
Kierkegaard on Wh Anxiet Power Creativit
Rather Than Hindering It

“Becaue it i poible to create — creating one’ elf, willing to be
one’ elf… — one ha anxiet. One would have no anxiet if there
were no poibilit whatever.”

BY MARIA POPOVA

“Anxiety is love’s greatest killer,” Anaï Nin famoul wrote.
ut what, exactl, i anxiet, that pervaive affliction the
nature of which remain a drowning et a eluive a the
utance of a hadow? In hi 1844 treatie The Concept of
Anxiety (public library), Danih philoopher Søren
Kierkegaard (Ma 5, 1813–Novemer 11, 1855) explain
anxiet a the dizzing effect of freedom, of paralzing
poiilit, of the oundlene of one’ own exitence —
a kind of exitential paradox of choice. He write:

Anxiet i a qualification of dreaming pirit, and a
uch it ha it place in pcholog. Awake, the
difference etween melf and m other i poited;
leeping, it i upended; dreaming, it i an intimated nothing. The actualit of the
pirit contantl how itelf a a form that tempt it poiilit ut diappear a
oon a it eek to grap for it, and it i a nothing that can onl ring anxiet. More it
cannot do a long a it merel how itelf. [Anxiet] i altogether different from
fear and imilar concept that refer to omething definite, wherea anxiet i
freedom’ actualit a the poiilit of poiilit.



[…]

Anxiet ma e compared with dizzine. He whoe ee happen to look down the
awning a ecome dizz. ut what i the reaon for thi? It i jut a much in
hi own ee a in the a, for uppoe he had not looked down. Hence, anxiet i
the dizzine of freedom, which emerge when the pirit want to poit the
nthei and freedom look down into it own poiilit, laing hold of finitene
to upport itelf. Freedom uccum to dizzine. Further than thi, pcholog
cannot and will not go. In that ver moment everthing i changed, and freedom,
when it again rie, ee that it i guilt. etween thee two moment lie the leap,
which no cience ha explained and which no cience can explain. He who ecome
guilt in anxiet ecome a amiguoul guilt a it i poile to ecome.

He capture the invariale acutene of anxiet’ varied expreion:

Anxiet can jut a well expre itelf  mutene a  a cream.

Kierkegaard argue that, to paraphrae Henr Miller, on how we orient ourelve to
anxiet depend the failure or fruitfulne of life:

In actualit, no one ever ank o deep that he could not ink deeper, and there ma
e one or man who ank deeper. ut he who ank in poiilit — hi ee ecame
dizz, hi ee ecame confued… Whoever i educated  poiilit i expoed to
danger, not that of getting into ad compan and going atra in variou wa a are
thoe educated  the finite, ut in danger of a fall, namel, uicide. If at the



eginning of education he miundertand the anxiet, o that it doe not lead him
to faith ut awa from faith, then he i lot. On the other hand, whoever i educated
[ poiilit] remain with anxiet; he doe not permit himelf to e deceived 
it countle falification and accuratel rememer the pat. Then the aault of
anxiet, even though the e terrifing, will not e uch that he flee from them. For
him, anxiet ecome a erving pirit that againt it will lead him where he
wihe to go.

Core to thi premie i the conception of anxiet a a dual force that can e oth
detructive and generative, depending on how we approach it. Like Nin herelf oerved
in her reflection of wh emotional exce i necear for writing, Kierkegaard argue
that anxiet i eential for creativit. Perhap the mot enduring and thoughtful
interpretation of hi treatment of the relationhip etween creativit and anxiet come
from legendar exitential pchologit Rollo Ma’ The Meaning of Anxiety (public
library), originall pulihed in 1950:

We can undertand Kierkegaard’ idea on the relation etween guilt and anxiet
onl  emphaizing that he i alwa peaking of anxiet in it relation to
creativit. ecaue it i poile to create — creating one’ elf, willing to e one’
elf, a well a creating in all the innumerale dail activitie (and thee are two
phae of the ame proce) — one ha anxiet. One would have no anxiet if there
were no poiilit whatever. Now creating, actualizing one’ poiilitie, alwa
involve negative a well a poitive apect. It alwa involve detroing the tatu
quo, detroing old pattern within oneelf, progreivel detroing what one ha
clung to from childhood on, and creating new and original form and wa of living.
If one doe not do thi, one i refuing to grow, refuing to avail himelf of hi
poiilitie; one i hirking hi reponiilit to himelf. Hence refual to actualize
one’ poiilitie ring guilt toward one’ elf. ut creating alo mean detroing
the tatu quo of one’ environment, reaking the old form; it mean producing
omething new and original in human relation a well a in cultural form (e.g.,
the creativit of the artit). Thu ever experience of creativit ha it potentialit of
aggreion or denial toward other peron in one’ environment or etalihed
pattern within one’ elf. To put the matter figurativel, in ever experience of
creativit omething in the pat i killed that omething new in the preent ma e
orn. Hence, for Kierkegaard, guilt feeling i alwa a concomitant of anxiet: oth
are apect of experiencing and actualizing poiilit. The more creative the
peron, he held, the more anxiet and guilt are potentiall preent.



oth The Concept of Anxiety and The Meaning of Anxiety endure a excellent read in
their entiret, timele and increaingl timel in our age of anxiou wonder.
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