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ABSTRACT

have profoundly shaped the thought of such existentialist 
thinkers as Sartre, and Camus, especially their notions 
of angst and despair. But while these latter writers came 
to see anxiety as something negative, Kierkegaard had a 
more positive understanding. It is the gift of possibilities, 
and a crucial stage of transition or suspension before 
action or non-action is performed. Kierkegaard called 

before action or non-action. This essay will show how the 
Bhagavad Gita in the Indian tradition illustrates this idea. 
The existentially anxious Arjuna, epitomizes this state 

anxiety can be seen to be ontologically liberating rather 
than debilitating as it is sometimes understood in the later 
existentialist tradition. 
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Kierkegaard on Anxiety
Amongst the many problems of modern subjectivity, anxiety is 

indisputably a fundamentally recurring one. The contemporary world 
provides us with more and more situations that demand choices, and 
yet provides less and less meaning which would guide those choices.  
As anxiety has become increasingly prevalent, it has been extensively 

neuroscience. Although these vantage points are helpful in the sense that 
they provide diverse perspectives on this subject, they all assume that 
individuals are one with their anxiety, that is to say, these discourses regard 
anxiety to be a negative or pathological “condition” which originates 

it marks not so much a disability, as an awareness of our freedom to act 
or not act in the world. 

many thinkers in the twentieth-century West, especially the existentialists 
like Sartre and Camus.  In general, their work tended – mistakenly I 
believe – to view anxiety as nihilistic and debilitating.  But I believe that 
Kierkegaard sees anxiety as something inherently positive – the gift of 
possibilities – a stage of transition or suspension before action or non-
action is performed. In order to make these ideas and connections clearer, 

however temporary and “unreal.”

published in 1844, sets forth his principal approach to the subject.  His 
argument is informed by the presupposition that anxiousness is central 
to human experience, and it proceeds from an ontological rather than 
empirical source.  Unlike the sciences of psychology and psychiatry, 

means is that unlike a psychological approach to this subject, which 
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of anxiety does not attempt to delineate between body and mind. For 
him anxiety is not secondary to experience, but is rather integrated with 
existence.  Hence, anxiety is not generated by an empirical object in 

state,” characterized by its ethereal, disconcerting quality. Essentially 

not equate the empirical individual and anxiety in the strictest sense. It 

at the outset of .

myself and my other is posited; sleeping, it is suspended 
dreaming; it is an The actuality of 
the spirit constantly shows itself as a form that tempts its 
possibility but disappears as soon as it seeks to grasp for 
it, and it is a that can only bring anxiety.2  

This intriguing notion of a dreaming state or what Kierkegaard 
also calls the “innocent state” prepares the way for his conceptualization 
of ontological anxiety: this is the location for the origination of anxiety, 
emanating from the self.  However, this self is not mind or body for 
Kierkegaard, it is a more integrative sphere, i.e. the spirit. This stage is 
characterized in his thought by two underlying principles, transcendentality 
and passivity. It is transcendental because it exists beyond the binary 
frameworks of good or evil, positive or negative. At this nascent stage, 
then, anxiety is not attached to morality since the individual is ignorant 
of its origin. It would not be incorrect to infer that this is a position of 

that could generate anxiousness. Kierkegaard appropriately associates this 
inner state of being with the principles of “peace” and “repose.” Because 
there is no incident or external object that could lead to anxiety, there is 
“nothing” to strive against.  
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At this juncture, anxiety appears to be detached from any 

not imply non-existence of possibilities, on the contrary it is based upon 
endless possibilities. It is therefore a liberating state, as Kierkegaard would 
argue, because the individual has not yet taken action or decided against 

possibility”.3  Once one decides upon any of the choices presented from 

compromising his or her existential agency. It is important to point out 
here that this stage is seen as innocent primarily due to its neutrality.  
Consciousness encounters an array of choices but they exist similarly to 

Kierkegaard insists that this state is in fact not something negative but quite 
the opposite, it is to some extent a marker of higher intelligence arising 
out of the self. It is not a limitation, but an outcome of the realization of 
human limitation and mortality. 

crucial to assess what he means by “possibility.” As noted above, 

possibilities. But why does he conceive of these options as fundamental in 
human existence? A short answer would be that they symbolize freedom 
and free will. In “Kierkegaard: The Self and Ethical Existence,” George J. 

