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1
INTRODUCTION

Fear and Trembling is probably Kierkegaard’s best-known and
most commonly read work, and Kierkegaard himself seems to have
seen this coming. In an entry in the journal that he kept for most of
his adult life, he claimed that ‘once I am dead, Fear and Trembling
alone will be enough for an imperishable name as an author. Then
it will be read, translated into foreign languages as well. The reader
will almost shrink from the frightful pathos in the book.’ (JP 6:
6491). Yet the book’s fame has been a mixed blessing. Robert L.
Perkins is probably right in his claim that Fear and Trembling is
‘the most studied of Kierkegaard’s works in the undergraduate cur-
riculum’,1 but this comes at a price. Sometimes, it is the only text in
a course in which Kierkegaard appears as one among several
thinkers, a situation that brings with it twin dangers. First, the
apparent argument of Fear and Trembling is often attributed to
‘Kierkegaard’. Yet, like many of Kierkegaard’s works, Fear and
Trembling was not written under his own name, but under a
pseudonym, in this case the mysterious Johannes de Silentio
(‘Johannes of silence’ or ‘Johannes the silent one’). This fact should
not be forgotten, and we shall consider its significance shortly.
Second, Fear and Trembling is taken to be ‘Kierkegaard’s’ definitive
view of the nature of faith and the relation between ethics and



religion. That this is so should certainly not be assumed, as an
acquaintance with such later texts as Concluding Unscientific Post-
script, The Sickness Unto Death and Works of Love, to name but
three, will show any curious reader. But this second issue is not
merely a function of the first. That is, as well as the fact that the
text is the work of a pseudonym, there is a rather more obvious
problem in attributing Fear and Trembling’s message to Kierke-
gaard. This is that it is far from obvious what actually is ‘Fear and
Trembling’s message’. While it may be true that Fear and Trem-
bling has immortalized Kierkegaard’s name, it is a text which is at
least as likely to be greeted by puzzlement or downright exasper-
ation as by admiration. Often the book has been read as a strident
demand for obedience to God even when divine commands over-
ride the requirements of ethics. But we shall see in due course that
the story it has to tell is rather more complex and nuanced than
that. Moreover, if the sheer range of interpretations of a text is in
any way testimony to its richness, Fear and Trembling is a rich text
indeed. To open Fear and Trembling, then, is to open a real can of
worms.

KIERKEGAARD’S LIFE AND WORKS

Before considering what the book is about, we should turn to con-
sider its author – or, more precisely, since its author is a pseudo-
nym, its author’s inventor. It is customary in books in this series to
start with a brief biography of the thinker concerned. But there is a
peculiar problem with doing so in the case of Kierkegaard. With
considerable plausibility, Howard V. and Edna H. Hong claim: ‘No
thinker and writer ever tried as Kierkegaard did to leave the reader
alone with the work.’2 That is, Kierkegaard was concerned to an
extraordinary degree with attempting to drive a wedge between his
life and his thought, so that the latter would not be interpreted
solely in the light of the former. (As we shall see, this was part of
the purpose behind writing pseudonymously.) This was a far from
unalloyed success: there have been no shortage of attempts to
‘explain’ the work in terms of the life. For instance, Kierkegaard’s
broken engagement to a young girl, Regine Olsen, has been
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thought by some to be the key needed to ‘explain’ the ‘secret mes-
sage’ of Fear and Trembling, and we shall need to discuss this mat-
ter later (though without accepting this conclusion). So it is with a
warning about the dangers of a merely ‘biographical’ reading in
mind that the following brief account of Kierkegaard’s life should
be read.

Søren Aabye Kierkegaard was born on 5 May 1813 in Copenha-
gen, Denmark, a city in which he lived for virtually his whole life.
Søren was the youngest of seven children. His father, Michael Ped-
ersen Kierkegaard, was a successful, self-made businessman, who
exerted a great influence on the young Søren. An important part of
this influence consisted of bringing up his children in an atmos-
phere of intense religiosity. But this was a religiosity steeped in
Michael’s personal melancholy. Søren seems to have been con-
vinced that he would die at an early age, but this ostensibly strange
fixation was not without foundation. By the end of 1834 his mother
and no fewer than five of his siblings had died. Moreover, no sibling
had lived to be older than thirty-four, and Kierkegaard’s father
seems to have passed on to the surviving sons, Peter and Søren, his
belief that his tragedy would be that he would outlive all his chil-
dren. However, this turned out to be incorrect, and when the old
man died in 1838 Søren, as one of only two surviving children,
inherited a considerable amount of money. Though nominally a
student of theology at the University of Copenhagen since 1830, he
had been living a fairly bohemian life, reading much in the way of
literature and philosophy rather than studying hard for his the-
ology exams. His father’s death seems to have galvanised Søren
into rededicating his efforts to formal study as a mark of respect to
his father. (As an intelligent but entirely self-educated man, the
formal education of his sons had been a matter of great importance
to Michael.) Søren finally took his theology exams in 1840, shortly
after having become engaged to Regine. (More of this later.)
Having passed with the respectable but not outstanding grade of
laudibilis [‘commendable’], he stayed on at the university, submit-
ting a lengthy dissertation on The Concept of Irony in 1841. Fol-
lowing the break with Regine that same year, Kierkegaard travelled
to Berlin, ostensibly to hear Schelling’s lectures, and from this
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point on began a quite phenomenal output of work, in stark
contrast to the – apparent – indolence of most of his student years.

Over the next few years some of the works for which Kierke-
gaard is most famous appeared: Either/Or, Fear and Trembling and
Repetition in 1843; Philosophical Fragments, The Concept of
Anxiety and Prefaces in 1844; Stages on Life’s Way in 1845, and
Concluding Unscientific Postscript in 1846. All of these works are
pseudonymous, but alongside them appeared various more
explicitly religious ‘upbuilding discourses’, published under his
own name, and various other short pieces. One sense in which the
Postscript was supposed to be ‘concluding’ is that Kierkegaard
seems to have planned to cease his output there, and perhaps take a
post as a country pastor. However, the direction of his life was
changed in part by the first of two conflicts, with a scandalous but
influential Copenhagen paper, the Corsair. A challenge to the
Corsair from one of the pseudonyms, Frater Taciturnus, led to
Kierkegaard being ruthlessly ridiculed in print, the Corsair focus-
ing on such matters as his slightly hunchbacked appearance and the
uneven length of his trouser legs. Perhaps the most significant
aspect of this spat was that it led to Kierkegaard’s determination to
keep writing. So began what has become known as his ‘second
authorship’, including such important works as Works of Love in
1847, The Sickness Unto Death (published in 1849) and Practice in
Christianity (published in 1850). Being the victim of public ridicule
must also have contributed to the hardening of Kierkegaard’s view,
evident from A Literary Review (1846), of the dangers of ‘the
crowd’ or ‘the public’.3

The second great conflict came with the established Lutheran
state church. Kierkegaard had long been concerned with the
incongruity he saw between ‘genuine’ Christianity and what he
heard preached from pulpits, which he saw as a cowardly evasion of
the teaching of the New Testament. This came to a head in the
1850s. In Practice in Christianity, For Self-Examination and Judge
for Yourself!, Kierkegaard contrasts his view of New Testament
Christianity with the establishment religiosity he labels ‘Christen-
dom’, famously proclaiming the need to ‘introduce Christianity
into Christendom’. In the last two years of his life, this ‘attack upon
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Christendom’ became venomous. In a series of articles, he accused
the church of rank hypocrisy in betraying the message of the
gospel, a particular target being Jakob Peter Mynster, Bishop of
Zealand and Primate of the Danish State (later Danish People’s)
Church. In the midst of this furore, Kierkegaard collapsed in the
street, dying in hospital some weeks later, on 11 November 1855, at
the age of 42. At his funeral, there was a disturbance led by his
nephew Henrik Lund, a student, who protested that it was hypo-
critical to bury his uncle as if he was a member of a church the
hypocrisy of which he had spent his last years trying to expose.
One suspects that Kierkegaard would have approved of this.
According to the recollections of his friend Emil Boesen (the only
priest Kierkegaard would allow to visit him in hospital), when
Kierkegaard was asked whether he wanted to receive the last rites,
he said yes, but from a layman rather than a priest, as ‘the priests
are royal functionaries [who] have nothing to do with Christian-
ity’.4 Though most of his money had run out by the time of his
death, Kierkegaard’s will, believed to have been written in 1849, left
everything to Regine. However, possibly owing to the intervention
of Fritz Schlegel, the man whom she had by then married, she
declined, asking only that her letters to Søren and a few personal
items be returned.5

Søren and Regine

In the above, I have skated over one of the most famous elements of
Kierkegaard’s biography, and one which some have thought to be
crucial to Fear and Trembling: the story of his broken engagement
to Regine. Here, then, are the basic details. Søren and Regine were
engaged for thirteen months before the former broke off the
engagement in 1841. Why? According to Kierkegaard’s journal, he
had wrestled with the possibility of marriage and a conventional
bourgeois life, and reached the conclusion that his ‘melancholy and
sadness’ would make married life impossible. Writing retro-
spectively, Kierkegaard says:

In the course of half a year or less she would have gone to pieces.
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There is – and this is both the good and bad in me – something
spectral about me, something that makes it impossible for people to
put up with me every day and have a real relationship to me. Yes, in the
light-weight cloak in which I usually appear, it is another matter. But at
home it will be evident that basically I live in a spirit world. I had been
engaged to her for one year and yet she really did not know me.6

Kierkegaard claims that Regine failed to see that his melancholy
was no mere personality quirk: beneath it was a ‘religious colli-
sion’. Alastair Hannay suggests that this term, used by Hegel to
describe motivational conflicts that are the stuff of tragedy, is
significant. Hannay suggests that ‘Kierkegaard looked at his own
situation, at least in retrospect, as a tragic one’.7 This makes it
difficult to disentangle Kierkegaard’s thoughts at the time from
retrospective self-justification, and there may well be some truth in
Hannay’s further suspicion that Kierkegaard is writing himself
‘into a real-life drama’.8

Indeed, there seems something almost melodramatic about the
way in which Kierkegaard broke off the engagement. The letter
with which he returned Regine’s ring contained the following:
‘Above all forget the one who writes this: forgive someone who
whatever else he was capable of could not make a girl happy’.9

(Kierkegaard later used this letter as part of Stages on Life’s Way,
the book whose longest section, ‘Quidam’s Diary’, possibly tells us
most about his perspective on the broken engagement.) But if his
hope had been to inspire Regine to a stoic acceptance of the fact that
this marriage was not to be, Kierkegaard was to be disappointed.
With a determination and tenacity that he later compared to that of
a lioness, Regine fought to try to persuade him to change his mind.
According to his post hoc justifications (if that is what they are),
Kierkegaard recognised the need to change tactics. For two months
prior to the final break, he attempted to act so indifferently to
Regine that she would make the final break, or at least accept the
dissolution of the engagement as a lesser evil than spending the
rest of her life with such a man. Kierkegaard’s claimed reasoning
here seems to have been that it was better for her to want to be rid
of him than to feel that he had rejected her. After two months of
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this, in October 1841, Kierkegaard went to Regine to break things
off once and for all. His later journal description of this seems even
more melodramatic. (Hannay’s wry judgement of it is as ‘sadly
reminiscent of television soap-opera’.10) According to this descrip-
tion, immediately after his visit to Regine, Kierkegaard went to the
theatre:

where I was to meet Emil Boesen (this is the basis of the story around
town that I was supposed to have told the family, as I took out my
watch, that if they had anything more to say they had better hurry, for I
was going to the theatre). The act was over. As I was leaving the back
stalls, the Counsellor [Regine’s father] came to me from the front stalls
and said: May I speak with you? I accompanied him home. She is in
despair, he said, it will be the death of her, she is in utter despair. I
said: I will try to calm her but the matter is settled. He said: I am a
proud man, this is hard, but I beg you not to break with her. He was
truly magnanimous; he jolted me. But I stuck to my guns. I ate supper
with the family, spoke with her when I left. The next morning I received
a letter from him saying that she had not slept that night, that I must
come and see her. I went and made her see reason. She asked me: Will
you never marry? I answered: Yes, in ten years’ time, when I have had
my fling, I will need a lusty girl to rejuvenate me. It was a necessary
cruelty. Then she said to me: Forgive me for what I have done to you. I
answered: I’m the one, after all, who should be asking that. She said:
Promise to think of me. I did. She said: Kiss me. I did – but without
passion – Merciful God!11

After such behaviour, it is easy to sympathise with Regine’s
brother, who wrote to Kierkegaard saying that what had happened
‘had taught him to hate as no one had hated before’.12 But while it
is no part of this study to pass judgement on Kierkegaard’s char-
acter in relation to the broken engagement, it is certainly possible
that he might have been right about his inability to make Regine
happy. What is important for our purposes about the tactics
Kierkegaard used to ‘wean’ Regine off him is that secrecy, conceal-
ment and the desire to protect someone from the worst are all
significant themes in Fear and Trembling.
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KIERKEGAARD’S METHODOLOGY: INDIRECT
COMMUNICATION AND THE PSEUDONYMS

Before turning to the content of the book, however, we should
return to the fact that it is a pseudonymous text. Why did Kierke-
gaard publish such a substantial proportion of his work under
pseudonyms?

Pseudonymity is an important strand of a methodology Kierke-
gaard labelled ‘indirect communication’. We have space here to give
this only the briefest of treatments. The basic contrast between
‘direct’ and ‘indirect’ communication relates to a distinction
between two possible ways of relating oneself to an idea. To certain
ideas – a mathematical proof, for instance – I can relate myself,
entirely appropriately, in a disengaged, impersonal manner. But to
certain other ideas – such as what kind of person I ought to become,
or the fact that I will shortly die – such a disengaged reaction would
be entirely inappropriate. Indeed, to turn the fact of my own mor-
tality into the occasion for disinterested reflection on how death
was conceived by this philosopher as opposed to that is a way of
evading the significance my impending death has for me. Similarly,
if my ethical reflections never go any further than learning how
utilitarianism differs from Kantianism so that I can pass my ‘The-
ories of Ethics’ exam, then I am doing what Kierkegaard calls relat-
ing ‘unethically to the ethical’ (JP 1: 648, §10). To relate oneself
appropriately to certain ideas means to relate to them in the first
person. Ethical and religious concerns, Kierkegaard insists, fall into
this latter category. And for communication to be successful in
such cases, a subtle ‘art’ of communication is necessary.

Part of Kierkegaard’s reason for thinking this is his view that
people exist in various states of confusion or ‘illusion’. Moreover,
he thinks that such illusions can only be ‘dispelled’ by bringing
people round to recognise, from their own inner experience, their
perhaps unconscious reasons for adopting a particular view of the
world and way of living. This in turn can only be done by entering
imaginatively into their point of view, showing empathy with the
emotional foundations on which it rests. In The Point of View for
My Work as an Author Kierkegaard – speaking in his own voice –
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claims that ‘an illusion can never be removed directly, and basically
only indirectly . . . one who is under an illusion must be
approached from behind’ (PV 43). One must begin ‘by taking the
other’s delusion at face value’ (PV 54). This is, at least in part, what
Kierkegaard tried to do by writing pseudonymously. In the case of
at least some of the pseudonyms, then, the reader is supposed to
enter into the minds of the characters involved. As Edward F.
Mooney puts it,

The use of pseudonyms is a pedagogical strategy. It works by first
drawing readers one by one into a life-view. The view is meant to
appeal inwardly, as if in fact it could be one’s own. Having established
a sympathetic bond with the reader, the pseudonym can then expose,
from within that intimate relationship, its limitations and
inadequacies.13

Kierkegaard talks of indirect communication as a ‘maieutic art’, key
to which is the withdrawal of the communicator. There is a huge
danger of the personality of or facts about the communicator get-
ting in the way: we have already alluded to one example of this in
our mention of the tendency of some commentators to try to
‘explain’ Fear and Trembling in terms of Kierkegaard’s own biog-
raphy. But here is where pseudonymity, if taken seriously, can
help, for we know nothing about the Kierkegaardian pseudonyms
other than what the texts themselves choose to reveal about them.
Pseudonymity, then, is one way of a communicator withdrawing.

So as well as understanding what it is he is trying to communi-
cate, the indirect communicator must also pay close attention to the
form in which he aims to communicate (the ‘how’, as opposed to
the ‘what’). Most importantly, he must make clear that this com-
munication is not to be understood in an abstract or impersonal
fashion. This is an insight Johannes de Silentio seems to have
learned: as we shall see, in telling the story of Abraham, he puts
great emphasis on the ‘anguish’, and on his own strenuous efforts
to try to understand Abraham. In this latter sense, like some of the
other pseudonyms (such as Johannes Climacus in the Postscript),
Johannes is a character in his own narrative.
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Thus we can begin to see that pseudonymity, and other aspects
of the ways in which Kierkegaard wrote, are not mere stylistic or
biographical quirks. I propose that we should take seriously
Kierkegaard’s ‘wish’ and ‘prayer’ as to how he should be read. In ‘A
First and Last Explanation’, a short but important piece of text
added to the end of the Postscript under Kierkegaard’s own name,
he makes the following plea:

My pseudonymity or polyonymity has not had an accidental basis in
my person . . . but an essential basis in the production itself . . . I am
impersonally or personally in the third person a souffleur [prompter]
who has poetically produced the authors, whose prefaces in turn are
their productions, as their names are also . . . what and how I am are
matters of indifference . . . Therefore, if it should occur to anyone to
want to quote a particular passage from the books, it is my wish, my
prayer, that he will do me the kindness of citing the respective pseud-
onymous author’s name, not mine.

(CUP 625–6; emphasis in original)

In this study, I shall respect Kierkegaard’s wish. Rather than
attributing Fear and Trembling to him – which brings with it the
danger that we might look upon the text as Kierkegaard’s (defini-
tive) word on the nature of ‘faith’ – I shall attribute its words to
Johannes de Silentio. As C. Stephen Evans puts it, ‘taking the
pseudonym seriously safeguards several significant possibilities for
the reader while foreclosing none’.14 By doing so, we leave open the
possibility that Johannes is a less than fully reliable guide to the
subject on which he addresses us. (We shall return to this matter in
chapter 7.) That is, the fact that he denies that he understands faith
does not necessarily imply that this denial is Kierkegaard’s. More-
over, note in the above quote that Kierkegaard draws attention to
the pseudonyms’ names. What are we to make of Johannes’ name:
‘de Silentio’? Some commentators have rushed to the conclusion
that there is something obviously invalid about someone with such
a name writing or speaking to us at all. For example, Jerry Gill
claims that the fact that an author with such a name writes a whole
book embodies ‘Kierkegaard’s favourite conceptual device . . .
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irony’.15 However, such a conclusion is far too hasty. Gill overlooks
the simple possibility that Johannes has such a name because the
book is, to a considerable extent, about silence. As we shall see, the
third and longest of its ‘problemata’ explores aesthetic and
religious forms of silence and concealment. But keeping Johannes
de Silentio centre-stage will have the added advantage of remind-
ing us of his name, and the possibility – for which I shall argue in
chapter 7 – that this focus on silence is even more important than
we are yet in a position to realise.

What, then, is Fear and Trembling about? The simple answer,
already alluded to, is ‘faith’. Johannes aims to understand the
nature of faith by an engagement with the individual he considers
to be its paradigm exemplar: the biblical patriarch Abraham, whose
story is told in the book of Genesis. But Johannes’ focus is on one
particular episode in Abraham’s life: the occasion on which God
tests his faith by demanding that he sacrifice Isaac, his son and heir.
To those readers unfamiliar with this story, we should give a brief
summary of it and its background as it appears in Genesis.

ABRAHAM AND ISAAC

Abraham’s significance in the book of Genesis should not be
underestimated. The last thirty-nine of the fifty chapters of this
first book of the Bible are concerned with Abraham and his fam-
ily.16 In chapter 12, God promises Abram that he will ‘make of
[him] a great nation’.17 (Abram is Abraham’s original name: the
former means ‘high (or exalted) father’; the latter ‘father of a great
multitude’.) But Abram and his wife Sarai endure a long period of
childlessness, until Sarai suggests (in accordance with the legal
codes and marital contracts of the time) that Abram have a child
with her maid, Hagar. Thus – when Abram is eighty-six – Ishmael
is born.18 When Abram is ninety-nine, God tells him that hence-
forth his name shall be Abraham, ‘for a father of many nations
have I made thee’,19 and establishes with him the following
covenant:

I will establish my covenant between me and thee and thy seed after
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thee in their generations for an everlasting covenant, to be a God unto
thee, and to thy seed after thee. And I will give unto thee, and to thy
seed after thee, the land wherein thou art a stranger, all the land of
Canaan, for an everlasting possession; and I will be their God.20

As an outward sign of their dedication to him, God demands in
return male circumcision of Abraham and his kin. God also
renames Sarai Sarah (‘princess’), and again promises that she will
provide Abraham with a son. Abraham laughs, ‘and said in his
heart, Shall a child be born unto him that is a hundred years old?
and shall Sarah, that is ninety years old, bear?’21 God instructs that
the child should be called Isaac (‘he laughs’), presumably to remind
Abraham of his incredulous reaction. (However, God also promises
that ‘a great nation’ should come through Ishmael too, and indeed
according to Muslim tradition Ishmael is the forefather of the
Arabs.22) Despite his initial reaction, Abraham shows his faith by
having himself, Ishmael and ‘all the men of his house’23 circum-
cised. Sarah also laughs when she hears the news,24 God’s reaction
being ‘Is any thing too hard for the Lord?’25 God’s next action is to
destroy the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah (‘because their sin is
very grievous’26), and Abraham’s privileged status is shown by the
fact that God reveals his intention to him.27 Abraham’s attempt to
intercede on behalf of Sodom and Gomorrah fails,28 though God
does spare Abraham’s nephew, Lot (though not the latter’s wife,
who is famously turned into a pillar of salt.29)

In fulfilment of God’s promise, Sarah gives birth to Isaac when
she is ninety, and Abraham one hundred. When Isaac is old enough
to be weaned, Abraham throws a great feast,30 at which Ishmael –
whose hopes for an inheritance now appear to be dashed – is seen
mocking. As a result of this, Sarah asks Abraham to ‘cast out’
Hagar and Ishmael, which Abraham does (apparently with God’s
approval).31 But in the wilderness of Beer-sheba, God renews
his promise concerning Ishmael, telling Hagar that he will make
Ishmael ‘a great nation’.32

Now we come to the part of the story that so fascinates Johannes
de Silentio. Some unspecified time later, God ‘tests’ Abraham in an
event that has become known as ‘the Akedah’ (‘the binding’).33
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Amazingly given that Isaac is the fulfilment of God’s promise that
Abraham and Sarah shall have a son, God now issues to Abraham
the following command:

Take now thy son, thine only [sic] son Isaac, whom thou lovest, and
get thee into the land of Moriah; and offer him there for a burnt
offering upon one of the mountains which I will tell thee of.34

This is the test of faith that so fascinates Johannes. Having waited
so long to have a son by his wife, Abraham now faces a situation in
which it looks as if God is demanding that he sacrifice – put to death
– this long-awaited, beloved son. Yet according to the Genesis nar-
rative, Abraham’s reaction is obedience:

Abraham rose up early in the morning, and saddled his ass, and took
two of his young men with him, and Isaac his son, and clave the wood
for the burnt offering, and rose up and went unto the place of which
God had told him.35

On the third day of the journey to Moriah, Abraham says to the
young men (presumably household servants): ‘Abide ye here with
the ass; and I and the lad will go yonder and worship, and come
again to you’.36 This apparent deception is part of what Johannes
will refer to as Abraham’s ‘silence’: as Problema III will put it, he
‘conceals his purpose’ (FT 109). Isaac, oblivious to what is about to
happen, himself carries the wood,37 and asks ‘where is the lamb for
a burnt offering?’38 Abraham’s response is – significantly, I shall
later argue – ambiguous: ‘My son, God will provide himself a lamb
for the burnt offering.’39 Thus they go to the appointed place, Abra-
ham builds an altar upon which he lays the wood, and binds Isaac
ready for sacrifice. He takes out the knife, and just as he is about to
slay Isaac, hears the voice of ‘the angel of the Lord’ calling his name.

‘Here am I’,40 Abraham answers. He then hears these words:

Lay not thine hand upon the lad, neither do thou any thing unto him:
for now I know that thou fearest God, seeing thou hast not withheld
thy son, thine only son from me.41
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Abraham then sees a ram caught in a thicket, which he sacrifices in
Isaac’s place. He has passed the test of faith, and God therefore
reconfirms his promise:

because thou hast done this thing, and hast not withheld thy son,
thine only son: That in blessing I will bless thee, and in multiplying I
will multiply thy seed as the stars of the heaven, and as the sand which
is upon the seashore; and thy seed shall possess the gate of his
enemies. And in thy seed shall all the nations of the earth be blessed;
because thou hast obeyed my voice.42

These, then, are the events in which Johannes is interested. Trad-
itionally, Abraham has been praised for the faith in God that his
willingness to obey this command demonstrates. It is this that
Johannes is desparate to understand. On one level, Fear and Trem-
bling is one long attempt to get inside the head of someone who
could be prepared to go through with such a thing. If Abraham
represents faith, is this really what faith is about?

There is one more aspect of background to which we should draw
attention. It is significant that Johannes’ approach to the nature of
faith is by considering an individual, someone held up as an exem-
plar of faith. This method is in stark contrast to the prevailing
philosophical view of Kierkegaard’s day, Hegelianism, in the fol-
lowing sense. Central to Hegel’s philosophy of religion was the
idea that religion, for all its insights, needed to be superseded in
philosophy: that a key task of philosophy was to render the content
of faith into conceptual form. Central to Kierkegaard’s view of
religion is the idea that such a view is fundamentally wrong-
headed. We shall see in more detail in chapter 4 what is at stake in
this disagreement, but it is worth mentioning this fundamental
difference at the outset. It is such a disagreement that Johannes has
in mind when he says that ‘faith begins precisely where thinking
leaves off’ (FT 82).
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PLAN OF THE BOOK

In what follows, we shall go through the text of Fear and Trembling
section by section. There are eight such sections, and as several
commentators have noted, the first four of them look like different
kinds of beginning. We are given a Preface, an ‘Attunement’ (or
‘Exordium’) and a ‘Speech in Praise of Abraham’ before Johannes
gets to the three ‘problemata’ often thought to be the dialectical
heart of the text. But even then, before beginning on Problema I, he
gives us yet another preamble: a ‘Preamble from the Heart’. Then
come the three problemata, followed by a brief Epilogue. We shall
resist the temptation to skim the various beginnings in our hurry
to get on to the problemata, and we shall not automatically assume
that the problemata amount to the real ‘meat’ of the text. Though
most attention is normally given to the notorious question of Prob-
lema I (‘Is there a teleological suspension of the ethical?’), we shall
see that it would be a grave mistake to hurry past the early sections:
they introduce aspects of Johannes’ concern that we overlook at our
peril.

Chapter 2, then, investigates the Preface, ‘Attunement’ and
‘Speech in Praise of Abraham’, and chapter 3 the ‘Preamble from
the Heart’. In the ‘Preamble’ Johannes makes an important distinc-
tion between ‘faith’ and ‘infinite resignation’. How are these two
modes of existence related? And – given Johannes’ confusing
claims – what are we supposed to think that Abraham actually
believes at the point of being willing to sacrifice Isaac? Does he
think that he will have to kill Isaac or not? In chapter 3, as well as
offering a close reading of the primary text, I discuss important
recent contributions to the secondary literature in an attempt to
answer these questions. Chapter 4 deals with Problemata I and II:
the notorious issue of the ‘teleological suspension of the ethical’
and the related question of whether there is an absolute duty to
God. Chapter 5 addresses Problema III’s concerns about Abraham’s
‘silence’ and whether he was ethically justified in concealing his
purpose. It also briefly discusses the Epilogue. Having thus worked
our way through the whole text, chapter 6 takes stock and asks
what the message of this mysterious text really is. Is it, as so often
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supposed, the claim that a divine command means that we should
always suspend our ethical obligations and commitments – even if
this amounts to being prepared to kill? Or is there some rather
more subtle ‘hidden’ or ‘secret’ message? We tackle these questions
via a review of some of the key secondary literature, on the way
noting the sheer range of ways in which Fear and Trembling has
been read. Finally, in chapter 7, we consider the possible distance
between Kierkegaard and his pseudonym, and what degree of con-
fidence we are entitled to have in Johannes de Silentio. Here I offer
a partial defence of Johannes against various commentators’
charges that he represents a form of ethical and religious confusion
and evasion.

No commentary or secondary text should ever be taken as a
substitute for the primary text. With that in mind, the way I sug-
gest using this book is as follows. For each of the exegetical chapters
(chapters 2 to 5), I suggest first reading the relevant sections of Fear
and Trembling. Then – and only then – should the relevant chapter
of this book be read.

Let us turn, then, to the first of Fear and Trembling’s many
beginnings.

NOTES

1 Perkins 1993: 3.
2 In the Foreword to Malantschuk 1971: viii.
3 This text is perhaps better known as Two Ages, the title of the novel of

which it purports to be a review.
4 See Hannay 2001: 416.
5 See Hannay 2001: 419.
6 Cited in Hannay 2001: 157.
7 Hannay 2001: 157.
8 Ibid.
9 Cited in Hannay 2001: 155.

10 Hannay 2001: 158.
11 Cited in Hannay 2001: 158.
12 Cited in Hannay 2001: 158.
13 Mooney 1991: 6.
14 Evans 1992: 7.
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15 Gill 2000: 64.
16 The reader approaching Fear and Trembling should first read all of the

book of Genesis up to and including chapter 22, the part of Abraham’s
story on which Johannes concentrates, but especially chapters 12 to 22
inclusive.

17 Genesis 12: 2.
18 Genesis 16.
19 Genesis 17: 5.
20 Genesis 17: 7–8.
21 Genesis 17: 17.
22 Genesis 17: 20. Early Muslim exegetes disagreed on whether the son

whom Abraham was called upon to sacrifice was Isaac or Ishmael. By
about the tenth century, the consensus was that it was Ishmael.

23 Genesis 17: 27.
24 Genesis 18: 12.
25 Genesis 18: 14.
26 Genesis 18: 20.
27 Genesis 18: 17–21.
28 Genesis 18: 22–32.
29 Genesis 19: 26. According to Christian tradition, her inability to escape

was caused by her turning back and looking longingly after her
material possessions: see Luke 17: 29–31.

30 Genesis 21: 8. Weaning becomes significant in the ‘Attunement’,
which we shall discuss in chapter 2.

31 Genesis 21: 12.
32 Genesis 21: 18.
33 For an account of various interpretations of this within Jewish trad-

ition, see Jacobs 1981.
34 Genesis 22: 2.
35 Genesis 22: 3.
36 Genesis 22: 5.
37 Genesis 22: 6.
38 Genesis 22: 7.
39 Ibid.
40 Genesis 22: 11.
41 Genesis 22: 12.
42 Genesis 22: 16–18.
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2
TUNING UP: ‘PREFACE’,

‘ATTUNEMENT’ AND ‘SPEECH
IN PRAISE OF ABRAHAM’

PREFACE

Fear and Trembling is framed by a Preface and an Epilogue, two
very short pieces of text, each of only a few pages, both of which
open with economic imagery. The point of both these images is
clear, and important to the overall theme of the book. In the ‘world
of ideas’, Johannes complains, ‘our age is putting on a veritable
clearance sale. Everything can be had so dirt cheap that one begins
to wonder whether in the end anyone will want to make a bid’ (FT
41). Among the items on sale at a knock-down price is faith. This
opening thus trails one of the central ostensible motivating forces
behind the book: to get its audience to realise the true ‘value’ of
faith. Johannes then connects faith with its ostensible opposite, the
philosophically fashionable topic of doubt, and Descartes, typically
presented as the champion of systematic doubt. He notes two
things about Descartes. First, that he ‘was no doubter in matters of
faith’ (FT 41). Although Descartes offers arguments for the exist-
ence of God, he appears elsewhere in the Meditations to assume



God’s existence as a ground of certainty. For instance, in part of the
passage that Johannes quotes, Descartes insists that ‘we should
impress on our memory as an infallible rule that what God has
revealed to us is incomparably more certain than anything else’.1 It
is this latter aspect – Descartes’ own undoubting faith in God – that
Johannes stresses here. (Whether Descartes’ faith would meet the
standard of the model of faith that Fear and Trembling will present
us with is another matter.) Second, Johannes notes the essentially
first person nature of Descartes’ meditations. The second lengthy
quote from Descartes is intended to show that he is not recom-
mending a universal method ‘which everyone should follow in
order to promote the good conduct of Reason’, but rather how he
himself has conducted his enquiry. As we noted in chapter 1, the
importance of approaching ethical and religious issues in the first
person – that is, as questions which must be asked by a human
being for himself and about himself – is central to Kierkegaard’s
authorship. This is perhaps most clearly expressed by Johannes
Climacus in the Concluding Unscientific Postscript where, among
other examples, he stresses the importance of your asking ques-
tions about death not in the abstract – that is, relating to death
impersonally, as something which happens to human beings in
general – but in the first person – that is, relating to your death as
something that will happen to you.2 One way in which the import-
ance of the first person approach manifests itself in Fear and Trem-
bling is in the emphasis, already alluded to, on Abraham’s anguish
and the passionate dimension of faith. This is the dimension of his
concern that Johannes is trailing in the Preface when he unfavour-
ably compares his contemporaries – ‘every speculative score-
keeper who conscientiously marks up the momentous march of
modern philosophy, every lecturer, crammer, student, everyone on
the outskirts of philosophy or at its centre’ (FT 41) – with the much
more profound ancient Greeks. Where the Greeks score in this
respect is that they recognised doubt as ‘the task of a whole life-
time, doubt not being a skill one acquires in days and weeks’ (FT
42). Yet, Johannes complains, the academics of his day – later
described as those who ‘doubt for an hour every term at the lectern
but can otherwise do anything’ (FT 134) – have made genuine
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doubt out to be much easier than it really is. It is a place ‘where
nowadays everybody begins’ (FT 42): this ‘everybody’, remember,
including beginning ‘crammers’ and students. If we note how often
Cartesian doubt is taught as a staple ingredient of ‘Introduction to
Philosophy’ courses, we might wonder whether anything much has
changed.

What is most important about the introduction of doubt in this
early part of the text is that there is a structural analogy here with
faith. Just as the ancient Greeks recognised genuine doubt as a real
existential challenge, so faith, too, was also once recognised as ‘a
task for a whole lifetime’ (FT 42) – rather than being ‘where now-
adays everybody begins’. In other words, Johannes’ contemporaries
think of themselves as having faith, as being Christians, in virtue of
being baptised members of the state church. Thus they need – to
distinguish themselves – to ‘go further’ than this faith that every-
one has. But Johannes wants to get us to see that to think this is to
misunderstand and undervalue the kind of challenge and difficulty
in which genuinely having faith consists.

Thus we must understand the spirit in which Johannes’ assertion
that he ‘is no philosopher, he has not understood the [Hegelian]
System’ (FT 42–3) should be taken. This is not the intellectual
modesty that it may strike the unsuspecting reader as being. As the
apparent conflation of being a philosopher with understanding the
System shows, Johannes is here pretty much equating the term
‘philosopher’ with ‘Hegelian’. And Johannes thinks that Hegelians
are just those who have failed properly to grasp what it means to
have faith. His scepticism about the System is palpable, not know-
ing ‘if there really is one, or if it has been completed’ (FT 43). But
what really matters here is the following claim:

Even if one were able to render the whole of the content of faith into
conceptual form [as Hegelian philosophers would be wont to do], it
would not follow that one had grasped faith, grasped how one came to
it, or how it came to one.

(FT 43)

Thus when Johannes signs off his Preface with the insistence that
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‘this is not the System, it hasn’t the slightest thing to do with the
System’ (FT 43), we can take him at his word. The book that fol-
lows is no contribution to ‘philosophy’ in the sense that his Danish
Hegelian contemporaries would have understood the term. This
does not, of course, mean that it is no contribution to philosophy at
all. But if Fear and Trembling ‘hasn’t the slightest thing to do with
the System’ (FT 43), this is because neither, according to Johannes,
has faith.

ATTUNEMENT

We noted earlier the significance of the fact that Johannes’
approach to faith does not take the form of a purely conceptual
enquiry. No doubt this is partly to distance himself from ‘the Sys-
tem’. But the approach that he chooses is presented in a particularly
stark fashion at the opening of the ‘Attunement’ or ‘Exordium’
[Stemning].3 ‘There was once a man’, Johannes begins (FT 44). This
is not quite ‘Once upon a time’, but it is not far off. What follows is
a series of interrelated narratives, each requiring some kind of
imaginative identification. Pivotal to all of them is the book’s cen-
tral narrative, that of Abraham and Isaac. In the Attunement, we
get five other narratives, all parasitic on this central one. First, right
from the start, we get a story about a man haunted and intrigued
by the Abraham narrative. Second, we get no fewer than four fur-
ther variations on the Abraham narrative. These four versions all
portray what I shall call a ‘sub-Abraham’: that is, a plausible pos-
sible response from someone faced with Abraham’s situation. We
shall look at these four sub-Abrahams shortly. Note, though, to
begin with, that what all four have in common is that, psychologic-
ally comprehensible though their actions may be, none is held by
Johannes to be as admirable as ‘the’ Abraham. We shall shortly see
why.

Before turning to these four narratives, however, let us focus on
the first: the story of the man haunted by the story of Abraham.
There is good reason to suppose that this man is Johannes himself.
Impressed as a child by this ‘beautiful tale’, as he grows older he
reads the story ‘with even greater admiration’ (FT 44). Yet the
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more he dwells on and admires the story, the less he can under-
stand it. Moreover, of the whole Abraham narrative in Genesis, one
feature more than any other comes to obsess him: the events on
Mount Moriah. His only wish and longing is to ‘witness these
events’ (FT 44): ‘He wanted to be there at that moment when
Abraham raised his eyes and saw in the distance the mountain in
Moriah, the moment he left the asses behind and went on up the
mountain alone with Isaac’ (FT 44). There are at least two reasons
to think that this man might be Johannes himself. First, just as
Johannes has described himself as ‘no philosopher’, so this man is
decribed as ‘no thinker’: ‘he felt no need to go further than faith. To
be remembered as its father seemed to him to be surely the greatest
glory of all’ (FT 44). Second, exactly that dimension of the
Abraham narrative which obsesses this man is that on which
Johannes’ book concentrates.

‘Sub-Abrahams’

The four remaining narratives offer pictures of possible responses
Abraham could conceivably have made to his spiritual trial. Each
represents an Abraham whom Johannes considers not to be worthy
of the title ‘knight of faith’, each an Abraham who is not the
Abraham. Each narrative ends with the use of a weaning metaphor
that has met with near silence from commentators.4

Let us consider how each of these narratives differs from the
portrait of the Abraham whom Johannes valorises. In the first
narrative, contrary to the theme of silence and concealment which –
as we shall see in our discussion of Problema III in particular –
Johannes sees as of central importance, Abraham does not ‘conceal
from Isaac where this way is leading him’ (FT 45). Abraham makes
obvious to Isaac that he intends to sacrifice him, though he
attempts to sweeten the pill with ‘encouraging’ words ‘full of
comfort and exhortation’ (FT 45). Unsurprisingly, Isaac pleads for
his life, reminding Abraham of the ‘sorrow and loneliness’ that he
had known when he and Sarah were childless. Again unsurpris-
ingly, Isaac’s ‘soul could not be uplifted’ by the prospect of his
impending death! Abraham’s original tactic – of levelling with
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Isaac, presumably explaining (in a way that Johannes will later
argue is impossible) that the sacrifice is a divine command – has
apparently failed. There thus occurs a crucial shift in Abraham’s
approach:

when Isaac saw his face a second time it was changed, his gaze was
wild, his mien one of horror. He caught Isaac by the chest, threw him
to the ground and said: ‘Foolish boy, do you believe I am your father? I
am an idolator. Do you believe this is God’s command? No, it is my
own desire.’ Then Isaac trembled and in his anguish cried: ‘God in
heaven have mercy upon me, God of Abraham have mercy upon me; if
I have no father on earth, then be Thou my father!’ But below his breath
Abraham said to himself: ‘Lord in heaven I thank Thee; it is after all
better that he believe I am a monster than that he lose faith in Thee.’

(FT 45–6)

Abraham’s last utterance – the sentence with which this first narra-
tive closes – can, I think, be taken as this sub-Abraham’s genuine
motivation for the change in tactic. This first sub-Abraham genu-
inely does love his son as well as his God, and though he feels
obliged to obey the divine command, he also feels strongly the
need to shelter Isaac’s faith. (The piece of dialogue given to Isaac
suggests that this works.) But notice something else about this
narrative, not explicitly stated, but clearly implied. In order for the
above course of action to make sense, Abraham must, at least from
the moment of his change of tactic onwards, believe that he will
indeed have to go through with the sacrifice. Unlike Johannes’ ‘real’
Abraham – who as we shall see believes paradoxically, ‘on the
strength of the absurd’, that he will ‘get Isaac back’, and in this life,
not merely in an afterlife – the Abraham of this first narrative is
unequivocally resigned to having to kill Isaac. The matter for him,
therefore, becomes one of how he can do so with the least damage
possible to Isaac’s ‘soul’. His answer is to act in such a way that on
the point of death Isaac’s faith in God is unharmed – even if his
faith in his father has been utterly destroyed. But this raises a
further question. At first glance, it looks as if this solution
preserves the faith both of Abraham (insofar as he obeys God’s
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command) and of Isaac (in the way outlined above). But things are
not so simple. The God in whom the dying Isaac has faith is pre-
sumably a God who would not demand such a sacrifice. (Aiming to
explain to Isaac the necessity of the sacrifice, in the first part of the
narrative, has, recall, got Abraham nowhere.) And this fact impacts
upon Abraham’s faith as well, insofar as the God who would
demand such a sacrifice is precisely the kind of God against whom
Abraham feels the need to protect Isaac’s faith. In feeling the need
to protect Isaac from the terrible truth, therefore, can Abraham
genuinely be said to have been ‘faithful’ to his God?

Each of the four ‘sub-Abraham’ narratives closes with a brief
paragraph on a mother weaning her child. These stories are clearly
connected with the Abraham story at least insofar as they are about
a parent’s relationship to a child. In the first, the weaning mother
blackens her breast to make it look less appealing to the child.
Johannes remarks: ‘Lucky the one that needed no more terrible
means to wean the child!’ (FT 46). The point of this is presumably
to contrast the tactics of such a mother with the more desperate
tactics that this first sub-Abraham needed to employ. Though the
mother needs to make her breast less attractive to the child, she
herself appears just the same as before, ‘her look loving and tender
as ever’ (FT 46). Thus ‘the child believes that the breast has
changed but the mother is still the same’. This stands in stark
contrast to the last thing this imagined Isaac would see before he
dies: a father who has changed, terribly and horribly, beyond
recognition.

There is another reason why this first sub-Abraham cannot be
the Abraham. As Linda Williams points out, we can understand his
‘madman act to not let Isaac lose his faith as well as his life. That
the act is understandable is the failing of the Abraham retelling.’5

The second narrative – notably shorter and less dramatic – pres-
ents basically the same events as the privileged Abraham narra-
tive, but in a minor key. (The events are also told entirely from
Abraham’s – and, to a very limited extent, Sarah’s – perspective:
unlike the first narrative, where the reader is encouraged to enter
into Isaac’s point of view, Isaac here remains object and never sub-
ject.) The events are all here: the journey to the mountain; the
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binding of Isaac; the drawing of the knife; Abraham’s seeing
the ram, and sacrificing it instead of Isaac. But crucially, this
sub-Abraham is joyless: ‘From that day on, Abraham became old’
(FT 46). An excessively literal-minded reader might think that
Abraham, already one hundred at the time of Isaac’s birth, was old
already. But the use of ‘old’ here is surely a metaphor. The ‘real’
Abraham, despite his great age, is kept spiritually ‘young’ by his
love of God and the joy he and Sarah take in Isaac. (‘Youth’ is also
used metaphorically in the next section, in which Abraham and
Sarah are described as ‘young enough to wish’ (FT 52), against all
the odds, for parenthood.) Not so this sub-Abraham, who has
become disillusioned by his spiritual trial: ‘he could not forget
that God had demanded this of him. Isaac throve as before; but
Abraham’s eye was darkened, he saw joy no more’ (FT 46).

In the weaning metaphor here, the mother covers her breast ‘so
the child no more has a mother’. But this transitional stage is no
real loss: ‘Lucky the child that lost its mother in no other way!’
What this emphasis seems to suggest is that, by contrast, in the
second narrative, the child – Isaac – has lost his parent. How so?
Abraham, we have seen, has become a shadow of his former self. So
perhaps the claim that ‘Isaac throve as before’ is simply the situ-
ation as the diminished Abraham sees it. Among the things that
this Abraham has lost, therefore, is the capacity genuinely to
understand and empathise with the cares, concerns and losses of his
son. Isaac recedes from the narrative of Abraham’s life as a disil-
lusioned self-absorption takes over. This narrative’s low-key telling
of the tale, and its omission of Isaac’s perspective altogether (save
for this possibly inaccurate claim that ‘Isaac throve as before’),
would seem to square with such a reading. This sub-Abraham,
while remaining obedient to God, does not manifest the joy and
trust that true faith demands.

The third narrative, while also focusing upon Abraham’s per-
spective alone, nevertheless returns to something of the pathos and
drama of the first. Although initially prepared to carry out the
sacrifice (‘he drew the knife’ (FT 47)), he later appears to make a
separate journey, this time alone, in which ‘he threw himself on
his face, he begged God to forgive his sin at having been willing to
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sacrifice Isaac, at the father’s having forgotten his duty to his son’
(FT 47, my emphasis).6

What this sub-Abraham is unable to come to terms with (‘he
found no peace’ (FT 47)) is that he could have even contemplated
violating what he takes to be his most sacred duty. But he is con-
fused: ‘He could not comprehend that it was a sin to have been
willing to sacrifice to God the best he owned’ (FT 47). In other
words, why is it a sin to be prepared to sacrifice what one loves
most? If a life of commitment to God means being prepared to
make sacrifices, why isn’t willingness to part with one’s most
treasured possession the logical consequence of such a life of
religiously motivated self-denial? (Talk of ‘possession’ here is no
exaggeration: as we have just seen, Isaac is ‘the best he owned’ (my
emphasis).) On the other hand, if it is a sin, then how could such a
sin be forgiven: ‘for what sin was more terrible’ (FT 47)? Part of
this sub-Abraham’s inability to find peace, therefore, would seem
to inhere in his confusion.

