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Preface

It seems like a long time since I first read Kierkegaard as a freshman at
Wheaton College. I remember the course well: Stuart Hackett’s “Introduc-
tion to Ethics,” and the book read was Purity of Heart Is to Will One Thing,
the Douglas Steere translation in the Harper Torchbook edition. I later
passed the book on to the woman who would become my wife, and it served
as her introduction to Kierkegaard as well. (She has since gone on to publish
a book on Kierkegaard’s influence on Miguel de Unamuno.) The year was
1965, which means that I have been reading Kierkegaard for forty years, give
or take a year.

My devotion to Kierkegaard, however, has never prevented other inter-
ests, and even my doctoral dissertation, later published as Subjectivity and
Religious Belief, only dealt with Kierkegaard in one chapter. Two years after
completing my dissertation, I was floundering as a scholar, lacking a clear
direction and research agenda. Someone—I wish I could remember who it
was—told me I should focus on one historical figure. I chose Kierkegaard,
and it is a choice I have never regretted. After making a trip to St. Olaf to
meet Howard Hong, I was inspired to learn Danish. My wife Jan joined me
in this quest, and two years later we were (temporarily) living in Denmark,
and I was writing my first scholarly book on Kierkegaard. 

Over the years I have found Kierkegaard a fecund source of inspiration
and ideas on all kinds of issues. Though I have often found myself disagree-
ing with him, I have never found him dull and never found him less than



provocative. I think there are few philosophers I could have read for forty
years with delight and continual surprise.

Through these years I have published a lot of essays on Kierkegaard.
Many of these appeared in obscure places and are now hard to find. When I
recently went back and reread some of them, it seemed to me that they pos-
sessed a consistency of purpose and interpretive vision that made it worth-
while to put them together in book form, and that is what I have done. I
have of course revised most of the essays for this volume. But the revisions,
for the most part, are not major, because they embody a common vision that
has developed but not fundamentally changed over the last twenty-five years.
Kierkegaard himself, in reflecting on his own authorship in The Point of
View, claims there is a unity of purpose to be found in his works. However,
he does not claim that this unity was the result of any plan he had from the
beginning, but rather he attributes it to the work of “Governance” or provi-
dence. When I look back on my own scholarly achievement, which would be
laughable to compare with Kierkegaard’s, I feel driven to make the same kind
of attribution. When I began to write these essays, I was very far from having
a detailed plan of attack. Nevertheless, in retrospect, my interpretive labors
with respect to Kierkegaard constitute a consistent program to me. I feel a
certain wonder when I read my own work. Through the years my thinking
about Kierkegaard has surely developed, as my knowledge of his works and
the secondary literature has grown. However, the kernel of my way of read-
ing Kierkegaard was present from the beginning. The intuitions that guided
my early work have been fruitful—at least to me. I hope that others will find
them so as well.

I owe a huge thank you to Sean Riley, who performed the herculean task
of converting Kierkegaard references to the system of SIGLA used. I must
also thank the staff of Baylor University Press, who have labored over the text
in many ways. I am grateful as well to James Bouwmeester, who prepared the
index. 

I must close by thanking my wonderful wife, who has shared so much of
her life with me, and shared so many of my loves, including my love for
Kierkegaard. The essays that compose this book would not have been possi-
ble without her.

C. Stephen Evans
Waco, Texas

December 1, 2004
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A Note on Citations from Kierkegaard

The essays that compose this book were written over a thirty-year period.
During that period, new translations of Kierkegaard’s works appeared in
English. This has led to differences in how I cited Kierkegaard in these
essays. Some of my earlier essays drew on the older translations of David
Swenson and Walter Lowrie. Some of the newer essays cited the new Hong
edition of Kierkegaard’s Writings from Princeton University Press. In many
essays I used my own translations directly from the Danish, employing the
first edition of the Samlede Værker (Copenhagen: Gyldendal, 1901–1906).
For this volume, I have retranslated all direct quotations from Kierkegaard
using this edition.

Since many of the Lowrie and Swenson translations are no longer in
print, I wanted in this book to give a reference to the Princeton edition of
Kierkegaard’s Writings, for the convenience of readers, since this edition is
currently both available and the best scholarly edition in English. Hence I
have decided to standardize references to Kierkegaard, and to cite the pagi-
nation of the Hong edition in every case. This will allow the reader always to
be able to find the relevant passage in an available English edition to exam-
ine the context of a quotation. Since the Hong edition contains the pagina-
tion of the first edition of the Samlede Værker in the margins, readers who
wish to consult the Danish for themselves can easily do so. Allow me to
repeat for emphasis that the actual translations for quotations of Kierkegaard



used for this edition are my own in all cases, though I have no doubt been
influenced by both older and newer existing translations.

I am a great admirer of the system of SIGLA developed by Robert
Perkins for the International Kierkegaard Commentary series published by
Mercer University Press, and I decided to employ it in this work, thus greatly
reducing the number of footnotes. Kierkegaard’s works are cited by giving an
abbreviation for each in parentheses in the text, followed by a page number.
I am grateful both to Robert Perkins and to Mercer University Press for per-
mission to use the SIGLA. On the following pages I append a list of
Kierkegaard’s works cited and the corresponding abbreviations for those
works.
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Chapter 1

Kierkegaard as a Christian Thinker

There are almost as many ways of reading Kierkegaard as there are readers of
Kierkegaard. Bursting onto the English-speaking intellectual world in the
forties and fifties of the twentieth century like a long-delayed time bomb,
Kierkegaard was first read as the “father of existentialism,” the inspirer of
Heidegger, Sartre, Camus, and Unamuno. In the contemporary intellectual
world, philosophers such as John Caputo and Merold Westphal see
Kierkegaard as a proto-postmodernist.1 The “multivocity” that is displayed
in the panoply of pseudonymous “characters” that Kierkegaard employed
makes such a reading understandable. Another large group of Kierkegaard
interpreters see him as linked to Wittgenstein. Some, such as James Conant,
are enamored with the early Wittgenstein, and see a strong similarity
between Wittgenstein’s distinction between what can be said and what
can only be shown and Kierkegaard’s reflections on the limits of human
thinking.2 Others, such as Robert Roberts, are more drawn to the later
Wittgenstein, with his detailed attention to “language games” and attempts
to discern the “deep grammar” embedded in our linguistic practices. They
see a parallel with Kierkegaard’s attempts to distinguish carefully between the
“grammar” of authentically Christian ways of talking about the ethical and
the self and the forms of thought characteristic of paganism and
“Christendom,” that confused form of paganism.3

All of these ways of reading Kierkegaard have led to illuminating discov-
eries. Perhaps it is one sign of the greatness of Kierkegaard that he seems to
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have something to say to almost everyone. Secular existentialists and post-
modernists, neo-orthodox or dialectical Christian theologians, Catholics and
Anabaptists—all have found Kierkegaard to be a “spiritual brother.” With-
out in any way denying or minimizing Kierkegaard’s genius, which contin-
ues to produce amazement and awe in me after reading him for forty years, I
am convinced that the heart of Kierkegaard’s thought lies in the “mere
Christianity” that lay so close to his own heart. Kierkegaard himself found it
ironical that he should be the object of interest because of his aesthetic and
philosophical brilliance, when in reality this aesthetic brilliance was merely
an appearance in which “the religious author hid himself ” (PV 69–70). 

Kierkegaard saw himself as one who was “duty-bound to the service of
Christianity” and whose task as an author was to “set forth this simple issue:
to become a Christian” (PV 93–94). What he really wanted to communicate
was “the old, well-known text, handed down by the fathers” (CUP 1:630).
Part of Kierkegaard’s genius is his ability to see and dramatize the power and
relevance of ancient ways of thinking. Some of his inspiration surely came
from the Greeks, particularly the figure of Socrates, but anyone who notices
the massively Biblical content of his writings will recognize that the
Christianity he learned from his father was by far the preeminent influence.
If this is correct, then the vitality of Kierkegaard’s thought is testimony to the
power still present in the Christian message. 

From my earliest encounter as an undergraduate with Kierkegaard, I
have been convinced that Kierkegaard had something important to say as a
Christian to the contemporary world. From the beginning it seemed to me
that he had two fundamental messages: One, directed primarily to the
Church, concerned the deadening effects of “Christendom,” and the need to
clearly understand that becoming a Christian is not simply to absorb a par-
ticular culture, whether that culture be construed as Danish, European,
“Western,” American, Texan, or whatever. For Kierkegaard, when Christian-
ity is identified with culture, the “second birth” is confused with being born;
in such a situation it is difficult for anyone to become a Christian in truth
because everyone is a Christian of a sort. Being a Christian is confused with
being a nice, respectable person, the kind of person who works hard, fulfills
family responsibilities, and perhaps even goes to church on Sundays now and
then. Such a Christianity makes no real difference to anything or anyone,
and Kierkegaard saw very clearly that its major function was simply to legit-
imize the status quo of an emerging bourgeois culture.

The second message, directed primarily at the secular world, concerns
the causes for the post-Enlightenment decline of Christian faith. As
Kierkegaard saw things, the common diagnoses of this decline are wrong-
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headed. Christian belief has not declined because people have become more
rational or more scientific, or because philosophers such as Hume and Kant
attacked the philosophical arguments for theism. If faith has ebbed, it is not
because people are generally more enlightened, but because they have
become more impoverished in their grasp of what human life is about and
why it should be lived. Rather than seeing contemporary Europeans as intel-
lectual giants in relation to their forebears, Kierkegaard saw them as people
who were imaginative midgets, lacking the capacity for the deep “passions”
that make human life worth living.

These are important messages indeed, and in my own work on Kierke-
gaard I have seen it as my primary task to help my readers hear Kierkegaard
speak to them directly. One might think that such work on my part, how-
ever humble, would be superfluous. After all, Kierkegaard has been trans-
lated, and in the case of many of his books, more than once. However, I
believe that for some Kierkegaard’s voice has not been heard clearly, primar-
ily because of deeply rooted traditions of misinterpretation. These readers of
Kierkegaard do not really understand him because they approach the text
with the illusion that they already understand him. This is true for both sec-
ular and religious readers.

A classic example of this kind of misreading is found in the work of the-
ologian and Christian apologist Francis Schaeffer. However, before criticiz-
ing Schaeffer’s reading of Kierkegaard, I first want to express a word of
appreciation. I myself heard Schaeffer give several series of lectures during
my years as an undergraduate, the contents of which later appeared as Escape
from Reason and The God Who Is There.4 Those lectures were electrifying.
Like many young Christian intellectuals of my era, I was excited by
Schaeffer’s attempt to understand the crisis of Western civilization as spiritu-
ally rooted. Having grown up in a family of modest intellectual ambitions, it
was transfixing to see a Christian mind engaged with philosophy, art, sci-
ence, and culture at large. I am sure that I owe to Schaeffer some of my own
interests in doing philosophy as a Christian.

Ironically, however, the Christian philosopher who has come to mean
the most to me was portrayed by Schaeffer as one of the villains in his grand
story of how Western culture turned away from orthodox Christian belief.
As Schaeffer told the story, Western culture bifurcated faith from reason,
leaving reason to go its autonomous way. In moving away from a Christian
worldview, reason gradually moved towards a mechanistic perspective that
left no room for meaningful and purposeful human existence. Unable to
live in such a mechanistic, meaningless world, modern humans have them-
selves embraced the irrational, with a bifurcated worldview. Symbolizing this
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bifurcation with a horizontal “line of despair,” Schaeffer claimed that below
this line modern humans embrace a scientistic, mechanistic world that offers
no moral values and no reason for living. Above the line, in the “upper
story,” modern humans have embraced a variety of spiritual options, such as
“new age” religion and Western versions of Eastern religions. These upper-
story commitments have no rational backing; they are grounded in an irra-
tional leap of faith, motivated by the need for meaning and the inability to
accept a mechanistic world. 

For Schaeffer, Søren Kierkegaard was the first thinker to recognize the
bankruptcy of the mechanistic worldview and posit “the leap of faith.” It is
true that Kierkegaard’s leap was to Christian faith and not some new age
substitute, and Schaeffer recognized Kierkegaard’s Christianity and even
praised some of Kierkegaard’s devotional writings. However, as Schaeffer saw
things, Kierkegaard tried to ground Christianity in an irrational leap of faith;
he was the author of the bifurcated universe that has become the home of the
modern intellectual.

As a result of Schaeffer’s treatment of Kierkegaard, several generations of
evangelical Christians have been taught that Kierkegaard is part of the prob-
lem rather than the solution. In teaching these students, at institutions such
as Wheaton College and Calvin College, I have had to first help them
unlearn what they “knew” about Kierkegaard. When I get these students to
read Kierkegaard with fresh eyes, they invariably see that Schaeffer’s reading
of Kierkegaard is flawed. The irony is that at certain points Kierkegaard’s
reading of the history of Western culture parallels Schaeffer’s own view.
Certainly, a serious encounter with Kierkegaard could have deepened
Schaeffer’s understanding, both of the problems and the cure.

It would be a mistake to lay too much blame at Schaeffer’s feet, however.
In many ways Schaeffer simply reflects the popular view of Kierkegaard, one
that is derived largely from Albert Camus, and which I am confident
Schaeffer encountered in the young intellectuals influenced by existentialism
from Europe and American who showed up at L’Abri (Schaeffer’s intellectual
mission) in Switzerland in the 1950s and 1960s. As Camus tells the tale,
Kierkegaard was the first to recognize the absurdity of human existence, the
incongruity between human beings who demand meaning and purpose and
a world that offers none.5 Camus accuses Kierkegaard of embracing “the
leap” because of an inability to face this absurd universe. Camus himself
wants to live life “without appeal,” courageously recognizing the absurdity of
existence, but continuing stubbornly to struggle and revolt, like his absurd
hero Sisyphus, endlessly pushing his rock up the mountain only to see it
return to the bottom after every struggle to reach the heights.
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It is noteworthy that this irrationalist reading of Kierkegaard does not
only come from his enemies. Some of his friends are only too happy to see
Kierkegaard as someone who gives overrated reason an energetic spanking.
Such a perspective is understandable. After all, if Camus is right and the uni-
verse is absurd, what is so wrong about taking an irrational leap of faith?
However, it is a mistake to criticize or praise Kierkegaard for saying things he
does not say. The crucial point is that Camus fundamentally misconstrues
what Kierkegaard is all about. The French existentialist does not understand
the nature of Kierkegaard’s leap nor its motivation. For Kierkegaard, as I
shall try to show in detail in this volume, the leap is not a dishonest evasion
of the human condition, but stems from a courageous attempt to face the
truth about who we are and who we should be.

In more academic circles Kierkegaard’s reputation as an irrationalist is
hardly less prominent. Generations of philosophers have been educated to
see Kierkegaard as the archetypal “fideist” who rejects reason on behalf of
faith. The theologians have been a bit more lenient, but even so, many have
seen Kierkegaard only as the inspiration for the “dialectical theology” of
Barth and Brunner. For critics of Barth and Brunner, this will hardly seem a
virtue, but even their friends will know that Barth himself, perhaps con-
cerned about Kierkegaard’s apparent fideism, increasingly distanced himself
from Kierkegaard as he worked on his massive Church Dogmatics.

What are the specifics in the bill of indictment that charges Kierkegaard
with being an irrationalist? Since reason is both theoretical and practical,
there are two spheres in which irrationalism can manifest itself; Kierkegaard
has been criticized both in his account of beliefs, particularly religious
beliefs, and in his account of choice, particularly ethical choice. As we shall
see, the two types of criticism are linked, because for Kierkegaard our ethical
choices cannot be divorced from our relationship with God. The essays in
this volume represent a sustained attempt to rebut both kinds of accusations
and to show that Kierkegaard is not really an enemy of rationality.

But is such an endeavor worthwhile? Will a Kierkegaard who is not an
enemy of reason be a sanitized Kierkegaard, a Kierkegaard who no longer
interests us? To the contrary, I am convinced that removing the misconcep-
tions allows Kierkegaard’s authentic voice to disturb us in helpful, if some-
times painful, ways. Instead of pigeonholing him as an irrational fideist
whom we may ignore, we are forced to listen to what he actually has to say
about ourselves and the modern world.

When we hear those real messages, there is little chance that Kierkegaard
will not interest us as well as trouble us. The last thing I would want to do is
present a Kierkegaard who is missing his polemical edges. Kierkegaard is a
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sharp critic of rationalism, and he forcefully reminds us of the limitations of
human reason. Hence my task is really twofold. At the same time that I dis-
pel the myths about Kierkegaard the irrationalist, I must clear the way to
hear the Kierkegaard who demands that we reject the view that human rea-
son is a timeless godlike faculty. Instead of talking about Reason, we need to
focus on the actual reasoning of historically situated, subjectively condi-
tioned, finite human beings. 

There is no contradiction between arguing that Kierkegaard is not an
enemy of reason while at the same time trying to present Kierkegaard as a
critic of what we humans call “Reason,” where this abstraction stands for our
human efforts to pretend that we have a godlike “view from nowhere.” It is
not irrational for human beings to recognize that human reason is finite and
thus is limited in various ways. The Kierkegaard we need to hear is a
Kierkegaard who has a keen eye for those limits and also for the way we
humans want to hide them.

The essays in this volume fall into four sections. The first group of essays
has the goal of displaying the value of taking Kierkegaard seriously as a
thinker. Although Kierkegaard was anything but an academic philosopher,
and though his interests were not primarily theoretical in nature, he did have
a wonderfully supple mind with many philosophical virtues. In the course of
his attempt to help his contemporaries understand what it means to be a
Christian, he engaged many important philosophical issues and interacted
with many of the greatest Western philosophers, both from ancient and
modern times. Despite this, Kierkegaard is often not taken seriously as a
philosopher. The situation is aptly captured by a comment from a distin-
guished philosopher whom I count as a friend, who said on one occasion
that as a teenager, he too “went through a Kierkegaard phase.” This view
depicts Kierkegaard as big on adolescent angst, rich in images and powerful
poetic descriptions, but not a serious thinker.

In a way this book as a whole is an attempt to show how rewarding it
is to engage Kierkegaard as a serious philosopher, perhaps the greatest
Christian thinker since the Middle Ages. But the essays in the first section of
the book are particularly apt for displaying the way Kierkegaard does his
philosophical work. They show Kierkegaard thinking about a variety of
philosophical problems in some of the core areas of philosophy and utilizing
an array of philosophical methods.

“Realism and Antirealism in Kierkegaard’s Concluding Unscientific
Postscript” plunges into one of the most heated and vital philosophical
debates of our time, the debate about the nature of truth. Is truth “objec-
tive,” somehow independent of us human beings, as realists claim, or is
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truth somehow a product of human thinking, as the “antirealists” say?
Surprisingly, I argue that despite the well-known Kierkegaadian thesis that
“truth is subjectivity,” Kierkegaard is uncompromisingly on the side of real-
ism. The claim that truth is subjectivity pertains to what makes it possible
for a person to live truly. Merely having objectively true beliefs does not
make a person’s life true, but so far from denying the existence of such objec-
tive truth, Kierkegaard expressly affirms its reality. 

All of this is linked to a becoming modesty about the powers of human
reason. We humans cannot produce “the final system.” Our beliefs, at least
about the most important things, are approximations of the final truth, and
as unfinished beings, our beliefs are subject to revision. However, it is impor-
tant that reality is a system for God, and thus there is an ideal truth for us to
approximate. The world actually is the way God sees it, though we must
never lose sight of the fact that we are not God. 

For Kierkegaard, epistemological modesty does not lead to skepticism
about objective truth. He rejects a crucial assumption, made both by dog-
matic realists and antirealists: that if there is objective truth, there must be an
objective method that guarantees us access to that truth. The dogmatist
affirms there is truth and so there must be such a method; the antirealist says
there is no such method and so we must say good-bye to objective truth.
Kierkegaard affirms that there is truth but we humans have no risk-free
access to that truth. We cannot find the truth that really matters by follow-
ing the siren song of “pure reason,” but by becoming the kinds of human
beings who are capable of grasping and living in the truth.

The next essay, “Kant and Kierkegaard on the Possibility of Meta-
physics,” looks at the implications of this kind of epistemological stance for
metaphysics, developing an account of Kierkegaard’s attitudes on this subject
in dialogue with Immanuel Kant. Both thinkers are usually regarded as crit-
ics of metaphysics, and under the onslaught of such criticism the word has
taken on negative associations for many. I begin with a careful look at the
varied senses of “metaphysics” and agree that for many of these senses
Kierkegaard is an opponent of metaphysics. However, if we think of meta-
physics, following William James, as an attempt to clarify a person’s deepest
beliefs about what is real, those beliefs that both stem from and shape a per-
son’s actual life-choices, Kierkegaard and Kant must be understood to be
doing metaphysics. Kierkegaard is opposed to speculation that presumes to
be disinterested, but vigorously defends the importance of what he calls
“subjective reflection,” which does not mean thinking that is biased and
undisciplined by a concern for truth, but rather reflection that is focused on
questions about who I am and should be. 
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Such questions cannot be divorced from my convictions about God, nor
should they be. Kierkegaard does not think that the question of God can be
a purely speculative question; it cannot be divorced from the question of
how I relate to God. Surprisingly, Camus’s picture of Kierkegaard turning to
God in a desperate leap of faith when reason has shown God does not exist
turns out to be completely false. Kierkegaard thinks that human beings can
know God’s reality, and in fact the reason no rational proof of God’s reality is
necessary is because God can become present to human beings. This is only
possible, however, when humans are spiritually and inwardly developed.
Thus, the discovery of metaphysical truth cannot be divorced from the pro-
cess of personal transformation.

A crucial issue if Kierkegaard is to be taken seriously as a philosopher, as
I have done in looking at his views in epistemology and metaphysics, con-
cerns the role of irony in his writings. Some critics have charged that to take
Kierkegaard seriously as a philosopher who provides claims and arguments
of various sorts is fundamentally to misunderstand the literary character of
his work, which is pervaded by irony. In the thrid essay, “The Role of Irony
in Kierkegaard’s Philosophical Fragments,” I look at how irony functions in
this key book of Kierkegaard’s as a test case to discern the place of irony in
the authorship as a whole. 

The critics are quite right to see that irony is a crucial dimension of
Kierkegaard’s thought. His own dissertation was on The Concept of Irony and
he clearly relished the use of irony, both as a pervasive feature of many of his
works and in many individual asides and flourishes. I argue, however, that
paying attention to the ironical character of Kierkegaard’s works does not
evacuate them of their philosophical character. Kierkegaard himself makes
two important distinctions in his own discussion of irony. The first is a dis-
tinction between “common” and “rare” irony. The more common type of
irony, he says, is irony in which something that is a jest is said as if it were
meant seriously. The rarer type of irony, the type he himself exemplifies, is
when an author says something serious but does so in the form of a jest. In
such a case the ironical form does not abolish the serious content but actu-
ally presupposes it. The irony of the work sets a riddle and a challenge for the
reader: can the reader see through the jesting form to grasp the serious point?

When Philosophical Fragments is read in this light, the ironical form is
apparent. Johannes Climacus, the pseudonymous author, pretends to
“invent” as a thought experiment something that suspiciously resembles
Christianity. The content of his thought experiment (as well as Christianity),
however, is supposed to be something that no human being could have
invented but that only could have been revealed by God. The irony is trans-
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parent, since Climacus is inventing something that on his account cannot be
invented. However, the irony does not undermine but presupposes the claim
that Christianity is a revealed faith that could not have been the product of
human reason.

The second important distinction Kierkegaard makes is between what
he calls “controlled” or “mastered” irony and irony that turns into “absolute,
infinite negativity.” I try to show that this distinction in Kierkegaard corre-
sponds to one that Wayne Booth draws between “stable” and “unstable”
irony. Unstable irony is irony which leaves the reader no place to stand.
When the speaker’s apparent meaning ironically unravels, no serious purpose
emerges as the real point. Rather, every attempt to reach some stable mean-
ing gets undermined in turn, and the reader is left with nothing at all. This
unstable irony is surely close to the Romantic ironists whom Kierkegaard
criticizes for their infinite negativity. It is true that existing human beings are
never finished, and therefore there is always room for the negativity that
undermines the status quo and pushes us onward. But the existing individual
must have a place to stand in order to go forward. Kierkegaard’s own irony is
irony in the service of a commitment to his ethical and Christian ideals. It is
what Booth calls stable irony, irony in the service of a moral and religious
viewpoint. His purpose cannot be to leave the reader in what Kierkegaard
himself often calls the “vortex” of modern thought.

It is natural to move from a look at the irony that pervades Kierkegaard’s
work to the humor that is equally evident in it. I would in fact defend the
claim that no other philosopher in the West is so funny a writer as
Kierkegaard.6 Not even Nietzsche’s sharp wit can compare with the humor
that Kierkegaard displays in most of his work. But Kierkegaard not only uses
humor; he thinks about its nature and its role in human life. This is a pro-
foundly important philosophical topic, though it is one to which most
philosophers have paid scant attention.

“Kierkegaard’s View of Humor: Must Christians Always Be Solemn?”
looks at Kierkegaard’s account of humor and tries to make sense of his puz-
zling claim that there is an essential connection between humor and the reli-
gious life. Contrary to the stereotype of the religious person as dour and
somber, Kierkegaard thinks that the highest and deepest kind of humor
requires a life view that is at least in the neighborhood of a religious perspec-
tive. Humor is made possible by certain deep truths about the human condi-
tion, and a recognition of those truths turns out to be one of the essential
components of the religious life.

Humor in general for Kierkegaard revolves around the recognition of
what he calls a “contradiction,” something that we would probably term an
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incongruity. (It is worth paying attention to Kierkegaard’s linguistic usage
here, because his understanding of the incarnation also involves seeing it as
containing a “contradiction.”) The contradiction must be one that is experi-
enced as “painless” because the humorist sees this discrepancy from a “higher
perspective” that gives the individual a “way out.” Even trivial forms of
humor can be understood in this way. For example, there is a contradiction
between the downward ascent in the pratfall of a physical comedian and that
comedian’s upward gaze prior to the fall (Kierkegaard’s own example).

Not all humor is as silly as a pratfall. The kind of humor that strikes us
as deep humor does so because it reminds us of or even illuminates the deep
incongruity that lies at the base of our own nature. Every honest human
being experiences a “contradiction” between the ideal self and the actual self.
The people whom we regard as the greatest saints are precisely those who do
not view their own accomplishments all that seriously because they are
keenly conscious of how far short of their ideals they fall. The guilt we feel
when we perceive this moral gap constitutes the ground of the religious life
according to Kierkegaard.

Of course religiousness requires more than guilt; it involves the discov-
ery of an apparent way out of the problem, a higher standpoint that allows us
to accept ourselves again, and smile at the goodness of life. We can thus see
why Kierkegaard sees the life of the person he calls “the humorist” as some-
one who lies at the boundary of authentic religious existence, and why he
says that humor will be the “outer costume” of the truly religious individual.
An examination of Kierkegaard’s view of humor not only illuminates that
subject, but helps us understand his famous theory of the “three spheres of
existence” or “stages on life’s way.” We can better understand what he means
by his typology of aesthetic, ethical, and religious existence if we see humor
as both a pervasive feature of human existence and a special “boundary zone”
that lies between the ethical and the religious spheres.

Chapter 6 concludes this examination of Kierkegaard as a philosopher
by looking at some of his thinking on a fundamental question of religious
language. A good part of philosophy of religion in the twentieth century
was devoted to discussions of religious language, and what it means to use
such language. In “Misusing Religious Language: Something about
Kierkegaard and The Myth of God Incarnate,” I look at what was for
Kierkegaard a crucial issue: the nature of the incarnation and how our lan-
guage about the incarnation functions. In the next chapter I give a sustained
treatment of what Kierkegaard means by calling the incarnation the
“Absolute Paradox,” and why he thinks that this paradox always presents
human reason with “the possibility of offense.” In this chapter I deal with
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the more restricted issue of how the language of the incarnation functions
for the believing community.

Many contemporary theologians have proposed that the traditional
understanding of Jesus as the Son of God, the incarnation of the second per-
son of the Trinity, is no longer tenable. The authors of The Myth of God
Incarnate here serve to illustrate a tendency that continues to be widespread:
to reject any belief that Jesus was metaphysically God and instead see the tra-
ditional Christian doctrine as a myth that needs to be reinterpreted or trans-
lated for the modern world. It is at this point that I find Kierkegaard’s
treatment of the concept of the incarnation relevant to the contemporary
debate.

Kierkegaard saw the Hegelians in his day as treating the incarnation as a
myth. As he saw it, the Hegelians viewed the story of Jesus as one that
embodies the truth that the divine expresses itself most fully in human life.
Of course for the Hegelians, Spirit understood as divine is expressed most
adequately in the state and in the activities of “Absolute Spirit”—art, reli-
gion, and philosophy. The biblical story of Jesus is one where a particular
human first comes to be aware of the divine as something immanent in
human consciousness. As Kierkegaard sees things, the Hegelian account can-
not be right. For even if we take the incarnation merely as a fictional story,
the meaning of the story cannot be that we humans have godlike potential,
and that ultimately each of us has the divine within. Rather, the point of the
story is that we humans lack the truth, and that we need a divine Teacher
who not only brings us the truth, but transforms us into the kinds of beings
who are capable of receiving the truth. In effect, he accuses the Hegelians of
being bad readers of the story. Another way of putting his criticism is as fol-
lows: Hegel essentially accepts the Platonic standpoint which posits that we
humans have the truth within us. That standpoint may be the true one, but
it cannot be true that this standpoint is Christian, as Hegel maintains.

Contemporary theologians who wish to interpret the incarnation as a
myth are in the same position. Even if they are right in their metaphysical
views, they cannot be right in maintaining that the views they are putting
forward are truly Christian. For they are misusing religious language: using
concepts and metaphors to advance a position that those concepts and
metaphors were expressly designed to exclude.

Having seen that it is indeed fruitful to take Kierkegaard seriously as a
philosopher, the second group of essays takes dead aim at the charge that
Kierkegaard was an irrationalist by examining his views on faith, reason,
and the central Christian claim: that Jesus was God in human form. The
essays in this section make a case that Kierkegaard is best understood not as
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an opponent of reason, but as a critic of Enlightenment conceptions of rea-
son. As such he can be fruitfully compared to the “Reformed Epistemolo-
gists” who have criticized “evidentialism” and developed an account of
religious faith that sees it as something that is “epistemologically basic” and
not dependent on evidence or arguments. The Reformed Epistemologists,
such as William Alston, Alvin Plantinga, and Nicholas Wolterstorff, have
argued that such a stance is not irrational or contrary to reason; and if their
arguments are convincing, then there may be a way of understanding
Kierkegaard that similarly absolves him of the charge of misology.

“Is Kierkegaard An Irrationalist? Reason, Paradox, and Faith” is the essay
that most directly takes on the primary task of the book. One of the most
well-known parts of Kierkegaard’s authorship is his treatment of the incarna-
tion as the “Absolute Paradox” (by Johannes Climacus) or “the sign of
contradiction” (by Anti-Climacus in Practice in Christianity). Many com-
mentators have interpreted Kierkegaard to mean that to believe in the incar-
nation is to believe what is logically contradictory and thus contrary to
reason. Christian faith then involves a crucifixion of the intellect, a heroic
attempt to believe what is logically impossible.

I argue, however, that this interpretation is plainly wrong. Though there
are passages that could be read as suggesting this is Kierkegaard’s view, there
are decisive arguments, both textual and drawn from the overall structure of
Kierkegaard’s thought, to show that this cannot be his meaning.

I begin by showing that Kierkegaard does not usually employ the word
“contradiction” to refer to a formal, logical contradiction but rather to some
kind of tension-filled incongruity. For example, human existence in general
is said to include a “contradiction.” There are several passages where
Kierkegaard distinguishes between a formal, logical contradiction and the
kind of contradiction that characterizes the incarnation. Furthermore, to
know that the idea of the “God-man” was a logical contradiction, we would
need to have a kind of clarity about the nature of God and the nature of
human beings that Kierkegaard says we lack. We know that a “square-circle”
is a contradictory concept because we understand what a square is and what
a circle is, but Kierkegaard thinks we do not understand either ourselves
or God. Finally, thinking of the incarnation as a formal contradiction
would destroy one of its most crucial characteristics, according to
Kierkegaard: its uniqueness. There is nothing unique about the notion of a
logical contradiction.

It is true that for Kierkegaard the incarnation is incomprehensible to
human reason, and thus may truly be said to be above reason. We do not
understand how God could become a human being, and when we try to do
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so, the event may appear to us to be a contradiction. However, when we rec-
ognize the limits of our reason, which we do when we relate to God in faith
and recognize that God is God and we are not, then we can understand that
it is to be expected that we will fail to understand God. It is not irrational for
reason to come to understand and accept the limits of reason.

Why then is there a tension between reason and faith? For Kierkegaard
the tension arises because of human sinfulness. Because of our sin we pride-
fully think that whatever we cannot understand can be dismissed as absurd.
The proper response of Christianity to the charge that we cannot understand
the incarnation is to point out that this is simply an echo of Christian teach-
ings, rather than an objection to them. Christianity itself maintains that sin-
ful humans will necessarily see the incarnation as absurd. The alternative to
faith is not a neutral reason that dispassionately is guided by evidence but an
offended reason that rejects faith out of pride and selfishness.

The relation of faith to reason in Kierkegaard is further illuminated in
the essay “Apologetical Arguments in Philosophical Fragments.” There is a
paradox attached to Kierkegaard and the idea of a defense of the Christian
faith. On the one hand, Kierkegaard is well known as a critic of such argu-
ments, going so far as to say that the person who invented the idea of prov-
ing God’s existence is “Judas Iscariot Number Two.” On the other hand,
Kierkegaard himself seems to give arguments for Christianity in a number of
places. Furthermore, a large number of readers find that after an encounter
with Kierkegaard, Christianity makes sense to them in a way that it did not
previously. Both of these elements are present in Philosophical Fragments,
which rejects the idea of basing Christianity on arguments, but which also
gives several arguments that seem to support Christian faith. To many read-
ers the book as a whole appears to constitute one sustained argument that it
is reasonable to believe in a Christianity that transcends human reason.

I try to resolve this tension by distinguishing different kinds of apologetic
arguments. If we mean by “apologetics” arguments that are supposed to begin
with evidence that is accessible to anyone and arguments that make the truth
of Christianity evident to everyone, Kierkegaard thinks there are no such
arguments. Furthermore, the attempts to construct such arguments backfire
because trying to make Christianity acceptable to the unbeliever tempts the
arguer to falsify the character of Christianity to make it more palatable.

Kierkegaard rejects apologetic arguments in this sense because they are
attempts to make faith superfluous. They presuppose the kind of epistemol-
ogy associated with “classical foundationalism,” in which knowledge and
belief must be rooted in a body of propositions known objectively and with
certainty. The rejection of this kind of apologetics, however, does not require
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the rejection of all kinds. Arguments that do not replace or supplant faith
and which preserve the character of genuine Christianity, thereby leaving
“the possibility of offense,” would be a different matter entirely. An argu-
ment that appeals to evidence that requires faith to discern or accept, and
which preserves the possibility of offense would then be consistent with
Kierkegaard’s intentions. I try to show that such arguments may have great
value if we reject classical foundationalist epistemology, as many contempo-
rary philosophers have done, and move towards a view of knowledge that
recognizes the role subjective qualities play in grasping truth. Faith may be
understood as a kind of skill that enables us to see things that would other-
wise be missed.

Chapter 9 carries forward this concern with apologetic arguments by
examining “The Relevance of Historical Evidence for Christian Faith: A
Critique of a Kierkegaardian View.” Consistent with his depreciation of
apologetics, Kierkegaard consistently pours scorn on attempts to give histor-
ical arguments for the truth of Christian faith. Kierkegaard does not believe
that whether or not a person should or will become a Christian might hinge
on the role of some scholarly debate about, for example, the historicity of
Luke’s gospel. Such scholarly debates never end and can never be resolved
with the kind of certainty required by a decision to stake one’s eternal destiny
on a belief in Jesus.

I argue that Kierkegaard is right to maintain that no amount of histori-
cal evidence is sufficient to produce faith in an individual, and also right to
maintain that no particular amount is necessary for faith. Faith is the work of
God, produced in the individual when God encounters that individual in
the person of Christ. It is not the outcome of some scholarly debate. I argue,
however, that it is not legitimate to infer from these justifiable claims that
historical evidence is simply irrelevant for faith, something that Kierkegaard
appears to imply. Insofar as faith has historical content, and for Kierkegaard
it does, it is vulnerable to claims that it can be historically disproved. The
believer could not be indifferent if it were really shown by irrefutable evi-
dence (as it has not been and could not be) that Jesus never existed or never
did or said the kinds of things attributed to him in the gospels. Furthermore,
though God is the author of faith, there is no reason that God could not use
historical evidence as one means whereby faith is produced in the individual.
This does not make faith hostage to some endless scholarly debate so long as
we recognize why faith is itself one of the factors that help us to understand
and appreciate the historical evidence.

