῃ. [I adjure you 

by God, don't torment me]” (Mark 5:7).  When in contact with the good the demoniac 

believes himself to be in mortal danger.  His own separated self is brought into 

communication with the good, which stretches beyond the merely personal, and as such, 

he becomes anxious.  Much like anxiety about evil, anxiety about the good produces a 

failure in the individual to act with courage and certainty, only here it is a failure to act in 

the public realm as opposed to the private realm. 

 “Language, the word, is precisely what saves, what saves the individual from the 

empty abstraction of inclosing reserve” (124).  Language, the expression of the individual 

in the idea that he is more than what is simply within himself, is what saves.  Language is 

a taking up of the possibility of disclosure and exposure of the individual.  In 

communication the individual remains intact but is opened up to and for the exterior 



 24 

world.  The word opens the demonic to expansiveness.  Language saves, but this invites 

the question, is language a necessary part of freedom for Kierkegaard?  If inwardness and 

certitude suffice, do I have any real obligations to openness?  I do in that I must be open 

to the demonic to save.  Furthermore, if there is no one else around, can there be 

freedom?  Is society a necessary part of freedom?  At this point it is unclear what the 

answers to these questions would be.  We will return to these concerns later. 

 If the first stage, childhood, is a unity of the environment, and the transition to this 

stage, adulthood, is a breaking of that unification, then the fulfillment of this stage should 

be a conscious striving for reunification.  Here, though, the drive for unity is held back by 

one's idea of self as separate from God.  It is thus that we are quite capable of striving 

eternally and with infinite energy for “finite objects,” e.g., money, sex, power, 

knowledge, etc.  Such an eternal drive is a manifestation of the proper intuition that an 

aspect of us, our possibility, is infinite; it is, however, misdirected.  To take up freedom is 

to expand one’s view of possibility outside of one’s own individuality, to encompass the 

full meaning of our indivisibility, to take up both the race and ourselves.  

 

Freedom 

 How do we take up inwardness and certitude without being atheistic or standing 

on our own?  How do I take up inwardness while still maintaining a proper and ethical 

relationship to the outside world?  What is the difference between self-certainty and self-

deception?  Where does the autodidactic coincide with the theodidactic?  Assuredly, a 

person must be able to decipher these questions in order to consider himself free.  The 
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answers to these questions may not come in a complete form, but in pursuit of them I 

hope at least to bring out the concerns and cares of the free man. 

 “What is certitude and inwardness?  It is no doubt difficult to give a definition of 

inwardness.  In the meantime, I shall at this point say that it is earnestness”  (146).  

Certitude and inwardness can only be of use if they are taken up earnestly.  Without 

earnestness we find ourselves, once again, up against the wall of self-deception.  

Inwardness is not empty inclosure, but is a taking up of infinity’s expansiveness.  It is in 

this sense that inwardness and certitude are earnestness. 

 “When the originality in earnestness is acquired and preserved, then there is 

succession and repetition, but as soon as originality is lacking in repetition, there is habit” 

(149).  Repetition is a forward engagement of the eternal.  It is a taking up and projection 

of cohesion through the succession of moments.  In order to take this task up in 

earnestness, one must see the eternal for what it is.  Without seeing the injection of the 

eternal into the temporal, the individual is stuck, isolated and alone, existing only 

moment-to-moment without self-continuity and, by extension, without participation in 

any possible greater continuity.  Without earnestness, repetition loses originality and 

becomes stale and stagnant; it is no longer an engagement of the eternal but mere habit. 

 It is in this way that Kierkegaard associates earnestness and the personality.  

“Only an earnest personality is an actual personality, and only an earnest personality can 

do anything with earnestness, for to do anything with earnestness requires, first and 

foremost, knowledge of what the object of earnestness is” (149).  Earnestness is required 

to have a united personality.  Kierkegaard does not consider a disoriented or fragmentary 

personality to truly count as a personality, as it does not have an internal cohesion.  
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Where does the internal cohesion come from?  “No one is born with earnestness” (150).  

Earnestness, much like reunification, must actively be worked towards; it is not to going 

to accidentally appear, it, rather, must be an intentional act.  So then, what is the object of 

earnestness?  “This object every human being has, because it is himself, and whoever has 

not become earnest about this, but about something else, something great and noisy, is 

despite all his earnestness a joker” (150).   

 When self-deception reigns over the individual and “inwardness is lacking, the 

spirit is finitized.  Inwardness is therefore eternity or the constituent of the eternal man” 

(151).  When the spirit is finitized the individual is cut off from the possibility of a 

concrete understanding of eternity.  Eternity becomes an abstraction.  “Whoever has not 

understood the eternal correctly, understood it altogether concretely, lacks inwardness 

and earnestness” (151).  

 It is in this sense that men go astray.  They “are not willing to think eternity 

earnestly but are anxious about it, and anxiety can contrive a hundred evasions.  And this 

is precisely the demonic” (154).  The demoniac, out of the incertitude brought about by 

his unwillingness to think honestly of the eternal, evades real contact with the eternal.  