There may be more than one way of interpreting this confusing
third narrative, but in the light of themes that later become central
to Fear and Trembling, I suggest the following. This sub-Abraham,
at least at the point of begging God’s forgiveness, clearly holds his
duty to his son as of ultimate importance. There seems every rea-
son to suppose that this is an ethical duty – and moreover, there
seems no reason why such a duty cannot be expressed in ‘uni-
versal’ terms. That is, we can state as a universalisable moral rule,
in language comprehensible to all, that which Abraham is horrified
at having been prepared to violate. ‘One ought not to kill an inno-
cent person’, say, or more specifically ‘One ought not to kill one’s
own innocent offspring’. All this can be understood: it is publicly
comprehensible. (The importance of this point will become clear
when we get to the problemata, and in particular the contrast
Johannes attempts to draw between Abraham and the ‘tragic
hero’.) What this sub-Abraham’s ‘sin’ amounts to, on this under-
standing, is the violation of such a universalisable moral rule. What
he sees as his ‘temptation’, therefore, is having been prepared to
contemplate that he, a particular individual, could possibly have
thought that his relationship to God enabled him to override such

tuning up26



an ethical duty. In his remorse, this sub-Abraham would perhaps
agree with Kant’s sentiments:

Abraham should have replied to this supposedly divine voice: ‘That I
ought not to kill my good son is quite certain. But that you, this
apparition, are God – of that I am not certain, and never can be, not
even if this voice rings down to me from (visible) heaven.’7

(More on this later.) And yet this sub-Abraham is confused: he also
struggles to understand why being prepared to sacrifice his most
treasured possession really is a sin, rather than the highest mani-
festation of a life of self-denial. What can we make of this?

The relevance to the above of the corresponding weaning passage
here is at first obscure. Johannes stresses that a mother, as well as a
child, suffers ‘sorrow’ in the process of weaning, ‘that she and the
child grow more and more apart; that the child which first lay
beneath her heart, yet later rested at her breast, should no longer be
so close . . . [yet] Lucky the one who kept the child so close and had
no need to sorrow more!’ (FT 47). I suggest that the significance of
this passage lies in the contrast it effectively draws between the
feelings of love and care that a mother has for her child (crucially,
this particular child), and the level of generalised abstraction
required by an approach to ethics which aims to trade exclusively
in terms of ‘duties’ stemming from ‘universal’ ethical laws. If I am
right, the idea is that to claim that what ought to motivate our
moral action is nothing more than a rule such as ‘One ought not to
kill an innocent human being’ is inhuman. From this perspective,
there is something inhuman about that part of the third sub-
Abraham who is prepared to overlook his ‘human’ commitment to
his son, instead viewing him (inhumanly?) under the aspect of ‘the
best he owned’; as a possession. This aspect of our confused sub-
Abraham overlooks his love for his son: the paternal equivalent of
the feelings of the mother outlined in the quote above. The
mother’s keeping the child close – the suffering of the separation of
weaning is only temporary (a ‘brief sorrow’ (FT 47, my emphasis))
– is thereby contrasted with this sub-Abraham who, in his valorisa-
tion of a duty, has lost sight of the particularity of his love for his
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son, this person Isaac. This theme of the relation between the uni-
versal and the particular is central to Fear and Trembling, as we
shall see.

The fourth narrative shifts the perspective almost entirely to
that of Isaac. At the point of sacrifice, ‘Isaac saw that Abraham’s left
hand was clenched in anguish [Fortvivlelse],8 that a shudder went
through his body – but Abraham drew the knife’ (FT 47). In this
version, on returning home – the replacement of Isaac by the ram is
by now taken as read – we learn that ‘Isaac had lost his faith’ (FT
47, my emphasis). The idea of silence is introduced, though here it
is Isaac, not Abraham, who lives in silence and concealment: ‘Never
a word in the whole world is spoken of this, and Isaac told no one
what he had seen, and Abraham never suspected that anyone had
seen it’ (FT 47–8).

The weaning passage here reads, in full, as follows:

When the child is to be weaned the mother has more solid food at
hand, so that the child will not perish. Lucky the one who has more
solid food at hand!

(FT 48)

The significance of this, I suggest, is that this sub-Abraham lacks
such ‘solid food’, such spiritual sustenance for his son. Though
prepared to go through with the sacrifice, this sub-Abraham does
so in despair: he has no sense of joy or confidence in what he is
prepared to do. Moreover, Isaac suddenly realises this. In other
words, Isaac’s life is profoundly changed by an insight into his
father’s despair.9

Notwithstanding the differences between these ‘sub-Abrahams’,
they all have two crucial features in common. First, each and every
one of them is prepared to go through with the sacrifice. Second,
none of them, Johannes insists, is as ‘great’ as ‘the’ Abraham. These
twin facts are of crucial significance. Fear and Trembling has often
been read, superficially, as sponsoring the message that when what
appears to be an ethical duty contradicts the will of God, one ought
always to obey the will of God. But if that and that alone were the
message, then there would be no reason why each and every one of
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the sub-Abrahams could not be lauded as ‘father of faith’. All are
prepared to obey God and sacrifice Isaac. The fact that Johannes
clearly considers them all to be inferior to ‘the’ Abraham shows
that mere willingness to obey the will of God no matter how outra-
geous the ostensible demand cannot be what is being commended.
(At the very least, how that will is obeyed is clearly a crucial factor.)
The message, even at this early stage of the book, should be clear:
simple willingness to obey God’s command is no guarantee of what
Johannes means by ‘faith’. Yet things may be even more compli-
cated than this. After attempting to identify himself imaginatively
with Abraham – a feat achievable, it would appear from the fore-
going, in the case of each of the sub-Abrahams – Johannes (assum-
ing that he is indeed the man) despairs of having got much closer to
understanding the true Abraham. To these four narratives, we are
told, could be added others (FT 48). Yet any such imaginative iden-
tification leaves Johannes’ man weary, and he invariably ends up
exclaiming that ‘no one was as great as Abraham; who is able
to understand him?’ (FT 48). The difficulty of an observer’s
understanding Abraham now becomes a major theme of the book.

SPEECH IN PRAISE OF ABRAHAM

It is important to bear in mind, in this last of the three preliminary
sections, the theme of an observer’s admiration for an exemplar
whom he nevertheless professes to find incomprehensible. Johan-
nes talks of a poet’s admiration for a hero, and this is what the
‘Speech in Praise’ appears to be. Utilising poetic licence, Johannes
makes a series of prima facie bizarre claims, starting with the claim
that the greatness of a person is a function of ‘the greatness of what
he loved’ (FT 50). This and what follows seems to have been specif-
ically selected in order to valorise Abraham. In short, the claim is
that the great shall be remembered in proportion to: the greatness
of what they love; their ‘expectancy’; and ‘the magnitude of what
[they] strove with’ (FT 50). By these criteria, Abraham is ‘greater
than all’ (FT 50). Loving God, the greatest possible being, makes
Abraham, by this strange reasoning, great himself. Abraham also
scores well on expectancy, since what he expected – that Isaac
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would be returned to him – is ‘the impossible’ (FT 50). Again, since
that which he ‘strove with’ was God, this also is supposed to make
Abraham ‘greater than all’. This greatness takes the form of a ser-
ies of ostensible contradictions: Abraham is ‘great with that power
whose strength is powerlessness, great in that wisdom whose secret
is folly, great in that hope whose outward form is insanity, great in
that love which is hatred of self’ (FT 50).10

What is going on here? If this is a ‘speech in praise’ of Abraham
by a poet, then perhaps we should not expect rigour of argument to
be high on the agenda. It certainly isn’t. (Consider an example. If
my greatness is in part a function of the difficulty of what I expect,
culminating in ‘the impossible’, am I somehow made ‘greater’ if, all
other things being equal, I expect to win the lottery without having
bought a ticket than if I actually go out and buy one?) Are passages
such as this intended to cast doubt on Johannes’ reliability? Just
how seriously should we worry about this poetic excess? We shall
return to this issue in chapter 7.

Johannes continues his eulogy with a series of reminders of the
wider story of which the sacrifice of Isaac is a part (see FT 50–1).
The purpose of these reminders is to show that Abraham keeps
faith in God’s promise that he would become the father of nations
in spite of its increasing unlikelihood. This seems dependent upon
Abraham’s leaving behind ‘his worldly understanding’ (FT 50).
Here is an important clue to what Johannes counts as faith: what-
ever it is, ‘worldly understanding’ cannot deal with it. Indeed, faith
and worldly understanding seem to be presented as opposites:
Abraham ‘left behind his worldly understanding and took with him
his faith’ (FT 50). In the light of this, the previous set of contrasts
can be seen to draw attention to crucial features of faith: its
power, wisdom and hope appear to worldly understanding as
powerlessness, folly and insanity. Perhaps this is why the osten-
sible reasoning of the previous paragraph seems easy to mock.

There is a perspective open to Abraham in which he could just
renounce God’s promise, reasoning to himself that – as he and
Sarah grow still older and remain childless – perhaps this, after all,
is God’s will. Johannes argues that someone capable of making such
a sacrifice could quite reasonably be greatly admired, he could even
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have ‘saved many by his example’ (FT 52). Yet he would not be the
paradigm exemplar of faith that Abraham is. At this point, then,
what is being introduced – though not yet named as such – is a
crucial distinction between the ‘knight of infinite resignation’ and
the ‘knight of faith’. The contrast between the two is between giv-
ing up one’s desire and ‘grasp[ing] hold of the eternal’ (FT 52) –
resignation – and the paradoxical idea of sticking to one’s desire
after having given it up, and sticking to the temporal after having
given it up (FT 52). We shall unpack this crucial distinction
between infinite resignation and faith in more detail in the next
chapter, when the contrast is formally introduced for the first time
via a discussion of another narrative, of a young lad’s love for an
unattainable princess.

What Johannes tries to do here is to show just how much more
‘reasonable’ (to ‘worldly understanding’) and comprehensible what
he will later label ‘infinite resignation’ is than ‘faith’. Again, he
tries to do this by an attempted imaginative identification with
Abraham. Abraham’s trial is set against the background of the
length of time he and Sarah had to wait for Isaac, their joy at God’s
having fulfilled his promise to give them a son, and the concomi-
tant horror of God’s later demand that he should sacrifice Isaac. In
lyrical terms as befitting a ‘poet’, Johannes contrasts Abraham’s
faith with alternative possible reactions, more readily comprehen-
sible and reasonable to our ‘worldly understanding’. (‘So all was
lost, more terrible than if it had never been! So the Lord was only
making sport of Abraham! Through a miracle he had made the
preposterous come true, now he would see it again brought to
nothing’ (FT 53).)

A crucial dimension of Abraham’s faith is now introduced,
namely that it is ‘faith for this life’ (FT 53). This is a vital point.
Johannes suggests that ‘had his faith only been for a future life it
would indeed have been easier to cast everything aside in order to
hasten out of this world to which he did not belong’ (FT 54). In
other words, Johannes suggests, first, that Abraham could have
used the thought of being ‘reunited’ with Isaac in an afterlife as
some kind of crutch to support himself against the horror of what
he had been commanded to do. Second, he implies that the process
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of doing this brings with it a devaluing of this life, this world – a
world which has become one to which Abraham feels that ‘he did
not belong’ (FT 54). (We can compare such an attitude with
Nietzsche’s idea that by attaching beliefs and hopes to ‘afterworlds’
– life after death; or, indeed, a belief in any ‘transcendental’ world –
one thereby devalues this life and world.) Such a ‘faith’, Johannes
insists, is not faith at all. It is crucial to understand that Abraham’s
faith is immanent to this world: ‘it was for this life that Abraham
believed, he believed he would become old in this land, honoured
among his people, blessed in his kin, eternally remembered in Isaac’
(FT 54).

Another possible response available to Abraham, also arguably
more understandable than being willing to sacrifice his son, would
be to offer himself in sacrifice. (One can certainly imagine this
possibility being movingly portrayed in a tragedy – and as we shall
see, the ‘tragic hero’ is another figure who, like the knight of infin-
ite resignation, Johannes goes on to contrast with the knight of
faith.) Johannes considers this possibility, but insists that Abraham
would have been less great had he done this. The reason is less than
entirely clear. In this imagined possibility, Johannes has Abraham
implore God not to ‘scorn this sacrifice’, despite the fact that ‘it is
not the best I possess . . . for what is an old man compared with the
child of promise?’ (FT 54). But it also seems possible that the reason
Johannes views this as less admirable is that it amounts to attempt-
ing to negotiate with God: God demands Isaac, but gets Abraham.
In other words, rather than obeying the divine command, Abraham
offers a substitute product. We could consider this as an extension
of the mercantile imagery which both opens and closes Fear and
Trembling. Mail order companies sometimes reserve the right to
substitute for an out of stock product a replacement product of
‘equal or greater value’. This is effectively what Abraham does –
with the crucial difference that, if his own admission is to be
believed, the replacement product is of less value! For some such
reason, then, Johannes insists that such a sub-Abraham could be
admired – in much the same way as one can admire a self-
sacrificing ‘tragic hero’ – ‘but it is one thing to be admired, another
to be a guiding star that saves the anguished’ (FT 54).
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Abraham is the latter. Johannes praises his courage, favourably
contrasting Abraham’s resolute ‘here I am’ in response to God’s
‘Abraham, where are you?’ with the likely response of a less cour-
ageous person. Here Johannes addresses the reader directly: ‘was
that the case with you? When you saw, far off, the heavy fate
approaching, did you not say to the mountains, “hide me”, to the
hills, “fall on me”? Or if you were stronger, did your feet neverthe-
less not drag along the way?’ (FT 55). Abraham’s resoluteness is
also shown in the fact that ‘he did not doubt, he did not look in
anguish to left or right, he did not challenge heaven with his
prayers . . . he . . . knew that no sacrifice was too hard when God
demanded it’ (FT 55). Such factors need to be recognised in any
competent telling of the Abraham story. In a precursor to his criti-
cism of the preacher in the ‘Preamble from the Heart’, of whom
more in chapter 3, Johannes criticises any cheapening of the story
that says ‘it was only a trial’ (FT 55). (Recall here that Johannes has
been concerned from the outset with the true ‘value’ of faith.)
Centre stage, then, are Abraham’s courage and his lack of doubt.
The ‘Speech’ closes with a valedictory paragraph which, while
claiming to be superfluous (‘When you journeyed home from the
mountain in Moriah you needed no speech in praise to console you
for what was lost; for in fact you gained everything and kept Isaac’
(FT 56)) is at least fitting insofar as it is neither lukewarm nor
unappreciative of Abraham’s greatness. Again trailing the preacher
of the ‘Preamble’, Johannes asks Abraham to ‘forgive him who
would speak in your praise if he did not do it correctly’ (FT 56). The
‘Speech’ closes by stressing the importance of remembering that
Abraham ‘needed a hundred years to get the son of [his] old age,
against every expectation, that [he] had to draw the knife before
keeping Isaac’ (FT 56). And, perhaps most important of all, it offers
a dig at the Hegelians, concerned as they were with ‘going further’
and for whom faith and religion were in an important sense ‘lower’
stages that needed to be superseded in philosophy. To these, Johan-
nes points out ‘that in one hundred and thirty years [Abraham] got
no further than faith’ (FT 56).

These, then, are the first three ‘beginnings’ of Fear and
Trembling. It might seem odd that after three such beginnings, the
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next section should sound like yet another: the ‘Preamble from the
Heart’. But as we shall now see, this section contains some of the
text’s most important material.

NOTES

1 Johannes quotes from Descartes’ Principles of Philosophy: Descartes
1973, Vol. 1: 252.

2 This theme is taken up later by Heidegger in his discussion of being-
towards-death in Being and Time.

3 I prefer Hannay’s translation, ‘Attunement’. As Edward Mooney puts
it, this term, with its musical resonance, suggests ‘tuning an instru-
ment and ear for what is to follow’ (Mooney 1991: 25).

4 Exceptions are Mooney 1991: 30–1 and Williams 1998. There has also
been some attempt to treat these passages on a purely autobiograph-
ical level, as Kierkegaard’s attempt to ‘wean’ Regine off him following
his breaking off their engagement. For a clear account of this, see
Williams 1998: 310–11.

5 Williams 1998: 313.
6 That this is a separate journey is a point missed by Mooney, in whose

exegesis Abraham ‘at the last moment throws himself down before
God’ (Mooney 1991: 27). But Johannes explicitly says that Abraham
‘rode out alone’ on a ‘tranquil evening’, whereas when he set out with
Isaac, it was ‘early morning’ (FT 43–4).

7 Kant 1979: 115.
8 Fortvivlelse is translated by Hannay as ‘anguish’, by the Hongs as ‘des-

pair’. This is the term translated as ‘despair’ throughout The Sickness
Unto Death, Kierkegaard’s primary text on that important subject.

9 Williams wonders why an insight into Abraham’s despair would
necessarily cause Isaac to lose his faith in God, and it is true that Fear
and Trembling gives no clear-cut answer to this. See Williams 1998:
315–16.

10 Note, in light of the fact that many have seen in Fear and Trembling a
specifically Christian message, that this passage has a New Testament
resonance. The reference to wisdom and folly comes in one of Paul’s
letters: ‘If any man among you seemeth to be wise in this world, let
him become a fool, that he may be wise’ (1 Corinthians 4: 18). We shall
consider in chapter 6 interpretations of Fear and Trembling that find in
it a specifically Christian message.
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3
INFINITE RESIGNATION

AND FAITH: THE ‘PREAMBLE
FROM THE HEART’

As pointed out in the previous chapter, Johannes has trailed in the
‘Speech in Praise’ what will turn out to be one of the main themes
of the book: the contrast between ‘faith’ and ‘infinite resignation’.
It is in this section that this contrast is both named for the first
time, and discussed in more detail – again, by the use of a narrative,
this time of a young lad and his love for an unattainable princess.

But let us not get ahead of ourselves. So far, we have already
come across various ways of (mis)telling the Abraham story, and it
is to that theme that Johannes returns near the start of the ‘Pre-
amble’. (Recall his claim, towards the end of the ‘Speech in Praise’,
that it is rare indeed to find ‘he who can tell the story and give it its
due’ (FT 55).) But a different emphasis is placed on the form that
such a mistelling could take. ‘What is left out of the Abraham
story’, Johannes complains, ‘is the anguish [Angest]’ (FT 58).1 The
focus now is on how it is commonplace to make the Abraham story
too easy on the hearer. Too many of those who want to understand
the story are not prepared to ‘labour and be heavy laden’ (FT 58) in
relation to it. What is true of the hearers, moreover, is true of the



tellers of the tale. Johannes tells a memorable story of a preacher
who lauds Abraham to the skies without really thinking through
what he is saying. Abraham becomes the topic for just another
sermon. But, Johannes wonders, what if someone in the congrega-
tion were to take to heart the preacher’s valorisation of Abraham?
Suppose, accordingly, that he goes home and plans to sacrifice his
own son. On hearing of this, the preacher’s response would be
outrage: ‘ “Loathsome man, dregs of society, what devil has so
possessed you that you wanted to murder your own son?”. He
would fail to anticipate the reply: “It was in fact what you yourself
preached on Sunday” ’ (FT 59).

There seems real plausibility to Johannes’ point here. How many
preachers have indeed praised Abraham as a paradigm exemplar of
faith, as a ‘righteous’ man,2 while being scandalised by any number
of leaders of ‘cults’ who have justified outrageous acts on the
grounds that ‘God told me to do it’? If I claim that God has told me
to sacrifice my offspring and the only reason I can give for this is ‘It
is a trial’, it seems quite likely that the local vicar will be among
those calling for my incarceration. I am, it will be said, a danger
both to others and to myself. Johannes, then, is trying to make
absolutely clear what is involved in praising Abraham for his
action. He claims to have ‘the courage to think a thought whole’
(FT 60) – precisely what the preacher discussed above lacks. This
preacher and his ilk are evading the enormity of what praising
Abraham amounts to: what is, perhaps unconsciously, motivating
their ‘leaving out the anguish’ is the fact that ‘anguish is a danger-
ous affair for the squeamish’ (FT 58). One way of evading the issue
here is by hiding behind subtle shifts in language. This can happen
either by calling Abraham great (as if ‘Abraham has acquired pro-
prietary rights to the title of great man, so that whatever he does is
great’ (FT 60)3) or by calling his action a ‘sacrifice’ rather than a
murder (‘The ethical expression for what Abraham did is that he
was willing to murder Isaac; the religious expression is that he was
willing to sacrifice Isaac’ (FT 60)). The key issue, then, as Johannes
sees it, is that faith somehow makes a difference: ‘For if you simply
remove faith as a nix and a nought there remains only the raw fact
that Abraham was prepared to murder Isaac’ (FT 60).
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All this leads Johannes to wonder about the very nature of his
own project: ‘Can one speak unreservedly of Abraham, then, with-
out risking that someone will go off the rails and do likewise?’ (FT
60). His conclusion is ‘Yes’, but only because he assumes that ‘The
great can never do harm when grasped in their greatness’ (FT 61).
Johannes insists on the need to stress Abraham’s ‘devout and God-
fearing’ nature (FT 61) and the strength of his love for Isaac. This is
presumably to make clear the difference between Abraham and a
heartless murderer. But how far has this really come from the
preacher’s sermon, which Johannes has condemned? The answer is
not clear from the text itself at this point, but must rather be
gleaned from the wider strategy of Fear and Trembling. Any
adequate such speech – and we might think of the whole of Fear
and Trembling as such a speech – must make clear, in a way in
which the preacher does not, how Abraham differs from an ethical
– that is ‘tragic’ – hero (a theme which will be the concern of a later
part of the ‘Preamble’) and also from various forms of ‘aesthetic’
hero (as will be outlined in Problema III). These conditions must be
fulfilled if Johannes is to give an adequate portrayal of Abraham
qua ‘knight of faith’. What is it that makes Abraham a ‘knight of
faith’, as opposed to an ethical or aesthetic hero? Even if he could
achieve this, of course, it would hardly be enough to justify
Abraham’s action – and it may turn out that the very nature of
faith is such that it cannot be ‘justified’. But trying to draw such
distinctions is a vital part of Johannes’ procedure throughout the
book.

Talk of the difficulty of ‘understanding’ Abraham might give the
impression that this difficulty is an intellectual one. Johannes
attempts to block off this misapprehension by comparing under-
standing Abraham with understanding Hegel. The point here
seems to be that the difficulties of understanding Hegelian phil-
osophy are indeed primarily difficulties for the intellect, difficulties
in conceptual understanding, whereas with Abraham this is not the
case. In the Abraham case, the difficulty is more one for the
imagination. I do not intend to imply here that ‘intellect’ and
‘imagination’ are mutually exclusive categories. The point is
simply to distinguish a difficulty in understanding in which
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imaginative identification with a particular person is central
(‘understanding Abraham’) and one in which it is not (‘understand-
ing Hegel’). Johannes says he is ‘virtually annihilated’ by attempt-
ing to think about the ‘monstrous paradox’ which is the content of
Abraham’s life (FT 62). Two aspects of what follows confirm our
suspicion that Johannes’ problem with Abraham is one of imagina-
tive identification. First, his claim to be able to understand ‘the
hero’ (and we shall shortly see the importance of ‘tragic heroes’ to
Johannes’ discussion). He asserts: ‘The hero I can think myself into,
but not Abraham’ (FT 63; emphasis in original). In other words, the
hero’s actions are comprehensible to an imaginative observer. This
is not the case with Abraham. Second, this implicit contrast
between imagination and intellect is behind Johannes’ insistence
that ‘Philosophy cannot and should not give us an account of faith,
but should understand itself and know just what it has indeed to
offer’ (FT 63). Philosophy – and Johannes surely has Hegelian
philosophy in particular in mind – is first and foremost a rational,
conceptual enterprise. For Hegel, both philosophy and religion are
concerned with essentially the same material, but whereas religion
reaches its conclusions by appeal to faith, authority and revelation,
philosophy occupies a ‘higher’ standpoint. It is able to ‘go further’
than the pictorial representations and figurative, symbolic language
of religion, and deal with the same subject matter in the form of
thoughts and concepts.4 As we would expect, having seen his scepti-
cism about the possibility of ‘going further’, Johannes denies this;
denies that philosophy can occupy a ‘higher’ standpoint than
religion. Put simply, for Hegel, one reason to consider philosophy
higher than religion is that whereas philosophy can reflect upon
religion, religion cannot offer a conceptual account of philosophy.
But part of Kierkegaard’s objection to Hegel is that when (Hege-
lian) philosophy aims to reflect upon the subject matter of faith and
religion, it misunderstands and misrepresents it – often comically
so.5 Johannes’ challenge to the Hegelian is to ask exactly how Hege-
lian philosophy understands Abraham, qua exemplar of faith. How
does it explain him? Johannes insists that there are no conceptual
resources at our disposal that will enable us to ‘understand’ ‘faith’ –
the paradox that Abraham exemplifies. We shall return in more
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detail to Johannes’ quarrel with Hegel in the next chapter. For the
time being, suffice it to note that Johannes is insisting that phil-
osophy should not give us an account of faith because it cannot.
Any attempted account of faith which tries to proceed in a manner
entirely accessible to ‘universal’ reason and expressible in publicly
available language – and more of this in the next chapter – will give
us a picture not of faith, but of something very different.

It is worth noting at this point that Johannes is pointing to the
possibility of a life – exemplified in this case by Abraham – which
can be lived but not thought. That is to say, the conceptual
resources of philosophy might be insufficient to make sense of – to
enable the outsider like Johannes to ‘understand’ – certain kinds of
human life. But that does not prevent it from being the case that
such lives are liveable. A significant part of Johannes’ project, then,
involves pointing up – by using Abraham as a sort of test case –
that there are limitations to what can be achieved by a purely
rational, conceptual approach to many complex aspects of human
life and behaviour. Though the primary subject here is ‘faith’,
and the test case Abraham, it is not hard to see that this general
observation could well be extended to many other aspects of life.6

Ultimately, as we shall see more clearly in chapter 4, the assump-
tion that Johannes is resisting is that faith can be dismissed as
something inferior, something beyond which we have to ‘go fur-
ther’, because it cannot be dealt with in ‘universal’ terms. So
Johannes is like the Hegelian in one sense, unlike him in another.
What he and the Hegelian have in common is that neither of them
inhabits the form of life of what the Hegelian might call ‘mere’
faith. Where they differ is that whereas the Hegelian thinks he has
got ‘beyond’ faith’, Johannes admits that the form of life he –
Johannes – occupies is ‘lower’ than that of faith. ‘I do not have
faith; this courage I lack’, he insists. Nevertheless, he goes on to add
that he is not ‘underhand enough to deny that faith is something
far higher’ (FT 63).

What, then, is the form of life that Johannes occupies? There is
good reason to think that it is what he labels ‘infinite resignation’.
We are now entering a very important part of the text, in which
Johannes introduces by name two more key forms of what faith is
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not. These figures are the ‘tragic hero’ and the ‘knight of infinite
resignation’.

TRAGIC HEROISM AND INFINITE RESIGNATION

Johannes continues his exercise in imaginative identification by
considering what he would have done had he been in Abraham’s
shoes. The best fist he could have made of it, he tells us, would have
been ‘in the guise of tragic hero’ (FT 64, Johannes’ emphasis). The
tragic hero has the courage to ride to Moriah and to be willing to
perform the sacrifice – but his attitude to it is very different from
that of Abraham. His attitude is one of ‘resignation’, described as
an ‘infinite movement’. For the person with such an attitude,
though he professes to continue to love God, ‘everything is lost’
(FT 64). Thus Johannes confesses that what he would have found
most difficult would have been what for Abraham was ‘the easiest
of all . . . to find joy again in Isaac’ (FT 65). And such an attitude of
resignation, Johannes insists, is no adequate substitute for faith.

This should raise plenty of questions in the reader’s mind. What
is the relation between the ‘tragic hero’ and the ‘knight of infinite
resignation’ – are they identical? What exactly is ‘resignation’, and
in what sense is it ‘infinite’? And why – when the appearance of the
ram renders the need for sacrificing Isaac unnecessary – is the
knight of infinite resignation unable to ‘find joy again’ in Isaac’s
return? To answer these questions, we need to consider what is one
of the most famous aspects of Fear and Trembling: its distinction
between the ‘knight of infinite resignation’ and the ‘knight of
faith’.

This contrast begins with yet another return to the actions of the
Abraham Johannes so admires. Johannes tells us that he himself
would have mounted his ass in ‘resignation’. But with Abraham it
is very different:

All along he had faith, he believed that God would not demand Isaac of
him, while still he was willing to offer him if that was indeed what was
demanded. He believed on the strength of the absurd, for there could
be no question of human calculation, and it was indeed absurd that
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God who demanded this of him should in the next instant withdraw
the demand. He climbed the mountain, even in that moment when
the knife gleamed he believed – that God would not demand Isaac.
Certainly he was surprised by the outcome, but by means of a double
movement he had come back to his original position and therefore
received Isaac more joyfully than the first time.

(FT 65, my emphasis)

‘He believed that God would not demand Isaac of him.’ Johannes
even speculates that Abraham could believe this ‘even . . . when the
knife gleamed’ (FT 65). ‘He believed on the strength of the absurd,
for all human calculation had long since been suspended’ (FT 65).
We can most clearly see why ‘all human calculation had . . . been
suspended’ if we also note Johannes’ later claim that Abraham
‘must know at the decisive moment what he is about to do, and ac-
cordingly must know that Isaac is to be sacrificed’ (FT 143). Putting
all this together, it appears to amount to the claim that Abraham
both does, and doesn’t, believe that Isaac is about to die. It is this
apparently contradictory belief that prevents Johannes from being
able to understand Abraham. What leaves him ‘aghast’ (FT 66) is
that it amounts to losing ‘one’s understanding and the whole of the
finite world whose stockbroker it is’ (FT 65–6), while yet expecting
to get it (‘exactly the same finitude’) back again ‘on the strength of
the absurd’. Johannes – unsurprisingly – cannot begin to compre-
hend such a mode of being. Thus the following comment stresses
both his admiration of the person of faith and that person’s
incomprehensibility: ‘The dialectic of faith is the most refined and
most remarkable of all dialectics, it has an elevation that I can form
a conception of but no more’ (FT 66). Johannes professes to be
unable to understand either faith itself or its paradigmatic exem-
plar: ‘Abraham I cannot understand; in a way all I can learn from
him is to be amazed’ (FT 66). He says he can ‘describe’ but not
‘perform’ ‘the movements of faith’ (FT 67). This reinforces the idea
that Johannes’ is an outsider’s view of faith. We shall return to this
point in the second half of this chapter.
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INFINITE RESIGNATION AND FAITH

Notwithstanding this, let us try to tease out in more detail exactly
what the differences are between infinite resignation – said to be
the ‘last stage [Abraham] loses sight of’ (FT 66) – and faith. The
knight of infinite resignation is probably the most fully drawn
illustration of what faith is not. Nevertheless, while not being iden-
tical to faith, infinite resignation is ‘the last stage before faith’ (FT
75) and insofar as Abraham is said to make a ‘double movement’, it
appears that in some way ‘infinite resignation’ is the first part of
this movement. How does this work?

The first difference between infinite resignation and faith relates
to an important overall theme of what Kierkegaard elsewhere calls
the ‘inwardness’ of faith. This is often connected with its ‘hidden-
ness’. Johannes claims that ‘knights of infinite resignation are read-
ily recognizable, their gait is gliding, bold’ (FT 67). The knight of
infinite resignation has a recognisably heroic quality, which
inheres in the fact that being prepared to renounce the joys and
passions of finite existence for some ‘higher cause’ can both be
recognised as requiring courage, and be judged as ethically admir-
able. But there is a degree of concealment and mystery about the
knight of faith. This could take a variety of forms: either the
(allegedly) incomprehensible example of Abraham, or the far more
‘mundane’ knight of faith whom Johannes now imagines. In an age
which, as we have said, viewed faith as something we all already
possess, thus requiring us to ‘go further’, note in passing that
Johannes has to imagine this figure since he has ‘tried . . . in vain
for several years’ (FT 67) to find a genuine knight of faith. This
could be either because there are none – and thus the age is
deceived about itself vis-à-vis faith – or because, although ‘every
other person is one’ (FT 67), the ‘hiddenness’ of faith makes it
impossible for Johannes to distinguish them from ‘the bourgeois
philistine’ (FT 67). (It is clear from the overall tone of the text, and
some explicit sceptical remarks (for instance, ‘I wonder whether my
contemporaries really are capable of making the movement of
faith’ (FT 64)), that Johannes suspects it is the former possibility
which is in fact the case.)
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What characterises this mundane imagined knight of faith? Two
things. First, precisely his ‘hiddenness’, in contrast to the recognis-
ability, stemming from ‘openness’, of the knight of infinite resigna-
tion. The imagined knight of faith ‘looks just like a tax-gatherer’
(FT 68). What Johannes means by this is that there are no heroic,
‘other-worldly’ traits which ‘give away’ the knight of faith: ‘One
detects nothing of the strangeness and superiority that mark the
knight of the infinite’ (FT 68). No (and this is the second point), he
‘belongs altogether to finitude’: ‘belongs altogether to the world’
(FT 68). To see what Johannes means by this, it is worth quoting at
length this memorable portrait:

This man takes pleasure, takes part, in everything, and whenever one
catches him occupied with something his engagement has the per-
sistence of the worldly person whose soul is wrapped up in such
things . . . He takes a holiday on Sundays. He goes to church. [But] No
heavenly glance or any other sign of the incommensurable betrays
him; if one didn’t know him it would be impossible to set him apart
from the rest of the crowd; for at most his hearty, lusty psalm-singing
proves that he has a good set of lungs. In the afternoon he takes a walk
in the woods. He delights in everything he sees, in the thronging
humanity, the new omnibuses . . . Towards evening he goes home, his
step tireless as a postman’s. On the way it occurs to him that his wife
will surely have some special little warm dish for his return, for
example roast head of lamb with vegetables. If he were to meet a
kindred spirit, he could continue as far as Østerport so as to converse
with him about this dish with a passion befitting a restaurateur. As it
happens, he hasn’t a penny and yet he firmly believes his wife has that
delicacy waiting for him. If she has, to see him eat it would be a sight
for superior people to envy and for plain folk to be inspired by, for his
appetite is greater than Esau’s. If his wife doesn’t have the dish, curi-
ously enough he is exactly the same.

(FT 69)

What is striking about this description is the imagined character’s
ability genuinely to dwell in the finite world. He takes a genuine
pleasure and delight in the pleasures and curiosities it offers:
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singing; crowds of people; new modes of transport; what The Beano
used to call ‘a slap-up meal’. There is no reason why tax-gatherers
– or, for that matter, plumbers or university students – could not
have precisely the same relation to the finite. There is nothing
outwardly unusual or heroic about this character. Elsewhere in
the passage from which I quoted above, Johannes tells us that
this knight of faith is neither a poet nor a genius – either of
which might enable an observer to distinguish him from the ordin-
ary man in the street. Everything that makes the knight
distinctive – that makes him a spiritual ‘knight’ as well as an
ordinary tax-gatherer, plumber or student – belongs to ‘inward-
ness’. He is – genuinely, not just in outward appearance – ‘carefree
as a devil-may-care good-for-nothing, he hasn’t a worry in the
world’ (FT 69). And yet – qua knight of faith – he does everything
‘on the strength of the absurd’:

this man has made and is at every moment making the movement of
infinity. He drains in infinite resignation the deep sorrow of existence,
he knows the bliss of infinity, he has felt the pain of renouncing every-
thing, whatever is most precious in the world, and yet to him finitude
tastes just as good as to one who has never known anything higher . . .
the whole earthly form he presents is a new creation on the strength of
the absurd. He resigned everything infinitely, and then took back
everything on the strength of the absurd. He is continually making the
movement of infinity, but he makes it with such accuracy and poise
that he is continually getting finitude out of it.

(FT 70)

But none of this will be obvious to an observer. (Recall that in this
respect, Johannes is not an observer: this character is his imagined
creation, and in this respect only does he have a privileged insight
into his knight of faith’s inwardness.) The main point, then, is that
there is no way of telling, from his outward and public appearance
or actions, what is going on inside the knight of faith’s soul. Note
also the claim that this knight is ‘continually making the move-
ment of infinity’ (FT 70), a claim which complements the earlier
claim that ‘the movement of faith must be made continually on the

infinite resignation and faith44



strength of the absurd’ (FT 67). This implies that the ‘double
movement’ of faith is somehow a – simultaneous? – movement of
‘infinite resignation’ and ‘faith’. The former amounts to
renouncing the finite, the latter to the paradoxical belief (that is, ‘on
the strength of the absurd’) that one will receive the finite back –
though perhaps, we shall shortly see, in some transfigured form.
We shall return to this puzzling matter later in the chapter – in
particular, the matter of whether infinite resignation and faith
could be simultaneous movements, and if so how.

THE LAD AND HIS PRINCESS

Johannes’ most vivid contrast of infinite resignation and faith
occurs in the story he tells of a young lad who falls in love with a
princess (FT 70ff.). It is worth noting his reasons for doing this.
Johannes’ concern with the importance of paying attention to the
particular includes the recognition that description at a general
level can achieve less than illustrating ‘in a particular case . . . the
respective relationships to reality’ (FT 70) of infinite resignation
and faith. As with the Abraham case, Johannes sees the need to pay
attention to the specifics of a particular narrative. The lad falls in
love, yet in traditional romantic terms, nothing can come of that
love: it cannot ‘be translated from ideality into reality’ (FT 70–1).

Recall that Johannes’ primary question is how the attitude of a
lad who was a knight of faith would differ from that of one who
was a mere knight of infinite resignation. However, we need first to
understand the difference between the attitude of infinite resigna-
tion and that represented by characters Johannes describes as the
‘slaves of misery, the frogs in life’s swamp’ (FT 71). The latter are
‘realists’, in the sense that they try to persuade the lad that nothing
can come of such a love. Why not, they urge, settle for someone of
his own station in life?7 The lad considers such an attitude beneath
contempt (‘Let them croak away undisturbed in life’s swamp’ (FT
71)), relying as it does on a mode of valuation which thinks in
terms of minimising risk. Johannes contrasts the knight of infinite
resignation with ‘those capitalists who invest their capital in every
kind of security so as to gain on the one what they lose on the
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other’ (FT 72). The point of Johannes’ return to economic imagery
(recall the very beginning of the book) is that it appears as if life too
requires us to make certain ‘investments’: what is worth our atten-
tion and dedication, and what is not? According to the ‘slaves of
misery’, a humble lad’s negligible chances with a princess make the
lad’s love a ‘bad risk’. But the lad’s attitude makes it clear that for
him, issues of love, care and commitment should not be approached
from the perspective of risk-minimisation. Instead, he seems to
embody the central Kierkegaardian thought that ‘purity of heart is
to will one thing’. Once he has determined that this love ‘really is
the content of his life’ (FT 71) – that is, that it is no mere infatu-
ation – we are told that he concentrates ‘the whole of his life’s
content and the meaning of reality in a single wish’ (FT 72). His
love for her is unconditional, and to a large extent his sense of self
is determined by it; it is an identity-conferring commitment. Such
an unconditional commitment is a necessary prerequisite to the
movement of infinite resignation.

Notwithstanding Kierkegaard’s contemporaneity with Hans
Christian Andersen, this is no fairy tale: our lad and his princess do
not live ‘happily ever after’. The lad recognises that he will not ‘get
the girl’, and here is where the movement of infinite resignation
itself enters the picture. Despite the fact that this love is central to
the lad’s sense of self, he renounces it in ‘resignation’. In other
words, he renounces that which is most precious to him in the finite
world. In this way, a vital part of his identity is lost. Yet in doing so,
an important change takes place, which Johannes describes as his
gaining an ‘eternal consciousness’ (FT 72): in renouncing some-
thing finite, he gains something infinite. This particular love for
a particular finite being becomes something else. The following
passage is crucial for our purposes:

His love for the princess would take on for him the expression of an
eternal love, would acquire a religious character, be transfigured into a
love for the eternal being which, although it denied fulfilment, still rec-
onciled him once more in the eternal consciousness of his love’s
validity in an eternal form that no reality can take from him.

(FT 72; my emphasis)
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In other words, the love becomes ‘eternalised’: transformed and
channelled into love for ‘an eternal being’ – God. (Johannes leaves
mysterious the mechanism by which this is supposed to happen,
but various theories of sublimation would appear to be strong
prima facie candidates.) This transcendentalising move is accom-
panied by a certain comfort (‘in infinite resignation there is peace
and repose and consolation in the pain’ (FT 74)) and a (self-
deceptive?) alteration in the lad’s self-relation. The ‘consolation’ is,
I suspect, a function of the lad’s coming to think of the existence he
has once he has ‘resigned’ as ‘higher’ – more ‘spiritual’ – than his
pre-resignation existence. (Once you have renounced that finite
thing which is most precious to you, what but the infinite could
provide consolation?) As Edward Mooney puts it, the lad’s life ‘is
no longer focused by concern for a finite individual. His standpoint
is now outside the flux of petty, worldly things.’8 Moreover, this
makes him immune from hurt: he has ‘the eternal consciousness of
his love’s validity in an eternal form that no reality can take from
him’ (FT 72). What is most important about all this is that the lad
devalues the finite (or immanent) in favour of the infinite (or tran-
scendental). We are told that: ‘He pays no further finite attention to
what the princess does, and just this proves that he has made the
movement infinitely’ (FT 73). So much so that Johannes implies
that the lad would actually be embarrassed if the princess were to
return to him. If the movement of resignation is ‘correctly’ and
‘infinitely’ (FT 73) made, then the princess’s marriage to a prince
will be an irrelevance to the resigned lad. As Mooney suggests, the
price that the lad has paid for his diminished hurt is diminished
care.9 Let us repeat this important point: the knight of infinite
resignation manifests diminished care for the finite. This is not to
say that his viewpoint is indistinguishable from the kind of view
that preaches total non-attachment. There is a certain kind of ‘stoic
hardening of the self to disappointment’10 which would, at the out-
set, counsel the lad not to get attached to anything: that way he will
not be disappointed when it is taken from him. As we have seen,
this is not the attitude of the knight of infinite resignation: his
attachment is central to his mode of being and self-relation. Never-
theless, he is prepared to ‘resign’ – renounce – that which is most
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important to him. And what distinguishes him from the supporters
of non-attachment is that in doing so, his attachment is trans-
formed – infinitised; eternalised; transcendentalised. Yet this,
Johannes seems to imply, entails a kind of loss.

There are two more vital factors to note about infinite resigna-
tion. First, it involves self-sufficiency: from the standpoint of infin-
ite resignation, ‘even in loving another one should be sufficient
unto oneself . . . one who has infinitely resigned is enough unto
himself’ (FT 73). One dimension of this self-sufficiency is that the
movement of infinite resignation is something the self can achieve
by itself:

Resignation does not require faith, for what I win in resignation is my
eternal consciousness, and that is a purely philosophical movement,
which I venture upon when necessary, and which I can discipline
myself into doing . . . Through resignation I renounce everything, this
movement is one I do by myself, and when I do not do it that is
because I am cowardly and weak.

(FT 77)

In other words, resignation is achievable by the individual, without
outside help, and is a function of his own will. To claim the inability
to make the movement of resignation would simply be to be a
coward. Second, infinite resignation can be understood: though it is
no mean achievement, requiring ‘strength and energy and freedom
of spirit’ (FT 76), all of this can be understood as something that
human beings can achieve under their own lights. Whereas, as we
have already seen, the next step – that of faith – ‘dumbfounds’
Johannes, whose ‘brain reels’ (FT 76). In summary, then, we have
seen that infinite resignation involves a transcendentalising trans-
formation of the lad’s love, his self-sufficiency, and is understand-
able to an observer. Each of these aspects, we can now see, contrasts
with faith.

The crucial difference between infinite resignation and faith is
that the knight of faith’s care for the finite, and ability to dwell in it,
remains undiminished. Not for him the kind of transcendentalising
move that devalues the finite in relation to the infinite. As we have
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seen, what amazes Johannes about Abraham is that, faced with the
divine command to sacrifice Isaac, Abraham – while prepared if
need be to carry out the sacrifice – trusts in God so that ‘on the
strength of the absurd’ he believes that he will ‘get Isaac back’. And
not in an afterlife, but in this life. If Johannes’ lad were a knight of
faith, Johannes tells us, he would do ‘exactly the same as the other
knight, he infinitely renounces the claim to the love which is the
content of his life; he is reconciled in pain; but then comes the
marvel, he makes one more movement, more wonderful than any-
thing else, for he says: “I nevertheless believe that I shall get her,
namely on the strength of the absurd, on the strength of the fact
that for God all things are possible”.’ (FT 75)

Exactly what Johannes means by ‘belief on the strength of the
absurd’ is a notorious question. Johannes insists that this does not
merely mean ‘improbable’, ‘unexpected’ or ‘unforeseen’ (FT 75),
but downright impossible, ‘humanly speaking’ (FT 75). Note,
though, his qualifier: the knight of faith is not obliged to believe the
logically impossible, but to submit his trust to God: that God can
achieve what is humanly impossible. ‘[A]ll that can save him is the
absurd; and this he grasps by faith’ (FT 75–6). For present purposes,
I want merely to note that the relation of the knight of faith to the
finite is utterly different from that of his ‘resigned’ counterpart.
The knight of faith’s ‘greatness’ lies in large part in his ability ‘to
stick to the temporal after having given it up’ (FT 52). A full
account of the meaning of this phrase would turn upon the Kierke-
gaardian idea of ‘repetition’ [Gjentagelsen], central to which is the
idea of giving something up and yet getting it back in some trans-
formed and transfigured sense.11 But what matters for our purposes
is that the knight of faith’s care for and commitment to the finite,
the temporal, the immanent, is in no way diminished by whatever
‘movements’ he makes. This is where he differs from the knight of
infinite resignation, and it is this, Johannes insists, that makes
Abraham, qua knight of faith, so ‘great’. Note also that his depend-
ence on God, and willingness to submit to God in trust, contrasts
starkly with the self-sufficiency of the knight of resignation. And
note further – and we can hardly miss this, since Johannes keeps
repeating the point – that the third aspect under which the two
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knights can be compared is that whereas infinite resignation can
be understood, faith remains an enigma – to Johannes and other
outsiders, at least.

But there is another dimension worth exploring. In contrast to
resignation, one recent commentator has argued that one of the
knight of faith’s main features is his joy; 12 and again, a joy taken in
the finite. A particularly good example here is Johannes’ earlier
image of the ‘mundane’ knight of faith: the man who fantasises
about a delicious meal that his wife might have prepared for him,
yet who is just as joyous when he returns home to much plainer
fare than he had imagined. To clarify further the idea of joy in the
finite, it is useful to consider another Kierkegaardian pseudonym,
Johannes Climacus, author of the Postscript, and his well-known
discussion of whether a religious person could legitimately enjoy a
trip to the Deer Park, a Copenhagen amusement park. What is
significant about this for us is that, like Johannes de Silentio, Cli-
macus also talks of the ‘movement of infinity’, and insists that a
religious person must find a way of combining his ‘God-
relationship’ with the finite ends and trivial activities of human
existence, such as visits to the Deer Park. (It is significant here that
the Deer Park was, according to George Pattison, considered ‘the
epitome of noisy, stupid vulgarity’.13) Climacus is suspicious of ‘the
monastic movement’, the religious attitude that encouraged with-
drawal from the world in order to pursue closeness to God. Such
withdrawal is neither necessary nor even desirable: if made, Clima-
cus insists, it should be done with ‘a certain sense of shame’ (CUP
414). (Climacus compares the person who can only pursue a God-
relationship by withdrawal from the world with a woman who,
unable to use the thought of her beloved to give her strength to go
about her work, instead needs to go to his place of work and be with
him continually.) Thus Climacus goes further than Johannes, in
describing as an ‘illness’ the inability to bring one’s God-
relationship into a further relationship with the finite (CUP 486).
Yet Johannes’ lad as knight of infinite resignation is incapable of
this. We can thus assume that Climacus would pass the same ver-
dict on such knights as he would on those heading for the cloister.