Chapters 10 and 11 attempt to put these reflections on Kierkegaard’s
view of faith and reason into the context of the contemporary movement
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known as Reformed Epistemology. “Kierkegaard and Plantinga on Belief in
God: Subjectivity as the Ground of Properly Basic Religious Beliefs” com-
pares Kierkegaard’s thinking about belief in God with Alvin Plantinga’s
attempt to argue that “the correct or proper way to believe in God . . . is to
take belief in God as basic.” Although Kierkegaard is well known for his
claims that faith in Christ requires a “leap” and for his attacks on arguments
for God’s existence, he does not think, contrary to readers such as Camus,
that belief in God requires a leap. It is only faith in the incarnation, belief in
the God in time, that requires the leap. The reason why proofs of God’s exis-
tence are a bad idea is not that we cannot know God’s existence, but just the
reverse. Attempting to prove God’s existence makes it appear that something
that should be certain, if the individual is properly spiritually developed, is in
reality doubtful.

With respect to belief in God, then, it makes sense to see Kierkegaard as
holding to a “non-evidentialist” view that is similar to Plantinga. Belief in
God can and should be properly basic, rather than something that is derived
from arguments or proofs. Plantinga himself says that such beliefs are not
necessarily arbitrary or irrational. Some of our beliefs must be basic in this
way if they are not the product of an infinite series of arguments. If we reject
classical foundationalism, which holds that only beliefs that are self-evident,
incorrigible, or evident to the senses should be basic, then the possibility of
holding to belief in God in this way is open to us. 

Plantinga himself stresses that though belief in God is not based on evi-
dence, it does have grounds. Belief in God is grounded in such experiences as
perceiving an act I have done as one that requires forgiveness, or seeing a
flower as beautiful, or a mountain as sublime and spontaneously being
moved to think of the greatness of God. It is at this point, I argue, that
Kierkegaard has something to offer Plantinga. These experiences that ground
belief in God are experiences that require a certain receptivity; our capacity
for them cannot be divorced from the kind of people we are. Kierkegaard’s
stress on subjectivity can be seen as attention to the subjective aspects of
these grounding conditions.

The final essay in this section, “Externalist Epistemology, Subjectivity,
and Christian Knowledge: Plantinga and Kierkegaard,” moves on from the
consideration of mere belief in God to the question of how a Christian
believer comes to grasp the distinctive doctrines of Christianity as true. To
understand the accounts offered by Plantinga and Kierkegaard we must
understand what is usually termed “externalist epistemology.” The externalist
in epistemology puts forward a type of however, “modest” epistemology that
abandons the idea that epistemology is a foundational discipline that will
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somehow offer a certificate of authenticity for dubious knowledge claims.
Instead, the externalist says that a theory of knowledge must begin by assum-
ing we have some examples of knowledge and trying to learn from those
examples. 

Rather than viewing knowledge as something that we must be able to
certify by reflection on our own internal states of mind, the externalist thinks
that knowledge is a matter of being properly related to external reality. We
have knowledge not when we hold true beliefs by mere accident, but when
those true beliefs in some way stem from an ability to “track” with reality.
When our true beliefs are the result of reliable belief-forming mechanisms or
are the product of faculties whose purpose is to help us reach truth and
which are functioning properly in the right kind of environment, then such
beliefs amount to knowledge.

We may not have any guarantees or proof that our senses are reliable or
that we are not victims of a Cartesian evil demon or that we have not been
kidnapped by alien scientists who are electrically stimulating our brains to
produce the illusion that we are having the experiences we seem to be hav-
ing. For the externalist, if any such conditions prevail, then we are in trouble
and will fail to have knowledge. When we are rightly related to reality, how-
ever, knowledge happens, and our inability to prove that we are in such a
relation does not invalidate that knowledge.

This kind of epistemology is explicitly embraced by Plantinga, but I
argue that it provides an illuminating way of understanding Kierkegaard’s
nonevidentialist account of Christian faith as well. The distinctiveness of
Kierkegaard’s account comes through in his stress on the role that subjectiv-
ity (or “the passions”) plays in helping us become the kinds of persons who
can be rightly related to the reality of God. Such an account has little value
for evidentialist apologetics, but it has great value for the reflective believer
who wishes to understand her faith, and who can thereby come to see how a
faith that is not the result of “reasons” is nevertheless not irrational.

Part 4 of this volume goes on to examine the charge that Kierkegaard is a
practical irrationalist, someone who rejects the role of reason in our ethical
lives. Kierkegaard’s reputation as an immoralist who claims faith could justify
an evil act is probably rooted in Fear and Trembling, a pseudonymous treat-
ment of the “binding of Isaac” story from Genesis 22, in which Abraham is
tested by God by being asked to sacrifice his son. Philosophers such as Brand
Blanshard have claimed that Kierkegaard’s treatment of this story shows that
Kierkegaard is a “moral nihilist” whose views imply that our “clearest and
surest judgments about values are worthless and it is no longer possible to
hold that anything is really better than anything else.”7
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In “Faith as the Telos of Morality: A Reading of Fear and Trembling,” I
try to respond to Blanshard. Fear and Trembling does present the life of faith
as contrasting with a life that is rooted in the ethical, but critics such as
Blanshard do not recognize that the term “ethical” is here being used in a
special way. In Fear and Trembling, Johannes de Silentio, the pseudonymous
author, thinks of the ethical in a Hegelian way, as those approved patterns of
conduct that are embedded in human social practices and institutions. The
ethical in the book refers to the Hegelian concept of Sittlichkeit, a social ethic
that is embodied in the laws and customs of a people. In arguing that faith is
not reducible to ethics, and may even require that one go against ethics,
Silentio is holding out for the possibility that God may require a person to
go against what his or her culture demands.

There are of course other conceptions of the ethical, and in other works
Kierkegaard himself does not use “the ethical” in this limited way. Thus, the
possibility opens of rethinking the nature of ethics in such a way that the
ethical is itself grounded in God; faith would then ground ethics rather than
being opposed to it.8 Such an ethic may appear “absurd,” but not to reason
in general—only to that form of human thinking that is opposed to faith. To
the person of faith, a relation to God may give rise to obligations, just as any
other relation might. If God asks me to do something, and my trust in God’s
goodness is great enough, I may be convinced that it is right and good to
obey God. Attention to such Kierkegaardian works as Practice in Christianity
and Works of Love gives us a picture of the ethical life that differs drastically
from the caricature presented by Blanshard.

The next essay, “A Kierkegaardian View of the Foundations of Moral-
ity,” begins to develop the broader Kierkegaardian picture of the ethical life.
The essay begins with a look at the difference between two types of Christian
ethical theories: It distinguishes “human-nature” theories, which see moral-
ity as rooted in the human nature God gives in creation, and “divine-com-
mand” theories, which ground ethics in the authoritative commands God
gives his creatures. Though these views are often seen as rivals, in this essay I
argue that the two types of theories are much closer than many imagine,
because God’s commands may be seen as fitting the nature he has given us,
and the fulfillment of the nature God has given us may require a relation to
God that depends on obedience to divine commands.

Kierkegaard offers, I argue, a kind of divine-command theory of moral
obligation that unites the virtues of both types of theory. God’s fundamental
command is to become the self God created us to be; thus moral obligations
are indeed shaped by our created nature. Our nature, however, is such that
we cannot fully be ourselves without a relation to God, a relation that
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requires obedience to divine commands as a grateful response to the good-
ness a loving God has lavished upon us. Yet God’s commands cannot simply
be deduced from a general knowledge of human nature, because God had
created us as unique individuals. To become our true selves we must be will-
ing to respond to God’s unique commands to us as individuals.

The kind of ethic Kierkegaard himself defends is thus one that sees obli-
gations as grounded in the commands of a loving God. It presents the ethi-
cal life as grounded in a higher authority, but the whole notion of authority
is problematic to many modern moral theorists, who see autonomy as the
essence of the moral life. “Kierkegaard on Religious Authority: The Problem
of the Criterion” shows the fundamental importance of authority for
Kierkegaard, not least in the ethical life, and defends authority as an indis-
pensable concept, even while acknowledging the epistemological dilemmas
authority presents to us. In contrast to dominant modes of thought in both
modern and postmodern philosophy, Kierkegaard considers the religious
authority inherent in a special revelation from God to be the fundamental
source of religious truth. 

The question as to how a genuine religious authority could be recog-
nized is particularly difficult for Kierkegaard. He rightly recognizes that if I
accept an authority only when I can independently give reasons for believing
that authority, then I do not really accept the authority as an authority.
Rather, I have subordinated the presumed authority to the authority of my
own reason. Nevertheless, there are many rival candidates for religious
authority; at least some must be spurious, and so criteria for a genuine
authority are needed.

Kierkegaard does offer some criteria that he thinks are helpful, at least in
ruling out some imposters, though he says no criteria can give us any guar-
antees about such matters. The criteria he cites for the most part focus on the
prophet or apostle who is the bearer of the alleged revelation. A true prophet,
says Kierkegaard, will appeal to authority and not try to make a philosophi-
cal or aesthetic case for the truth or profundity of his or her message. The
Apostle Paul should be believed because he has apostolic authority, not
because he is a clever logician or excellent tentmaker. A second criterion is
that the true prophet will reject any appeal to force or power, relying on the
providence of God and accepting the fact that people may not listen.
Suffering or even martyrdom may be the fate of the prophet, and the gen-
uine prophet can accept this outcome. An alleged prophet who uses power
politics or manipulates people is thereby disqualified. A third criterion is that
a genuine revelation would contain something paradoxical, something that
human reason could not have discovered on its own.
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All these criteria are helpful and in fact are employed by other theolo-
gians. Nevertheless, I argue that Kierkegaard’s reasons for rejecting another
traditional criterion, namely that a genuine revelation would be accompa-
nied by miracles, are unjustified. Kierkegaard is worried that an appeal to
miracles would make faith unnecessary, but, as he himself says, faith may be
required even to discern and believe in the miracle. A miracle could function
as a sign that a message really comes from God, and this is something that a
faithful person would want to know. However ready a person may be to
believe what God says, he or she needs good reasons to believe that the mes-
sage truly does come from God. Miracles, like the other criteria Kierkegaard
does offer, would not amount to a proof, but miracles could function as signs
that help the person of faith recognize that it is indeed God who is speaking.
In conclusion I try to show that the criteria offered by Kierkegaard as well as
the method by which they are derived require us to question certain
Enlightenment views as to what should count as rational. Once more we are
pointed away from Enlightenment epistemologies, with their demand for
certainty, and towards an epistemic stance that accepts our finitude and rec-
ognizes that we begin our epistemic lives with commitments that cannot be
given incorrigible foundations.

Part 5 of the book again shifts focus slightly to examine some of
Kierkegaard’s reflections on the human person. Philosophical psychology is
implicit in many of the earlier essays in the book, because Kierkegaard’s
reflections on faith and reason, as well as those that deal with the ethical life,
always are carried on with an understanding that these are human activities
that reflect the nature and character of existing human beings. It is fitting
then to conclude with a group of papers that highlight Kierkegaard’s under-
standing of the human self.

The first essay in this section, “Who is the Other in The Sickness unto
Death? God and Human Relations in the Constitution of the Self ” asks
whether the textbook caricature of Kierkegaard as a radical individualist who
did not grasp the importance of relationships is correct. I argue that
Kierkegaard does understand that the self is fundamentally social in nature;
we only become a self through a relation with other selves. For Kierkegaard,
a self is both something that a human being is and something a human being
must become. We are created by God as selves; to that degree our selfhood is
an ontological fact. However, God extends us freedom and thereby makes it
possible for us to participate in our own becoming. God creates us with pos-
sibilities whose actualization depends on us, and therefore our task as human
beings is to “become what we are,” to realize the possibilities that God has
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granted us to become fully personal, a task we could not undertake if we
were not already selves of a sort.

In The Sickness unto Death, the pseudonymous author Anti-Climacus
says that human beings are fundamentally relational: a human self “relates
itself to itself by relating itself to another” (13–14). This other provides a cri-
terion of identity, an ideal of selfhood by which we measure ourselves.

Many commentators have thought that this other is God and therefore
that Kierkegaard’s concept of selfhood still does not do justice to human
relations in the formation of the self. A close reading of part 1 of The Sickness
unto Death, however, shows that Kierkegaard is all too aware of the power
human relations have for selfhood. The question is not whether we are
formed by relations to other humans, but whether our identity is wholly
constituted by such relations. God is the ontological foundation of selfhood
and is the Other we must know to become our true selves fully, but God has
given humans the freedom to ground their selves in what is less than God.
Kierkegaard argues that it is possible for the self to be more than an ensem-
ble of social relations, to become “the individual.” However, even this indi-
viduality is made possible through a relationship—one to God, whose call to
me is to become the self God created me to be.

Chapter 16 continues this exploration of human selfhood by looking at
Kierkegaard as a depth psychologist. Though the ideal for Kierkegaard is
transparency, much of the self is opaque to itself. We have great powers to
deceive ourselves and suppress the truth about ourselves. “Kierkegaard’s
View of the Unconscious” attempts to clarify Kierkegaard’s understanding of
this aspect of selfhood. 

Kierkegaard’s account of the unconscious is marked by its Christian
character, as he sees the human attempt to hide from ourselves as a manifes-
tation of human sinfulness, and gives this diagnosis with a view towards a
Christian “therapy” that points us towards human wholeness. As such, the
Kierkegaardian account might appear less scientific than its Freudian rivals.
However, I argue that no account of the “dynamic unconscious” will be free
of moral and religious assumptions; as soon as we say what “human health”
and “pathology” are we have left the realm of value-free objectivity behind.
Thus Kierkegaard’s view should be considered in the marketplace of ideas
along with its secular rivals.

The essay begins with a consideration of the tensions that inhere in the
Freudian view of the unconscious. At times Freud views the unconscious as
something that is rooted in our biology and that we have little control over.
We are lived by the Id, literally “the It.” However, the unconscious is also
dynamic, something we have some responsibility for. We repress aspects of
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the self, and this repression reflects the relationships we have, particularly
relationships with parents, who give us our initial sense of identity. 

What is called “object-relations theory” develops this second aspect of
Freudian thought. Object-relations theory sees our sense of self as rooted in
our early relationship with a caregiving parent; we identify with this parent
and internalize his or her ideals. Those who experience “good-enough moth-
ering” are relatively healthy, but all of us, according to theorists such as
Harry Guntrip, have some degree of “splitting” or dissociation, the result of
disowning the part of us derived from “the bad parent.” 

Kierkegaard’s view of the unconscious is closely related to object-relations
theory. Like this view, he holds that our sense of self is grounded in a relation
to others, and that various forms of pathology result when those relations are
poor or when our sense of self is derived from relations to something that can-
not bear the weight of the self ’s identity. Insofar as I am unwilling to be
myself I find myself deceiving myself over myself; the self becomes opaque to
itself.

Kierkegaard sees the developmental task as one that applies to human life
as a whole, not merely to early childhood or even to adolescence. In a way, the
object-relations theorist agrees. Guntrip thinks that a good therapist can pro-
vide the unconditional love and acceptance that can heal the effects of inade-
quate parenting. Kierkegaard, however, thinks that no human being can do
this job; a secure identity that allows us to become fully transparent to our-
selves requires a relation to the God who loves us unconditionally and offers
us grace and forgiveness. Therapists may certainly be helpful to many people,
but a therapist who sees me for an hour a week and does so for remuneration
can hardly substitute for the God who was willing to suffer and die for me.

Kierkegaard’s reflections on the self were certainly influential on the
existentialist philosophers of the twentieth century, who emphasized the idea
that human beings form themselves through their choices. It is therefore not
too surprising that some have read the existentialist notion of “radical
choice” back into Kierkegaard himself. The final two essays in part 5 exam-
ine Kierkegaard’s understanding of the place of the will in human existence.

“Does Kierkegaard Think Beliefs Can Be Directly Willed?” looks at the
role of the will in the development of religious faith in the individual.
Kierkegaard is well known for his discussion of faith as requiring a leap. What
is this leap and how do we make it? Philosophers such as Louis Pojman have
thought that Kierkegaard held that beliefs were under our direct, voluntary
control. Religious faith is simply something that must be chosen on this view.
It is a difficult choice because it requires beliefs in a paradox that human rea-
son cannot comprehend. Pojman thinks that this “direct volitionalism” is
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psychologically mistaken. We have no power directly to decide what to
believe. And he argues that we should form our beliefs only on the basis of
rational evidence; choosing to believe for any other reason is wrong.

I argue that Kierkegaard is not a direct volitionalist at all. He is fully
aware of the fact that our beliefs are often not under our control. It is just for
this reason that he claims that the universal doubt that modern philosophy
pretends to begin with is impossible. Sometimes it is hard or even impossible
to doubt; sometimes it is hard or even impossible to believe. However, when
we are dealing with beliefs about existence or what David Hume would call
“matters of fact,” there is always a logical gap between evidence and belief. It
is this gap that makes skepticism possible, however difficult it may be. On
Kierkegaard’s view, the skeptic is ultimately a skeptic because he or she wills
to be a skeptic. This implies that those of us who are not skeptics are not
skeptics because we do not want to be skeptics. In general, anyone who looks
at human beliefs cannot help but recognize the massive role played by our
desires, hopes, and fears in their formation. Think for example of the contra-
dictory beliefs about who won a political debate formed by observers of the
debate, most of whom usually firmly believe that the candidate they want to
win actually won the debate. It is not surprising, then, that even though faith
cannot simply be willed into existence, whether a person attains faith or not
reflects their deepest desires and commitments. We must choose to give up
our resistance to God and allow God to create faith within us if we are to
become believers.

The concluding essay in this section, “Where There’s a Will There’s a
Way: Kierkegaard’s Theory of Action,” tries to give a general account of
Kierkegaard’s understanding of the will and its role in human action. The
essay begins with a critique of Alasdair MacIntyre’s popular picture of
Kierkegaard as a proponent of “radical choice,” a fundamental life choice
which must be made without reasons. MacIntyre’s reading of Either/Or rests
on a faulty picture of the book. It is true that no external result is given for
the argument between the aesthete who loves seduction and the older mar-
ried ethicist, Judge William, who urges the young aesthete to choose respon-
sibly. However, the arguments of the ethicist by no means presuppose an
ethical point of view. Rather, Judge William gives good reasons why the eth-
ical life is superior to the aesthetic life even when judged on aesthetic
grounds. The choice of the ethical is hardly a radical “criterionless choice,”
made for no reason.

Kierkegaard’s understanding of human action is best understood as
standing in the tradition of Aristotle, which views an action as the result of a
choice that is itself the outcome of deliberation. In this Aristotelian picture
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human action begins with something like a desire or a wish, which in the
paradigm case leads to deliberation about how to bring about the desired end,
culminating in a choice. Kierkegaard accepts this general picture of things but
insists that the will is not necessarily completely determined by this process of
reflection. A person can know what is right or good but not do it. If we do not
insist on this point, Kierkegaard thinks that we lose sight of the place played
by the will; a human being becomes a purely intellectual creature.

Reflection for Kierkegaard has a potentially infinite quality. Anyone who
has agonized over ordering from a menu in a restaurant understands that the
reflection that precedes a choice can be indefinitely extended and the choice
postponed. Thought never brings itself to a close. Rather, the person must
choose to end the process of reflection, and this happens when a person is
motivated to act and thus brings deliberation to closure. One element that is
required is affective; Kierkegaard rejects the idea of a liberum arbitrium, a
disinterested will that is objective and neutral. Rather, our willing is always
done in the context of our desires and passions. Nevertheless, the will is not
simply the outcome of the desires a person feels at a given moment; we have
some ability to weight our desires and—over time—to form them, through
repeated choices of the will.

It is this power to will that gives us ultimate responsibility for our lives.
A comparison with the well-known theory of action developed by Donald
Davidson shows that Kierkegaard shares the fundamental intuition of con-
temporary libertarian philosophers of action: we are ultimately responsible
only for what we can will or not will, or that is the result of past actions that
we could have willed or not willed. Such a concept of will implies that there
is something mysterious about the human self, which is the province of the
leap, Kierkegaard’s general term for a significant free act. Human acts are not
radical choices. They are performed for reasons. The reasons, however, do
not in the end determine what we do and thus do not fully explain what we
do, at least in the scientific sense of “explain.” Yet failure to accept this mys-
tery ultimately leads to a view of the self that eliminates any sense of the self
as a meaningful agent. 

In conclusion, I suggest that the demand for a full explanation of human
action is akin to the demand of the classical foundationalist that our reasons
for belief be absolutely certain. Both in the cases of action and belief, we are
creatures whose reasoning plays a fundamental role in our lives, but whose
reason must be understood as the reason of creatures who are fundamentally
passionate beings. 

The overall picture of Kierkegaard that emerges from these essays is not
a picture of an irrational fideist who rejects reason, but a picture of a
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Christian philosopher who sees the limits of human reason, limits that must
be recognized in the context of human finitude and sinfulness and divine
revelation and authority. I am convinced that if we read Kierkegaard with
this kind of picture in the background, we are better positioned to hear the
twin messages I have claimed he has to offer the contemporary world. To the
secular world Kierkegaard does indeed offer a powerful account of faith,
including a diagnosis of why faith in the contemporary intellectual world has
ebbed and a prescription for recovery of faith’s vitality. To the Church he
offers a stinging rebuke of “Christendom,” whether that be in the form of an
established Church or an unofficial “civil religion.” It is only when we under-
stand that to be a Christian is to respond to the call of a God who speaks, not
simply through human culture or philosophy, but through Jesus of
Nazareth, that we can be prepared to be salt and light, or—as Kierkegaard
himself thought would be the case—suffering “witnesses to the truth” in a
time of great cultural and political darkness.
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PART TWO

Kierkegaard the Philosopher
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If a reader should go into a good library and browse through the books about
Kierkegaard, she would, I think, be struck immediately by a significant dif-
ference between most of the older books and quite a few, though certainly
not all, of the more recent volumes. Older books, such as James Collins’s The
Mind of Kierkegaard,1 tended to see Kierkegaard primarily as a philosopher,
albeit an unusual one with poetic gifts and religious interests. By and large,
they approached Kierkegaard as one would approach other philosophers,
inquiring as to his views on ethics, epistemology, and other standard philo-
sophical issues. The underlying assumption is that Kierkegaard had convic-
tions about such issues, and that those convictions might be, in part or as a
whole, true or false, correct or incorrect.

Roger Poole’s Kierkegaard: The Indirect Communication may serve as a
good example of the type of later book I have in mind, though works by such
authors as Louis Mackey, Sylviane Agacinski, John Vignaux Smythe, and
John D. Caputo would serve equally well. Poole explicitly distances himself
from the tradition—one that he stigmatizes as “theological”—that under-
stands Kierkegaard’s pseudonymous works as containing philosophical doc-
trines.2 On his view, “Kierkegaard writes text after text whose aim is not to
state a truth, not to clarify an issue, not to propose a definite doctrine, not to
offer some meaning that could be directly appropriated.”3 Kierkegaard can-
not offer us objective truth because he is seen as committed to a view of lan-
guage and meaning similar to that of Derrida and Lacan. In order for
propositions to have fixed truth values, they must be about something, and
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Kierkegaard’s texts do not refer in this way. “The texts demonstrate to a
nicety the Lacanian perception that all we are ever offered in a text is an end-
less succession of signifiers.”4

One way of understanding the difference between these two approaches
is in terms of the contemporary philosophical debate between realism and
antirealism. I mean by this the debate as to whether there is a mind-inde-
pendent reality, a reality that exists independently of human judgments and
by virtue of which those judgments are true or false. Of course the antirealist
accepts what we all call “the real world” in one sense. What the antirealist
denies is that human language can refer to the world as it is in itself, apart
from our human concepts and classifications, which in turn reflect our
human activities and interests.

This debate could be characterized in terms of a disagreement about lan-
guage, a dispute about meaning and reference, or as a disagreement about
truth and the existence of mind-independent reality. Although each way of
describing the dispute could provide a basis for an illuminating look at
Kierkegaard, I wish to focus on the concepts of truth and mind-independent
reality. That these concepts are central to the debate can hardly be denied.
For example, William Alston describes realism as the claim that “whatever
there is is what it is regardless of how we think of it,” combined with the
belief that there is in fact something.5 Alvin Plantinga says that the dispute
centers on the antirealist claim that “objects . . . are not ontologically inde-
pendent of persons and their ways of thinking and behaving.”6 Sometimes
the dependence of truth on human knowers is characterized epistemically.
Thus, Hilary Putnam describes the realism he wished at one time to reject in
the following terms: “a distinguishing feature of the realistic sense of ‘true’ is
it is logically possible for even the best attested statement to be false.”7

Despite the fact that Kierkegaard is famous (or infamous) for the claim
in Concluding Unscientific Postscript that “truth is subjectivity,” the contem-
porary debate about realism and antirealism has not paid a great deal of
attention to Kierkegaard.8 There are occasional references and hints that
Kierkegaard has something to say about these issues. For example, Richard
Rorty identifies Kierkegaard as one who rejects the Socratic assumption that
humans have a timeless “truth-tracking faculty called Reason” in favor of the
view that the point of departure of human knowers may simply be a contin-
gent historical event.9 Still, by and large, Kierkegaard’s voice has not been
prominent, at least in the Anglo-American venue for the debate. So it seems
quite appropriate to take a closer look at Kierkegaard, and particularly at
Concluding Unscientific Postscript, to see what Kierkegaard might have to say
about this dispute. Such a look may have the added bonus of clarifying the
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way we read Kierkegaard himself, and giving critical perspective on both of
the streams of scholarly literature that continue to appear about him. Is
Kierkegaard a realist or is he better understood as at least a precursor of con-
temporary antirealism?

Antirealistic Tests in Postscript

It is hardly surprising that Kierkegaard should be read as an antirealist in the
sense of someone who denies there is any mind-independent reality. After
all, Kierkegaard is known preeminently as the philosopher of subjectivity,
and so it seems reasonable to take him as agreeing with Putnam that “the
worm of the human” lies over everything, including our knowledge of real-
ity. Nevertheless, such a general impression of Kierkegaard as a philosopher
of subjectivity hardly settles the issue, since it leaves vague the nature of sub-
jectivity and what Kierkegaard’s emphasis on subjectivity means and implies.
We must therefore look at specific texts.

I should like to say at the outset that the question as to whether
Kierkegaard is a realist or antirealist in Concluding Unscientific Postscript can-
not be settled in a simple proof-text manner by producing passages that
appear to favor one view. For one thing, as I shall presently show by illustra-
tion, there are passages that appear to support each side of the debate, as well
as plenty that are ambiguous. For another, as we shall see, there are plausible
explanations each side can give of the passages that appear to support the
other side. Nevertheless, it is helpful to begin by considering some passages
that appear to support both antirealism and realism, to give some content to
the argument. I shall begin with some passages that appear to be antirealist
in their thrust.

An important test case concerns the nature of God and knowledge of
God. Is God a metaphysical reality who exists independently of human con-
sciousness? If so, some kind of realism would seem to be presupposed.
However, there are numerous passages in Postscript that appear to take an
antirealist view of God. In these passages, God is not regarded as an objective
reality existing independently of human consciousness, but is in some way
“constituted” by subjectivity: “But freedom, that is the wonderous lamp;
when a person rubs it with ethical passion: God then comes into existence
for him” (CUP 1:138).

How can God “come into existence” for a person? One possible answer
is suggested somewhat later: “For God is not something outward, like a wife,
whom I can ask whether she is now satisfied with me . . . because God is not
some outward thing, but is the infinite itself, is not something outward that
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quarrels with me when I do wrong but the infinite itself that does not need
scolding words, but whose vengeance is terrible—the vengeance that God
does not exist for me at all, even though I pray” (CUP 1:162–63). Though
this passage is, to say the least, somewhat obscure, one might construe it to
mean that awareness of God’s reality is simply awareness of some infinite
idea in consciousness, perhaps consciousness of an infinite moral demand,
which has no existence independent of consciousness. On this reading, belief
in God would be something rather like belief in an absolute moral standard.
Of course one might construe this moral standard as an objective reality and
thus assume a realistic posture toward it, but one might also think of it in
quasi-Kantian terms, as a moral law that the moral agent himself creates. (Of
course Kant himself also says that moral duties are to be seen as divine com-
mands, but one could imagine someone who interpreted such talk as being a
poetic way of emphasizing the objectivity or absoluteness of the moral law.)

Such passages can be construed in ways consistent with realism. One
might say, for example, that Kierkegaard means only that God comes into
existence for a person in the sense that the person first becomes aware of
God’s reality when she acts freely and responsibly. And we have just seen
that the “infinite” that consciousness discovers could be construed meta-
physically as having some ontological status independent of the conscious-
ness that conceives of the demand. Nonetheless, I think one must admit
that these passages, taken alone, do not require such a realistic reading, and
that an antirealistic construal might be regarded as providing a more natu-
ral interpretation.

One might also argue that even if Kierkegaard takes an antirealistic view
of God, this does not imply any general commitment to antirealism. Perhaps
it is only moral and religious truths that are to be construed in an antirealist
manner. Such a position is suggested by passages like the following: “If now
Christianity is essentially something objective, it is right for the observer to
be objective; but if Christianity is essentially subjectivity, it is a mistake if the
observer is objective. In relation to all knowing in which it holds true that
the object of cognition is the inwardness of the subjective individual himself,
it holds true that the knower must be in this condition” (CUP 1:53). The
commitment to antirealism seems very strong here; in the case of
Christianity, the “object of cognition” is not a reality existing independently
of the knower, but something internal to the consciousness of the individual.
Nevertheless, one might argue that this does not involve any general com-
mitment to philosophical antirealism. On the contrary, there is in the pas-
sage an implied contrast between knowing that has a realistic object and

32 Kierkegaard on Faith and the Self



knowing that takes “inwardness” itself as its object. Nevertheless, such an
antirealism about moral and religious truth, even if it is not a universal
antirealism, is very significant, since for many readers of Kierkegaard and
doubtless for Kierkegaard himself, moral and religious truth is fundamen-
tally important.

Realistic Texts in Postscript

From a purely textual point of view, such antirealistic passages are by no
means the whole story, however. There are many texts that, on the surface at
least, seem to presuppose a more traditional, realistic view of God. For exam-
ple, God is frequently described as the creator of the natural world, but it
seems evident that only an objectively existing being could create a world.
An infinite moral demand that I place upon myself hardly seems capable of
the job of creation. Though God is not straightforwardly present in his cre-
ation, it is nonetheless his creation: “Nature is certainly the work of God, but
only the work is directly present, not God” (CUP 1:243). Subjectivity, on
this view, does not bring God into existence, but is rather the condition for
epistemic awareness of God: “Nature, the totality of creation, is God’s work,
and yet God is not there, but within the individual human being there is a
possibility (he is spirit according to his possibility) that in inwardness is
awakened to a God-relationship, and then it is possible to see God in every-
thing” (1:246–47).

There are many similar passages that describe God as Creator, as the one
who needs no human person to carry out his plans, and as the one who
assigns to humans tasks that may or may not have world-historical signifi-
cance (see, e.g., CUP 1:136, 137, 139). Nevertheless, such passages, while
certainly appearing to presuppose a realistic view of God, are no more deci-
sive than are those that appear to take a more antirealistic view. Readers who
view Kierkegaard as thoroughly elusive may well read such passages ironi-
cally and suggest that it is a mistake to try to read his texts “straight,” as if
they contained doctrines. (Of course taking this line implies that one must
be similarly suspicious of passages that appear to propound in a straight
manner antirealistic views.) Even if one does not assume that a kind of global
ironical perspective undermines the possibility of taking such apparent asser-
tions as assertions, one might still hold that the apparently realistic language
is not to be taken literally. Rather, Kierkegaard may be using traditional reli-
gious language but infusing it with radically new existential and pragmatic
content, speaking poetically and not literally.
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The Question of Method

One might think that the question of Kierkegaard’s view of the realism
debate could be resolved if we had some general guidance as to how such
texts as the ones disputed above should be read. Can we presuppose some
hermeneutical method, some theory as to how to approach philosophical
texts in general and Kierkegaard’s texts in particular? There are of course gen-
eral interpretative perspectives that will resolve the issues, but the adoption
of one such perspective is hardly the adoption of a neutral method that will
resolve the dispute impartially. Rather, in this case it is clear that the inter-
pretative perspective one takes presupposes some view on the very issues
under consideration.

For example, if one argues that every text in some sense deconstructs’
by failing to communicate what the author intended, and that it is impossi-
ble for a text to affirm propositions that are objectively true, then it is quite
clear that Kierkegaard’s texts will not function in the way realists assume.
Furthermore, if one assumes that Kierkegaard himself realized this, then
one can go on to interpret his whole edifice of pseudonyms and irony and
humor as attempts to express this insight, perhaps as an attempt to “show”
what cannot be “said,” to use Wittgenstein’s language. On such a reading
Kierkegaard is an antirealist who recognized that it would be incoherent to
assert the objective truth of antirealism and hence tried to express his
insights in an appropriately elusive manner. That such an approach is possi-
ble is demonstrated by the newer type of literature I began by describing,
but the perspective adopted by this mode of reading is hardly dispassionate
and objective with respect to the dispute about realism. Rather, it amounts
to a demonstration that if one assumes the truth of antirealism, and
assumes that Kierkegaard realized this truth, then one can read Kierkegaard
as an antirealist.

Of course, realist readings may be equally question-begging. To go to the
opposite extreme from radical deconstructionism, if one assumes that the
meaning of a text is fixed objectively by the author’s intentions and assumes
there is a fact of the matter as to what Kierkegaard intended, then presumably
one can take seriously some of Kierkegaard’s seemingly objective claims about
God. (At least one can do this if one has reason to think that Kierkegaard
intended those claims to be read as objectively true.) But once more a realistic
account of truth seems to be presupposed by the hermeneutical theory
employed, and it is also assumed that Kierkegaard accepted such a view. It is
hardly surprising that if we assume realism and assume that Kierkegaard
accepted realism, we can successfully read Kierkegaard as a realist.
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Obviously there are theories of meaning that lie between radical decon-
structionism and objective authorial intent. However, my point is that there
are no neutral, noncontroversial theories that will give us a method for objec-
tively settling the question as to how Kierkegaard should be read. One’s read-
ings of Kierkegaard will inevitably be shaped, to a greater or lesser degree, by
one’s global commitments about meaning in general and Kierkegaard’s liter-
ature as a whole.

I do not believe that the impossibility of a method in this case means
that meaningful conversation and dispute between the antagonists is impos-
sible. Rather, it seems to me that each differing view can develop both over-
all comprehensive readings as well as readings of particular texts and books.
Opponents can imaginatively “try on” alternative readings and test them by
their ability to illuminate and clarify the text and to resolve problems that are
posed therein. Although no neutral ground can be found to resolve the dis-
pute once and for all, conversions may happen, and even without conver-
sion, give and take is possible in which each side may learn from others in
the conversation.

The story that follows is one that fits with the broader story I have else-
where given about Kierkegaard.10 It is in one sense a realistic reading in that
I take seriously the philosophical claims made in the text as claims that can
be defended or criticized by arguments. Pragmatically, this seems to me to be
the best approach to the text, since even if Kierkegaard’s writings are ironical
through and through, there is a sense in which the irony will be undermined
if we do not “play along” and take the particular claims and arguments seri-
ously. A global sense that everything in the text is ironical can, ironically
enough, make it impossible for us to recognize whatever ironical elements
are present. Roger Poole’s claim that Kierkegaard’s texts consist of “literary
machines that . . . actually work but carry out no function at all”11 can be
just the kind of a priori straightjacket that Poole argues characterizes what he
calls ‘‘theologically driven” readings of Kierkegaard. I believe that taking
Kierkegaard seriously as a philosopher can illuminate the realism debate,
because Kierkegaard seems to accept the kinds of epistemological premises
that are often regarded as justifying antirealism, but he combines these epis-
temological views with a quite traditional acceptance of realism.

Kierkegaard on Kant and Hegel

The contemporary debate about realism and antirealism is preeminently a
debate about Kantian issues. Antirealists such as Putnam are not Berkeleyan
idealists; in some sense they recognize that there is a “real world” that is
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objective over against the individual, and that in ordinary life we distinguish
between true and false statements about that world. The debate concerns the
status of that world. Is it in some sense the world as it appears to us, a phe-
nomenal world, or is there such a thing as the world as it is in itself ? Hilary
Putnam’s 1976 presidential address to the Eastern American Philosophical
Association makes this Kantian structure explicit. After discussing Kant’s
view that knowledge is a “representation” that is the work of a “transcenden-
tal me,” Putnam explains his own position: “I would modify Kant’s image in
two ways. The authors (in the plural—my image of knowledge is social)
don’t write just one story: they write many versions. And the authors in the
stories are the real authors. This would be ‘crazy’ if these stories were fictions.
A fictitious character can’t also be a real author. But these are true stories.”12

In light of this Kantian framing of the problem, it is illuminating to
examine Kierkegaard’s own comments on Kant in chapter 3 of Postscript,
which contains a discussion as to whether Hegel has given an adequate answer
to “Kantian skepticism.” This discussion is initially puzzling in a number of
ways. In the debate Kant is viewed as a skeptic who denied the possibility of
knowledge of the “real world.” Hegel on the other hand is described as a pur-
ported realist who attempted to answer this Kantian skepticism.