Stack divides them into two broad categories:  Concrete or Conceptual 

In a way, this would be closer to the rational domain within the limits 
of the individual. The consequences of this possibility would be easily 
categorized into moral frameworks. Kierkegaard gives the example of 

the tree of knowledge would lead to a punishment of some kind. At this 
level, the act of eating the forbidden fruit will certainly bring about shame 
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and guilt. This category of possibility thus lacks complexity as both the 
chosen action and the aftermath (punishment) are already imagined. 
Hence, herein there exists limited scope for freedom. 

By contrast, what Stack calls abstract or imagined possibility 
belongs to the aesthetic stage and represents for Kierkegaard a complex 
ideal.  In this case, prospects are imagined to be unlimited, without 

or memory. That is to say, the individual can believe in a possibility that 
has never been actualized before. To imagine varied and rich alternatives 
is extremely liberating. Angst experienced at this moment would be of 

indecision” which precludes morality. The engagement is objective, at 
least that is how Kierkegaard would see it, since the association with any 
one choice has not been made yet. As Stack observes, “What Kierkegaard 
seems to mean, then, is that freedom is possible only in a world in which an 
individual can imagine (or think about) possibilities and has the capacity 
to act upon those possibilities or to actualize some of those possibilities.”4

While offering these insights into the repository of human 
possibilities and their potentiality, Kierkegaard assumes the role of a kind 

,” Vanessa 
Rumble points out that in his book Kierkegaard adopts the pseudonym 
Vigilius Haufniensis, which literally translates into “the watchman,” 
the one keeping watch. Employment of this pseudonym mirrors the 

associating himself with any one possibility or the process and aftermath of 
their actualization, Kierkegaard maintains an objective distance by being 
the “one who deals with possibility rather than actuality.” 5 Given the 
objective distance that Kierkegaard maintains throughout the narrative, his 
ideals about freedom and anxiety become clearer. He is trying to suggest 
that he occupies a state both unaware and ignorant of the spirit or the 
self, in other words, a state synchronous with innocence or the dreaming 
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the self or freedom.”6 Thus, in this scenario, only a distant objectivity is 
possible, in some sense, the position of witness. Rumble concludes, “In 
this state, prior to the actual exercise of freedom, and prior to concrete 

appearance: the subject of freedom—the Self or the Spirit—is unknown 
to itself, the actual possibilities which face the individual are obscure, 
and moral categories are not yet posited.”7

Arjuna’s anxiety
In popular culture, anxiety, by virtue of being interpreted as fear, 

because it reads anxiety as a response to human freedom and possibility. 
Again, paradoxically, the “nothingness” that gives rise to anxiety is the 
being conscious of the “possibility of possibility.” However, when read 

epic 

wherein Krishna, like some early form of Kierkegaard, dialectically 

The  narrates a decisive battle over royal succession 
among an extended family:  the Pandavas having been exiled for thirteen 
years after losing a game of chance with their cousins, the Kauravas.  

possession for the Pandavas.  The 
upon various kinds of wisdom, addresses a key episode in the battle for 

 of the  as primarily 

as philosophical in a humanistic existential manner.  It is urged that 
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and as a moral guide. But this has taken away from the fact that Arjuna, 
apart from being caught up in moral duty, is a thinking and existing being 
who has a keenly developed consciousness. 

course the moral and familial obligations are quite clear for Arjuna at 
this point. The anticipation of the war ordinarily would have been an 
easy one for him, and, moreover, as a 

is much more complex than being solely a moral one that necessitates 

and existential pause into a framework that is less complicated, and it 
does so for two reasons. 

First, it is a Brahmanical text that seeks to impart an appropriate 
knowledge easily comprehensible by the general populace. The dominant 
caste regimes at that time would not have appreciated complexities and 

Secondly, the needed to justify the theory of  (acting 

the human being, even one as strong as Arjuna, is fallible and incapable 

Although the  does promote certain kinds of philosophy 
that will be discussed in the following paragraphs, it leaves scope for 



32  

limited to the traditional ones. In fact, the in some senses is a radical 
work because it allows its hero to be vulnerable, skeptical, and indecisive. 
Generally, this would be something that the epic format would disdain. 