A second key feature of the knight of faith’s joy is the absence of
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blame and accountability that feature in his view of the world.
Abraham never asks who is to blame for the call to sacrifice Isaac;
the hungry ‘mundane’ knight of faith never blames his wife for the
absence of a banquet. Indeed, note that for all of the first three ‘sub-
Abrahams’ of the ‘Attunement’, blame is present as a central factor.
Recall: the first sub-Abraham pretends to be a heartless monster,
thinking it better that Isaac blame his father rather than God. The
second – even after the appearance of the ram has made the human
sacrifice unnecessary – ‘saw joy no more’ (FT 46), and effectively
blames God for the whole ordeal. The third ‘begged God to forgive
his sin at having been willing to sacrifice Isaac, at the father’s
having forgotten his duty to his son’ (FT 47). In other words, he
considers the ethical to be the highest duty, and insofar as his
willingness to sacrifice Isaac amounts to a momentary willingness
to violate this highest duty, he thinks in terms of his own sin, guilt
and blameworthiness. Yet in the Abraham who truly deserves the
title ‘knight of faith’, blame has dropped out of the picture, to be
replaced by joy.

We are now in a position to see why Johannes insists that the key
difference between resignation and faith turns on ‘temporality,
finitude’ (FT 78). Moreover, I can renounce and resign by my own
strength of will, but the ‘getting back’ which faith provides is some-
thing I cannot bring about myself. Thus the ‘getting back’ of faith
must be received as a gift.

Thus we end up where we have been before: Johannes admires
faith while professing a failure to understand it. His admiration,
once again, is a counterbalance to the desire of ‘the age’ to sell faith
short, and fail to recognise it as an awesome mystery, ‘the greatest
and most difficult of all’ (FT 80). Abraham’s significance qua knight
of faith should not be downgraded. There is no half-way house: ‘let
us either forget all about Abraham or learn how to be horrified at
the monstrous paradox which is the significance of his life, so that
we can understand that our time like any other can be glad if it has
faith’ (FT 81). The theme here is the first-person appropriation that
is central to Kierkegaard’s work. In line with this, Johannes em-
phasises that a major part of the point of considering the Abraham
narrative is ‘so that a person may judge for himself whether he has
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the inclination and courage to be tried in such a thing’ (FT 81).
Here is one of the clearest statements that relating to Abraham as
an exemplar demands and requires self-examination. Johannes
presents his reader with the following question: Are you capable of
what Abraham was capable of? This is what Johannes has been
asking himself, and what he expects his reader to do also.

WHAT IS THE CONNECTION BETWEEN FAITH AND
INFINITE RESIGNATION?

What the above account leaves unclear is what Johannes means
when he claims that faith is a ‘double movement’. Does the knight
of faith make two distinct movements – first a movement of infin-
ite resignation, identical to that made by the knight of infinite
resignation, and then a second movement, that of ‘faith’? Cer-
tainly, this is how Johannes’ claim has often been read, and there
are passages in the text that support such a reading. Johannes
insists that ‘anyone who has not made this movement [infinite
resignation] does not have faith’ (FT 75), and that the knight of
faith makes ‘one more movement’ (FT 75) than infinite resigna-
tion. But what could this amount to? If the very nature of resigna-
tion is the renunciation of the finite and the particular, and the very
nature of faith is an embrace of the finite and the particular, how is
the ‘double movement’ of faith, thus construed, possible? How can
Abraham genuinely give up Isaac, while then making ‘one more
movement’, the defining characteristic of which is that he believes
that he will ‘get Isaac back’? Surely the latter belief amounts,
ultimately, to the view that he will not, really, have to give up
Isaac? Thus the movement of faith seems to amount to a renunci-
ation of the movement of resignation. Is there any way of making
sense of this? As we have seen, it is in the light of such apparent
contradiction that Johannes expresses incomprehension: he is
‘aghast’; ‘amazed’ (FT 66); ‘virtually annihilated’ (FT 62). But must
we rest content with being dumbfounded here? Must we rest con-
tent with talking, along with Johannes, of faith in terms of ‘the
absurd’?

There are several possibilities here. First, it could be that faith, by
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its very nature, is totally incomprehensible, and that Johannes’
response is the right one for this reason. Second, it could be that
Kierkegaard’s view of faith is inherently confused. Third, it could
be that Johannes’ view of faith is inherently confused. The most
likely reason for this third possibility is that – as he readily admits
– Johannes stands ‘outside’ faith. This leaves open the possibility
that faith might look significantly different to someone on the
‘inside’. Fourth, it could be that we need to read the Abraham story
on an allegorical level, beyond what Johannes explicitly says. In
what follows, I shall argue for a combination of the third and fourth
possibilities.

The first possibility should surely be rejected if at all possible. If
Abraham is utterly beyond comprehension, and if it follows from
this that faith is utterly beyond comprehension, then what could
there be to say about it? On this view, what would distinguish faith
from any other incomprehensible form of behaviour? And if it
cannot be so distinguished, why on earth should anyone have the
faintest scintilla of admiration for faith or its exemplars? Yet
admiration Johannes clearly has – which in turn would make
Johannes (at least qua admirer of Abraham) pretty much
incomprehensible. This would seriously hamper our ability to
make sense of his text – or of understanding Kierkegaard’s reasons
for writing it. So if a case can be made for one of the other possi-
bilities, we should surely, other things being equal, prefer it to this
first possibility.

The problem with the second possibility is that, given the
pseudonymity issue, we would not be able to draw any such con-
clusion from Fear and Trembling alone. An overall account of
Kierkegaard’s view of faith is way beyond the scope of this book.
But this does not greatly matter, since it is in a combination of the
third and fourth possibilities that the best answer lies.

In what follows, then, I shall argue that there is a problem with
taking at face value the idea that the movement of faith is
incomprehensible. To be fair to Johannes, his explicit claim is that
he does not understand Abraham – but it is very easy to slide from
this into the view that (Abraham’s) faith just is incomprehensible.
It is certainly easy to reach this conclusion if we accept Johannes’
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gloss on Abraham: as we have seen, Abraham as presented by
Johannes seems to believe and not to believe that he will have to
kill Isaac. But could this presentation of Abraham stem from
Johannes’ limited understanding?

(It is important to note here that this claim that there are limita-
tions on what we can expect Johannes to be able to tell us about
faith does not render all that he says worthless. It does not follow
from the fact that I have a limited understanding of a subject that
everything I have to say about the subject is incorrect or confused.)

In order to tackle this important issue, let us turn to some of the
secondary literature. (Readers should be warned that this discus-
sion of the secondary literature will take up almost all of the
remainder of this chapter.) To begin with, I want to consider Moon-
ey’s understanding of faith, and some criticisms that have been
made of it by Ronald L. Hall.

Edward Mooney and ‘selfless care’

Mooney’s way of dealing with the apparent contradiction outlined
above is to go for an allegorical reading that is, I shall argue, too
weak. Mooney claims that faith needs to be understood in terms of
‘selfless care’ and the renunciation of proprietary claims. To illus-
trate this, Mooney asks us to consider an antique watch that we
have cared for, and that is suddenly stolen. The likely response is
both sorrow and anger. Not only would we be sad at its loss, we
would also be angry that it had been stolen, as opposed to merely
lost. This anger is inextricably linked to the fact that someone has
violated our rights of ownership. As Mooney puts it, ‘Care is linked
to proprietary rights. It gets entwined with possessiveness and a
capacity for hurt, should possession-related rights be violated.’14

This dimension of the capacity to be hurt, Mooney argues, could
be cancelled by renouncing one’s proprietary claims. If we did make
such a renunciation of a possession, we could still be saddened by
its loss, but we would ‘be spared the added pain of knowing that our
rights have been violated’.15 Thus: ‘Much of the stoic hardening of
the self to disappointment and change can be interpreted as narrow-
ing the area of proprietary claim.’16 If I have already given
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something up, I cannot be hurt by its being taken away. Mooney
links this way of thinking with the knight of resignation’s being
said to ‘renounce his claim’ on the princess: he ‘infinitely
renounces the claim to the love which is the content of his life’ (FT
75).

This seems slightly misleading. The ‘stoic’ counsel of non-
attachment that says ‘Don’t get too attached to anything: that way
you will not be disappointed when it is taken from you’ is not that
of the knight of infinite resignation. As we have seen, such a
knight’s attachment is vitally important: an identity-conferring
commitment. The lad’s love for the princess is ‘the content of his
life’: this clearly distinguishes him from stoical non-attachment.
Thus it is misleading for Mooney to attempt to present infinite
resignation as such a form of stoicism. Nevertheless, despite the
centrality to his life of his love for the princess, the lad qua knight
of resignation is prepared to ‘resign’ or ‘renounce’ that which is
most important to him. Moreover, he does so in such a way that,
as we have already seen, he pays a price for diminished hurt:
diminished care.

Mooney now aims to contrast such a case of love or care with one
that is not tied up with proprietary claims at all:

I may enjoy and warmly anticipate the appearance of a sparrow at my
feeder. Yet I would claim no rights over this object of my enjoyment.
The matter of its life and death is something over which I have no
claim. Of course, I would feel indignant were someone maliciously to
injure it. But in the course of things, the sparrow will go its way.
Meanwhile, I will adjust myself to its goings and comings.17

Mooney calls such a concern – ‘that forgoes proprietary claim’18

and has nothing to do with the assertion of rights – a ‘selfless
concern’.19 Its alleged application to the difference between faith
and infinite resignation is as follows:

We can now see how the knight of faith can both renounce and enjoy
the finite. He sees or knows in his bones that renouncing all claims on
the finite is not renouncing all care for it. The knight . . . cares for the
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worldly with a selfless care, for she has given up all proprietary claim,
all vested or egoistic expectation. The knight of resignation, on the
other hand, cannot distinguish, blurs together, these sorts of concern.
The lad’s care for the princess is sadly diminished as he renounces his
claim. To him, it seems impossible that one might renounce all claim
and yet in a worldly sense still love. For the lad as for Johannes himself,
only on ‘the strength of the absurd’, through a capacity for ‘the impos-
sible’, could one both resign and preserve one’s love.20

On this view, then, what distinguishes the knight of faith from the
knight of resignation is that the former renounces all claims while
retaining his care. I shall turn to what is unsatisfactory about
Mooney’s gloss shortly, but before doing so, I want to note an
important feature about what Mooney is claiming with which I am
in sympathy. This is the possibility, which we have mentioned
above, that Johannes or any other knight of resignation is wrong to
construe the defining feature of the existence of the knight of faith
in terms of ‘the absurd’ or ‘the impossible’. Mooney suggests that
this is simply how things appear to someone outside the sphere of
faith, which leaves open the possibility that the knight of faith
could reject descriptions in terms of ‘the absurd’. Instead, Mooney
suggests that what appears as ‘a wild hope or an unintelligible
contradiction in beliefs’21 – and therefore ‘absurd’ – can in fact be
understood differently, as we shall shortly see.

Other commentators share Mooney’s view that characterising
faith in terms of ‘the absurd’ is a view from outside faith. One such
is C. Stephen Evans. Evans draws attention to a well-known quote
from Kierkegaard’s reply to a pamphlet by the Icelandic theologian
Magnus Eiriksson. Eiriksson, under the pseudonym Theophilus
Nicolaus, had criticised Kierkegaard’s ostensible position on the
relation between faith and reason based on a reading of Fear and
Trembling. Included in Kierkegaard’s response is the claim that:
‘When the believer has faith, the absurd is not the absurd – faith
transforms it . . . The passion of faith is the only thing which mas-
ters the absurd’ (JP 1: 10). This makes sense, according to Evans,
once we realise that for Kierkegaard, what counts as ‘reason’ is
socially and historically conditioned:
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Insofar as God transcends the social order, and insofar as the social
order tries to deify itself and usurp divine authority, there is a neces-
sary opposition between faith and ‘reason’, just as there is a tension
between faith and what in Fear and Trembling is called ‘the ethical’.22

I shall not pursue this discussion any further here: suffice it to note
that one can accept Mooney’s scepticism about the accuracy of talk
of faith in terms of ‘the absurd’ without committing oneself to
Mooney’s overall position, to which we shall now return.

What is wrong with Mooney’s reading, wherein what dis-
tinguishes the knight of faith from the knight of resignation is that
the former renounces all claims while retaining his care? First, we
need to ask what this amounts to in the Abraham case. The
willingness to sacrifice Isaac is presumably the manifestation of
Abraham’s willingness to renounce all proprietary claim: the will-
ingness to give to God the best that he has, that about which he
cares most. But what does it mean to say that Abraham continues
to care? Are we simply restating Abraham’s anxiety: that he will
have to kill him about whom he cares most? In which case, has
Mooney’s gloss told us anything we didn’t already know? In order
to answer this let us investigate Mooney’s reading in more detail.

Mooney suggests that what appears as ‘a wild hope or an
unintelligible contradiction in beliefs’ should instead be understood
as ‘a complex test of care’.23 He achieves this by the following
allegorical reading. The belief that the princess is lost – that love is
impossible – ‘measures a capacity to acknowledge real loss, without
which one’s care would be shallow and weak’.24 Whereas the belief
that the princess will be returned – that love is possible – ‘measures
a capacity for joyful welcome of what may be given: a capacity to
acknowledge the blessings of existence, appearing wondrously,
without warning or rationale’.25 Thus the knight of faith’s appar-
ently contradictory beliefs that the princess is lost and yet that the
princess will be returned – that love is both possible and impossible
– actually boil down to a capacity for ‘grief and dread’ on the one
hand and ‘joy, welcome, and delight’26 on the other. What appears
‘absurd’ (to Johannes or any other knight of resignation) is in
fact but an example of the human capacity to have contradictory
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emotions. This capacity, Mooney suggests, is undeniable: think, for
instance, of the possibility of ‘love–hate’ relationships. Thus
Johannes’ talk of the absurd is a ‘polemical exaggeration’.27

Mooney glosses what he takes faith to amount to:

It is not that God can both return and not return the princess. The
capacity of faith is neither the capacity to believe God capable of two
mutually exclusive actions, nor the capacity to believe two incompat-
ible propositions. It concerns a capacity for care. Not only in religious
faith, but also in the poetic faith implicit in expansion of our aesthetic
sensibilities, care must be plumbed, and plumbed in opposed direc-
tions. So too, the faith that accompanies any radical growth or change
of self. Care will be tested both as dread of what is about to be lost and
as welcome of the new and uncertain, about to be received. These
temperament- or character-defining beliefs or emotions will be
ambiguously mixed and must be acknowledged as mixed.28

Again, we need to ask how this is supposed to apply in the
Abraham case. Although Mooney devotes a section to this,29 his
answer is less than crystal clear. The general idea seems to be that
Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice Isaac shows, in a particularly
dramatic way, what renouncing a proprietary claim could amount
to. Abraham gives up his own ‘immortality project’ of ‘ “possess-
ing” the son, and the son’s sons, to eternity’.30 Yet in doing so, he
does not renounce his care: ‘In severing the tie, a selfless care is
renewed and released.’31 But this is problematic in a number of
ways.

First, does it mean that, as Abraham wields the knife, he con-
tinues to care? Exactly what would it mean to say that? Could it
amount, as mentioned before, to anything other than a restatement
of Abraham’s ‘anguish’? And might not Johannes’ incomprehen-
sion at Abraham’s actions be preferable to the endorsement of
Abraham’s effectively saying to Isaac ‘Don’t think the fact that I
am about to kill you means that I don’t care about you’? (This
seems to turn Abraham into an even more extreme version of the
self-deceived sadist headmaster who, about to take a strap to a child,
says: ‘This is going to hurt me more than it hurts you’.) Part of the
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problem here is that Isaac’s point of view has been omitted. Quite
what Isaac would make of the idea that Abraham represents ‘self-
less care’ at the very point of standing willing to plunge the knife
into his breast is a moot point.

Second, consider the claim that Abraham’s willingness to go
through with the sacrifice shows the renunciation of a proprietary
claim. Can this really be so? The evidence is at least ambiguous. My
willingness to take my son’s life seems even more outrageous
against the background of the claim that this shows me to have
renounced my claim over him. The willingness to take Isaac’s life
seems to show precisely that Abraham has not renounced his claim,
insofar as it shows that he still thinks of Isaac as, in some sense,
‘his’, to do with as he wants. Mooney might respond to this by
saying that Abraham’s action shows that he is giving Isaac up to
God. But this merely defers the problem: is it not problematic that
Abraham’s only way of doing so is by treating Isaac as a ‘posses-
sion’, as ‘his best’?

Perhaps Mooney would respond to these criticisms by claiming
that the real significance of the Abraham story is a symbolic or
allegorical one, and that these objections are too concerned with the
specific details of the story of Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac. But such
a response would simply underline the fact that Mooney’s gloss,
and the perceived need to read the stories of Abraham and the lad
and the princess as ‘ordeals of love’ or ‘complex tests of care’, comes
at a high price. These stories may indeed fit such descriptions, but
the question remains as to why we need these stories specifically to
draw attention to such points, or to make a point about the possibil-
ity of possessing contradictory emotions. In relation to a text that
places so much stress on the importance of the particular and atten-
tion to detail, is not Mooney’s account excessively general? If an
allegorical reading is what we need, we need to be sure that it does
not fall foul of this objection.

It is worth noting that Mooney’s reading stems from trying to
reconcile faith and resignation as a double movement: trying to
understand what it could mean to claim that the knight of faith first
makes the movement of resignation, and then makes the further
movement of faith. In view of the problems with Mooney’s reading
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that I have outlined above, it is worth asking whether an alternative
understanding of the ‘movement’ of faith is possible.

Ronald L. Hall: Resignation as an ‘annulled possibility’

Ronald L. Hall offers such a reading. First, consider Hall’s criticism
of Mooney. Hall argues that Mooney’s ‘selfless care’ – caring for
the world while making no proprietary claims upon it, a mode of
existence exemplified by Mooney’s relation to the sparrow at his
feeder – cannot be the mode of existence of the knight of faith. This
is because it does not amount to what Hall calls a fully ‘human
embrace’ of the world and of finitude. To see what he means by this,
consider his comparison between Mooney’s relation to the sparrow
and ‘a marriage as a covenant of existential faith’.32

Hall takes marriage as paradigmatic of a human relationship in
which one shows one’s acceptance of the world and of finitude by
embracing one particular significant human other. His point
against Mooney is that when applied to marriage, the model of
‘selfless care’ is found wanting:

What kind of marriage would it be for one spouse to say to the other
that he or she does not make any claims on the other, but will simply
adjust to the other’s comings and goings? And what would we think if
both mutually acknowledged that in the course of things the other will
go his or her own way? What does the disavowing of all proprietary
claims have to do with the covenant of marriage? Isn’t it just the point
of the wedding vows publicly to enter into the mutual proprietary
claims of each on the other?33

Hall anticipates Mooney’s possible response: that each spouse’s
autonomy and independence are compromised by their partner’s
making such proprietary claims on them. But he does not make the
most obvious counter-response, which is surely to ask ‘So what?’.
In other words, is it not part of the very nature of a serious com-
mitment to marriage that the making of such a life-long commit-
ment comes at the cost of some autonomy and independence? The
point to which Hall’s discussion turns is the suggestion that a
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degree of jealousy (as opposed to mere envy) is entirely appropriate
within a marriage, since jealousy ‘implies a proprietary claim, a
desire to protect what is one’s own’.34 A marriage with no hint of
potential jealousy is only possible when neither spouse cares about
the ‘goings and comings’ of the other – and that is no genuine
marriage at all. This seems to me true, but it is surely ancillary to
the more obvious point sketched above. Of course marriage, qua
life-long commitment, reduces one’s independence. What genuine
commitment does not? A certain reduction in independence is a
corollary that follows from the very idea of commitment. But
many consider this a price well worth paying for the benefits of
marriage, which shows that they do not consider untrammelled
‘autonomy and independence’ the summum bonum of what they
value.35

Put at its strongest, I think, Hall’s point is this. Marriage
embodies ‘existential faith’ insofar as it is a commitment freely
entered into, in which I embrace and commit myself to one particu-
lar significant other. This commitment is reciprocal, and so, pace
Mooney, it is false to claim that it involves the renunciation of
proprietary claims. I make claims on my spouse, and recognise that
she makes claims on me. Mooney’s idea of ‘selfless care’ does not
do justice to certain fundamental human relationships – precisely
because such relationships involve commitment. Thus the very dif-
ferent relationship Mooney can have to the sparrow at his feeder
will not capture ‘a marriage as a covenant of existential faith’.

But consider the following objection. All that Hall has done is to
give us an alternative picture to Mooney. He has not shown
that marriage can be exemplary of existential faith. Suppose that
Mooney’s picture of faith (care without claims) is right. In that
case, the mutual commitment and reciprocal claims that are inte-
gral to marriage properly understood make marriage incompatible
with faith. True, this view runs up against a serious problem in
making sense of Kierkegaard’s infamous quote, about his own
broken engagement, that ‘if I had had faith, then I would have
married Regine’ (JP 5: 5664). But it is sufficiently intelligible an
objection to justify the demand for a fuller account of Hall’s alter-
native to Mooney, and how it might be supported. And this brings
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us back to our central concern about this debate, namely making
sense of whether or not faith includes resignation in the sense
outlined earlier.

So what alternative way of understanding the movement of faith
does Hall propose? Before answering this question directly, we
shall need to outline further aspects of Hall’s understanding of the
significance of the Abraham story. According to Hall, the main
point of Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac is to show us the depth of
Abraham’s attachment ‘to finitude, to his son, to historical particu-
larity, to this world’.36 This is the point of the claim that Abraham
‘had faith for this life’ (FT 53). Indeed, it is worth pointing out, in
support of Hall, that later in the paragraph in which this phrase
appears, Johannes makes a claim about Abraham’s faith that seems
sharply at odds with Mooney’s ‘selfless care’ interpretation. He
says: ‘it was for this life that Abraham believed, he believed he
would become old in his land, honoured among his people, blessed
in his kin, eternally remembered in Isaac’ (FT 54). This hardly
sounds entirely ‘selfless’. Hall claims that the Abraham story
teaches us the following lessons about ‘existential faith’.

First, faith requires the deepening, not the withdrawal, of our
commitment to finitude. For the reasons given above, this includes
the claims that stem from such commitments. This seems to be the
thought behind Hall’s insistence that Abraham must deepen ‘his
claim on his son (and finitude in general)’.37 Hall reads Johannes’
claim that faith is the paradox ‘that the single individual is higher
than the universal’ (FT 84) as a claim about the importance of
‘particularizing and personalizing’38 such claims. What he means
by this, I think, is that it is important to see that the claims that
stem from our various commitments apply to each of us in the first
person. (Hall thinks that this is hinted at by the fact that God
addresses Abraham personally (‘Abraham, where are you?’), and
Abraham replies likewise (‘Here I am.’).) As we have already noted,
this stress on what Hall calls ‘the particularity of first-person pres-
ence’39 is an important theme elsewhere in Kierkegaard, most
memorably perhaps in the Postscript.

In other words, Hall seems to be saying, each of us is called upon
to deepen the particular commitments of our lives. Faith is not ‘a
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technique for transcending the contingencies and vulnerabilities of
personal historical particularity’.40 (That would be infinite resigna-
tion.) To live in faith ‘is not to live above the threat of loss, of
suffering, of death’. It does, however, involve becoming aware of
such ‘negative possibilities: to become conscious of the fact that
such a transcendence, such refusal of our own personal presence in
the world is possible’.41

Hall’s second and third points are closely related, and can thus be
treated together. Such first person commitment is ongoing and con-
tinual. In the face of continual temptation to avoid the hurts, pains
and difficulties of such a fully human life, the knight of faith must
continually refuse such temptation. Thus ‘faith is an intrinsically
temporal modality of existence’.42 But why talk of ‘temptation’
here? The reason is that ‘the faithful reception of the world from
the hands of the Eternal presupposes an ongoing possibility of
doing otherwise – an ever-present temptation not to receive it’.43

‘Resignation’ is a constant temptation. But human existence is
‘intrinsically subject to possibility, and hence to anxiety, to vulner-
ability, to loss’.44 In a passage showing the influence of Martha
Nussbaum, Hall adds:

The faithful self does not put these elements to rest, she plunges
forward through them. The faithful self is continually called to
embrace the world in all of its fragility, for she recognizes that it is, at
any moment, in her power to refuse. The knight [of faith] knows that
such a refusal would bring with it a form of existence that would be
other than the human; to this possibility she must continually say
‘no!’45

This temptation to ‘refuse’ the life of faith that Hall sees as fully
human plays a crucial role in his understanding of the movement
of faith, as we shall now see.

Recall our original question: ‘What alternative way of under-
standing the movement of faith does Hall propose?’ We are now in
a position to consider an intriguing suggestion of Hall’s, which
would explain Johannes’ puzzling claim that faith is a ‘double
movement’ the first stage of which is infinite resignation. We have
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seen the difficulty of explaining how this is possible. If faith
involves embracing particularised finitude (accepting Isaac; believ-
ing that I will get my princess), and resignation is the temptation to
avoid this (renouncing Isaac; believing that I will not get my prin-
cess), how can the movement of faith possibly consist of ‘resigna-
tion plus faith’, as it were? As Hall puts it, ‘if faith is not simply a
matter of adding a second step to the first step of world-denial, if
the knight of infinite resignation fails not because he does not go
far enough but because he goes in the wrong direction completely,
then how can we make sense of the claim that resignation and
refusal are necessary elements within faith?’46 Hall’s suggestion is
that the sense in which faith includes resignation is as an ‘annulled
possibility’. This is an idea he takes from The Sickness Unto Death,
and what he calls Kierkegaard’s ‘logic of paradox’. The basic idea
here is relatively simple, once one penetrates the notoriously con-
fusing language of Sickness. A paradox similar to the one we are
currently considering occurs in Sickness. (As a preliminary, we
need to remember not to conflate terms such as ‘faith’ across dif-
ferent Kierkegaardian texts, and also to know that faith in Sickness
is understood as a mode of self-relation in which the self is ‘relating
itself to itself . . . willing to be itself . . . rest[ing] transparently in
the power that established it’ (SUD 14).) The paradox we are inter-
ested in occurs when Anti-Climacus (the pseudonymous author of
Sickness) claims that such faith involves ‘a state of the self when
despair is completely rooted out’ (SUD 14, Hall’s emphasis).47

However, he later goes on to say that despair is in some sense
essential to faith (‘the first element in faith’ (SUD 116n; my
emphasis)). Hall defuses this apparent contradiction by noting the
following further quote:

Not to be in despair must signify the destroyed possibility of being
able to be in despair; if a person is truly not to be in despair, he must at
every moment destroy the possibility.

(SUD 15, italics added)

In other words, despair is necessary for faith as an annulled possi-
bility: something which, at all times, the person of faith ‘at every

infinite resignation and faith64



moment, destroys, negates, annuls, as a possibility’.48 If it helps,
consider this. In the Postscript, Climacus famously describes faith
as like being out on 70,000 fathoms of water (CUP 204). If we
combine the two images, despair is the desire to give up and stop
treading water: survival (that is, faith) is only possible by refusing
that temptation – and doing so continually!

Thus the answer to our problem – ‘In what sense could faith be a
“double movement” that includes resignation?’ – is again: ‘As an
annulled possibility’. As Hall puts it,

the full import of the faithful embrace of the world comes in the con-
crete, existential recognition of the fact that we have the power to do
otherwise; it is this power to do otherwise that is a permanent possi-
bility within faith, a possibility faith must continually annul.49

This permanent possibility includes the temptation to refuse
human existence with all its hurts and in all its fragility: to refuse
the human in the manner of the knight of infinite resignation, the
lad who renounces his princess, transcendentalising and abstracting
– and therefore dehumanising – his love in the process. Marriage is
a good illustration of this insofar as, if a marriage is to be successful
over a lifetime, one must constantly renew one’s commitment to it,
in the face of various temptations. Such temptations are legion: the
possibility of an affair with another partner; of walking out during
a ‘rough patch’; of a withdrawal into oneself of such extremity that
it ceases to be accurate to say that one is committed to one’s partner
or to the marriage at all.50 This, then, is the sense in which faith
includes resignation: as an ever-present temptation that must be
continually annulled.

But consider the following objection. One might think that
Hall’s use of marriage as an illustration of existential faith does not
map on to parenthood – and thus to Abraham and Isaac. Suppose
what makes Hall’s argument work for marriage is the fact that a
marriage is (at least usually, in the western context) the free com-
mitment of adults. I choose my spouse – and she chooses me – in a
way in which I do not choose my parents. I am only given steward-
ship, as it were, of my children, so I do not have a right to expect as
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much in the way of commitment from my children as I do from my
spouse.

But this objection does not work in the Old Testament context.51

In the world of the Old Testament, children have a very strong
obligation to ‘honour the father and the mother’. Children have
responsibilities that extend even beyond the parent’s death. (One
of the laws in Deuteronomy even permits a parent to take a ‘stub-
born and rebellious’ son before the elders of the city and have him
stoned to death.52) The overall point is simple: in the Old Testament
context, the commitment and loyalty demanded in the parent–child
relationship is in no way less than that involved in a contemporary
marriage. So freedom of choice does not make the relevant
difference.

WHAT DOES ABRAHAM BELIEVE AT THE POINT OF
DRAWING THE KNIFE?

Two issues arise from the idea that faith includes resignation as a
continually annulled possibility. First, why doesn’t Johannes make
clear that this is what he means? In response to this, we do not need
to go beyond a suggestion made earlier, in relation to Mooney and
Evans. That is, since Johannes stands outside faith, there are likely
to be real limitations on his ability to describe it. (He admits this
himself, of course, in his continual insistence that he cannot
‘understand’ Abraham and the faith that he manifests.) The second
issue, though also related to Johannes’ apparent confusion, is more
complicated to address. If faith does include resignation as a con-
tinually annulled possibility, then Abraham must not actually
come fully to accept that he is going to have to kill Isaac: rather,
such ‘resignation’ is what Abraham must continually fight against.
Yet later in the text, in Problema III, Johannes seems to insist that
he must accept this:

he must know at the decisive moment what he is about to do, and
accordingly must know that Isaac is to be sacrificed. If he doesn’t
definitely know that, he hasn’t made the infinite movement of resigna-
tion, in which case his words are not indeed untrue, but then at the
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same time he is very far from being Abraham, he is less significant
than a tragic hero, he is in fact an irresolute man who can resolve to do
neither one thing nor the other, and who will therefore always come to
talk in riddles. But such a Haesitator [waverer] is simply a parody of
the knight of faith.

(FT 143)

On the face of it, this claim seems inconsistent with the ‘annulled
possibility’ reading. Andrew Cross draws heavily on this passage to
argue for a reading of Fear and Trembling central to which is the
idea that Abraham does believe that Isaac will die.53 Cross’ reading,
to which I shall now turn, is an interesting and important one,
because it tackles head on issues that many overlook. Yet ultimately,
I shall argue, Cross gets this matter the wrong way round. In what
follows, I shall aim to show firstly what Cross achieves, but secondly
why I think his interpretation is flawed, and why we should prefer a
reading central to which is the ‘annulled possibility’ idea.

What does Abraham believe at the point of drawing the knife?
Cross argues that Abraham actually believes ‘that Isaac will die (at
the appointed hour, etc.), and believes only that’.54 Whereas in my
view, Abraham’s belief is – ultimately – that he will not have to
sacrifice Isaac, despite all available evidence to the contrary. I shall
flesh out both interpretations below, but note the following import-
ant preliminary. Both readings have a significant advantage over a
common traditional interpretation, which has Abraham believing
two incompatible things: first, that he will have to sacrifice Isaac
(and so Isaac will die), and second that somehow he will not have to
sacrifice Isaac (and so Isaac will not die). The former belief shows
Abraham’s obedience to God (that dimension of his faith), while
the second belief shows his ability to continue to take joy in Isaac
(thus manifesting faith rather than infinite resignation). This is
how Johannes’ remarks about Abraham’s faith being ‘on the
strength of the absurd’ are often interpreted: it is absurd because it
involves simultaneously believing two mutually contradictory
propositions.

The problem with such a reading should be obvious. Cross puts
the problem very clearly. Such an interpretation
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should be adopted only as a last resort, since adopting it means
attributing a radically and patently untenable position to de silentio
(and, possibly, to Kierkegaard). The problem isn’t just that a concep-
tion of faith as involving the simultaneous and explicit affirmation of
contradictory propositions is wildly implausible as an ideal (although
it is that). The problem is that such a conception is incoherent on its
face. There is nothing that it is to hold contradictory beliefs in this
manner; to hold the one just is to deny the other.55

Hence we can agree with Cross that we should try to find another
reading of the text if at all possible. Both Cross’ reading and mine
avoid this ‘contradictory beliefs’ problem. But which of them is to
be preferred?

Cross’ reading, in a nutshell, is as follows. Abraham acts on the
basis of faith – that is, acts as if he won’t lose Isaac – while all
the time fully believing that he will lose Isaac. His orientation to
Isaac’s survival is ‘practical, rather than cognitive’.56 Despite his
belief,

he goes on being as wholeheartedly committed to Isaac as before.
Rather than finding peace and security by abandoning his interest in
the finite (his love for Isaac), a security that would consist in his being
sheltered from the kind of personal devastation that would occur if he
lost that upon which the meaningfulness of his life is based, he goes
on loving Isaac just as before, fully recognizing the devastation he
thereby subjects himself to.57

His faith is manifested in

a sustaining wholehearted attachment to, and identification with his
relationship to, Isaac at the same time that he believes that Isaac’s
loss is certain and recognizes that that loss would destroy him. Any
irrationality here is practical, not epistemic. He is knowingly subject-
ing himself to an overwhelming harm, a harm whose occurrence he
believes to be certain, and which could be avoided by his repudiating
his involvement in the finite and retreating to the self-protective stance
of the knight of resignation.58
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My reading has things the other way round. As I see it, at the point
of pulling the knife, Abraham, while ‘convinced of the impossibil-
ity, humanly speaking’ (FT 75) of keeping Isaac, has such faith and
trust in God that he believes – despite the overwhelming evidence
to the contrary – that he will not lose Isaac. On this view, as on that
of Cross, belief ‘on the strength of the absurd’ does not mean
believing two contradictory propositions. Rather, Abraham’s belief
is ‘absurd’ from the perspective of ‘human’ reason (especially that
of an observer such as Johannes): he continues to trust God despite
the utter lack of evidence (to ‘human’ reason) that this makes any
sense.

Why accept my reading over that of Cross? I shall try to make
this case by considering Cross’ objections to a similar reading. Let
me start by way of clarification with two preliminaries, the second
of which is particularly important. I do not mean to endorse either
of two readings, considered and rejected by Cross, that might look
superficially similar to mine. The first of these is the idea that
Abraham simply does not entertain the thought that Isaac might
have to die. As Cross rightly says, this would make Abraham
‘either so blind or so deluded that he belongs in the category of
mere unreflective immediacy’59 – a primitive form of what Kierke-
gaard calls ‘the aesthetic’60 that is a million miles from ‘faith’. But
that is not my view: far from never being entertained, the thought
of losing Isaac is always uppermost in Abraham’s mind. ‘Resigna-
tion’ to this thought and its implications is precisely that which
Abraham continually has to fight against, to ‘annul’.

But this brings us to the second picture, of an Abraham who
‘recognizes but discounts the threat to Isaac’s continued existence
. . . letting his wishes blind him to the plain and evident facts of his
situation’.61 I don’t want to endorse such an Abraham either, but it
is important to note that Cross blurs some important distinctions
in this part of his discussion. He claims that: ‘An Abraham who
continues to think that, perhaps by some miraculous circumstance,
Isaac will not be lost is, in de silentio’s view, not properly facing up
his situation’.62 In fact, I don’t see any textual evidence for the
claim that Johannes thinks that Abraham’s belief in the possibility
of divine miraculous intervention would be a form of cowardly

infinite resignation and faith 69



self-deception. The textual evidence Cross provides here is
inadequate. He rightly notes that Johannes distinguishes Abraham
from ‘the miserable hope that says “Who knows what may happen,
it’s possible certainly” ’ (FT 66). But this ‘caricature of faith’ (FT
66) – which does look like a form of self-deception, of hiding one’s
head in the sand – surely does not capture all possible manifest-
ations of a belief in the possibility of divine grace. Neither would
such a belief be what Johannes is aiming to exclude in contrasting
faith with ‘the improbable, the unexpected, the unforeseen’ (FT 75).
(As if a plausible reaction to the idea of God becoming man in the
form of Christ could be: ‘I didn’t see that coming’.) The picture I
am endorsing is of an Abraham who trusts in God, who believes in
the possibility of divine grace even in this, the most terrible of
situations. This cannot be dismissed as identical to an Abraham
who, at the point of unsheathing the knife, says ‘Of course, it’s
improbable that I won’t have to kill Isaac’. Pace Cross, an Abraham
who believes in divine grace – in the providence of a trustworthy
God – cannot be ruled out (at least, not without further argument)
simply on the grounds of being a self-deceived ‘dissembler’.63 It is
sheer caricature to suppose that such an Abraham could be cap-
tured as someone ‘going through certain motions, calling God’s
bluff as it were, all the time telling himself, “Of course this is just
pretend, I’m not really going to have to give Isaac up”.’64

The main point here is that belief in divine grace need neither be
self-deceptive nor entail the kind of spiritual ‘laziness’ that Cross is
rightly concerned about. In his journals, Kierkegaard makes clear
his commitment to the view that belief in divine grace does not
obviate the need for continued ‘striving’: ‘It is detestable . . . for a
man to want to use grace, “since all is grace”, to avoid all striving’
(JP 2: 1909). It is true that the ‘dissembling’, self-deceived Abraham
seems guilty of some version of this spiritual laziness: the laziness
of not fully facing up to his situation. But Cross has not provided us
with reason to think that the Abraham I have in mind – one who
trusts in the possibility of divine grace even in the most terrible
trial he can imagine – need be such a figure.

My interpretation is in fact similar in most respects to one that
Cross describes as ‘common’:65
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Abraham overcomes his belief that Isaac’s death is certain, in the
sense of ceasing to have that belief and coming to believe instead that
Isaac will not die. His faith either consists in or makes possible his
holding the latter belief in spite of his awareness that it is contradicted
by all available evidence – in spite of his recognition that it is an
absurd belief to hold in his circumstances. He believes that Isaac will
remain with him, believes this ‘on faith alone’, where this may mean
that he believes it in the absence of epistemic support, in the face of
overwhelming counterevidence, in virtue of his confidence in God’s
good will, or some combination of the three.66

I do not want to claim that Abraham comes to replace one belief
(Isaac will die) with another (Isaac will live). Rather, as I see it, the
former is what human reason dictates – what the evidence supports
– but Abraham’s faith is such that he believes the latter. Neverthe-
less, that qualification aside, the above is basically my view. Cross’
reasons for rejecting it are two-fold: ‘An Abraham who believes
that Isaac’s death will not come about is not performing a genuine
sacrifice, and is irresolute in the bargain.’67 But these are not good
reasons. First, the issue is not best described in terms of whether
Abraham is performing a genuine sacrifice. What matters is
whether he would be willing to go through with it if push came to
shove. I see no problem with imagining an Abraham who would be
prepared to go through with the sacrifice if need be, but whose trust
in God is such that he continues to believe that Isaac will be spared.
Note, crucially, that in the Problema III passage quoted earlier, the
future tense is used: Abraham ‘must know at the decisive moment
what he is about to do, and accordingly must know that Isaac is to
be sacrificed’ (FT 143, my emphasis). This clearly allows for the
possibility that – despite how things look – all is not yet lost. But is
such an Abraham ‘irresolute’, a ‘waverer’? Again, I see no reason to
judge him thus. As we have seen, it is not that he is trying to have
his cake and eat it by believing two incompatible things. Rather, he
believes one thing – Isaac will be spared – despite the overwhelm-
ing evidence to the contrary. As Johannes explicitly says: ‘he
believed that God would not demand Isaac of him, while still he was
willing to offer him if that was indeed what was demanded’ (FT 65).
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My reading captures this exactly, whereas this passage is quite
clearly a problem for Cross. (Though Cross does attempt to explain
this, as we shall shortly see.) However, there is one apparent prob-
lem for my reading. In what follows, I shall try to show that this
problem is only apparent.

The ostensible problem for my interpretation stems from the
Problema III passage. Immediately after saying that Abraham must
know that Isaac is to be sacrificed, Johannes adds: ‘If he doesn’t
definitely know that, he hasn’t made the infinite movement of
resignation’ (FT 143). Now, on my interpretation, if what this
means is that he makes the movement of resignation, and then a
second, temporally discrete movement of faith, then Johannes
ought not to say this. But we do not have to read the passage this
way. For there is a sense in which Abraham has made the move-
ment of resignation. He has ‘resigned’ in the sense that he has
steeled himself for the eventuality that if his faith is misplaced,
then he will sacrifice Isaac. But – insofar as he has faith – he does
not believe that this trust in God is misplaced.

The problem for Cross is more serious. Whereas the above pas-
sage comes at the end of a long digression about aesthetic conceal-
ment in Problema III (more of which in chapter 5), the passage that
poses such a problem for Cross is located absolutely centrally in the
main part of the text that deals with faith and resignation. This,
recall, is the passage stating that Abraham ‘believed that God
would not demand Isaac of him, while still he was willing to offer
him if that was indeed what was demanded’ (FT 65). How can Cross
explain this?

Cross admits that he has a potential problem: ‘How . . . are we to
make sense of de silentio’s repeated claim that Abraham “believed”
that Isaac would not be demanded?’68 But since he holds that
Abraham must believe that Isaac will die, he aims to interpret this
‘belief’ as ‘a noncognitive state of commitment . . . an expression of
an attitude of confidence, commitment, or trust, directed toward
some nonpropositional entity such as a person’.69 (He does this
partly on the basis of the observation that the Danish term trans-
lated as ‘believe’ in the passages in question – tro – is the same as
that translated as ‘had faith’ in others.)
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First, note that this does not answer Cross’ own question, which
was explicitly posed about ‘believing that’. But there is a further
problem. The subject of Abraham’s belief, of course, is God. He
‘believes in God’ not simply in the sense that he believes that such
a God exists – that is taken for granted of all the sub-Abrahams of
the Attunement, as well as ‘the’ Abraham. Rather, Abraham
‘believes in God’ in such a way that ‘that phrase indicates an atti-
tude of confident trust in this entity’.70 But trust in God to do what,
or in what sense? Cross’ commitment to the idea that Abraham
believes that Isaac will die means that ‘it cannot be a trust in God to
prevent Isaac’s permanent demise from coming about’.71 Thus he
has to seek another dimension to this trust. In doing so, as well as
failing to answer his own original question, he ends up with an
implausible picture of trust, on which he bases a thoroughly
inadequate picture of the knight of faith. How so?

Cross draws on Annette Baier to give an account of ‘the struc-
ture of trust’. Adult (as opposed to naïve, childish) trust involves
‘voluntarily and knowingly leaving oneself open to harm that the
trusted person, in virtue of being trusted, is in a position to inflict
upon one’.72 So far, so good. But much less plausible is the further
claim that ‘relying upon a person who one thinks is almost certain
to come through involves less trustfulness than relying on a person
who one thinks is very likely to betray or disappoint one’.73 This
seems to treat trustfulness as a conscious state, whereas surely it
can be the background against which a relationship operates. (My
dealings with you are perhaps at their most trusting if I do not
consciously ask myself whether I can rely on you, but just take it
for granted that I can, perhaps because you have always shown
yourself to be trustworthy in the past.) On this rather shaky
ground, Cross builds the following claim:

the degree of trustfulness manifested in some performance is a func-
tion of two things: the trusting person’s assessment of the likelihood
that the trusted party will disappoint, and the extent of the loss that
the trusting person expects to suffer in the event that the trusted party
does disappoint. The maximum of trustfulness would be manifested
in a person who voluntarily leaves herself open to the greatest
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possible loss or harm, and is certain that the harm she is counting
upon not to happen will happen. And that is precisely Abraham’s
stance.74

But this hardly sounds like trust at all: more like sheer stupidity.
Moreover, what this comes to in the Abraham case seems starkly at
odds with faith, trust or hope: ‘The knight of faith . . . leaves his
fate up to God, even as he takes it to be certain that God will
disappoint’.75 Two comments are appropriate here. First, leaving my
fate up to a God whom I am certain will disappoint sounds far more
like a kind of resignation than like faith. Such a person has sur-
rendered all hope (and, presumably, any concomitant possible joy).
So secondly, for this reason, Cross cannot legitimately claim
that such is the stance of the knight of faith. Far better to embrace
as the knight of faith an Abraham who believes and trusts in the
possibility of divine grace.

But I suggest that my interpretation fares better than that of
Cross on two further counts. First, Cross rightly draws attention to
the problem faced by any reading that sees faith as a second, tem-
porally discrete movement beyond infinite resignation. This is the
fact that Johannes insists the knight of faith ‘is continually making
the movement of infinity, but . . . with such accuracy and poise that
he is continually getting finitude out of it’ (FT 70; my emphasis).
Now, this comment is made about the ‘shopkeeper’ knight of faith
rather than about Abraham. But unless we suppose that temporal
discreteness applies to one knight of faith but not to the other (an
assumption for which there is no textual evidence), we can safely
assume that for Abraham too, ‘faith and resignation coexist at
every moment’.76 But we already have an explanation as to how
this is possible. Faith and resignation ‘coexist at every moment’ in
the sense that the latter is the ever-present possibility that the
knight of faith must continually annul.