One might also wonder what this debate about skepticism has to do
with the debate about realism. After all, it would seem that one could be a
skeptic and a realist, affirming that there is an independent reality while
denying we have any knowledge about that reality. I think Kierkegaard
would affirm the coherence of such a position. However, though it appears
possible to be a skeptic and still be a realist, the refutation of skepticism
would seem to require the triumph of realism, unless the triumph over skep-
ticism is itself an illusion. As we shall see, this is precisely what Kierkegaard
thinks Hegel’s overcoming of Kant amounts to.

It might seem that Kierkegaard has the positions of Kant and Hegel
reversed. After all, Hegel is known as the proponent of philosophical ideal-
ism, while Kant’s philosophy can be seen as committed to realism in at least
two respects. First, there is Kant’s “empirical realism,” where Kant sees him-
self as refuting Humean skepticism and vindicating the objectivity of scien-
tific knowledge. Though it is true that this knowledge turns out to be
knowledge of appearances, it is still in one sense objective for Kant. Second,
one must also recognize Kant’s defense of “noumenal reality,” his contention
that even if knowledge is in some sense of reality as it appears to us, there is
such a thing as reality in itself, a reality that turns out to be significant for
moral and religious ends in the second Critique.
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A closer look at Kierkegaard’s text shows that he is not really confused.
Since the point of the chapter is to criticize Hegel’s claim to have successfully
answered Kant, it is reasonable for Kierkegaard to view Kant through
Hegelian eyes. And the picture sketched is precisely the portrait Hegel
paints: Hegel sees himself as vindicating “absolute knowledge” against
the Kantian “idealism” that limits human knowledge to appearances.
Kierkegaard’s own critical perspective on Hegel is that in fact Hegel’s answer
to Kant is no answer at all. Hegel’s vindication of “absolute knowledge” is an
illusion, and his answer to what Hegel sees as Kant’s skepticism is actually a
deeper and more insidious form of skepticism. As we shall see, Kierkegaard’s
own view turns out to be quite similar to Kant’s, though it is not clear
whether Kierkegaard is aware of this.13

As Kierkegaard tells the tale, Hegel’s answer to Kant’s skepticism rests
on the validity of Hegel’s “method.” Hegel’s dialectical method was sup-
posed to enable the thinker to reach the standpoint of “pure thought,” the
exalted viewpoint of reason that leaves behind the thinking of the under-
standing, which is tied to the traditional Aristotelian principle of noncon-
tradiction. From this exalted viewpoint, the thinker can mediate
philosophical disagreements, seeing the truth contained in rival viewpoints
and incorporating those truths in increasingly adequate and more compre-
hensive perspectives. Kantian skepticism is not merely confronted with a
dogmatic denial. Rather, the standpoint of absolute knowledge is supposed
to emerge from the process of reflection that has itself generated Kantian
skepticism. The skeptical standpoint is in some way supposed to overcome
itself. Though there is an obvious Cartesian flavor to this idea (we discover
absolute certainty by an attempt at universal doubt), at the heart of it lies
the Hegelian conviction that skepticism, like every other one-sided philo-
sophical doctrine, contains the seeds of its own destruction, but that this is
a destruction which does not merely negate but also constructively pre-
serves what is right about skepticism.

Kierkegaard makes several criticisms of this Hegelian project. First of all,
he rejects the idea that doubt can overcome itself. Echoing his own earlier
discussion of skepticism in Philosophical Fragments, he claims that skepticism
is in some sense a willed standpoint (CUP 1:335–36n). He does not mean,
as is sometimes thought, that people can in general voluntarily control their
beliefs.14 Rather, he means that those who adopt a global skeptical attitude
basically do so because they want to be skeptics. To the degree that skepti-
cism rests on a resolution, it can only be ended by a resolution.

The second charge he makes is that the knowledge of noumenal reality
that “pure thought” is supposed to achieve is illusory. From Kierkegaard’s
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viewpoint, thinking always employs universal concepts; to think about some
concrete reality is always to apply to it some concept, and for Kierkegaard a
concept is essentially a possibility, a possible way of being. This means that the
concrete actuality of the object of thought cannot itself be made an object of
thought. The “identity of thought and being” reached by pure thought is an
illusion because when “being” is thought, it is transformed into possibility,
and one “abstracts’’ from its actuality, which is bound up with its concrete
particularity. So, ideally speaking, thought and being are identical, but only
in the sense that being as thought is equivalent to thought. The union of
thought and being is far from a vindication of realism; it in fact is a sign that
thinking has totally abandoned any attempt to make contact with actuality
and is content with the world of possibility (CUP 1:331).

Kierkegaard’s claim that thinking necessarily fails to grasp being in its
concrete actuality seems to put him on the side of the skeptic. However, he
has his own answer to the skeptic, one that emphasizes what might be called
the noumenal quality of the thinker’s own existence. The existing individual
can know himself as actuality without transforming that actuality into possi-
bility. The individual subject “is able to know what lives within him—the
only actuality that does not become a possibility by being known and is not
something that can be known only by being thought” (CUP 1:320). I take
this to mean that the individual’s own existential reality can therefore be
thought and known, and that it is the only concrete actuality for which this
is the case. It is not known only by being thought, and it can be thought
without its actuality being annulled. So Kierkegaard’s alternative solution to
the problem of “Kantian” skepticism turns out to look remarkably like
Kant’s own perspective, which limits theoretical reason to knowledge of the
phenomenal world so as to allow room for the perspective of the rational
agent—one who has rational faith in his own existence as a free being and
grounds his belief in God and immortality on this practical faith.

This is not a reversion to the Cartesian cogito, because the reality known
is not merely the reality of consciousness, which would merely be awareness
of possibility, but the reality of agency, the passionate transformation of pos-
sibility into actuality. It does threaten, like the Cartesian cogito, to imply
some kind of solipsism, or “acosmism,” as Kierkegaard himself notes.15 That
is, one might take Kierkegaard here to be saying that the only “thing in
itself ” that can be known is the agent’s own reality, and thus that one must
take a skeptical position about the external world.

That Kierkegaard has a genuine sympathy for skepticism cannot be
denied. In the last analysis, however, he is not himself a skeptic. To see this
one must recognize that Kierkegaard uses the term “knowledge” in two dif-
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ferent ways. At times he uses knowledge as requiring the kind of certainty
that classical foundationalism believed was required for knowledge. It is in
this sense that he claims that the only actuality an individual can know is his
or her own ethical actuality. At other times Kierkegaard uses the term
“knowledge” in a different and much looser sense. He recognizes that there is
a broad class of things that in everyday life are regarded as known. For exam-
ple, in Philosophical Fragments he says that he assumes that there is such a
thing as knowledge of the past, and only wants to know how this knowledge
is acquired (81).

This looks like a contradiction: we only know our own existence; we
know many things. However, no contradiction is really implied. The under-
lying issue is the demand for objective certainty present in classical episte-
mologies. If one accepts this demand, Kierkegaard argues, nothing can be
known except the individual’s own ethical reality. Kierkegaard himself, how-
ever, is not committed to this ideal and seeks to undermine it by showing
that much of what we accept as knowledge in ordinary life does not meet it.

If we consider the comments Kierkegaard makes about skepticism in
Philosophical Fragments, as well as his thoughts on historical knowledge in
Postscript, the following picture emerges: Kierkegaard’s view is not that
human knowers can never make contact with an external world, but that all
such contact involves faith or belief (same Danish word for both, tro)
(72–88). The idea is not that people are imprisoned within their own con-
sciousness but that knowledge of the external world is never objectively cer-
tain. All such knowledge involves a risk, the possibility of error, and such a
possibility must be annulled by the decision not to take the skeptical atti-
tude. Once more this claim does not have to be understood as implying
direct voluntary control over individual beliefs but as a claim that knowledge
of the external world requires one to reject what might be called the life-view
of the skeptic.

In Philosophical Fragments this claim is illustrated enigmatically via a dis-
cussion of faith or belief. There Kierkegaard says that “immediate sensation
and immediate knowing cannot deceive” (81).16 Thus, when a person sees a
star or experiences an event, something is immediately present and certain.
However, as soon as the person forms a judgment about the content of the
experience, for example, by holding the belief that the star is a star—an
objective part of the physical world—then there is uncertainty, because the
reality of the star as a public object with a history cannot be immediately
sensed (81). One could say that uncertainty is present as soon as the star is
viewed as a thing in itself, a mind-independent reality whose existence tran-
scendsconsciousness of it. Kierkegaard argues that this uncertainty must in
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some way be negated, and that the attitude that in fact carries out the task is
known as faith or belief. Since the object of historical inquiry is by definition
such a real event, something that really happened, it follows that faith is an
essential component in what we normally call historical knowledge (81–82).
(And it is important to note that Kierkegaard does not deny that there is
such a thing as historical knowledge.)

In all of this Kierkegaard seems to be committed to a kind of metaphys-
ical realism. It is precisely the objectivity and mind-independent character of
existent objects that makes knowledge of such objects uncertain in character.
For example, Kierkegaard describes historical knowledge as “approximative”
in character. But if our knowledge of history is approximative, this seems to
imply that there is some kind of ideal to be approximated, and what else can
such an ideal be but that of an accurate representation of the object of
knowledge? In claiming that historical knowledge can never be more than
approximative, Kierkegaard is not denying the independence of the object of
knowledge. On the contrary, he is presupposing it. Even the best and most
exact human knowledge is subject to error, because existing objects have an
illusiveness that is grounded in their independence of us and our concepts
and methods of knowing (PF 82).

But is this realism consistent with the claims that all thought “abstracts
from existence” and that all thinking involves a transformation of actuality
into possibility? How can I know a reality that I must conceive as a possibil-
ity? It is here that the significance becomes apparent in Kierkegaard’s claim
that my own existence can be both thought and known as actuality. It is not
that I attempt to infer the existence of an external reality from my own exis-
tence in a Cartesian fashion. There is no way to obtain objective certainty
with regard to existing realities other than myself. If we adopt the epistemic
standards of modern classical foundationalism, we will become skeptics
about the external world, and Kierkegaard thinks that Greek skepticism
should have taught us this already. We arrive at the external world only
through faith or belief. Nevertheless, we can arrive there. We can do so
because we have a sense of what it means to exist in actuality, and we have
such a sense because we know ourselves as actual agents.

Kierkegaard says that existence is not a concept, and hence it is incorrect
to say we learn the meaning of existence from our own case in the sense that
we might learn the meaning of “white” by seeing white objects. Nevertheless,
we do have a sense of what it means to exist, and we do make judgments
about what things exist and what things do not, and the attitude Kierkegaard
calls “belief ” is an expression of this distinction. One way of expressing this
would be to say that one must analyze an individual’s belief about an inde-

40 Kierkegaard on Faith and the Self



pendent reality as a linking of thought-possibilities with that individual’s
own existence. Though I have no concept of existence, I know what it means
to exist by existing.17 Believing that my friend John exists amounts to linking
John in some ways to that concrete actuality that is thought without becom-
ing a mere possibility, namely, my own actuality. John is my friend, the one
with whom I went through high school and college.

Kierkegaard says explicitly that knowledge of past historical figures
requires a link to my own existence. To understand the actions of a person in
the past, I must conceive of that individual as an agent like myself, either by
imaginatively placing myself in his shoes or imaginatively placing him in
mine (CUP 1:146). Historical knowledge, however, is tied to my own exis-
tence in two other ways. First, this knowledge is rooted in a passion-driven
attitude we call belief, and since passion is the heart of existence, we can say
that belief or faith is itself a part of my existence. Second, the content of faith
or belief is linked to existence. What does it mean to believe that Julius
Caesar existed, as opposed to merely contemplating the possibility of his
existence? It means that in some very complicated ways I believe that Julius
Caesar is tied to that stream of passionate doings that I know as my own exis-
tence. Whether I see Caesar as my forerunner, my causal antecedent, or the
creator of monuments I or others I know might visit, in thinking of him as
actual I necessarily link him in my thought to the only actuality that I know
as actual.

In looking at Kierkegaard’s critical perspectives on the Hegelian claim to
have overcome “Kantian skepticism,” we see then an interesting blend of
epistemic attitudes. There is on the one hand a strong dose of epistemologi-
cal humility, an attitude that borders on skepticism; the only “thing in itself ”
humans can know with any certainty as actual is the reality of their own exis-
tence as agents. The actuality of other realities is only apprehended through
faith or belief. Nevertheless, it is the actuality of those other realities that is
believed, and faith or belief makes possible what Kierkegaard calls an
“approximative” type of knowledge. This approximative character is an indi-
cator both of the limits of human knowledge and the realistic and indepen-
dent character of what is known.

Realism and Truth

What light does all this throw on Kierkegaard’s famous discussion of truth
and his claim that “truth is subjectivity” in Postscript? The discussion begins
with a brief look at two theories of truth: the “empirical” (correspondence)
definition of truth as “the agreement of thinking with being” and the
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idealistic definition of truth as “the agreement of being with thinking” (CUP
1:189–90). Summary criticisms are made of each view.

The idealistic formula is described as merely tautological, for as we have
just seen, the being that is the object of thought is not actual being but being
as thought. Hence the agreement between being and thought in this case is
merely the agreement of thinking with thinking (CUP 1:190). The heart of
this criticism is the claim that abstract thought deals not with actual exis-
tence but with ideal conceptualizations. Thus, the point made is essentially
the same as that implied by the discussion of “systems,” where it is asserted
that, for human beings, a “logical system is possible,” but an “existential sys-
tem” is not possible (1:109). Human beings can develop conceptual systems
or models, but as soon as they are applied to actual being they become
approximations or hypotheses (1:110).18

This last point leads directly to the criticism made of the “empiricist” or
correspondence theory of truth, which is that truth on this account becomes
an ideal that can never be fully realized. This is so because both the actuality
that is being represented and the knower are “unfinished” and in process.
Kierkegaard here can be understood as emphasizing the tentative, never
finalized character of empirical inquiry, which is rooted both in the com-
plexity and flux-suffused qualities of what is known, as well as the finitude
and uncertainty linked to the temporal character of the knower. The objec-
tion here seems not to be to correspondence as an ideal.19 Indeed,
Kierkegaard seems to assume that no other ideal makes any sense. Rather,
the objection is to any claim that the ideal can be finally and fully actualized.
As I have already argued, such a claim, while it may be subject to criticism
for being overly skeptical, is not antirealistic. Rather, it rests on what Hilary
Putnam has termed the defining tenet of realism, the radically nonepistemic
character of truth. It is just because reality is ultimately independent of
human minds that human attempts to know that reality must always be
approximations.

Kierkegaard thus seems to combine an epistemology that rejects classical
foundationalism with a traditional, realistic account of the aim of knowing.
He seems postmodern in his account of knowledge, yet modern or really pre-
modern in his understanding of truth. Such a combination is puzzling to
many. How can one believe in an objective, mind-independent reality and at
the same time deny that human beings have final knowledge of such a real-
ity? Can we view our beliefs as approximations of an ideal truth if we never
possess that truth? How can one say there is a thing in itself and then deny
that we humans ever finally know what that is? At this point the antirealist
argues that the thing in itself is a meaningless or perhaps useless ideal.
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Richard Rorty, for example, argues that realism only makes sense if one
asserts that humans have some kind of direct access to reality, some mode of
“givenness,” such that we can compare our ideas with a reality that is known
independently of those ideas. But since we have no such access to reality,
Rorty asserts we must give up the ideal of truth as “contact with reality” in
favor of truth as “what it is good for us to believe.”20

It is just at this point that Kierkegaard’s view is most illuminating. For
he rejects an often unnoticed premise that is common both to the classical
foundationalist and the antirealist postmodernist. Both agree that if there is
to be knowledge of objective reality, there must be some method of obtain-
ing certain knowledge about that reality. The classical foundationalist, from
Descartes through Husserl, concludes that since there is objective knowledge
there must be such a method. The antirealist concludes that since there is no
such method there is no knowledge of objective reality. We can see lurking
behind Rorty’s antirealism the dashed hopes and disappointments of the
classical foundationalist.

On Kierkegaard’s view, though there is no “absolute given” and no
method that can be relied upon to produce certain, objective knowledge,
empirical knowledge necessarily aims at such knowledge. He never doubts
that this ideal of objective knowledge is valid as an ideal or that there is a
reality independent of us that we are attempting to know. But if we do not
know this objective reality with certainty, how can we be certain it is even
there? If we do not have absolute truth, how can we be sure it is there as an
ideal to approximate?

One might think that Kierkegaard could appeal to God’s omniscience at
this point, since he clearly asserts that, although no existential system is pos-
sible for humans, reality is indeed a system for God. There is absolute, objec-
tive truth about the actual world: it is found in God’s view of that world. On
this point Merold Westphal is quite right to point out that there are different
forms of antirealism, and that Kant and Kierkegaard should be understood
in the context of their theistic beliefs.21 Like Kant himself, when Kierkegaard
insists that human knowledge is always approximative in character, he is not
denying there is absolute truth but affirming the finitude of human attempts
to realize that truth. 

Though there is clearly a link between belief in God and belief in objec-
tive truth, I am inclined to think that the inference goes the other way for
Kierkegaard. That is, I think he would be more inclined to say we must
believe in God because we believe in an objective truth than that we believe
in objective truth because we believe in God. Certainly, Kierkegaard cannot
here appeal to God to complete his own system. He rejects objective proofs
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of God’s existence, and any objective assurance of God’s reality, so he cannot
appeal to God as an objective proof that there is objective truth. In any case,
to believe in God we must already believe in objective truth, since we can
hardly believe in God, trust God, place our hope in God, and at the same
time fail to believe in God’s objective reality.

If we ask why Kierkegaard believes in an objective reality as what knowl-
edge attempts to approximate, the answer seems to be that this is part of the
structure of belief or faith. That is just what a belief is or does. The mind-
independent character of reality is precisely what gives belief its risky charac-
ter. Belief is just the human attitude that takes this risk and takes what is
apprehended as real.

As I have repeatedly stated, this is not to say that individual beliefs are
voluntary actions, and it does not mean that beliefs are always hard to come
by. On the contrary, Kierkegaard seems to be of the opinion, shared by
Hume and Reid and Moore, that certain kinds of beliefs are just natural
though perhaps not inevitable; they are called forth by life itself.22

Skepticism, then, is difficult; one must work to be a skeptic.

Truth and Subjectivity

If Kierkegaard is a realist and accepts objective truth as an ideal to be approx-
imated, then in what sense does he hold that “truth is subjectivity”? First of
all, it should be noted that the claim that truth is subjectivity, far from deny-
ing the objectivity of propositional truth, includes an affirmation of such
truth:

When truth is asked about objectively, truth is reflected upon objectively
as an object to which the knower relates himself. What is reflected upon is not
the relation but that it is the truth, the true, to which the knower relates. If
that to which he relates himself simply is the truth, the true, then the subject is
in the truth. When truth is asked about subjectively the individual’s relation
is reflected upon subjectively. If this relation’s how is in truth, the individual is
in truth, even if he thereby relates himself to untruth. (CUP 1:199; italics in
original)

This paragraph assumes that there is such a thing as objective propositional
truth. That is, it assumes that it is possible for an individual to believe what
is not objectively true even if the individual herself is in some sense in the
truth, just as it assumes that an individual can believe what is objectively true
while being personally in untruth. Kierkegaard illustrates this claim by the
famous comparison between the pagan who prays with the passion of infin-
ity, even though he lacks objective knowledge of God, and the Christian who
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prays in a false spirit, even though he presumably has objective knowledge
(CUP 1:201). The life of the pagan in such a case is the one that contains
“more truth.”

The thesis that truth is subjectivity is explicitly said to apply only to a
particular kind of truth, the truth that is “essential” to human existence,
and it is clear enough that for Kierkegaard this means moral and religious
truth, the truth about how human life should be lived. The point is not to
deny that there are objective moral and religious truths, but to raise the
question as to how a person can learn to live truly. What is it that makes a
person’s life true?

But can a life be true? Or is this merely using the word “true” in a mis-
leading, metaphorical way? For Kierkegaard, human existence curiously mir-
rors human knowing, but with what might be called a reverse directionality.
In knowing, we attempt to reproduce or reduplicate reality, and though we
speak of some of these attempts as knowledge and regard knowing as a case
where our thought accurately mirrors reality, Kierkegaard says that such
efforts are never final but always approximative and tentative. In any case the
propositions we believe are themselves ideal objects, not spatio-temporal
actualities. Propositions do not exist, though believings of them are acts of or
states of existing beings.

Existence, like knowing, involves a “reduplication,” because it involves
the actualization of conceived possibilities. A life can correspond, or fail to
correspond, to its ideals. The question concerns how a life can truly corre-
spond in this way. Does a person live truly if and only if that person has the
right beliefs, that is, objectively true moral and religious beliefs? Or is it
rather the case that a person can have objectively true beliefs about morality
and human life and still live falsely? And can a person whose beliefs are
objectively false still be a person whose life contains truth? 

Kierkegaard says, with respect to such questions, that “the answer cannot
be in doubt for anyone who is not totally botched by scientific scholarship”
(CUP 1:201). It is not hard to see why he thinks the answer is so easy. We all
know people who hold what we think are objectively false beliefs about moral
and religious matters but who live lives that seem to exhibit those qualities
human existence is supposed to manifest. And we all know people who
appear to have what we think are objectively correct beliefs but whose lives are
characterized by moral failure and hypocrisy. The crucial question for
Kierkegaard then is not whether a person’s beliefs are objectively right but
whether the person has the right kind of relationship to what is believed.

Such a position appears to be naive. What about the sincere Nazi? One
might agree that it is important existentially to realize one’s ideals, but surely
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it is also important that one have the right ideals. The “how” may be impor-
tant, but the “what” seems important as well.

I think Kierkegaard can accommodate this worry. In the end, his posi-
tion is not that what a person believes is unimportant but that how a person
believes is crucially important. In comparing the pagan who prays to the idol
with the passion of infinity and the Christian who prays to the true God in a
false spirit, the point is not that the pagan has supremely realized the truth.
The claim made is that there is more truth in the life of the pagan. In effect,
Kierkegaard says that if you had to choose between these two options, you
would be much better off if you chose to be the pagan. But that is compati-
ble with saying the pagan would be better off still if he had true beliefs.

In fact, one reason the pagan is better off than the hypocritical Christian
is precisely that he is more likely to gain true beliefs. For what Kierkegaard
finally wishes to claim about moral and religious truth is that whatever
knowledge we gain about such matters is gained through having the right
kind of subjectivity. It is for this reason that the person who rubs the lamp of
freedom with ethical passion finds God. This is the case not because there is
no objective truth about such matters but because God has providentially
arranged that moral and religious insight is gained only through moral and
religious striving.

Whether this is an adequate answer to the problem of the “sincere Nazi”
I shall not attempt to say. But I can say that Kierkegaard’s conviction that
truth is gained through and realized in subjectivity is not a repudiation of
realism with respect to propositional truth about anything, including reli-
gious issues. God’s reality is not founded in any human activity. Rather, it is
because it is objectively true that there is a God who desires humans to live
truly that the world has been arranged in such a manner that finding moral
and religious truth is linked to the development of the right kind of subjec-
tivity. It is because of God that finding the truth about God is logically
dependent on learning to live truly.



Chapter 3

Kant and Kierkegaard
on the Possibility of Metaphysics

47

Although those philosophers termed “postmodernist” would seem to have
little in common with logical positivists, one trait these two groups of
philosophers share is a distaste for metaphysics. Though it may well be true
that each group has a very different conception of metaphysics, and even
that each in its positive thrust exemplifies what the other wishes to stigmatize
as metaphysics, it remains true that for each “metaphysics” is a term of abuse.
However, philosophers should not necessarily shrink from embracing terms
of abuse. One of the things I admire about William James is his willingness
to do this in his celebrated essay “The Dilemma of Determinism.” In James’s
essay, which I will discuss in more detail later, he makes a present of the
desirable term “freedom” to his soft determinist opponents and is content to
fight under the banner of the much reviled “chance.”1 In a similar spirit of
willingness to enlist in an unpopular cause, I wish to say a good word on
behalf of this much reviled metaphysics. Specifically, I wish to argue that
Søren Kierkegaard was not an enemy of metaphysics. Rather, Kierkegaard’s
aim was to show that those metaphysical questions that are linked to reli-
gious faith are real questions that human beings must answer. They are, how-
ever, as Kant had argued already, questions that cannot be answered from a
theoretical or speculative point of view, but that need to be approached from
a point of view that could be called practical, pragmatic, or existential.



There Is Metaphysics and There Is Metaphysics

Before defending metaphysics, it is first necessary to clarify what I shall here
mean by the term. The word is used by both friends and opponents for quite
a variety of enterprises. There is, of course, the contemporary “bookstore”
sense, in which metaphysics is associated with magic, witchcraft, and the
occult. This usage we can safely ignore. Metaphysics is sometimes character-
ized in terms of its intended object of inquiry. Perhaps the most central des-
ignation of metaphysics would go back to Aristotle, in which metaphysics is
that which “comes after physics.” But what does it mean to go “after” or
“beyond” physics? One answer would take metaphysics as an attempt to go
beyond the limits of human experience; here metaphysics is the science of
the transcendent or the supra-sensible. If there are Objective Forms or
Transcendent Egos, metaphysics would be the science of such objects. A sec-
ond sense, which may partially overlap this first one, gives metaphysics the
role of inquiry into the supernatural. Metaphysics here is the quest for God,
angels, and/or demons. This second sense should not be identified with the
first, since doing so would prejudge the question as to whether experience of
the supernatural is possible.

Alternatively, metaphysics is sometimes characterized in terms of a quest
for a complete understanding of the whole of reality. The metaphysician on
this view has no special region of reality to study, but is embarked on a quest
for a “metanarrative,” an account of the whole of reality in which science,
morality, art and religion all have their place. (Though one should note that
the term “metanarrative” itself is used in more than one way.) A variation on
this quest to understand the whole would be what some philosophers term
“ontology,” which is a reflection on the “meaning of being” rather than an
attempt to understand beings, whether that attempt be local or global. Less
ambitious than the quest to understand the whole would be local or
“regional” narratives, in which the metaphysician attempts to understand
holistically some particular area of reality, such as the nature of human
beings, or of the cosmos.

Still another way of categorizing metaphysics focuses on its presumed
epistemic status, rather than on the object of study. A metaphysician may be
seen as attempting to gain a certain kind of knowledge, knowledge that is
universal or necessary or has some other special character. For example, the
metaphysician may be described, as Kant often does, as the alleged purveyor
of synthetic a priori truth, or in Spinozist form as the devotee of a strict
method of rational proof that is supposed to guarantee certain knowledge.
Hegel’s view of philosophy as a quest for absolute knowledge that is arrived
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at by a dialectical method would be yet another variation on this theme. My
own hunch is that it is this epistemic characterization of metaphysics that is
responsible for much of its current bad reputation.

I think it is pretty clear that there is such a thing as thinking about the
character of the real that does not necessarily include such grandiose episte-
mological baggage. If one looks at metaphysical debates in contemporary
analytic philosophy, for example, one finds a plurality of views on such top-
ics as the nature of personal identity, the relation of mind to body, the nature
and causes of human action, and many others. Rival views on all these issues
are vigorously defended. In these debates none of the participants is under
any illusion of saying the last word on the subject; rather, theories are devel-
oped and arguments defended with a full understanding that there are alter-
native views in the neighborhood and that no particular theory is likely to
win universal (or even majority) assent. The arguments take the form of
showing consistency or inconsistency with various convictions and commit-
ments people have; a metaphysical view under attack by arguments, even
powerful arguments, can always be saved if one is willing to modify some of
those convictions. So it is clearly possible for there to be such a thing as
metaphysical inquiry, thinking about the character of reality or some region
of reality, that does not presume to be some kind of super science or absolute
knowledge. We might call this simple form of metaphysics “mere meta-
physics,” or metaphysics in the narrow sense.

I wish therefore to distinguish between metaphysics that presumes to be
absolute knowledge or claims some other kind of grand epistemological status
because it promises a kind of certainty and finality, and the more modest
kind of metaphysics. Mere metaphysics I shall characterize as an attempt to
understand the implications of one’s life commitments. Of course it is not just
any kind of understanding that is implied here; nor are all commitments of
equal weight. The understanding in question does have, I believe, some of
the characteristics of metaphysics as traditionally conceived. It is that kind of
understanding that we describe as “deep” or “holistic” because it concerns
how we understand our lives as a whole and the whole of the reality we find
ourselves in, and it deals with issues that we consider specially important. I
do want “commitments” here to be taken in a broad sense, including both
theoretical and practical matters. We find ourselves convinced of various
kinds of beliefs which are enmeshed in patterns of life from which we would
find it difficult to extricate ourselves.

It is, I think, metaphysics in the first sense, metaphysics as the claim to
final and certain knowledge, that is usually what those who think of
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Kierkegaard as an opponent of metaphysics have in mind. Michael Weston,
for example, characterizes metaphysics in the following manner:

Plato and Hegel mark the beginning and culmination of a particular pro-
ject of human thought, metaphysics, which, for Kierkegaard, in its claim
to reveal the truth of human existence represents a misunderstanding, and
in its character as a human enterprise, expresses a deficient mode of
human life.2

What is it about Plato and Hegel that offends Kierkegaard? Is it that
they presume to direct human thought beyond the realm of the empirically
knowable, to the transcendent? Hardly. Kierkegaard is no positivist. Is it that
Plato and Hegel seek to give a coherent interpretation of the whole of expe-
rience? I think Kierkegaard has nothing against coherence and wholeness as
desiderata. One of his first books was a blast at Hans Christian Andersen for
lacking a coherent life-view, in Kierkegaard’s eyes an essential trait for an
author.3 The problem with Plato, and especially with Hegel, lies rather in
claims to finality or completeness. As Kierkegaard’s pseudonym Johannes
Climacus expresses it, “System and finality are pretty much one and the
same, so that if the system is not finished, there is no system” (CUP 1:107).
Climacus goes on to reinforce this point by comparing systems to panthe-
ism. Pantheistic systems are often attacked with the charge that they under-
mine freedom and the distinction between good and evil. Climacus argues,
however, that it is just as true to say that every system must be pantheistic,
just because of the claim to finality (1:122).

This kind of systematic metaphysics for Kierkegaard constitutes that
brand of speculative philosophy which aims to achieve the chimerical
standpoint of “pure thought” (CUP 1:304–9, 313–14). Yet I do not think
Kierkegaard’s polemics against speculative philosophy are an indictment of
metaphysical speculation per se, but rather constitute a vehement rejection
of Hegelianism and other modern philosophies that aim at absolute
knowledge.

Kierkegaard consistently expresses admiration for ancient philosophy,
and he is well aware of its speculative character.4 I believe that his admiration
for this kind of metaphysics is grounded in two characteristics: (1) Ancient
philosophers were aware of the speculative character of their thought; specu-
lation was understood as speculation, not passed off as the system. (2)
Ancient speculation was linked to practical questions; the Stoics and
Epicureans developed theories about reality that were linked to visions of the
good life. (For that matter, the Skeptic who rejects such metaphysical specu-
lation is also viewed by Kierkegaard in a positive light, not merely for his
epistemic modesty, but because his skepticism was put to practical use.)
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Mere metaphysics is simply thinking about the nature of things without
the epistemological burden of the claim to reach finality and certainty. The
kind of thinking I have in mind is beautifully exemplified by William James
in his classic essay “The Dilemma of Determinism.” (I cite James as my
example partly because he has become a hero to Rorty and others who see
James as rejecting metaphysics. I see James myself as providing a pragmatic
criterion for resolving metaphysical disputes.) I have already noted how
James chooses in this essay to designate his view by the ugly term “chance.”
His reasons for doing so are straightforward. One may quibble about the
meaning of freedom and thus about whether an act is or is not free, but the
question as to whether all acts are causally determined or whether there is an
element of indeterminism in the universe is, says James, “a perfectly sharp
one.” Therefore, “the truth must lie with one side or the other, and its lying
with one side makes the other false.”5 The dispute over chance or indeter-
minism “has nothing to do with this or that psychological detail. It is a quar-
rel altogether metaphysical.”6

Although James thinks that this is a metaphysical dispute in which one
side must be correct and the other incorrect, he claims that no empirical facts
can settle the issue.7 Any conceivable empirical outcome can be understood,
at least in retrospect, as the outcome of a deterministic process but also as one
alternative outcome where there were other possibilities. Nevertheless, this
theoretical impasse is not the end of the discussion. James proceeds to argue
vigorously that in so far as we are committed to regret as a real and appropri-
ate element in human life—we are committed to the denial of determinism.
James even argues that those who say we should regret nothing are in the awk-
ward position of regretting all the regret in the world. A clear understanding
of what we might term our actual life-commitments, in this case a commit-
ment to seeing regrets as sometimes appropriate, helps us see that it is reason-
able to commit ourselves to one side of the metaphysical dispute.

It is metaphysics in this Jamesian sense that I wish to defend in this
essay. There is no hint here of finality and certainty, no claim to absolute
knowledge but rather a confession that theoretical evidence is not decisive.
However, James does not see this lack of absolute knowledge as a barrier to
serious consideration of metaphysical questions or to earnest conviction that
certain positions on these questions are true.

Kant’s View of Metaphysics

Kant bears, I think, a large measure of responsibility for the entanglement of
metaphysical thinking with the grandiose epistemological project. Kant’s
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philosophy is a curious blend of epistemic humility and hubris. On the one
hand he is much concerned with recognizing and accepting the limits of
human reason. On the other hand, the reason that is supposed to be doing
the critical assessment of reason’s power seems to have few limits. Kant tells
us that, having solved Hume’s problem, “not merely in a particular case, but
with respect to the whole faculty of pure reason,” that he “could proceed
safely, though slowly, to determine the whole sphere of pure reason com-
pletely and from universal principles.” In this way, metaphysics could be
constructed “as a system.”8 Thus, although Kant judges that metaphysics as a
“science of the transcendent” does not really exist, he thinks that his own
critical science does achieve the finality and certainty required for science.

This same paradoxical oscillation between skeptical caution and over-
weening confidence seems to shape Kant’s use of the term “metaphysics.”
Kant speaks of metaphysics in several distinct senses. At times metaphysics
seems to be a pseudoscience that Kant’s critical philosophy has exposed.
Thus Kant tells us that “all metaphysicians are therefore solemnly and legally
suspended from their occupations” until they can answer the question as to
how synthetic a priori cognition is possible.9 Since Kant’s challenge has not
been met, “there is, as yet, no such thing as metaphysics.”10 At other times,
metaphysics seems to be a name for Kant’s own critical enterprise. That is, at
times metaphysics seems to be an enterprise that they (the metaphysicians)
try to carry out, but at other times Kant seems to see his own critical inquiry
as a kind of science” hat is perhaps to be the new metaphysics, the successor
science to the failed transcendent kind of metaphysics. For example, he
claims that the distinction he has drawn between the “ideas of reason” and
the pure concepts of the understanding “is so important in founding a sci-
ence which is to contain the system of all these a priori cognitions that, with-
out this distinction, metaphysics is absolutely impossible.”11 Here meta-
physics seems to be what Kant himself is doing, or at least he sees what he is
doing as providing a foundation for the new kind of metaphysics.

Despite the limitations of reason that Kant wishes to emphasize, Kant
has a lot of faith in reason as having the ability to give a final critique of the
powers of the human mind. He thinks he has successfully carried out the
project of constructing a metaphysics in the second sense, or at least that he
has provided all the essential conditions for doing so:

Pure reason is, indeed, so perfect a unity that if its principles were insuffi-
cient for the solution of even a single one of all the questions to which it
itself gives birth we should have no alternative but to reject the principle,
since we should then no longer be able to place implicit reliance upon it
in dealing with any of the other questions.12
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On his view, reason should be able to treat questions about the powers of
the human intellect with both completeness and finality. Hence Kant
informs us that he has made completeness his chief aim, and he ventures “to
assert that there is not a single metaphysical problem which has not been
solved, or for the solution of which the key at least has not been supplied.”13

I think that this “critical” metaphysical project of Kant carries with it the
same kind of claim to finality and certainty that Kierkegaard rejects when he
ridicules the system that is not quite finished. On this key point Kant stands
with Hegel against Kierkegaard. So if we are to see a parallel between
Kierkegaard’s own metaphysics and Kant, we must look at another side of
Kant.

And of course that side is present. Besides speaking of metaphysics as
failed pseudoscience of the transcendent and as successful critique of the
powers of human reason, Kant sometimes speaks of metaphysics in a third
sense, as an enterprise that is closely linked to practical reason. In speaking of
those philosophers who seek an understanding of ultimate reality, Kant says
the following:

If they [metaphysicians] . . . desire to carry on their business, not as a sci-
ence, but as an art of wholesome persuasion suitable to the common sense
of man, this calling cannot in justice be denied them. They will then
speak the modest language of a rational belief; . . . to assume (not for spec-
ulative use, which they must abandon, but for practical use only) the exis-
tence of something possible and even indispensable for the guidance of
the understanding and of the will in life.14

Such a description of course corresponds very closely with Kant’s own
attempts in the Critique of Practical Reason to show that rational faith in
human freedom, God, and immortality is justified on practical grounds.