The demoniac is not forward about his anxiety and does not bring his anxiety into the 

realm of conscious intentional action and thought.  He instead loses himself to habit. 

An adherent of the most rigid orthodoxy may be demonic.  He knows it all.  He 

genuflects before the holy.  Truth is for him the aggregate of ceremonies.  He talks 

of meeting before the throne of God and knows how many times one should bow.  

He knows everything, like the man who can prove a mathematical proposition 

when the letters are ABC, but not when the letters are DEF.  So he becomes 

anxious whenever he hears something that is not literally the same. (139-140) 
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The demoniac here has not allowed truth to permeate his body and his actions.  Instead, 

he has put rote memorization to task.  Thought and soul are not engaged; muscle memory 

stands in their place.  Repetition has become habit. 

 What, then, does freedom look like?  What does forwardly addressing anxiety 

look like? 

Because [man] is a synthesis he can be in anxiety; and the more profoundly he is in 

anxiety, the greater is the man—yet not in the sense usually understood, in which 

anxiety is about something external, about something outside a person, but in the 

sense that he himself produces the anxiety. (155) 

 

To be profound, anxiety must be produced from within the depths of the individual.  

These depths reflect the infinite possibility of which we are capable.  Additionally, 

anxiety must not be about the external; critiquing the outside world does nothing for the 

self.  Anxiety is only productive when we are scrutinizing and worrying over our own 

soul.  “Anxiety is freedom’s possibility, and only such anxiety is through faith absolutely 

educative, because it consumes all finite ends and discovers all their deceptiveness” 

(155).  To be educative, anxiety must be able to flush finitude out of the dark corners of 

life into the light of day, the light of infinitude.  By contrast to the infinite, the finite will 

certainly pale, if not fade out of concern entirely.  This recalls originality in repetition, the 

taking up of cohesion through the succession.  The finiteness of a mere moment pales in 

comparison with the infinitude possible through cohesion.  “Whoever is educated by 

anxiety is educated by possibility, and only he who is educated by possibility is educated 

according to his infinitude” (156).  Much like we see the child who is, accidentally or 

otherwise, pressed up against the hidden and covered, the free adult must himself be put 

up against the full possibility of possibility.  Unlike the child, however, the free adult 

cannot wait for that accidental moment but must take his life up in his own hands.  The 
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free man who has done this and “has truly been brought up by possibility has grasped the 

terrible as well as the joyful” (156).  When a person has taken up the full joy and terror of 

the possible, the full possibility of possibility, “he will give actuality another explanation, 

he will praise actuality, and even when it rests heavily upon him, he will remember that it 

is nevertheless far, far lighter than possibility was” (156).  The praise of the actual rests 

on the brilliance of the possible.  In this disparity we can see the education of possibility.  

Possibility shows the actual for what it is, finite and limited.  

 Kierkegaard maintains that grappling with the infinite will give man the ability to 

differentiate between certainty and deception.  In simply dealing with and learning from 

the finite, a person leaves open the possibility of going astray.  “Finiteness and the finite 

relations in which every individual is assigned a place, whether they be small, or 

everyday, or world-historical, educate only finitely” (156).  Only so much can be gleaned 

from the temporal, finite, personal world.  In the personal corporeal world, one can 

“always bargain, always escape … tolerably well, always keep himself a little on the 

outside, always prevent himself from absolutely learning something” (156).  Interest in 

the personal realm always dictates that the separation of myself from my other ought to 

be maintained.  As I am not holding myself to the standards of being open and honest, 

and am not letting truth and consequence permeate my whole being, I stand outside of a 

proper relationship to both myself and my other.  In the finite realm I stand merely in an 

economic relation and, as such, I can “always keep [myself] a little on the outside.” 

In contrast, to truly render the experience of anxiety accessible to thought, one 

must be educated by the eternal and the infinite.  One must be educated in the 

transcendence of the temporal and merely personal world.  One must take up the 
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transpersonal,
7
 the eternal, the infinite.  Inwardness and certitude must rest on the 

expanse of the infinite, on one’s participation in the eternal.
8
 

“However, I will not deny that whoever is educated by possibility is exposed to 

danger, not that of getting into bad company and going astray in various ways as are 

those educated by the finite, but the danger of a fall, namely, suicide” (158).  Possibility 

offers the individual the ability to make the ultimate act of separation, suicide.  

Inwardness does not rest on the infinite out of necessity.  As was seen in the profundity of 

the demonic, an individual is quite capable of taking the reins of fate fully into his own 

hands and driving himself into isolation, away from the expansiveness of the infinite.  To 

be learned from properly, one must see their freedom in possibility, not their unfreedom. 