Secondly, my interpretation also avoids one of the most curious
features of Cross’ reading of the knight of faith. This is the idea
that faith, as Cross thinks Johannes construes it, does not require
theistic belief at all: ‘In fact, belief in the existence and good will of
an omnipotent agent threatens to undermine the stance of faith as
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de silentio describes it.’77 Cross says this because of his insistence –
which we have challenged above – that any Abraham who does not
believe in the ‘genuine impossibility’ of Isaac’s being spared must
be the person who says ‘Who knows what may happen, it’s possible
certainly’. And the idea that a future with Isaac is a ‘genuine
impossibility’ is undercut by belief in an omnipotent God for
whom ‘all things are possible’. Cross claims: ‘If . . . one recalls the
various times in Abraham’s life when God has come through for
him when all seemed lost – as de silentio is happy to do – it comes
to seem quite reasonable for him to believe that somehow or other
Isaac will not be taken from him.’78

This will hardly do. It requires us to believe that, following his
three-day ride to Mount Moriah – during which God has not inter-
vened – and after binding Isaac – during which God has still not
intervened – Abraham, as he draws the knife, can consider it ‘quite
reasonable’ that now is the moment at which God will save the day.
On my reading, Abraham does believe and trust that this is what
will happen. But such a belief surely cannot accurately be described
as ‘quite reasonable’. Pace Cross, there is no problem at all in
understanding how Johannes, a person who lacks Abraham’s
faith, can contemplate such a possibility and be ‘aghast’. He can
be aghast quite simply because Abraham’s expectation is not ‘quite
reasonable’.

Even more importantly, however, the idea that Abraham’s faith
does not require theistic belief quite clearly flies in the face of the
text. The Abraham story only makes sense at all against an under-
standing that Abraham is in dialogue with his God. So in reaching
the conclusion that theistic belief actually undermines the Fear and
Trembling conception of faith, Cross shows just what an enormous
price he is prepared to pay to support his reading. By contrast, the
alternative interpretation I have offered pays no such price.

All of the above provide reasons to think that, at the point of
drawing the knife, Abraham believes, against overwhelming evi-
dence, that somehow Isaac will be spared. But a vital part of his
faith is the need continually to annul the temptation to give in to
‘infinite resignation’: to take heed of the evidence, lose hope and
trust in God, and resign himself to the loss of Isaac. That Abraham
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does not do this is a vital part of what makes him, for Johannes, the
paradigm exemplar of faith.

THE UNIVERSAL AND THE PARTICULAR

Finally, let us now draw out from this chapter the most crucial
point in relation to the next part of the text. The distinction
between infinite resignation and faith already trails what is about
to become the central concern of the problemata: the relation
between the ‘universal’ and the particular (or ‘individual’). As the
transfiguration of the lad’s love illustrates, the movement of infin-
ite resignation generalises and abstracts from the concreteness of
the particular. In contrast, the movement of faith gives due regard
for particularity, in at least two ways. First, in its focus on concrete
particulars (the lad’s love for this princess; Abraham’s love for this
person, Isaac), and, second, in its insistence that – phrased in the
dialectical language that Johannes will adopt in the problemata –
‘the single individual as the particular’ has an ‘absolute relation to
the absolute’. We shall explore these phrases in the next chapter.

NOTES

1 An alternative translation of this term would be ‘anxiety’.
2 Abraham has traditionally been valorised in Christian thought as a

great exemplar of righteousness, based largely on Paul’s remarks in
Romans 4. We shall return to this issue in chapter 5.

3 We might think that Johannes has come dangerously close to this
himself in the ‘Speech in Praise of Abraham’: recall his three-fold
account of Abraham’s ‘greatness’ at the start of that section. We shall
return to this issue in chapter 7.

4 Hegel claims that speculative philosophy offers the same ‘substance’
as the Christian religion – but that the former speaks in a different
language from that of the priests; a language more ‘appropriate to the
advanced consciousness of the modern world’. See Dickey 1993: 309,
from where the above quote is taken.

5 Hegel would claim that ‘by raising the truth of Christianity to the level
of philosophical consciousness, and by putting Christian values in a
more-teachable form, he had made that truth and those values more,

infinite resignation and faith76



rather than less, accessible to Christians in the modern world’ (Dickey
1993: 315–16). Kierkegaard’s response would be that in doing so,
Hegel had distorted the Christian message beyond recognition. On
the ‘comic’ dimension of this, see Lippitt 2000: chapter 2.

6 Compare, for example, Martha Nussbaum’s claim that certain novels
have an indispensable role to play in ethics. ‘[C]ertain truths about
human life can only be fittingly and accurately stated in the language
and forms characteristic of the narrative artist. With respect to certain
elements of human life, the terms of the novelist’s art are alert winged
creatures, perceiving where the blunt terms of ordinary speech, or of
abstract theoretical discourse, are blind, acute where they are obtuse,
winged where they are dull and heavy’ (Nussbaum 1990: 5).

7 I notice that such ‘realists’ are still around. A guide to relationships
recently featured in a British newspaper advised readers to take a frank
look at themselves and to rate their attractiveness on a scale of 1 to 10.
Readers were informed that long-term success in a relationship is
most likely when the partners’ level of attractiveness is ‘within two
points’ of each other. If you are only a ‘six’, say, you are probably
wasting your time in dating a ‘nine’. So now you know.

8 Mooney 1991: 49; emphasis in original.
9 Mooney 1991: 53.

10 Ibid.
11 For an illuminating account of this in relation to Kierkegaard’s dis-

course on the book of Job, see Mooney 1996: chapter 3.
12 This point is central to the reading of Fear and Trembling advanced in

Kellenberger 1997.
13 See Pattison 1999: 99.
14 Mooney 1991: 53.
15 Ibid.
16 Ibid.
17 Ibid.
18 Ibid.
19 Ibid.
20 Mooney 1991: 54; emphasis in original.
21 Mooney 1991: 56.
22 Evans 1993: 25.
23 Mooney 1991: 56.
24 Ibid.
25 Ibid.
26 Ibid.
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27 Mooney 1991: 57.
28 Mooney 1991: 58.
29 Mooney 1991: 58–61.
30 Mooney 1991: 59.
31 Ibid.
32 Hall 2000: 31.
33 Ibid.
34 Ibid.
35 However, both Hegel and Kierkegaard’s Judge William (the author of

Either/Or Part II) argue that in marriage one attains a sort of ‘higher’
freedom. For Hegel, marriage involves ‘the free consent of the two to
become one person. They give up their natural and private personality
to enter a unity, which may be regarded as a limitation, but, since in it
they attain to a substantive self-consciousness, is really their liber-
ation’ (Hegel 1996: §162). Unless otherwise stated, all endnotes to
Hegel texts refer to paragraph, not page, number.

36 Hall 2000: 33.
37 Ibid.
38 Ibid.
39 Ibid.
40 Hall 2000: 34.
41 Ibid.
42 Ibid.
43 Ibid., my emphasis.
44 Hall 2000: 35.
45 Ibid.
46 Ibid.
47 Hall incorrectly cites this quote as being on p. 4.
48 Hall 2000: 36.
49 Hall 2000: 37.
50 Stanley Cavell has discussed such themes – marriage as ‘remarriage’ –

in relation to various films. See Cavell 1981 and Hall 2000: chapter 4.
51 I am grateful to Hugh S. Pyper for discussion of this point.
52 See Deuteronomy 21: 18–21.
53 Cross 1999.
54 Cross 1999: 236.
55 Cross 1999: 238.
56 Cross 1999: 239.
57 Ibid.
58 Cross 1999: 240.
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59 Cross 1999: 234.
60 ‘The aesthetic’ is a rich and complex category in Kierkegaard. The best-

known embodiment of the aesthetic as a mode of existence – one of
the Kierkegaardian ‘stages on life’s way’ or ‘existence-spheres’ – is the
young man known only as ‘A’, who is the author of at least most of the
disparate collection of papers that make up Part 1 of Either/Or. Either/
Or contrasts the aesthetic and ethical existence-spheres via the atti-
tudes and world-views of ‘A’ and Judge William respectively. Any brief
account of the aesthetic mode of existence is likely to be an over-
simplification. However, with that warning in mind, it suffices for our
purposes here to note that the aesthete is quite prepared to employ
various forms of concealment in pursuit of what he perceives as ‘the
interesting’ and to avoid boredom (described by ‘A’ as a ‘root of all
evil’ (EO 227)). For probably the clearest brief picture of the aesthetic
attitude, see A’s essay ‘Crop Rotation’; for the extremes of conceal-
ment to which an aesthete may be prepared to go, see ‘The Seducer’s
Diary’. Both are contained in Part I of Either/Or, though it is unclear
whether or not we are supposed to suspect A of having written the
latter. For more on the aesthetic world-view, see ‘In Vino Veritas’ in
Stages on Life’s Way.

But what of the reference to ‘unreflective immediacy’? In Either/Or,
such a form of ‘immediate’ aestheticism – exemplified by the pure
sensuousness of Don Juan or Don Giovanni – is contrasted with its
polar opposite, the super-reflective aestheticism of Johannes the
Seducer. To understand the contrast, read ‘The Immediate Erotic
Stages or the Musical Erotic’ alongside ‘The Seducer’s Diary’.

61 Cross 1999: 234.
62 Ibid.
63 Ibid.
64 Ibid.
65 Puzzlingly, however, Cross cites no examples of commentators who

have held it – apart from one quote from Mooney which does not
make entirely clear whether or not he is ascribing this whole view to
Mooney.

66 Cross 1999: 237.
67 Ibid.
68 Cross 1999: 241.
69 Ibid.
70 Cross 1999: 242.
71 Ibid.
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72 Ibid. The reference is to Baier 1994.
73 Cross 1999: 243.
74 Ibid; emphasis in original.
75 Ibid.
76 Cross 1999: 238.
77 Cross 1999: 250.
78 Cross 1999: 251.
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4
‘SUSPENDING THE ETHICAL’:

PROBLEMATA I AND II

PROBLEMA I: IS THERE A TELEOLOGICAL SUSPENSION
OF THE ETHICAL?

Johannes ends his Preamble with a promise that what follows will
show ‘how monstrous a paradox faith is, a paradox capable of mak-
ing a murder into a holy act well pleasing to God . . . which no
thought can grasp because faith begins precisely where thinking
leaves off’ (FT 82). We might think that by now we had been made
well aware of ‘how monstrous a paradox faith is’. But what Johan-
nes is promising is a look at the same problem from a different
angle. He will, he claims, ‘extract from the story . . . its dialectical
element’ (FT 82), though in fact even in what follows, its
‘anguished’ dimension is never far from his concerns. Nevertheless,
there is a change of emphasis at the beginning of Problema I. Each
of the three problemata begins with the assertion, with only very
minor differences in wording in each case, that ‘the ethical . . . is the
universal’ (FT 83: cf. 96, 109). It is easy to be misled by this. It
might appear as if Johannes is offering us a definition of ‘the eth-
ical’, whereas in fact the problemata are written – indeed, the whole
book is written – in order to question the very assumption that the



ethical is the universal. So if this is the very claim that Fear and
Trembling places under scrutiny, what does it mean?

At the start of the first problema Johannes glosses the idea that
the ethical is the universal in two ways, which he presents as ver-
sions of the same point. As the universal, the ethical ‘applies to
everyone, which can be put from another point of view by saying
that it applies at every moment’ (FT 83). Some of the secondary
literature has concerned itself with whether the conception of the
ethical under scrutiny is predominantly Kantian or Hegelian. This
will not be the predominant purpose of the following. However,
though I shall try to present the position Johannes is opposing
without worrying too much about the identity of his target,
mention of Kant and Hegel will nevertheless be unavoidable.

Exactly what is it about Abraham that makes him offensive to
the view of the ethical that Johannes has in mind? There are
arguably four features, though all of them are interrelated. First,
Abraham is an exception. In being prepared to obey God’s com-
mand, he seems to be excluding himself both from the ethical
requirement not to kill an innocent human being, and more specif-
ically, from his particular responsibility to his son. (‘Abraham’s
relation to Isaac, ethically speaking, is quite simply this, that the
father should love the son more than himself’ (FT 86).) Abraham’s
status as an exception segues into the second, and probably most
significant, of the ways in which he appears scandalous. His putting
himself above what ethics dictates amounts to ‘the paradox’ that
‘the single individual’ is ‘higher than the universal’ (FT 95). He
fails in what is, according to the view of the ethical under scrutiny,
‘the individual’s ethical task’: ‘to abrogate his particularity so as to
become the universal’ (FT 83). What makes him ‘higher’ is, thirdly,
his direct relation to God. And fourthly, this extraordinary God-
relation means that Abraham is unable to explain himself to others
in the public arena of language. Taken together, these four reasons
are why Johannes considers Abraham to be a scandal to those who
hold that ‘the ethical is the universal’. But we need to say more
about each of these points.
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Abraham as exception

One of the major resonances of the term ‘universal’ in moral phil-
osophy derives from Kant. In his Grounding for the Metaphysics
of Morals, one of the ways in which Kant formulates his well-
known ‘categorical imperative’ is as follows: ‘I should never act
except in such a way that I can also will that my maxim should
become a universal law.’1 This has become known as the ‘formula
of universal law’.

Kant’s example of lying shows how he intends this to work. I can
conclude that I should not lie because I could not coherently will
lying as a universal law: that is, applying to everyone, at all times.
Why not? Because, if everyone were to lie, ‘there would really be no
promises at all, since in vain would my willing future actions be
professed to other people who would not believe what I professed, or
if they over-hastily did believe, then they would pay me back in like
coin. Therefore, my maxim [a universal law of lying] would neces-
sarily destroy itself just as soon as it was made a universal law.’2

So in speaking of ‘universal law’ does Kant mean ‘universal’ in
the sense of applying to everyone, at all times? Contemporary
exponents of Kant’s ethics are keen to dispel the stereotypical pic-
ture of him as an inflexible worshipper of exceptionless rules. Typ-
ically, they argue that Kant’s ethics allows for far more flexibility
and attention to the particular than is commonly supposed. (See,
for example, the ‘casuistical questions’ he raises at various points of
The Metaphysics of Morals, on issues such as what counts as an
instance of morally culpable suicide3 or of ‘defiling oneself by
lust’.4) Nevertheless, when it comes to killing an innocent human
being, things are fairly clear-cut. On Kant’s view, I would not be
allowed to kill an innocent human being, even if commanded to do
so by God.5 Hence Kant’s explicit condemnation of Abraham in The
Conflict of the Faculties:

Abraham should have replied to this supposedly divine voice: ‘That I
ought not to kill my good son is quite certain. But that you, this
apparition, are God – of that I am not certain, and never can be, not
even if this voice rings down to me from (visible) heaven.’6
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Moreover, such killing is prohibited in virtue of the fact that the
innocent in question is another rational being. (In Kantian lan-
guage, my killing such a person would violate their status as an
end: I cannot legitimately treat them as a means to an end.) But it
would be wrong to infer from this that Kant is committed to the
absurd position of holding that Abraham’s ‘anguish’ consisted
solely of the destruction of another ‘rational agent’: that the fact
that the intended sacrificial victim was his son was unimportant.
Kant is quite prepared to allow for a variation in the degree of
benevolence felt towards certain individuals on the basis of particu-
lar attachments of love. He distinguishes between ‘benevolence in
wishes’, which really only involves ‘taking delight in the well-
being of every other and does not require me to contribute to it’7

and ‘practical benevolence (beneficence)’, which amounts to ‘mak-
ing the well-being and happiness of others my end’.8 In the latter
case, ‘I can, without violating the universality of the maxim [to
“love thy neighbour as thyself”], vary the degree greatly in accord-
ance with the different objects of my love (one of whom concerns
me more closely than another)’.9 Nevertheless, the main point that
matters for our purposes is that for Kant, as the quote from Conflict
shows, Abraham puts himself beyond the ethical pale by being
prepared to sacrifice Isaac. Not even an ostensible divine command
makes Abraham a justified exception. So it seems that – in respect
of killing an innocent – there are to be no exceptions. Onora
O’Neill puts it like this:

In restricting our maxims to those that meet the test of the Categorical
Imperative we refuse to base our lives on maxims that necessarily
make of our own case an exception. The reason why a universalizabil-
ity criterion is morally significant is that it makes of our own case no
significant exception.10

The relevance of this to Abraham – treated in Fear and Trembling
as the exception par excellence – should be obvious. For Kant,
nobody may take the life of another innocent human being. Since
Abraham is therefore not a justified exception, his willingness to
sacrifice Isaac must be morally condemned. Abraham does indeed
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‘suspend the ethical’ – and so must be condemned, rather than
praised as the ‘father of faith’.

But there is no good reason to think that Johannes’ primary
target is Kant. Kierkegaard’s primary philosophical opponent is
usually Hegel, and we can be sure that whomever else he may also
have had in mind, in at least some major respects it is a Hegelian
position that is under scrutiny. We next need to ask, then, in what
sense the ethical is ‘the universal’ for Hegel.

The single individual as higher than the universal

As the second of our points from earlier shows, the primary oppos-
ition here is between ‘universal’ and ‘particular’ or ‘individual’. But
to understand the specifically Hegelian resonances of this, we need
to consider Hegel’s distinction between Moralität [‘morality’ or
‘individual morality’] and Sittlichkeit [‘ethical life’].

Hegel voices a well-known objection to Kant’s categorical
imperative, which he takes over from his precursor Fichte. It is, he
charges, merely formal and abstract: ‘duty which must be willed
only as such, and not for the sake of a content, is [only] a formal
identity excluding all content and specific character’.11 The
weakness of Kant’s position is that it

lacks all organic filling. The proposition, ‘Consider if thy maxim can be
set up as a universal rule’ would be all right, if we already had definite
rules concerning what should be done . . . But in the Kantian theory
the rule is not to hand, and the criterion that there should be no
contradiction produces nothing.12

In other words, the categorical imperative – indeed, any principle
universally binding on all rational beings, if there were such –
would be too empty and abstract to constitute a substantive ethical
code by which any actual human being could live her life. This is
the charge of ‘formalism’. Fichte held a more particularistic view
than Kant’s. For Fichte, moral duty must be recognised in
each individual case by conscientious reflection on the particular
circumstances of each individual case.
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Kant and Hegel both agree that to be moral is to be rational, and
that rationality is central to our nature as humans.13 Where they
differ is on what this rationality amounts to. Hegel objects to what
he takes to be Kant’s view that the rationality that grounds moral-
ity is an individual’s own rational thought. But important to
Hegel’s story of the development of ethics is the distinction
between Moralität and Sittlichkeit. (One commentator describes
this as ‘perhaps the most prominent theme in Hegel’s ethical
thought’.14) Moralität is to do with an individual agent’s inner will
and intention. The task of the individual self is to get his own
particular will to conform to the universal will. Here, it is through
its own will and action that the subject aims to actualise itself. But,
crucially, Moralität must ultimately be subordinated to Sit-
tlichkeit, the ‘ethical life’ of one’s society (and hence sometimes
translated as ‘social’ or ‘customary morality’). That is, the content
of our moral duties is specified by actual concrete relationships
to other individuals and to institutions. As Hegel puts it in the
Phenomenology of Spirit (signalling his agreement with ‘the wisest
men of antiquity’), ‘wisdom and virtue consist in living in accord-
ance with the customs of one’s nation’.15 It is important to note that
what Hegel is recommending is not the unreflective acceptance of
the status quo, the customs and institutions of one’s own society.
Rather, the educated member of a modern state accepts these cus-
toms and institutions because he has reflected upon how they may
be rationally justified.16 Hegel’s own philosophy, indeed, aims to
provide such a justification.

Note how this affects the sense in which ‘the ethical is the uni-
versal’ for Hegel. The ethical life [Sittlichkeit] is ‘universal’ in so
far as it comprises the laws, customs and institutions of a particular
society. On this understanding of ‘the universal’, Abraham’s being
a single individual who is ‘higher’ than the universal amounts to
the idea that he considers his own private, individual relation to
God to have priority over his duties as a social creature and a good
citizen. To our contemporary social morality, the idea of a father
being prepared to sacrifice his son on the basis of a supposed divine
command appears morally outrageous. And our social morality is
no different from either Hegel’s or Kierkegaard’s in this respect.
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Hence we can understand why Johannes insists that Hegel should
really have condemned Abraham unequivocally. (Hegel, he says,
should have protested ‘loudly and clearly against the honour and
glory enjoyed by Abraham as the father of faith when he should
really be remitted to some lower court for trial and exposed as a
murderer’ (FT 84).) But there are additional reasons why this is so.
To see what, we need briefly to consider aspects of Hegel’s view of
language. This will show the connection between the third and
fourth features that make Abraham appear scandalous.

Privacy and language

Language, for Hegel, is an essentially public sphere, employing
sharable concepts. Abraham’s inability to make himself understood
in language is thereby deeply problematic. Hegel is deeply suspi-
cious of the possibility of an individual having a direct, inexpress-
ible relation to ‘the absolute’ or the divine: such an idea, to Hegel,
smells suspiciously of Meinung [opinion, view].

Hegel associates talk of Meinung with idiosyncrasy. A Meinung
is

a subjective representation, a random thought, a fancy, which I can
form in any way I like, while someone else can do it differently. A
Meinung is mine; it is not an intrinsically universal thought that is in
and for itself. But philosophy is objective science of truth, science of
its necessity, conceptual cognition, not opining and spinning out
opinions.17

This is in line with Hegel’s opposition to what he saw as the ten-
dency of his German contemporaries ‘to organize philosophy
around feeling and fantasy’:18 around excessive subjectivity, in the
popular sense of that term. To this Hegel opposes speculative phil-
osophy, to fight against ‘what in The Encyclopedia he called the
“knight-erranty” of philosophical “wilfulness”, a wilfulness that
Hegel contended had led to “the mania” of “everyone [wanting] to
have his own system” of philosophy’.19 In the Phenomenology of
Spirit, Hegel expressly contrasts what I mean – my particular
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idiosyncratic meaning – with what can be said, in the publicly
available, ‘universal’ resources of language. Subjective idiosyncrasy
cannot be expressed in the universal resources of language. As
Michael Inwood succinctly puts it, ‘Hegel invariably champions the
rationality of language and depreciates Meinung’.20

We can see more clearly the significance of this by considering
Hegel’s worries, in his discussion of Moralität, regarding the dan-
gers of conscience. ‘Act according to your conscience’ was the cen-
tral tenet of Fichte’s ethics. But in the Philosophy of Right, Hegel
argues that the self-centredness of conscience is dangerous. The
danger is that ‘man holds his own will as for himself valid and
authoritative’.21 Hegel is worried about ‘pure inwardness of will’,
which ‘may possibly convert the absolute universal into mere
caprice. It may make a principle out of what is peculiar to particu-
larity, placing it over the universal and realising it in action. This is
evil.’22 The significance of this message for our purposes will be
clear if we recall Johannes’ talk of Abraham as ‘the single indi-
vidual’ standing in ‘an absolute relation to the absolute’. For Hegel,
any appeal to conscience needs to avoid this danger, and here is
where the universal, public resource of language can help:

Language is self-consciousness existing for others . . . and as this self-
consciousness is universal . . . It perceives itself just as it is perceived
by others.23

This is precisely what is impossible for Abraham. Johannes insists
that he cannot ‘speak’, cannot explain himself in the public arena of
language. It should be clear, then, why Abraham is such an import-
ant case in dividing Johannes from Hegel. God’s command inheres
in an entirely personal relationship between God and Abraham, a
relationship which is anathema to Hegel. The radical privacy of
Abraham’s trial looks like a clear-cut case of Meinung. Relatedly, it
is also worth noting that in his mature thought (albeit not in the
so-called Early Theological Writings) Hegel associates Glaube
[faith] with ‘immediate certainty’ [Gewißheit]: ‘a subjective cer-
tainty that does not entail truth’.24 Also relevant here is Hegel’s
criticism of an ethics of conviction, in which ‘my good intention
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and my conviction that the act is good make it good’,25 a view that
Hegel considers absurd.

For these reasons then, Hegel, like Kant, would not be prepared to
tolerate Abraham as a justified ‘exception’ to the demands of the
ethical, his circumstances so unique as to be incommunicable.26

Thus, though the term ‘universal’ has different resonances in Kant
and in Hegel, both insist that ethical demands are, in some sense,
universal, and that reason requires us to submit to these demands.
Abraham’s failure to do so means that he must stand morally
condemned.

The primacy of the ethical

However, Johannes is making a further important point here. The
ethical, understood in this way, is its own justification. This is what
Johannes means by the claim that the ethical ‘rests immanently in
itself’ (FT 83). Its end or purpose [telos] is not external to it; rather
it ‘is itself the telos for everything outside’ (FT 83). Everything is
to be understood in relation to, and is subordinate in importance to,
the ethical. It is vital that we understand this. Consider, by contrast,
a form of ‘divine command ethics’ which identifies what is morally
good with what God wills or commands. On certain versions of
such a view, what is morally good is morally good in virtue of the
fact that God wills it thus. In such a case, the ethical (that is, in this
example, ‘what is morally good’) does have a telos external to itself:
namely, the will of God. The reason that I should refrain from
killing innocents is that God wills it thus. By the same token, if God
wills that I should kill an innocent, then that is what, morally, I
should do. Yet if this is so, Johannes wants us to see, the ethical
cannot be its own telos: there is a higher court of appeal (the will of
God). So one way of putting the question exercising Johannes
throughout is to ask whether there is any higher court of appeal
than the ethical. That is, could there be anything ‘higher’ in virtue
of which ‘the ethical’ – an individual’s responsibilities to a
‘universal’ requirement – could be suspended?

It is not hard to see why some have thought that the above form
of divine command ethics is precisely what Johannes is supporting
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in Fear and Trembling. On this reading, the answer to the question
of the first problema – ‘Is there a teleological suspension of the
ethical?’ – (in the Abraham case) is ‘no’, since Abraham does what
is ethically right: he obeys the command of God. The answer to this
question is ‘no’ because the answer to the question of the second
problema – ‘Is there an absolute duty to God?’ – is ‘yes’. We shall
consider such an interpretation of Fear and Trembling – that it
supports a form of divine command ethics – in chapter 6.

Lest there be any lack of clarity, then, what is under Johannes’
scrutiny is the view that answers our question – ‘Is there any
higher court of appeal than the ethical?’ – in the negative. It is
because of this that ‘the individual’s ethical task is . . . to abrogate
his particularity so as to become the universal’ (FT 83). Moreover,
if there is nothing ‘higher’ than the ethical, there is nothing to
prevent us from conflating religious with ethical terminology,
effectively taking the view that the religious boils down to the
ethical. This is what Johannes has in mind when he says:

As soon as the single individual wants to assert himself in his particu-
larity, in direct opposition to the universal, he sins, and only by recog-
nizing this can he again reconcile himself with the universal. When-
ever, having entered the universal, the single individual feels an urge
to assert his particularity, he is in a state of temptation, from which he
can extricate himself only by surrendering his particularity to the uni-
versal in repentance.

(FT 83)

The significance of this passage is precisely that it appropriates
religious terminology to describe an offence against the ethical.
Johannes’ question now is whether such a view is ‘the highest’.
That is, does the above adequately capture a Christian-religious
view? If it does, then ‘the ethical and a person’s eternal blessedness,
which is his telos in all eternity and at every moment, are identical’
(FT 83). In other words, attaining salvation involves leading an
ethically blameless life. (On the most common readings of his
philosophy of religion, this is also Kant’s view.27) If this were so,
Johannes says, two things would follow. First, Hegel would be right
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to say that viewing man ‘as the single individual’ is a ‘moral form
of evil’ which must be ‘annulled in the teleology of the ethical life’
(FT 83). In other words, on the Hegelian view, by not thinking of
himself in his particularity but subsuming himself as part of the
social whole, the individual attains redemption from the ‘sin’ of
thinking of himself predominantly as an individual. This, for
Hegel, is what the moral life consists in: one attains one’s highest
dignity as a rational being by submission to the demands of the
ethical universal. Second, though, if Hegel were indeed right, then
despite Hegel’s claim that this philosophy is Christian, Judaism and
Christianity would in fact be redundant. Although Hegel and – as
we have seen in the above quote – Johannes, in paraphrasing a
broadly Hegelian way of thinking on these matters, have talked in
terms of sin, temptation and redemption, such biblical terminology
is actually surplus to requirements. If the ethical life is indeed ‘the
highest’, ‘then one needs no other categories than those of the
Greek philosophers’ (FT 84). That is, the ethical life as a person’s
highest telos can be understood entirely from the point of view of
Greek paganism. (This is a point Johannes will go on to underline
by drawing on Greek tragedy in his forthcoming discussion of the
tragic hero.) This is one of the ways in which Kierkegaard would
want to attack Hegel’s claim that his was a Christian philosophy.

This, then, is how Johannes reaches the conclusion we alluded to
earlier: that, if Hegel were consistent, he should have protested
‘loudly and clearly against the honour and glory enjoyed by Abra-
ham as the father of faith when he should really be remitted to
some lower court for trial and exposed as a murderer’ (FT 84).
Either Hegel or Abraham must be wrong.

Is Abraham an immoralist?

So does Abraham, as Johannes portrays him, completely ignore
‘universal’ ethical demands? No. To see this, we should note an
important qualification that Johannes makes here. He describes
Abraham as ‘having been in the universal’ (FT 84). One manifest-
ation of an individual setting himself ‘apart as the particular
above the universal’ is obvious: the downright immoralist, who
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consciously rejects the requirements and demands of morality. It is
important for Johannes’ purposes that he distinguish such a figure
from Abraham – and this is what he is aiming to do in this qualifi-
cation. We are to take it that Abraham takes the demands of the
ethical seriously, and for the most part considers himself bound by
them: this is why the discussion is about the ‘teleological suspen-
sion’, not the total abandonment, of the ethical.28 Nevertheless, the
claim seems to be that there are certain exceptional circumstances
in which the ethical can indeed be suspended. According to
Johannes, to believe and act on this is a vital feature of faith.

Johannes’ way of expressing this is to say that:

Faith is just this paradox, that the single individual as the particular
[den Enkelte som den Enkelte] is higher than the universal, is justified
before the latter, not as subordinate but superior, though in such a
way, be it noted, that it is the single individual who, having been
subordinate to the universal as the particular, now by means of the
universal becomes that individual who, as the particular, stands in an
absolute relation to the absolute. This position cannot be mediated,
for all mediation occurs precisely by virtue of the universal; it is and
remains in all eternity a paradox, inaccessible to thought. And yet faith
is this paradox.

(FT 84–5; emphasis in original)

This important passage will take some unpacking. First of all, the
meaning of the claim that ‘the single individual as the particular is
higher than the universal’ and ‘stands in an absolute relation to the
absolute’ should by now be pretty clear. What this claim amounts
to, at its most basic, is that an individual can have a relation to ‘the
absolute’ – understood by Johannes as (Abraham’s) God – in a
more direct way than by being ‘mediated’ through the universal.
Whereas for Hegel, man cannot approach the divine without some
kind of intermediary. In the case of ‘revealed religion’, as he calls
Christianity in the Phenomenology, this intermediary is the incar-
nate form of Christ (who is ‘Spirit as an individual Self’29). In fact,
in the Phenomenology Hegel explicitly describes Christ as ‘the
Mediator’ [der Vermittler]30 – unsurprisingly, given that Christ
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effectively describes himself this way (‘I am the way, the truth
and the life: no man cometh unto the Father but by me’31). The
Abraham story offends such a consciousness in that Abraham’s
relation to God seems far more ‘direct’. Rather than God’s will
being revealed through such intermediaries as a priest, a holy book
or the incarnate son of God, in the Genesis narrative Abraham has
direct access to God.

However, we should note that Johannes seems to be using the
term ‘absolute’ in a way quite different from Hegel. As mentioned
above, for Johannes ‘the absolute’ seems to mean ‘God’: Abraham’s
God. For Hegel, as for many in the post-Kantian German philo-
sophical tradition, ‘the absolute’ is ultimate, unconditioned reality:
in a sense, ‘the absolute’ is identical to the universe, considered as a
whole. But since this includes you and me, Johannes and Abraham,
‘the absolute’ is not something to which we can stand in a range of
possible relations. For Hegel, then, to say that Abraham stands in
‘an absolute relation to the absolute’ quite literally makes no sense.

But we need to say more than this in order to understand
what ‘mediated’ means. Moreover, in what sense does mediation
occur ‘by virtue of the universal’?

In Alastair Hannay’s words, mediation [Vermittlung] – a key
term in Hegel – is the process of ‘resolving conceptual oppositions
into higher conceptual unities’ (FT 154n58). This is an important
part of Hegel’s philosophical method. For example, one might nat-
urally think that duty (obligation) and desire (inclination) are in
opposition: one’s desires (say, for a night on the tiles) often appear
to be opposed to one’s duty (say, to stay in and look after one’s
young child). One manifestation of the apparent opposition
between desire and duty is an example discussed by both Hegel and
by Kierkegaard’s Judge William in Either/Or and also mentioned
by Hannay. This is the often expressed idea that personal freedom
is opposed to public service. You cannot enter into any binding
relationship or commitment, you inform me, because this will ‘tie
you down’, restrict your freedom. (Kierkegaard’s most famous pre-
sentation of this view is the aesthete A’s essay ‘Crop Rotation’ in
Either/Or.) Hegel – and Judge William – aim to show that this
is a superficial view of freedom, and that a genuine understanding
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of freedom shows that it is dependent upon public service.
How so?

The basic idea is as follows. A person is free, for Hegel, if and
only if he is ‘independent and self-determining, not determined by
or dependent on something other than [him]self’.32 But one cannot
assume that acting on one’s desires is a manifestation of freedom,
because one’s desires are often imposed from outside. There are
various versions of this idea. Consider, for instance, the thought
that one’s most basic bodily desires – what Plato’s Socrates, in the
Republic, calls ‘the agitations of sex and other desires, the element
of irrational appetite’33 – are not what one’s true, or highest, self
consists in. On this view, my desires are not really ‘me’: my true
self is to be identified not with my ‘irrational appetites’, but with
my rationality. However, Hegel thinks that the ascetic option of
restraining one’s desires is often excessive, since in civilised adults,
desires are rarely merely bodily or brutish, but are infused with the
influences of culture and Sittlichkeit. The underlying problem in all
this is the issue of where we should draw the boundary between
the self and what is external to the self. Hegel’s general line is to
argue that the attempt to attain freedom by ignoring or abolishing
that which is felt to constrain one’s true self – such as in Plato’s
anti-bodily asceticism – won’t work. Rather, freedom lies in recog-
nising what is felt as ‘other’ than oneself as identical to oneself.
When this ‘other’ is public service, therefore, the solution is to
recognise the contribution that public roles and commitments play
in creating the self. The cares and commitments that I develop as a
result of taking seriously my roles as husband, father and local
doctor, for example, are an important part of my identity, my sense
of myself. After all, could I even have an identity without some
such roles? And all of us have some such roles – son, daughter,
brother, sister, citizen, neighbour. But by ‘owning’ such roles, public
service and personal freedom can be reconciled into a ‘higher
unity’. This is an example of ‘resolving conceptual oppositions into
higher conceptual unities’.

The second key feature of mediation – and here we need to recall
the points made earlier about Meinung and language – is that it is a
conceptual operation, taking place in the public arena of language
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and concepts. I think this is what Johannes means when he says
that ‘all mediation occurs precisely by virtue of the universal’. The
highlighted phrase here refers to the idea that concepts are publicly
accessible – ‘universal’ in that sense. As we have seen, Johannes
insists that Abraham cannot ‘speak’: cannot explain his actions in
the public arena of language and concepts. If one takes ‘thought’ to
consist in concepts that must be publicly available for comprehen-
sion, it would thus be trivially true that Johannes’ Abraham is ‘a
paradox inaccessible to thought’.

In summary, then, Johannes’ claim seems to be that mediation
cannot ‘solve’ the Abraham case. What is, to Hegel, the incoherent
idea of a ‘single individual’ standing in an ‘absolute relation to the
absolute’, a direct relation to God, cannot be resolved – somehow
made coherent – via mediation. In this context, Johannes’ final
insistence in our quote – ‘And yet faith is this paradox’ – should be
read as meaning that, despite all this, such a mode of existence as
Abraham’s is possible. Exemplars of faith can and do exist. Thus, if
we are to be able to take the Abraham story seriously (by which
Johannes means literally – and more of the significance of this
later), we need to take seriously the possibility of a direct, unmedi-
ated relation between God and an individual human being such as
Abraham.

In fact, Johannes could be accused of misrepresenting – perhaps
misunderstanding – Hegel’s view of mediation. ‘Mediated’, for
Hegel, has resonances such as ‘complex’ or ‘developed’, and stands
in opposition to ‘immediate’, which has resonances such as ‘simple’
or ‘given’. But absolute, unmediated immediacy is a chimera: in
this sense, everything is mediated, conceptual. On the other hand,
Hegel claims that the very opposition between mediation and
immediacy itself requires mediation, so that ultimately nothing is
either purely mediated or purely immediate. So there are greater
and lesser degrees of mediation and according to Inwood, ‘Hegel’s
arguments are often obscured by the different levels of mediation
and immediacy that come into play: e.g. absolute, wholly unmedi-
ated, immediacy (which never occurs), relatively bare immediacy,
and mediated immediacy’.34 We do not need to get into the full
intricacies of this for our purposes. But we do need to say this
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much. According to Hegel, my knowledge of my own existence is
(relatively) immediate, whereas my knowledge of God is (rela-
tively) mediated. But to say this is not necessarily to claim that the
only way to God is through Christ, a holy book or a priest. There is
another important dimension of mediation that applies to the
Abraham case, and that Johannes seems to be overlooking. Since
nothing is purely immediate, this means that without any medi-
ation at all, Abraham’s God would be just a strange, disembodied
voice. It is only through mediation that this voice becomes recog-
nisable to Abraham as God: He who has created the world, expelled
Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden, sent the great flood, made
a covenant with Abraham, destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah, and so
on. So in this sense of ‘mediation’, it is misleading of Johannes to
say that Abraham’s standing in an absolute relation to God is a
position that ‘cannot be mediated’. A degree of mediation
must already be present for Abraham to be able to identify his
interlocutor as God at all.

So we should distinguish three different dimensions of medi-
ation relevant to our concerns. First, in the broadest sense in which
Abraham’s interaction with God is mediated (that which I have just
described), Johannes is simply wrong to say that Abraham’s rela-
tion to God ‘cannot be mediated’. It already is. But there are two
further senses in which he might have a case. The first of these is
the idea that a human being cannot approach God without an
intermediary such as Christ, the Bible or a priest. This idea is cer-
tainly part of Johannes’ target. The second is Hegel’s idea that
because everything is mediated (in the sense of conceptual), noth-
ing is ineffable. Thus Hegel would have to dispute Johannes’ appar-
ent claim that Abraham cannot ‘speak’ – communicate – at all.
However, we shall later have reason to question whether Johannes
is able consistently to stick to this view himself.

There is one important respect in which Johannes wants to up
the ante from my description in the last paragraph but two above.
Rather than Abraham being an important exemplar of faith, he
seems to present Abraham as unique – or nearly unique. Intensely
sceptical of those who would find analogies to the Abraham story,
Johannes says that ‘I doubt very much whether one will find in the
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whole world a single analogy, except a later one that proves noth-
ing’ (FT 85). We shall return to one aspect of this puzzling, cryptic
remark in chapter 6 – but for the time being, we need to turn our
attention to another type of character to whom Abraham might
appear similar but – Johannes insists – is not. To our earlier discus-
sion of the knight of infinite resignation, we now need to add a
discussion of the ‘tragic hero’.

Agamemnon and others: The tragic hero

As we have seen, Johannes stresses that Abraham ‘cannot be medi-
ated’: he is ‘either a murderer or a man of faith’ (FT 85). Johannes
now tries to make this case by aiming to show that, unlike the
‘ethical’ figure of the tragic hero, Abraham’s actions cannot be
explained and justified in ‘universal’ ethical terms. In other words,
Abraham is not just another ‘tragic hero’.

But who is the ‘tragic hero’? Johannes considers three examples.
First is Agamemnon, especially as portrayed in Euripides’ play
Iphigenia in Aulis. Agamemnon, leader of the Greek forces in the
Trojan War, is attempting to sail to sack Troy. But the lack of winds
being sent by the goddess Artemis makes this impossible. In
exchange for winds favourable to the fleet, Agamemnon is com-
manded to summon his daughter Iphigenia to Aulis under the pre-
text of her marrying the hero Achilles. But in reality, she is to be
sacrificed to Artemis. The tragic dilemma Agamemnon faces is
between his civic duty qua king (‘the universal’, in something like
Hegel’s sense) and his love for Iphigenia (the particular). The ques-
tion is whether Agamemnon can bring himself to order the death
of his daughter in the service of a ‘higher’, because ‘universal’,
good. In Euripides’ version of this story, Agamemnon does give the
necessary command, but at the very point of sacrifice, Iphigenia is
carried off to dwell with the gods.35 But the point is that, like Abra-
ham, Agamemnon is prepared to go through with the sacrifice: ‘it is
with heroism that the father has to make that sacrifice’ (FT 86). He
is willing to sacrifice his daughter ‘for the well-being of the whole’
(FT 86) – that is, on basically utilitarian grounds.

Johannes’ second example is the story of Jephthah, from the Old
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Testament’s book of Judges.36 Jephthah, a leader of Israel against
the Ammonites, vows to God as follows:

If thou shalt without fail deliver the children of Ammon into mine
hands, Then it shall be, that whatsoever cometh forth of the doors of
my house to meet me when I return in peace from the children of
Ammon, shall surely be the Lord’s, and I will offer it up for a burnt
offering.37

God answers Jephthah’s prayer, and the Ammonites are slaugh-
tered. But the tragic twist is that on his return, it is his only child –
his daughter – who greets him.

There has been disagreement among biblical scholars as to how
this should be interpreted. The text does not explicitly say whether
Jephthah actually puts his daughter to death, though several early
Jewish and Christian interpreters claim that he did so. Another
reading emphasises ‘the principle of dedication symbolized by the
burnt offering’.38 That is, Jephthah’s vow to God is read as an offer
to dedicate his daughter to God – and what the biblical text
explicitly says is that she was pledged to eternal virginity, Jephthah
thus depriving himself of an heir. This latter reading, perhaps,
makes Jephthah’s situation rather less tragic than the former, and
Johannes’ treating this story on a par with Agamemnon and Brutus
– of whom more imminently – suggests that it is the former
interpretation that he has in mind.

‘Brutus’, the third of Johannes’ tragic heroes, is Lucius Junius
Brutus, a first consul of Rome. He is probably most famous for his
strict sense of justice, and condemned two of his sons to death for
suspected treason. This is what Johannes has in mind when he says:
‘When a son forgets his duty, when the State entrusts the father
with the sword of judgement . . . then it is with heroism that the
father must forget that the guilty one is his son’ (FT 87).

Each of these stories, then, has a father who is at least prepared to
sacrifice the life of his offspring for something ‘higher’. It is easy to
see, therefore, why one might think the Abraham story analogous
to this. So why, according to Johannes, would this be a mistake?

Johannes seems to take Agamemnon, Jephthah and Brutus as
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being ethically in the right: we are told in each case that everyone
would admire these tragic heroes. This is far from obvious, and
some of his claims seem contentious to the point of being ridicu-
lous. For instance, if Iphigenia had really been on the verge of
getting married, we are told, ‘the betrothed would not be angered
but proud to have been party to the father’s deed’ (FT 86). But
whatever our response to claims such as this, to make too much of
them would obscure Johannes’ main point. This is simply that, in
each of the ‘tragic hero’ cases, a justification for the action within
the ethical is possible. If we recall what we have said about the
ethical earlier, we can see that part of such a claim is that the actions
of the tragic hero are publicly understandable. It is quite clear to us
what Agamemnon’s dilemma is: can he really afford to put his love
for his daughter above his duties as a king and military leader?
As noted, Agamemnon could justify his willingness to sacrifice
Iphigenia on utilitarian grounds. Similarly, Jephthah has made a
publicly understandable vow to God, and so can explain his decision
in terms of the importance of honouring a promise. (Keeping his
promise also has a pragmatic dimension: if he broke it, ‘would the
victory not be taken once more from the people’ (FT 87)?) Brutus
can explain his decision in terms of the importance of upholding
the law. But in Abraham’s case, Johannes insists, no such ethical –
publicly comprehensible – reason can be given. The private nature
of Abraham’s God-relationship makes it utterly incomprehensible
to anyone else why he is prepared to kill Isaac. The difference
Johannes sees between the tragic hero on the one hand, and
Abraham on the other, is that if they had replied, as did Abraham,
‘It is a trial in which we are being tested’ (FT 87), we could not have
understood them. In other words, the claim is, we only understand
the actions of these ‘tragic heroes’ because we can see that there
could be an ethical justification for their actions (such as ‘the well-
being of the whole’ or ‘to honour a promise’). And this point stands
even if we disagree that this justification is overriding. For instance,
perhaps we belong to a culture for which family loyalties matter
more than ‘the well-being of the whole’, so that we disagree –
perhaps violently – that Agamemnon’s was the right decision.
None of this really affects Johannes’ main point that such a
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disagreement is a disagreement within the ethical. Johannes’ pos-
ition seems to be that however violently we disagree with, say, the
utilitarian justification, we could come to understand why the utili-
tarian holds it. An argument about the relative merits of each eth-
ical alternative could take place. Johannes’ point is that nothing of
the sort can happen in the Abraham case, if all that Abraham can
offer by way of justification are non-justifications such as ‘It is a
trial in which I am being tested’ or ‘I believe on the strength of the
absurd’. In conclusion, if the ethical is ‘universal’, public, then
Abraham stands outside the ethical altogether: ‘In his action he
overstepped the ethical altogether, and had a higher telos outside it,
in relation to which he suspended it’ (FT 88).

This is why Johannes claims that ‘Abraham’s whole action
stands in no relation to the universal, it is a purely private under-
taking. While, then, the tragic hero is great through his deed’s
being an expression of the ethical life [Hegel’s das Sittliche],
Abraham is great through an act of purely personal virtue’ (FT 88).
That is, as we have said, he stands in ‘an absolute relation to the
absolute’. To describe this as a ‘trial’ or ‘temptation’, Johannes
implies, is potentially misleading. A ‘temptation’ usually involves
not carrying out an ethical duty (FT 88) – but in the Abraham case,
the ethical is itself the temptation, in that it is tempting to want to
make oneself understood. Thus the ethical, understood as the uni-
versal, the public, cannot accommodate Abraham. Hence Johannes
claims that we need ‘a new category for understanding Abraham’
(FT 88): a category – ‘faith’? – in which an individual’s relationship
to God can be private and (in at least one sense of the term)
unmediated.

Like the knight of infinite resignation, then, the tragic hero can
be understood. The knight of faith, by contrast, ‘cannot speak’ (FT
89). Our earlier references to Hegel on language show what this
means. ‘To speak’ means ‘to express the universal’: ‘The moment I
speak I express the universal, and when I do not no one can under-
stand me’ (FT 89). (In the same vein, Johannes later says that
‘if when I speak I cannot make myself understood, I do not speak
even if I keep talking without stop day and night’ (FT 137).) That
Johannes has some sympathy for this Hegelian view is suggested
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by his saying that ‘while Abraham arouses my admiration, he also
appals me’ (FT 89).

