
Existentialism is a branch of philosophy that deals with the individual person, not as a 
biological organism, but rather as a singular, thinking, feeling person.  This school of thought was 
made most famous by Soren Kierkegaard, who is often considered the “Father of Existentialism”, 
and was created in large part as a response to the Romantic view that everything was simply a small 
part of a larger whole, specifically the “Nature Spirit”.  Kierkegaard rejected that and instead focused 
on our individual subjective reality, where the only truths that mattered were those that we came to 
on our own, that existed in our own hearts and minds.  Objective information, like the stuff we get 
from math and science are great, but Kierkegaard considered them not useful in our journey to figure 
out who we are and what we ultimately believe.  Subjective truths, which we come to through our 
own individual experiences, are the main guiding forces toward discovering our true selves 
according to his philosophy. 

Kierkegaard was also very fixated on the concept of anxiety or, as he put it, angst.  It’s a 
dutch word that means dread or anxiety, but Kierkegaard used it to mean something deeply rooted 
in our human psyche.  We are free to do whatever we want, which we like, but the fact that we do 
have so many choices, which themselves can have many different consequences, can be very 
overwhelming and terrifying.  Kierkegaard was fascinated by this relationship, causing him to make 
the famous quote “Dread is a sympathetic antipathy and an antipathetic sympathy,” or, as it can be 
put more plainly, “Dread is a desire for what we fear and a fear for what we desire.”  Life, as 
Kierkegaard saw it, was full of dread, or angst, and there was little we could do to escape it.  Well, 
he had one big way to combat it, but we’ll get to that in a minute. 

He also saw that humans went through three stages of life to ultimately end up being our 
best and true selves.  First is the Aesthetic Stage, a stage where we are focused mainly on 
ourselves and what will bring us pleasure, while avoiding things that will bring us pain, which you 
might have noticed sounds a lot like hedonism.  This is where people find out what their interests 
are, what makes them happy, all of that kind of stuff.  Kids, for example, live mainly in the aesthetic 
stage.  They don’t really think about their role in society or the world, they focus on having fun, like 
playing games, coloring, building legos, etc.  Kierkegaard saw the value of having fun and seeking 
pleasure, but realized that living purely for that would ultimately make someone unsatisfied, because 
something can only bring you pleasure for so long before you just get bored with it.  Think of how 
many toys and video games you really wanted and were so excited to get, only to lose interest in 
them days, weeks, or months later.  Not only that, but refusing to think of anyone outside of yourself 
isn’t a healthy way of life for anyone long-term.  That’s why Kierkegaard believed that we must then 
move to the second phase, the Ethical Stage.  This is when people recognize that they are a part of 
something bigger than themselves, like a family, a community, or a country, and do their part for the 
good of the greater whole.  This is when people learn to be responsible and to consider the thoughts 
and feelings of others, and that there are times where you have to deny personal pleasure for the 
sake of someone else. In this stage, people would learn to see greater meaning in their life because 
of their meaningful place as part of a bigger picture. The final stage, which Kierkegaard saw as the 
most important, and often most difficult, was the Religious Stage, where we would realize that we 
are all a small part of something much larger than ourselves.  For Kierkegaard, that was Jesus 
Christ, as he was a strong believer in the Christian teachings (though he hated organized religion 
because it encouraged people not to think for themselves).  For this stage, though, it doesn’t need to 
be any particular religion.  Kierkegaard wanted people to take a “leap of faith” into “the absurd”, 
something that we can not prove, something that we have to have to have faith in to believe. 
Remember, he was not a fan of objective truths.  When we make that leap of faith into something 



that can’t be proven, we fully embrace our own subjective truth with passion and conviction, at which 
point we become our true selves.  Remember when I said that Kierkegaard saw a way to combat 
angst?  This was it, the leap of faith, a personal truth that we could use to guide us through our lives. 
For some it’s religion, for others it’s Buddhism, and maybe others it will be Paganism or Wicca, there 
are a lot of routes that could be taken in this regard. 

So that’s Kierkegaard.  What do you guys think?  Is there any worth to Kierkegaard’s 
worldviews?  Are there universal truths in this world, or is everything based on our own personal 
journeys through life?  Is it important for people to take a “leap of faith” into “the absurd”?  And how 
important is it, to you, that we hold up our own individuality in what Kierkegaard saw as a sea of 
conformity?  We really miss you guys.  We love doing these lessons with you guys in the classroom, 
having a fun dialogue back and forth about these subjects, so we’d love to hear from you guys.  If 
not your own answers to these questions, then just a “Hello!” and maybe a little recap of how things 
are going for you guys.  Anyway, take care, be safe, WASH YOUR HANDS, and I’ll talk to you next 
time. 

 
 