the 

questioning. Moreover, the depicts, at least initially, the warrior 

This makes Arjuna pertinent to our understanding of Existentialism.  
In his introduction to , Charles Guignon puts it 
succinctly: “existentialism addresses questions that arise for individuals 
in the course of actually living out their lives.”8 It is important to point 

that is external and ultimately ontological follows from that state. The 

the feeling of belonging to and with others, the real. This is another central 
aspect of being and existence that strongly contributes to awareness of 

Gita actually does the same, aiming to 
provide knowledge about the self and thus ontology. 

of the

the god in Hinduism who represents pure physical strength and courage. 

been preparing for the decisive war. At the initial stage Arjuna wants to 

see those present.”9 As the battle rages this moment proves too intense 

is merciless and futile violence. 
It is unreal for him and causes a sort of dizziness in a Kierkegaardian 

sense, as realization of freedom creates a kind of vertigo. This is because 
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arrival. As an existential being, Arjuna prioritizes empirical evidence. He 
can be seen as belonging to both the empirical and the absolute stage that 

of him and the damage that he and the others will cause to the world and 
people around him. Yet, at the same time his understanding of freedom 
is in the absolute sense. We know this because one of the reasons for his 
anxious state is the realization that his freedom can be curtailed. It would 
not be wrong therefore to say that Arjuna belongs to both the empirical 
and aesthetic Kierkegaardian realms. 

At this point, Arjuna stands at a distance from the actual battle as 
he assesses his role.  This is a state of suspension.  There is the moment 
of “peace” and “repose” that Kierkegaardian ontological anxiety entails. 
It is a neutral stage that preludes the moral associations with good or 
evil. As Arjuna is one with existence here, he is inseparable with his 
anxiety. Furthermore, he is both the observer, as Vigilius Haufniensis in 

 and the one experiencing this alien feeling. The 
extrapolation on this  makes this explicit: “he was very anxious 

wanted to see them again, and how much they were bent upon demanding 
an unwanted war.”10

The anxiety that Arjuna experiences here is based on “nothing,” 
primarily because he has not participated in action or decided against it 
yet. He questions the reality of this battle as he occupies the “innocent” 
or “ignorant” state. There is no clear delineation between possibility and 
actuality, it is the “dreaming state.”  For Kierkegaard, anxiety emerges 
out of a non-reality, which implies that only possibilities exist in such 
a vacuum, unless and until the subjective “I” consciously decides to 
act or not act. It is important to note here that Arjuna is undisturbed 

tactically persuades him to take action and play his role. 
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The  never suggests that this is fear or dread, as would be 

no one enemy or friend that Arjuna imagines, it exists in the form of 
possibilities in front of him. Being a Ksatirya, fear would be something 
that Arjuna would be expected to surpass easily. Even if this was purely 
fear or hesitancy of a lesser magnitude that had nothing to do with 
ontology, action would have eventually come to Arjuna. The pause here 
is more profound than these emotions. This pause is inherently existential 
because what Arjuna is seeking is conscious action, his active role in the 
events of his life even if the greater part of that life is beyond his control. 
The anxiety in him can thus be seen as enabling a decision that would be 
more aware, although there is no guarantee whatsoever of consciously 
remaining guilt-free.

Arjuna is unsure of the source of his feelings. As the external factors that 
have caused this anxiety continue to be unclear, he cannot be certain of 
empirical explanation or location of them. Kierkegaard would call this the 

the physical and psychological.”11 The spirit relates itself to anxiety; it is 
a position that transcends both these realms for Kierkegaard. A similar 
anxiety is experienced by Adam, who is instructed not to eat from the tree 
of knowledge. Forbiddance awakens desire in Adam, as this is essentially 
a denial of agency or in existential terms the will to assert himself in the 

good or bad before acting or not acting, hence he pre-exists that experience. 