What kind of attitude does Kant have in mind when he speaks of this
kind of “rational belief ”? Philosophers have of course sometimes thought
that the attitude in question was less than full-fledged belief in propositions
with determinate meaning. Roger Scruton makes Kant into a kind of pro-
topositivist: “It is a striking conclusion of Kant’s thought that rational theol-
ogy is not just unbelievable, but unthinkable.”15 If the content of theology is
not only theoretically unknowable, but unthinkable, then belief in the ordi-
nary sense would seem to be impossible.

This claim of Scruton’s is quite mistaken, however. It is true that Kant
says that the ideas of reason, since they are divorced from any possible expe-
rience, are ideas of which we have “no concept.”16 Yet here Kant is using the
term “concept” as a technical term; he means “a concept that allows of being
exhibited and intuited in a possible experience.”17 He certainly does not
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mean that we cannot think about God, freedom, and immortality as theo-
retical possibilities. His view is rather that reason cannot avoid thinking
about these things.18 And this is a good thing too, since if “reason is denied
the right of being the first to speak of things which concern supersensuous
objects, such as the existence of God and the future world, a wide gate is
opened to fanaticism, superstition, and even atheistic opinions.”19

It is vitally important for Kant that the ideas that metaphysicians strive
fruitlessly to gain knowledge about are thinkable. First, as in the quote
above, this rational determination of the ideas is a hindrance to superstition.
Secondly, the ideas turn out to have what Kant calls a regulative use even
within the sphere of theoretical thought.20 But most importantly, the fact
that we have these ideas leaves open the possibility that belief in them may
be justified on practical grounds:

For if, in some other relation, perhaps on practical grounds, the presup-
position of a supreme and all-sufficient being, as highest intelligence,
established its validity beyond all question, it would be of the greatest
importance accurately to determine this concept on its transcendental
side.21

It would be a great mistake then to take Kant’s “rational belief ” as accep-
tance of metaphysical ideas that are “useful fictions,” a simple determination
to think and act as if God, freedom and immortality were realities.22 It is true
that Kant continuously denies that belief in these realities can be theoretical
in character (except as “regulative ideas”), but he means by this that the ideas
in question have no value as scientific explanations. Kant wants to claim that
when individuals act practically, they find themselves rationally compelled to
believe in the reality of these ideas. To think of them simply as useful fictions
would undermine the actions that require us to have the beliefs in question.
Because rational belief is a form of belief, it is vital that the ideas believed
have genuine theoretical content.

Kierkegaard and Antirealism

Does Kierkegaard share this attitude of Kant towards metaphysics? Many
contemporary writers, both among scholars and among those who write for
a broader audience, see Kierkegaard as an “antirealist” who has no concern
for the objective truth of propositions. Don Cupitt, for example, a theolo-
gian whose writings have been much discussed, particularly in the UK, says
that Kierkegaard presents contradictory views of God, but that Kierkegaard
is unconcerned about the contradictions because he has no concern for the
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objective correctness of views of God. “[T]o suppose that our various images
of God can be checked for their accuracy against an independently-known
Original in order to harmonize them and remove their mutual inconsisten-
cies is to fall into the absurd and impious fancies of objectifying dogmatic
theology.”23

There are a number of passages in Postscript which can be taken as sug-
gesting an antirealist view of God, in which God is not regarded as an objec-
tive reality existing independently of human consciousness, but as in some
way “constituted” by subjectivity.24 Here is one such passage: “But freedom,
that is the wondrous lamp. When a person rubs it with ethical passion, then
God comes into existence for him” (CUP 1:138).

How can God “come into existence” for a person? One might think that
a being who could come into or pass out of existence could not possibly be
God. However, this is not so if one thinks of  “God” as a symbol or projec-
tion of some human ideal, and the following passage might be thought to
suggest such a view of God:

For God is not something outward, like a wife, whom I can ask whether
she is now satisfied with me. . . . because God is not some outward thing,
but is the infinite itself, is not something outward that quarrels with me
when I do wrong but the infinite itself that does not need scolding words,
but whose vengeance is terrible—the vengeance that God does not exist
for me at all, even though I pray. (CUP 1:162–63)

One might construe this fairly obscure passage as meaning that aware-
ness of God’s reality is simply awareness of some infinite “idea” in conscious-
ness, perhaps consciousness of an infinite moral demand, which has no
existence independently of consciousness. On this reading, belief in God
would be something rather like belief in an absolute moral standard, and
while such a standard could be seen platonically as an objective reality, it
could also be seen as a kind of subjective ideal to which a person is commit-
ted, an ideal that has no ontological status other than that of a possibility to
be lived.

The question as to whether Kierkegaard is a realist or an antirealist
clearly hinges partly on how we define the terms “realism” and “antireal-
ism.” Cupitt seems to think that a realist is someone who claims to have a
kind of unmediated access to Reality, an access that implies the possession
of truth that is final and certain. Thus Kierkegaard for him is not a realist
because Kierkegaard does not admit that we humans have a special access
to God as “an independently known original,” an access that would pro-
vide some kind of absolute knowledge by which to measure the adequacy
of various human conceptions. Realism here is tied to what is often termed
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classical foundationalism in epistemology. Cupitt is hardly alone in think-
ing about realism in this way. Richard Rorty, for example, often describes
realism as presupposing or entailing a claim that human beings have some
kind of faculty that gives them certain access to Truth about Reality. It is for
this reason, I think, that Rorty seems to think of Kierkegaard as someone
who is on his side in the realism debate, when he identifies Kierkegaard as
one who rejects the Socratic assumption that humans have a timeless “truth-
tracking faculty called Reason” in favor of the view that the point of depar-
ture of human knowers may simply be a contingent historical event.25 As
Rorty sees it, since Kierkegaard denied we have any special access to Reality,
Kierkegaard is not a realist.

If realism is equated with the Cartesian project of providing absolute
foundations for knowledge, a project that certainly has been dominant in
modern philosophy, then there is no question that Kierkegaard is not a real-
ist. However, there are other conceptions of realism that do not coincide
with this one. Hilary Putnam and William Alston, for example, while dis-
agreeing about the truth of realism, agree on how it should be defined: “[A]
distinguishing feature of the realistic sense of ‘true’ is it is logically possible
for even the best attested statement to be false.”26

The realist in this sense wishes to stress that reality is, with the exception
of human beings and those actions and creations and institutions obviously
dependent on human activity, independent of the human mind. The realist
in this sense defines herself over against any “verificationist” theory that
insists that truth and reality be defined in terms of what we humans can
know or experience. Far from being an epistemological absolutist, realism in
this sense is logically tied to epistemological humility, since its defining fea-
ture is the claim that reality is not limited by our human cognitive powers
and thus may always exceed those powers. Of course such a reality may be
knowable by humans; the point of realism is that we have no guarantees. We
cannot say with Peirce that truth is what an ideal community of human
investigators will ultimately agree on, since it is possible for even the best
human scientific community to get things wrong.

I believe that this second characterization of realism is by far the most
helpful and fruitful. For the kind of view Rorty presents seems to imply that
we have only two options: either claim unmediated access to Reality that
gives us final truth or else admit that there is no such thing as objective truth
about the real. But surely there are options in between these two extremes.
We might, for example, hold that there is such an objective final truth, but
also hold that for finite human beings, such a truth can only be an ideal to be
approximated and striven for. We might hold that of those strivings and
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approximations, some are better than others without claiming that we say
this because we have some kind of final access to the truth.

I believe that this last attitude I have sketched is precisely Kierkegaard’s
view. One of the most famous passages from Postscript claims that “existence
itself is a system—for God” (CUP 1:118). It is true that Johannes Climacus
strenuously maintains that existence cannot be a system for human beings,
unfinished strivers that we are. Perhaps someone like Rorty will then wonder
about the value of such a final truth, since it is inaccessible to existing human
beings. The answer is that such a final truth is valuable partly because it gives
us existing human beings something to strive for. Even if we humans can
never fully realize such final truth, if there were no such thing as the truth as
God sees it, then there would be nothing for us to strive for or approximate.

Nor does Kierkegaard ever affirm that all of our efforts as knowers are
equally far off the mark. The discussion in Postscript about objective truth in
the section on truth as subjectivity certainly does not dismiss the idea of
objective truth. It rather claims that for us existing human beings, such truth
can only be an approximation (CUP 1:189). But without the standard of
truth as reality as God knows it, there would be nothing to approximate. We
strive to get it right and tell it like it is, even if our best efforts are always fal-
lible, subject to correction, and partially off the mark. But such striving
would look very different—it could not be thought of in the same way—if
there were no such thing as getting it right.

This claim may seem excessive. Surely, one might think, we can judge
some beliefs superior to others without presupposing some final standard,
just as we can judge a philosophy paper to be superior to another without
assuming some absolute standard of comparison.27 In general we certainly
can and do judge various things to be comparatively better and worse with-
out presupposing any absolute standard. There is no such thing as the abso-
lute best philosophy paper, and no such thing as the absolute best amount of
money, yet we judge paper A better than paper B, and (at least in some situ-
ations) we judge it better to have money than to lack it.

In some cases, however, our ability to rank and evaluate does seem to
rest on some kind of final standard. In these cases there seems to be a kind of
maximum degree of perfection that serves as a basis for the comparison.
There are activities that have a natural goal, and this goal sets the standard.
In archery, the shot closest to the center wins. In mathematics, when two sets
of lines are compared, one set can be judged more equal than the other
because there is a standard of equality.

I believe that truth is such a standard, and that believing is an activity
where there is a natural goal. Truth is certainly not the only goal we have for
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our beliefs, and thus is not the only way we evaluate them. Beliefs can be bet-
ter and worse in all sorts of ways. When we say, however, that a belief is more
true, we mean to say that it comes closer to getting it right, telling it like it is.
That is why truth is ultimately not reducible to epistemic concepts. When a
belief is true, it is made true by the way the world is, not by the fact that
human beings have achieved consensus about it, or that it is an intellectually
fertile way to think about things. At least that is what we think when we are
trying to find the truth, and it is the way Kierkegaard thinks about proposi-
tional truth as well.

The Kierkegaardian claim that truth is subjectivity does not undermine
this commitment to realism. First of all, this famous claim by Johannes
Climacus is limited to what he calls moral and religious truth, and is not
meant to apply to truth in general (CUP 1:199n). But more important, the
focus of the discussion is not on the nature of objective propositional truth
at all, but on the question as to what makes a person’s life true:

When truth is asked about objectively, truth is reflected upon objectively
as an object to which the knower relates himself. What is reflected upon is not
the relation but that it is the truth, the true, to which the knower relates. If
that to which he relates himself simply is the truth, the true, then the subject is
in the truth. When the truth is asked about subjectively, the individual’s rela-
tion is reflected upon subjectively. If this relation’s how is in truth, the indi-
vidual is in truth, even if he thereby relates himself to untruth (CUP 1:199;
italics in original).

This passage, so far from denying that there is such a thing as objective
truth, clearly presupposes that there is such a thing. The question is whether
or not having a relation to that objective truth suffices to make the individ-
ual’s life true, and the claim is that it does not. Climacus maintains rather
that if the individual is related in the proper manner to what the individual
perceives as true, the individual will be living truly even though the individ-
ual is related to what is objectively false. This claim may be vulnerable to
criticism in a number of ways; some may think Climacus naive to believe
that the manner in which an individual appropriates what he or she perceives
as truth is sufficient to make the individual’s life true, though I shall argue
below that his view is defensible in the proper metaphysical context. In any
case, it is not a denial that there is such a thing as objective truth, and it does
not imply that this propositional truth should not be understood in a realis-
tic manner.

The realistic character of Kierkegaard’s thought comes through most
strongly in the emphasis on risk and objective uncertainty. Climacus argues
time and time again that religious faith is a passion and that this passion, far
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from being incompatible with objective uncertainty, thrives on such uncer-
tainty, even demands it. However, the uncertainty and risk that passion
craves is logically linked to the realistic interpretation of truth as that which
even the best human cognitive efforts may miss.

Kierkegaard on Knowing God

I believe that those who tie realism to classical foundationalist epistemology
typically reason as follows: it is pointless to claim that there is objective truth
if we human beings have no access to that truth. Nelson Goodman, for
example, while not denying outright the existence of an objective, indepen-
dent reality, suggests that this is a claim not worth making: “[W]hile the
underlying world . . . need not be denied to those who love it, it is perhaps
on the whole a world well lost.”28 Those who think this way believe, as does
Richard Rorty, that one must choose between truth as “contact with Reality”
and truth as edifying or “what is good for us to believe.”29

Kierkegaard rejects this dilemma, because he rejects the underlying
premise on which it rests, a premise that is held in common by the classical
foundationalist and the contemporary antirealist. The premise in question is
a conditional proposition: “If there is knowledge of objective reality, there
must be some way in which certain and final knowledge about that reality
can be obtained.” The classical foundationalist accepts this principle and
goes on to argue that since there is knowledge, there must be access to reality
that provides us with foundational absolute knowledge. The contemporary
antirealist argues that since there is no such absolute foundational knowl-
edge, there is no such thing as knowledge of objective reality. If we couple
this claim with some kind of commitment to verificationism (taken in a
broad sense), then the very notion of an objective reality becomes dubious
and even meaningless.

Kierkegaard, however, rejects this conditional premise. On his view,
empirical knowledge necessarily aims at such objective knowledge, even
though there is no such thing as an “absolute given” nor any “absolute
method” guaranteed to lead to final knowledge. There is neither unmediated
nor mediated absolute knowledge, but the whole enterprise of knowing loses
its point if we cease to think of it as a quest for knowledge of reality as it is.
Rather, he assumes, in a commonsense manner, that knowledge is an
attempt to find out how things really are, independently of the knower. For
example, in arguing against the Hegelian view that the past can be under-
stood as necessary, Johannes Climacus claims that historical events are con-
tingent events and that knowledge of the historical as necessary would not be
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genuine knowledge, since it would involve a change in what is known: “If
what is apprehended is changed by apprehension, then the apprehension is
changed into a misunderstanding” (PF 79–80).

Nevertheless, one might think that even if Kierkegaard is a realist with
respect to ordinary empirical knowledge, he is not a realist with respect to
religious knowledge. To see whether or not this is so, let us examine the case
of knowledge of God. If Kierkegaard accepted the conditional premise spec-
ified above, he would certainly reject any realistic account of God, for he
clearly rejects the claim that any knowledge of God that is objectively certain
can be had, whether immediate or mediate. The claim that one can have a
direct and unmediated experience of God is stigmatized as paganism (CUP
1:243–45, 600), and one of the most famous sections of Philosophical
Fragments argues that no logical arguments for the existence of God can be
conclusive (37–44).

It does not follow from these denials, however, that God cannot be
known at all. It certainly does not follow that one’s beliefs about God cannot
be beliefs about a God who has a reality independent of human thinking. At
least these implications do not follow if one rejects the conditional claim that
knowledge of objective reality depends on absolute foundational knowledge
of that reality. Johannes Climacus does not think of God merely as a set of
subjective possibilities. He sees God as in fact present in or behind the natu-
ral world. Yet God’s presence cannot be discerned directly through “objective
reflection” or “objective data” but can only be grasped through spiritual
inwardness. Climacus says that nature is God’s work, but God is not directly
present in nature. Nevertheless, “inside the individal there is a possibility . . .
that an inwardness is awakened to a God-relationship, and then it is possible
to see God everywhere” (CUP 1:246–47).

So despite the polemic against direct or immediate awareness of God,
Climacus does not wish to deny that an individual can become aware of
God. He simply wants to maintain that such awareness is only made possible
by what he calls inwardness or subjectivity. One of his major criticisms of
objective proofs of God’s existence is that they make what should be certain
(to the spiritually developed person) appear to be doubtful:

For to demonstrate the existence of one who is present is the most shame-
less affront, since it is an attempt to make him ridiculous, . . . How could
it occur to one to demonstrate that he exists, unless it is because one has
first permitted oneself to ignore him; and now one makes the matter still
more crazy by demonstrating his existence before his very nose? A king’s
existence or his presence generally has its own characteristic expression of
subjection and submission; what if one in his sublime presence wanted to

60 Kierkegaard on Faith and the Self



prove that he existed? Would one then prove it? No, one makes a fool of
him, for his presence is demonstrated by an expression of submission . . .
and thus one also demonstrates God’s existence by worship—not by
proofs. (CUP 1:545)

Of course Climacus does not mean that worship constitutes objective
evidence or a logical proof of God’s existence. In this passage the individual
who has failed to develop herself spiritually so as to become aware of God’s
reality is portrayed as spiritually lazy or absentminded, ignoring a God who
can be experientially present. However, it ought to be clear that this does not
imply that God’s presence is obvious or immediate. The person who “ignores”
God’s presence is simply the person who fails to develop those moral and reli-
gious capacities that are the ground of the awareness of God.

So Kierkegaard’s claim is twofold: (1) God’s reality is both objectively
uncertain in the sense that the truth of the claim that God exists cannot be
settled by detached contemplation or immediately certain experiential data.
(2) This same God’s reality can be subjectively certain in the sense that a per-
son who is spiritually developed can be aware of God’s reality and even have
a kind of confidence about that reality. How can the reality of God be both
uncertain and certain in this way for the same individual?

Kierkegaard’s answer is that this is the very nature of faith or belief.
Human beliefs in general are objectively uncertain once we go beyond logi-
cal truths and truths about how reality immediately appears to us (PF
81–84). Faith or belief is simply the human capacity to resolve this objective
uncertainty and arrive at a conviction (84). There is a special kind of uncer-
tainty involved in belief in the incarnation, an uncertainty that requires faith
in a special or “eminent” sense (86–88). That special kind of faith should not
obscure the fact that faith in general is simply the human ability to arrive at
conviction about what appears objectively uncertain. There is what we might
call “Socratic faith,” a faith in God’s reality grounded in general human
moral and religious experience, and this faith shares in the general character
of faith.

Kierkegaard’s view here is not at all strange or bizarre when we turn our
attention away from the modern philosophical tradition and look at actual
human life. All of us do have some convictions, convictions that may have
great strength, and yet we understand that for other people who do not share
the values and assumptions we bring to bear on the consideration of those
convictions, the beliefs in question may appear uncertain or even plainly
false. I am personally absolutely convinced that during the Reagan-Bush
(#1) administration the status of the poor in the United States was severely
damaged and the middle class severely weakened. My confidence in those
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beliefs is not appreciably weakened by my knowledge that those who
approach the economic data with a certain set of conservative assumptions
find my beliefs dubious. In a similar manner a person of faith understands
that the lack of faith makes religious convictions seem dubious; nevertheless,
if I am a person of faith, such convictions do not seem dubious to me.

But note that the recognition of the “subjective” grounds of the belief
in no way entails that the content of the belief must be subjective. My con-
viction about the conditions of the poor and the middle class in the
Reagan-Bush administration is a conviction about how things really were
and are. My conviction about God is similarly a conviction about how
things are. The objective content of the belief is determined by the nature of
belief itself; it does not rest on or presuppose any special method that guar-
antees infallible access to the final truth. I could be wrong about Reagan,
and I could be wrong about God. I could protect myself against a certain
kind of risk by transforming my belief about how things are into a belief
about my own future possibilities for action. However, Kierkegaard says
that this kind of evasion of risk is an evasion of our finitude and historicity.
We cannot escape the possibility that we are wrong, and should not try to
do so, but that does not mean we cannot stake our lives around our convic-
tions as to how things are.

Why Kierkegaard Thinks Belief in God Must Be Rooted
in Subjectivity

I think many readers of Kierkegaard err by projecting on to him a particular
intellectual crisis that has been acutely felt by many thinkers in both the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. This is a crisis that concerns the intellec-
tual viability of traditional theistic religious beliefs. Most modern thinkers
have accepted some form of “evidentialism,” in which a belief is justified
only if it is held on the basis of sufficient evidence, evidence that is supposed
to be objective in the sense of being certain and available to anyone. To many
intellectuals, traditional religious beliefs are lacking when measured by this
evidentialist standard. The traditional proofs do not work, and appeals to
religious experience or to revelation do not offer the kind of evidence
needed. In this situation it appears necessary either to reject religious truth
claims or reinterpret them in a nonrealistic fashion. Those who do not wish
to reject the religious life entirely see themselves as having no alternative but
to reinterpret that life. Having made the best of the situation, they may then
try to put a favorable spin on the outcome by arguing that the nonrealistic
reading is better anyway, for religious reasons.30
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It is natural enough for thinkers in the above situation to assume that
Kierkegaard is addressing the same set of issues, despite the fact that he is
not. It is not that Kierkegaard thinks that the theistic arguments can be reha-
bilitated, or that claims to experience God can be scientifically certified.
Rather, the difference lies in the attitude towards the underlying assumption
of evidentialism. Kierkegaard, along with such contemporary proponents of
Reformed Epistemology as Alvin Plantinga, Nicholas Wolterstorff and
William Alston, rejects the idea that belief in God must be grounded in
objective evidence, the kind of evidence called for by the epistemologies of
classical foundationalism.31

Kierkegaard’s turn to subjectivity is not motivated by the historical claim
that theism was once intellectually credible but is so no longer. If the “mod-
ern age” finds it more difficult to believe in God, from Kierkegaard’s point of
view this is due to spiritual deadness on the part of modern people. It is not
that earlier people were more credible and modern people have higher intel-
lectual standards. The claim that unbelief is due to a lack of intellectual evi-
dence is for him simply part of the self-deception of the modern age, which
would like to disguise its rebelliousness and insubordination as intellectual
honesty.

For Kierkegaard, subjectivity is no second-best fallback position with
respect to religious knowledge. It is the ground of all genuine religious
knowledge in all times. Even in the times when objective proofs were
regarded as successful, it was faith that supported the proofs, and not the
proofs that supported the faith.32 The reasons why Kierkegaard thinks that
religious knowledge must be grounded in subjectivity have nothing to do
with the limitations of theistic arguments; it is not the case that religious
faith would suddenly become intellectually more respectable if a new version
of the teleological argument were to be constructed that would be rooted in
the latest findings of biology. Rather, religious knowledge is linked to subjec-
tivity because there is an essential link between the attainment of religious
insight and the development of religious character.

For Kierkegaard, if religious beliefs were purely theoretical in character,
then there would be no essential link between recognizing the truth and
becoming a different kind of person. Because God is a God of goodness and
holiness, and because God desires his human creatures to develop these same
qualities, he has designed the world in such a way that those creatures can
only come to know him if they are engaged in the struggle to become like
him. Ultimately, then, for Kierkegaard the claim that the knowledge of God
is grounded in subjectivity is itself grounded in a traditional picture of God
as the Creator who has created a world with a particular structure.
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If one thinks, as Kierkegaard clearly does, that the knowledge of God is
essential for a full human life, and if one thinks, as Kierkegaard also does,
that God loves all his creatures and wants them all to enjoy that knowledge,
then linking the knowledge of God to subjectivity makes sense. Human
beings differ markedly in their intellectual abilities and in their educational
opportunities. Every normal human being, however, is faced with responsi-
ble choices about the character of existence. Every normal human being
struggles with guilt and personal responsibility and the development or fail-
ure of relationships with others. If the knowledge of God is grounded in
these experiences, and if it depends essentially on the honesty and courage
with which people face the issue of who they are and how they should live
their lives, then that knowledge is in principle available to all. It is certainly
not limited to those who are philosophical theologians. But this picture of
religious knowledge as linked to subjectivity rests on beliefs about the char-
acter and intentions of a God who is really there and who created humans to
enjoy communion with him.

As noted at the beginning of this paper, Kierkegaard thinks that the
question of how a person arrives at a belief overshadows the question of what
beliefs a person holds. This apparently opens him up to the criticism that a
sincere Nazi who passionately embraces his beliefs is “in the truth.” If my
account is right, however, Kierkegaard may have an answer to this charge.
His position is ultimately not that what a person believes is unimportant.
Having the right beliefs is important, but a person will only reach the right
beliefs if that person is seeking in the right way.

In all the usual talk that Johannes Climacus is mere subjectivity etc., it has
been completely overlooked that in addition to all his other concretions,
he points out in one of the last sections that the remarkable thing is that
there is a How with the characteristic that when the How is scrupulously
rendered the What is also given, that this is the How of “faith.” (JP 4,
entry 4550)

One does not necessarily become the right kind of person merely by
having the right beliefs; in fact, the beliefs cannot even be right in an impor-
tant sense if they are not held in the right way. This is so, not because the
beliefs themselves lack objective content or are unimportant, but because
God has ordained that it will be this way:

But truly, just as little as God allows a type of fish to come into existence
in a particular lake without ensuring that the plant that is its nourishment
also grows there, just so little will God allow the person who is in truth
concerned to be ignorant of what he should believe. . . . The need brings
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with it the nourishment, not by itself, as if the need produced the nour-
ishment, but by virtue of God’s ordinance that joins the two, the need
and the nourishment, together. Therefore, if one says this is so, one must
add “as sure as there is a God”; for if God did not exist, then neither
would this be as it is. (CD 244–45)

This claim itself must of course be believed in faith. Its truth is by no
means obvious experientially, and the committed Christian cannot see how
it can be completely true in this life. However, that committed Christian will
not see this life as the whole of human existence, and this belief in the life to
come will once more be understood as belief about what is the case.
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Chapter 4

The Role of Irony in Kierkegaard’s
Philosophical Fragments

67

Many authors, beginning with Kierkegaard himself, have seen the writings
attributed by Kierkegaard to the Johannes Climacus pseudonym as having a
central place in the Kierkegaardian authorship. In The Point of View for My
Work as an Author Kierkegaard says that Concluding Unscientific Postscript is
“the turning point in the whole authorship” (PV 55). To signal its special
place in the authorship as a book that is, strictly speaking, neither esthetic
nor religious, Kierkegaard says that it had to be attributed to a pseudonym,
“although I did put my name on it as editor, something I have not done with
any purely aesthetic production—a hint, at least for someone who is con-
cerned with or has a sense for that kind of thing” (31–32). Of course,
Postscript is a postscript to Philosophical Fragments, albeit a rather long-
winded one, and since Kierkegaard had already placed his name on that ear-
lier volume as “editor,” we are probably safe in assuming that the same kind
of “hint” is being offered in the case of Fragments as with Postscript.

But what kind of hint is being offered? There is a long tradition of read-
ing Fragments and Postscript as Kierkegaard’s definitive treatments of theolog-
ical and philosophical topics. This tradition has recently been criticized
by literary-minded commentators, who argue that to read Kierkegaard
“straight” as a philosopher/theologian is to misunderstand him. Roger Poole,
for example, criticizes what he calls the tradition of “blunt reading” of
Kierkegaard in North America.1 Poole attempts to explain this blunt reading
as due to the fact that the first two prominent interpreters of Kierkegaard in
North America were Walter Lowrie and David Swenson. Lowrie, according



to Poole, was a retired minister with a “plain, honest mind,” and Poole
misidentifies David Swenson as a “professor of religion at the University of
Minnesota.”2 Thus, Kierkegaard was initially seen in North America
through religious eyes, and this “emplacement within theology is the reason
why Kierkegaard was translated as he was, and also translated as an orthodox
Christian believer, . . . in a manner that paid extraordinarily little attention
to the contours of what Kierkegaard obsessively used to refer to as his ‘indi-
rect communication.’ ”3

In reality Swenson was a philosopher in one of the most secular depart-
ments and secular universities in the United States; there was no department
of religion at the University of Minnesota at that time or even today.4

However, this mistake on the part of Poole is probably not important, since
he sees most philosophers as equally “blunt” as the theologians in their read-
ings of Kierkegaard.5 The real problem seems to be that philosophers and
theologians have taken Kierkegaard to be offering claims or views on various
issues, and even as supporting such claims with arguments. Poole claims that
such an approach is doomed to failure, because “Kierkegaard’s text does not
offer itself to be the object of the question, ‘What does it mean?’ It offers
itself as the proponent of the question ‘What do you think?’”6

Now one might reasonably think that a false dilemma is here assumed
and ask whether or not Kierkegaard’s texts could inspire new thinking if they
have no meaning of their own to which we could understand and respond.
Poole, however, claims that such a question betrays a failure to understand
that the Kierkegaardian texts “demonstrate to a nicety the Lacanian percep-
tion that all we are ever offered in a text is an endless succession of signifiers.”7

If we read Kierkegaard in this Lacanian way, we will see that “Kierkegaard
writes text after text whose aim is not to state a truth, not to clarify an issue,
not to propose a definite doctrine, not to offer some meaning that could be
directly appropriated.”8

To avoid blunt reading, commentators such as Poole stress that one
must pay special attention to Kierkegaard’s use of pseudonyms and the role
irony plays in the authorship. And quite a few writers have done so. James
Conant, for example, has written a series of articles in which he compares
Kierkegaard to Wittgenstein, arguing that the “Revocation” attached to
Concluding Unscientific Postscript is formally analogous to the famous end-
ing of the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, in which Wittgenstein affirms that
the content of the book is nonsense: “My propositions serve as elucidations
in the following way: anyone who understands me eventually recognizes
them as nonsensical, when he has used them—as steps—to climb up
beyond them. (He must, so to speak, throw away the latter after he has
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climbed up it.)”9 Conant argues that the Revocation attached to Postscript
by Johannes Climacus functions in the same way as Wittgenstein’s oracular
“conclusion,” identifying what has gone before in the book as “nonsense.”10

If irony as a rhetorical form consists in part in saying something entirely dif-
ferent from and even opposite of the surface meaning of the text, then on
Conant’s reading the Climacus writings are ironical through and through;
the irony consists in the fact that the texts apparently express what is in fact
inexpressible.11 The real point of Kierkegaard according to Conant is that
religious truth cannot be expressed but only lived, and the attempts on the
part of Climacus to express this truth cannot help but be nonsensical. That
generations of philosophers and theologians have read the works without
perceiving the nonsense is itself what one might call a deep situational
irony.

The tradition of taking Kierkegaard seriously as a philosopher and the-
ologian is certainly not confined to North America, however, and Lowrie
and Swenson hardly deserve all the blame (or credit) for this tradition. The
late Niels Thulstrup surely provides an excellent example in his
“Commentary” on Fragments. Consider, for example, Thulstrup’s judgment
on the question of the pseudonymity of Fragments: “The work is both
thought and written in Kierkegaard’s own name and therefore cannot be
considered a truly pseudonymous work.”12 Since the work is not truly
pseudonymous, Thulstrup feels free to regard the book as the one in which
Kierkegaard gives “the outline of his dogmatics.”13 Fragments is seen as a
book in which “Kierkegaard raises philosophical and Christian problems one
after the other and gives his solutions, which open one’s eyes to ever-widen-
ing perspectives.”14 Poole would surely judge Thulstrup’s account of
Fragments as an “outline of dogmatics” replete with “problems and solutions”
to be blunt reading indeed.

In this chapter I want to argue that the literary scholars are quite right to
call attention to the ironical character of Kierkegaard’s pseudonymous litera-
ture, including the writings attributed to Johannes Climacus, but wrong to
think that this implies that Kierkegaard’s pseudonymous writings do not
contain theological and philosophical claims and arguments. Specifically,
irony plays a key role in Philosophical Fragments, and that book cannot prop-
erly be understood without paying attention to the specific standpoint of
Johannes Climacus or the irony that pervades his authorial perspective. I
shall claim, however, that paying attention to the pseudonymous and ironi-
cal character of the book does not require us to judge the book to be non-
sense. Rather, the irony presupposes the validity of most of the distinctions
and arguments it contains. 
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Johannes Climacus is a kind of philosopher, and paying attention to the
literary character of Fragments by no means requires us to regard the book as
having no serious philosophical and theological content. The complaint that
such authors as Lowrie and Thulstrup effectively ignored the pseudonymous
character of Fragments is partially valid. This failure on their part, however,
does not mean that their writings, as well as those of many other authors
who have thought of Fragments as serious philosophy, do not contain helpful
insights into what is going on in the text.

The Ironical Character of Fragments

In The Concept of Irony Kierkegaard distinguishes two forms of irony: “The
most common form of irony is to say something earnestly, which is not yet
meant in earnest. The other form of irony, to say something in a jest, jest-
ingly, that is meant in earnest appears more rarely” (248). I believe that
Philosophical Fragments is an example of this second, rarer type of irony. To
understand the book then requires us to see it as a jest, but at the same time
to see that through the jest something serious is being said.

How can we recognize this? Indeed, how can we recognize a book as
ironical at all? These are the questions that Wayne Booth attempts to answer
in his magisterial A Rhetoric of Irony.15 It is a fact, says Booth, that many
authors employ irony successfully in that at least some readers come to
understand the author’s ironical intentions. It does not take too long for
most readers to come to recognize that Jonathan Swift’s A Modest Proposal,
which argues that the nineteenth-century surplus Irish population could be
reduced by selling young Irish children for food, is highly ironical, despite or
because of its tone of “mad reasonableness.”16 Nor does it take many readers
very long to recognize that the cheery optimism of the narrator of Aldous
Huxley’s Brave New World is very far from being the voice of the author.17

The question then is not whether irony is recognizable, but how we perform
the trick of recognizing it.

Booth discusses a whole host of ways we detect irony in an author. One
obvious way is direct guidance from an author, looking at such things as an
author’s preface, a title, or an epigraph. Such direct guidance may or may not
be helpful; we also look for such things as deliberate errors, disharmonies of
style, and conflicts of belief within the text.18 All of these tests are highly fal-
lible. To detect a disharmony of style, we must have some sense of how we
think the author himself would write if he or she were writing straightfor-
wardly. Detecting a deliberate error of fact requires some sense of what the
author believed to be true. Obviously, all of us make mistakes about this sort
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of thing. We are particularly prone to being taken in by irony that is critically
aimed at positions we ourselves hold dear.

I know a man who wrote a fictional story called “The Salvation of
Zachary Baumkletterer,” about a young man who starved himself to death
while attempting to follow the moral teachings of those who stress the obli-
gations of those who have resources to share what they have with the poor.19

I know the author’s political position well, and I believe that the story was
ironical; the intended purpose was to satirize the position of those who claim
that morality does not permit us to enjoy luxuries such as stylish clothes and
automobiles in a world in which others are starving. Much to the author’s
surprise, however, some people took the tale of Zachary Baumkletterer as a
story about a moral hero to be emulated. The irony is that the irony of the
story was opaque to the people it was intended to satirize.

Booth argues that this sort of case can be generalized:

Every reader will have the greatest difficulty detecting irony that mocks
his own beliefs or characteristics. If an author invents a speaker whose stu-
pidities strike me as gems of wisdom, how am I to know that he is not a
prophet?  If his mock style seems like good writing to me, what am I to
do? And if his incongruities of fact and logic are such as I might commit,
I am doomed.20

These are points to keep in mind as we think about how to detect irony in
Fragments, and also about what sort of person is likely to miss the irony.

If I am right in my contention that the irony in Fragments is the kind in
which something serious is said in the form of a jest, then detecting the irony
could be difficult. Some of the tests that Booth proposes, such as incon-
gruities of fact and logic, may not be present at all, and indeed there is a log-
ical coherence to the “thought-experiment” of Johannes Climacus. As he says
in the “Moral” to the book, the “project indisputably goes beyond the
Socratic, as is made clear at every point” (PF 111). It is therefore vital that we
have other kinds of clues. Fortunately, these are provided in abundance, in
such a manner that the ironical character of Fragments can hardly be seri-
ously doubted.

First and foremost we have direct assertions on the part of the author(s),
both Kierkegaard and Climacus. In Postscript Climacus himself comments
on a German review of Fragments:

His summary is accurate and on the whole dialectically dependable, but
now comes the hitch: although the summary is correct, anyone who reads
only that will receive an absolutely wrong impression of the book. . . . The
summary is didactic, purely and simply didactic; the reader will therefore
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get the impression that the pamphlet also is didactic. From my point of
view, this is the most mistaken impression one can get of it. The contrast
of form, the teasing resistance of the experiment to the content, the
inventive shamelessness (which even invents Christianity), . . . the untir-
ing activity of irony, the parody of speculative thought in the entire plan,
the satire in making strenuous efforts as if something ganz Auszeror-
dentliches und zwar Neues [“altogether extraordinary, that is, new”] were
to come of them, whereas what continually emerges is old-fashioned
orthodoxy in its rightful strictness: of all of this the reader finds no hint in
the summary. (CUP 1:274n–75n)

Of course the reader may be on guard against this direct assertion on the part
of Climacus. May not this claim be itself ironical, leaving the original text as
straightforward prose? This is of course possible, but there is not the least
hint of any such thing in the style or claims of the footnote where Climacus
comments on his own earlier work.