Finally, Johannes stresses the lack of comfort that Abraham can
take in virtue of his inability to make himself understood. (This is
another reason why the ethical – speaking so as to justify oneself –
is ‘the temptation’.) Moreover, he wonders how such a person can
assure himself that he is justified (FT 90). The contemporary
Hegelian refrain that he is to be ‘judged by the outcome’ is no
consolation. This is partly because ‘the outcome’ comes last, and
one obviously cannot learn from what has yet to happen. But
Johannes also seems to associate this concern with ‘the outcome’
with the disengaged, spectator perspective of a category of people
he calls ‘the lecturers’ (FT 91). His references to ‘the outcome’ also
flag the worry that Abraham is somehow supposed to be justified
by the fact that he ‘passed’ God’s test. But does this mean that if
Abraham had gone through with the sacrifice – if God had not
provided the ram – Abraham would have been ‘less justified’ (FT
92)? Johannes’ concern here is that the Abraham story should not
simply become a matter of ‘what happened’: ‘it is the outcome that
arouses our curiosity, as with the conclusion of a book; one wants
nothing of the fear, the distress, the paradox. One flirts with the
outcome aesthetically’ (FT 92). In other words, his concern here is
another manifestation of his insistence that any consideration of
the Abraham story should not ‘leave out the anguish’, ‘the fear and
distress in which the great are tried’ (FT 93).

In summary, then, ‘Abraham’s story contains a teleological sus-
pension of the ethical’ (FT 95). That is, the ethical, understood as
the universal, is suspended for a higher telos (Abraham’s commit-
ment to his God). But as well as the fact that the Hegelian cannot
accept such an exception, we also have the problem of what follows
from this view. What follows, as we have seen, is that Abraham
must have a private, unmediated relation to God. This is what
Johannes means by saying that he has ‘as the single individual,
become higher than the universal’. And this is ‘the paradox that
cannot be mediated’. ‘[I]f this is not how it is with Abraham, then
he is not even a tragic hero but a murderer’ (FT 95). In other words,
unlike the tragic hero, he cannot give even an ethical justification
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for his action, let alone a justification or telos ‘higher’ than the
ethical.

PROBLEMA II: IS THERE AN ABSOLUTE DUTY TO GOD?

We have just seen that central to Problema I is the relation between
the universal and the particular, and that for Johannes, valorising
Abraham commits us to commending the idea that ‘the single indi-
vidual’ could be ‘higher than the universal’. Problema II addresses a
related question – the status of specific, particular duties to God. As
we shall see, it also reaches the same conclusion as Problema I about
the relation between the ‘single individual’ and the universal.

As already mentioned, each Problema opens with a dimension of
what one is allegedly committed to in holding that the ethical is
‘the universal’. Problema II’s claim is at first glance perhaps the
strangest. Its opening claim is that: ‘The ethical is the universal and
as such, in turn, the divine’ (FT 97).

The basic issue turns out to be the nature of our duty to God, and
Johannes deals with this as follows. It could be claimed that all
duties are ultimately duties to God.39 But what, Johannes wonders,
would be the cash value of such a claim? If all duties are duties to
God, what room does this leave for specific, particular duties to God
of the kind faced by Abraham? Is ‘duty to God’ in fact merely
shorthand for ethical duty, duty to ‘the universal’? If so, Johannes
suggests, ‘God becomes an invisible, vanishing point . . . his power
is to be found only in the ethical, which fills all existence’ (FT 96).
In which case, wouldn’t the view under investigation ultimately
amount to boiling ‘God’ down to ‘the ethical’? (Compare our earl-
ier discussion of this in relation to Problema I (‘The primacy of the
ethical’).) Kant comes pretty close to saying this in Religion within
the boundaries of mere reason: ‘The proposition “We ought to
obey God rather than men”, means only that when human beings
command something that is evil in itself (directly opposed to the
ethical law), we may not, and ought not, obey them.’40 He also
claims that ‘there are no particular duties toward God in a universal
religion; for God cannot receive anything from us; we cannot act on
him or for him.’41
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Johannes aims to explain why faith is a paradox. His discussion
mostly focuses on dimensions of ‘the universal’ already discussed
in relation to Problema I, and his explanation is in terms of the
public nature of ‘the universal’. In Hegelian philosophy, Johannes
tells us, the outer is higher than the inner: as we have seen, an
external, public manifestation is higher than Meinung or ‘mere’
subjectivity. From such a standpoint, faith – here defined as the
condition in which ‘interiority is higher than exteriority’ (FT 97) –
is indeed a paradox. In ‘the ethical view of life’ – understood,
remember, in terms of ‘the universal’ – ‘it is the individual’s task to
divest himself of the determinant of interiority and give it an
expression in the exterior’ (FT 97). But Abraham’s trial, in its rad-
ical privacy, is ‘an interiority that is incommensurable with the
exterior’ (FT 97). Thus, unless one is to dismiss faith as being sub-
ethical – perhaps a return to a childish or ‘aesthetic’ form of
immediacy – the paradox of faith can also be expressed in either of
the following two ways. Either ‘the single individual is higher than
the universal’ (FT 97), or ‘the single individual . . . determines his
relation to the universal through his relation to the absolute, not
his relation to the absolute through his relation to the universal’
(FT 98). As we suggested in relation to Problema I, this latter way
of putting it means that the individual’s ethical relation (‘his
relation to the universal’) stems from his relation to God (‘the
absolute’), rather than the other way round. Johannes immediately
follows this up by offering another variant, the only one that adds
anything substantially new: ‘The paradox can also be put by saying
that there is an absolute duty to God’ (FT 98). In other words, he
answers Problema II’s question in the affirmative. Because, in faith,
the individual’s God-relationship involves an absolute relation to
the absolute, it follows that ‘the ethical is reduced to the relative’
(FT 98). If what matters absolutely is my commitment to God, then
my commitment to the ethical (insofar as it is not identical to God)
is of only relative importance. Thus in saying that there is an abso-
lute duty to God, Johannes means, first, that such a duty exists over
and above one’s duty to the ethical and, second, that in relation to
the duty to God, the duty to the ethical is relativised. Only such a
standpoint will enable us to justify Abraham.
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(For completeness, we should add that Johannes puts his point
about faith’s paradoxical nature in yet another way when he says
that ‘the single individual is quite unable to make himself intelli-
gible to anyone’ (FT 99) – again, as we have already seen, because
of the radical privacy of Abraham’s trial. Our earlier discussion of
Meinung already suggests why, and we shall defer further discus-
sion of this aspect for the time being, since it is a central theme of
Problema III.)

Johannes next considers another biblical passage, this time from
the New Testament, which also concerns the implications of an
absolute duty to God. In Luke 14:26, Jesus says: ‘If any man come
to me, and hate not his father, and mother, and wife, and children,
and brethren, and sisters, yea, and his own life also, he cannot be
my disciple.’ It is important to note that Johannes’ treatment of
this passage parallels his treatment of the Abraham story, insofar
as he insists that it not be watered down, that it be taken literally.
He holds in contempt the biblical exegete who, armed with a know-
ledge of Greek, comes to the conclusion that ‘hate’ really means
something such as ‘love less’ or ‘give less priority to’ (FT 100).
Such evasion, he insists, ‘ends up in drivel rather than terror’ (FT
101). The comparison with the Abraham story, then, is twofold.
First, Johannes insists that both the Luke passage and the Abraham
story be taken literally: ‘if the [Luke] passage is to have any sense,
it must be understood literally’ (FT 101). This same assumption lies
behind Johannes’ whole treatment of the Abraham story: recall his
contempt in the ‘Preamble’ for the preacher for whom the message
of this story is something so vague as that we should give to God
‘the best’. Second, what unites these two pieces of scripture, if taken
literally, is their capacity to induce terror: their capacity to shake
the foundations of their hearer’s world-view. (It is precisely this
that makes such hearers want to interpret them other than liter-
ally.) Once again, we are back with the ‘distress and fear’ (FT 103)
of the paradox of faith.

At the point of Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice Isaac,

the ethical expression for what he does is this: he hates Isaac. But if he
actually hates Isaac he can be certain that God does not require this of
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him; for Cain and Abraham are not the same. Isaac he must love with
all his soul. When God asks for Isaac, Abraham must if possible love
him even more, and only then can he sacrifice him; for it is indeed this
love of Isaac that in its paradoxical opposition to his love of God
makes his act a sacrifice. But the distress and anguish in the paradox
is that, humanly speaking, he is quite incapable of making himself
understood.

(FT 101)

Consider the last line of this passage. Abraham’s ‘distress and
anguish’ lies in the fact that ‘humanly speaking, he is quite incap-
able of making himself understood’. One might be forgiven for
thinking that, on the contrary, making oneself understood was
some way down the distress and anguish scale in comparison to the
horror of having to kill one’s own son. This underlines how public
expression and communicability – ‘making oneself understood’ –
are central to Johannes’ way of seeing.

Next, Johannes again contrasts Abraham with the tragic hero.
Once again, the theme of making oneself understood is combined
with the central theme of universal and particular. ‘The tragic hero
renounces himself in order to express the universal; the knight of
faith renounces the universal in order to be the particular’ (FT 103).
But the latter is neither easy to do, nor the same thing as rejoicing
in one’s idiosyncrasies. What distinguishes a knight of faith from
mere ‘stragglers and vagrant geniuses’ (FT 103) is that the former
‘knows . . . that it is glorious to belong to the universal’ (FT 103).
That is, as we saw in relation to Problema I, he understands and
feels the attractions of the universal, including the capacity it
brings for openness, being ‘readable for all’ (FT 103). This, recall, is
why the ethical is, for the knight of faith, ‘the temptation’. Making
himself understood by returning to the universal is a continual
temptation in the knight’s ‘constant trial’ (FT 105). (Recall here the
idea, discussed in chapter 3, that infinite resignation, too, is a con-
stant temptation for the knight of faith: an ever-present possibility
that must be continually ‘annulled’.) Johannes’ discussion here
highlights, at some length, the isolation of the knight of faith:
‘alone about everything’ (FT 106), he ‘is always absolute isolation’

‘suspending the ethical’ 105



(FT 106), ‘the individual, absolutely nothing but the individual’ (FT
107) who ‘walks alone with his dreadful responsibility’ (FT 107).

Problema II ends, like Problema I, with an either/or. At first
glance, the text reads as if Johannes is presenting us with four
options, but in fact the last three are variations on the same theme.
The first of these latter three possibilities is that ‘faith has never
existed because it has existed always’ (FT 108). In other words, faith
is nothing as extraordinary as that exemplified in Abraham. This
option presents us with an instance of the ‘watering down’ of faith.
So this first option is similar to the third: that the Luke 14 passage
must be watered down, explained away, as by the ‘tasteful exegete’,
in the manner that ends up in ‘drivel’. Since faith would become
something radically different – far more ‘reasonable’ – from what
Abraham manifests, these two options really amount to the second
of our trio: that ‘Abraham is done for’ (FT 108). Thus the real
either/or is as follows. Either there is an absolute duty to God, in
which case we have the paradox that ‘the single individual as the
particular is higher than the universal and as the particular stands
in an absolute relation to the absolute’ (FT 108) or Abraham is
indeed ‘done for’. In other words, this paradox is the only alterna-
tive to watering down faith or dismissing Abraham as a callous
murderer.

SUMMARY

Let us recap. If the above summarises the message of Problema II,
the message of Problema I can be summarised as follows. If ‘the
ethical is the universal’ – the hypothesis Johannes is putting under
scrutiny throughout the Problemata – then Abraham’s story con-
tains a ‘teleological suspension’ of the ethical. Abraham offends
this conception of the ethical in four related ways: he is an excep-
tion; he embodies the paradox that a ‘single individual’ can be
‘higher’ than the universal; he has a direct relation to God; and he is
unable to explain himself in the public arena of language. In these
respects, he allegedly differs from a tragic hero such as Agamem-
non, whose dilemma is within the ethical, and who can explain
himself in the public arena of language. ‘And yet faith is this
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paradox’: the figure of Abraham means that we need to take ser-
iously the possibility of a direct, ‘unmediated’ (in one sense, at
least) relation to God through which an individual can be higher
than the universal.

That, at least, seems to be what Johannes is saying. However, we
shall see in chapter 6 that there is a huge variety of ways in which
the ostensible message of Fear and Trembling has been unpacked.
Before considering this, though, we should first turn to the third
and final problema, and Johannes’ further reflections upon
Abraham’s silence and concealment.
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5
THE SOUND OF SILENCE:

PROBLEMA III

The third problema consists of what is perhaps the hardest part of
Fear and Trembling to understand, and in courses in which the
text is taught, I suspect probably the least commonly read.
Though the opening leads us to suggest something similar in
style to the first two problemata, what follows is a much longer
and more rambling discussion. In line with Problemata I and II,
Johannes begins by picking out another feature of the ethical
understood as the universal, namely that it is ‘the disclosed’ or
revealed [Aabenbare]. As we have seen, the ethical demands that
its adherents speak about, explain their actions. Yet Abraham
remained ‘silent’. Hence Johannes’ question: ‘Was it ethically
defensible of Abraham to conceal his purpose from Sarah, from
Eleazer, from Isaac?’

Johannes opens the problema thus:

The ethical as such is the universal; as the universal it is in turn the
disclosed. Seen as an immediate, no more than sensate and psychic
being, the individual is concealed. So his ethical task is to unwrap
himself from this concealment and become disclosed in the universal.



Thus whenever he wants to remain in concealment, he sins and is in a
state of temptation, from which he can emerge only by disclosing
himself.

(FT 108)

We have already said enough in chapter 4 to understand why
Johannes associates the ethical with disclosure. He echoes Judge
William’s view (in a passage quoted by Climacus in the Postscript),
that the aesthetic1 can be demarcated from the ethical by the idea
that pivotal to the latter is the insistence that ‘it is every man’s
duty to become open’ (CUP 254). The most fundamental reason
why concealment is ethically culpable is that communication
between moral agents is necessary if a moral community is to be
possible. As Mark C. Taylor puts it, ‘to remain silent and to refuse
to express oneself in an honest and forthright way is to negate the
very possibility of moral relationships . . . moral community is
impossible without communication’.2 Silence is ethically culpable
insofar as it involves clinging to the mysterious inwardness of
one’s particularity rather than aiming to justify oneself using the
‘universal’ resources of language. To say this, of course, is not to
deny the obvious fact that you might not accept my explanation for
why I did what I did, or recognise my reasons as reasons. But as
with the case of the tragic hero, this does not affect Johannes’ point,
which is not to deny the possibility of moral disagreement, but
rather that there is no hope of mutual understanding if utter
silence is maintained.

So if disclosure is a mark of the ethical, and Abraham dwells
in concealment, then there is an obvious problem. What prevents
us from judging Abraham as a mere reversion to the aesthetic,
the sphere of concealment or ‘hiddenness’?3 This is the central
question that motivates Problema III, and this is why Johannes
says:

Unless there is a concealment which has its basis in the single indi-
vidual’s being higher than the universal, then Abraham’s conduct
cannot be defended . . . If, however, there is such a concealment, then
we face the paradox, which cannot be mediated, just because it is
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based on the single individual’s being, in his particularity, higher than
the universal.

 (FT 109)

Again, what is under scrutiny is Hegel’s alleged desire to have his
cake and eat it. Since ‘the Hegelian philosophy assumes there is no
justified concealment’ (FT 109), Johannes alleges, it should not
praise the concealing Abraham as the father of faith. These, then,
are the questions and issues motivating the ‘aesthetic inquiry’ (FT
109) that takes up most of Problema III. As Johannes puts it, ‘the
point is to show how absolutely different the paradox [i.e. faith as
exemplified in Abraham] and aesthetic concealment are from one
another’ (FT 112).

It is important to recognise that the use Johannes is here making
of the term ‘aesthetics’ is closer to its standard usage than it is to
the ‘aesthetic life’ as embodied in ‘A’, the ‘aesthete’ of Either/Or.
This becomes clear in the examples Johannes gives after the above
quotation. These are ‘aesthetic’ in the sense of being possibilities
one might find in a light drama or romantic comedy: the young girl
secretly in love who, perhaps out of duty, marries another, keeping
silent about her true feelings; the young man who keeps silent
because he knows his love will ‘ruin an entire family’, hoping that
perhaps his beloved might find happiness with another. The con-
cealment of such individuals ‘is a free act’ (FT 112). However,
Johannes suggests, ‘aesthetics’ is unlikely to rest content with such
sorrowful stories, for ‘aesthetics is a respectful and sentimental
discipline which knows more ways of fixing things than any assist-
ant house-manager’ (FT 112). Thus, in each example, the respective
beloveds ‘get wind of the other party’s noble decision’ (FT 112),
and following the necessary explanations, the girl and boy get their
beloveds, ‘as a bonus the rank of real heroes as well’ (FT 112) and
all live happily ever after. Thus such silence and concealment plays
a role in an entertaining yet undemanding evening at the theatre.

But such stories lack ethical depth and seriousness. Johannes
insists that ‘ethics knows nothing either of this coincidence or this
sentimentality’ (FT 112–13). Ethically, for the reasons discussed
above, what is demanded of individuals in such stories is disclosure.
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Hence Johannes’ conclusion that ‘aesthetics called for conceal-
ment and rewarded it. Ethics called for disclosure and punished
concealment’ (FT 113).

However, there can be circumstances in which ‘even aesthetics
calls for disclosure’ (FT 113). Unlike the above examples, in which
‘the aesthetic illusion’ leads the boy or girl to suppose that their
silence can save another, there can be circumstances in which our
old friend the ‘tragic hero’ is required to ‘interfere’ in another’s life,
in such a way as to require disclosure. Yet this will only turn out to
show another difference between a story viewed aesthetically and
the same story viewed ethically. Johannes brings us back to Agam-
emnon, about to order the sacrifice of Iphigenia. Aesthetics, like the
Hegelian praising Abraham, also wants to have its cake and eat it.
On the one hand, it demands Agamemnon’s silence, since ‘it would
be unworthy of the hero to seek another’s consolation’ (FT 113).
That is, the dramatic stakes are raised by Agamemnon’s having to
face his fate in lonely solitude. Yet on the other hand, the dramatic
stakes are also raised if he is tested by ‘the terrible temptation
incurred by the tears of Clytemnestra [his wife] and Iphigenia’ (FT
113) – the temptation, that is, to override his (perceived) duty qua
king and spare his daughter’s life. How can aesthetics maximise the
tension by having both these options? How are Clytemnestra and
Iphigenia to find out if Agamemnon does not speak? Aesthetics
once again resorts to coincidence: ‘it has an old servant standing by
who discloses everything to Clytemnestra. And now everything is
as it should be’ (FT 114). In other words, now the sobbing and
dramatic tension can (and does) really reach its height.
(Clytemnestra tearfully begs and pleads with Achilles to intervene
on her daughter’s behalf in such a way as to inspire a member of
the chorus to remark that ‘No animal fights fiercer than a mother
for her child’.)

Yet ethics ‘has no coincidence, and no old servant standing by’
(FT 114). The difference between the ethical demand for disclosure
and its only superficially similar aesthetic cousin is that the former
would require Agamemnon himself to explain to Iphigenia her
fate, despite temptations to remain silent. For the reasons in favour
of the need for disclosure discussed above, Agamemnon qua tragic
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hero will only remain ‘the beloved son of ethics’ (FT 114) if he
‘express[es] the universal’ by explaining to Iphigenia – in the
public space of language – that she must be sacrificed and why.4

Moreover, part of Agamemnon’s tragedy is that, in doing what the
ethical (allegedly) demands, he must not be deflected from what he
perceives as his duty by his daughter’s pleas and tears. That is, he
must not let her use of language deflect him. The need to take
personal responsibility in the public sphere of language and justifi-
cation is what distinguishes this ‘ethical’ Agamemnon from the
‘aesthetic’ version described above. This is what Johannes means
when he summarises thus: ‘Aesthetics required disclosure but
availed itself of a coincidence; ethics required disclosure and found
satisfaction in the tragic hero’ (FT 114).

It is very easy to miss the significance to what follows of a pas-
sage that Johannes throws in at this point:

The tragic hero, the darling of ethics, is a purely human being, and he
is someone I can understand, someone all of whose undertakings are
in the open. If I go further I always run up against the paradox, the
divine and the demonic; for silence is both of these. It is the demon’s
lure, and the more silent one keeps the more terrible the demon
becomes; but silence is also divinity’s communion with the individual.

(FT 114)

The sense that this is a throw-away passage is heightened by
Johannes’ apparently then going on to change the subject (‘Before
coming back to the story of Abraham, however, I would like to
present some poetic personages’). But this passage is crucial not
only to understanding the discussion of these ‘poetic personages’
(which will take up most of the rest of Problema III), but also to
their significance in relation to Abraham. So before following
Johannes any further, let us pause to take stock of what this para-
graph is apparently telling us. First, our discussion so far has taken
us far enough to understand the first sentence. The tragic hero is
‘the darling of ethics’ because he is not swayed from obeying the
demand of the universal. If we again take Agamemnon as our
example, we can see that not only does he put aside personal
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inclination (to spare his daughter) and particularity (to spare his
daughter). He also obeys the ethical’s demand for disclosure, inso-
far as, as we just saw, he accepts it as part of his duty that he himself
must tell her of her terrible fate. All this is ‘in the open’, and thus
Johannes can understand it. But anything ‘hidden’ runs up against
‘the paradox’ of silence. This silence, Johannes seems to be telling
us, can be either ‘demonic’ or ‘divine’. The difficulty is in dis-
tinguishing these radically different kinds of silence. Johannes is
struggling with trying to work out the differences between Abra-
ham’s silence – ‘divine’ silence – and ‘demonic’ silence. The latter,
we shall shortly see, features importantly in two of Johannes’
‘poetic’ stories – Agnete and the merman, and Sarah and Tobias.

FOUR POETIC PERSONAGES

Johannes’ variations on and discussions of these four stories take
up the majority of Problema III. Yet despite this, Johannes’ attitude
towards them appears to be somewhat ‘take it or leave it’. They are
introduced in a less than promising way, with the claim that ‘in
their anguish they might perhaps bring something or other to
light’ (FT 115). And, once the discussion of them is over, the claim
made for them is no less modest:

none of the stages described contained an analogue of Abraham, they
were elaborated only so as to indicate, from the point of view of their
own sphere, the boundary of the unknown land by the points of
discrepancy.

(FT 136)

The latter quote indicates the role these stories have. Johannes
thinks (we might better say ‘hopes’, if the former quote is to be
taken at face value) that they might serve the purpose of getting
him closer to understanding Abraham, but still only negatively.
That is, these stories continue Johannes’ overall negative project of
aiming to get closer to understanding faith by comparing it with
superficially similar instances that are nevertheless not faith.
One sense in which the four stories are superficially similar to
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Abraham, the first quote suggests, is that they all deal with people
suffering ‘anguish’.

Johannes only seems to need the bare bones of each story to get
going.

The Delphic bridegroom

The first story, borrowed from Aristotle’s Politics, is of a bride-
groom at Delphi.5 Johannes can summarise his raw material in a
sentence: ‘The bridegroom, for whom the augurs had predicted a
misfortune as a result of his forthcoming marriage, at the crucial
moment, when he is to fetch the bride, suddenly changes his plans
– he won’t go through with the wedding’ (FT 115; emphasis in
original). Johannes now employs the same kind of imaginative
identification we have seen him using in relation to Abraham, as he
tries to imagine himself into the shoes of the young bride (see FT
116). It is worth noting that Johannes’ discussion here is guilty of
the same crime of which he has accused ‘aesthetics’ earlier: a reli-
ance on coincidence. As the troubled bridegroom steps out of the
temple, the bride ‘demurely . . . turned her gaze down’ (FT 116),
with the result that she does not see the troubled look on his face.
Yet in seeing her beauty, he concludes that this is the reason for the
augurs’ prediction: ‘heaven must be jealous of her loveliness and
his good fortune’ (FT 116). Thus a mere averted gaze guarantees
that, at the very moment he reaches this conclusion, the bride
remains blissfully unaware of the rejection that is about to follow.
Perhaps it is this reliance on coincidence that leads Johannes to
break off from his imaginative leanings with the phrase ‘I am not a
poet, I only practise dialectics’ (FT 116).

He then goes on to make three points and to consider four pos-
sible courses of action available to the bridegroom. It is hard to see
the first of these points as anything other than self-justification of
Kierkegaard’s own actions in relation to Regine. Johannes claims
that since the couple are not yet married (even if the ceremony is
only minutes away), the bridegroom ‘is pure and blameless,
[he] hasn’t bound himself irresponsibly to the loved one’ (FT
116–17). The remaining points, though also having a potentially
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self-justificatory role, are more significant. The second aims to
show that the bridegroom’s action has a religious significance (thus
taking the story closer to Abraham than would a merely ‘aesthetic’
tale). Since the augurs speak with religious authority, it is on the
basis of ‘a divine utterance’ that the bridegroom has to act. Thus his
refusal to go ahead with the wedding is not merely ‘conceit’ (FT
116). And thirdly, his actions make him even more unhappy than
the bride, since he and his actions are the ‘occasion’ for their
mutual unhappiness. (This idea seems to rely on something like the
Socratic idea that it is worse to be the perpetrator of a wrong than
to be its victim.)

Johannes then considers four options for the bridegroom. The
first is to remain silent and get married. On this scenario, the
bridegroom could hope that the misfortune would not follow
immediately, thus preserving the possibility of a period of marital
happiness, however brief, for his wife. He could also tell himself
that he had been ‘true to [his] love and not afraid to make [him]self
unhappy’ (FT 117). Central to this possibility is silence in the sense
of concealing his reasons from his bride despite marrying her.
Johannes gives this possibility short shrift, on the grounds that it
‘insults the girl’ (FT 117). He explains this as follows: ‘By keeping
silent he has in a way made her guilty, for had she known the truth
she would never have given her consent to such a union’ (FT 117).
This explanation seems to be at its most plausible if we relate it to
the idea, which Johannes mentions slightly earlier, that the augurs’
prediction is of a misfortune for the bridegroom. If that is so, then
his wife’s ‘guilt’ can be seen to inhere in her going through with
something that leads to her husband’s (as opposed to her own)
downfall. Hence Johannes’ conclusion that, on this option, the
bridegroom ‘will have to bear not only the misfortune but also the
responsibility for not having said anything, as well as her righteous
anger at his not having said anything’ (FT 117).

The second option is ‘to remain silent and not get married’ (FT
117). While this option, unlike the first, does not make his intended
bride ‘guilty’, Johannes dismisses it as also involving ‘an insult to
the girl and the reality of her love’ (FT 117). The reasons for this
claim are not made explicit, perhaps because Johannes’ main focus
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here is on the fact that ‘aesthetics might approve’ (FT 117) of this
option. This is because it would require the bridegroom to ‘enter
into a deception in which he annihilates himself in relation to [his
bride]’ (FT 117). That is, the focus could be put on the suffering
inwardness of the hero who, tragically, is unable to reveal the truth
to his love, motivated as he is by what he perceives to be in her
best interests. Dramatic tension could be heightened by such heroic
suffering, culminating in ‘last moment . . . explanations’ (FT 117) –
that is, disclosure – which nevertheless do not prevent the ‘aes-
thetic’ necessity of the hero’s tragic death. Johannes gives short
shrift to this option too – perhaps simply because he views as ‘an
insult’ anything less than honesty to the girl.

The third option is the one Johannes commends: the bridegroom
should ‘speak’. The bridegroom’s disclosure will reveal the situ-
ation to his bride, and they will become like Axel and Valborg, a
couple forbidden by the church to marry because of their close
kinship: ‘a couple whom heaven itself has put asunder’ (FT 117). In
a footnote, Johannes considers but quickly dismisses a fourth
option: to give up on the idea of marriage but nevertheless ‘live in a
romantic relationship with her’ (FT 118n). This too is dismissed as
an insult to the girl, because such a love ‘doesn’t express the uni-
versal’ (FT 118n). To understand this remark, we need to recall that
Judge William defends marriage as an expression of the universal.6

Relatedly Climacus, in his review of Kierkegaard’s writings,
describes marriage as ‘the most profound form of life’s disclosure’
(CUP 254).

Johannes concludes that the bridegroom should speak simply
because such disclosure is what ethics demands (FT 118). Johannes’
basic claim in relation to this first story, then, is that the bride-
groom is not an exception to the demands of the ethical. As if
anticipating what we might be thinking once we come to this rather
frustrating conclusion, Johannes asks: ‘why this sketch if I never-
theless come no further than the tragic hero?’ (FT 118). The answer
is that it ‘might still shed light on the paradox’ (FT 118) – that is, on
Abraham. Again, it does so negatively, the crucial difference being
that ‘the augur’s utterance is intelligible not just to the hero but to
everyone and results in no private relation to the divine’ (FT 119).
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In other words, what an augur prophesies can be understood by
everyone: ‘there is no secret writing that only the hero can read’
(FT 119). This, then, is the difference between this story and that of
Abraham. The bridegroom would be akin to Abraham if ‘the will of
heaven . . . had been made known to him in some quite private way,
if it had placed itself in a quite private relationship to him’ (FT 119).
Once again we are reminded that the point about Abraham is that,
because of this ‘private relationship’ to God’s command (a crucial
dimension of his ‘absolute relationship to the absolute’ (FT 119)),
he cannot speak ‘however much he might want to’ (FT 119).

Agnete and the merman

Johannes’ second story is the legend of Agnete and the merman.
Again, he is interested in the story because of its potential for
variation. He quickly dismisses the standard version of the story, in
which the merman is ‘a seducer who rises up from concealment in
the depths’ (FT 120) whose ‘wild desire’ plucks the ‘innocent
flower’ Agnete who is listening to the roar of the ocean. The first
change Johannes proposes effectively tells the story of a seducer
himself being seduced by ‘the power of innocence’ (FT 120).
Instead of being forcibly plucked from the shore and dragged into
the depths of the sea, Agnete willingly submits to the merman.
Johannes describes the Agnete of the original legend as ‘a woman
who hankers for “the interesting” ’ (FT 121). Perhaps it is for this
reason – Johannes’ exposition is confusing on this point – that she
is willing to submit: the merman is said to have ‘coaxed from her
her secret thoughts’ and to be ‘what she was seeking, what she
gazed down to find in the depths of the sea’ (FT 120). The import-
ant point is that Agnete looks at the merman ‘in absolute faith,
with absolute humility, like the humble flower she deemed herself
to be; with absolute confidence she entrusts to him her entire fate’
(FT 120). It is this trusting innocence that the merman cannot
stand. Because he is ‘unable to resist the power of innocence’, he
thus becomes a seducer unable to seduce. In a symbol of the mer-
man’s loss of power, the sea becomes calm. Consequently, he con-
ceals from her his true purpose, returning her to the shore and
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claiming that he only wanted her to see the beauty of a calm sea.
Agnete believes him. But the merman knows that he has lost
Agnete, since ‘only as his prize can she become his’ (FT 121): that
is, he can only possess her by seducing her. Thus this first variation
gives us another instance of suffering or anguished concealment –
to be contrasted with the variations that follow.

Perhaps to improve upon the one-dimensionality of a merman
who can only exist as pure seduction, Johannes next proposes to
‘give the merman a human consciousness’ (FT 121). The other
details of the above variation remain the same: ‘He is saved by
Agnete, the seducer is crushed, he has bowed to the power of inno-
cence, he can never seduce again’ (FT 122). But now, for this more
human merman, two possibilities enter the frame: ‘repentance
[alone] and repentance with Agnete’ (FT 122). (Presumably, what
the merman repents of is his past as a seducer, and the fact that he
was willing to seduce and destroy Agnete.) The significance of
these two possibilities for Johannes’ wider discussion immediately
becomes clear: if it is ‘repentance alone’ that possesses the merman,
then this is concealment; if it is ‘repentance and Agnete’, then this
is disclosure. What difference does this make?

The significance of repenting, but concealing what he repents of
from Agnete, is that this introduces a new category: the ‘demonic’.
Such concealed repentance makes both Agnete and the merman
unhappy. Agnete is unhappy because her trusting love apparently
only receives in return a trip out to a newly becalmed sea. The real
focus of Johannes’ interest, though, is the merman. (Note that this
parallels his greater interest in Abraham than in Isaac.) The mer-
man’s unhappiness is more complex: he is unable to possess the girl
whom ‘he loved . . . with a multiplicity of passions’ (FT 122), and
yet he also has the guilt of knowing that he had been prepared to
seduce and destroy her. Enter the demonic: ‘The demonic side of
repentance will now no doubt explain to him that this is precisely
his punishment, and the more it torments him the better’ (FT 122).

What would embracing this ‘demonic side of repentance’
amount to? To see, let us first recap. The merman’s repentance
stems from his being awakened by Agnete’s loving trustfulness to
the possibility of a more genuine love, in comparison with which
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his previous desires – indeed, perhaps his previous self – seem
appalling. Thus he sees the punishment of his unhappiness as
deserved. ‘Demonic silence’ stems from what Mark C. Taylor calls
‘this understanding of the inward suffering occasioned by deceitful
deeds’.7 Yet paradoxically, as Taylor points out, such demonic
silence can exert a peculiar attraction. Such a merman’s

relation to his suffering is ambivalent. On the one hand he is repelled
by it and wants nothing more than to be free of it, while on the other
hand, he is attracted to it and refuses to part with it. The attachment to
one’s own corruption and suffering that leads a person to guard
silence and to turn his back on the possibility of forgiveness is what
Kierkegaard means by the demonic.8

One can therefore imagine this version of the merman wallowing
in self-punishing self-pity. It is important to see that this is com-
patible with the dimension of giving in to this ‘demonic possibility’
that Johannes stresses. In another passage that suggests Kierke-
gaard’s self-justification before Regine, he considers the possibility
of the merman’s aiming ‘to save Agnete . . . by resort to evil’ (FT
122). He aims to save her by ‘tear[ing] . . . her love away from her’.
Instead of offering a ‘candid confession’ (FT 122) – disclosure – he
might ‘try to arouse all dark passions in her, scorn her, mock her,
hold her love up to ridicule, if possible stir up her pride’ (FT 122).
That is, by treating her appallingly, he might cause her to view
herself as being better off without him – Kierkegaard’s own tactic
in relation to Regine. Although such a course of action hardly looks
like literal silence, it is still compatible with concealment, in that he
conceals from her the truth of the matter.

Next comes a puzzling claim, the point of which seems to be to
justify the above discussion in relation to the ‘divine silence’ of
Abraham. Johannes claims that demonic silence has an analogous,
but misleading, relation to divine silence. In his actions as described
above, the merman ‘would . . . aspire to be the single individual
who as the particular is higher than the universal. The demonic has
that same property as the divine, that the individual can enter
into an absolute relationship to it’ (FT 122–3). But why does the
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merman’s acting unethically, deceptively, in relation to Agnete
amount to aiming to be ‘the single individual who as the particular
is higher than the universal’? I think the answer is that the mer-
man’s actions are more than just unethical. They are not just a
falling short of the demand to express the universal. Rather, recall
Taylor’s explanation of the demonic as an ‘attachment to one’s own
corruption and suffering that leads a person to guard silence and to
turn his back on the possibility of forgiveness’. Such an orientation
does not just fail to express the universal, in the manner of shoot-
ing at a target and missing. Rather, the merman demonstrates a
self-absorbed embrace of his (demonic) hiddenness. In this respect
– and unlike the person who, morally striving for a universally
comprehensible aim, nevertheless falls short of his moral target –
the merman might appear to resemble Abraham, whose God-
relationship is also hidden from view. But this resemblance is only
superficial, ‘misleading’: precisely because the merman’s hidden-
ness is ‘demonic’ rather than ‘divine’. And whereas the former is
entirely self-absorbed, the latter is premised on a relationship to
another: God.

But suppose the merman does resist the demonic. Johannes goes
on to consider two more possibilities. The first is still an instance of
concealment (he ‘remain[s] in hiding’ (FT 123)), in which the
merman ‘finds repose in the counter-paradox that the divine will
save Agnete’ (FT 123). In other words, he simply trusts in God to
save Agnete from her unhappiness. The second possibility is the
more significant, since this – ‘repentance with Agnete’ – is the
main contrast to ‘repentance alone’. Here the merman is saved
insofar as he is disclosed, and so – recalling the idea that marriage is
‘the most profound form of life’s disclosure’ – he marries Agnete.
This might at first glance look like a straightforward case of the
ethical, of realising the universal: a merman of whom Judge
William could approve. But Johannes insists that it is not so
straightforward. He insists that there is still something paradoxical
about this version of the merman. Why? Because ‘when through
his own guilt the individual has come out of the universal, he can
only return to it on the strength of having come, as the particular,
into an absolute relation to the absolute’ (FT 124, my emphasis).
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This puzzling remark is followed by some gnomic comments about
sin that certain commentators have claimed are pivotal to the
whole book.

One such commentator, Ronald M. Green, suggests that what
Johannes means to imply here is that ‘Abraham and the merman
are counterparts, positive and negative expressions of the same
problem. Both have suspended the ethical, one by obedience and
one by sin, and both are saved only by a direct, supraethical rela-
tionship to God.’9 Seen in this light, and provided we are prepared
to conflate guilt and sin, the previous quotation would then mean
that the individual in sin (‘through his own guilt’) requires a direct
relationship to God (coming ‘as the particular, into an absolute
relation to the absolute’) in order to avoid being lost. We shall see
in the next chapter that this is entirely in line with the Christian
reading of the ‘teleological suspension’. Central to Green’s read-
ing is the idea that Abraham functions ‘as a figure for the prob-
lem of sin and atonement’,10 and that this mention of sin in the
story of Agnete and the merman is ‘not a chance aside but a
window into Fear and Trembling’s deepest concerns’.11 We shall
return to this issue, and to Green’s and related readings, in the
next chapter.

The significance of this version of the merman seems to turn on
the difference made by his own guilt. The difference this makes
concerns how he can be saved from being ‘lost’. This can happen
only by his coming into an ‘absolute relation to the absolute’. But
another proponent of the Christian reading, Stephen Mulhall,
points to something Green does not make explicit. If the merman
marries Agnete, and thus allows her to save him, then despite the
fact that this involves disclosure (insofar as it involves marriage),
this is no merely ethical relation. Rather it is one in which ‘what he
values in the world [i.e. Agnete] will have been returned to him
through what de Silentio calls the paradox of the single individual
attaining an absolute relation to the absolute’.12 In other words, it
looks strikingly like the Fear and Trembling conception of ‘faith’.
Abraham ‘gets Isaac back’, understood in a new way as the gift of
God. Similarly the merman, by renouncing his previous relation to
Agnete (as one to be seduced), also gets her back – again this time

the sound of silence 123



understood (insofar as he needs to enter into an absolute relation to
the absolute to get to this point) as a gift from God.

Yet Johannes insists that such a merman is still not Abraham.
Why not? Simply because Abraham does not – unlike the merman
– exist in a state of sin but is ‘that righteous man who is God’s
chosen’ (FT 124). Johannes seems to view the merman as com-
prehensible in a way in which Abraham is not. The idea seems to be
that the merman, mired as he is in a state of sin (and consequent
guilt), is closer to us, whereas the sinless Abraham is beyond our
comprehension. At first, this seems strange. Presumably, Abraham
is incomprehensible because for Johannes – and for us – the idea
of a state of sinlessness is incomprehensible. But why suppose
Abraham represents sinlessness? Surely this goes against biblical
chronology: insofar as Abraham post-dates the Garden of Eden,
surely he too occupies a world of sin? There are two possible
responses here. The first requires us to recall, as mentioned in chap-
ter 3, Abraham’s status in Christian thought as a great exemplar of
righteousness, based largely on Paul’s remarks in Romans 4. Paul
presents Abraham as a supreme example of a person’s being justi-
fied not by their works, but by their faith alone: ‘Abraham believed
God, and it was counted unto him for righteousness . . . to him that
worketh not, but believeth on him that justifieth the ungodly his
faith is counted for righteousness’.13 But righteousness is surely
not quite the same thing as sinlessness. So what of the second
solution? This requires an allegorical Christian reading of Fear and
Trembling, wherein Abraham symbolises God the Father. We shall
return to this in chapter 6. For the time being, note that for either
version of the Christian reading, the discussion of Agnete and the
merman is particularly significant, owing to Johannes’ so far puzz-
ling remarks on sin and repentance. We shall indeed need to return
to this.

Sarah and Tobias

Johannes’ third story introduces yet another unhappy love match,
that between Sarah and Tobias from the book of Tobit in the
Apocrypha. In the original, Sarah has attempted to get married
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seven times, but all of her prospective bridegrooms have perished
in the bridal chamber. Johannes seems right in his judgement that
the tragic dimension of this story is clouded by the comical idea
that such a thing could happen not once but seven times. So once
again, he varies the story, making this Sarah’s first betrothal. But
‘she knows that the evil demon that loves her will kill the bride-
groom on the wedding night’ (FT 128). Characteristically, Johannes
spends a page or so imagining and empathising with Sarah’s situ-
ation in its full horror. Knowing of the threat, Tobias nevertheless
goes through with the wedding, and he and Sarah pray together for
God’s mercy (FT 128–9). However, Johannes insists that however
brave and noble Tobias would have been in so doing, it is Sarah
who is the heroine. She shows ‘love of God’, ‘ethical maturity’,
‘humility’ and ‘faith in God’ (FT 129).

Johannes again contrasts the ‘divine’ and the ‘demonic’, by con-
trasting Sarah’s heroic and faithful behaviour with the ‘demonic’
possibility that would be likely to arise if we ‘let Sarah be a man’
(FT 129). ‘A proud and noble nature’, we are told, ‘cannot endure
pity’ (FT 129). Insofar as a situation like Sarah’s is bound to elicit
pity, such a male Sarah ‘would certainly be likely to choose the
demonic, shut himself up in himself and say in his heart, as does
the demonic nature, “Thanks, I am no friend of ceremony and fuss,
I don’t at all insist on the pleasures of love, I can just as well be a
Bluebeard who gets his pleasure seeing girls die on their wedding
night” ’ (FT 130). (It is hard to know which dimension of Johannes’
gender stereotyping is worse here: the apparent belief that only
men can have (proud and) noble natures – in stark contradiction to
what he has just implied about the female Sarah’s nobility of char-
acter – or the view of men contained in the above quote.) Such a
demonic nature – most memorably portrayed in Gloucester (later
Richard III), ‘the most demonic figure Shakespeare ever portrayed’
(FT 130) – is ‘aboriginally in the paradox’ (FT 131). What does this
mean? In a distinction that we are now in a position to see as
echoing the discussion of Agnete and the merman, Johannes claims
that such natures ‘are either damned in the demonic paradox or
delivered in the divine’ (FT 132). This contrast suggests that we are
here supposed to contrast Gloucester (the demonic) with Sarah (the
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divine). Gloucester is ‘in the paradox’ in the sense that it is impos-
sible for him to realise the universal. As Johannes puts it, ‘Natures
like Gloucester’s cannot be saved by mediating them into an idea of
society’ (FT 130). The aspect of Gloucester’s nature that renders it
impossible for him to realise the universal is his hunchback phys-
ique. His inability to endure the pity that this inspires in others
ensures that he can never feel fully ‘at home’ in society (FT 130). In
this sense, Gloucester’s nature makes it impossible for him to be
‘saved’ by the ethical, and so he must embrace either the demonic
or the divine. Gloucester pursues the former. Sarah is also ‘in the
paradox’ in the same sense: she too cannot attain the universal, in
the sense that she cannot – for the reasons given – successfully
marry. Thus, in this sense, Sarah is also compelled to live outside
the security of the universal. (This needs to be understood specific-
ally in the context of marriage. Johannes’ point seems not to work
if we ask ourselves what prevents Sarah from being part of the
universal in some way other than through marriage.) There are
two ways, according to Johannes, in which one can be ‘put outside
the universal from the start’: by ‘nature’ or ‘historical circum-
stance’ (FT 131). Although it is possible to imagine circumstances
in which what prevents Sarah from marrying is one form or other
of the latter (such as illness or lack of opportunity), Johannes seems
to imply that both Sarah and Gloucester come into the former
category.14 But the key contrast is between the two options of being
‘damned in the demonic paradox or delivered in the divine [para-
dox]’. Whereas Gloucester’s resentment at the pity he inspires,
combined with his natural pride, leads to the former fate, Sarah
represents the latter. And ‘what love for God it takes to want to be
healed when one has been crippled from the start for no fault of
one’s own’ (FT 129). The point about such figures is that since
ethics cannot save them, if they are to be redeemed at all (which
Sarah is and Gloucester isn’t), it must be by the divine.15

The sympathetic Faust

The final ‘poetic personage’ Johannes considers is a version of
Faust. This Faust is ‘a doubter’ (FT 132) – and doubt, if unleashed,
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can be terrifying. Recall here that Fear and Trembling begins with a
brief discussion of doubt, as a precursor to its discussion of doubt’s
ostensible opposite, faith. In a journal entry of 1835, Kierkegaard
describes Faust as ‘doubt personified’ (JP 5: 5092). Doubt is the
central theme of an unpublished Kierkegaard text, Johannes
Climacus, in which a figure with the same name as the author of
Philosophical Fragments and its Postscript is portrayed as a young
student, ‘ardently in love . . . with thinking’ (PF/JC 118).16 Johan-
nes Climacus continually hears the refrain De omnibus dubitan-
dum est [‘Everything must be doubted’], but notes that those who
say this do not seem to take seriously what they say. The young
student wonders what it would mean really to take doubt seriously,
rather than saying ‘Everything must be doubted’ from a lectern17

and then continuing to live, once the lecture is over, as if this were
not true. In a paragraph added to the draft of Johannes Climacus,
Kierkegaard explains that this text is intended to be an attack on
speculative philosophy. Johannes Climacus’ significance is said to
be as follows:

Johannes does what we are told to do – he actually doubts everything
– he suffers through all the pain of doing that . . . When he has gone as
far in that direction as he can go and wants to come back, he cannot
do so. He perceives that in order to hold on to this extreme position of
doubting everything, he has engaged all his mental and spiritual
powers. If he abandons this extreme position, he may very well arrive
at something, but in doing that he would have also abandoned his
doubt about everything. Now he despairs, his life is wasted, his youth
is spent in these deliberations. Life has not acquired any meaning for
him, and this is the fault of [speculative] philosophy.18

This, then, is the danger of taking doubt seriously. But – returning
to Fear and Trembling – since Johannes de Silentio’s imagined
Faust has ‘a sympathetic nature’, and because he is aware of the
damaging effects that his doubt, if unleashed, could have on others,
‘he remains silent, he hides his doubt in his soul’ (FT 133). That is,
by facing alone the sufferings that accompany genuine doubt, ‘he
makes himself a sacrifice to the universal’ (FT 134). In other words,
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Faust protects others by sacrificing himself to the sufferings of
doubt.

But ethics, because it requires disclosure, will condemn him for
his silence (FT 135). Moreover, part of the doubter’s torture will be
that, if everything is to be doubted, this includes his own motives.
He cannot be absolutely certain that ‘it wasn’t some hidden pride
that prompted [his] decision’ (FT 135).

There is, however, a way out – given in an initially baffling
paragraph:

If on the other hand the doubter can be the single individual who as
the particular stands in an absolute relation to the absolute, then he
receives authorization for his silence. In that case he must make his
doubt into guilt. In that case, he is within the paradox. But then his
doubt is cured, even though he can acquire another.