All that exists are possibilities that could be actualized. Hence, 
this is the “innocent” stage wherein the subjectivity is perplexed but not 

that both of them are aware of freedom, the possibility of action and non-
action. Kierkegaard concludes that “Adam must have had a knowledge 
of freedom, because the desire was to use it.”12 Interestingly, although the 
transition from innocence to guilt has not yet taken place, anxiety arises as 
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one already imagines innocence to be lost. This makes the claim stronger 

Adam, Arjuna does not belong to either the empirical or the aesthetic 

from the unknown, the transcendental sphere. 

and is unable to shoot arrows at his family. In his case, the necessity 
to act induces anxiety. To not act would be against the , or the 

morality. As the latter is subjective, so is knowledge, and anxiety in both 

Choosing one possibility would entail letting go of the other, and this 

More than being archetypes of certain types of morality, both Adam and 

as much as it is in our imaginations. Arjuna, despite being associated with 
unquestioned chivalry and warrior traits is described in the most human 
form in the : “My dear Krishna, seeing my friends and relatives 

quivering and my mouth drying up.”13 
What is fascinating here is the kind of description: Arjuna is as 

vulnerable as any human being would be in this situation. This is not 
simply a weakness.  Rather, similar to existential anxiety, indicates 

social rewards that will come with victory, Arjuna has transcended the 
psychological and philosophical realms of being. Therefore the experience 
he is confronted with cannot belong to these, but the domain of the spirit. 
In the context of the argument here, the spirit would mean something that 

the material or the moral world, even though it eventually has to enter 
those. 



36  

decision. This is precisely because the spirit has no inherent motivation 
after the material and religious are denied. For Arjuna, acting on the 
obvious possibility here would have come easily if the motivation came 

his intelligence, is a product of not aligning himself with the available 

saying this in the in explicit terms: “I do not see how any good can 
come from killing my own kinsmen in this battle, nor can I, my dear 

14   
The 

as being caused by the fear of death or losing the mortal self. Hence, the 
entire narrative that follows tries to persuade Arjuna about the after-life 
or existence beyond this life. It is in this regard that the doctrine of non-

can attain 
remains centered on the reality that he is presented with. He strives to 

allows him limited agency. The anxiety experienced by Arjuna is thus 
about action: the reality of his existential situation leads him to raise 
questions about his fate and autonomy. 

In “The Issue of Determinism and Freedom as an Existential 
Question: A Case in the ,” Duck-Joo Kwak and Hye-

and existential. They argue that the  is in fact “an exemplary text in 
which an existential perspective is manifested.”15  In other words, the 

at the same time realizing its limitation or the role of predetermination. 
Put another way, is there any point in exercising agency (if one ever 
fully has it), when most of our lives lie beyond our control. That is what 
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completely let go of the idea of freedom. And freedom here entails a 
complex connotation. As Kwak and Han observe, freedom is resident 
not only in the action or its postponement—what exhibits freedom is 
something more nuanced rather than absolute, freedom arises when: “the 
agent is supposed to be capable of being rational in deliberating among 
alternatives and making a decision about his or her action.”16

participate in the war or not, but rather in the very fact that he pauses 

repression.  In this episode, we see the peerless warrior Arjuna existing 
as a human being. The  captures this beauty of human fragility: “I 
am now unable to stand here any longer. I am forgetting myself and my 
mind is reeling. I see only causes of misfortune.”17 

necessity of action and its leading to eventual good for the afterlives of 

about the births and their endless connection with good instead of bad 
karma, Arjuna would evade the real and present moment that grips his 
consciousness.  

In their reading of the Kwak and Han describe this as a 
moment of transcendent disillusionment for Arjuna, one wherein from 
an assumed objective position he meditates on the meaning of it all. 

question for him is not one of moral righteousness or obligatory duties 
but of “how he should live.”  This explains why the through 

all predetermined characterizations and the stated moral duty?
We know that the  raises this question even though it later 

gets subsumed under what is “right” from a cultural standpoint. Within 
his developing philosophical perception, Arjuna resists the allure of both 

 (duty towards society and family) and non-attached (egoless) 
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action or 

asserting the self. One might imagine that agency simply means acting 
on possibilities, but here we see a unique case of pure existence, as it 

understood in terms of physicality and his skills, and he is represented 

However, traditional interpreters of the tend to overlook and even 
 is to 

convey answers, but there can never be absolute answers to the existential 
questions concerning ultimate action, predetermination, and freedom. 

Above all, what we can learn from, or at least appreciate about, 

not act. As that awareness can also be a way of asserting the “I” or 

the very nature of the self.  We know that he eventually acted and fought 
in the war. But would he have taken such martial action had there been 

existence and his or her numberless (and numbing) possibilities.  With 

of anxiety in mind, can we modern subjects be similarly
entering the battle for authentic existence?  Kierkegaard felt assured that 
existential anxiety is a marker of genius and intelligence of a certain kind, 
and promised a way forward. 
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