In any case we do not have to rely simply on what Climacus says about
Fragments. There is also a direct assertion by Kierkegaard himself in his
Journal, in an entry from 1845:

The review of my Fragments in the German journal is essentially wrong in
making the content appear didactic, expository, instead of being experi-
mental by virtue of its polar form, which is the very basis of the elasticity
of irony. To make Christianity seem to be an invention of Johannes
Climacus is a biting satire on philosophy’s insolent attitude toward it.
And then to bring out the orthodox forms in the experiment “so that our
age, which only mediates etc., is scarcely able to recognize them” and
believes it is something new—that is irony. But right there is the earnest-
ness, to want Christianity to be given its due in this way—before one
mediates. (JP, entry 5827 vol. 5, p. 284)

One could hardly expect a more direct claim of irony on the part of an
author. Of course one can suspect Kierkegaard himself of being ironical here,
but the suspicion is lessened by the fact that the claim is made in
Kierkegaard’s personal daybook. If this is ironical, who is the intended “vic-
tim” of the irony? Kierkegaard himself?

In any case the strong suspicion of irony that these claims support is
greatly strengthened when we look at the text of Philosophical Fragments
itself, which is liberally strewn with pointers toward its ironical character. We
could focus on the title. In the world of Hegelian philosophy in which “phi-
losophy” and “system” are pretty much synonymous, the title Philosophiske
Smuler is itself highly ironical, since “scraps” or “bits” of philosophy could
hardly be said to be philosophy. A full treatment would take account of the
“Epigraph” from Shakespeare, and the “Preface” as well.21
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The most prominent clues, however, are the dialogues with an
Interlocutor who appears at the end of each chapter, and it is on these I want
to focus attention. The Interlocutor, about whom more will be said later,
appears at the end of each chapter, in a section usually beginning with some-
thing like “But perhaps someone will say” (PF 21–22, 35–36, 46–48,
53–54, 66–71, 89–90, 105–10). Several times this figure accuses Climacus
of plagiarism, in that Climacus pretends to invent a perspective—which
looks suspiciously like Christianity—on the Truth and how the Truth is to
be learned. The Interlocutor compares Climacus to a man who charges a fee
in the afternoon to see a grazing ram that could be seen by anyone in the
morning for free (21). Climacus is said not only to be a plagiarizer but the
“shabbiest of all plagiarizers,” since the story he has told is one that is known
by every child (35).

The accusation itself is not so interesting as is the response by Climacus,
who unrepentantly confesses each time the charge is made, with words drip-
ping with irony: “Maybe so, I hide my face in shame” (PF 21). In fact,
Climacus is shameless, cheerfully admitting he has made allusions to authors
without acknowledgment, arguing that his plagiarism is not as bad as others
simply because it is so obvious and easily detected (PF 35, 53–54)! His “pla-
giarism” is of course essential to his point; his imagined “alternative” to the
Socratic view of the Truth and how it is learned is simply the Christian
orthodoxy that any catechized child would be familiar with. Every one of
Climacus’s implied readers will know that Christianity is a revealed religion
that stands or falls with the claim of Jesus of Nazareth to be the incarnate
Son of God who became human to deal with the problem of human sin. All
of the readers of the book already know that Christianity claims that Jesus is
not simply a teacher with a new philosophical doctrine, but the individual
who was “the way, and the truth, and the life.”22

The extended irony of Fragments should in fact be clear even without the
intervention of the Interlocutor. It is hardly possible to miss the resemblance
between the “invention” of Climacus and Christianity, and if anyone were so
dense as not to see it, Climacus goes out of his way to make the point obvi-
ous by using many theologically loaded terms. Although he begins with
philosophical language that might appear to fit his pseudo-invention, he
quickly calls his hypothesized “Teacher” a “savior,” “deliverer,” and “one who
makes atonement” (PF 17). His hypothesized “Disciple” is one who is in the
grip of sin, and needs to be “converted,” a process that requires “repentance”
and leads to “new birth” (18–19). The irony is in fact inherent in the very
project of “inventing” Christianity, since the defining characteristic of the
“Thought-Project,” that which distinguishes it from the Socratic view, is the
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inability of human beings to conceive the idea on their own. In effect,
Climacus has pretended to invent something that cannot be invented; if it
exists at all, it is a gift from God.

Does the Irony of Fragments Undermine the Content?

That Fragments is ironical through and through then can hardly be doubted.
More needs to be said, however, about the way the irony works, and the
effect of the irony on the content. I claimed above that the irony in
Fragments is not the common type of irony in which something is said seri-
ously which is in fact foolish or ridiculous, but is instead the rarer kind, in
which something serious is said in the form of jest. The evidence for this is
implicit in the preceding account of Fragments’ irony.

An examination of the irony in Fragments shows very clearly the inade-
quacy of Quintilian’s classical account of rhetorical irony as involving a mode
of speech whereby what is said is the opposite of what is meant. For many of
the things Climacus says in Fragments are logical truths or basic claims about
Christianity that hardly anyone in the implied audience would think of deny-
ing. If the Socratic view of the truth is defined as one in which the “moment”
when one learns the Truth is inessential, then logically it is indeed the case
that any alternative to the Socratic view will have to be one in which the
moment is indeed of essential importance. And this would appear to imply
that prior to that moment the learner must be devoid of the truth. Climacus
can hardly mean to assert the “opposite” of such logical platitudes.

Does Climacus say things that are not meant to be taken seriously?
Without a doubt he does, and the textual clues that this is so are abundant.
When Climacus claims to have invented his alternative to the Socratic view,
we know that he does not wish us to take him seriously, because when the
Interlocutor appears and makes the accusation that Climacus is really just
presenting Christianity, he cheerfully concedes that this is so. Of course the
same point is made by both Climacus and Kierkegaard in their comments on
the German review, both of which stress the idea that the “invention” is only
“pretended,” and that the whole idea is a satire on modern philosophy.

This of course gives us a clue about the target of the satire. Kierkegaard
sees Hegelian philosophy as an attempt to defend Christianity against the
critiques of the Enlightenment. The defense, however, takes the following
form: Hegel in effect says that the content of Christianity is true; it is the
religion of Absolute Spirit. That same truth, however, is expressed more ade-
quately in the form of philosophy. Thus, on Hegel’s view, Christianity
becomes a kind of intellectual doctrine that can be philosophically rational-
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ized and clarified. From Kierkegaard’s point of view Christianity would be
better off with honest enemies than such “friends,” and at least one meaning
of the motto of Fragments (“better well-hanged than badly married”) is surely
that it would be better to reject Christianity and allow it to die a decent
death than to save it by marrying it off to such a philosophical system. The
“insolence” of modern philosophy lies in the complacent assumption that it
can be the “savior” of Christianity. However, as Climacus (ironically) asks,
“isn’t that what philosophers are for—to make supernatural things ordinary
and trivial?” (PF 53).

Fragments is indeed permeated with irony, but the irony cannot consist
in denying or undermining the claim that Christianity is a revealed religion
which cannot be reduced to a set of doctrines to be proven or shown to be
probable by human reason. Rather, the irony presupposes that the distinc-
tion between Christianity and any such doctrines is a proper one. The irony
works precisely through the pretence that something that reason could not
invent has been invented. For this pretence to work from a literary perspec-
tive, it must be true, as it surely is, that Christianity presents itself as a
revealed faith that is distinct from any human philosophical doctrine. If the
distinction between Christianity and any such doctrine is not valid, the joke
loses its point.

We get more light on the victim of the irony by a closer look at the
Interlocutor. The Interlocutor is knowledgeable and well read, and clearly in
one sense “knows” the claims that Fragments is ironically making. Despite
this knowledge, the Interlocutor appears to be a bit dim in terms of concep-
tual understanding. He claims near the end of chapter 4 to have immedi-
ately, if only dimly, grasped the “far-reaching implications” of Climacus’s
hypothesis, though his response at the beginning of chapter 5, where he
quibbles as to whether or not it is legitimate to lump all the “later genera-
tions” into one category, shows that he has clearly missed the main point.
Chapter 4 has already argued that immediate contemporaneity is unimpor-
tant; the only thing important is that the learner receive the “Condition”
directly from the God. The Interlocutor, to put it plainly, appears to be a
knowledgeable fool, who claims in a blustering way to understand the con-
sequences of a view he does not understand at all.

It seems plausible to think that the intended victim of the irony is some-
one like the Interlocutor, someone in Christendom who is confused about
the basic character of Christianity and its relation to human thought. By
contrast, what we might call the intended audience, the people who “get” the
irony, must be people who welcome a bracing reminder about what they
already know, but may be tempted to forget. Perhaps these latter people have
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been confused by the various “logical transcriptions” of Christianity offered,
not just by philosophers but by theologians as well. The ironical and humor-
ous reminders Climacus offers about the basic character of Christian ortho-
doxy do not have to be seen as apologetic in character. As the “Moral”
implies, an individual may understand the difference between the Socratic
and Christian views and prefer the former. But at least such a person under-
stands what genuine Christianity is and can have some clarity about it,
whether he or she believes or is offended.

A Contemporary Analogy

In order to show how the irony works in Fragments, I wish to risk giving a
contemporary analogy. Of course the analogy ultimately fails: as Climacus
himself insists when he tells his tale of the king who fell in love with the peas-
ant, no human analogy can really adequately mirror the content of the
gospel. I want to give an example, however, of how one might say something
serious in the form of a jest, so as to get a better sense of how we do read
Fragments.

To set the stage for my analogy, I need to make some remarks about the
contemporary educational scene in the United States. Everyone recognizes
that the universities in the United States exist in part for the transmission of
knowledge. Faculty are hired to teach; students come to the universities to
learn. The state legislatures who fund public universities do so in part
because they are committed to an educated citizenry; the individuals who
pay tuition to attend universities, public and private, do so because they wish
to become educated and attain the degrees that symbolize and certify that
they have this status. If one looks at the mission statements of universities
and the public statements of presidents and chancellors, teaching and learn-
ing are always said to be central to the missions of schools.

Despite these evident facts, however, it is widely recognized that in many
of our research universities teaching has extremely low importance. Faculty
are hired, tenured, and promoted almost solely on the grounds of their
accomplishments as researchers. Teaching is often relegated to graduate stu-
dents. What is worse, the students who are taught by graduate students may
in most cases be better off, since the graduate students may be more likely
actually to care whether their students learn.

Suppose that someone who cares passionately about teaching wants to
write an essay that would encourage people in the contemporary university
to take the responsibility of teaching more seriously. And let us suppose that
the most effective means of doing this is to utilize irony, since we have a sit-
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uation in which almost everyone acknowledges in theory a principle that in
actuality is ignored. One option would be to employ what Kierkegaard
called the most common form of irony—to write something in a serious
manner that is in fact foolishness. Someone taking this strategy might, for
example, write an essay that proposes, in an apparently serious way, that the
contemporary university could be improved by the simple expedient of abol-
ishing the category of “student.” After all, if all the students were sent home,
then faculty would be free to do their “real” work.

Suppose, however, that the person who wishes to defend the value of
teaching wanted to use the “rarer” form of irony, to write something that is
in fact serious in the form of a jest. Such a person might construct an essay
along the following lines: The essay might announce, in a breathless voice,
that the author has made an amazing discovery. There are people walking
around the university called “students.” Furthermore, at least some of these
people seem to have come to the university to learn things. Although the
author knows it is a bold and far-out idea, he or she suggests that some of the
professors might actually meet with some of these hitherto unnoticed people
on campus and try to impart some of their own hard-won knowledge. Of
course, the author will admit, it is a lot to expect that busy university profes-
sors would take time to do such a thing. Yet who knows what the conse-
quences of such a radical move might be? The students might actually
become educated people; the professors, though one can hardly dare to hope
for such a utopian outcome, might find satisfaction and meaning in helping
to shape the lives of young people.

If we came across such an ironical essay, how should we understand it?
We would surely misunderstand the essay if we thought the author to be sug-
gesting that there were not in fact students on university campuses or that it
would not in fact be a good idea for professors to meet with students and try
to teach them about what they know. The irony consists, after all, in sug-
gesting, as if it were a new and shocking proposal, what everyone at the uni-
versity already knows to be part of the responsibilities of a professor—an
ideal to which everyone already gives lip service, but is in reality something
to which the contemporary university sorely needs to be reminded of. The
irony in such a case presupposes the validity of what is said. What is ironi-
cally undermined is not the value of teaching, but the hypocrisy that claims
to value teaching but in fact regards teaching as a waste of time.

In a similar manner, when Climacus reminds us that Christianity is a
revealed religion, and that the fact of God becoming incarnate is much more
important than any philosophical teaching that might come from the lips of
the God who is incarnate, he is hardly telling his readers anything they do

The Role of Irony 77



not already know. Any well-brought up Danish child would know that to be
a Christian is to be a follower of Jesus, understood not merely as a Jewish
philosopher, but as the Son of God who takes away the sin of the world.
Once one sees that Climacus is not really inventing anything, but reminding
readers of what traditional Christian orthodoxy really is, then one can hardly
miss the point. Climacus himself lets the cat out of the bag at the end by
explicitly telling us that “if he ever writes a sequel” he will “give the problem
its proper historical costume” and discuss Christianity, which is “the only
historical phenomenon” that has ever invested history with this kind of eter-
nal significance (PF 109). The irony cannot consist of denying or undermin-
ing these platitudes about Christianity, but rather in ironically undermining
the stance of those who claim to be Christian and thus committed to such
claims, but who in reality understand Christianity in a way that makes it to
be something essentially different than what it is. “But to go beyond Socrates
when one nevertheless says essentially the same as he, only not nearly so
well—that at least is not Socratic” (111).

Once we see this, then we must look at the “blunt readings” of Lowrie,
Swenson, and Thulstrup in a somewhat different light. It is true that these
commentators do not do full justice to the ironical character of Philosophi-
cal Fragments. Thulstrup, for example, cannot be right in denying that
Fragments is genuinely pseudonymous. His argument on behalf of this
claim is essentially that if we compare the content of Fragments with things
Kierkegaard published under his own name, we will find “hardly any incon-
sistency.”23 We can now see that this is a weak argument; of course we will
not find Kierkegaard contradicting the truths of which he feels his contem-
poraries need reminding. However, the humorous and satirical voice we
hear in the book is far from Kierkegaard’s own. Nor is this contradicted by
the fact that Kierkegaard may have originally written the book intending to
publish it under his own name, with the pseudonym being a later thought.
For it is quite possible that he discovered or decided on reflection that the
voice heard in the book was not his own voice, but one that required a
pseudonym.

There is of course an irony that is inherent in the situation created by
the reception of Fragments as a book of “dogmatic theology.” As we have
seen, there is a sense in which the mistake of reading the book in this man-
ner is not wholly a mistake; the book does in fact embody what we might call
some of the basic elements of Christian theology. However, that a book that
Kierkegaard wrote as an ironical reminder to his readers of things they
already knew now reads to many as if it were an original contribution to the-
ology is itself deeply ironical. Such a situation is an ironical comment on
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how deeply confused many are about the nature of what Kierkegaard himself
called “Christian orthodoxy.”

Stable and Unstable Irony

John Lippitt has recently called attention to the importance of Wayne Booth’s
distinction between “stable” and “unstable” irony.24 In the contemporary
world the concept of irony has become very expansive. We speak of events as
ironical, of “dramatic irony,” and indeed some authors virtually make irony to
be coextensive with literature.25 Booth’s discussion of stable and unstable
irony restricts itself to examples of intentional irony, especially so-called verbal
irony. Since my focus has been on a literary text, Philosophical Fragments,
much of what Booth has to say about intentional irony has been relevant to
my task, and the same is true for the distinction he draws between stable and
unstable irony.

For Booth, both these types of irony involve a “mask,” in which the
author poses a riddle by putting forward an affirmation that clearly must be
rejected, or at least cannot be taken at face value. However, with unstable
irony, no reconstruction of the author’s position is possible because the “uni-
verse of discourse” of the author is one that is “inherently absurd,” and this
implies that “all statements are subject to ironic undermining.”26 Stable
irony, by contrast, is irony in which the author has or takes a position, and
where the irony may function in such a way that the reader who “gets it” at
least is offered the possibility of making that position his or her own. Stable
irony is, then, irony endowed with a moral purposiveness. Lippitt argues, I
believe correctly, that Booth’s distinction roughly parallels the distinction
drawn by Kierkegaard himself in The Concept of Irony between irony as “infi-
nite absolute negativity” and that “controlled irony” which constitutes the
“truth of irony” (261, 324–29). We must ask ourselves about the relation of
Kierkegaard to the Romantic ironists whom he sees as leading us to the
abyss. Is irony the disciplinarian that frees us from immediacy and helps us
see the spiritual significance of human life? Or is irony itself the final truth,
the truth that all truths must ultimately dissolve in the fire? 

I have in this paper argued that Kierkegaard himself used irony for his
own spiritual purposes; the irony in Fragments is controlled, stable irony.
One point in favor of my contention is that, paradoxically, seeing Kierke-
gaardian irony in this way makes the text more interesting. Conant’s ironical
reading flattens Kierkegaard’s text, leading to a situation similar to one
that Hegel famously described as a night in which all cows are black. If
everything in the Climacus readings is “nonsense,” and the point that I am
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supposed to gain from the books is that they are saying what cannot be said,
then the specifics of the discussions of contemporaneity, history, suffering,
guilt, subjectivity, and truth all become less interesting. If it is all nonsense,
then why waste time making sense of the distinctions and arguments? This
is even more true if we follow Poole and take Kierkegaard as merely self-
consciously illustrating what is true of all texts. As Booth says, if all of litera-
ture is irony, then our appreciation of those specific literary forms we call
“irony” becomes questionable.27

Of course my claim that seeing Kierkegaardian irony as stable, con-
trolled irony that makes the texts more interesting can be challenged. A
Kierkegaard who gives us “an endless play of signifiers” is in many ways an
aesthetically enchanting Kierkegaard. He is at the very least a Kierkegaard
who cannot make us uncomfortable by challenging us with a definite moral
and religious position. Perhaps part of the appeal of a Kierkegaard who pre-
sents us with “infinite, absolute, negativity” (CI 312) is precisely that such a
Kierkegaard allows us to play with the texts as we see fit. Perhaps we think we
can even have our cake and eat it too if we follow the lead of Conant and
combine a reading of the Climacus texts as nonsense with an edifying exhor-
tation that moral and religious truths can only be lived and not thought. Of
course it is true that for Kierkegaard, as for Climacus, God’s incarnation in
Christ is something human reason cannot understand, and God’s gift of
himself is not directed to our intellects as an intellectual puzzle to be con-
templated and solved. Christ is not the object of knowledge but the object of
faith. However, faith must have content, a content that we can in a way
understand (so that we can understand why we cannot truly understand it)
so that we may build our lives around it. That content can and must be
thought, as a task for life.

The Kierkegaard who gives us “mastered” or “controlled” irony in
Fragments is a Kierkegaard who is a master of conceptual clarification as well
as a master of irony and humor. He understands that the God who has
revealed himself in history is a God who can be grasped in faith. The irony
does not undermine but presupposes the claims of Christian revelation.
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Chapter 5

Kierkegaard’s View of Humor:
Must Christians Always Be Solemn?

81

Many people view humor and a serious religious life as antithetical. This
essay attempts to elucidate Kierkegaard’s view of humor and thereby to
explain his claims that humor is essentially linked to a religious life, and that
the capacity for humor resides in a deep structure of human existence.  In his
writings Kierkegaard offers us a theory of what humor is, and two interesting
theses about humor. To begin with the theses, he argues first of all that there
is an essential connection between humor and human existence. The idea is
that humor is no ephemeral or accidental human characteristic but is
grounded in something deep within our nature or our condition. This idea
that humor touches something deep is one Kierkegaard shares with many
other theorists about humor.

The second thesis is more unusual, however, and consequently more
controversial. Kierkegaard also wants to claim that there is an essential con-
nection between humor and the religious life. Quite contrary to the stereo-
type of the religious life as dour and somber, completely opposed to the
carefree wit of the humorist, Kierkegaard holds that the highest and deepest
kind of humor is rooted in a life view which is recognizably religious, and
that all humor is fundamentally made possible by those very features of
human life which make the religious life possible.

Before examining these two theses in detail and seeing what can be said
on their behalf, we must first look at Kierkegaard’s overall account of what
humor is. Before doing that, it will be helpful to take a look at theories of
humor generally.



Philosophical Theories of Humor

What is a philosophical theory of humor? Primarily it is an account of what
humor is in its essence. The aim is not so much to know what makes us
laugh, but why something makes us laugh. And though I just spoke of
laughter, and certainly there is a close connection between humor and laugh-
ter, a theory of humor is not identical with a theory of laughter. We find
many things humorous which do not actually cause us to laugh; conversely,
we laugh in many situations where we see nothing humorous, at least at the
time, the laugh of nervous embarrassment being a good example.

By and large theories of humor fall into one of three types.1 These are
relief theories, superiority theories, and incongruity theories. These three
types are not always mutually exclusive but are capable of being combined
with each other in various ways.

Relief theories, which would include Freud and Spencer as notable
examples, generally focus on humor as a pleasurable experience, which con-
sists in or is causally related to a discharge of accumulated tension or energy.
Freud, for example, appeals to the fact that so much humor revolves around
sex and aggression (often disguised), and theorizes that humor, especially in
jokes, provides a way of discharging sexual and aggressive instincts which
society forces us to repress.

Superiority theories are actually the oldest of the three and number
among their famous proponents Plato, Aristotle, and Hobbes. The basic idea
is that humor is a pleasant experience of oneself as superior. When we laugh,
according to Hobbes, we express “a sudden glory arising from some concep-
tion of some eminency in ourselves, by comparison with the infirmity of
others, or with our own formerly.”2

Though Hobbes does say that the superiority we enjoy in humor is not
always over others, it still seems that this is the paradigm case. Some have
even theorized that laughter evolved from “the roar of triumph in an ancient
jungle duel,”3 or from “the baring of one’s teeth as a demonstration of phys-
ical prowess.”4

The third major type of theory, made famous by Kant and Schopen-
hauer, is the incongruity theory. This view, which is, as we shall see, very
much like Kierkegaard’s, is that humor arises through some contrast between
what we would normally expect and the actual course of our experience. The
incongruity must be one that is experienced as pleasant, of course. Still,
humor is regarded as rooted in something that goes against the normal pat-
terns grounded in our past experience.
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Kierkegaard’s Theory

Now what is Kierkegaard’s theory? How is it different from and related to
these traditional types of theories? As I have already said, fundamentally
Kierkegaard’s theory is an incongruity theory, with strong similarities to
Kant and Schopenhauer. Kierkegaard, however, is also able to incorporate
significant elements from the relief and superiority theories. Gaining an
understanding of Kierkegaard’s view of humor is made more difficult by the
fact that he does not really discuss humor for its own sake, but rather to illu-
minate his theory of the stages or spheres of existence. I shall take a look at
the place of humor in the “stages on life’s way” presently, but I shall first try
to extract Kierkegaard’s general theory of humor.

Kierkegaard’s pseudonym Johannes Climacus defines humor in terms of
the concept of the comical. A humorist is a person who has mastered the
comical, because humor “has the comic within itself ” (CUP 1:521; italics in
original). The comical in turn is defined in terms of “contradiction.” “The
tragic and the comic are the same, insofar as both are contradiction; but the
tragic is the suffering contradiction, the comical the painless contradiction”
(1:514; italics in original). Climacus follows this definition with a long foot-
note listing examples of jokes and other humorous situations.

These jokes and situations make it very clear that by “contradiction”
Climacus really means “incongruity,” certainly not logical or formal contra-
diction. A caricature is said to be comical because of the contradiction
between likeness and unlikeness which it contains. In a similar way a person
who answers a rhetorical question is said to be comical, the contradiction
being that he answers a question for which no answer was expected. My
favorite example of humor from this footnote is the story of the German-
Danish clergyman who believes he has said “The Word became flesh”
because he has been fooled by the false cognates, the German Fleisch and the
Danish Flæsk. What he actually has said from the pulpit is “The Word
became pork.”

In all these examples there is a “contradiction,” but what is contradicted
is our normal expectation as to what goes with what, and what follows what.
The patterns of our experience are disrupted and the result is experienced as
incongruous. (Parenthetically, this use of the term “contradiction” as mean-
ing “incongruity” should give pause to those who insist on thinking that
when Climacus and Kierkegaard call the incarnation a contradiction they
must mean logical or formal contradiction.)

Climacus realizes that not every incongruity is comical, however. A con-
tradiction is comical, rather than tragic, only if it is experienced as pleasant.
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This is not merely determined by the content of the contradiction, but also
by the relationship of the individual to the incongruity. The same event can
be tragic to one person and comic to another, and even tragic and comic suc-
cessively to the same person.

Climacus expresses this by saying that humor demands that one occupy
a “higher” or “superior” perspective. The individual who is “trapped” or
“caught” by a contradiction experiences it as tragic. To be amusing, the con-
tradiction must be one for which the individual knows a “way out.” He must
be able to distance himself by viewing the whole business from a superior
vantage point.

It is clear then that Kierkegaard’s view of humor, as developed by his
pseudonym Climacus (and here I see no significant differences between
Kierkegaard and Climacus), is a version of the incongruity theory. However,
there are significant elements of the other two theories as well in
Kierkegaard’s thought. The notion of superiority is significant in relation to
humor because it is the possession of a superior position that enables an indi-
vidual to experience an incongruity as pleasant rather than painful. Also
implicit in his view is the notion that humor provides a relief from the vexa-
tions of life. Though Kierkegaard would certainly reject the mechanical “dis-
charge of psychic energy” model, which is present in Freud, because he
would not think that such mechanical concepts could aptly describe a per-
son’s mental and spiritual life, he certainly recognizes the common-sense
experience of relief which gives Freud’s view its plausibility. The person who
sees something humorously has found a “way out.” Temporarily, at least, he
has escaped the pain of life.

Humor and Human Existence

With Kierkegaard’s basic understanding of humor in mind, we can now look
at the theses which I attributed to Kierkegaard at the beginning of this paper:
that humor is essentially linked to both existence and religiousness. First we
shall look at humor in the context of existence.

Many thinkers are inclined to agree with Kierkegaard that humor is
closely linked to something fundamental in human life. A person who had
absolutely no capacity to perceive anything as humorous would not be like
someone with no capacity for doing algebra or playing the violin. Those
capacities seem accidental, and however unfortunate an individual who
totally lacked them might be, she could still be fully human. Someone with
absolutely no capacity for humor would strike us as fundamentally different
from us, so different as possibly to make us wonder whether the person
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might be an angel, a robot, or an extraterrestrial, rather than a human being.
I believe, therefore, that Kierkegaard’s first thesis—that humor is essentially
connected to human existence—is more in need of illumination than
defense. What we want to know is why this connection holds, and
Kierkegaard does of course have something to say which is helpful here.

The reason humor is basic to human life is simply that contradiction
is basic to human life. Several of Kierkegaard’s pseudonyms, including
Climacus, Vigilius Haufniensis, and Anti-Climacus, speak of human exis-
tence as a “synthesis” of contrasting or opposing elements. The self is seen as
an attempt to unify temporality and eternity, body and soul, necessity and
possibility, finitude and infinitude. In existence, however, the synthesis always
remains incomplete, unfinished, and hence an incongruity between the
opposing elements always remains.

All of us have ideals, plans, possibilities: goals towards which we strive.
We are partly defined by the futures we seek. All of us are, however, equally
defined by our pasts, particularly those necessities which we did not choose
but are fundamentally a part of us for better or worse. We did not choose our
parents, our sex, our early upbringing. All of us are fundamentally engaged
in a movement from what we have been to what we would be. But for none
of us is this movement totally serene. No one is a stranger to the tension
between reality and ideal. Yet our identity is found in both reality and ideal,
or to be more precise, in the movement from one to the other.

If both the comic and the tragic are grounded in contradiction, and if
human existence itself at its very heart is a contradiction, then it is clear why
the capacity to sense the tragic and comical is basic to human life:

Existence itself . . . is a striving, and is just as pathetic as comical; pathetic,
because the striving is infinite, or directed toward the infinite, is infinitiz-
ing, which is the highest pathos; comical, because the striving is a self-
contradiction. (CUP 1:92)

Two qualifications must be made at this point. First, saying that the
capacity for humor is explained by the contradictory structure of human life
does not imply that all humor must be rooted directly in the deepest struc-
tures of existence. It is true that our deepest humor symbolizes and often
directly expresses the gap between the ideal and the actual which is basic to
human life. But we also laugh at all kinds of incongruities, trivial ones as well
as meaningful ones, silly puns and witty plays on words as well as themes
which directly bear on our identity as selves. One might say that the fact that
human existence is fundamentally contradictory guarantees that humans
will have a sensitivity to the contradictory, whenever it appears. This does
not, however, imply that all humor must somehow be deep and profound.
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The second qualification is that it is only the capacity for humor which
the contradictory character of human existence gives to the individual. The
degree to which that capacity is realized depends upon several factors. One
must recall that to experience a contradiction as comical, one must experi-
ence it in a painless manner, which requires a superior, somewhat removed
perspective. One’s ability to gain such a perspective is partly a matter of how
reflective one is. Hence, Climacus says that education or culture is a prereq-
uisite for at least some types of humor (CUP 1:502–3, see also 1:176–77).
The second factor which affects one’s ability to take such a detached per-
spective is one’s religious orientation. To explain this we must move to
Kierkegaard’s second thesis.

Humor and Religiousness

One of the oldest stereotypes of the religious individual is that he is humor-
less, a person whose serious mindset precludes levity. This stereotype is not
limited to popular films and books, but is held by philosophers as well,
Nietzsche being a good illustration. Recently, in a fine book about humor,
John Morreall has repeated the charge that religion, especially in the Judeo-
Christian form, is incompatible with humor. According to Morreall, from a
Christian perspective “everything we think, say, and do brings us closer to
eternal happiness or to eternal damnation.”5 If Christians were to take this
seriously and really try to live in this light, “they would undoubtedly be
more solemn in everything they do. Activities for mere amusement would
be suppressed or eliminated, and it is hard to see how laughter might
survive.”6

Kierkegaard agrees with Morreall that the Christian life is a life of
earnestness, but he rejects the claim that this earnestness precludes humor.
He claims, rather, that humor is closely connected to a type of religious life,
which is in turn closely connected with Christianity though not identical
with it. Thus humor is closely linked with Christianity. In the Journals and
Papers he tells us that “the humorous is present throughout Christianity”
(2:1682). In another journal entry he says that Christianity is the most
humorous view of life in world history (2:1681).

To understand Kierkegaard’s claims here one must try to understand the
place of humor in his theory of the stages or spheres of existence. It is of
course a well-known thesis of Kierkegaard’s that there are three stages or
spheres of existence. The aesthetic life is the natural or immediate kind of life
in which everyone begins, where one simply attempts to satisfy one’s natural
desires or urges. The aesthete lives for the moment. The ethical life is the life

86 Kierkegaard on Faith and the Self



in which one grasps the significance of the eternal and by ethical resolve
attempts to transcend one’s natural desires and create a unified life. The reli-
gious life is the life in which one recognizes the impossibility of actualizing
the eternal through positive action and instead attempts to grasp it through
repentance and suffering.

This simple or not-so-simple schema of the three stages of existence is
complicated by the inclusion of irony and humor as boundary zones or
spheres. Irony constitutes the boundary between the aesthetic and the ethical
while humor constitutes the boundary between the ethical and the religious.

It is very difficult to understand just what it means to regard humor as
such a “boundary zone.” I think the key to making sense of this is to make a
distinction between humor as a general element in life and humor as a zone
or sphere of existence in Kierkegaard’s special sense. The former is an ordi-
nary sense of humor; the latter involves a technical sense. The humorist in
the latter sense, who occupies the boundary zone in Kierkegaard’s schema, is
someone who has taken the humor which is a general element in life and
made it the fundamental ground of his distinctive way of life. Thus “humor”
in the ordinary sense is related to, but not identical with, humor as a bound-
ary zone of existence. Since the two are related, what Kierkegaard says about
humor as a boundary does shed some light on humor generally.

Everyone who exists has, as we have already seen, a sensitivity for the
comic just by virtue of existing. Everyone is able to see a contradiction here
or there and to smile and laugh at it. Not everyone, however, is able to see
and face the fundamental contradiction in her own existence—to smile and
laugh over herself. Many people can laugh only in the Hobbesian way, at the
infirmities of others. The humorist in Kierkegaard’s special sense has learned
to smile at the whole of life, because she has learned to smile at herself. She
can see the incongruity between her ideals and her actions, the contrast
between the eternal love she was created for and the feeble temporal actions
through which she attempts to create and express that love.

It should now be plain why humor in this deep, profound sense is so
close to the religious life. The heart of the religious life is this very perception
of the permanent discrepancy between ideal and actuality. It is this which
leads the religious individual in Kierkegaard’s sense to see suffering and
repentance as the highest human actions, as opposed to the victorious action
of the ethicist. (See especially the section on “Existential Pathos” in
Postscript [CUP 387–525] in this connection.) Yet Kierkegaard does not sim-
ply identify humor with the religious life. In the Postscript Climacus calls
humor the confinium or boundary of the religious life, at least of that natural
religiousness called “religiousness A.” Why is this?
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The answer lies in recalling that to perceive a contradiction as humorous
one must perceive it from a detached standpoint. The religious individual in
Postscript, who is strenuously seeking to existentially realize the resignation,
suffering, and guilt which characterize the religious life, has no such perspec-
tive. In fact, he comes close in some ways to Morreall’s stereotype of the reli-
gious individual as humorless. (Though ultimately Climacus claims he
escapes this charge. The religious individual does go to the Deer Park for his
outing, and he enjoys himself, but only after fearful anguish and reflection.)

In Postscript humor becomes the “out” to which a person escapes when
he can no longer endure the fearful stress of the truly religious life. For the
humorist does have that “higher perspective.” The humorist intellectually
sees what the religious individual sees. He has a knowledge of the great con-
tradiction which is the heart of the religious life. But the humorist is some-
one who rests in “recollection.” He believes, like Socrates and Plato, that the
eternal is something that all humans possess already. The humorist can smile
at the contradictions in life because he sees life itself as fundamentally a jest;
the eternal bliss one is seeking is in one’s possession already. “To exist is like
walking down a road,” but the remarkable thing about it from the humorist’s
perspective is that “the goal lies behind” (CUP 1:449).

One can see from this that humor itself embodies a religious perspective
of sorts, one different from yet very close to that which Climacus character-
izes as religiousness A. Both humor and religiousness A are characterized as
belonging to “immanence” and as resting in “recollection.” The difference is
that in religiousness A the individual attempts to existentially realize the eter-
nal consciousness which he “recollects”; the humorist sees such earnest striv-
ing as a jest and not worth the trouble. For the humorist, however much one
strives, we “all get equally far” (CUP 1:450). All of us possess eternity
already; nothing one does is of any eternal significance.

So humor and religiousness are not identical. Yet something like humor
remains as an element in religiousness A. There is present in religiousness A
“an obscurely sensed possibility” that the existential problem of guilt which
the individual cannot himself overcome is in some way overcome. The eter-
nal is in some way a possession (CUP 1:541). Such a sense that the eternal is
secure and guilt has been resolved is necessary to “prevent the individual
from leaping aside to despair” (1:554). This seems very close to the
humorist’s “way out.” Humor and religiousness A appear then as the two
poles in what Climacus would term mankind’s natural religiosity: the pole of
serene and contemplative reflection and the pole of feverish, anguished
action. Most actual religious lives will contain both elements and will, to a
degree, oscillate between them.
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Humor and Christianity

We see then that Kierkegaard has a concept of “humor” as a sphere of exis-
tence which embodies a clearly religious view of life, a view which stands in
an intimate relationship to what Climacus terms religiousness A.
Religiousness A is not, however, identical with Christianity, though it seems
to be a transfigured element in Christian faith. Why is it then that
Kierkegaard specifically links humor and Christianity?

Here the textual evidence is obscure indeed. The best clue is, I think, the
often repeated claim that humor embodies a knowledge of Christianity which
has not been existentially realized in life (CUP 1:272). What lies behind this
is surely the idea that the humorist has gained a knowledge of the incarna-
tion, that great contradiction which Climacus terms “Absolute Paradox,”
and is somehow able to smile about this. At least an apparent higher per-
spective must have been discovered. This apparent higher perspective, which
in the case of the pure humorist is illusory, can only be found in the
Christian doctrines of grace and forgiveness.

If there is a place for humor in Christianity, it must surely rest on these
two doctrines. Despite the fact that life is earnest for the Christian, there is
also a place for the humorous smile and even for laughter. (Perhaps it is
partly because of the fact that life is earnest; I think that the incongruities
which strike us as most deeply humorous usually relate to what we care
deeply about.) That place for humor is provided by the grace of God and the
forgiveness which is offered freely in Christ. It is this which makes it possible
for the earnest individual to smile at the contradiction between his life and
the ideal he sees in Christ.

It is this doctrine, I believe, of which Kierkegaard’s humorist has
acquired a knowledge. In viewing this doctrine solely as a doctrine, however,
the humorist inevitably misunderstands it. For the Christian the grace of
God and forgiveness in Christ are found through faith, which is an existen-
tial passion with a concrete historical object. His life then becomes a blend of
jest and earnestness, a gift and a task. The gift is given with the task, and the
task with the gift.