(FT 135, translation adjusted)

What this means, I suggest, is as follows. The only possible ‘justifi-
cation’ for Faust’s silence is on the basis of an absolute relation to
the absolute. Ethics, demanding as it does disclosure, cannot pro-
vide a justification – so any justification there is must be ‘higher’.
To achieve this relation would require Faust to ‘make his doubt into
guilt’. That is, he needs to recognise himself as guilty: for an abso-
lute relation to the absolute (a relation to God unmediated by the
ethical) to be possible, he must accept himself as a sinner. To do so
puts him ‘within the paradox’. What could this mean? Johannes
could simply be restating the by now familiar idea that the single
individual being in an absolute relation to the absolute is a paradox.
But that seems unlikely, since if all he is doing is repeating this in
the penultimate sentence, it is unclear what the intermediate sen-
tence has added. We therefore need an alternative meaning of being
‘within the paradox’. Such a meaning is provided by Faust’s stand-
ing in relation to the ‘absolute’ paradox of Christ the ‘god–man’,
who – according to Christianity – can forgive sin. In which case,
Johannes would mean that if Faust was to understand himself as a
sinner and relate himself to Him who can forgive sin then ‘his
doubt is cured’: that is, his sins are forgiven. Why conflate the
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curing of doubt with the forgiveness of sin? We cannot be sure
about this reading, but some support for it is given by a journal
entry of about this time in which Kierkegaard claims that ‘Doubt is
conquered not by the system but by faith’ (JP I 891). It is clear from
the reference to Christianity that immediately precedes this quote
in the journal that Kierkegaard is here talking about specifically
Christian faith. Excessive doubt is a manifestation of a state of sin
as yet unredeemed by faith in Christ. If this reading is on the mark,
note that this is one more piece of evidence for the idea that Fear
and Trembling has an underlying Christian sub-text – and thus
heightens the need for us to consider Christian interpretations in
chapter 6.

RETURNING TO ABRAHAM

This long excursus has taken up a significant proportion of Johan-
nes’ book. In returning to discuss Abraham towards the end of the
problema, Johannes almost seems embarrassed about this: ‘I have
not forgotten, and the reader may now be pleased to recall, that this
was the point to which the whole preceding discussion was
intended to lead’ (FT 136). So this seems a good point at which to
recap. The problem which Problema III is trying to address is as
follows. If the mark of the ethical is openness or disclosure, and
Abraham (the exemplar of faith) is marked by concealment, is this
just a reversion to the aesthetic? In order to show that the answer
to this is ‘No’, Johannes continues his overall negative strategy of
comparing Abraham with other cases in order to point out the
differences: ‘My procedure here must be to let concealment pass
dialectically between aesthetics and ethics, for the point is to show
how absolutely different the paradox and aesthetic concealment are
from one another’ (FT 112). The overall idea, then, has been to
distinguish the allegedly necessary silence of Abraham’s faith from
superficially similar silences, some of which are blameworthy.

None of the narratives in Problema III (the Delphic bridegroom,
Agnete and the merman, Sarah and Tobias, or Faust) is really
analogous to Abraham. Johannes thinks that describing them
serves the purpose of getting closer to Abraham, but only
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negatively. Perhaps more useful than the specifics of each of the
four main stories is the overall conclusion Johannes appears to
think he can draw from his discussion of them. There emerges
from all this a new figure, the ‘aesthetic hero’. In the foregoing,
Johannes claims, aesthetics ‘demanded silence of the individual
when by remaining silent he could save another’ (FT 136). (Think
of the Delphic bridegroom.) Johannes draws a disanalogy between
such an ‘aesthetic hero’ – that is, someone who is a hero from an
aesthetic point of view in keeping silent in order to save another –
and Abraham. Abraham’s silence is not in order to save another: it
is precisely silence in the face of the need to sacrifice another. ‘His
silence is not at all to save Isaac, as in general the whole task of
sacrificing Isaac for his own and God’s sake is an outrage aesthetic-
ally. Aesthetics can well understand that I sacrifice myself, but not
that I should sacrifice another for my own sake’ (FT 136–7). In other
words, the disanalogy between Abraham and the aesthetic hero
shows that Abraham would offend ‘aesthetics’ as well as ‘ethics’.

The difference between the ‘aesthetic hero’ and the – ethical –
‘genuine tragic hero’ is that the former’s silence is ‘on the strength
of his accidental particularity’ (FT 137): that is, the specifics of the
situation of the bridegroom, for instance, cause him to stay silent.
Whereas the ‘tragic hero’ such as Agamemnon ‘sacrifices himself
and everything he has for the universal’ (FT 137) and, in this public
manifestation of his commitments, is thus ‘revealed’. In summary,
then, the aesthetic hero can speak but will not (to save another).
The ethical ‘tragic’ hero can and should speak – the ethical’s
demand of disclosure – and does. Abraham is different from both of
these: hence we need a ‘new category’ for him.

It is important to emphasise here that Johannes is not merely
claiming that Abraham does not speak – but that he ‘cannot . . .
therein lies the distress and anguish’ (FT 137). What he means by
this is made clearer by the next sentence: ‘For if when I speak I
cannot make myself understood, I do not speak even if I keep talk-
ing without stop day and night. This is the case with Abraham’
(FT 137). In other words, what Johannes is talking about is not
Abraham’s inability to utter words – he is not literally struck
dumb – but his inability to communicate his situation: ‘there is one
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thing he cannot say and since he cannot say it, i.e. say it in a way
that another understands it, he does not speak’ (FT 137).

Let us recap. As we have seen, Abraham’s failure to speak is
particularly damning from a Hegelian point of view: recall our
earlier discussion of Meinung. To say something, I need to utilise
the publicly available, ‘universal’ resources of language. This is
precisely what Abraham cannot do. That this is what Johannes has
in mind is made clear by his remark that: ‘The relief of speech is
that it translates me into the universal’ (FT 137).

As well as our four poetic personages, Problema III gives us one
more negative parallel to Abraham: the ‘intellectual tragic hero’,
exemplified by Socrates (FT 140–1). Johannes’ treatment of this
figure is likely to strike the reader as puzzling, given that it seems
to take back some of what Johannes has been insisting upon about
the significance of Abraham’s inability to ‘speak’. The difference
between a tragic hero such as Agamemnon and his intellectual
counterpart is that whereas Agamemnon could go through with
the sacrifice in heroic silence, Socrates, when on trial for his life (as
portrayed in Plato’s Apology), ‘is required to have sufficient spirit-
ual strength at the final moment to fulfil himself’ (FT 141). He
needs to speak. Johannes suggests the following as his ‘decisive
remark’: ‘the death-sentence is announced to him, that instant he
dies and fulfils himself in the famous rejoinder that he was sur-
prised to have been condemned with a majority of three votes’ (FT
141n).19

Puzzlingly, given what Johannes has been saying all along, the
link between this and Abraham is now said to be that unlike Agam-
emnon but like Socrates, Abraham too needs to ‘hav[e] something
to say’ (FT 141). Though Johannes says that he could imagine him-
self into Socrates’ position and provide a ‘decisive remark’ if Plato’s
report of the trial had not provided one, he has been insisting all
along that Abraham is too stern a test for his imaginative capacities.
So his claim that he could not have imagined what Abraham could
say should therefore come as no surprise. Yet here too, the relevant
text provides us with a ‘last word’ from Abraham. Now things get
very strange indeed. Having insisted that Abraham ‘cannot speak’
– cannot make himself understood – Johannes points out that
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Abraham does say something: ‘My son, God will provide himself a
lamb for a burnt offering’ (FT 139, 142). This ambiguous response,
Johannes tells us, ‘has the form of irony, for it is always irony to
say something and yet not say it’ (FT 142). By ‘irony’, Johannes
here seems to have in mind something like what Gregory Vlastos
calls ‘complex irony’, in which ‘what is said both is and isn’t what is
meant: its surface content is meant to be true in one sense, false in
another’.20 Clearly, Abraham’s utterance is false in the sense that
he does not really expect God to provide, literally, a lamb; but true
in the sense that Isaac is himself the ‘sacrificial lamb’. (A further
layer of irony is added, of course, by the fact that in the event God
does provide a sacrificial animal, albeit a ram rather than a lamb.)
But can we really say that this utterance is accurately described by
the phrase ‘saying something and yet not saying it’? Previously,
Johannes has stressed Abraham’s utter isolation, his complete
inability to make himself understood. But an ironic utterance with
only two or three possible meanings hardly amounts to utter isol-
ation, hardly amounts to putting Abraham way beyond the reach
of language. Certainly, Abraham’s utterance is more gnomic than
the straightforward utterance – ‘It is you who are to be sacrificed’ –
that Johannes tells us he could not have made at the crucial
moment. (This is so both because if Abraham could say this at all,
he could have done so earlier, and also because such a ‘straight’,
easily comprehended utterance takes him ‘out of the paradox’ and
into the universal (see FT 142).) But does the double- (or triple-)
edged nature of his actual remark really amount to total
incomprehensibility?

Something strange is going on here. Johannes is making some
kind of error. But what is the significance of this? Is it simply a flaw
in the text – or does that flaw have some greater significance? The
latter possibility is considered in detail in Stephen Mulhall’s
reading of Fear and Trembling as a self-subverting text – a
reading which we shall consider in chapter 7. So we shall return to
Johannes’ curious remarks about Abraham’s ‘last word’ then.

Problema III ends, then, with a restatement of the by now famil-
iar paradox: ‘that the single individual as the particular stands in an
absolute relation to the absolute, or Abraham is done for’ (FT 144).
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JOHANNES’ EPILOGUE

After the Problemata, Fear and Trembling closes with a brief ‘Epi-
logue’ that returns to the economic imagery with which the book
began. Johannes mentions a tactic used by Dutch spice merchants
during a slump in the market: dumping cargo at sea in order to
‘force up the price’ (FT 145) of what was left. Johannes claims:
‘That was a pardonable, perhaps necessary, stratagem. Is it some-
thing similar we need in the world of spirit?’ (FT 145). Note how
this echoes the book’s opening: that the age is putting on ‘a verit-
able clearance sale’ (FT 41), selling faith at a knock-down price. In
the Epilogue, Johannes insists – twice – that faith is ‘the highest
passion in a human being’ (FT 145, 146). Despite what the Hegelian
mantra of the age would have us believe, Johannes insists that one
cannot ‘go further’ than faith (FT 147).

Fear and Trembling, then, is a text that aims to ‘force up the
price’ of faith. This reference, though, is slightly confusing. What
the spice merchants’ action does, surely, is artificially inflate the
price of the remaining spices. Is that what Johannes has been doing
in relation to faith – artificially raising its price? Such an interpret-
ation would support those readings that cast doubt on Johannes’
reliability (of which more in chapter 7). Or are we to read Johannes
as giving us what he sees as the true value of faith, as a reaction to
the tendency of his contemporaries to devalue it? In which case, his
action is a ‘necessary stratagem’ in what are – for faith – desperate
times. We cannot really answer this question until we have con-
sidered the issue of Johannes’ reliability – which in turn depends
upon considering various different interpretations of his text. It is
to that task, then, that we must now turn.

NOTES

1 See chapter 3, note 60.
2 Taylor 1981: 180.
3 See especially CUP 253–4 on the aesthetic as the sphere of

hiddenness.
4 However, Johannes here seems to overlook the fact that Iphigenia
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already knows her fate at this point of Euripides’ play, presumably
having been given the news by her distraught mother.

5 Note that of the four stories, three involve male–female relationships,
and two explicitly marriage. This is perhaps the part of the text
over which Kierkegaard’s broken engagement to Regine hovers most
obviously – in ways that will shortly become apparent.

6 See especially ‘The Aesthetic Validity of Marriage’ in Either/Or Part II.
7 Taylor 1981: 174.
8 Taylor 1981: 174–5.
9 Green 1993: 202.

10 Ibid.
11 Ibid.
12 Mulhall 2001: 385.
13 Romans 4:3, 5.
14 This is what Kierkegaard also felt about himself: see Keeley 1993:

147–8.
15 I am grateful to Anthony Rudd for help in clarifying this point.
16 Significantly, the Hongs claim that Johannes Climacus was most likely

written between November 1842 and April 1843 – that is, just before
Kierkegaard began writing Fear and Trembling. (See the ‘Historical
Introduction’ to PF/JC, p. x.)

17 Johannes de Silentio passes this judgement on ‘scientific doubters’ at
FT 134; similar criticisms are made of speculative philosophers and
‘assistant professors’ or ‘lecturers’ elsewhere in Kierkegaard’s oeuvre.

18 Pap. IV B 16, cited in the ‘Historical Introduction’ to PF/JC, p. xiii.
19 Johannes’ account of this is a bit misleading, in that Socrates makes

this remark after he has just been found guilty, and Meletus – one of
his accusers – has proposed that the penalty should be death. But at
this point the jury has not yet voted in favour of this penalty. (In
Athenian courts at the time, the jury voted on alternative penalties
proposed in turn by the accuser and the accused. Famously, Socrates’
suggested alternative penalty was free maintenance at the state’s
expense.)

20 Vlastos 1991: 31.
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6
WHAT IS FEAR AND TREMBLING

REALLY ABOUT?

Having worked our way through the text, it is now time to take
stock. What is the central claim of Fear and Trembling? Is it really
that a command from God should override an ethical obligation?
Even if the divine command is to kill one’s child? Some interpreters
have suggested that Fear and Trembling has a ‘secret’ or ‘hidden’
message. So our question in this chapter will be whether the ‘sur-
face’ message commonly attributed to the book is its true message
– or whether there is some different message entirely. How
‘indirect’ is the message Kierkegaard wants to communicate via
this text?

LÉVINAS: AGAINST KIERKEGAARD’S ‘VIOLENCE’

One influential philosopher who reads Johannes ‘straight’ is
Emmanuel Lévinas. It is worth pausing to consider Lévinas’ brief
comments on Fear and Trembling, as there is considerable
contemporary interest in the similarities and differences be-
tween his thought and Kierkegaard’s. Lévinas’ account of
central Kierkegaardian themes such as the existence-spheres is



surprisingly simplistic. His first reference to Kierkegaard’s
‘violence’ is as follows:

Kierkegaardian violence begins when existence, having moved
beyond the aesthetic stage, is forced to abandon the ethical stage (or
rather, what it took to be the ethical stage) in order to embark on the
religious stage, the domain of belief. But belief no longer sought
external justification. Even internally, it combined communication and
isolation, and hence violence and passion. That is the origin of the
relegation of ethical phenomena to secondary status and the con-
tempt for the ethical foundation of being which has led, through
Nietzsche, to the amoralism of recent philosophies.1

This passage blames Kierkegaard for quite a lot – and illicitly so.
First, Lévinas accords the ‘teleological suspension of the ethical’ a
status in Kierkegaard’s wider authorship that he nowhere argues
for. Second, he assumes, again without argument, that Johannes de
Silentio (and the other pseudonyms) speak unequivocally for
Kierkegaard. Moreover, Lévinas seems to suppose that Kierkegaard
is simply valorising Abraham for his willingness to kill Isaac. By
now, we hardly need to point out that things are more complicated
and ambiguous than this. There is no mention here of how Johan-
nes, despite his ‘admiration’ for Abraham, is simultaneously
‘appalled’ by him. Nor does Lévinas consider either the possibility
that Johannes is trying to wrestle with and clarify just what is at
stake in commending Abraham as exemplary, or the possibility
that he is putting a particular conception of the ethical under the
microscope to see if it is adequate.

But Lévinas repeats these charges against Kierkegaard in even
more strident tones. Repeating the refrain that ‘what shocks me
about Kierkegaard is his violence’, Lévinas again allies him to
Nietzsche, and accuses him of an ‘impulsive and violent style, reck-
less of scandal and destruction’, which ‘aspired to permanent
provocation, and the total rejection of everything’.2 He even goes
on to associate this style with National Socialism, and this rot all
allegedly sets in with Kierkegaard’s ‘transcendence [cf. ‘teleological
suspension’] of the ethical’.3
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Notwithstanding these excessive allegations, Lévinas does make
an interesting suggestion about Fear and Trembling. In suggesting
that its conception of the ethical is inadequate, he offers as an
alternative his own now famous view of the ethical as being essen-
tially ‘the consciousness of a responsibility towards others’.4 But he
relates this to the idea that the real point of the Akedah story may
be quite different from what Johannes supposes. As we have seen,
Johannes puts the emphasis on the command to sacrifice Isaac. But
Lévinas suggests an alternative emphasis:

the highest point of the whole drama may be the moment when
Abraham paused and listened to the voice that would lead him back
to the ethical order by commanding him not to commit a human
sacrifice.5

In other words, God’s second voice is what matters: when the
command to human sacrifice is replaced by God’s provision of the
ram that enables Isaac’s life to be spared.6 However, other commen-
tators, whose reading of the text is rather more careful than that of
Lévinas, have also noted the significance of this factor – and given it
a rather different significance. We shall return to this in consider-
ing, later in this chapter, readings of the text that see in it a hidden
Christian message.

Overall, Lévinas’ reading is rather unsubtle. But the point to
note is that the reason he finds Kierkegaard ‘violent’ and therefore
shocking is that he takes it for granted that the message of Fear and
Trembling really is that a divine command should unquestionably
override what the ethical demands. However, as mentioned, many
commentators have questioned this, and in a wide variety of ways.

TARQUIN’S POPPIES

It is not mere discomfort with the ostensible conclusion that has led
to a plethora of readings of Fear and Trembling as having a ‘secret
message’. Rather, such a suggestion is hinted at in the epigraph
with which the book begins. There, Johannes (or is it Kierkegaard?)
offers a typically gnomic remark from Hamann, a German thinker
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whom Kierkegaard greatly admired and who serves, in some of his
writings, as an exemplary ‘humorist’.7 The remark is as follows:
‘What Tarquin the Proud said in his garden with the poppy blooms
was understood by the son but not by the messenger’ (FT 39). This
refers to the story of an early king of Rome whose son, having
become a military leader in Gabii, sent a messenger back to his
father asking advice on what to do next. Unsure whether he could
trust the messenger, Tarquin gave no direct reply, but walked with
him in a poppy field, striking the heads off the tallest poppies. On
returning to Gabii, the messenger relayed this strange behaviour to
Tarquin’s son. The son – but not the messenger – understood its
significance. The ‘secret’ message – communicated indirectly, note
– was that the son should put to death or exile the leading citizens
of Gabii. This he did, which led to the city’s surrender to Rome. The
point, then, is that a messenger may not understand the message he
conveys. So why does this strange epigraph appear at the start of
Fear and Trembling? How, exactly, does it apply to that text? Is
Johannes the messenger – and what is it about the message that
he fails to understand? Is it that his literal focus on the story of
Abraham and Isaac obscures from him the real ‘hidden’ message of
this story?

With this in mind, this chapter will offer a survey that aims to
unpack various different interpretations of Fear and Trembling.
Ronald M. Green describes the text as having been read on
different ‘levels’.8 The following owes something to Green’s
investigations, but also offers some alternative foci.

A MESSAGE TO REGINE?

There is one ‘hidden message’ that we should get out of the way
first. We briefly described in chapter 1 the circumstances surround-
ing Kierkegaard’s breaking off his engagement to Regine Olsen.
We have also already mentioned, in chapter 5, that Fear and
Trembling – written, recall, shortly after the broken engagement –
seems to have several self-justificatory passages. But recall in par-
ticular the tactics Kierkegaard claimed to have felt it necessary to
use once it became obvious to him that he could not have made
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Regine happy had they gone through with the marriage. The least
of all possible evils, he thought, was that she should come to con-
sider him a scoundrel, utterly indifferent to her. That way she
would be able, in contemporary pop psychological parlance, to
‘move on’ with her life. In this light, the first sub-Abraham of the
‘Attunement’ takes on a particular significance. This is the figure
who, at the point of being willing to plunge the knife into Isaac’s
breast, tells Isaac that he is ‘an idolator’, and that killing him is his
own desire, not God’s command. He does this because ‘it is after all
better that he believe I am a monster than that he lose faith in
[God]’ (FT 45–6).

The significance of this passage to a ‘biographical’ reading is
pretty obvious.9 As Hannay puts it, ‘If he can make Regine believe
he is the sort of scoundrel you would expect to break off an
engagement, Kierkegaard can save her from losing faith in the
world’10 – and, we might add, in God. Not unreasonably, Hannay
suggests that this is ‘poor psychology . . . indeed so poor for some-
one so feted for his psychological insight as to tempt one to doubt
the honesty of the intention – or, failing that, the honesty of
Kierkegaard’s claim actually to have had it’.11 Whatever we think of
this, however, those who read Fear and Trembling as containing a
‘secret message’ to Regine tend to see this passage as being Kierke-
gaard’s way of ‘levelling’ with her about his engagement-breaking
tactics. If one reads the book this way, as a secret message to
Regine, its central message is as follows. Just as Abraham is called
by God to sacrifice that which is most precious to him (Isaac), so
Kierkegaard is called to do the same (Regine). In Green’s words, on
this view Kierkegaard felt compelled to ‘set aside his worldly hopes
of happiness in order to undertake his solitary vocation as a
religious author’.12

Doubtless there are indeed ‘autobiographical’ features to Fear
and Trembling. But its relevance to a sad, short-lived romance in
the 1840s can hardly explain the interest that the text has gener-
ated from commentators over the past century or so. Let us start to
explore, then, the different ‘levels’ on which the text has been read.
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A CALL TO COMMITMENT: THEOLOGICAL SHOCK
TREATMENT

The first of Green’s ‘levels’ is simply a ‘call to Christian commit-
ment’.13 On this level, Johannes is using the story of Abraham and
Isaac as a kind of ‘theological shock treatment’.14 Kierkegaard saw
his age as complacently conflating being a Christian with being
born in ‘Christendom’ – being born in a ‘Christian country’ like
Denmark, to Christian parents, and being baptised into the Danish
State Church. Such a ‘bourgeois’ view of what religious commit-
ment amounts to contrasts starkly with the courage of Abraham’s
raw, ‘primitive’ faith which involves acting and living in a certain
way, even – perhaps especially – in the most trying of circum-
stances. A more sophisticated version of the confusion of the age,
Kierkegaard thought, came with the threat of Hegelianism. As we
have seen, Fear and Trembling contains several jibes at the idea of
‘going further’ than faith: a reference to the Hegelian idea that
faith was a relatively elementary stage of intellectual development
that the Hegelian philosophy could surpass. Such a view subordin-
ates the first-person dimension of faith – stressed by Kierkegaard as
so vital – to an understanding of the unfolding of Geist [Mind or
Spirit] through world history.

Thus one of the most important points about Fear and Trembling
read on this level is its use of the Abraham story starkly to point
out that religious faith and a bourgeois life are not necessarily
without conflict. Abraham’s trial starkly reveals the potential for a
clash between ‘ethical’ and ‘religious’ commitments and duties.
The story of the preacher who fails to take on board the implica-
tions of the Abraham narrative draws attention to contemporary
Christendom’s failure to see this. On this view, the central message
of Fear and Trembling is that the ‘present age’ has devalued faith.
(Recall here the text’s use of economic imagery – especially at the
beginning and the end.) Johannes’ aim, on this view, is to draw
attention to the true value – and potential cost – of faith.
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THE PSYCHOLOGY OF FAITH

But this leaves unanswered our central question: does Johannes’
talk of a ‘teleological suspension of the ethical’ amount to the
claim that the commands of ethics should be suspended in the
light of the higher telos of the will of God? Though nothing we
have said so far gives an unequivocal answer to this, Green’s first
level seems to be leaning in the direction of an affirmative answer.
His second level, which is concerned with ‘psychology of faith’,
appears to answer this question in the negative. According to
Green, such an inquiry ‘starts with the first level’s assumption
that faith is a lived commitment but seeks to understand its precise
mental content for the believer’.15 Crucial to this is the distinction
between the movement of infinite resignation and the movement
of faith. At the end of his brief discussion of this, Green appears
to endorse Mooney’s view: that faith involves a ‘selfless care’
in which all ‘proprietary claims’ have been renounced. He
concludes:

If Mooney is right, this level of meaning of Fear and Trembling begins
to suggest to us that the text as a whole is not quite the terrifying
defense of religiously commanded homicide it seems to be. Rather, it
begins to appear as a more traditional defense of selfless love as a
central feature of the religious life.16

But this is clearly open to the objections we raised against Mooney
earlier. On the first level, where the point was to shock the ‘bour-
geois’ Copenhagen churchgoer out of his complacency, one can at
least see that the Abraham–Isaac story was well chosen. What
more striking way of showing the potential clash between ‘ethical’
and ‘religious’ commitment could there be? But on this second
level, where the message is simply that religious existence involves
selfless love, this particular story seems badly chosen. Why is the
story of Abraham and Isaac, specifically, needed to make such a
general and traditional point as this? Second, even if we ignored
this objection, Mooney’s reading would still be open to the other
interpretative difficulties we discussed earlier, such as whether it is
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at all plausible to view Abraham as having renounced his
‘proprietary claim’ over Isaac.

NORMS IN THE CHRISTIAN LIFE

Green’s third level, on ‘the normative shape of Christian existence’,
appears to address our central question more directly than the first
two. It is at this level that Fear and Trembling becomes a study in
ethics, exploring ‘the norms that should guide the conduct of a
committed Christian’,17 and clearly at this level the Problemata
(especially the first two) are central.

This level puts the focus squarely upon the issues we have been
grappling with: the fact that, for Johannes, Abraham appears to
stand outside the ethical understood as the universal, and that his
behaviour cannot be explained or rationally justified.

Green puts the problem starkly:

Reading Fear and Trembling as a work intending to offer at least a
preliminary vision of the Christian moral life produces a jarring
inconsistency. Fear and Trembling seems to hold up as exemplary and
somehow worthy of imitation a kind of conduct that we cannot pos-
sibly encourage, defend, or understand in terms of general moral
values.18

Green discusses various attempts to avoid this problem, of which I
shall mention three. The first two consider the text to be attacking
Kant and Hegel respectively, and the third sees Johannes (and
perhaps Kierkegaard) as endorsing a divine command view of
ethics.

Kantian ‘absolutism’

In the first version, discussed by Elmer Duncan, Johannes’ target is
taken to be Kantian absolutism: the idea, mentioned earlier, that
there can be no exceptions to ethical demands. According to Dun-
can, Kierkegaard found this extreme position to be ‘preposterous’,19

and reasoned that if a conception of the ethical fails to allow for
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exceptions, then space must be made for them outside the ethical –
such as in the religious. But, Duncan argues, this move is unneces-
sary since there are available less radical approaches to the problem
of exceptions that will find a space for them within the ethical.

Green raises two objections to this view: one good, one less so.
First, he plausibly points out that ethical ‘absolutism’ per se does
not appear to be Johannes’ target. Recall that one of Johannes’ main
contrasts to Abraham is a tragic hero such as Agamemnon, and the
tragic hero is said to act ‘ethically’ despite the fact that he does not
obey Kant’s ethical absolutes: he is prepared to take the life of an
innocent human being, his daughter Iphigenia. Agamemnon, in
other words, is quite prepared to kill in the interests of his duties
qua king: an action of which a strict Kantian would not be able to
approve.

Secondly, Green claims, Duncan’s interpretation ‘ignores Johan-
nes’ repeated affirmations that in suspending the ethical, Abraham
moved entirely outside its sphere’.20 From this, he infers that it is
‘difficult to construe Abraham as seeking to break away from rigid
ethical confines to express a more nuanced understanding of moral
obligation’.21

But this conclusion is too hasty. Green seems to take it as obvi-
ous that we should view Johannes’ ostensible understanding of the
nature of the ethical at face value. But there is good reason to
question this. As we have already suggested, the sentences that
begin each of the Problemata can be read as conditionals: that is,
precisely the issue that the Problemata bring into question is
whether or not ‘the ethical . . . is the universal’. On this reading,
Johannes is trying to draw out what the implications of commit-
ment to such a view would be. One reason that he might engage in
such a project is to show that these implications are such that we
might need to reject the view on which they are founded. That is, if
such a view cannot explain why Abraham, the father of faith, is
held as exemplary, we might indeed need to reject such a view. This
undermines a key part of Green’s own approach, as we shall see
later in this chapter.
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Hegelian ethics

The same objection can be made to the interpretation in which
Johannes’ target is taken to be Hegelian ethics. As we saw, Hegel’s
ethical ‘universal’ is that of the concrete public life of a people.
Green suggests that Fear and Trembling can be read in two differ-
ent ways as a critique of Hegelian ethics. (It is not at all clear to me
that the difference here is particularly great.) In the first, the book
is ‘an ethical statement rejecting Hegel’s nearly total subordination
of the individual to the nation state and as a prophetic defense of
the rights of the individual in the face of oppressive social collect-
ivities’.22 Read like this, the text offers ‘an important corrective’23 to
the loss of self threatened by totalitarianism. Green’s objection to
this is again that to attempt to offer such an ethical justification of
Abraham – perhaps reading Abraham’s ‘purely personal virtue’
(FT 88) in terms of an ‘ethics of individuality’ of the kind often
associated with existentialism – contradicts Johannes’ ‘repeated
statements that Abraham cannot be ethically “mediated” or under-
stood’.24 Clearly, we can make the same response to this as we made
above. An even more obvious objection to this reading is to ask,
once again, why the story of Abraham and Isaac specifically was
needed to make this general point of individual protest against the
collective.

Yet Green does make precisely this objection to the second way
of reading Fear and Trembling as a critique of Hegelian ethics, as a
‘call for personal individuation’.25 One proponent of this view is
Jerome Gellman. For Gellman, Fear and Trembling is

a ‘call’ out of the ‘infinity’ of the self, for self-definition as an individual,
as opposed to self-definition from within the institutions of society,
specifically the family . . . The story is not about Abraham’s daring to
kill his son, but is about Abraham’s having the courage to be willing to
see himself not as a father, but as an individual . . . The ‘voice of God’
. . . is nothing other than the call for Abraham to be an individual in
transcendence of the universal of ethics.26

Green seems entirely right to question why we need Genesis 22 in
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particular to give us this message. Indeed, Gellman’s suggestion
bears a strong family resemblance to Mooney’s reading of Fear and
Trembling as a ‘call to selfhood’ – and we have already asked this
question of Mooney. It is puzzling, though, that Green does not
acknowledge that precisely the same question could be asked of the
first of his ‘anti-Hegelian’ interpretations.

Neither of the two interpretations considered so far – the anti-
Kantian and the anti-Hegelian – seems to pay sufficient attention
to the specificity of the narrative that is at the heart of Fear
and Trembling. Yet it is surely true that one point of Fear and
Trembling is indeed to question the idea that ‘the ethical is the
universal’. Neither the moral law nor the laws of any given society
are divine: both assumptions, for Johannes (and Kierkegaard), are
forms of idolatry.

This suggests the third of the possibilities discussed by Green
that we shall also consider. According to this, Fear and Trembling is
endorsing a form of ‘divine command ethics’. Several interpreters
offer a version of this reading, and in some ways it is the most
natural ‘surface’ way to read the text. But in its simplest form, it
clearly will not do. This simplest form suggests that the text’s
central message is that, faced with a command from God, one
should always give that command precedence over what ethics
demands. Thus Abraham’s killing Isaac was unethical, but because
God commanded it, he was obliged to do it.

There is an obvious problem with such a suggestion: it does not
explain the four ‘sub-Abrahams’ of the ‘Attunement’. What each
of these figures has in common with the others is that they are
prepared to obey God’s command. But Johannes is quite clear that
none should be viewed as ‘knights of faith’ like the ‘real’ Abraham.
This clearly implies that mere willingness to obey a divine com-
mand is not what makes Abraham the ‘knight of faith’. So what
more subtle versions of the ‘divine command ethics’ reading are
available?

We require a certain picture of God if the ‘divine command’
reading is to involve anything other than bending the knee to a
divine tyrant. One’s worries about the implications of such a read-
ing can perhaps be partially assuaged if one accepts that ‘God is
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love’, as Green points out that Johannes does at one point in the
text (FT 63). As Green puts it, ‘Within the context of such a belief,
unstinting obedience to God makes sense even when he appears to
require horrific deeds or sacrifices.’27 Evans takes a version of this
line. What Abraham is prepared to do is often considered horren-
dous partly because he is supposed to have a concrete relation to
Isaac, in contrast to which the voice of God may seem somewhat
‘removed’, something of an abstraction. But Evans points out that
in the Genesis narrative, Abraham quite clearly has a ‘special
relationship’ with God. He glosses this relationship as follows:

Abraham knows God as an individual; he knows God is good, and he
loves and trusts God. Although he does not understand God’s com-
mand in the sense that he understands why God has asked him to do
this or what purpose it will serve, he does understand that it is indeed
God who has asked him to do this. As a result of his special relation-
ship, Abraham’s trust in God is supreme. This trust expresses itself
cognitively in an interpretative framework by which he concludes, all
appearances to the contrary, that this act really is the right thing to do
in this particular case. God would not in fact require Isaac of him . . .
or even if God did do this thing, he would nevertheless receive Isaac
back . . . Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice Isaac might be compared
with the confidence of a knife-thrower’s assistant in the accuracy of a
knife-thrower’s aim.28

However, Green’s objection to this is that Fear and Trembling
hardly stresses the love of God. There is no discussion of the fea-
tures of God that would make the command more intelligible. One
response available to Evans might be to point out that this could be
because Johannes stands outside faith. But in response to that, we
could add that love is hardly God’s most obvious characteristic at
this point in the Genesis narrative. For instance, recall that God has
very recently destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah with fire and brim-
stone, despite Abraham’s pleading with him to save the cities. It is
far from obvious, then, why God’s love, rather than an awareness
of his power, should be the feature uppermost in Abraham’s mind.

Moreover, there is another important objection to the ‘divine
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command ethics’ reading of the text. Such a reading supposes that
what matters is that God’s word should take precedence over the
ethical. But if this were the issue, what reason would there be why
the sacrifice should not be carried out? In other words, such read-
ings leave mysterious the significance of God’s substituting the
ram and ‘calling off’ the sacrifice. This seems to me a very import-
ant objection. There are other ‘religious’ readings that do offer an
explanation of this, and to which we shall turn later. First, however,
I want to turn to aspects of Edward Mooney’s interpretation of Fear
and Trembling that we have not so far considered.

MOONEY: ETHICS, DILEMMA AND SUBJECTIVITY

In this section, I want to go beyond Green’s account to discuss two
related aspects of Mooney’s interpretation. The first focuses on the
nature of dilemmas, and will lead us into a discussion of the nature
of specifically tragic dilemmas. I shall argue that notwithstanding
Johannes’ attempted contrast of the knight of faith with the tragic
hero, Abraham’s situation is a tragic dilemma. The second issue
relates to Mooney’s claim that Fear and Trembling ultimately
replaces a universal, ‘objective’ picture of ethics with a ‘deeper’,
‘subjective’ picture. While I shall challenge Mooney’s position as
being rather slippery, drawing attention to this dimension has a
significant advantage: it highlights what might be at stake in
Johannes’ gnomic reference to Abraham’s ‘purely personal virtue’
(FT 88).

In common with what I have already claimed, Mooney sees
Johannes as questioning the idea that the ethical is the universal,
and expanding or deepening the ethical’s remit to include particu-
lar, subjective commitments. Such considerations play a central role
in the infrastructure of the moral life. As we have noted, for
Mooney Fear and Trembling is essentially a ‘call to selfhood’.
Moreover, part of its message is that any approach to dilemmas
which supposes that a definitive ‘right’ answer can be given is
untrue to the nature of such dilemmas. There are dilemmas which
ethical theory cannot solve. So at least part of what is ‘teleologically
suspended’ is the idea that, in moral dilemmas, ethics (understood
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as ethical theory) has the power to decide which is the ‘right’
option. So, faced with such a dilemma, how do we decide what to
do? One option might appear to be Sartre’s response to the student
who, during the Second World War, asked him for advice on
whether to stay at home with his ailing mother or to escape to
London to join the Free French forces and fight the Nazis. ‘You are
free’, Sartre said, ‘therefore choose – that is to say, invent’.29 But
Mooney insists that to emphasise freedom and choice can be mis-
leading. This does not do justice to the ‘anguish’ of such dilemmas.
If the young man really could just ‘choose’, that would amount to
saying that the dilemma could just be made to disappear. But
‘[s]uch willing and casual adjustment would empty a self of sub-
stance, compromise its integrity, exact an impossible price in hyp-
ocrisy and self-deception’.30 A self with any depth will find itself
having to ‘acknowledge, discover or testify to values in some sense
independent of its will’.31 In other words, values are not just some-
thing we create. We find ourselves receptive to certain values, and
dilemmas bring home to us both what the values we are beholden
to actually are, and that they can often come into conflict. In this
sense, ‘receptivity’ is at the heart of faith.

Part of the structure of ‘ordeals of faith’ is the clash between
commitments that are defensible publicly and ‘objectively’ and
‘subjective’ commitments that are not. As we have seen, the ‘tragic
hero’ can offer a justification for his decision, and so we can
empathise with, in this sense share, his tragedy. But the sense of
feeling beholden to something that one cannot publicly articulate
only adds to one’s anguish. ‘Here I stand: I can do no other’ is no
kind of explanation at all. But Mooney stresses that the recognition
of the importance of subjective commitments in the moral life does
not amount to the rejection of objectivity per se. Rather, Johannes’
claim is that ‘in some cases, objective universal considerations need
not predominate’.32

Suspending ethics

Mooney rejects, largely on textual grounds, the idea that the mes-
sage of the teleological suspension is that obedience to God always
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has overriding force over competing ethical claims. (By now this
will come as no surprise: recall once again that the four sub-
Abrahams of the ‘Attunement’ all obey God.) He considers two
alternative interpretations. The first, which he describes as an
‘intermediate’ interpretation, is what we have already been describ-
ing. The suspension of the ethical describes ‘a terrible deadlock
where inescapable requirements clash . . . an ordeal of reason which
leaves an individual without the comfort of moral assurance or
definitive guidance’.33 This is an ‘ordeal of reason’ insofar as there
are reasons to do both: reasons are in deadlock. Thus ‘what gets
suspended for Abraham is the power of ethics to clearly guide or
justify’.34 Thus the teleological suspension is ‘not a justifying
principle’, such as ‘When commitments to God clash with ethical
commitments, always obey God over ethics’. Rather, it ‘describes a
brutal fact. There are dilemmas and in such straits, ethics cannot
guide, deliver us from wrong.’35

Mooney is here extrapolating from the specific story of Abraham
a general point about tragic dilemmas. This enables him to offer a
reading of the teleological suspension wherein ‘faith’ can be con-
strued either in distinctively ‘religious’ or in ‘secular’ fashion.
‘Faith’, on this view, seems to be a category ‘beyond’ the ethical
conceived as the universal. But what lies beyond the ethical thus
conceived is not necessarily something distinctively ‘religious’.
Consider Abraham first. For him, commitment to his God has ‘a
compelling salience’.36 But even for Abraham, the fact that he keeps
his faith and trust in God to the point of drawing the knife does not
mean that this faith provides, perhaps even to himself, ‘an objective
justification, an escape from the dark’.37 (Hence, presumably, part
of his ‘anguish’.) Mooney makes the important point that it does
not necessarily follow from the fact that Abraham obeys God that
this must be because he takes faith (or obedience to God) to be an
overwhelming good. As Mooney puts it, ‘finding one’s path confers
no objective dominance on the alternative chosen’.38 Nothing is
justified either way by Abraham’s action.

But Mooney’s focus also takes us beyond Abraham. We have
already questioned why, on Mooney’s reading, we need the
Abraham story specifically to make his point. We can now see a
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possible response available to him, for which there is some textual
justification. Recall that, as well as Abraham, Johannes discusses
more ‘mundane’ knights of faith. And this changes the emphasis:
‘If the knight can be Abraham or a serving maid or a shopman, then
we are forced away from reading the story as advocating sacrifice
on demand.’39 Rather, we should extrapolate from the Akedah story
a more general message: ‘to be a knight of faith is to have had one’s
soul tempered through ordeals’.40 The Abraham story illustrates, in
a particularly graphic way, the horror of a tragic dilemma. Insofar
as ‘knight of faith’ is a praiseworthy term, we can presumably infer
that Johannes thinks that to come through such an ordeal deepens
and strengthens one’s character.

The ethical as such isn’t the universal

But Mooney thinks that it cannot be enough to stick with this
‘intermediate interpretation’. It leaves mysterious why Johannes
insists that ‘the single individual is higher than the universal’.
What justifies this claim? To see Mooney’s answer to this question,
we need to consider his second interpretation of the teleological
suspension. On this reading, what appears to be a suspension of the
ethical is not that. It appears to be so only to someone held captive
by the picture that the ethical is – solely – the universal. The ‘teleo-
logical suspension’ draws our attention to a ‘moment of tran-
sitional conflict’ in which a particular picture of the ethical is
replaced by another, deeper, picture. What is suspended, or ‘set
aside’, is not the ethical per se, but ‘only a commonplace morality
that absolutizes the claims of community, communication and rea-
son’41 – a view of the ethical that sounds essentially Hegelian. A
deeper picture of the ethical must be understood if we are to under-
stand the sense in which ‘the single individual is higher than the
universal’.

This deeper picture of the ethical is one that takes agents or
character, rather than acts or principles, as primary. Drawing on
such contemporary moral philosophers as Bernard Williams and
Martha Nussbaum, Mooney argues that: ‘An exclusive allegiance
to “the universal”, to the public, objective realm, can empty a
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person of substance.’42 (Note the contrast between this view and
the Hegelian view, discussed in chapter 4, that it is precisely such
roles that give a person her identity.) For Williams, the moral life
needs to include ‘intuitive’ private sentiments if it is to be ‘that
worthwhile kind of life which human beings lack unless they feel
more than they can say, and grasp more than they can explain’.43

Note that on this view, contrary to the ‘Hegelian’ position, one may
have commitments for which a publicly available explanation can-
not necessarily be given. Nussbaum argues that without the kind of
conflicts integral to dilemmas, our lives would be less than fully
human.44 As Mooney puts it, ‘Being shielded from moral struggle,
exempt from ordeals of spirit, we would lack depth, dignity, the
subtle if flawed beauty and strength of individual character.’45

The relative importance of character and principles is a massive
topic, at the very heart of contemporary ethics, and we cannot
possibly hope to do it justice, let alone settle it, here. Against a com-
mon but oversimplified picture of a dispute between Aristotelian
(character-based) and Kantian (principle-based) moralities, some
significant recent work has aimed to show that the gulf between
these two thinkers is not as great as is often supposed,46 and to draw
other thinkers (among them Kierkegaard) into the debate. Suffice
it to say that Mooney reads Johannes’ claim about the single
individual being higher than the universal as a preference for a
character-based ethic. On this view, to read the teleological suspen-
sion in terms of a dispute about clashes of duties (duties to God
versus ethical duties) is somewhat to miss the point. One advantage
Mooney’s reading has over such an approach is that this other
approach does not address the centrality to the text of Johannes’
being transfixed by Abraham. Whereas on Mooney’s reading, we
can see this as an example of how a certain kind of virtuous agent
can impress us as exemplary. ‘And to the extent that our appraising
faculties retain a grip, she alone, he alone, becomes the focus of our
awe or pity, praise or condemnation.’47 He or she alone, his or her
character, that is, rather than his or her actions.

This focus on character, rather than prioritising conflicting duties
or principles, moves the emphasis from not just what Abraham (or
any exemplary agent) does, but how he does it. Indeed, though I
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shall not have the chance to pursue this here, Mooney goes so far as
to suggest that a great deal of what Kierkegaard values about faith
would be consistent with Abraham’s refusing God’s command.48

‘Getting Isaac back’: Receptivity

Abraham’s faith that he will ‘get Isaac back’ draws our attention
back to the importance of ‘receptivity’ in faith. But, as Alastair
Hannay has argued, Abraham gets Isaac back under a new mode of
valuation. For Mooney, the question that this highlights is: In
virtue of what does what we value have value? No longer the
‘possessor’ of a son through whom he will be the father of nations,
Abraham comes to see that ‘worldly things have value not on his
account, but, in Hannay’s phrase, “on their own account and from
God” .’49 His trial enables him to accept things back ‘on a new basis,
their status clarified’.50 Isaac is ‘his’ only as a gift from God. Part of
this recognition is that ‘nothing in the world has value simply
because one values it’ – or, as Mooney glosses this, that ‘anything
that possesses real value will possess it regardless of our attitudes
toward it’.51 The recognition that the value of something is ultim-
ately not a function of the fact that I value it – a function of my will
– looks like one dimension of what it means to ‘die to the self’, a
crucial phrase in the Kierkegaardian ‘religious’ outlook.

But here Mooney’s account seems to pull in opposite directions.
Having said this, he then adds – plausibly enough – that neither is
what I value dependent upon ‘the universal’ (in the Hegelian
sense). If value is not a function of my will, then why suppose that
it is a function of a social order’s aggregation of wills? This line
appears consistent with Johannes’ scepticism about ‘the universal’.
But once Mooney turns his attention back to understanding the
sense in which ‘the single individual is higher than the universal’,
what he has used Hannay to draw upon above seems to be forgot-
ten. He reads the Kierkegaardian category of ‘becoming subjective’
as ‘in part renouncing the universal for the particular’ and glosses
what this means as follows:

The structure of one’s subjectivity, one’s priceless worth, can be
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spelled out as a complex of virtues that provide standards for self-
evaluation. To abjure the universal as the dominant seat of value is to
see that individuals generally, and more especially, the particular indi-
vidual you or I happen to be, become ‘justified’. We acquire some
ultimate, inalienable standing in the broadest scheme of things. This
standing or worth is constituted by a triad of personal virtues: freedom,
integrity, and trusting reception or faith. To move beyond the universal
is to move toward freedom, integrity and faith.52

Apart from the rather vague reference to faith (which elsewhere
Mooney sees as interpretable in secular, as well as religious, terms),
God seems to have dropped out of the picture. It now looks as if
justification and value stem not from God, but from our being
virtuous agents. Mooney continues in the same vein:

Faith is ‘higher’ than social, civic, or rational morality . . . because for
someone having weathered its ordeals, it can be felt, retrospectively,
to have transformed and completed a moral outlook all-too-familiar yet
finally provisional. Faith enscribes space for a new ethics. Conventional
practices and codes are now complemented by a self-structure of
inward virtues.53

There seems nothing outrageous about this in its own terms. It also
serves as a useful gloss on what ‘the single individual’ being
‘higher than the universal’ could mean. But this seems to be a move
in quite the opposite direction from what we had moments ago. The
idea that I am somehow ‘justified’ because I have certain virtues
appears to be at odds with the idea that value ultimately stems from
God. (Unless ‘virtue’ is somehow mysteriously ‘given’ – which
seems at odds with the usual view that the development of virtue
requires training, practice and an effort of will.) Moreover, is this
focus on the centrality of inward virtues supposed to eradicate the
previous claim that nothing has value simply because I value it? Is
that now false for the virtuous agent? Perhaps there is an answer
available to these questions. But there are, at the very least, certain
prima facie tensions between these two parts of Mooney’s account
– and Mooney does not explain how they are compatible.
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In light of this tension, I suggest that it is worth going back to
the ‘intermediate interpretation’ that Mooney is keen to get
beyond. It seems to me, in fact, that this interpretation has a lot to
be said for it. Thus we return to the idea that part of Fear and
Trembling’s message is that any approach to dilemmas that sup-
poses that a definitive ‘right’ answer can be given is untrue to
the nature of such dilemmas. Johannes’ stress on the anguish of
Abraham results from the idea that it is absolutely wrong to disobey
the God in whom he trusts, and absolutely wrong to sacrifice Isaac –
and yet Abraham’s dilemma is that he has to choose one or the
other. He faces a terrible deadlock in which what is ‘suspended’ is
the power of ethics clearly to guide or provide justification.