“Anxiety discovers fate, but just when the individual wants to put his trust in fate, 

anxiety turns around and takes fate away, because fate is like anxiety, and anxiety, like 

possibility, is a ‘magic’ picture” (159).  Anxiety, in making man ill at ease in his position 

in the world, uncovers fate.  Fate here represents the individual’s initial experience and 

anxiety of being in a greater whole.  However, just as the individual wants to indulge 

fate, anxiety reveals possibility and, as such, it undermines fate.  Anxiety gives fate an 

inherent malleability; that is to say, it destroys fate.  Our participation in the world means 

that we are capable of driving the future, that we are able to take responsibility for our 

own selves and that we are able to shape the future through action.  This “magic picture” 

is open to our participation. 

                                                
7
 The transpersonal has many parallels.  It is both the depth of spirit in the individual and 

the depth of the world that we, together, participate in.  It is the internal and external 

expansion of the infinite that interweaves and pervades the human experience. 
8
 For Kierkegaard, this is faith.  “By faith I understand here what Hegel somewhere in his 

way correctly calls the inner certainty that anticipates infinity” (157). 
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For instance, “the hypochondriac is anxious about every insignificant thing, but 

when the significant appears he begins to breathe more easily” (162).  When the 

hypochondriac runs upon the significant he is calm and collected, this is because the 

possibility that he himself manifested in the insignificant is filled with more terror than 

actuality could ever attain.  “The significant actuality is after all not so terrible as the 

possibility he himself had fashioned, and which he used his strength to fashion, whereas 

he can now use all his strength against actuality” (162).  Of course, the hypochondriac is 

an imperfect example of the autodidact.  The hypochondriac has taught himself how to 

deal with significant actuality but he is still unfreely tied to the anxiousness of the 

insignificant.   

In contrast to this, “the true autodidact is precisely in the same degree a theodidact 

… he is $ὐ!"/&01. !2. !!. 324"%"35$. [one who on his own cultivates philosophy] and in 

the same degree ,*"/&01. [one who tends the things of God]” (162).  This new 

dichotomy, introduced on the final page of the work, recalls the multitude of other 

dichotomies: the actual and the possible, the individual and the race, the temporal and the 

eternal.  Man, as we have seen from the beginning, is individuum.  As his perfection lies 

in the earnest taking up of his indivisibility, he must learn to earnestly take up both sides 

of each one of these dichotomies.  

One might ask, is this an impossible task?  To this question Kierkegaard is swift 

to reply, “If one is willing, one can do all things” (126).  No one of us is inherently 

granted any greater or lesser access to self-fulfillment.  Each one of us is equally born 

with the possibility of fulfillment.  “In the sphere of the religious, genius must not be 

spoken of as a special gift that is bestowed upon only a few, for here the gift is that of 
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willing” (114).  We have all been given the gift of willing.  We have seen what happens 

when the will fails in the personal realm (the repentant) and what happens when it takes 

up the personal but fails in the public realm (the demonic).  What remains for freedom is 

to take up the will with an eye to the proper concerns, to faire well in both the personal 

and the public. 

At this point, two paths open up for freedom.  Is the free man indifferent to 

society?  Or is societal participation an obligation?  In one sense it appears that freedom 

may be taken up as a lone venture, brought forth between God and oneself through 

expansion as inwardness and certitude.  From this perspective, one could feasibly wander 

into the woods, never see another soul for the rest of eternity and yet attain freedom.
9
  

However, this pseudo-egotistical take on self-fulfillment does not appear to be the only 

sphere that freedom is able to live in.  “Whoever has truly learned how to be anxious will 

dance when the anxieties of finitude strike up the music and when the apprentices of 

finitude lose their minds and courage” (161).  One wonders about the imagery presented 

here, is the free man dancing on the graves of finitude’s apprentices?  Possibly, but it is 

equally likely that the free man is attempting to dance with the unfree.  He is, after all, in 

the same dancehall.  The free man can dance in the public realm of finitude and does not 

need to shy away from it.  The free man provides an example of courage and mindfulness 

for the lost repentant to follow.  The demoniac, out of step in finitude’s ballroom, can 

only be saved through contact and communication with the open and disclosed.  The free 

                                                
9
 “Take the pupil of possibility, place him in the middle of the Jutland heath, where no 

event takes place or where the greatest event is a grouse flying up noisily, and he will 

experience everything more perfectly, more accurately, more thoroughly than the man 

who received the applause on the stage of world-history if that man was not educated by 

possibility” (159). 
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man is the only one who is truly open and disclosing, capable of leading the dance.  

Truth, the content of freedom, is brought forth through action; as long as action is present 

there is the possibility of freedom.  Action is, of course, ambiguous as to its requirements.  

In the end it is unclear if there is one true path, whether the free man is obligated to work 

in society or to whether he is free to attain his ends on his own.  What is clear, however, 

is that the only man truly capable of authentically taking up life, of fully experiencing the 

depths of the spirit and the world, is the man who has been radically educated by 

possibility, who has utterly faced his anxiety. 
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