The humorist, however, misperceives this as a philosophical doctrine,
an eternal truth about the human condition. Forgiveness is not something
to be grasped in time, but an eternal possession. We are all forgiven eter-
nally. Our forgiveness must simply be “recollected,” and we all do get
equally far. The task is depreciated, and one is left with a sympathetic, jest-
ing attitude toward life.
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The Humorist Today

This all-too-brief account of Kierkegaard’s theory of humor bristles with
problems and questions.7 Nothing has been said, for example, of what
Kierkegaard called demonic humor, which corresponds closely to what
would today be termed nihilistic humor. Kierkegaard views this type of
humor as an attack on the eternal meaning which gives existence its depth.
Here the “way out” for the laugher is not a positive leap to the eternal, but a
negative leap from the eternal—to nothingness. Surely a great deal of humor
in the twentieth century would fit this category. But such topics must be left
for another day.

It is worth asking in conclusion, however, whether Kierkegaard’s analysis
of humor fits our contemporary experience of humor. Are there contempo-
raries who fit Kierkegaard’s description of the humorist? I believe there are.
Woody Allen and Garrison Keillor are the names which come to mind. 

In his movies Allen has pictured better than anyone else I know the basic
incongruity of human life. Yet somehow the incongruities in Allen’s films are
tempered. We find ourselves able to smile at life and at ourselves. We sense a
sympathetic, healing conviction that at bottom our lives mean something, a
conviction which sometimes wrestles with darker, more nihilistic overtones,
but is hardly ever totally extinguished.

A joke at the end of Annie Hall (one that I have been told comes from
Groucho Marx) expresses this perfectly. A man is talking to his therapist and
says that his brother is crazy. “He thinks he’s a chicken!” “Why don’t you
turn him in?” replies the therapist. “I would, but I need the eggs.” The char-
acter Allen plays in the movie then glosses the joke to make an analogy to
human life in general: “I guess that’s pretty much how I feel about relation-
ships. I feel they’re totally irrational, crazy, and absurd, but I guess we keep
going through it because most of us need the eggs.”

Certainly this sort of humor embodies no explicit religious perspective
in any conventional sense. But it seems to me to subtly express, precisely
through its sympathetic humor, a sense that we are all redeemed. We all get
equally far; in a sense we get nowhere. But we nevertheless have an
“obscurely sensed possibility,” as Climacus would put it, that it all comes
right in the end.

Woody Allen, then, seems to be a humorist in Kierkegaard’s special
sense. Such a humorist is, as Kierkegaard would say, far from being a
Christian. Perhaps he is even far from that natural religiousness Climacus
terms religiousness A. But such a humorist clearly perceives the existential
incongruity which lies at the heart of the religious struggle. And perhaps, as
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Climacus would say, his sympathetic humor expresses a knowledge of the
grace and forgiveness which figure so strongly in both Judaism and
Christianity.

Garrison Keillor is, if anything, an even better illustration of the Kierke-
gaardian view of humor. Keillor nicely vindicates another of Kierkegaard’s
theses about humor: humor is not only embedded in a type of religiousness
A which includes a knowledge of Christianity; it can also be a part of a life
which is authentically Christian. Humor is the “incognito” of the genuinely
religious person. Garrison Keillor’s monologues from Lake Wobegon”
exhibit the most profound theological themes of Christian faith. Those
themes, however, are exhibited not as doctrines, but as realized in the lives of
the people of Lake Wobegon: guilt, forgiveness, mercy, love—all are there.
And much to our surprise, when they are thus exhibited, the result is humor-
ous. It is not the humor of a Hobbes which revels in one’s own superiority,
but the deep humor which binds one more closely to one’s fellow human
beings.

In a convocation talk at Luther Northwestern Seminary in 1983, Keillor
says explicitly that “a person who follows Christ will never lack for comedy.”
It is not difficult to grasp his meaning here; someone who takes seriously
Christ’s teachings about loving one’s enemies or giving to the poor cannot
help but see her life as incongruous, if she has even a modest degree of hon-
esty. But insofar as she is following Christ the redeemer, the incongruity can
be experienced as humorous, for Christ is indeed the way out. As Keillor
himself says, “laughter is a kind of forgiveness.”

Perhaps it is appropriate to end with another joke from Annie Hall. Two
ladies are complaining at a resort in the Catskills. “The food is really terrible
here,” remarks one. The other replies, “Yeah, and such small portions.”
Someone who has not cared for the content of this chapter at least cannot
complain about the smallness of the portion!
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Chapter 6

Misusing Religious Language:
Something about Kierkegaard and

The Myth of God Incarnate

93

Unbelievers, Believers, and Adaptors

At the risk of a tremendous oversimplification, I believe it is helpful to
categorize views of Christianity that have appeared in the West in the last
two hundred years into three major groups. First there are the “unbelievers,”
those for whom Christianity is straightforwardly untrue, unknowable, or
unbelievable (or all three). This group would include those who try to sal-
vage some form of essentially humanistic religion as well as those who simply
turn away from religious belief altogether, either to put their ultimate hopes
in political ideology, or science, or simply to attempt to limit themselves to
hopes which are finite and nonultimate in character.

The second group I would designate the “believers.” I have in mind here
those who have retained their belief in the central Christian doctrines as rep-
resented by the classical creeds. As in the first group, there is a tremendous
diversity here. I believe it is possible to include in such a group Catholics,
Episcopalians, Calvinists, Methodists, Baptists, and Pentecostals without so
stretching the boundaries that the group becomes too ill defined to make ref-
erence to it meaningful. I would include in such a group both those who
simply repeat past formulas in a literal and perhaps sometimes unthinking
way, as well as those seeking to reinterpret those formulas in such a way as to
maintain and restore their credibility.

The third group I would characterize as “adaptors.” By this term I mean
to designate those who cannot or do not wish to desert Christianity for some



form of religious humanism or simply to become irreligious, but who cannot
or do not wish to believe the substance of classical orthodox Christianity. Of
course, the line between the second group and this one may be difficult to
draw. In an individual case it may be difficult (even impossible) to decide
whether a theologian is reinterpreting a classical doctrine or altering it
beyond recognition. The task of making this distinction is continually com-
plicated by the fact that adaptors generally try to preserve as much tradi-
tional language and imagery as possible, no doubt for sound psychological
reasons. The problem which the adaptor is up against generally is how to
preserve the pathos and inwardness of the faith of our fathers while altering
its content. It is naturally a great help if the old language and imagery are
preserved.

The adaptor, then, usually strenuously resists any claim that he has no
right to use this traditional language. He will point out that this language has
a history; that it arose at a certain time and has evolved. Why cannot this
process continue? Do his opponents have a copyright to these emotionally
significant words?

The adaptor has a point. Language (except for trademarks and copy-
rights) is no one’s property. Surely people must be allowed to use language in
the way that best suits them and their purposes. But the opponents of the
adaptor, both humanist and believers, have a point, too. In fact, they have
more than a point; they have a legitimate grievance. Because language is no
one’s personal property but is the common medium through which human
beings communicate with one another, a person should use language respon-
sibly, in a way that does not hinder or impede our ability to communicate.
And there is grave danger of this happening in the case of the adaptor.

An Example of Misuse of Language

Let me try to explain by using an illustration from the philosophy of mind.
Suppose I were a convinced materialist who wished to deny that human
beings possess a nonmaterial mind, soul, spirit, or anything else nonmaterial.
I designate my position as “materialism” and wish by that term to exclude
any and every form of dualism. Suppose I met a person who also called him-
self a materialist. However, to my consternation I found, when I questioned
this person, that he believed a person’s mental life is essentially independent
of his brain, that it is possible for an individual’s conscious life to survive the
death and disintegration of his body. When I asked this person how his view
could reasonably be called materialism, suppose he answered as follows:
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I believe that the soul which survives bodily death is material, only a very
special kind of matter. Certainly my usage of the term “matter” differs
from the traditional use, but after all, this concept has a history. It
emerged at a certain time, has evolved, and will no doubt continue to
evolve. I am merely continuing this process. It is very important for me
psychologically to call my view “materialism” because materialism is the
only believable worldview in a scientific age. Who are you to deny me my
right to use language as I see fit?

In this situation, I would certainly have a legitimate grievance against
my “materialist” acquaintance. For if his usage is allowed to stand, the dis-
tinction between my views and those views I mean to oppose will be blurred,
or rather demolished. One of the most important functions of language is
precisely to make possible such distinctions. My “materialist” friend is more
dangerous to me than any opponent. An opponent who attacks my view can
be repelled, perhaps. But a “friend” who makes my view meaningless makes
it impossible to attack or defend my view. (Which is why a dualist will be
just as much disturbed by this misuse of language as I myself.)

Hence, if my “materialist” friend persists in using the term “materialism”
in his peculiar way, I shall be compelled to invent some other word to desig-
nate my position, or to distinguish between materialism 1 and materialism
2. But in doing so I might justifiably feel aggrieved. In calling myself a mate-
rialist I meant to identify myself with an old and (to me) honorable tradi-
tion. In compelling me to use another term, the pseudomaterialist has
usurped my place in that tradition.

No doubt the analogy to religion would seem better if I reversed the
roles in my fictitious story. For the religious adaptor is clearly more like
someone who calls himself a dualist but uses the dualistic language of soul
and spirit in a materialistic way—than like a person who calls himself a
materialist, but is actually a dualist in disguise. But I intentionally avoided
the closer analogy for the following reason: People who find the religious
adaptor’s position congenial are apt to find a similar position in the philoso-
phy of mind congenial! Sympathy for the misuse of language in question
might have once more obscured the injustice done, both to genuine dualists
and genuine materialists.

A Criterion for Detecting Misuse of Language

Now why am I justified in calling these linguistic shifts misuses of language,
both in the fields of philosophy of mind and in religion? Let us take the phi-
losophy of mind illustration first. No one should object to either a dualist or
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a materialist attempting to revitalize or develop his position by creative
thought. Though it may be difficult to distinguish this process from alter-
ation of a position to such an extent that it is abandoned, perhaps the line
can be drawn in at least one case. Surely it is wrong to take a set of terms with
a continuous history and a reasonably coherent meaning, still used by an
active tradition in their historical sense, and use them to designate a position
which these terms were originally developed to exclude and oppose and
which they are still used to exclude and oppose. This is the flaw in our “mate-
rialist.” He is using the language of materialism to designate a position
which materialism was expressly designed to exclude. In no sense, then, can
he legitimately be said to be “developing” or “extending” the materialist tra-
dition. Though there probably are other, less extreme cases which also would
constitute misuse of language, at least this case certainly does appear to be
that. And it seems that this gives us at least one reasonable test for the legiti-
macy of the reinterpretation of language. If we find a theologian using a set
of terms to designate a position which those terms were originally designed
to negate and exclude, and if the religious tradition in question and its cur-
rent representatives have generally understood the terms as negating that
view, then however much change, development, and vagueness there is or
has been in the religious terminology, the contemporary theologian can still
be charged with misusing the language in question.

It might seem that these criteria are overly strict. Are there not instances
where the meaning of a concept has shifted to its opposite in a legitimate fash-
ion? Take, for example, the concept of the atom. Originally this concept
seems to have referred to “the smallest part,” the ultimate and indivisible unit
of matter. Yet today no one haggles over talk of the parts of an atom. What
has happened in this case is that a theoretical concept has been employed to
designate an actual entity. As the explanation of that entity continued, it was
found to have some characteristics incompatible with its original sense.

Several things make this situation different from our example of the
“materialist” in the philosophy of mind. First, the atom retains a good deal of
its historical sense. Atoms are still regarded as basic or fundamental elements,
even if not absolutely basic. Take, for example, their function in the arrange-
ment of the elements in the atomic chart. Secondly, the group employing the
concept in this somewhat new way still holds to that fundamental under-
standing of the nature of matter which was expressed by those who originally
claimed that there were atoms. That is, atoms were originally postulated by
those who believed that matter was not continuous but discrete, i.e. com-
posed of particles. The original opponents of the atomic theory were those
who held that the concept of a “smallest piece” was meaningless and that
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matter must be continuous. Contemporary physicists, while they may not
claim that the particular entities we call atoms are the ultimate bits of the
universe, have by no means abandoned the view that the universe does have
ultimate bits. They are therefore the true descendants of the original atom-
ists. How different the situation would be if there were a sizeable contempo-
rary group of scientists who claimed that matter was continuous and called
their view “atomism.”

There are of course other examples where the meaning of a term has flip-
flopped or reversed to its opposite. In cases where the older meaning is for-
gotten or has only historical interest, this presents no difficulties and causes
no great harm. Let me repeat my criteria for misuse of language. A person or
group is misusing language if: (1) The term or terms concerned had at one
point a reasonably definite sense, purposefully excluding certain points of
view. (2) The meaning of the term or terms in question has been preserved
through a continuous historical tradition, which continues to exist and to
use the terminologies in their historical sense. (3) The person or group using
the terminology uses it to designate the view which the terms were originally
designed to exclude or negate.

Even if my criteria are inadequate it seems plain to me that language can
be misused in the way I have claimed. The problem of giving an account of
this misuse still remains. I suspect, however, that this is a problem which
some contemporary religious thinkers will not be eager to solve, for reasons
that will shortly become clear.

Theological Illustrations

At this point, I wish to give some concrete examples of what I am talking
about. It is tempting to use actual examples from contemporary Christian
theological literature. I do not wish, however, to do so at this point, because
it is always possible that I have misunderstood some particular theologian,
and I would not want my main point to be obscured by an unjust attack on
a particular individual. My purpose is amicable; it is to help individuals
decide for themselves whether their own honest beliefs are clearly under-
stood and how they should best be expressed.

Also, I want to make it clear that the main point I am making is valid
regardless of the worth of my own theological stance. The point is a purely
philosophical one, and it is possible to agree with me whether one be atheist,
liberal Christian, fundamentalist, or even if one is an adherent of a non-
Christian religion. (Someone more learned than myself in such areas might
well choose his examples from Islam or Buddhism.)
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In any case, I shall first give hypothetical examples. I assure the reader,
however, that these examples are realistic. They coincide with views
expressed in respectable Christian periodicals and books, differing from the
actual examples only perhaps in that I state matters more simply and bluntly
and avoid emotionally alluring language which seems to contain more con-
tent than it actually does.

Let us take first the doctrine of Christ’s resurrection. It seems to me that
the early Christians and the great majority of Christians throughout the his-
tory of the church who have affirmed their belief in Christ’s resurrection
have always understood this doctrine as entailing, among many other things
of course, that the man Jesus Christ actually died and then came back to life.
Belief in the resurrection can be taken as excluding or denying that Jesus
remained dead past the time of his resurrection or that he is now dead.

Suppose we encounter a theologian who tells us that the true meaning of
the resurrection is that the spirit of love which the disciples had experienced
through Jesus was reborn in the disciples after Christ’s death. Suppose the
theologian goes on to explain that the overwrought disciples experienced this
transformation so powerfully that it was almost as if Jesus were still with
them. Out of the mix of fear and grief and joy the belief emerged that Jesus
was really alive; perhaps aided by a hallucination or other mystical experi-
ence. Thus arose a belief in Jesus’ actual, bodily resurrection, which strength-
ened itself through the experience of forgiveness the early Christians found
by faith in Jesus.

Whatever the merits of this account, or any other of dozens of similar
accounts of the development of the belief in Jesus’ resurrection, one thing
seems clear. The person putting forward this theory has no right to call this a
development or reinterpretation of the resurrection or to say that he person-
ally believes in the resurrection. For his account presupposes that Jesus
remained dead; otherwise why the ingenious attempts to explain the fact
that the early Christians believed him to be alive? (If he really is alive, that
itself would best explain their belief.) Since the doctrine of the resurrection
was developed and understood precisely to exclude the belief that Jesus was
still dead, the adapting theologian has no right to the concept at all. If he is
honest and has enough courage to break with what may have been his child-
hood faith, he will then clearly admit that he rejects the doctrine of Christ’s
resurrection.

A second and closely related example would be the belief in the general
bodily resurrection of believers. Please notice that I am in no way defending
this doctrine or arguing its coherence or plausibility. Whether the belief in
the resurrection of the dead be logically conceivable, empirically plausible, or
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whatever, this much is certain: those who originally affirmed that they
believed in the bodily resurrection of the dead, and later Christians who
maintained this belief, intended to affirm that actual dead individuals will
come to life again and resume a bodily existence; therefore they meant to
deny the thesis that actual dead individuals do not come to life again.

Suppose then, that a theologian tells us that he believes in the resurrec-
tion of the dead, but that he does not mean that the actual human beings
who have died will really come to life again and resume a bodily existence.
The theologian tells us that the person in question has “eternal life” in the
sense that his life and achievements become part of God’s everlasting con-
sciousness. The person in question continues to exist not only in God’s
memory but in God’s own ongoing work in the world; he is “resurrected” in
other people’s lives and in God’s own life. Whatever may be the truth or pro-
fundity of such a position, it is patently unfair of the individual in question
to tell us that he believes in the resurrection of the dead. Even as a purported
reinterpretation of the Platonic concept of personal immortality this posi-
tion seems to me unwarranted, but as a purported statement of what belief
in the bodily resurrection of believers amounts to, it is an absurdity.

Kierkegaard’s Criticisms of Nineteenth-century Theology

The type of criticism I am making here is by no means new. It is essentially
the charge Kierkegaard leveled at the Hegelians in the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury. Kierkegaard’s philosophical pseudonym, Johannes Climacus, develops
the following line of argument in Philosophical Fragments and Concluding
Unscientific Postscript.1 He assumes, first of all, that there was (and is) some-
thing distinctive about Christianity, when compared with philosophical and
religious thought in paganism. The Christian faith cannot reasonably be
regarded as a Jewish version of the speculative thought of Plato and Aristotle,
or even the practical, moral reflection of Socrates. In attempting to isolate
what is distinctive about Christianity, Climacus first attempts to characterize
pagan thought under the Platonic-Socratic principle of immanence: essen-
tially the truth is within human beings already.

Socrates as a teacher honestly and consistently expressed this principle
by his maieutic method; he helps others “give birth” by discovering the truth
for themselves. In such a case Socrates’s own significance as a teacher is van-
ishing, as is the significance of the “moment” the learner gives birth. For the
learner who really discovers the truth simultaneously discovers that the truth
was already his possession (thus he essentially owes Socrates nothing) and
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that the truth is an eternal possession (hence the moment the discovery is
made is of vanishing significance).2

In characterizing pagan thought in that manner, Climacus is referring to
much more than the Platonic theory of recollection. In speaking about “the
truth” he is referring to “ultimate or essential truth.” The person who has the
truth in this sense has fulfilled his destiny; he has become all that a human
being can be. The principle of immanence then designates any religious view
which holds that the divine is already within humans, that they are essen-
tially grounded in God, whether God be understood personally or imper-
sonally. And with a little imagination one can even extend Climacus’s
analyses to forms of religious humanism that limit themselves to “this-
worldly” hopes, or even to political ideologies such as Marxism. For these
views would essentially agree with Socrates that the truth is “within” human
nature in the sense that human persons can discover and achieve their des-
tiny essentially by themselves and through their own efforts. (Of course the
Marxist would not say that the individual person can do this, but would
affirm that it is possible for humankind through historical action.)

In contradistinction to this principle of immanence found in paganism,
Climacus explicates Christianity by a set of coherent concepts, which he pre-
tends to be developing in the form of an “experiment” to see if there is really
any alternative to immanence. Such an alternative must emphasize the
importance of “the moment”; rather than viewing the truth as an eternal
possession, the essential truth must be something that humans can acquire
(or fail to acquire) in time. Since the truth must be acquired, it follows that
the human condition is that of lacking the truth, of being essentially in error,
a condition that Climacus decides to call “sin.” In such a case the learner will
need more than a maieutic teacher; he will need a teacher who can totally
transform him by giving him the ability to understand the truth. Only the
God himself could so re-create the person; hence the teacher must be the
God himself.

In developing these concepts, Climacus suggests that the God’s histori-
cal appearance would be essential if a total transformation of the person is to
be effected. For only in this way would individuals get the God “outside
themselves,” so to speak. If the God relates to humans through the person’s
immanent moral and religious consciousness, then that moral and religious
consciousness is not essentially in untruth. If the human condition is essen-
tially that of untruth, then there is a need for a transcendent, authoritative
revelation.

Thus the early Christians proclaimed Christianity as true by divine
authority; they affirmed Jesus as lord. Climacus makes no attempt to argue
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that they were right in doing so, or that Christianity is true. He is simply
attempting to make clear what Christianity is by exploring the meaning of a
set of concepts which cohere and which clearly are different from pagan
thought. These concepts include “the moment,” sin, the incarnation, and
authority.

The sting of his account is felt only when applied to the Hegelians who
proclaimed that their speculative interpretation of Christianity was essen-
tially Christian. For their interpretation of Christianity was within the prin-
ciple of immanence. On the Hegelian account, Jesus could not be God in
any unique sense. Jesus may have been special as the first person to recog-
nize the essential oneness of humans with God, but once this truth was rec-
ognized, it was also recognized that it is true at all times of all human
beings. The divinity of the human race is being concretely actualized
through history.

The Hegelian theologians claimed to be Christian, to have made an
advance on pagan thought. Climacus’s response is clear. “To make an
advance upon Socrates and yet say essentially the same things as he, only not
nearly so well—that at least is not Socratic” (PF 111). The Hegelian view
may well be true, or more true than Christianity, but Climacus says it is
unjust to call it Christianity.

For someone to prefer paganism to Christianity is not confusing at all,
but to discover paganism as the highest development within Christianity
does injustice to Christianity, because it becomes something other than
what it is, and to paganism, which becomes nothing at all, though it really
was something. (CUP 1:361)

It is important to note that Climacus’s attack, if justified, applies not
only to Hegelianism, but to a tremendous amount of classical liberal theol-
ogy, and even to a large amount of theology today. For the Hegelians were
certainly not the only ones to deny Jesus’ divinity and transform Christianity
into either a speculative doctrine or moral teaching (or both) whose truth
can be recognized through immanent moral and religious human conscious-
ness. Such a view, which obviates any need for an authoritative revelation or
transcendent acts by God in history, is widely prevalent even today. Though
there are many different forms of this, as widely different in their essentially
moral teaching as Marxist revolution and individualist bourgeois con-
formism, the acceptance of the principle of immanence is common.
Climacus’s question to these “immanent” versions of Christianity is still per-
tinent: Why do you call your view Christianity?
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The Incarnation: Can Christians Reject It?

I should like in this section to apply these thoughts to The Myth of God
Incarnate.3 This book created a great stir when it was originally published,
with a flurry of responses that have now disappeared.  Though some might
think the controversy is now old hat, I believe that the issues raised by this
book perfectly illustrate some of the dilemmas facing theology today, and the
views defended in the book have hardly disappeared. Hence it is still worth
our attention.

In one sense this book is an honest expression of the policy recom-
mended in this essay. The contributors to the volume can no longer accept
the belief that Jesus is God in a unique or authoritative sense. They therefore
wish the Church to frankly reject this traditional belief. Their candidness in
saying so frankly and forcefully what others may think is to be applauded.
But some troubling questions remain, which—again to their credit—are
posed by the contributors themselves.

The first question concerns what is implied by rejecting the view that
Jesus was God incarnate. It is common, unfortunately, in a great deal of con-
temporary theological literature to be less than completely consistent on this
point. A thinker will deny Jesus’ divinity and then fall all over himself in
affirming Jesus’ moral perfection, the uniqueness of Jesus’ teaching, and the
significance of Jesus as God’s supreme revelation to man. A thinker will
claim that the belief that Jesus is God is a “myth,” but then go on to affirm
the usefulness, validity or even inescapability of the myth as a “symbol” or
“image” to be employed in the life of the Church. To their credit, the con-
tributors to Myth take this problem seriously.

It is this very concern that Dennis Nineham voices in his “Epilogue.”
Nineham argues that the claims that Jesus was morally perfect, a man whose
concern was totally for others, a man whose life centered totally upon God,
are not historically warranted. Such claims may be consistent with the histor-
ical record and thus plausible to those who accept Jesus’ divinity, since the
attributes seem to be legitimately deducible from his divinity. But it seems
unwarranted for one who has rejected Christ’s divinity, especially on the
basis of a critical historical method, to go on claiming that these assertions
about Jesus are historically justified.

In a brief response, Don Cupitt accepts the force of this warning and
draws the consequences consistently:

I acknowledge the limitations of our critical-historical knowledge of Jesus.
However, the core of a religion does not lie in the biography or personal-
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ity of the founder, but in the specifically religious values to which, accord-
ing to the tradition, he bore witness. By these values I mean possible
determinations of the human spirit whereby it relates itself to the ultimate
goal of existence.4

Cupitt believes it to be contingently the case that the historical Jesus pro-
claimed the “principles of spirit” which lie at the core of Christianity, but it
is obviously not necessary to prove this or even to believe it.5 The validity of
these “possible determinations of the human spirit” is independent of any
such historically contingent facts. The striking thing about this assertion is
that it is an explicit embracement of the Socratic-Platonic “principle of
immanence” which Kierkegaard used as his baseline in attempting to clarify
the difference between Christian and pagan thought.

This conclusion leads to the second troubling question. (Again, let me
stress that this question is raised and acknowledged by the contributors
themselves.) I have been appreciative of the candidness of Myth’s contribu-
tors explicitly rejecting the doctrine and language of incarnation.6 This rejec-
tion may have consequences that are indeed extreme. Does a set of doctrines
of this sort have a right to call itself “Christian”? Is not an affirmation of such
doctrines an affirmation of truths that are regarded as valid independently of
whether or not they were taught by Jesus Christ or his apostles? Are not these
truths essentially “possible determinations of the human spirit” which could
be and perhaps actually have been recognized in the teachings of other reli-
gions and founders?7

I take it that contributors to Myth are by no means unwilling to face these
questions and answer them. They themselves recognize that Christianity
without the incarnation will be inconceivable to many, and that their very
proposal will seem contradictory. Yet they suggest that what seems to be the
case may not be. I would like to tentatively suggest that even after deeper
thought their proposal is self-contradictory.

Let us take the relation of Christianity to other religions as one problem
area. It is clear that Myth’s view entails a change in the way Christians view
other religions. Indeed, it seems that the consequences entailed here are
thought by the writers of Myth to be a point in favor of their view. As John
Hick, for example, says, it is an embarrassment in today’s world to affirm
that Jesus was literally God’s son and that salvation is made possible only
through faith in him. Such an idea is “excessively parochial, presenting God
in effect as the tribal deity of the predominantly Christian West.”8 It is far
more reasonable to believe that God is acting savingly in all the different reli-
gions of mankind, Christianity being merely one of them.
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Such a view may well be more reasonable and believable than orthodoxy.
It may well be true. I am not attempting to decide that question. My ques-
tion is simply: Is some such view justified in calling itself “Christianity”?

What’s in a name? Don’t people have a right to use language as they
wish? Of course. But if they are interested in contributing to clarity and
responsible thought, they will be careful in their use of words. As a matter of
fact, there still is a numerically large group of people who hold that Jesus was
uniquely God’s son. These people take seriously concepts like “the moment,”
sin, authority, and incarnation. They see the truth of Christianity as resting
essentially upon an authoritative, historical revelation, rather than upon a
person’s immanent moral and religious consciousness. For them salvation is
found through faith and obedience to Jesus Christ and in him alone. Such
people can be found in virtually every Christian denomination and in every
part of the world (including especially non-Western areas such as Africa and
Asia). These people call their set of beliefs “Christianity.”

In terms of our original categories of unbelievers, believers, and adap-
tors, such people are clearly believers, while the contributors to The Myth of
God Incarnate are adaptors. Is it not the case that these believers have a legit-
imate grievance against the adaptors? The believers use the term “Christian-
ity” to designate the view that Jesus is uniquely God’s son, that salvation is
found through faith in him, and that his life and teachings are transcendent
and authoritative. They mean thereby to exclude or negate views which
regard Jesus as merely a man, however striking and different a man he may
have been. They mean to exclude views which hold that salvation is not
essentially dependent upon Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection. To sum up,
they mean to exclude precisely the views put forward by authors of The Myth
of God Incarnate as Christianity. That the view of these believers really is dif-
ferent is undeniable.

It is obviously intolerable to have the same word designate positions that
logically exclude each other. Hence, if the usage of the authors of Myth is
accepted, the people who call themselves believers will simply have to find a
new name for their view. To some extent this is already being done for them.
John Hick stigmatizes them as “theological fundamentalists,” for example in
his essay in Myth.9 To some extent, the believers are doing this for them-
selves, by adding qualifying adjectives: “orthodox Christian,” “evangelical
Christian.” Perhaps some wholly new conventions could be developed. For
example, the believers could call themselves “followers of Jesus” and their
view “the Way” (as did some early believers in Acts), leaving the names
Christian and Christianity for the adaptors. These sorts of linguistic shifts
are possible, and perhaps something like this will be necessary.
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So long as we know what we mean by the terms, no great harm will be
done. But unfortunately language has a history and words have connota-
tions. The believer thinks that he is the contemporary representative of a tra-
dition, that he stands in a long line of people who affirmed Jesus as Lord and
claimed that salvation depends on Jesus alone. Regardless of the historical
arguments of The Myth of God Incarnate as to how these beliefs arose, it is
undeniable that these beliefs have characterized the main body of Christian
believers from the early Church to the twentieth century. In appropriating
the term “Christian,” the adaptors are making a claim to be the legitimate
heirs of this tradition and are supplanting the believers from their relation-
ship to this tradition.

If traditional Christianity seems unbelievable to a person, why cannot he
say so plainly? It is ironical that many adaptors pride themselves on their
developed logical conscience. They do not believe things which fly in the
face of modern science; they are faithful to scientific, historical criticism. Yet
it seems not to trouble them to appropriate language designed to exclude
their position and use it to designate their position, regardless of the fact that
this manuever seems calculated to produce confusion. The psychological
comfort this produces seems to me to be purchased at too high a price.

Can the Incarnation Be Retained as Myth?

Some perhaps will respond that the incarnation is indeed an essential aspect
of Christianity. Perhaps those who cannot accept the traditional doctrine as
true can maintain it is “myth.” Several of the contributors to Myth wish to
retain the traditional Christian formulations in the guise of “symbols” and
“imagery,” or “myth” itself, to avoid a complete break with the past. John
Hick, for example, says that the idea of divine incarnation is a myth, and he
defines a myth like this: “A myth is a story which is told but which is not lit-
erally true, or an idea or image which is applied to someone or something
but which does not literally apply, but which invites a particular attitude in
its hearers.”10 Thus traditional doctrines are to be taken not as “literal state-
ments” but as “symbols.” Frances Young suggests that it is necessary for the
Christian believer to operate with two models in his dealings with reality: a
scientific model which explains happenings as the result of natural causes
and “ ‘mythological’ or symbolic models, models which however inade-
quately represent the religious and spiritual dimensions of our experience.”11

Even if we cannot literally believe in the incarnation any more, Young feels it
could function in a symbolic way.
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First of all, I should like to object to the oversimple categories of “literal”
and “symbolic” used here. All statements, even statements of scientific theo-
ries, are symbolic in that they employ symbols. Indeed it is increasingly rec-
ognized how significant metaphor is for so-called literal discourse. And of
course orthodox theologians have recognized that much, if not all, of our
religious language fails to express the truth at which it aims. The believer
here seems to be presented with two unpalatable alternatives with these cate-
gories of literal and symbolic. Either he must accept an excessively anthropo-
morphic and literal-minded view of religious language, or else accept the
thesis that religious language is symbolic. But this latter category seems to
imply an attitude of “anything goes.”

It is obvious that I cannot begin to give an adequate treatment of the
concepts of myth and symbol in this brief compass. The former category has
been voluminously dealt with in contemporary theology, and the latter
deservedly holds a central place in aesthetics and logical theory. But to assess
the sorts of claims made by Hick and Young, a few distinctions may be in
order. A beginning might be made by separating out myths and symbols that
are completely noncognitive and even nondiscursive. In certain religious
practices, ecstatic experiences, and exercises, there may well be “pure” sym-
bols which have a legitimate function, but which resist analysis of any kind.
It would be stupid to ask whether such symbols are true or false, or even
what they “mean.”

The great majority of religious symbols would seem to be at least discus-
sible, however. I think that the following categorization is helpful, at least as
a start. Some religious symbols can be viewed as “parables” or “stories,”
which are intended to illustrate or evoke some morally praiseworthy action
or way of life. Other symbols may be viewed as “dramatizations,” which may
have the function of parables but which fulfill that function by picturing in
dramatic form some truth about the nature of things. Finally there are sym-
bols which are “conceptualizations”; here I have in mind accounts which are
primarily intended to state or explain or clarify some metaphysical truth,
though the fact that the truth is metaphysical may entail that language is
“stretched” and not limited to straightforward univocal meaning.

Parables, Dramas, and Conceptualizations

As an example of “parable,” I would cite the parable of the good Samaritan.
The religious value of the good Samaritan story is not dependent on the his-
torical truth that there actually was a Samaritan who found a man beaten by
robbers. The story represents a moral possibility; its value would be essen-
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tially the same whether that possibility has ever been actualized. I could still,
through the parable, come to learn something about what it means to be a
neighbor, and who my neighbor is.

For some Christians, the creation story in Genesis might serve as a good
example of a dramatization. There are some similarities to the parable. For
those who consider the creation account nonhistorical, it may be unimpor-
tant whether God actually took dust from the ground and made a man, for
example. The truth expressed in this part of the drama is that a human being
is fully part of the natural order. Like the parable, the drama may have the
function of illustrating or evoking morally praiseworthy actions and atti-
tudes. (Prideful self-sufficiency is to be avoided, for example.) But the
important difference between parable and drama is this: the dramatization
accomplishes these functions through communicating in a poetic and picto-
rial way some ontological truth. In the case of the creation story the truth is
that humans and the whole natural order are dependent upon God for their
very being. Unless this is so, this drama is an inappropriate one to employ,
and the attitudes and actions it illustrates or evokes may not be morally
praiseworthy at all.

In The Myth of God Incarnate, Maurice Wiles makes a similar point. He
makes a careful attempt to distinguish different types of myths and different
usages of the term “myth.” The sense of myth that he finds most appropriate
to understand Christian doctrines seems close to what I have termed
“dramatization.” Wiles distinguishes between true and false interpretations
of myth by claiming that for a true interpretation “there must be some onto-
logical truth corresponding to the central characteristic of the myth.”12

It seems clear to me, however, that in order to speak of dramatizations as
being true or false in this way, there must be at least one more kind of theo-
logical discourse. It must be possible in a more direct, albeit abstract way, to
state ontological theses. Otherwise, one could not discuss and evaluate the
meaning and appropriateness of dramatizations. This kind of religious dis-
course is what I term a “conceptualization.” As an example of this, we might
take the prologue to John’s gospel. The author here is obviously attempting
to say something, through the admittedly frail vehicle of human language,
which he believes to be true of the universe in its most ultimate character,
namely that the divine Word, through which the universe was created by
God, is identical with the man Jesus. This particular conceptualization is a
mixed thesis; it affirms something about God and something about a histor-
ical person and claims that both statements are about the same person.
Conceptualizations may, like dramas and parables, evoke or illustrate atti-
tudes and actions, but this should be a direct function of the truth of the
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conceptualization. Thus, if the prologue to John’s gospel expresses a truth,
then it would be appropriate to pray to Jesus and acknowledge him as
Lord—otherwise such an attitude would be idolatrous.

The Incarnation as Parable and as Drama

Let us now apply these categories to the doctrine of the incarnation and see
which is most appropriate. How well would this doctrine function as
noncognitive symbol, as parable, as dramatization, and as conceptualization?

We may dismiss the noncognitive symbol fairly quickly. Of course, it is
possible someone might employ the phrase Jesus is God as a mantra, but if
the usage is totally noncognitive, one could obviously not evaluate the
appropriateness of the usage (at least not according to logical criteria). In the
nature of the case, it would be impossible to say that this mantra was more
true or even more appropriate than any number of others.

As a parable, the incarnation seems singularly inappropriate. Without
the doctrine of the incarnation, Jesus’ biography (or at least a historically
sanitized version minus a few embarrassing claims) might very well function
as a parable. The point of telling the story of Jesus’ life might be to illustrate
a moral possibility and to evoke certain actions and attitudes on the part of
the hearer. But we are not discussing the possible function stories about Jesus
might have if the doctrine of the incarnation were rejected, but the question
as to whether or not the incarnation story itself could function as a parable if
the literal truth of the doctrine were rejected. And here it seems that the doc-
trine of the incarnation is particularly inappropriate, even if we disregard all
questions of factual truth and look at the story of Jesus’ life—as told in John’s
Gospel, for instance—only as a possibility. For the moral possibility which is
illustrated in the “incarnation” version of the story seems to be a form of
colossal egomania, even to the point of insanity. What is represented is the
claim of an individual person to be the unique preexistent son of God.
Unless that person is what he claims to be, the only legitimate function of
such a parable would seem to be to evoke an attitude of horror or pity on the
part of the hearers as they recognized the blasphemous attempt on the part
of an individual to equate himself with God. If, on the other hand, the claim
made by Jesus is regarded as true, then the parable is no longer functioning
as a parable, and what is pictured is not simply a moral possibility to be emu-
lated. In either case, it would be wrong for the hearers to take Jesus as a
model and attempt to emulate him with respect to his designation as divine.