In other words, Abraham faces a genuinely tragic dilemma: that
is, in Philip Quinn’s words, ‘a conflict of requirement in which the
agent cannot escape wrongdoing and the guilt consequent upon
it’.54 It is true that Johannes sometimes reads as if he does not
consider Abraham to be caught in a dilemma. Part of what Johan-
nes seems to admire about Abraham (and what also simultaneously
appals him) is the resolution with which he appears to act. Yet at
the same time, Johannes stresses Abraham’s ‘anguish’. Quinn
focuses almost exclusively on the former in arguing that for
Kierkegaard (sic), Abraham’s situation is not a tragic dilemma.
Here is what Quinn takes Johannes to be saying:

the divine command imposes on [Abraham] a requirement from out-
side the realm of ethics. Yet this religious requirement is so important
that it suspends the ethical in Abraham’s case, and thus his ethical
duty not to kill Isaac is overridden. Because this duty is overridden,
Abraham does no wrong in consenting to kill Isaac and would do no
wrong if he killed Isaac. Hence, for Kierkegaard, Abraham’s situation
is no tragic dilemma.55

But this rather glib view does not in fact seem to be Johannes’. This
picture does not explain why Johannes would so stress Abraham’s
anguish. This emphasis suggests that, despite his contrasting him
with the tragic hero, Johannes does (at least partially) recognise the
tragedy in Abraham’s situation. I do not think Johannes would
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have any difficulty in agreeing with Quinn’s view that: ‘To suppose
that the moral requirement is overridden in this case seems to me
to involve a failure to acknowledge the ultimacy of certain moral
values and our commitments to them.’56 So I do not think that
Johannes is as far from Quinn as the latter thinks when he
describes the story of Abraham as embodying ‘a horrible possibility
for religious tragedy’.57

But – it might be objected – how is this focus on Abraham’s
anguish, and a recognition that his situation is a tragic dilemma,
consistent with Johannes’ professed ‘admiration’ for Abraham? I
now want to suggest that the possibility that Abraham’s is a tragic
dilemma gives us a way of answering what is prima facie a
significant problem, namely what sense it could make to describe
Johannes as admiring an individual who simultaneously ‘appals’
him. What is the character of such admiration?

I suggest that this can be understood in terms of Johannes’
insistence that while ‘the tragic hero is great through his deed’s
being an expression of the ethical life, Abraham is great through an
act of purely personal virtue’ (FT 88).

In a recent book on virtue ethics, Rosalind Hursthouse argues
that virtue ethics can provide ‘a particularly satisfying account of
the difference between unworrying, distressing and genuinely
tragic dilemmas’.58 A dilemma is genuinely tragic, for Hursthouse,
if ‘even the most virtuous agent cannot emerge [from it] with her
life unmarred’.59 By investigating Hursthouse’s discussion, I aim to
show that Abraham’s dilemma is tragic in this sense, and hence
shed more light on why Johannes’ focus on Abraham’s ‘anguish’ is
so crucial.

Such anguish is part of what it means to wrestle genuinely with
a dilemma. If Abraham had acted without anguish, then he would
appear to us inhuman. If on the other hand he acts in anguish, then
Hursthouse’s account of tragic dilemmas shows us how Johannes
could simultaneously ‘admire’ and be ‘appalled’ by him.

On Hursthouse’s account, virtue ethics is particularly well placed
to account for tragic dilemmas because it takes as primary the vir-
tuous agent, rather than a conception of right action. A tragic
dilemma is one in which whatever the agent does (note the focus
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on action) is ‘wrong, impermissible; she can only emerge from the
situation with dirty hands’.60 Abraham’s situation – where he must
be prepared either to sacrifice Isaac or to disobey his God – seems to
fall clearly into this category. Hursthouse considers the following
argument:

Tragic dilemmas . . . are situations in which the supposedly charitable,
honest, just . . . agent is forced to act callously, dishonestly, unjustly
. . . But if someone acts callously or dishonestly . . ., she cannot be
charitable or honest . . .; that would be a contradiction. So, if there are
tragic dilemmas then no one can really be charitable, or honest . . .; no
one can really have those character traits. There cannot be such a
thing as a virtuous agent.61

Hursthouse points out that we need not accept this worrying con-
clusion. What is wrong with this reasoning, she argues, is that it is
mistaken to say that someone is forced to act ‘callously, dis-
honestly, unjustly’. Take callousness as our example, since it seems
best to fit the Abraham case. What appears callous is not necessar-
ily callous, because the virtuous agent does not act ‘as (in the man-
ner) the callous agent does’. Rather, he acts ‘with immense regret
or pain instead of indifferently or gladly’.62 So if virtue rather than
action is primary: if it is in terms of virtue rather than action that
we are to apply the judgements ‘good’ and ‘bad’, ‘we are not forced
to say that the virtuous agents faced with tragic dilemmas act
badly. They don’t; it is the vicious who act badly.’63 That is, there is
a difference between the person who commits a culpable deed indif-
ferently or gladly, and one whose hand is forced, but who does the
deed in pain, regret or – to use Johannes’ term – ‘anguish’.

However, this does not mean that all is well with the knife-
drawing Abraham. Hursthouse immediately qualifies the above by
adding that ‘if a genuinely tragic dilemma is what a virtuous agent
emerges from, it will be the case that she emerges having done a
terrible thing, the very sort of thing that the callous, dishonest,
unjust or in general vicious agent would characteristically do –
killed someone, or let them die’64 or whatever. So despite the fact
that it is possible to distinguish them from the vicious, it will not be
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possible to say that such a person acted well. ‘What follows from
this is not the impossibility of virtue but the possibility of some
situations from which even a virtuous agent cannot emerge with
her life unmarred.’65

So tragic dilemmas present situations in which whatever action
one takes, one’s life will be marred. The story of Abraham shows
that faith – that which Abraham exemplifies – is a kind of life that
potentially puts one in such a position. So for Johannes to express
admiration for Abraham’s action in his terrible, tragic dilemma is
not the same as for him to say that Abraham’s action was the right
action. Note how this echoes Mooney’s idea that ‘finding one’s
path confers no objective dominance on the alternative chosen’:
that nothing is justified by Abraham’s action. Rather, he admires
him for the ‘purely personal virtue’ of faith that he manifests. In
conclusion, then, Johannes’ claim that he both ‘admires’ and is
‘appalled’ by Abraham fits perfectly with the picture we have
drawn on Hursthouse to elucidate. He admires Abraham for the
faith he manifests yet is ‘appalled’ in the sense that he recognises
that what Abraham feels compelled to do nevertheless mars his life
ethically.

But here we need another distinction. The view of Abraham as
riding to Moriah in regret, pain and anguish seems uncomfortably
close to the second of the four failed Abrahams of the ‘Attune-
ment’: the one who ‘could not forget that God had demanded this
of him’, and who consequently ‘saw joy no more’ (FT 46). Hurst-
house’s own description of the agent whose life has been marred
seems to echo this: she says that ‘she must live out the rest of her
life haunted by sorrow’.66 So what makes the Abraham who is the
father of faith different from the sub-Abraham who ‘saw joy no
more’?

Because a person the rest of whose life was ‘haunted by sorrow’
by their dilemma seems so close to the second sub-Abraham,
Johannes surely would not count such a person as a knight of faith.
Such a person, for Johannes, would not be especially admirable. So
what kind of Abraham do we need? Let me venture the following
tentative suggestion. We might draw on the virtue tradition
to suggest that Abraham is admirable insofar as he manifests, in
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relation to anguish, a kind of Aristotelian mean. This would be the
mean between a deficiency of anguish (which would amount to
callousness) and an excess of anguish (which would turn him into
the second sub-Abraham). There is an undeniable Aristotelian
strain in Kierkegaard’s thought: could it be that we might get closer
to understanding the nature of Abraham’s ‘purely personal virtue’
by seeing the Abraham who manifests genuine anguish at what he
must do, yet genuine joy at ‘getting Isaac back’, as a manifestation
of the mean?

I do not have space to develop this thought further here. But I
hope I have done enough to suggest why, like Quinn, I think the
gulf between a tragic hero like Agamemnon and Abraham is far
narrower than Johannes suggests, and also why understanding
Abraham’s situation as a tragic dilemma need not in any way
diminish Abraham’s ‘greatness’.

DERRIDA: SACRIFICING ETHICS

Another ethics-centred interpretation of Fear and Trembling that
has attracted considerable attention in some quarters is that of
Jacques Derrida in The Gift of Death. What is striking about
Derrida’s reading is as follows. Contrary to Johannes’ focus on the
abnormal terror of Abraham’s dilemma, Derrida claims that in fact
‘ “the sacrifice of Isaac” illustrates . . . the most common and
everyday experience of responsibility’.67 His basic idea is that
whereas ‘duty or responsibility binds me to the other’, we cannot
come good on duties and responsibilities to everyone: ‘I cannot
respond to the call, the request, the obligation, or even the love of
another without sacrificing the other other, the other others.’68

That is, genuine responsibility to specific others requires us to
make choices: to put their interests above the competing interests
of possibly equally deserving cases. For instance, I sponsor a child in
a third-world country. But what about all those other children in
third-world countries that I do not sponsor? Apparently construing
‘ethics’ in terms of equal treatment for all deserving cases, Derrida
suggests: ‘As soon as I enter into a relation with the other . . . I
know that I can respond only by sacrificing ethics, that is, by
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sacrificing whatever obliges me to also respond, in the same way, in
the same instant, to all the others.’69 Insofar as we simply cannot
avoid this – I cannot sponsor every deserving child – Moriah is ‘our
habitat every second of every day’,70 in the sense that every time I
give money to this particular child, I effectively ‘sacrifice’ all the
other, equally deserving, children. Yet supporting this child rather
than that one can never really be justified. As Derrida memorably
puts it, ‘How would you ever justify the fact that you sacrifice all
the cats in the world to the cat that you feed at home every morn-
ing for years, whereas other cats die of hunger at every instant?
Not to mention other people?’71

This is an interesting line, but as a reading of the message of Fear
and Trembling, it is open to a by now familiar objection. Once
again, we have to ask why we need the story of Abraham and Isaac
specifically to make this point. Moreover, there is a second objec-
tion that arises from Derrida’s claim that ‘the sacrifice of Isaac’ is
‘the most common and everyday experience of responsibility’. It is
odd in this context that Derrida should draw attention to Johannes’
remark about the ‘terrible responsibility of solitude [Eensomhed ]’
(FT 138)72 that Abraham faces. For to treat Abraham’s situation as
symptomatic of a situation we all face on a daily basis seems to rob
this phrase of its force. If we, as well as Abraham, have to make
such sacrifices daily, it is hard to see in what sense Abraham faces
‘solitude’, still less one of which the tragic hero ‘knows nothing’
(FT 138).

The above two sections – on Mooney and Derrida – focus upon
Fear and Trembling as being, in some way or other, about ethics.
However, Green has forcefully denied that the book is about ethics
at all. (The title of one of his articles says it all: ‘Enough is enough!:
Fear and Trembling is not about ethics’.73) Before turning to the
tradition of which Green’s alternative reading is a part – the trad-
ition that sees in Fear and Trembling a hidden Christian message –
let us consider his reasons for rejecting what he calls ‘ethical’
readings of the book.
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‘IT’S NOT ABOUT ETHICS!’: A DISSENTING VOICE

Green’s chief objection to reading the book as a contribution to
ethical debate is that doing so ‘produces a serious tension and even
a degree of incoherence in the text’.74 This is because for Johannes,
if there is to be any justification of Abraham, such justification
must be external to the ethical. Abraham’s behaviour ‘lies entirely
outside the sphere of universal concepts or values to which ethics
belongs; it cannot be rationally explained and justified – “medi-
ated” – in any way; and it cannot be expressed in language’.75 But
this simply assumes that ‘the ethical is the universal’ is a position
to which Johannes is unequivocally committed, rather than a dom-
inant view of the ethical that he is placing under the microscope to
test its adequacy. Our account of Mooney above is enough to
show that at least some ‘ethical’ readings of the text read it as
making space for an alternative conception of the ethical. Green
mentions Mooney’s reading in a footnote, but dismisses it on the
grounds that it ‘openly defies Fear and Trembling’s repeated
assertion that Abraham’s conduct does not reside within the eth-
ical’.76 But this will not do: Green is simply assuming, without
argument, that ‘the ethical is the universal’ is Johannes’ actual
view. Moreover, Green seems to limit the possible range over
which the term ‘ethics’ can be applied. In another footnote critical
of Merold Westphal, he argues that the latter’s claim that the
conception of the ethical under scrutiny in Fear and Trembling is
Hegelian can be countered by ‘equally compelling evidence’77 that
the text has Kantian features. But from this Green concludes that
this ‘shows that it is not just the limits of one or other theory of
ethics but the moral life in its most comprehensive sense that
Fear and Trembling proposes to transcend’.78 This is surely a non
sequitur: it seems, inexplicably, to suppose that Kant and Hegel
exhaust the range of possible views of ethics or ‘the moral life’. In
short, Green does not succeed in justifying his dismissal of all
‘ethical’ readings of the text: some, such as Mooney’s, can escape
his objections.

However, this does not mean that the alternative, Christian
interpretation that Green proposes is not worth considering in its
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own right. Indeed, it is to that tradition of Fear and Trembling
interpretation that we now turn.

FEAR AND TREMBLING’S HIDDEN CHRISTIANITY

As we have already noted, Abraham holds a special status within
the Christian tradition as the paradigm of righteousness as well as
of faith. Allied with Kierkegaard’s own Christian commitments, it
is therefore no surprise that several commentators have seen in
Fear and Trembling a distinctly Christian message. It has been
claimed that the book is really about Christian teachings on sin,
grace and forgiveness. This claim is made in slightly different ways
and in very varying degrees of detail. We shall consider three such
commentators in what follows.

One commentator who makes this claim is Louis Mackey.79

Mackey claims that a key part of the book’s message is that ‘what-
ever Johannes says about Abraham is to be understood obliquely of
the Christian believer . . . Abraham is the “father of faith” because
he is a type or figure of faith, foreshadowing the faith of the New
Covenant’.80 Mackey reminds us of the long-standing Christian
tradition that scripture can be interpreted on three different levels:
the literal, the allegorical and the anagogical (whereby themes in
the Old Testament foreshadow those in the New). We shall return,
in the next chapter, to the possible significance of Johannes’ perhaps
excessive stress on the literal (recall here his condemnation of the
preacher and discussion of the Luke passage about hating one’s
father and mother). Though Mackey does not himself note this
criticism, we can say that on his reading, Johannes does not practice
what he preaches, since his focus is actually what Mackey rather
misleadingly calls the ‘moral’ dimension. It is an implicit assump-
tion that ‘Abraham’s faith is the pattern after which the Christian
must model his own belief . . . Abraham is the paradigm of faith’.81

Mackey makes the following claim:

Abraham . . . does explain, as a figure explains that of which it is a
figure, the predicament of the man for whom the ethical is perman-
ently suspended by sin and to whom is given, by virtue of the absurd,
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the promise of the grace of forgiveness. And in such a knight of faith –
the Christian believer – the paradox of Abraham will repeat itself when
he attempts to live the new life that is given to him beyond the extrem-
ity of guilt and condemnation.82

Exactly what does this mean, and how is it supposed to be so?
To flesh out an answer to this, I shall turn to two further com-

mentators, Green and Stephen Mulhall, both of whom support, in
different ways, the anagogical dimension of Johannes’ treatment of
the Abraham narrative. But before getting into their readings in
any detail, it is worth pointing out one of Kierkegaard’s central
concerns.

One of Kierkegaard’s fundamental problems with ‘Christendom’
– his term for the confused form of Christianity which he saw as
being all around him – is its amnesia about its own concepts, such
as sin, revelation and redemption. In Philosophical Fragments,
Johannes Climacus aims to clarify the ‘grammar’ of the Christian
concept of revelation, and how a world-view that has sin, redemp-
tion and revelation as its distinguishing features differs from
various views which Climacus labels ‘Socratic’. Very basically, the
distinction is as follows. On the ‘Socratic’ view, the truth we need is
immanent ‘within’ us: whatever ‘salvation’ is available, we can
achieve by and for ourselves. Whereas, on the Christian view, our
state of sin separates us from God in a fundamental and radical
way. Sin, thus understood, is a state characterised by disobedience
to and estrangement from God. Owing to the radical nature of this
separation, if salvation is to be possible, God must intervene in
human history. This is what happened, Christians claim, when God
the Father became incarnated in Jesus Christ, suffered death by
crucifixion to redeem the sins of the world, and rose from the dead.

One of Kierkegaard’s abiding themes is that much of what passes
for Christianity (and thinks of itself as that) within ‘Christendom’
is really much closer to a form of Socratism. Christendom is rife
with a forgetful religious confusion about Christianity’s funda-
mental claims.83 Moreover, Kierkegaard’s Lutheran Protestant heri-
tage means that his answer to the question of how the individual
can be saved from sin is basically in terms of divine grace. We have
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already noted that there is a long tradition within Christianity of
reading the story of Abraham by means of its analogy with the
Christian gospel. On this reading, the first and most obvious point
is the significance of the fact that Isaac is Abraham’s son. This
foreshadows the Christian atonement, in which God the Father is
prepared to sacrifice God the Son (Christ) to redeem humanity.
Hence according to this Christian reading the central message of
Fear and Trembling is as follows. God transcends the ordinary
standards of the ethical – what, as sinners, we deserve – and
through making both a ‘teleological suspension of the ethical’ and a
sacrifice of his son (or, more accurately, of himself as God the Son)
redeems humanity. A ‘natural’ sense of justice would suggest that,
if humanity is in a state of sin, then we do not deserve redemption.
But just as Abraham teleologically suspends the ethical, so by this
analogy God can teleologically suspend his justice (read: ‘the
ethical’) in service of a higher telos: his love for humanity. The
Christian claim is, in a nutshell, that this has happened.

On such a reading, Johannes is the messenger who does not
understand the message that he conveys. Note that on such an
interpretation, the teleological suspension of the ethical that is
likely to outrage the reader’s sensibilities – Abraham’s willingness
to sacrifice Isaac – is not the teleological suspension of the ethical
that really matters. What matters is the willingness of a loving God
to ‘suspend’ the sense of justice according to which sinners deserve
punishment for their sin. The Christian message is that a loving
God can transcend such a ‘natural’ sense of justice.84

Moreover, this has an important implication for the believer’s
relation to ethical demands. Grace alters one’s relation to the
demands of the ethical in a subtle but important way. How one
measures up to these demands is no longer the ultimate measure of
one’s self-acceptance. Living in grace involves what John Whittaker
calls the ‘setting aside of moral rules as standards of self-worth’.85

This does not mean that the moral or ethical ceases to matter – it is
not an embrace of immorality or amorality – but that one’s self-
acceptance is ultimately a matter of being accepted by God, rather
than the ultimate measure of acceptance being one’s obeying the
moral law. As one contributor to a recent discussion on Fear and
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Trembling allegedly put it, ‘Maybe there is a teleological suspen-
sion of the ethical every time God forgives us. Grace is the possibil-
ity of seeing us in other than a merely ethical way.’86 Evans
describes this as ‘morality in a new key’, in which one is motivated
not by ‘autonomous striving to realize one’s own ideals, but
grateful expression of a self that has been received as a gift’.87

One obvious objection might be that on such a reading the
‘anguish’ of Abraham that we have seen Johannes so keen to stress
drops out of the picture. But such an objection would be too quick.
If Abraham stands for God the Father, and Abraham’s anguish is
central to the story, this actually reveals a second key feature of the
Christian interpretation of Fear and Trembling. Abraham’s (read:
God the Father’s) anguish draws attention to the Christian claim
that God the Father suffers along with his creation – a view that has
been thought by many to be part of any adequate answer to the
‘problem of evil’.88 Moreover, in this light, we can also see a hidden
meaning in Johannes’ claim that ‘There is no higher expression of
the ethical in Abraham’s life than that the father shall love the son’
(FT 88).

What reason is there to support this Christian reading of the
text? Certainly, Kierkegaard’s own Christian commitments and the
long tradition of reading the Abraham story anagogically are sig-
nificant pieces of evidence in themselves. But is there anything in
the text itself to direct us to divine grace and forgiveness as the
book’s ‘secret message’?

Well, what about the very title of the book? It might seem nat-
ural to understand ‘fear and trembling’ as being the state in which
Abraham finds himself when told to sacrifice Isaac. But in the New
Testament, the phrase is used as follows in Paul’s letter to the
Philippians:

Wherefore, my beloved, as ye have always obeyed . . . work out your
salvation with fear and trembling. For it is God which worketh in you
both to will and to do of his good pleasure.89

Green draws attention to this, but we need to say more than he
does.90 ‘Working out’ one’s salvation is normally taken, in the
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Protestant tradition, not to mean ‘working for’ it (which would
seem to sponsor a doctrine of ‘works’ rather than ‘grace’), but as
manifesting or expressing the salvation that the Christian already
possesses as a result of God’s grace. The challenge is to live a life
worthy of the Christian’s new ‘status’. Moreover, it is not the
Christian who does this, but God through him or her. To desire and
to do God’s will is a matter of ‘fear and trembling’ because many
sacrifices may be necessary for one who has started along this
path.91 But the overall point of relevance here is this explicit
connection of the phrase ‘fear and trembling’ with the Christian
promise of salvation.

As we mentioned in chapter 5, Green also draws attention to the
explicit mention of sin in the discussion of Agnete and the merman
in Problema III. We noted there his claim that

Abraham [whose silence is ‘divine’] and the merman [whose silence is
‘demonic’] are counterparts, positive and negative expressions of the
same problem. Both have suspended the ethical, one by obedience
and one by sin, and both are saved only by a direct, supraethical
relationship to God.92

In the light of Green’s claim that this ‘disquisition on sin is not a
chance aside but a window into Fear and Trembling’s deepest con-
cerns’,93 let us remind ourselves of what Johannes actually says at
this point of the text.

In fact, it is worth quoting the whole passage on sin. Johannes is
considering the possibility of the merman being ‘saved in so far as
he is disclosed’, by marrying Agnete.

But he must still resort to the paradox. For when through his own guilt
the individual has come out of the universal, he can only return to it on
the strength of having come, as the particular, into an absolute rela-
tion to the absolute. Here I will insert a comment which takes us
further than anything that has been said anywhere in the foregoing.*
Sin is not the first immediacy, sin is a later immediacy. In sin the
individual is already in terms of the demonic paradox higher than the
universal, because it is a contradiction on the part of the universal to
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want to impose itself on someone who lacks the conditio sine qua non
[the necessary condition]. Should philosophy, along with its other con-
ceits, imagine that someone might actually want to follow its precepts
in practice, a curious comedy would emerge. An ethics that ignores sin
is an altogether futile discipline, but once it postulates sin it has eo
ipso [thereby] gone beyond itself.

* Up to this point I have carefully avoided all consideration of the question of
sin and its reality. Everything has been centred on Abraham, and he can still be
reached with the categories of immediacy, at least so far as I can understand
him. But once sin makes its appearance ethics comes to grief precisely on the
question of repentance. Repentance is the highest ethical expression but for
that very reason the most profound ethical self-contradiction.

(FT 124)

What is going on here? Green’s treatment of this issue is set in the
context of his attempt to argue that Kant was a far greater influence
on Kierkegaard than is normally recognised. Obviously, that is not
our concern here. But he does make some illuminating observa-
tions about this passage.94 First, Green sees the reference to sin as a
second, not first, immediacy as a criticism of Hegel’s association of
sin with particularity. On the latter view, ‘Sin is a “first immedi-
acy” because it manifests itself with the fact of individuality (“isol-
ated subjectivity”) and is only remedied in an encounter with the
ethical requirement.’95 Whereas on Kierkegaard’s view, sin is a
‘second immediacy’ in the sense that ‘sin follows the moral law and
presumes a full understanding of and engagement with it’.96 Sec-
ond, why would philosophy supposing ‘someone might actually
want to follow its precepts in practice’ result in ‘a curious comedy’?
Green’s answer is that ‘the only result would be an awareness of
sin’.97 In other words, ‘a rigorous understanding of the principles of
morality only serves to highlight the enormous difficulty and per-
haps the impossibility of an individual’s ever fully acting on these
principles’.98 This helps us to understand the third and most signifi-
cant point in the above passage: the sense in which an ethics that
ignores sin is ‘futile’ – but also how, if it recognises sin, such an
ethics necessarily ‘goes beyond itself’. This two-pronged claim can
be unpacked as follows. First, ignoring sin is ‘futile’ because of the
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enormous difficulty – the impossibility? – of always following
what the moral law demands. (The ethical, we recall from Problema
I, applies ‘at all times’.) If always following such demands really is
impossible, then we are ‘lost’. That is, the problem of sin cannot be
overcome so long as ‘the moral law is the final and supreme arbiter
of our spiritual destiny’.99 But second, suppose there is ‘a more
ultimate possibility in which forgiveness and the suspension of our
merited punishment by a source of moral judgment more authori-
tative than our own’ occurs.100 That is, suppose there is an ethics
that ‘goes beyond itself’. Such is the Christian message of a loving
God who, as we suggested above, suspends a ‘natural’ sense of
justice, forgiving sin through divine grace.

Green points out that Climacus, commenting on Fear and
Trembling in his ‘Glance at a Contemporary Effort in Danish
Literature’ (his review of Kierkegaard’s work in the Postscript),
offers an interpretation of the text’s significance that gestures
towards the Christian reading. The following passage is indeed
revealing:

The teleological suspension of the ethical must have an even more
definite religious expression. The ethical is then present at every
moment with its infinite requirement, but the individual is not capable
of fulfilling it. This powerlessness of the individual must not be seen
as an imperfection in the continued endeavour to attain an ideal, for in
that case the suspension is no more postulated than the man who
administers his office in an ordinary way is suspended. The suspen-
sion consists in the individual’s finding himself in a state exactly
opposite to what the ethical requires.

(CUP 266–7)

The echoes of what we have been discussing should be obvious.
This ‘state exactly opposite to what the ethical requires’ is sin,
which Climacus claims to be ‘the crucial point of departure for the
religious existence’ (CUP 268). Moreover, sin ‘is not a factor within
another order of things, but is itself the beginning of the religious
order of things’ (CUP 268). This echoes the idea that an ethic with
sin (and forgiveness) at its heart is a radical break with ethics as
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otherwise conceived: that such an ethic is an ethic that ‘goes
beyond itself’.

One advantage of this anagogical reading is that it avoids the
problem we raised at the end of our chapter 5 discussion of Agnete
and the merman, namely of how Abraham – who exists post-Fall –
could be sinless. On the anagogical reading, that problem dissolves.
Abraham represents God the Father: prepared to sacrifice himself
(God the son) to redeem the sins of the world (a ‘suspension of the
ethical’ insofar as this divine grace is not deserved). Consequently,
the focus on Abraham’s righteousness and sinlessness draws atten-
tion not to the biblical patriarch, but to the perfect God whom he
anagogically or allegorically represents.

Green concludes that:

Fear and Trembling is an introduction or propaedeutic to Kierkegaard’s
authorship as a whole. Read at all the levels of its meaning, Fear and
Trembling contains the major themes of Christian faith and ethics that
will emerge in the ensuing pseudonymous works and many of the
religious discourses. Fear and Trembling deserves the fame that
Kierkegaard predicted for it . . . It is a profound theological treatise
firmly rooted in the Pauline and Lutheran tradition to which Kierke-
gaard belonged.101

However, some commentators have been sceptical of this Christian
allegorical reading. Gene Outka, for instance, in a reply to Green,
suggests that Green is reading far too much into the sin and
repentance passage in Problema III. Outka argues that Green gives
no satisfactory answer to the questions of why the theme of sin is
not explicitly mentioned until Problema III, or why it should be
given such pivotal importance given Johannes’ assertion that it
does not explain Abraham.102 Prima facie, this certainly seems a
reasonable objection. If this brief passage were the only textual
support one could find for a Christian reading, it would indeed be
rather thin. However, as we shall now see, a rather more detailed
and in my view more intriguing case for a Christian reading of the
text is provided in a recent book by Stephen Mulhall.103

Mulhall also supports the anagogical reading, but in what I think
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is an improvement upon Green, also offers an ingenious interpret-
ation of some additional aspects of the text. Consider first Mulhall’s
observation that Abraham’s words, when he says ‘God will provide
a lamb for the burnt offering’, have ‘a prophetic dimension . . . of
which he is oblivious’.104 Since God actually provides a ram rather
than a lamb, Abraham’s prediction turns out to be literally false,
but prophetically true, because God eventually provides Christ, the
‘Lamb of God’.105 Relatedly, ‘Isaac’s unquestioning submission to
his father’s will (his carrying of the wood of his own immolation to
the place of sacrifice) prefigures Christ’s submission to his own
Father. In this sense, Isaac’s receptive passivity represents the mat-
uration of Abraham’s activist conception of faith – a transition
from an understanding of God as demanding the sacrifice of what is
ours to an understanding of God as demanding the sacrifice of the
self.’106

But how exactly does this anagogical reading affect the question
of what the ‘teleological suspension of the ethical’ means?
Mulhall’s intriguing suggestion is as follows:

If the allegorical or analogical reading of Abraham’s ordeal as a pre-
figuration of Christ’s Atonement is correct, then we must reject the
idea that God could conceivably require a form of worship that
involves murder; for the maturation of faith that the ordeal symbolizes
is precisely a shift towards a conception of God as willing to shed his
own blood rather than eager to spill the blood of others – as con-
cerned not only to transcend the primitive idea of human sacrifice by
substituting a ram for Isaac, but also to transcend the idea of sacri-
ficing one’s possessions to God in favour of an idea of sacrificing
oneself (the act and attitude by means of which one incarnates God by
imitating his essential self-sacrificial nature).107

Thus faith requires not so much the violation of ethical duty, but
its transformation. Mulhall seeks to root this in the text by noting
Johannes’ remarks on the importance of Abraham’s loving Isaac.
Johannes claims that if at the point of sacrifice Abraham hates
Isaac, then ‘he can be certain that God does not require this of him;
for Cain and Abraham are not the same. Isaac he must love with all
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his soul. When God asks for Isaac, Abraham must if possible love
him even more, and only then can he sacrifice him’ (FT 101;
emphasis in original). That is, he can only genuinely give Isaac up –
sacrifice him – if he genuinely considers him to be the most terrible
loss. Mulhall reads this passage as saying that ‘a voice in one’s head
inciting one to kill one’s son can only be the voice of God if one’s
love for one’s son is perfect’.108 Any impurity in ‘one’s attachment
to the Isaac in one’s life’109 makes one a Cain rather than an
Abraham, ‘revealing the voice in one’s head as an evil demon’.110

(We might quibble about describing loving someone ‘with [one’s]
whole soul’ in terms of one’s love being ‘perfect’, but Mulhall
makes clear that by an ‘ethically perfect being’ he means ‘one who
lives out the demands of the ethical without exception, one whose
soul is permeated and informed by the ethical’,111 showing that he
is glossing ethical perfection in the same terms.)

All this means that if Isaac represents the demands of the ethical,
then ‘only an ethically perfect being’ (as glossed above) ‘could ever
be in a position to judge that an impulse to suspend the demands of
the ethical might be the manifestation of a divine command’.112 But
who meets this criterion? This question leads Mulhall into his own
discussion of Agnete and the merman and the sin passage.
Unsurprisingly given what we have already said in our discussion
of this passage above, Mulhall points out that if we think of our-
selves in terms of sin, then ‘the idea of ethical perfection is utterly
lost’: repentance for our sin cannot ‘entirely eradicat[e] the stain of
past wrongdoing because even the smallest past misdemeanour
reveals our absolute difference from Absolute Goodness, and hence
our inability to save ourselves by our own powers’.113 For salvation
to be possible at all, then, divine grace is necessary. And the ‘ethic-
ally perfect being’ who alone is able to suspend the ethical is God
himself.

So on this reading, as with Green’s, the real ‘secret message’ of
the teleological suspension of the ethical is to make space for a
conception of the ethical that includes grace:

Acknowledging our sinfulness means acknowledging our inability to
live up to the demands of the ethical realm; acknowledging Christ
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means acknowledging that those demands must nevertheless be met,
with help from a power greater than our own.114

There is one especially important feature of Mulhall’s version of
the Christian reading to which we should draw attention. In our
criticism of readings of Fear and Trembling that see it as endorsing
‘divine command ethics’, we pointed out that if what matters is that
God’s word should take precedence over the ethical, there seems no
obvious reason why Abraham should not have to go through with
sacrificing Isaac. In other words, such readings leave mysterious the
significance of God’s substituting the ram and ‘calling off’ the sac-
rifice. One of the advantages of Mulhall’s version of the Christian
reading over that of Green, for instance, is that it clearly explains
the significance of this. As we saw Mulhall claim earlier, essential to
the Christian vision is a move away from one picture of sacrifice
and towards an alternative. The idea that gets replaced is the idea
that one should sacrifice to God one’s possessions – and, perhaps
especially, the idea that one could legitimately view another human
being as such a possession. This is replaced with the idea that the
sacrifice God requires is a sacrifice of one’s self – the idea of ‘dying
to the self’. God’s ‘calling off’ the ‘blood’ sacrifice of Isaac, when
allied to Abraham’s realisation that he ‘gets Isaac back’ under a new
mode of valuation – not as his property, but as a ‘gift’ that is not to
be viewed as a possession – draws attention to this important
feature.

CONCLUSION

Which of these interpretations should we support? I do not wish to
deny that the text contains a ‘hidden message’ to Regine. But as we
said, its relevance to the sad romance of a couple who lived a cen-
tury and a half ago can hardly exhaust the text’s significance, or
explain why it has fascinated commentators for so long. For what it
is worth, my own view is that there is much to be said for the
Christian reading, especially in the guise presented by Mulhall.
Kierkegaard was surely aware of the tradition of reading the
Abraham story anagogically, and it seems likely that this would
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have struck him as the most important ‘hidden message’. However,
it is a common feature of great philosophical texts that they can be
read on more than one level. Notwithstanding the criticisms made
above and in earlier chapters, I also think that much of Mooney’s
interpretation is well worth serious consideration. Its focus on the
importance of a more first person, ‘subjective’ ethic than Hegelian-
ism allows chimes with a central theme of Kierkegaard’s thought.
As we started to show above, such a reading also shows the rele-
vance of this text to concerns central to contemporary ethics. I
suspect there is far more that could be said here, such as how Fear
and Trembling might fit into contemporary debates about moral
particularism. We shall not have space to explore such issues here.
Suffice it to say that the diversity of interpretations to which a text
gets put is often a sign of its richness. In chapter 1, we noted how
Kierkegaard claimed in his journal that ‘once I am dead, Fear and
Trembling alone will be enough for an imperishable name as an
author. Then it will be read, translated into foreign languages as
well. The reader will almost shrink from the frightful pathos in the
book’ (JP 6: 6491). Insofar as Fear and Trembling is probably
Kierkegaard’s best-known, and most commonly taught text, this
claim seems to have been remarkably prophetic.

NOTES

1 Lévinas 1963 in Rée and Chamberlain (eds) 1998: 31.
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7
HOW RELIABLE IS JOHANNES

DE SILENTIO?

There is one final important question that we need to consider. We
mentioned in chapter 1 Kierkegaard’s well-known ‘wish’ and
‘prayer’ that his readers respect the autonomy of his pseudonyms.
In the case of Fear and Trembling, this leads to the question of what
degree of critical distance exists between Kierkegaard and Johannes
de Silentio. Bearing in mind the epigraph from Hamann with
which Fear and Trembling begins, we have already suggested in the
previous chapter that Johannes may be a messenger who does not
fully understand the message that he delivers. So my reason for
asking this question is not to speculate, for the sake of it, on what
Kierkegaard’s view of Johannes might be. Rather, I want to consider
some important lines of criticism of Johannes that stem from the
suspicion that such a critical distance exists. We can see this
problem most clearly if we take seriously the fact that Fear and
Trembling is less a book about Abraham than it is about its
pseudonymous author’s attempt to relate himself to Abraham,
understood as a putative exemplary other – a paradigm exemplar of
faith. The degree of reliability of the observations and analysis
of the relater therefore matters. In this chapter, I consider three



commentators who, for slightly different but connected reasons,
consider both that Johannes is unreliable, and that this is important
to how we read the text. These commentators are Daniel Conway,
Andrew Cross and Stephen Mulhall. I shall conclude that Johannes
is indeed less than fully reliable, but that while this is significant for
what we can and cannot learn from him, it is not as serious a
concern as some have alleged.

Numerous commentators have understood the critical distance
between Kierkegaard and his pseudonyms in terms of the overall
intelligence behind the pseudonyms setting up one or other of
them for a fall. Apart from A in Either/Or, the pseudonymous
work most commonly given this treatment is Climacus’ Postscript.
Perhaps the original such treatment is Henry Allison’s classic art-
icle, though more recently this way of reading Climacus has been
developed by James Conant.1 Even more recently, Stephen Mulhall
has extended the Conant line of reading from the Postscript to its
predecessor work, Philosophical Fragments, and also to Fear and
Trembling and Repetition.2 A similar suspicion to this seems to
inform Daniel Conway’s claim that in Fear and Trembling,
Kierkegaard sets up Johannes de Silentio – a representative of ‘the
spiritual crisis of the modern age’3 – for failure.

DANIEL CONWAY: JOHANNES’ EVASIVE CONFESSION

According to Conway, we are intended to see Kierkegaard as a critic
of the ‘passional stasis’4 with which Johannes contents himself.
Conway notes that Johannes’ tone is ‘confessional’, suggesting that
he needs to acquaint his readers with his own spiritual crisis. In
other words, the book is ultimately about Johannes: ‘he proffers his
diagnosis of his impoverished generation as a means of directing
our attention towards him’.5

Conway is surely right to claim that the book is ‘about Johannes’
in the sense that it is about his attempt to relate himself to
Abraham as an exemplar of faith. But there is no need to conclude
that there is necessarily anything fishy about this. The fact that
Johannes acknowledges his limitations does not mean that what he
has to say along the way can or should be discounted. Moreover,
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the first person nature of his ‘confession’ is far from unusual.
Many other Kierkegaardian voices proceed in such a manner. We
have noted more than once that Climacus – whose motivating
question in the Postscript is ‘How may I become a Christian?’ –
continually insists upon the importance of relating to ethical and
religious matters in an engaged, first person manner, rather than in
‘objective’ abstraction. Moreover, insofar as this seems to be a view
central to Kierkegaard, it cannot be used to argue for the existence
of a critical distance between Kierkegaard and any one of his
pseudonyms.

I think that Conway is being excessively suspicious in the follow-
ing judgement of Johannes. He claims that Johannes aims to per-
suade us to ‘honour his confession and not exhort him to “go
further” ’6 than to ‘fear and tremble’ before the figure of Abraham.
But this interpretation supposes that his attempts to understand
Abraham are less than genuine, and I shall shortly suggest that
there is good reason to resist this conclusion. Further, Conway
alleges that Johannes’ procedure manifests a deep spiritual laziness:
it masks the ‘unconfessed failing . . . that he has neither the desire
nor the wish nor the motivation to go any further’.7 Despite the
vast gulf between himself and Abraham, he wants us ‘to allow him
to remain content, to affirm him in his chosen stasis’.8 But Conway
produces no really compelling textual evidence in support of such a
reading. Indeed, he acknowledges that it rests on the ‘interpretative
hunch’ that what Johannes needs more than anything else is ‘not to
look at himself’.9 According to Conway, this is why he ‘focuses his
attention elsewhere – on Abraham [. . .] on his contemporaries, and
on his readers’.10 Again, I shall argue that this is a somewhat bowd-
lerized version of events, depending as it does upon overlooking or
denying the genuineness of Johannes’ continued attempt to relate
himself to Abraham. Conway alleges that Johannes’ ‘disarming
gesture of confessional self-disclosure thus diverts our attention
(and his own) from the pressing question of his own interiority’.11

We become distracted from the fact that he no longer aspires to
Abrahamic faith.

I want to concentrate on this underlying assumption. I think that
Conway’s judgement is unfair to Johannes, but in order to show
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why, it will be profitable first to consider our second critic, Andrew
Cross. The advantage that Cross has over Conway is that he pro-
vides what strike me as better reasons, rooted in Kierkegaard’s
writing, for bringing against Johannes essentially the same charge
of ethical and spiritual evasion and laziness. Let us turn, then, to
Cross’s criticism of Johannes.

ANDREW CROSS: ADMIRATION AND IMITATION

Cross draws attention to an important passage in Practice in Chris-
tianity, in which the Christian pseudonym Anti-Climacus demar-
cates two ways of relating oneself to an exemplary other. (The
context of Anti-Climacus’ discussion is what it means to imitate
Christ, but as I have suggested elsewhere,12 the passage is of more
general interest in relation to the question of relating oneself to an
exemplar.) Anti-Climacus labels these two modes of relation
‘admiration’ and ‘imitation’, and he contrasts them thus:

the admirer . . . keeps himself personally detached; he forgets himself,
forgets that what he admires in the other person is denied to him, and
precisely this is what is beautiful, that he forgets himself in this way in
order to admire. In the other situation [i.e. ‘imitation’], I promptly
begin to think about myself, simply and solely to think about myself.
When I am aware of the other person, this unselfish, magnanimous
person, I promptly begin to say to myself: Are you such as he is? I
forget him completely in my self-concentration. And when I
unfortunately discover that I am not like him at all, I have so much to
do in and with myself that now, yes, now I have forgotten him com-
pletely – but, no, forgotten him I have not, but for me he has become a
requirement upon my life, like a sting in my soul that propels me
forward, like an arrow that wounds me. In the one case [i.e. ‘admir-
ation’], I vanish more and more, losing myself in what I admire, which
becomes larger and larger; what I admire swallows me. In the other
case [‘imitation’, or relating oneself to an exemplar], the other person
vanishes more and more as he is assimilated into me or as I take him
as one takes medicine, swallow him – but please note, because he is
indeed a requirement upon me to give him back in replica, and I am
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the one who becomes larger and larger by coming more and more to
resemble him.

(PC 242–3; my emphasis)

On this view, it seems that the only appropriate relation to an
exemplary other is one of apparently straightforward, immediate
emulation. The exemplar discloses to me something about the
‘higher self’ that I have the capacity to become. This is what is
lacking from ‘admiration’: the admired one makes such an impres-
sion on me that I ‘forget’ myself and the self-improvement or
‘moral perfection’ that is my ethical or religious task.13 Such
‘admiration’ is thus ethically and religiously impotent, and thus
the ‘admirer’ is ethically and religiously blameworthy.

Cross’ criticism of Johannes is that his mode of relation to
Abraham is an instance of precisely this form of impotent admira-
tion. This is most clear, according to Cross, at the beginning of the
‘Speech in Praise of Abraham’, where Johannes discusses the rela-
tion between a ‘poet or speech-maker’ and his ‘hero’. The poet, we
are told, ‘has none of the skills of [his admired hero], he can only
take pleasure in the hero. Yet he, too, no less than the hero, is
happy; for the hero is so to speak that better nature of his in which
he is enamoured, though happy that it is not himself, that his love
can indeed be admiration’ (FT 49, my emphasis). Moreover, ‘he
wanders round to everyone’s door with his song and his speech, so
that all can admire the hero as he does, be proud of the hero as he is’
(FT 49). But, Cross argues, this is precisely the kind of relation to an
exemplar that we saw Anti-Climacus criticise. If Johannes is such a
poet, then he exemplifies, and aims to encourage in others, precisely
this impotent form of admiration. And this is a wholly inappropri-
ate way to relate oneself to an exemplar. Cross suggests that
Kierkegaard is here indirectly exposing ‘the wrongheadedness of de
silentio’s stance toward his beloved Abraham’.14 In support of this,
he points us towards Anti-Climacus’ distinction outlined above
and also towards the following slightly earlier passage:

admiration is totally inappropriate and ordinarily is deceit, a cunning
that seeks evasion and excuse. If I know a man whom I must esteem
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because of his unselfishness, self-sacrifice, magnanimity, etc., then I
am not to admire but am supposed to be like him; I am not to deceive
and fool myself into thinking that it is something meritorious on my
part, but on the contrary I am to understand that it is merely the
invention of my sloth and spinelessness; I am to resemble him and
immediately begin my effort to resemble him.

(PC 242; my emphasis)

To see the wider significance of this line of criticism, note that a
similar criticism has been raised about a different tradition of writ-
ing on ethics, a tradition influenced by Wittgenstein. Onora
O’Neill has complained about the use of examples made in ‘Witt-
gensteinian’ ethics. She complains that such ethical writing ‘draws
predominantly on literary examples’, and that this has ‘important
implications’.15 (Her discussion revolves largely around Peter
Winch’s discussion of Melville’s Billy Budd, in which Captain Vere
faces the dilemma of whether or not he must order Billy’s execu-
tion for his violation of naval law.16) The ‘important implication’
relevant to our concerns here is O’Neill’s allegation that literary
examples ‘impose a spectator perspective’.17 The problem with this,
she alleges, is that this means ‘we do not have to do anything,
beyond “deciding what we do want to say” [the phrase is Winch’s]
about the example and making sense of it. We do not have to decide
whether to turn Raskolnikov in or whether to find Billy Budd
guilty.’18 Thus the ‘atmosphere of moral seriousness and closeness
to moral life’ which surrounds Wittgensteinian writing on ethics is
‘in some ways illusory’.19 Ethics, for O’Neill, needs to be action-
guiding in a way that focusing on literary examples cannot be.
Hence her conclusion that ‘the Wittgensteinian claim that moral
thought can be reduced to “looking at particular examples and see-
ing what we do want to say about them” [Winch again] excludes
elements that are indispensable if moral thought is to be not just a
spectator sport but a guide to action’.20 Somewhat like Cross,
O’Neill would presumably condemn Johannes’ intense focus on the
Abraham example on the same grounds: its ‘spectator perspective’.
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Response to Cross

So is Cross’ criticism right? If it is, this would have important
ramifications for our reading of Fear and Trembling. But I want to
argue that the hard and fast distinction between admiration and
imitation apparently supported by Cross is untenable; that it is
important to recognise an ethically and religiously significant mid-
dle ground; and that a large part of Johannes’ procedure shows his
tacit recognition of this middle ground. Johannes – who at one
point explicitly denies being a poet (FT 116) – is certainly not the
kind of mere ‘poet and speech-maker’ who wanders the country
peddling his ethically and spiritually impotent admiration of
Abraham. Even if he stands as an observer in relation to Abraham,
he is an engaged observer. He has what Kierkegaard, in a journal
note on Fear and Trembling, calls ‘a passionate concentration’.21 I
want to suggest that one form the middle ground we are looking
for could take is the Aristotelian ‘perception’ and attention dis-
cussed by Martha Nussbaum in her work on the ethical salience of
literature (chiefly in Love’s Knowledge22). A similar perception and
attention, I suggest, is attainable from a sustained attention to
exemplars, and this is what Johannes, in his sustained attention
to Abraham, tacitly recognises. Further, I want to suggest that
Johannes exhibits some key features of this perception.