The next possibility is that of dramatization. Here it is important to
recall that the evaluation of the drama is dependent on the truth of what is
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supposed to be dramatized. The evaluation of the incarnation as a dramati-
zation will then be a function of the interpretation given the drama. Here we
must separate two questions: first, the appropriateness of the interpretation,
and secondly, the truth of the interpretation. That is, it is possible for some-
one to interpret the incarnation badly in the sense that his interpretation
comports badly with the drama itself, but nevertheless state something that
is ontologically true. Conversely, it is possible for someone to interpret the
incarnation appropriately, but offer in his interpretation a false ontological
thesis.

It is impossible to give or find a general assessment of the incarnation as
drama, since each assessment must be directed to the particular interpreta-
tion offered. Nevertheless, some comments can be made in a general way
about what sorts of interpretations are appropriate. It is important not to
allow confusion to creep in here by altering the doctrine itself; that is, we
must first accurately state the drama as a drama before considering possible
interpretations and their validity. We are considering the traditional doctrine
of the incarnation, that is, the thesis that Jesus Christ was the unique preex-
istent son of God. If the statement that “Jesus is God” is taken to mean
something totally different, then the whole procedure of testing the value of
the doctrine of the incarnation as drama becomes pointless. For it is not the
traditional doctrine that is being tested at all. For example, suppose one says
that “Jesus was God” means only that “Jesus fully embodied God’s ideals for
man” or that “Jesus illustrates the human ability to live in a godlike manner.”
If that is the doctrine of the incarnation, then it is quite possible to accept
the doctrine straightforwardly. There is no need to regard the doctrine as a
myth. And of course one might conceivably want to say similar things about
some other historical figures such as Socrates or the Buddha. If one has
doubts about the historical character of Jesus, one can legitimately convert
this “incarnation” from a drama into a parable. But one should recognize
that what is being employed as a parable in this case is not the traditional
doctrine of the incarnation. What we have, rather, is a parable that illustrates
the human capacity for godlikeness.

This is another example of the misuse of language, which we treated ear-
lier. For the developers and maintainers of the doctrine of the incarnation
meant by their original conceptualization to designate a view that held that
Jesus was uniquely God in a way that no other human being was. The incar-
nation was understood as a response to humans’ sinful, ungodly character,
which necessitated a transcendent act by God which immanence could never
have discovered. It follows from this that anyone who uses the term “incar-
nation” to designate the thesis that humans in general have the potential for
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divinity is denying that Jesus was uniquely God and that humans are inher-
ently sinful and ungodlike. Such a person is thus using incarnation to desig-
nate the precise opposite of its traditional meaning.

This seems to me to entail that someone who says “Jesus was God” and
means by that only that Jesus embodied godly ideals cannot really claim that
he is reflecting on the traditional doctrine at all, but on a different doctrine
altogether. For he is implying that humans as such are capable of godlike-
ness. If such a person also says that we must reject the doctrine of the incar-
nation or regard it as myth, he is being radically inconsistent in his linguistic
usage. The traditional doctrine of the incarnation (understood in its old
sense) is claimed to be false, whereupon we are told that the traditional doc-
trine can be retained as a story or dramatization. But what is retained under
the title of “incarnation” is precisely the opposite of what was rejected as
“incarnation.” If the incarnation is only a moral/speculative doctrine about
human godlike capacities, there would be no need for having rejected the
doctrine at all. But having rejected the doctrine (which is an understandable
move since its traditional meaning is fairly clear), it is confusing and dishon-
est to claim that it can be retained as myth and offer as the myth the exact
opposite of the doctrine of the incarnation. It follows that a clear statement of
the meaning of the traditional doctrine of the incarnation rules out certain
interpretations of it, even if the doctrine itself is only viewed as a drama, that is,
even if the incarnation is untrue in the traditional sense, but only a dramatic
representation of some ontological truth. Certain interpretations of the
drama which are offered are radically inappropriate to the drama itself, how-
ever true such moral/speculative doctrines about human beings may be in
themselves.

Though a range of interpretations of the drama may be possible, inter-
pretations which understand the incarnation as an affirmation of human
godlike capacities seem inappropriate. And it is important to remember that
dramas (as distinct from parables) must dramatize or imaginatively express
some ontological truth. Even as drama the main point of the incarnation
would seem to be humankind’s lack of godliness and consequent need for
God’s own redemptive activity. It is God’s redemptive activity that is being
dramatized—not the inherent godlikeness of human persons.

We shall limit ourselves then to interpretations of the incarnation as
drama, which in some way recognize Christ’s unique metaphysical status—
and not consider views that treat him merely as an example of what humans
can achieve. Here we have a variety of possible views which in one way or
another interpret the thesis that God was somehow uniquely in Christ. It is
impossible to adequately characterize and evaluate these in detail. The vari-
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ous interpretations can be arranged on a continuum with views which come
close to seeing Jesus as a mere man on one side and views which completely
accept the Chalcedonian formulation on the other. The more unique and
godlike Jesus is, the more he is interpreted as having a special relationship to
God, the closer the relationship between Jesus and God, the more appropri-
ate the interpretation seems to be as an interpretation of the incarnation.
These interpretations emphasize the alienation of human beings from God
and the need for God’s activity. In short, while I would not wish to claim
that interpretations which fall short of the traditional understanding are
totally inappropriate, it does seem to me that those interpretations which
resemble the traditional view, minus the essential connection with history
which the concept of drama rules out as necessary, would be appropriate.

There is, however, an objection to viewing the incarnation as drama that
seems decisive to me. It emerges when we combine the word “Jesus” with the
claim that the drama’s truth is not essentially connected with history. What
connection can there be between drama and history? If the drama inter-
preted properly is supposed to be grounded in historical fact, then it seems to
be more than a drama. We have rather something that sounds more like an
attempt to understand Jesus’ life, another attempt at understanding what it
means to affirm Jesus as Lord. In such a case there is no need to claim that
the traditional doctrine is being rejected as doctrine at all. We have rather a
legitimate attempt to reinterpret the traditional doctrine, which attempt
may, of course, be more or less adequate.

If on the other hand the connection between the drama and history is
severed, the result seems paradoxical. For now the claim is that the truth illus-
trated by the drama (which presumably concerns human alienation from
God and the need for divine intervention) is asserted to be recognizable as
true by human moral and religious consciousness, independent of any tran-
scendent revelation by God in history. But that is the basic truth, which we
found to be inconsistent with the incarnation, even interpreted as drama.
The only way to avoid this would be to admit that the truth is recognizable
only through some other supernatural act of God, not by human conscious-
ness alone. This is similar to what some neo-orthodox theologians have
claimed. But such a transcendent act of God is at least qualitatively similar to
the traditional supernatural acts that the contemporary critic of the tradition
wishes to regard as historically false or impossible. If God can supernaturally
act to give a human being an understanding of saving truth today, it is hard
to see why he might not have acted in history to accomplish the same pur-
pose. In any case, if human moral and religious consciousness is capable of
recognizing the essential truth about God without supernatural help, then it
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would seem that human moral and religious consciousness in not essentially
alienated from God, and hence the incarnation dramatizes something false.
We are back to immanence and Socrates. Minus the historical element or
some similar contemporary act by God, the interpretation, however good as
an interpretation, turns out to embody not truth but falsehood.

The Incarnation as Conceptualization

It seems to me that the incarnation fits best in the last of our categories; its
meaning and function are best viewed as a “conceptualization.” It is, how-
ever, important to regard it as a conceptualization rooted in God’s transcen-
dent revelation; hence there remains an essential tie to the historical.
Historicity lies at the heart of the traditional doctrine, and its abandonment
always involves a return to immanence.

Calling the incarnation a conceptualization does not imply that the doc-
trine must be understood literally, whatever that means in such a context.
For example, someone who holds that Jesus is God’s son does not have to
believe that God physically begat him. (No more than saying God’s eye is
upon us implies that God has eyebrows.) After all, metaphor plays an impor-
tant role in numerous realms of human discourse, including aesthetics and
scientific theory. What is implied is that picturing Jesus as God’s son does
more justice to the truth than any other possible image we might employ.
While no human language may be perfectly adequate to capture the mystery
of Jesus’ oneness with God, the person who uses the traditional language is
coming as close to the truth as finite human beings can. It is possible to
attempt to reinterpret this truth in philosophical categories other than those
of Chalcedon. But if the incarnation is essentially a conceptualization, then
it is wrongheaded and confused to repudiate the meaning that is present in
the conceptualization and then attempt to hang on to the image.

Let us respect the unbeliever who honestly tells us what he can believe
and what he cannot and why. Let us respect the believer who honestly
believes, having carefully considered the difficulties and problems. Let no
one attempt to stifle anyone’s attempt to reinterpret and develop religious
teachings in the light of new problems and new data. But every individual
should examine himself and honestly ask if clarity and understanding are
served by his use of traditional religious language. Kierkegaard’s criticism of
the speculative reinterpretations of Christianity is still relevant:

Speculation, remaining in immanence, which is recollection’s way of
escaping from existence at every point, leads to a volatilization. By means
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of the art of not saying anything decisive about what is most decisive, . . .
but using the expression of decision merely as a manner of speaking, spec-
ulation becomes a pagan reminiscence, against which there is no objec-
tion if it straightforwardly breaks with Christianity, but much to object to
if it is supposed to be Christianity. (CUP 1:217)
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Chapter 7

Is Kierkegaard an Irrationalist?
Reason, Paradox, and Faith
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If some philosophers had not existed, the history of philosophy would have
to invent them. After all, what would the introduction to philosophy teacher
do without good old Berkeley, the notorious denier of commonsense, or
Hume, the infamous skeptic. In some cases, in fact, philosophers have been
invented by the history of philosophy. I do not mean to suggest that histori-
ans of philosophy have actually altered the past by bringing into being real
flesh and blood philosophers. Rather, I mean to say that the textbook carica-
tures of famous philosophers are often a creation of the tradition, encrusted
layers of hoary myths and legends which hold the actual philosopher pris-
oner, the myths of Berkeley and Hume to which I just alluded being excel-
lent examples.

One can easily see that someone engaged in demythologizing one of
these venerable philosophical legends does not have an easy task. He can
expect fierce resistance, since he deprives the tradition of one of its stock
examples and whipping boys. Nevertheless, my task in this paper is to do just
that. For no stereotype in the tradition is as deeply embedded as that of
Kierkegaard as the arch-irrationalist, yet my thesis is that properly under-
stood, Kierkegaard is not a foe of reason.

To have any chance of success, I must of course qualify that brash
remark. In some sense Kierkegaard is a critic of reason or understanding, just
as Berkeley does in one sense contravene common sense, and Hume is in one
sense a skeptic. I shall argue, however, that Kierkegaard’s critique of reason is



not in the deepest sense irrational, and that the usual understanding of his
fideism as a rejection of logical consistency is profoundly mistaken.

To dispel a myth, one must articulate it first. Fortunately or unfortu-
nately, it is not difficult to find versions of the myth of Kierkegaard as an
irrationalist. Some have found Kierkegaard to be an irrationalist because they
have seen him as a proponent of radical choices, arbitrary acts of will which
are supposed to be the foundation of ethical life.1 Kierkegaard has been stig-
matized as an irrationalist because he is seen as someone who attempts to jus-
tify a repudiation of rational, universalizable ethical principles in favor of
private, essentially nonrational divine commands.2 The majority of readers,
however, who have seen Kierkegaard as an irrationalist have surely based
their charge on the Kierkegaardian claim that Christian faith involves belief
in a paradox.

The Paradox as a Formal Contradiction

If Kierkegaard’s irrationalism exists anywhere, it clearly is present in his insis-
tence that Christian faith is faith in the incarnation, the fact of the God-man,
which he sees as the “Absolute Paradox.” The paradox is called the absurd,
and it brings with itself the “possibility of offense,” through which an individ-
ual must pass to become a Christian.3 That Kierkegaard and his pseudonyms4

say these things is clear; what is less clear is what is meant by them.
Two contrasting traditions of interpretation have emerged over the

years. Many writers, beginning with David Swenson and continuing with
such commentators as Alastair MacKinnon, Cornelio Fabro, and N. H.
Søe,5 have claimed that Kierkegaard is not really an irrationalist, because
Kierkegaard’s paradox is not a formal, logical contradiction. For them
Kierkegaard is asserting that Christianity is above reason, not against reason.

Other writers, both purported friends of Kierkegaard such as Alastair
Hannay,6 as well as rabid critics, such as Brand Blanshard,7 have interpreted
the paradox as a logical contradiction. For these writers, when Kierkegaard
asks for faith in the paradox, he is asking the respondent to abandon the laws
of logic and to embrace something which he knows is false, even impossible.
Herbert Garelick is typical of many: “This Paradox is the ultimate challenge
to the intellect, for all attempts to understand it must conform to the laws of
judgment and discourse: identity, contradiction, and excluded middle. Yet
the Paradox violates these laws. . . . Rationally, the statement ‘God-man’ is a
nonsensical statement.”8 Clearly, on this reading, the leap of faith is more
properly described as being against reason than above reason.
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In this chapter I shall try to give a convincing demonstration that
Garelick and others who share his reading of Kierkegaard are wrong. I shall
show that Kierkegaard does not mean a formal, logical contradiction when
he speaks of the paradox of the incarnation. That, however, is only half of my
task. I must then explain what Kierkegaard does mean by “paradox” in a
manner that does justice to his claim that there is a tension between reason
and the paradox. I must account for the tension between reason and the
paradox while at the same time showing that this tension is not a necessary
opposition.

A case that Kierkegaard does mean a formal, logical contradiction can of
course be made. Sometimes the case hinges on the commentator’s assump-
tion that the incarnation is a logical contradiction. Someone who believes
this will naturally assume that Kierkegaard must have discerned this as well.
Louis Pojman, for example, says that the paradox is “the uniquely absurd
proposition that has the most objective evidence against it.”9 The objective
evidence against the paradox is simply that it is or entails a logical contradic-
tion. The argument that this is so relies on Pojman’s own view of God and
human persons. Since God is infinite, eternal, and unchanging, and human
beings are finite, noneternal, and changing, “God and man are mutually
exclusive genuses.”10

Support for Pojman’s argument here is provided by the fact that
Kierkegaard frequently does describe God as unchanging and eternal, and
does lay great emphasis on human finitude and temporality. One may well
conclude from this that God and man appear to be mutually exclusive
genuses. However, what appears to be the case is not always the case, and
there are reasons to be cautious about drawing the conclusion Pojman draws
here. One is that two of the qualities Pojman alludes to, eternality and tem-
porality, are consistently said by Kierkegaard to be the constituents of human
life generally, not just the incarnation.11 (It is important to note here that
Kierkegaard does not equate temporality with being noneternal, as Pojman
illicitly assumes.) The paradoxicalness of the incarnation thus mirrors a para-
doxicalness which is generically present in human existence, and no one has
suggested that Kierkegaard understands human existence itself as a logical
contradiction, even though he does describe existence as a “contradiction.”12

It is true that Kierkegaard’s writings, particularly under the Climacus
pseudonym, contain many claims that the paradox is a contradiction; the
incarnation is even described as a self-contradiction (PF 87). The logical or
formalist reading of contradiction is supported by the frequent claims that
the contradiction consists in the fact that what is eternal has become tempo-
ral or historical. The strongest statement to this effect is in Postscript, where
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Johannes Climacus says that the contradiction consists in the fact that the
eternal can only become historical by “going against its own nature” (CUP
1:512). The paradox is, moreover, often designated as the “absurd.”13

Why the Paradox Is Not a Formal Contradiction

Despite this support for the “against reason” view, I think an overwhelmingly
strong case can be made for the claim that Kierkegaard does not mean “logi-
cal contradiction” when he claims that the incarnation is a paradox. The evi-
dence for this is of two kinds: textual evidence and more general arguments
derived from an overall understanding of Kierkegaard’s project. 

Textual Evidence

The first point which must be taken into account is that the terms “contra-
diction” (Modsigelse) and “self-contradiction” (Selvmodigelse) are not nor-
mally used by Kierkegaard to refer to what we would today term a logical
contradiction, though he sometimes uses the terms in that sense, particularly
when talking about the logical principle of contradiction (about which I will
say more later). Thus, the mere fact that Kierkegaard often refers to the para-
dox as a contradiction means very little. Kierkegaard’s usage may seem
sloppy to a contemporary reader, but he is here, as at so many points, fol-
lowing the Hegelians, who notoriously used the term “contradiction” in a
very broad manner.14 Kierkegaard regularly uses “contradiction” to refer to
what might today be designated as an “incongruity,” with formal, logical
contradictions seen as a species of the incongruous.

This can be clearly seen in Kierkegaard’s main discussions of humor and
the comical in Climacus’s writings and elsewhere. The comical is defined as a
“painless contradiction” (CUP 1:459) and in a lengthy footnote which fol-
lows, Climacus gives numerous examples of contradictions, none of which are
formal or logical contradictions. A caricature is said to be comical because of
the “contradiction between likeness and unlikeness.” A man who falls into a
cellar while looking up at a window is said to be comical because of the con-
tradiction between his upward gaze and downward ascent. A fairy-tale char-
acter described as seven and one-quarter yards tall is said to be comical
because the exactness implied by the use of the fraction is contradictory to the
distance from reality which is associated with the fairy tale. All of these con-
tradictions are clearly cases of incongruity, not formal, logical contradictions.

Furthermore, when Kierkegaard does speak of formal, logical contradic-
tions, it is invariably in the context of a defense of the Aristotelian position
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that the law of noncontradiction must be upheld. Kierkegaard’s whole
polemic against Hegel is that there are genuine either-ors; not every opposi-
tion can be intellectually mediated so that one can reach the position of
both-and. This polemic depends on a resolute defense of the principle of
non-contradiction and the consequent existence of absolute distinctions. In
Philosophical Fragments, for example, Climacus says that it is “an unshakable
insistence on the absolute and on absolute distinctions that makes a person a
good dialectician,” (108) though this has been forgotten in our age because
of our failure to take the principle of noncontradiction seriously. Aristotle’s
argument that one must assume the principle of noncontradiction even to
deny it is put forward to blast the theology of Climacus’s day, which by deny-
ing the principle was able to have its cake and eat it too on many crucial
issues. Climacus, in an allusion to King Lear, crisply affirms that saying yes
and no at the same time is not good theology (53).

Not only does Climacus defend the law of noncontradiction. He explic-
itly distinguishes between a formal, logical self-contradiction and the kind of
contradiction which constitutes the paradox. In the course of his discussion
of the incarnation, Climacus analyzes how people become believers or disci-
ples. The contemporary generation of believers will obviously receive the
condition of faith directly from the God. But what about subsequent gener-
ations? Is it possible that they receive the condition of faith from their his-
torical predecessors, who have passed on to them the historical report?
Climacus denies this is possible, and the ground of his denial is that this pro-
posal is self-contradictory and “meaningless,” in a different sense than the
paradox itself is said to be contradictory (PF 101). If the later disciple received
the condition of faith from the earliest generation, this would in effect make
the earlier generation the God, which contradicts the supposition that the
earlier generation had received the condition from the God and was there-
fore not itself the God.

That meaninglessness [that the later generation receives the condition of
faith from the earlier generation], however, is unthinkable in a different
sense than when we state that that fact [the incarnation] and the single
individual’s relation to the God are unthinkable. Our hypothetical
assumption of that fact and the single individual’s relation to the God
contains no self-contradiction, and thus thought can become preoccupied
with it as with the strangest possible thing. That meaningless conse-
quence, however, contains a self-contradiction; it is not satisfied with
positing something unreasonable, which is our hypothetical assumption,
but within this unreasonableness it produces a self-contradiction: that the
God is the God for the contemporary, but the contemporary in turn is the
God for a third party. (PF 101) 
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I believe that the same distinction between a formal contradiction and
the kind of contradiction which is found in the paradox is clearly found in
Practice in Christianity (124–25) and somewhat less clearly in Postscript
(1:504), in a famous passage where he attempts to distinguish between non-
sense and the incomprehensible.

Arguments from Kierkegaard’s General Strategy

Seeing that the paradox is not for Kierkegaard a formal contradiction is not
merely a matter of proof-texting. Reflection on Kierkegaard’s overall per-
spective shows how inappropriate it is to think of the incarnation as such a
contradiction. One of the key points in Kierkegaard’s view of the incarnation
is its uniqueness. The incarnation is not just a paradox; it is the Absolute
Paradox and as such is absolutely unique. Explaining what Kierkegaard
means by this is no easy matter, and it is still more difficult, perhaps impos-
sible, to show that he succeeded in showing such uniqueness. Nevertheless, it
is obvious that such uniqueness is not served by treating the paradoxicalness
of the incarnation as a formal contradiction. Such contradictions are not
only not unique; they can be generated at will. Even Louis Pojman sees this
and raises it as a criticism of Kierkegaard,15 but it serves rather to undermine
his assumption that Kierkegaard must mean by contradiction what Pojman
thinks he means.

Even more fundamentally, if the paradox is a formal contradiction and
can be known to be such, Climacus has completely undermined his goal.
Those who assume that the incarnation is a logical contradiction believe that
we have a clear understanding of what it means to be God and what it means
to be a human being. God is infinite, eternal, all-knowing; human beings are
finite, temporal, limited in their knowledge. Thus we can know that the
predicates “God” and “human being” are logically exclusive. All this assumes
that we have a reliable, natural knowledge of both God and human beings.

The point of the incarnation, from Kierkegaard’s perspective, is precisely
to challenge this assumption. The whole of Philosophical Fragments is a
development of a thought experiment on the following lines. Socrates had
proposed that the truth, the eternal truth, which for Kierkegaard means the
knowledge of God, was present within human beings already. Climacus tries
to think through the logical implications of the assumption that this is false.
He wants to explore the contrary assumption that human beings lack the
truth about God and therefore must receive that truth from a revelation
which comes directly from God. Thus chapter 3, which develops the notion
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of the incarnation as a paradox, consistently looks at God as the unknown
(39), that which autonomous, unaided human reason cannot know.

The irony here is clear. In order to know that the incarnation is a formal,
logical contradiction, we would have to have the kind of knowledge of God
that it is the point of the incarnation to deny we possess. One cannot know
that a round square is a contradictory concept without a clear concept of
roundness and squareness. Similarly, one cannot know that the concept of
the God-man is contradictory without a clear concept of both the divine and
the human.

The Paradox as Apparent Contradiction

We can now understand what Climacus does mean by a paradox, and also
lay a basis for seeing why he thinks that there is a tension between the para-
dox and human reason. A paradox is an apparent contradiction. In general
the discovery of a paradox is the result of an encounter with a reality which
our concepts are inadequate to deal with, a reality that ties us in a concep-
tual knot. When we try to understand it we find ourselves saying self-
contradictory things, but this does not mean that the reality we have
encountered is itself self-contradictory. It means that there is a problem
with our conceptual equipment.

If one is convinced that our conceptual equipment is in order, then the
natural response to a paradoxical reality will be to dismiss it. For exactly this
reason, those who think our natural understanding of God is adequate will
naturally resist the suggestion that we can only understand God through a
revelation from God. For such people, the paradox is truly “against reason.”

To understand this reaction, consider the parallel case of a mind-body
dualist who believes that our concept of consciousness logically entails that
thinking must inhere in a non-physical substance which is the subject of
consciousness. Suppose this dualist encounters a materialist who believes
that the subject of thinking is simply the brain. To the dualist, the notion of
a thinking brain is a logical contradiction. The materialist might respond as
follows: To you the idea of a thinking brain is paradoxical; it appears to be a
contradiction. The problem, however, does not lie in the reality of a thinking
brain, but in your constricted concept of the mental.

In exactly the same manner, the believer in the incarnation may respond
to the unbeliever: the idea of God becoming a man is paradoxical to you; it
appears to be a logical contradiction. The problem lies in your constricted
conception of God, and more specifically, in your assumption that you
understand who God is and what God can and cannot do.
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Of course there must be some carryover between our prior understand-
ing of God and the new understanding which results from our encounter
with God in time, just as there must be some carryover from our earlier,
dualistic concept of the mental to a materialistic concept of the mental.
Otherwise, the term “God” in the expression “God-man” would be utterly
meaningless, as would “mind” in the analogous “material mind.” But this
requirement is compatible with rather drastic conceptual transformations.
No one today wishes to argue that it is impossible for an atom to be split on
conceptual grounds, yet no concept could originally have been more para-
doxical than that of an indivisible, smallest unit of matter being divided.

The Tension between Reason and the Paradox

We are now in a position to see why Kierkegaard frequently talks of faith in
the incarnation as against reason, rather than simply being above reason,
though he uses the latter language as well. Faith is said to be against reason
because all of us are in a position in this matter analogous to the dualist who
is offended by the notion of a thinking brain. All of us have a strong ten-
dency to think that our ideas about God, or whatever is ultimate and finally
important to us, are adequate, or that if they are not, at least we possess the
“condition,” the ability to make progress towards such truth.

As a Christian Kierkegaard interprets this confidence in our own ratio-
nal capacities in this area as sin, since the essence of sin is a prideful assertion
of our own independence and autonomy in relation to God. Because he
believes in the universality of sin, he naturally thinks that there will be ten-
sion between our human thinking—dominated as it is by an assertion of our
own autonomy—and Christian faith, which implies that our intellectual
capacities in this area are essentially impaired. Climacus, who does not claim
to be a Christian, but only to be thinking through a hypothesis, says that,
from the point of view of his hypothesis, the same thing must be true.
Human beings are sinful, and their sinfulness not only blocks them from a
proper understanding of God; it is the reason the paradox is to us human
beings a paradox. The difference, the absolute qualitative difference between
God and man which makes the idea of the God-man incomprehensible to us
is plainly said to derive from human sinfulness (PF 46–47), not the meta-
physical qualities cited by Pojman as the heart of the paradox. This does not
mean that human beings who were not sinful would find the incarnation
understandable. God’s ways are not our ways, and even unfallen humans
would find God mysterious. However, they would not necessarily think that
their failure to understand God showed that God did not exist or that God’s
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actions were unreasonable. It is fallen reason that pridefully insists that what-
ever it does not understand must be absurd. Hence, there is a natural tension
between human reason and the paradox, but it is a tension which does not
rest on any rational knowledge of the nature of God. It rests rather on what
one might call the natural self-confidence of reason.

Can Reason Have Limits?

If I am right in my contentions, then the case that Kierkegaard is an irra-
tionalist rests on a misreading of Kierkegaard and has not been effectively
made, at least to the degree that the charge is grounded in the view that
Kierkegaard urges religious believers to violate the laws of logic. Of course it
may still be the case that the label “irrationalist” is an appropriate one for
Kierkegaard. Whether that is so, on my reading, depends heavily on whether
it is irrational to urge that reason is limited, for that claim is certainly one
Kierkegaard makes. Is the natural self-confidence of reason healthy self-
esteem or arrogant hubris?

An assertion that reason is limited is surely not enough in itself to con-
vict a philosopher of irrationalism. Otherwise, Kant and the Wittgenstein of
the Tractatus, among others, would stand guilty. The answer must surely lie
in what the limits are said to be and how they are drawn.

Kierkegaard is often pictured as attempting to save religious belief by
locating it in an enclave which is marked “off limits” to reason. The assertion
that what lies behind the boundary is impervious to reason is itself made
dogmatically. This kind of attitude is foreign to Kierkegaard, though it is
present in many who are allegedly influenced by him. He actually stigma-
tizes the attempt of well-meaning religious people to demarcate a creed,
sacred book, or person as an ultimate, unchallengeable authority—as “super-
stition and narrowness of spirit” (CUP 1:35n). Though he recognizes the
human need for something “really firm” that is impervious to rational reflec-
tion, he regards this need as a weakness, and says it is incompatible with the
kind of subjective concern which he regards as the foundation of the authen-
tic religious life.

Although Kierkegaard argues that the incarnation is something which
cannot be rationally understood, he regards this claim as itself one which is
subject to rational scrutiny. One cannot rationally understand the paradox,
but one can hope to understand rationally why the paradox cannot be
understood (CUP 1:514). In other words, the claim that reason has limits
must itself be a claim that reason can adjudicate.
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It is crucial to recognize that Kierkegaard does not think that the tension
between human reason and the paradox is a necessary tension. To maintain
its integrity, Christianity must always retain the possibility of offense, but
this is only a possibility, not a necessity. For the believer, it is a temptation,
but to the degree that one is a believer, it is a temptation which has been sur-
mounted. Faith is described as a happy passion in which reason and the para-
dox are on good terms. The accord between reason and the paradox is
possible in the case where “reason sets itself aside” (PF 59). In other words,
there is no conflict between faith and reason if reason can accept the limita-
tions of reason. It is this crucial happy relationship between reason and the
paradox which lies in the background of Kierkegaard’s statement, often
quoted by partisans of the above-reason interpretation of the paradox:
“When the believer has faith, the absurd is not the absurd” (JP 1:10).

This happy relationship between reason and faith is explicated in an
extended proportional analogy, in which reason is said to be related to faith
as self-love is to love. “Self-love lies at the basis of love, but at its highest
point wills precisely its own destruction. This is what love wants too, so these
two powers are in agreement with each other in the moment of passion, and
this passion is precisely love” (PF 48). The thought which lies behind this is,
I think, that there is often a tension between self-love and genuine love, but
the tension is not a necessary one. When a person falls in love, the initial
ground or basis of the love is self-love; people fall in love because they are
seeking their own happiness. The paradox is that when they genuinely do fall
in love, self-love is transcended, dethroned, as it were. The person gains hap-
piness in sacrificing happiness for the sake of the loved one. Thus, when gen-
uine love is present, love and self-love are united.

Climacus suggests that there is a significant analogy here to the relation
between the understanding and faith. In faith the understanding is
dethroned; it must recognize its limits. “To that degree the understanding will
have much to object to,” just as a selfish person in the grip of self-love may
“shrink from love” (PF 47–48). Yet Climacus suggests that there is a sense in
which the dethroning of the understanding is at the same time what the
understanding itself desires; it is a kind of fulfillment of the understanding,
just as love fulfills self-love.

The clear implication of this is that the recognition of the limits of rea-
son can itself be rational, at least under certain conditions, those conditions
being the presence of the passion of faith. The formula given for faith by
Climacus is this: the understanding yields itself, the paradox grants itself (PF
59). What is important here is that the understanding yields itself.
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How Is Faith Acquired?

What is this condition? How does one acquire it? We have seen that the
acquisition of faith is in some respects like the conceptual transformation
one might undergo in becoming a materialist with respect to the mind-body
problem, so it might be helpful to ask how a similar transformation might be
made with respect to that issue. How might a mind-body dualist be con-
vinced that materialism is true, and that his conceptual difficulties with it are
rooted in a problem with his conceptual equipment and beliefs, rather than
being rooted in problems with materialism? Obviously, no easy answer to
this question is possible. The reasons for the change will be complex, but I
think one component will be central in any plausible account. There is no
guarantee that anything will work, but if such a change is to be made, the
central motivation will come from an encounter with reality. Dualism can-
not be falsified by any crucial experiment, but if a transformation is to occur,
it will be motivated by new factual discoveries about the brain, which show
that one’s previous assumptions simply are not adequate to deal with reality,
or at least that these assumptions are not pragmatically effective any longer.

Of course there is a strong disanalogy between the mind-body case and
the case of Christian faith. The dualist is asked to give up convictions which
are very important to him, but he is not asked to give up the assumption that
he has at least the ability to revise his conceptual structure to make it ade-
quate. The Christian revelation, on the other hand, says to human under-
standing that it must recognize, not only that it lacks the truth, but lacks the
ability to make progress toward the truth so long as it proceeds on its own
steam. Its conceptual equipment with respect to ultimate religious truth is
not only flawed, but irremediably broken, so long as it insists on its auton-
omy and denies its brokenness.

Nevertheless, despite this disanalogy, I believe that the answer to the
question as to how one acquires faith—gets into the condition in which rea-
son can understand the reasonableness of recognizing its limits—is very sim-
ilar to the mind-body case. At least this is what Climacus says. One acquires
the passion through an encounter with reality, a first-person meeting with
the God himself. The God must grant the condition (PF 55–56). Just as one
might conceivably learn that brains think by encountering a brain that
thinks, so one might learn that God became a man by encountering the
God-man. Climacus says that this is not an act of will on the part of the
believer, (62) even though he clearly thinks that an act of will is necessary
for it to occur, because it is not an act which the agent can simply carry out
on his or her own. The ability to believe requires something which the
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believer can only receive from God. Faith represents a discontinuity with
the past and with what one has received through one’s natural endowments
and experiences.

In a similar way, Climacus denies that faith amounts to knowledge (PF
62). I think he means that the conceptual transformation which is required
here is too drastic to be assimilated to ordinary transformations in the per-
son’s intellectual life. Normally, when I come to know something, what is
known is certified by standards of evidence and past beliefs. In the case of
faith, however, the transformation is qualitatively different, since what is
being transformed is precisely my confidence in those standards of evidence
and past beliefs.

One way of illuminating what is going on here is to employ the distinc-
tion Alvin Plantinga has made between evidence and grounds. Plantinga has
defended the claim that belief in God may be properly basic for some peo-
ple.16 This means that these people do not believe in God on the basis of evi-
dence. Rather this belief is itself one of the basic beliefs in their noetic
structure. It might seem that such beliefs would be arbitrary, and that there
would be no way to determine whether such a belief is justified or not.
Plantinga thinks this is not the case. He says that though such a belief is not
based on evidence, it may still have a ground.17 The belief that God cares for
me, for example, may be grounded in an experience in which I become
aware of God’s providential care. Such an experience is not considered by
Plantinga to be evidence, for it is not a proposition which has any evidential
relationship to the propositional belief it grounds. The experience is not an
argument for the belief, and perhaps cannot be transformed into any kind of
philosophical argument, and certainly does not need to be thus transformed.
Rather, the experience is one which transforms the experiencer. It causes him
to be aware of God’s loving care for him.

In a similar way Climacus argues that faith in the incarnation may be
basic and not the result of historical evidence. Evidence is neither necessary
nor sufficient to produce the transformation of the individual.18 It is the
experience of meeting God which produces the passion of faith. It is possi-
ble, of course, that the believer may be, perhaps usually is, presented with
evidence in the course of this encounter, but what is essential is the
encounter itself. Such an encounter may properly be said to be the ground of
faith without constituting evidence for faith.

The account Climacus gives here is, I think, faithful to the experience of
many believers. While it is not unusual for Christians to be interested in
apologetics, such an interest is usually the outcome of faith, not the ground
of it. The following account from Anthony Bloom, a Metropolitan of the
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Russian Orthodox Church, who was transformed from a militant atheist to
a believer, is typical in form if not in the details:

While I was reading the beginning of St. Mark’s Gospel, before I reached
the third chapter, I suddenly became aware that on the other side of my
desk there was a presence. And the certainty was so strong that it was
Christ standing there that it has never left me. This was the real turning
point. Because Christ was alive and I had been in his presence I could say
with certainty that what the Gospel said about the crucifixion of the
prophet of Galilee was true, and the centurion was right when he said,
“Truly he is the Son of God.” It was in the light of the Resurrection that I
could read with certainty the story of the Gospel, knowing that every-
thing was true in it because the impossible event of the Resurrection was
to me more certain than any event of history. History I had to believe, the
Resurrection I knew for a fact. I did not discover, as you see, the Gospel
beginning with its first message of the Annunciation, and it did not
unfold for me as a story which one can believe or disbelieve. It began as an
event that left all problems of disbelief behind because it was a direct and
personal experience.19

This account may not seem Kierkegaardian in all respects, particularly in
its emphasis on the resurrection, which Climacus certainly does not talk
much about. In its essentials, however, it illustrates the points I wish to
stress. The primary notion is that faith is the result of a first-person
encounter with Christ. In Bloom’s account, this encounter comes by means
of a historical record (Mark’s gospel), rooted in the accounts of contempo-
raries and passed down from generation to generation, but that record is
merely the means. This is precisely the formula Climacus gives for the acqui-
sition of faith: “The person who comes later believes by means of (the occa-
sion) the report of the contemporary, by the power of the condition he
himself receives from the God” (PF 104).

It is also clear in this account that Bloom’s faith is basic for him in the
way Plantinga describes, yet it nevertheless clearly has a ground, namely the
experience. Bloom clearly does not decide to believe the historical account as
a result of evidence for its trustworthiness; rather he comes to evaluate the
historical trustworthiness of the account on the basis of his encounter with a
living Christ. Notice also the characteristic Kierkegaardian perspective on
faith as a certainty concerning something which from one perspective
appears absurd, or, in Bloom’s words, impossible.

We can now see that the Kierkegaardian leap of faith is hardly a blind
leap into the dark, as it is often portrayed. The believer both knows what
he is leaping to, and why he is leaping. We can also respond now to the
frequently made charge that willing to believe is a kind of immoral
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manipulation of belief structure.20 The person of faith is not someone
who tries to make herself believe something she knows is not true, or some-
thing she has no reason to think is true. Rather, she is someone who now has
good reason to mistrust her earlier ideas about what is true, as a result of an
encounter with reality.