Before coming to this, however, let me trail another possible
response to Cross. Attention to the wider context of the
passage we quoted on pages 181–2 shows that Anti-Climacus is
criticising ‘admiration’ in relation to ‘the universally human or
that which every human being is capable of’ (PC 242). This is
further glossed as ‘that which is not linked to any condition save
that which is in everyone’s power, the universally human, that is,
the ethical, that which every being shall and therefore also pre-
sumably can do’ (PC 242, my emphasis). The point at issue here is
thus whether the ‘faith’ of an Abraham comes into this category.
There are at least three reasons to suppose not. First, the project of
Fear and Trembling makes very little sense other than against the
background assumption that there is something exceptional about
Abraham’s faith. Second, a key theme of the book is clearly that
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‘the ethical’ and ‘faith’ can come into serious conflict – so any
attempt to assimilate faith to ‘the ethical’ (understood as the ‘uni-
versally human’), looks pretty suspect. Third, faith is supposed to
be a gift of divine grace. Bearing these points in mind, I suggest that
if the exceptional faith of an Abraham is a gift, then far from being
something ‘which every being shall and therefore also presumably
can do’, it rather fits the following description, of that which one
should not envy. Anti-Climacus insists: ‘you shall not covet that
which is denied to you; if it is given to someone else, rejoice that it
was granted to him, and if what is given is of such a nature that it
can become the object of admiration, then you shall admire it’ (PC
241–2). More could be said about each of these three points. But I
suggest that, in the light of them, it is far from obvious that Johan-
nes would attract Anti-Climacus’ censure.

Nevertheless, isn’t there something objectionable about mere
‘admiration’ in relation to Abraham? After all, Anti-Climacus criti-
cises those ‘weak people’ who are ‘related to the admired one only
through the imagination’ and ‘make the same demands that are
made in the theater: to sit safe and calm oneself, detached from any
actual relation to danger’ (PC 244). Surely, if this is what admir-
ation is, we cannot commend such a relation to Abraham as this?

The worry here, I think, is that, even if faith is a gift, and even if
Abraham is exceptional, any proper relating of oneself to an
exemplar must involve, in some sense, ethical or religious work on
oneself. Perhaps, then, Johannes should be aiming to get closer to
imitation of Abraham than admiration after all? The answer to this,
I want to suggest, is yes: but with the emphasis on the ‘closer’.

Let me explain by considering a second line of response to Cross.
Consider Nussbaum’s claim that ethics involves, as an essential
element, appropriate perception, of the kind we get from sustained
attention to the ‘right’ kind of literature. Indeed, it seems to be
Nussbaum’s view that this (Aristotelian) conception of ethics
requires a literary embodiment. The basic idea here is that, in a
novel or play, we are emotionally involved with the characters,
seeing the world from their points of view through our active
engagement with their thoughts, feelings and perceptions. There
are two relevant points here. First, this is pretty much what

how reliable is johannes de silentio?184



Johannes is trying to do in relation to Abraham: imaginative iden-
tification, and with a character (viewed as an exemplar) in a particu-
lar narrative. Second, it is significant for Nussbaum that this
engagement of our emotional and imaginative faculties takes place
outside our practical engagement in our own lives. This is signifi-
cant because such practical engagement can give rise to certain
major ‘sources of distortion that frequently impede our personal
jealousies or angers or . . . the sometimes blinding violence of our
loves’.23 Such sources of distortion are ‘obstacles to correct
vision’.24 Engagement with a novel enables us to avoid them, and
thus we find and experience ‘love without possessiveness, attention
without bias, involvement without panic’.25 And this is itself an
ethically valuable form of experience.

It is worth noting that Kierkegaard himself expresses a similar
view in Two Ages. For literary ‘persuasion’ to be possible, he sug-
gests, is needed ‘the inviting intimacy of the cozy inner sanctum
from which heated emotions and critical, dangerous decisions and
extreme exertions are excluded, because there is no room or for-
bearance for such things’ (TA 19). David Gouwens, citing Martin
Thust, adds: ‘Kierkegaard understands the virtue of literature to be
that it operates first to lead one away from oneself: the aesthetic
distancing functions positively as a mirror of possibilities . . . And
this objectivity is preparatory to a possible return to concrete
actuality in subjective passion.’26

So, to repeat: this suggests that there could be an important
middle ground between ‘imitation’ and ‘admiration’. In the
appropriate kind of engagement with the characters in a novel, I am
able to be emotionally involved – thus I don’t ‘vanish’ as I do in
‘admiration’. Yet my relation to the characters is not primarily and
immediately to ask ‘How does this impact on my life?’, so it is not
‘imitation’ as Anti-Climacus characterises it. (Such a relation to a
novel would typically look like a rather odd form of self-obsession.)
Thus this is indeed a kind of middle ground. And if Nussbaum is
right that this middle ground is an ethically (or, we might add,
religiously) valuable form of experience, then it does not follow
from the fact that Johannes does not ‘immediately begin [his]
effort to resemble’ Abraham that he is ethically or religiously
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blameworthy for not doing so. My case rests, it would seem, on two
things. First, the plausibility of the claim that something short of
imitation can be an ethically valuable form of experience. (Cross, in
his support of Anti-Climacus’ distinction, simply seems to assume
that this claim is false.) Second, whether Johannes’ imaginative
identification with Abraham has enough in common with
Nussbaum’s Aristotelian ‘moral perception’ to enable us to value it
for the same reasons.

Nussbaum, moral perception and Johannes de Silentio

What then are the salient features of the moral perception that
Nussbaum commends? Perhaps her fullest response to this is in
‘The Discernment of Perception: an Aristotelian Conception of Pri-
vate and Public Rationality’.27 Nussbaum aims to explain what
Aristotle means by claiming that in practical reasoning, the ‘dis-
cernment’ of the correct choice lies in what he calls ‘perception’.
This involves ‘some sort of complex responsiveness to the salient
features of one’s concrete situation’.28 In fleshing out what this
means, Nussbaum argues that there are three key interrelated
dimensions of Aristotle’s account: ‘an attack on the claim that all
valuable things are commensurable; an argument for the priority
of particular judgments to universals; and a defense of the
emotions and the imagination as essential to rational choice’.29 The
latter two features play a significant role in Fear and Trembling.
(The first has a more complicated role to play, as we shall see later.)

What are these roles? Johannes seems to agree with the Aristotel-
ian rejection of the idea that ‘rational choice can be captured in a
system of general rules or principles which can then simply be
applied to each new case’.30 To see this, consider the following two
claims made by Nussbaum for the Aristotelian position. ‘The
subtleties of a complex ethical situation must be seized in a con-
frontation with the situation itself . . . Prior general formulations
lack both the concreteness and the flexibility that is required.’31

Relatedly, ‘excellent choice cannot be captured in general rules,
because it is a matter of fitting one’s choice to the complex
requirements of a concrete situation, taking all of its contextual
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features into account’.32 This sensitivity to context is surely
important and, as I shall shortly try to show, it appears to reflect the
view that Johannes brings to the Abraham story.

Neither does Johannes overlook the importance to practical rea-
son of emotion and imagination. (Nussbaum’s opponents here are
those who think of emotion and imagination as being opposed to
reason; who place the emotions and the imagination within, as it
were, the irrational part of the soul. She makes this charge, rightly
or wrongly, against Platonists, Kantians and utilitarians.33) It
should be quite clear that Johannes hardly falls into this camp.
Recall the importance he attaches to the often overlooked ‘anguish’
of Abraham, and the centrality of imagination to his own attempt
to engage with and ‘understand’ Abraham.

So I want to provide some textual evidence for the claim that
Johannes’ attention to the Abraham narrative involves an
appropriate form of perception, necessitating due attention to par-
ticularity, and giving an appropriate role to emotion and the
imagination. Doing so casts serious doubt on the claim that
Johannes represents ethically impotent admiration.

As we have seen, it is clear from the Preface that what motivates
Johannes is a passionate commitment to the idea that faith should
be taken seriously and given its due. In the ‘Attunement’, we
encountered the man who, from childhood onwards, has been
returning to the story of Abraham, ‘his enthusiasm’ for it becom-
ing ‘stronger and stronger’ the older he gets (FT 44). As we pointed
out, it is reasonable to assume that this man is Johannes himself.
And we saw his attempts to understand Abraham continuing in the
four ‘sub-Abrahams’ – versions of the story that fall short of
Abraham – of which the bulk of the ‘Attunement’ consists. That
section ends with the following portrait: ‘In these and similar ways
this man of whom we speak thought about these events. Every time
he came home from a journey to the mountain in Moriah he col-
lapsed in weariness, clasped his hands, and said: “Yet no one was as
great as Abraham; who is able to understand him?” ’ (FT 48). So
note that even if this man is an observer, he is an engaged observer:
someone trying to understand Abraham.

This becomes more explicit in the ‘Speech in Praise of Abraham’.
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Johannes attempts to imagine himself into Abraham’s shoes (‘All
was now lost! . . . That glorious treasure, as old as the faith in
Abraham’s heart, many many years older than Isaac, the fruit of
Abraham’s life, hallowed with prayers, ripened in struggle – the
blessing on Abraham’s lips, this fruit was now to be plucked out of
season and have no meaning; for what meaning could there be in it
if Isaac was to be sacrificed!’ (FT 53). And so on.) Moreover, he aims
to get his reader to do likewise, specifically, to compare himself to
Abraham. (When God speaks to Abraham, Abraham boldly
answers: ‘Here I am’. Johannes asks us whether we would have had
such courage, or whether we would have scarpered. ‘When you saw,
far off, the heavy fate approaching, did you not say to the moun-
tains, “hide me”, to the hills “fall on me”? Or, if you were stronger,
did your feet nevertheless drag along the way?’ (FT 54–5))

Moreover, this attempted imaginative identification includes
attention to the particularities of Abraham’s situation. A large part
of Johannes’ method involves contrasting Abraham’s apparently
forthcoming loss of his child with superficially similar instances of
such loss (for instance, the fact that Abraham is – unlike Agamem-
non, for example – called upon to make the sacrifice himself (FT
55)). This results from his commitment to the idea that it is rare to
find someone who ‘can tell the story and give it its due’ (FT 55).
‘Giving the story its due’, I take it, includes not conflating it with
superficially similar stories. This attention to the particular con-
tinues throughout the book, and underpins Johannes’ repeated
attempts to get closer to understanding Abraham by comparisons
with figures who might at first sight be analogous, but according to
Johannes turn out on closer inspection not to be: the knight of
infinite resignation (Preamble); the tragic hero (Problema I); and
the instances of aesthetic rather than religious concealment (Prob-
lema III). It is precisely such nuanced differences that are likely to
be overlooked by an overly generalist approach – and that is why
Johannes avoids such an approach.

Moreover, the charge of impotent admiration seems to be at odds
with Johannes’ insistence that the Abraham story will only be
‘glorious’ if we are willing ‘to “labour and be heavy laden” ’ (FT
58) in our attempts to understand it. Part of what this amounts to,
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he implies, is recognising the ‘anguish’ of the story: precisely that
‘anguish’ that the spiritually ‘squeamish’ try to ‘forget’ (FT 58).
Relatedly, in Problema I he criticises ‘flirt[ing] with the outcome
aesthetically’, wanting ‘nothing of the fear, the distress, the para-
dox’ (FT 92). Moreover, he explicitly condemns the ‘mindless
praise’ that effectively says that ‘because Abraham has acquired
proprietary rights to the title of great man, . . . whatever he does is
great, [yet] if anyone else does the same it is a sin, a crying sin’ (FT
60). That is, he is critical precisely of those who want to evade the
tough questions raised by the Abraham story: whether Abraham’s
action is justifiable; whether, and by what account, he stands as
exemplary; and so on. Johannes’ praise of Abraham needs to be
set against this background, and the related assertion that ‘If
one hasn’t the courage to think this thought through, to say that
Abraham was a murderer, then surely it is better to acquire that
courage than to waste time on undeserved speeches in his praise . . .
For my own part I don’t lack the courage to think a thought whole’
(FT 60). Further, and most importantly, Johannes stresses the
significance of whether and how Abraham should impact upon us:
‘for why bother remembering a past that cannot be made into a
present?’ (FT 60).

It seems, then, that Johannes, far from being set up by Kierke-
gaard to take a fall, is well aware of Cross’ worry. In ‘speaking of
Abraham’, Johannes does not mean heaping upon him ‘mindless
praise’, nor is this what he does. The above concerns have to be
considered before Johannes can conclude, almost a quarter of the
way into the book, that ‘It should be all right . . . to speak about
Abraham’ (FT 61). It is ‘all right’ because Johannes has finally
convinced himself that we can do so without the result being
impotent admiration.

Consider a possible objection at this point. Johannes does talk of
his being ‘virtually annihilated’ (FT 62) by the thought of Abra-
ham: that is, of his inability to ‘go further’ in his relation to this
exemplar. Might this be the ethical evasion that ‘admiration’ spon-
sors? I don’t see any need to jump to this suspicious conclusion.
Johannes insists that the ‘monstrous paradox that is the content of
Abraham’s life’ makes him (Johannes) ‘constantly repulsed, and
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my thought, for all its passion, is unable to enter into it . . . I strain
every muscle to catch sight of it, but the same instant I become
paralysed’ (FT 62–3; my emphasis). That is, I see no conclusive
reason to suppose that Johannes’ limits in relation to Abraham
precede his attempt to compare himself with Abraham. Such a
comparison is integral to relating oneself to an exemplary other,
and if Johannes were ducking this, he would indeed be culpable. But
we cannot infer from the fact that Johannes cannot ‘go on’ beyond
a certain point, that he has made no genuine effort to try. It is what
he sees as Abraham’s sheer incomprehensibility that causes Johan-
nes’ problem – not his unwillingness to try to relate himself to
Abraham. Consider here Johannes’ assertion that he would love to
know where to find a knight of faith, and the claim that if he ever did
find one, he would ‘watch every minute how he makes the move-
ments’, for ‘this marvel concerns me absolutely’ (FT 68). Is this eva-
sive ‘admiration’ speaking? Again, I think not. Although Johannes
does describe himself as ‘admiring’, he insists that he would ‘divide
[his] time between looking at him [the knight of faith he discovers]
and practicing the movements myself’ (FT 68; my emphasis).

I suppose it is possible for my opponent simply to suggest that
Johannes is just lying, or is self-deceived, in claiming all this. It is in
the nature of such a hermeneutics of suspicion that it is difficult to
answer (though that doesn’t make it correct!). One of Conway’s
suggestions is a rather sophisticated version of such suspicion: that
it is precisely by picking as his exemplar someone as impenetrable
as Abraham (as Johannes presents him), that Johannes lets himself
off the ethical and religious hook. The ‘potentially solvable riddle
of his own interiority’ gets perpetually deferred by his focus on
‘the unsolvable riddle of Abraham’:34 of Abraham’s impenetrable
interiority. I started this investigation suspecting that I was going
to agree with this conclusion. Somewhat to my surprise, on reread-
ing the text with the specific charge against Johannes in mind, I
discovered considerable textual evidence that speaks against it
(some of which I have just cited). At the very least, I would be
intrigued to know what my opponent would say about this
material. Let me make clear that I am not trying to deny the
importance of ‘imitation’, or to downplay the potential dangers of
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ethically and religiously impotent ‘admiration’. What I am denying
is the automatic assumption that the ‘reflection’, if we can call it
that, in which Johannes engages in relation to Abraham is sheer
evasion. In Two Ages – a text which discusses the dangers of reflec-
tion as ethically impotent – Kierkegaard actually speaks approv-
ingly of ‘admiration’, further suggesting that it is dangerous to
infer, from the fact that Johannes ‘admires’ Abraham, that this
admiration can be condemned.35

My opponent seems wedded to a position analogous to that of
O’Neill in her criticism of the Wittgensteinians. The plausibility of
O’Neill’s complaint depends upon there being a clear-cut distinc-
tion between reflecting or passing judgment on the actions of
others (compare: another’s interiority), and deciding what we
ought to do ourselves (compare: one’s own interiority). She com-
plains: ‘Typically the focus is on examples of completed action in a
context that invites moral consideration or assessment, rather than
on less complete examples of a situation that raises moral problems
or dilemmas, as though the primary exercise of moral judgment
were to reflect or pass judgment on what has been done rather than
to decide among possible actions.’36 In other words, as D. Z. Phillips
puts it, ‘the problems depicted in [literary examples] are not our
problems’.37

The most obvious response to this charge is one made by Phil-
lips, namely that ‘a problem does not have to be ours before we can
learn from it’.38 Recognition of this point is central to any attempt
to understand what is involved in relating oneself to an exemplar.
The central point for which I want to argue here is that an ethical or
religious outlook – and one’s actions – could be radically changed
by an encounter with a literary or other narrative and the exem-
plars they contain. (Indeed, surely this is one of the key points of
religious narratives.) Contrary to O’Neill’s claim that literary
examples impose a spectator perspective, Noel Carroll has argued
that ‘narratives involve audiences in processes of moral reasoning
and deliberation’.39 (This seems similar to Nussbaum’s line.)
Moreover, they do so in a way more complex than the rather mech-
anistic use of examples that O’Neill would support. Rather than
ethics using ‘ “stock”, schematic examples’40 as a direct guide to
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action – O’Neill’s explicit recommendation – Carroll suggests that
learning from a narrative is not a simple consequence of engaging
with it, but rather that ‘understanding the work, enlarging one’s
moral understanding, and learning from the narrative are all part
and parcel of the same process . . . [of] comprehending or following
the narrative’.41 Thus ethics (and religion) does not have to be
action-guiding in the sense that I am directly told what to do in this
case by that example. What ‘seeing what to do’ amounts to – the
development of what Aristotle calls practical wisdom – might be far
less clear cut than this, and might require precisely the sort of
imaginative attention and identification we have been discussing,
and that I am suggesting Johannes exemplifies.

Nussbaum’s insistence on the importance of moral perception
reserves a special role for certain novels (especially those of Henry
James). But while a work with the richness and ‘absorbing plotted-
ness’42 of a novel may be particularly well suited to the moral
attention under discussion, there seems no a priori reason to sup-
pose that briefer narratives making sufficient demands on our
imaginative capacities could not fulfil the same role. While I am
inclined to agree with Nussbaum, and against O’Neill, that ‘sche-
matic philosophers’ examples almost always lack the particularity,
the emotive appeal, the absorbing plottedness, the variety and
indeterminacy, of good fiction’,43 Nussbaum effectively acknow-
ledges that shorter fictions than novels can have such ethical
salience. (For instance, her discussion of ‘Learning to Fall’, a twelve-
page short story by Ann Beattie, in the title essay of Love’s Know-
ledge.) This raises the question of why an imaginative engagement
with the Abraham narrative, of the kind exemplified by Johannes,
cannot possess the same quality. Conway claims: ‘Modernity will
be redeemed not through an understanding of the interiority of
Abraham or any other archaic exemplar, but through an under-
standing of our own interiority, riddled as it is with self-
contempt.’44 But why suppose that this is an either/or? Why not
require both; why not suppose that our understanding of our own
interiority could be greatly aided by the attempt to relate ourselves
to exemplars (archaic or otherwise)? The fact that there are specific
problems with relating oneself to Johannes’ Abraham does not
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seem to have prevented readers of Kierkegaard from finding much
of significance about faith, religious forms of life falling short of
true faith, the ethical and so on, in this text. In conclusion, is
Cross’ (and, it seems, Conway’s) objection – that because Johannes
does not directly ‘imitate’ Abraham, he must be engaged in a
morally and religiously culpable impotent ‘admiration’ – depend-
ent upon the same assumption as O’Neill, namely that imagina-
tive identification has to be directly action-guiding if it is to be
defensible?

Finally, recall Nussbaum’s point that there is ethical value in
engaging our emotional and imaginative faculties outside our prac-
tical engagement in our own lives, owing to those major ‘sources of
distortion’ that are ‘obstacles to correct vision’.45 It is this that
Johannes’ emotionally and imaginatively engaged reflection on
Abraham provides, and yet which Anti-Climacus’ advice to ‘think
about myself, simply and solely to think about myself’ potentially
lacks. Of course excessive reflection brings with it the danger of
potential evasion. But let us not lose sight of the contrary danger.
The very urgency of the immediate passionate engagement which
Anti-Climacus seems to demand brings with it the danger of over-
looking the ethical value that can emerge from engaging our emo-
tional and imaginative faculties outside our immediate practical
engagement in our own lives. (A sort of ‘more haste, less speed’ of
the ethical or religious life?)

We might even want to claim for Johannes something of what
Nussbaum claims for Aristotle. Nussbaum suggests that

certain forms of moral philosophy – above all Aristotle’s – are
equipped to form a friendship with the reader that avoids . . . philo-
sophical seductions [to excessive abstraction] and illuminates the con-
tributions of literature. For Aristotelian moral philosophy remains
close to the world of particulars, directing the reader’s attention to
these and to experience – including the emotions of experience – as
sources of ethical insight. At the same time, this sort of moral phil-
osophy has the dialectical power to compare alternative conceptions
perspicuously, contrasting their salient features. For this reason it can
be an important ally of the literary work.46
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We have seen, first, that in his sustained focus on the Abraham
narrative, Johannes too ‘remains close to the world of particulars’.
Second, his stress on the importance of imaginative identification
with, and the ‘anguish’ of, Abraham, shows his recognition that
‘experience – including the emotions of experience’ is a source of
ethical (and religious) insight. And third, the fact that he does not
‘vanish’ in his reflection on Abraham contributes to his ability to
preserve sufficient critical distance from Abraham to ‘compare
alternative conceptions perspicuously, contrasting their salient fea-
tures’ (knight of faith from knight of infinite resignation, Abraham
from ‘sub-Abrahams’ etc.). Pace Cross and Conway, we can see that
Johannes’ professed ‘admiration’ of Abraham need not be judged as
ethically impotent. He is not the kind of poet he condemns. Indeed,
we might even say that he has played a role for us, his readers,
somewhat akin to that of the Aristotelian moral philosopher valor-
ised by Nussbaum. The case against Johannes de Silentio on the
charge of impotent admiration is not proven.

STEPHEN MULHALL: JOHANNES AND THE LITERAL

However, this is not to say that Johannes’ account of faith is
unproblematic. It is now time to return to an issue raised towards
the end of chapter 5. There we pointed out how strange it is that
Johannes, having insisted throughout upon Abraham’s inability to
‘speak’, now not only accepts that Abraham does speak, but claims
to understand Abraham’s ‘total presence’ (FT 142) in what he says.
Abraham, remember, says: ‘My son, God will provide himself a
lamb for the burnt offering’ (FT 139, 142).47 Of this ‘last word’,
Johannes remarks: ‘If it had not occurred the whole incident would
lack something. If it had been a different word everything might
dissolve in confusion’ (FT 140).

Up to a point, Johannes seems aware of the deep water into
which he is getting himself here. He recognises the need to explain,
given what he has been saying about Abraham’s inability to speak,
how he can now recognise Abraham as saying anything at all (FT
141–2). But his explanation is as follows: ‘First and foremost he
doesn’t say anything, and that is his way of saying what he has to
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say. His answer to Isaac has the form of irony, for it is always irony
to say something and yet not say it’ (FT 142).

This seems an extraordinary instance of double-speak. Stephen
Mulhall draws attention to Johannes’ related claim that ‘only one
word of [Abraham’s] has been preserved, his only reply to Isaac,
which we can take to be sufficient evidence that he had not spoken
previously’ (FT 139). This also seems an absurd claim. By the same
reasoning, the fact that only certain fragments of Heraclitus have
been preserved would provide ‘sufficient evidence’ that Heraclitus
never wrote anything else: absurd reasoning leading to a false con-
clusion. (Moreover, as Mulhall points out, it is not true to the text
of Genesis to say that Abraham speaks only once. According to that
text, Abraham actually speaks on two occasions prior to this. When
God calls his name, he answers ‘Behold, here I am’.48 And on the
third day of the journey, to the young men who have accompanied
him he says: ‘Abide ye here with the ass; and I and the lad will go
yonder and worship, and come again to you.’49) Mulhall describes
what passes for Johannes’ reasoning here as ‘a kind of parody of a
paradox, an absurdly contradictory attempt to have his cake in one
sentence only to eat it in the next’.50

Nevertheless there is a kind of sense to what Johannes seems to
be arguing. Abraham’s ‘total presence’ can be detected in what he
says insofar as it is consistent both with his willingness to sacrifice
Isaac (in which case the ‘lamb’ would be Isaac himself) and with his
belief ‘on the strength of the absurd’ that he will not have to sacri-
fice Isaac or that Isaac will be restored (in which case the ‘lamb’
would be something other than Isaac). However, Mulhall argues,
there are problems with this. His first objection is that by character-
ising Abraham’s reply as ‘ironic’, Johannes thereby associates
Abraham with Socrates, whom we saw Johannes characterise as an
‘intellectual tragic hero’. But we also know that one of the main
contrasts Johannes makes is between the tragic hero and the knight
of faith. ‘Consequently, by associating Abraham with Socrates
even by analogy, de Silentio undercuts a central element of his own
dialectical endeavour.’51

This objection is not really compelling. To be so, we would have
to accept the automatic move from ‘irony’ to ‘Socrates’. While it is
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true that Socrates is often Kierkegaard’s exemplar of irony, he is
certainly not the only one. In his most sustained treatment of
irony, the dissertation The Concept of Irony, Kierkegaard also deals
in some detail with various ‘romantic ironists’ such as Friedrich
Schlegel, Tieck and Solger.

But Mulhall’s second objection is much more compelling. He
points out that, pace Johannes, Abraham’s words do not ‘say noth-
ing’. Far from being just empty or nonsensical, these words are in
fact ambiguous between two discrete possibilities: one in which the
lamb is Isaac (if Abraham had to go through with the sacrifice) and
one in which God provides an actual lamb (and so Isaac is spared).52

But once we focus our attention on these two discrete possibilities,
we are likely to notice something else: that neither in fact comes
true. Isaac is spared, and so is not the sacrificial lamb. But neither is
an actual lamb provided: the sacrificial animal is in fact a ram. Both
in its intended metaphorical sense and in its literal sense, therefore,
Abraham’s utterance turns out to be inaccurate.

Mulhall anticipates but resists the possible objection that the fact
that the sacrificial animal is a mature rather than a young member
of the species is ‘a little too pedestrian to be convincing’.53 I think
he is right to do so. From a Christian perspective, the fact that
Abraham’s utterance has a prophetic dimension of which he is
unaware is deeply significant: the lamb that God provides will turn
out to be Christ, the ‘Lamb of God’. But even from Johannes’ own
perspective, Abraham’s failure to avoid literal falsehood should be
significant, since as we have seen in his discussion of the evasive
preacher and the Luke passage, Johannes insists on the importance
of the literal. A focus on this fact is, in my view, the single most
important aspect of Mulhall’s critique.

Johannes and the literal

So let us unpack the significance of this in more detail. In Mulhall’s
words, Johannes criticises the preacher for ‘moving away . . . from
the concrete details of Abraham’s situation by substituting
more general or universal terms for the less palatable ones the
biblical text actually employs’.54 What Johannes instead implicitly
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recommends is ‘a model of reading which reverses this process –
one in which these preacherly generalities are exchanged for (trans-
lated back into) the linguistic and experiential particulars from
which they originated’.55 Instead of rushing to extract a general
lesson from a biblical text (‘Always give to God the best!’), we
should take seriously the idea that the significance of a text might
lie in its specificity. Its words may be incommensurable ‘with other
words, and hence with other tales that might be told by their
means; we must use what we have been given rather than subject-
ing it to transformation’.56 Mulhall sees this as the point of Johan-
nes providing us with alternative figures (tragic heroes; knights of
infinite resignation; sub-Abrahams) who appear superficially to be
similar to Abraham but turn out on closer investigation not to be.
‘These endlessly proliferating alternative narrative possibilities are
designed to bring the one narrative actuality into stark and literal
life – to make us, as readers and spiritual beings, refuse to trade the
tale we have been given for ones of our own (and our own
culture’s) imagining, to recognize that its significance is not
expressible in other terms.’57

There seems, then, to be a contradiction between Johannes’
insistence that biblical texts should be taken literally, and both his
claim that when Abraham speaks, he does not say anything, and
his failure to notice that in fact what he says turns out to be false.
Mulhall now raises the question of how we are to respond to this.
Is Johannes just confused but unaware of it? Or is his confusion
some kind of ‘signal’, a piece of indirect communication ‘that he
expects his readers to work a little harder to earn their bread’?58

Mulhall sets out to reread the text with this latter possibility in
mind.

I shall not attempt to give a full exegesis of this rereading, but
rather to draw attention to some of its most salient features. First,
recall Fear and Trembling’s epigraph. The ability of Tarquin’s son
to understand the message coded in his father’s behaviour in the
poppy field is an instance of what can quite literally be said without
speaking. Moreover, the fact that the son understands the message
not to be about literally cutting the heads off the poppies, but about
putting to death or exiling Gabii’s leading citizens (its ‘tallest
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poppies’), shows that he grasps that the message needs to be
understood not literally but metaphorically or allegorically.

Mulhall makes two suggestions on the basis of this. First, that we
might view Abraham as ‘an oblivious messenger between God and
Isaac’,59 someone who fails to see the exact sense in which the
words he is constrained to use, about God himself providing the
lamb, need to be understood allegorically rather than literally. That
is, as we mentioned before, Abraham’s words have a prophetic
value – their forecasting of the coming of Christ – of which
Abraham himself is unaware. Second, the utilisation of this
epigraph means that the text’s author wants to be interpreted
allegorically: ‘to think of his emphasis upon the literal as
exemplary of an obliviousness to the true nature of religious uses
of language, an oblivion that his readers are intended to overcome
in the end, just as Abraham eventually overcomes his own
misunderstandings on Mount Moriah’.60

Mulhall’s way of putting this suggests that the author he has in
mind is Johannes rather than Kierkegaard. Mulhall gives the
impression that he thinks of Johannes not so much as being set up
by Kierkegaard for a fall, but as himself encouraging us into certain
ways of thinking and then – if we have been prepared to work hard
enough for our spiritual bread – pulling the rug from under our
feet. But we cannot be sure whether to credit the epigraph to
Johannes or to Kierkegaard. So there remains the possibility that,
as Cross and Conway think, Johannes is oblivious to his own errors,
confusions and misplaced emphases. If that was the case, then we
would have to see the epigraph as being in Kierkegaard’s voice: as
his way of signalling that Johannes is himself the messenger
oblivious to key aspects of his message.

In turning to the economic imagery of the Preface and the Epi-
logue, Mulhall cites what we have seen Johannes describe as the
‘necessary deception’ of the Dutch merchants dumping spices in
order to raise the price of the remainder. At the end of chapter 5, it
looked as though this was Johannes’ way of ending his book by
suggesting that his strategy has been to raise the price of faith. But
Mulhall raises the following more complex, but intriguing,
possibility:
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does the deception lie rather in the fact that, by exchanging the image
of a bargain for that of a luxury, de Silentio hardly escapes the meta-
phor of economic exchange: a luxury good is still a good, still purchas-
able and hence still commensurable with other goods in the system.
Perhaps a proper evaluation of the goods of the spirit rather requires
an escape from the imagery of economic exchange altogether, and
thus from the idea that every form of language use can always be
evaluated in terms of a single dimension of meaning – say, the literal.61

Interestingly, this clearly parallels the first of the three points we
saw Nussbaum use in fleshing out her account of Aristotelian
moral perception. In our discussion of Cross, we touched upon the
second and third of these: the priority of particular judgements to
universals, and the centrality of the emotions and imagination to
ethical choice. The first point, which we did not discuss there, was
Aristotle’s attack on the claim that all valuable things are com-
mensurable: his idea that there is no single scale in virtue of which
they can all be compared and ranked. In response to Cross, we
claimed that Johannes uses the second and third aspects of this
Aristotelian picture. If Mulhall is right, he also uses the first point
indirectly, by (deliberately) failing to take it on board and leaving
us to see the problem with failing to do so. If, on the other hand,
Johannes is Kierkegaard’s fall guy, then Johannes’ failure to recog-
nise this first point is Kierkegaard’s way of getting us to see its
significance. Either way, we are supposed to see that not all valuable
things are commensurable, and that there is thus no ground for the
claim that taking a text seriously necessarily means taking it
literally.

In light of the plausibility of the Christian allegorical reading
argued for in chapter 6, this aspect of Mulhall’s reading strikes me
as convincing. But there is a problem when Mulhall tries to shed
further doubt on Johannes on the basis of the Attunement. He has
two worries about the man – almost certainly Johannes himself –
who is presented as being obsessed with the Abraham story. First,
Mulhall notes Johannes’ ‘ironic dig at scholarship in comparison to
pious simplicity’62 in suggesting that part of the man’s problem is
that he ‘knew no Hebrew; had he known Hebrew then perhaps it
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might have been easy for him to understand the story of Abraham’
(FT 44). Mulhall questions whether Johannes’ irony or sarcasm
here does not contain a literal truth: ‘if our goal is to understand
the biblical text in all its concrete specificity, how could it not be
relevant to understand the meanings of the words in which it was
originally composed? Can the problems of translation simply be
dismissed as a distraction?’63 Second, Mulhall criticises the man’s
obsession with Abraham, which he takes to involve focusing
exclusively on his relationship to Abraham, as opposed to his rela-
tionship with God. This must be a ‘fundamental error. Attempting
to make oneself present to a climactic episode in another person’s
relationship with God does not amount to making oneself present
to God; rather, it provides a potentially inexhaustible distraction
from that task, and implies not only a mistaken sense of priorities
but a complete lack of clarity about the only real point of reading
the Bible. Can we really expect this mode of reading to clarify the
true nature of religious faith?’64

I have two objections to Mulhall’s line here. The first is internal
inconsistency, since it seems to me that these two claims are ser-
iously in tension with each other. If focusing on Abraham provides
a ‘potentially inexhaustible distraction’ from one’s own God-
relationship, why cannot the same thing be said about thinking one
needs to teach oneself Hebrew (and Greek, and Aramaic) in order
the understand the Bible? Whereas, all other things being equal, it
would indeed appear to be an advantage to be able to understand
these languages, Kierkegaard often insists that the Christian mes-
sage, and an appropriate God-relationship, is available to all, regard-
less of levels of education.65 (Indeed, he sometimes suggests – as
does Climacus – that the well-educated intellectual is sometimes at
a disadvantage, insofar as scholarly equivocation and evasion can
easily get in the way of the appropriation into one’s life of the
Christian message, a view that would seem in line with Johannes’
ironic dig about needing to learn Hebrew.) But my second objection
is perhaps more important. We can draw on what we have already
said in response to Cross to cast doubt upon Mulhall’s assumption
that a focus on Abraham necessarily amounts to an evasion of
one’s own God-relationship. While accepting the general point that
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this could happen – just as feeling the need to learn one more
ancient language before thinking about one’s relationship to God
could happen – there is no reason to suppose that this is a necessary
or even likely eventuality. Such an assumption ignores that feature
we drew upon Nussbaum to see: that the way to come to better
self-understanding often includes coming to a better understand-
ing of others – especially those, such as Abraham, held to be
exemplary. If Johannes is aiming to understand what is involved in
having faith, and if Abraham is an exemplar of faith, then – the
dangers of evasion notwithstanding – it is no crime to devote
considerable energy to trying to understand Abraham. Given the
relation between self-understanding (including that kind of
self-understanding that is integral to a God-relationship) and
understanding exemplary others, Mulhall has no grounds for his
assumption that Johannes’ Abraham-focus amounts to focusing
‘exclusively’ on his relation to Abraham as opposed to his relation
to God. The former may be a stepping stone towards the latter.
Indeed, if it were not, why would the Bible include narratives about
religious exemplars such as Abraham at all?

However, none of this detracts from the plausibility of Mulhall’s
general point that Johannes is wrong to attach so much importance
to the literal. There also seems to be good reason to question the
following remarks:

There has been no want of sharp intellects and sound scholars who
have found analogies to [the story of Abraham]. Their wisdom
amounts to the splendid principle that basically everything is the
same. If one looks a little closer I doubt very much whether one will
find in the whole world a single analogy, except a later one that proves
nothing.

(FT 85)

Given what we said in chapter 6, it would seem that the later ana-
logy is Christ. But if so, we should doubt whether this ‘proves
nothing’ – a phrase Johannes uses to insist on the importance of the
literal. Indeed, as Mulhall points out, Christ’s standard mode of
discourse deals not in the literal, but in parable. ‘And by definition,

how reliable is johannes de silentio? 201



parables are not to be taken literally; they can be understood only
by analogy, by understanding the symbolic significance of the
events they literally describe.’66 This brings us back to the issue we
already addressed in chapter 6: the need to see in the Abraham
story its symbolic, anagogical significance.

Johannes’ wrong turnings?

Mulhall claims that there are two key points at which we can see
Johannes ‘going off the rails’.67 The first, of course, is to do with his
over-emphasis on the literal. The problem occurs as Johannes’
‘legitimate desire’ to get believers to pay attention to the specifics
of biblical narratives such as the Abraham story gradually gets
transformed into ‘the principle that the only legitimate mode of
interpreting those texts is in accordance with its literal meaning’.68

This transformation ultimately leads to ‘the all but unmissable
contradiction’ between Johannes’ ‘talk of Abraham as incapable of
speech and his admission of the centrality of what he does say to
the import of his tale and his life’.69 A return to the last passage
from Fear and Trembling quoted above will shed light on how
Johannes is going wrong. Contrary to what he claims in this pas-
sage, there is no good reason to equate analogy with the principle
that ‘everything is the same’. On the contrary, any legitimate
interpretation of a text must answer ‘to the details of the text itself.
Interpretation by analogy . . . contends that the specificity of a text,
the full depth of its distinctiveness and difference from other texts,
emerges only when we move from the level of literal meaning to
that of the figurative.’70 Johannes’ most glaring error, then, ultim-
ately stems from his fixation on the literal, a fixation that shows a
serious misunderstanding of the nature of religious language.

This is an important and valid objection. However, the same
cannot be said for the second point at which Mulhall sees Johannes
going off the rails. His objection here is that in order to preserve
the distinctiveness of religion and ethics, Johannes ‘applies Hegel-
ian dialectics to Abraham’s ordeal’.71 As we have seen, the prob-
lemata pose interconnected problems for a Hegelian view of
religious belief (for instance, Problema I’s argument that, if the
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ethical is the universal, then Hegel should condemn Abraham as a
murderer). Here is Mulhall’s gloss on Johannes’ overall strategy:

[I]n his desire to contradict the Hegelian equation of the religious and
the ethical, de Silentio constructs a depiction of Abraham (and hence
of faith) by simply negating the three Hegelian claims about the eth-
ical. But he thereby leaves the accuracy of those original claims
unquestioned; his rejection of Hegelian claims about the realm of
faith takes for granted the truth of Hegelian claims about the ethical by
asserting that they have no application to faith – that faith is the
negation of the ethical (as Hegel understands that realm) . . . de Silen-
tio’s declared hatred of all things Hegelian leads him to characterize
the religious realm as a kind of mirror-image of Hegel’s view of ethics.
He never stops to consider that Hegel’s illicit equation of the ethical
and the religious realms might be as much a consequence of his
misinterpretation of the ethical realm as it is of the religious realm –
that the equation depends upon a misunderstanding of both relata.72

My objection to this echoes an earlier objection in chapter 6. The
claim that Johannes’ ‘never stops to consider’ that there might be a
problem with Hegel’s characterisation of the ethical seems highly
dubious. As we suggested in chapter 6 in support of Mooney and
against Green, ‘the ethical is the universal’ can be seen precisely as
the view under scrutiny, rather than a claim Johannes is making or
a view he is taking for granted.

If the above objection is right, then the claim Mulhall makes
about Fear and Trembling’s strategy is somewhat weakened. He
claims that since Johannes

carefully ensures that these two fundamentally misleading interpret-
ative presuppositions converge upon the glaring inconsistencies of
his climactic treatment of Abraham’s silent speech, and since both our
objections to those presuppositions and our sketch of an alternative
interpretation that seems more responsive to the Genesis narrative
are constructed from materials supplied by de Silentio himself, I think
we are justified in concluding that his strident advocacy of those
presuppositions is not designed to vindicate them but rather to
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encourage his readers to experience their seductiveness, initially
accept their veracity, and only later discover their invalidity and begin
to uncover more responsive and responsible ways of approaching the
Abraham story.73

It seems there are three possibilities as to what we should infer
from the flaws in his text about Johannes’ intended reliability. One
objection to Mulhall’s ingenious but elaborate reading of the sig-
nificance of the rats we might smell in the text would be simply to
say that it would be surprising if books written at such a pace as
Kierkegaard’s did not contain errors and inconsistencies. While this
might seem a rather prosaic objection, I do have some sympathy
with it in the case of some of Kierkegaard’s work. But in this case,
the contradiction concerning Abraham’s ‘silent speech’ does seem
simply too glaring for this response to carry much conviction. The
second possibility, then, is the one that Mulhall seems to support:
that Johannes himself is in on the game. But in view of the weaken-
ing of his claim referred to above, we can conclude that Mulhall has
given us no truly compelling reason in favour of this option. The
third possibility, therefore, seems to me the most likely. Johannes
does indeed embody a form of confusion, but his errors are not
deliberate. Rather, I suggest that these are errors that Kierkegaard
is using Johannes to show us. His confusion over Abraham’s ‘silent
speech’ is the most obvious signal that there are limits to what we
can expect him to tell us about faith. But this conclusion should
come as no surprise, since all along Johannes admits to being an
outsider to faith. For this reason, we can agree with Evans’ claim
that ‘it is a mistake to take Fear and Trembling as giving us a
positive account of faith’.74

Moreover, Johannes’ limitations explain some of the oddities of
his account that we have pointed out in our exegesis. For instance,
the logical howlers at the start of the ‘Speech in Praise’ are a strong
enough clue, early on, that we cannot afford to trust everything
Johannes says. But not every possible objection to Johannes’ pro-
cedure can be taken as a licence to suppose there is an elaborate
trick being played on us as readers. For instance, some have
suggested that there is a problem with Johannes’ account of the
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Abraham story: the fact that what obsesses him is the events on
Mount Moriah, and that he has relatively little interest in the sur-
rounding context. Johannes elsewhere manifests what such critics
might see as a similar tendency to focus on the bare bones of a
story. In our discussion of Problema III, we noted that in his
account of the ‘four poetic personages’, he only needs the bare
bones of each story to get going. But, such a critic might allege, a
story needs to be told in fuller and richer detail than this in order to
be properly understood. Could this tendency in Johannes be a clue
from Kierkegaard aimed at helping us to conclude that Johannes’
treatment of the Abraham story is insufficiently attentive to the
surrounding context and detail to be at all reliable?

Actually, I don’t think so. There is evidence in Kierkegaard’s
journals that suggests why Fear and Trembling has the focus that it
does. In a note from 1840–1, Kierkegaard comments on the dangers
of over-familiarity with the Abraham story: ‘Perhaps it does not
amaze us anymore, because we have known it from our earliest
childhood, but then the fault does not really lie in the truth, in the
story, but in ourselves, because we are too lukewarm genuinely to
feel with Abraham and to suffer with him’ (JP 5: 5485). It is not
hard to see why someone who thought this would want to put the
focus on the Akedah element in the Abraham story, in the process
emphasising Abraham’s anguish. The full background detail of his
story as told in Genesis simply would not need to be repeated to an
audience for whom it was well known.

CONCLUSION

What can we say in conclusion? That Johannes is fallible, and that
he should not straightforwardly be taken as the spokesman for
Kierkegaard’s own positive view of faith. Such later texts as The
Sickness Unto Death, Works of Love and others will need to be
studied before the reader is close to coming to terms with that. But
I do not think that Johannes’ unreliability is either as calculated a
ruse as Mulhall claims, or as big a problem as some critics have
alleged. Johannes may be flawed, but he is honestly so. Central to
Kierkegaard’s approach to philosophy is the idea of an interested,
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‘subjective’ rationality, much to be preferred to a disengaged, ‘pure’
or ‘abstract’ rationality. Reasoning and inquiry is carried out by
finite creatures like us: creatures with personalities, interests – and
flaws. Many of Kierkegaard’s pseudonyms fit this description – and
Johannes de Silentio is no exception. His attempted imaginative
identification with the Abraham he so admires is a genuine attempt
to relate himself to an exemplary other – and those who judge him
too negatively for his failures are perhaps overlooking the sheer
difficulty of success under this aspect. Johannes’ flaws should not
be allowed to detract from his positive features. These include his
ability to breathe fresh life into an oft-repeated story; his sustained
insistence upon the anguish and pathos that must accompany a
dilemma such as Abraham’s; and his recognition that ethical and
religious narratives, if they are to work at all, must have some sort
of impact on their readers or hearers. Above all, nobody who has
encountered the Abraham in whom Johannes de Silentio is so
interested is ever likely to forget him.

NOTES

1 See Allison 1967; Conant 1989, 1993, 1995. For a criticism of this way of
reading the Postscript, see Lippitt and Hutto 1998 and Lippitt 2000,
especially chapter 4.
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5 Conway 2002: 89.
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7 Conway 2002: 99.
8 Ibid.
9 Conway 2002: 101.

10 Ibid.
11 Ibid.
12 Lippitt 2000: chapter 3.
13 For more on the ‘moral perfectionist’ dimension of Kierkegaard’s

thought, see Lippitt 2000: chapter 3 and passim.
14 Cross 1994: 211.
15 O’Neill 1989: 170.
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17 O’Neill 1989: 175.
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20 O’Neill 1989: 176.
21 See the Supplement to the Hong translation of FT: 258.
22 Nussbaum 1990.
23 Nussbaum 1990: 48.
24 Nussbaum 1990: 162.
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unaltered, for otherwise it will have lost more by joking than the joke
was worth’ (TA 82). Shortly afterwards, admiration is described as a
‘happy infatuation’, as opposed to ‘the unhappy infatuation of envy’:
‘The man who told Aristides that he was voting to banish him,
“because he was tired of hearing him everywhere called the only just
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happy infatuation of admiration but the unhappy infatuation of envy,
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