Why then is will necessary? Climacus emphasizes the place of will
because of a desire to protect human freedom. The encounter with the God
in time makes it possible for an individual to recognize the bankruptcy of
autonomous reason, but it does not make it necessary.21 What is necessary is
the relinquishment of pride and the acquisition of humility. To avoid the
spectre of deterministic predestination, Kierkegaard saw it as necessary to see
the individual as retaining some natural, intellectual ability, namely the abil-
ity to recognize its inability, just as Socrates’ wisdom consisted in his honest
recognition of his ignorance. Even this recognition is made possible by the
encounter with God, but it is not a recognition which God forces on any-
one. Such a transformation from pride to humility is essentially moral and
practical, however vast its intellectual consequences, and it is appropriately
understood as lying within the province of the will. In seeing the passion of
faith as grounded in the leap of the will, Kierkegaard is not endorsing
manipulation of beliefs, but recognizing the essential role moral character
plays in the quest for truth.

Ultimately, Kierkegaard thinks the reasons why human beings have
trouble believing in the incarnation have very little to do with esoteric meta-
physical conceptual puzzles. We have trouble believing because we are selfish
and have trouble comprehending an action which is pure unselfishness. We
have trouble believing because we are proud and do not wish to recognize
that there are realities which we are unable to grasp. If this is not completely
clear in Philosophical Fragments, it becomes so in Practice in Christianity. In
that book, Anti-Climacus, the pseudonymous author, gives example after
example of offense, and in every case the negative reaction can be traced to
moral attitudes on the part of the offended party.22 In The Sickness unto
Death the point is made just as clearly: “The real reason people are offended
by Christianity is that it is too high, because its goal is not the goal of human
persons, because it wants to make a human being into something so extraor-
dinary that he cannot grasp the thought” (83).

Conclusion: Undermining Neutrality

So is the paradox above reason or against reason? In a sense it is both. It is
above reason in that human beings cannot understand how God could
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become a human person. It is against reason in that our concrete human
thinking, permeated by our sense of what is likely and unlikely, which is in
turn shaped by our own selfishness and experience of others’ selfishness,
judges the possibility as the “strangest of all things.” Yet it is not against rea-
son in the sense of being against the laws of logic. Or at least that is what the
believer thinks. For one cannot think that what has actually occurred is
impossible, and the believer believes in the reality of the God-man.

Of course the unbeliever does not believe it has occurred, and as we have
seen is likely to think that the incarnation is a formal contradiction. So per-
haps the answer to the question, “Is Kierkegaard an irrationalist?” will
depend on who is answering the question. Such a view corresponds with
Kierkegaard’s own conclusions on the matter. His main concern is certainly
not to argue for the reasonableness of Christianity; nor is it to maintain that
Christianity is unreasonable. It is to argue the impossibility of neutrality.
When reason encounters the paradox, faith and offense are both possible;
what is not possible is indifference (CUP 1:51).

It is important, however, not to allow offense to disguise its reaction as
purely rational, a straightforward logical deduction. Allowing offense to hide
behind logic is like allowing a presidential candidate to wrap himself in
patriotism and the flag, and thereby evade having to deal with the real issues.
The ground of offense is not pure logic, but pride and self-assertiveness, a
confidence in the unlimited powers of human reason. This is, I think, the
message of the “Appendix” to chapter 3 of Philosophical Fragments, “An
Acoustic Illusion,” in which it is argued that reason would like to pose as the
neutral authority which has exposed the absurdity of the paradox. In fact,
the tension between reason and the paradox is a tension which reason has
learned about through revelation. Faith and offense are passions, and neither
passion—indeed no passion at all—can be derived from the laws of logic.

Perhaps the best way of answering the question as to whether Kierke-
gaard sees faith as against reason is to say that it depends on what one means
by “reason.” If one thinks of reason as a timeless, godlike faculty, Kierke-
gaard’s answer is that faith is not against reason in this sense, because reason
in this sense does not exist. It is a myth. If one thinks of reason as simply
thinking in accordance with the laws of logic, faith is not necessarily against
reason either. But if one thinks of reason as the concrete thinking of human
beings, shaped as it is by our basic beliefs and attitudes, then there is a ten-
sion between reason and faith, one which can be eliminated only at the cost
of the identification of Christianity with Christendom.

Kierkegaard in this respect resembles a sociologist of knowledge. The
term “reason,” like “knowledge” and “logic,” often functions as an instrument
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of control. Those with social power attempt to legitimate their ways of seeing
and acting in the world by identifying their commitments with abstractions
like reason and logic. Kierkegaard thinks that because of sin the established
attitudes, values, and beliefs which will dominate the designation of what is
“rational” will necessarily come into conflict with Christian faith. The possi-
bility of a cultural critique thus stands or falls with the possibility of a critical
examination of these established patterns of thinking.

Fortunately, no human being is identical with something called Logic or
Reason. We are flesh and blood creatures, finite and temporal, as Climacus
in Postscript is constantly reminding the speculative philosopher. It is a con-
tinual temptation for us, however, to attempt to evade responsibility for our
commitments by attributing them to these ghostly substantives. To interpret
Kierkegaard’s paradox as a logical contradiction is to give in to this tempta-
tion and subvert his reminder that human thinking is always carried on by
existing individuals.23
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Chapter 8

Apologetic Arguments in
Philosophical Fragments

133

It is not hard to show that Kierkegaard was no friend of apologetic argu-
ments for the truth of the Christian faith.1 Statements of hostility to apolo-
getic arguments are numerous in Kierkegaard’s works. In Practice in
Christianity, the Christian pseudonym Anti-Climacus says that the attempt
to prove that Christ is God is blasphemy from the viewpoint of faith (29).
Those who argue for the truth of Christianity from its long endurance in the
world are “betraying, denying, abolishing Christianity” (144). In Concluding
Unscientific Postscript Johannes Climacus treats attempts to prove the truth
of the Scriptures as a symptom of the loss of faith (1:30). In Works of Love
Kierkegaard pronounces “woe to the person who could make the miracle
reasonable” (200).

Nor is this anti-apologetic attitude absent from Philosophical Fragments.
Fragments contains a well-known critique of theistic arguments in chapter 3
(39–44). Later, the pseudonymous author Johannes Climacus discusses the
question of whether the god who has become a human being in order to
bring humans the truth would offer some kind of “accommodation” for the
sake of enabling people to recognize him as the god. He concludes that any
such accommodation would be of no value to anyone who lacks the condi-
tion of faith and in fact is actually “elicited from him [the god] against his
will, and it may just as well push the learner away as draw him closer” (56).
So much for historical apologetics.

If we make the reasonable assumption, confirmed by Climacus himself,
that the thought-project of the book is intended to illustrate the relation



between Christianity and human reason, then it seems safe to conclude that
Fragments is hostile to arguments designed to show that Christianity is objec-
tively true. Rather than arguing for the truth of Christian faith, Frag-
ments seems far more concerned to highlight the offensive character of
Christianity. It is natural for philosophers to try to give explanations of diffi-
cult doctrines and arguments for their truth, Climacus says, “for is that not
what philosophers are for—to make supernatural things ordinary and triv-
ial?” (PF 53). Climacus, however, insists that the thought-project he spins
out as an analogue to Christianity necessarily contains the possibility of
offense, a claim echoed by Anti-Climacus for Christianity itself in Practice in
Christianity (81).

The “Moral” of Fragments, though it does not attack apologetics, would
seem at least to disavow any apologetic aims in the book. Here Climacus says
that his thought-project “indisputably goes beyond the Socratic.” However,
this “going beyond” has nothing to do with arguing that the invented
thought-project is truer than the Socratic perspective: “Whether it
[Climacus’s project] is therefore more true than the Socratic is a completely
different question, one that does not allow itself to be decided in the same
breath” (PF 111).

Given the antiapologetic claims that are pervasive in Kierkegaard’s
authorship and prominent in Fragments, it is very surprising to discover that
the book contains a number of arguments that look very much like apolo-
getic efforts. I shall briefly look at some apparent apologetic arguments in
Fragments, arguments that on the surface seem aimed at showing that some-
thing like Christianity is true.2 I shall then try to draw some conclusions
about the nature of apologetic arguments in relation to the possibility of
offense. Do the arguments given by Climacus undermine his rejection of
apologetics? Or do they show that his rejection of apologetics is not a blan-
ket condemnation, but a rejection of a specific kind of apologetics? I shall
argue that the latter is the case, and that Climacus allows room for a kind of
apologetic argument that still holds open the possibility of offense.

Four Apologetic Arguments in Philosophical Fragments

I shall consider four arguments. Three are locatable at specific texts; the
fourth is an “argument” that is implicit in the structure of the book as a
whole. Each of the first three arguments occurs in a kind of dialogue with
the “Interlocutor” who appears to challenge Johannes Climacus from time to
time in the book.
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The “No Human Author” Argument

At the close of the first chapter, “Thought-Project,” the Interlocutor breaks
in and accuses Climacus of setting forth as his own invention what is com-
mon knowledge, when Climacus presents his account of the God as the
indispensable teacher of humans sunk in error. According to the objector,
Climacus is like “a vagabond who takes money for showing an area that any-
one can see” (PF 21). Climacus responds with ironical penitence: “Maybe so,
I hide myself in shame.” The penitence hides a point; having admitted that
he is not the real author of the project, Climacus goes on to extend to the
Interlocutor the honor of the authorship. On the assumption that the
Interlocutor will decline the courtesy, Climacus broadens his offer: “Will
you then also deny that someone has invented it, that is to say, some human
being?” Astonishingly, Climacus assumes that the Interlocutor will not
accept any human author, and uses the admission to mitigate the plagiarism
charge: “In that case, I am just as close to having invented it as any other per-
son” (21).

Climacus obviously thinks that his thought-project is the work of the
God. Furthermore, he claims that the content of the hypothesis somehow
enables people to know this: “Everyone who knows it [the thought-project]
also knows that he has not invented it” (PF 22). This “oddity” that everyone
who knows about the project also knows that it is not of human authorship
“enchants” Climacus so much that he concludes that it constitutes a kind of
proof of the hypothesis: “It tests the correctness of the hypothesis and proves
it” (22).

There are a number of ways of articulating the argument sketched here
by Climacus, but on one reading it corresponds pretty closely with one tra-
ditional type of apologetic argument for Christianity. Theologians have
sometimes argued that the Christian faith is simply not the sort of thing that
unaided human reason could ever have invented. The supernatural origin of
Christian faith is attested by its content. Thomas Aquinas, for example, in
the Summa Contra Gentiles, cites the fact that the Christian revelation
includes “truths . . . that surpass every human intellect” as evidence that one
can reasonably accept the Christian revelation as coming from God.3 Put
baldly, the form of the argument would be something like this:

1. A religious claim of type X could not have been invented by
any human being, but only by God.

2. Christianity makes a claim of type X.
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3. This religious claim of Christianity could only have been
invented by God.

What is “X” in this argument? It is not altogether clear, but a plausible
answer would be the claim made by the thought-project that humans are
caught in an error that they cannot overcome themselves, but can only over-
come through the teaching of the God.4 The argument occurs immediately
after a passage in which Climacus discusses birth and rebirth. A person who
has been born can know that he or she was born; an unborn person can have
no such consciousness. Similarly, a person who has been reborn can be con-
scious of the rebirth, and that the previous state that made the rebirth neces-
sary was a state of “not-being” of a sort (PF 20–21). So perhaps Climacus is
suggesting that the Christian claim that humans are caught in original sin,”
so that they are spiritually dead and completely incapable of overcoming
their problem, is not one that could naturally occur to any human being, but
can only be known after God has revealed it.

I shall not comment on the strength of this argument or any of the oth-
ers Climacus recounts, nor shall I discuss the objections to which it may be
vulnerable. My purpose in this paper is neither to further nor to debunk
apologetics, but to think about the legitimacy of apologetics as a general
enterprise within the general framework of Kierkegaardian views of faith and
reason.

The Argument from the Uniqueness of the Incarnation

Climacus gives a very similar argument at the close of the second chapter,
“The God as Teacher and Savior.” The Interlocutor once more accuses
Climacus of plagiarism. Climacus once more confesses that he is not the
author of the poem, but forces the question as to who the author is, since it
would be curious indeed to have a poem without a poet (PF 35). This time
Climacus specifically attributes to the Interlocutor the accusation that
Climacus has stolen his poem from the God, rather than from any human
being or the human race in general (35–36). In reflecting on this point
Climacus is once more transported: “But then my soul is also gripped with
new wonder—indeed, it is filled with adoration, for it certainly would have
been strange if it had been a human poem” (36).

The amazement reflects the theme of chapter 2, which contains an
imaginative sketch which fleshes out the bare-bones logical structure of
chapter 1. Here the God decides to become the teacher out of self-giving
love, and wills to express that love through a decision to take on the lowly
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station of the learner who is in error. So we have here an argument struc-
turally similar to the previous argument; the content of the Christian revela-
tion is itself evidence for its supernatural origin, only here the content which
serves as the locus of the argument is the story of the incarnation. No human
being, says Climacus, could have hit upon such an idea. “Presumably it
could occur to a human being to poetize himself in the likeness of the God
or the God in the likeness of himself, but not to poetize that the God poet-
ized himself in the likeness of a human being” (PF 36; Hong translation).

I shall again resist the temptation to discuss the plausibility of this claim
about the uniqueness and unimaginability of the incarnation. Climacus has
no qualms about accepting the claim and drawing some rather extravagant
conclusions, however. The person who has had this story confided to him by
the God is pictured by him as adoringly echoing 1 Corinthians 2:9 by con-
fessing that “this thought did not arise in my heart.” Rather, this thought is
“the wonder” or “the miracle” [Vidunderet] (PF 36).

The Argument from Offense

The third apologetic argument in Fragments that I wish to discuss is con-
tained in the section entitled “Offense at the Paradox (An Acoustic
Illusion),” which is the appendix to chapter 3. Climacus has argued that
when the learner encounters the incarnation of the God, two passionate
responses are possible. The happy encounter between the disciple and the
God occurs in the passion of faith; the unhappy relation characterized by
misunderstanding is termed offense. The thrust of this section is that the
objections to the incarnation made by the offended consciousness are not
what they appear to be. Offense literally does not understand itself (PF 50).

Offense rejects the incarnation, described as the “paradox” of the God as
a human being, because it sees such a paradox as absurd. Offense thus thinks
it has “got the goods” on the paradox, has subjected it to critical scrutiny and
found it wanting. The response of the paradox is that offense is merely echo-
ing, in a distorted and therefore confusing form, what the paradox says
about itself. The “objection” that offense raises is simply the correct self-
understanding of the paradox, echoing back in a misleading form. When
offense claims that the paradox is absurd, the paradox makes a vigorous
response:

The understanding has not discovered this; on the contrary, it was the
paradox that showed the understanding its place on the wonder stool and
replies: Now, what are you wondering about? It is exactly as you say, and
the amazing thing is that you think it is an objection, but the truth in the
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mouth of a hypocrite is dearer to me than to hear it from an angel or an
apostle. (PF 52)

It is for this reason that Climacus claims that “offense can be regarded as an
indirect testing of the correctness of the paradox” (51).5

Where is the apologetics here? The argument seems to be something like
this. The kind of objections raised against belief in the incarnation are an
indirect confirmation of its truth. A genuine revelation from God, a super-
natural revelation that is truly “the miracle” (Vidunderet), would be some-
thing that human reason could not be expected to comprehend. Thus, when
human reason pronounces that it cannot make sense of the incarnation, this
is precisely what one would expect if the incarnation were a divine revela-
tion. The descriptions of the paradox given by the offended person are then
helpful in two ways. First, they echo and thus confirm the assertion of the
incarnation to be a divine revelation and not a human invention. Secondly,
they represent the kind of response one would expect from an encounter
with a genuine revelation, and thus they provide at least weak confirmation
that this revelation is genuine.

In effect Climacus argues that the very improbability of the incarnation
to human understanding is a mark of its truth. A person who wanted to
make up a story would make up something much more plausible. The para-
dox, however, says that “comedies and novels and lies must be probable, but
how could I be probable” (PF 52). An argument that is roughly similar to
this one is again present in Aquinas, who argues that the content of the
Christian revelation is so contrary to a human being’s natural disposition to
believe that the fact that people can be brought to assent to it is itself the
“greatest of miracles.” Aquinas here contrasts Christianity with Islam, which
he argues contains the kinds of claims likely to be accepted by carnal men
and is supported by the kind of proofs “as could be grasped by the natural
ability of anyone with a very modest wisdom.”6

The Argument of the Book as a Whole

This last argument from the appendix to chapter 3 casts an illuminating ray
on the structure of Philosophical Fragments as a whole. Although the book
seems to eschew any apologetic argument in the “Moral,” more than one
reader has seen the book as a whole as a sustained argument for the plausi-
bility of an orthodox Christian view of the incarnation,7 and this despite the
claim of the author that the attempt to make the paradox probable is wrong-
headed (PF 94–95). The fact that this kind of reading is even possible sug-
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gests that the pose of neutrality with respect to Christianity on the part of
Climacus may be ironically deceptive.

A review of the book as a whole might be helpful in suggesting how it
may appear to have an apologetic thrust. Chapter 1 describes the thought-
project that is clearly supposed to be an analogue to Christianity as a logi-
cally consistent, coherent alternative to the Socratic perspective on “the
Truth” and how the Truth is to be gained. Not only is this Christian ana-
logue internally consistent; some of what may appear to be its most objec-
tionable features, such as its postulation of a condition of error that humans
cannot overcome themselves, are presented as logically essential if Christian-
ity (to avoid the clumsy locution “Christian analogue”) is to be something
genuinely different from pagan, Greek thought. Certainly the claim that
Christianity is not the same thing as Greek thought is not implausible, so the
argument of chapter 1 can be read as deducing from this plausible claim
some of the main features of Christian faith.

Chapter 2 goes even further and actually attempts in some sense to make
the incarnation plausible. Chapter 1 argues that any genuine alternative to
Socrates will have God as our teacher. Chapter 2 argues, at least poetically
and persuasively, that we can only make sense of this supposition by postu-
lating an incarnation of God in human form. Only self-giving love could
motivate the God to become our teacher, and self-giving love would desire a
union with the beloved that could only be achieved by the lover taking on
the condition of the beloved.

Chapter 3 rejects natural theology, as we noted at the beginning of the
paper, but it does much more than this. It confirms the inability of reason to
come up with any true knowledge of God on its own, and thus once more
points to the reasonableness of looking to revelation as the only path to
knowing God. Though chapter 3 insists that the incarnation is a paradox,
and that reason may well be offended by it, it insists just as strongly that
offense is not the only possible reaction. Reason and the paradox may also be
on good terms, a condition that is made possible when reason “wills its own
downfall” (PF 47). Climacus also tells us that reason and the paradox can be
happily joined when the understanding “surrenders itself ” (54), or steps
aside (59). It seems significant that it is reason itself that does the surrender-
ing and stepping aside. The implication of this is that though the paradox
cannot be understood by reason, reason can understand this fact. Climacus
seems to be arguing that it can be reasonable for reason to recognize the lim-
its of reason.

The appendix to chapter 3, as we have seen, defuses the objections made
by the offended consciousness by arguing that these claims are unoriginal
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echoes of what God’s revelation itself contains. Moreover, the objections rep-
resent precisely the kind of reaction one would expect from humans who are
naturally prone to believing they are self-sufficient, humans who are insulted
by a revelation that implies the opposite.

Chapters 4 and 5, as we have seen, imply that historical apologetics is
pointless. Faith in the God is produced by a firsthand encounter with the
incarnate God, and historical evidence is neither necessary for such faith nor
sufficient for it. However, even here the thrust is not solely anti-apologetic.
Many critics of Christian faith would argue that its historical claims cannot
be reasonably believed because the historical evidence is insufficient. The
point of Climacus’s argument is that such an objection to Christian faith is
misguided, because the ground of faith is not evidence of this type at all. The
lack of such evidence is not the basis of offense, and the lack should not be
seen as a problem for Christianity. Hence the overall message of the last two
chapters seems designed to undermine one common objection to Christian-
ity. They at least seem to contain a negative apologetic argument, an attempt
to undermine an objection to faith.

Thus, Philosophical Fragments as a whole, read from beginning to end,
seems as if it could be designed to make Christian faith more plausible,
despite the repeated claims to the contrary. The ease with which the book
can be read as an apologetic argument suggests that this reading may not
simply be an example of “deconstructing the text” by making its author say
the opposite of what is intended. It suggests that apologetics of a sort may be
what the author intended.

Apologetics in a Nonfoundationalist Key

Even if I am wrong in suggesting the plausibility of such a reading of the
book as a whole, there still remain the specific apologetic arguments we dis-
cover sprinkled throughout the book. How can the polemic against apolo-
getics in Philosophical Fragments be reconciled with the apologetics the book
itself contains?

Of course one could just say that the two cannot be reconciled. Johannes
Climacus is a self-described humorist and perhaps would not be troubled by
the constraints of logical consistency. He condemns apologetics but engages
in it himself. I cannot speak for others, but I myself would not find this kind
of inconsistency to be particularly humorous. Humor as incongruity should
no more be confused with logical inconsistency than profundity should be
confused with obscurity.
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I find much more interesting the suggestion that there may be different
kinds of apologetics. Perhaps the kind of apologetics that Climacus and
Kierkegaard would censure is significantly different from the kind they
engage in, so different that it did not occur to either that the kind of apolo-
getic argument they presented was a form of apologetics.

To flesh this suggestion out, we need an illuminating characterization of
what the two kinds of apologetic argument are like. I think there are two
reliable clues we need to keep clearly in mind in order to do this. One is the
ineliminability of faith. Climacus wants to say that the possession of faith is
an essential prerequisite for grasping the truth of Christianity. Hence we can
safely conclude that any form of apologetic argument that appears to make
faith unnecessary or even to lessen the need for faith would be the kind of
apologetics that Climacus wishes to reject.

The second clue is closely tied to the first, and concerns the possibility of
offense. Climacus holds that the possibility of offense is inherent in authen-
tic Christianity. In fact, he even holds, as we have seen, that the reactions of
the offended consciousness to the claims of Christianity are a kind of confir-
mation of its truth. So it is safe to say that Climacus will condemn any
apologetic argument that seems designed to eliminate or even to lessen the
possibility of offense.

So now our questions are as follows: Can we imagine a type of apolo-
getic argument that seems designed to make faith unnecessary and offense
impossible? Also, can we imagine another type of apologetic argument, one
that requires faith and does not diminish the possibility of offense? I think we
can understand what arguments of both of these types would look like.

Roughly, I think that arguments that are designed to eliminate the
necessity for faith and lessen the possibility of offense are arguments that are
presented within the framework of the epistemology of classical foundation-
alism. To give content to this suggestion, and ultimately to characterize in a
concrete way the type of apologetic argument I have in mind, I must say in a
brief manner what I mean by “classical foundationalism.”

First, classical foundationalism, in the sense I have in mind, is of course
a form of foundationalism. That is, the classical foundationalist pictures
knowledge as something like a building, and affirms that a building needs
foundations. Translating the metaphor, the foundationalist recognizes that
although we hold some beliefs on the basis of others, the process of justifying
our beliefs by giving reasons for them cannot go on forever. Somewhere the
chain of justification must end, and it ends in those beliefs (or items of
knowledge) that are foundational to all of the rest.
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How does the classical foundationalist differ from others? Alvin
Plantinga has characterized classical foundationalism as a doctrine that puts
restrictions on what may properly be foundational to what may be termed a
person’s noetic structure. Specifically, the classical foundationalist says that
the foundations of knowledge must be highly secure; good buildings require
good foundations. Hence, Plantinga describes two forms of classical founda-
tionalism, each based on a conception of what beliefs are properly basic:
ancient and medieval classical foundationalists accept as properly basic only
propositions that are “either self-evident or evident to the senses,” while
modern foundationalists accept as properly basic only propositions that are
“either self-evident or incorrigible.”8

If one asks what motivates foundationalism in both of these forms, I
think that the most plausible answer is a desire to avoid error. The classical
foundationalist wants certainty in some sense of that word. If I base my
beliefs on what is less than certain, then there is a real chance I may be mis-
taken. To avoid this, I must root my beliefs in certainties, the kind of thing
any sane, rational person who is in the appropriate position can understand
and recognize as true.

Foundationalist Apologetic Arguments

If we translate classical foundationalist epistemology into apologetic argu-
ments, then it is easy to see that these arguments appear to violate the two
constraints on permissible apologetics that we drew from Climacus. Such
arguments appear to lessen the need for faith, and they appear to make
offense less possible. Aquinas, for example, seems to say that faith and
knowledge are mutually exclusive in the sense that what we know by “vision”
or “sight,” or what we know by philosophical demonstration we can no
longer be said to believe on the basis of authority.9

Two kinds of arguments will serve as illustrations of the kind of apolo-
getics that I believe Climacus would find repugnant. One would be attempts
to prove the existence of God, where this project is construed as an attempt
to show that the existence of God can be logically deduced from premises
that can be known with certainty by any sane, rational person. The “Five
Ways” of Thomas Aquinas can be construed in this way. (I shall not attempt
to say whether this is how Aquinas himself construed them.) The first of the
arguments Aquinas presents begins with a premise that is alleged to be “cer-
tain and evident to our senses,” and each of the others begins with a claim
that is thought to have a similar degree of certainty.10 The soundness of the
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arguments seems to imply that although it is possible and even permissible
for a person to believe in God by faith, faith with respect to belief that God
exists is not necessary for the person who has grasped the soundness of the
proofs. So the arguments can be construed as making faith unnecessary, at
least for some people. Furthermore, the arguments would also seem to
eliminate the possibility of offense. It is hard to see how any reasonable indi-
vidual could find rationally offensive what is rationally demonstrable and
certain.

It seems pretty clear from chapter 3 of Philosophical Fragments that
Climacus does find attempts to prove God’s existence in this manner want-
ing (39–44). Yet despite the historical importance of these arguments in phi-
losophy, I believe they are not the best illustration of the kind of apologetics
that Climacus finds objectionable, because they do not involve in an essen-
tial way the concept of offense. For Climacus, and for Kierkegaard generally,
offense is not an attitude inspired merely by belief in God, but one that has
as its focus the specific belief that God has become a human being, which
Climacus generally calls the “paradox.”

There is a long tradition of historical apologetics within Christian
thought, attempts to defend the historicity of the incarnation of God as
Jesus. Someone who held a classical foundationalist epistemology and who
held that historical knowledge was objective in character would very likely
hold that these apologetic arguments shared that objective character.
Someone who held a positivist or quasi-positivist view of historical knowl-
edge, for example, might even construe such arguments as “scientific” in
character.11 If one simply looks at the historical evidence for the miracles
performed by Jesus, the claims about himself that those miracles attest, and
especially the evidence for the resurrection of Jesus, then the divinity of Jesus
can be seen as the most reasonable conclusion one could draw from the facts,
even if it is conceded that in historical matters strict proof is impossible.

There seems little question that Climacus finds such arguments mistaken
and wrongheaded. He says unequivocally in chapters 4 and 5 of Fragments
that without the condition of faith any historical evidence of this type is of no
value (PF 62, 64, 69). To buttress his case he gives thought experiments. For
example, a contemporary of the God’s appearance who hired one hundred
secret agents to observe the God’s every movement accurately could wash his
hands of the charge of historical ignorance, but would by no means necessar-
ily be a disciple of the God (59–60). A tyrant from the next generation who
seizes and interrogates all the surviving witnesses is similarly protected against
historical inaccuracy but is by no means closer to faith (92). Climacus finds
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historical arguments from the consequences of Christian faith, such as its long
endurance in the world and supposed beneficent  transforming power, to be
even more dubious and less convincing (94–98).12

Insofar as such historical arguments purport to establish their conclu-
sions on the basis of objective evidence, they certainly appear to make faith
unnecessary. They make it appear that a person’s ability to believe that Jesus
Christ is divine depends solely on that person’s intellectual acuity; moral and
spiritual qualities seem to drop out of the picture as irrelevant, except to the
degree that a lack of such qualities might interfere with a person’s intellectual
equipment operating in a proper manner. Furthermore, it is hard to see how
they preserve the essential character of the possibility of offense, since they
seem designed to show that a belief in the divinity of Jesus is the most logical
conclusion a rational person who is aware of the evidence could draw. It
seems safe to conclude, therefore, that it is this type of argument that
Climacus has in mind when he condemns apologetics.

Apologetics in a New Key: Nonfoundationalist Arguments

If one grants that an accurate characterization has been given of the type of
apologetic argument Climacus wishes to reject, then the question remains as
to what kind there might be that he could accept. I think Johannes Climacus
gives us a helpful clue here in his discussion of the physico-teleological argu-
ment, or argument from design, for God’s existence. While Climacus is very
critical of those who put forward this argument as deciding the question of
God’s existence, he makes an apparently favorable comment about Socrates,
who is credited with having invented the argument. Socrates did not assume
that the question of God’s existence is one that must be left undecided prior
to the argument, but “continually presupposes that the God exists, and on
this presupposition he seeks to infuse nature with the idea of purposiveness”
(PF 44).

One might well wonder about the value of an “argument” that appears
to rest on the assumption that its conclusion is true, but let us put aside that
worry to deal with later. The immediate point I wish to make is that
Climacus does not seem to object to an argument that in some sense rests on
faith rather than being a replacement for faith. The argument that Socrates is
credited with advancing is clearly not one that would convince any sane,
rational person of its conclusion, nor does it appear intended to accomplish
this. Rather the argument itself seems to rest on a risky assumption, a pre-
supposition of Socrates that is not self-evident, evident to the senses, or
incorrigible.
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Now if we construe Socrates’s argument as blatantly circular, it seems a
pointless enterprise. On the assumption that God exists, it is possible to infer
that God exists. But I think such a construal would miss the point of what
Socrates is credited with in this case. Climacus says that Socrates begins with
the presupposition that God exists, and that nature is God’s handiwork. On
this assumption, he “reads” or interprets the natural world as showing signs
of fitness and purposiveness. Perhaps the suggestion here is that these signs
might not have been noticed if Socrates had not come to the natural world
with this prior assumption. Clearly, the “data” or “evidence” Socrates discov-
ers would not look very impressive to a classical foundationalist, since it is
not the product of a purely objective, presuppositionless observer.

Before agreeing that Socrates’s argument is therefore worthless, it would
be well to remind ourselves that classical foundationalism has taken some
hard knocks in recent philosophy. It might in fact be difficult to find some-
one today who would accept the possibility of a purely objective, presuppo-
sitionless observer. It is a commonplace of contemporary theories of
perception that what a person is able to perceive does depend partly on the
expectations, basic beliefs, and conceptual apparatus of the observer.
Socrates certainly is not neutral in viewing the world as he does, but that
does not imply that the picture of the world he develops is one he has simply
invented or projected onto his experience. The subjective states of Socrates
do not have to be seen as a “distorting veil,” as is assumed so often by classi-
cal foundationalism. Rather, the “subjectivity” that Socrates brings to his
experience of the world might be an enabling factor, providing Socrates with
the skills and abilities needed to recognize features of the world that would
otherwise be unnoticed.

This argument of Socrates is a nonfoundationalist one in at least two
respects. First, the truth of at least one of the premises, in this case that
nature is purposive, can be recognized only by certain people, people who
approach their experience with the right sort of subjectivity. Secondly, even
for those people, this premise is not self-evident, evident to the senses, or
incorrigible, nor does it appear to be deducible from premises that meet this
standard. Not everything about our experience of nature supports this per-
spective, and it is possible for one to understand how others might reject the
claim, and even to imagine oneself coming to reject it.

Nevertheless, I would assent that the argument is not necessarily pointless
or viciously circular. One might wonder about this, given the way Climacus
construes the argument. As he describes Socrates’s procedure, Socrates begins
with the assumption that God exists, and with this assumption experiences
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the natural order as showing evidence of divine handiwork. Is this not circu-
lar reasoning?

It is easy to state the argument in such a way that it is not formally cir-
cular. For example, one could reason that (1) nature shows purposive design;
(2) purposive design is the work of a creative intelligence; hence (3) nature is
the work of a creative intelligence. The argument is clearly not formally cir-
cular. However, Climacus seems to suggest that the acceptance of the first
premise is tantamount to accepting the conclusion. This might suggest that
the argument is pointless if not circular, because it will only be accepted as
sound by someone who already accepts the conclusion.

It does not follow that the argument is pointless even if it is true that the
first premise will only be accepted by a person who already accepts the con-
clusion. The argument might still have value in helping such a person better
understand his or her belief; the value of the argument might lie in articulat-
ing what was only implicit in the conviction, and in helping the individual
to see the links between belief in God and certain experiences of the natural
order. Nor is it true that the argument will have no evidential force in this
case. The links between experience and the belief that the argument helps
make clear may support the belief. Even if it is true that those links will only
be noticed by someone who already holds the belief, that does not mean the
links are not real. Nor does it mean that they have no value in strengthening
the belief, helping the believer “see” the ways in which nature points to the
truth of the belief. The fact that those links may not be noticed by others in
no way shows that they have no epistemic force.

Furthermore, it is not clear that such experiential links will necessarily
only be noticed by someone who already holds the belief. Even if a belief in
the purposiveness of nature is tantamount to seeing nature as the handiwork
of God, and hence implicitly contains belief in God as an element, it is pos-
sible that someone may have failed to notice the connection. Belief in God
may be implicit in belief in the purposiveness of nature, but what is implicit
in a belief may not always be obvious, and the value of the argument might
lie precisely in making what is implicit explicit. Someone may still object
that the argument will not be convincing to everyone, but only to those with
the right faith. However, in this context that is not a demerit, since we set
out precisely to see if an apologetic argument that is nonfoundationalist
could be envisaged, and therefore the argument should not be evaluated by
the criteria employed by classical foundationalism.

So I would claim that the physico-teleological argument that Climacus
attributes to Socrates provides a model of an apologetic argument that has
genuine epistemic worth and yet would be acceptable to Climacus. The
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argument is acceptable because it does not attempt to eliminate or replace
faith, but explicitly posits faith as a necessary condition for the acceptance of
the argument. But what of the possibility of offense?

To deal with offense, we must shift our attention from discussion of nat-
ural theology, where offense really has no place,13 to discussion of the incar-
nation. I believe that the Socratic theistic argument we have examined does
provide a model for understanding the apologetic arguments offered by
Climacus himself. The central argument we saw at the conclusion of the first
two chapters of Fragments revolved around the claim that the content of the
thought-project Climacus ironically claims to have invented is such that no
human being could have invented it. I think it is safe to say that this claim is
not one that is self-evident, evident to the senses, or incorrigible. Nor do I
think it is likely that anyone will produce an argument for this claim from
premises that are acceptable to classical foundationalists. Hence I think that
it is very likely that this argument is, like Socrates’s reputed bit of natural the-
ology, one that will only be acceptable to someone who already has a certain
degree of faith that the story is indeed one revealed by God.

Just as was the case for the Socratic argument, this does not imply that
the argument is circular or pointless. Certainly, it is not difficult to formulate
the argument in a way that is not formally circular. And even if it is true that
only the person who already has faith that God has become a human being
will be able to recognize the remarkable features of the story that point to a
nonhuman author, it does not follow that the argument is pointless. The fea-
tures of the story that the argument (or a suitably developed version) might
highlight and enable the person of faith to recognize may be genuine features
of the story, and they may indeed truly point to a divine author. What is
implicit in accepting the story may not always be explicit to the individual
who accepts the story, and thus the argument may have genuine value in
strengthening and confirming an acceptance of the story.

But what of offense? Is such an argument an attempt to do away with
the possibility of offense? Of course the person who believes the story is one
that God authored is not offended, but that is not surprising. Climacus does
not say that the person of faith is offended. What is necessary is not offense
but the possibility of offense. It seems to me that an argument of this sort,
which is only likely to be acceptable to a person of faith, in no way dimin-
ishes the possibility of offense. In fact, such a possibility may be strengthened
by the argument, insofar as the argument highlights a feature of the
Christian story that is more than a little difficult to swallow. Someone who
finds it preposterous that a human being could be divine is not necessarily
going to find it less preposterous to be told that this is a truth which God has
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revealed to us humans, and that it is a story that no human being could have
invented.

The argument of Climacus that offense itself provides a confirmation of
the truth of the incarnation demands a similar analysis. I cannot conceive of
any reading of this argument that would sound convincing in a classical
foundationalist context. On the other hand, for a person of faith, it may
indeed be revealing and significant to notice that the objections of the
offended consciousness are precisely what one would expect if a divine reve-
lation were genuine, and that these objections are a kind of confused echoing
of part of the content of that divine revelation.

Do such apologetic arguments commit the sin of the other kind of
apologetic argument? Specifically, do they make the grasping of religious
truth a purely cognitive matter that seems divorced from the possession of
moral and spiritual qualities on the part of the believer? I think it is easy to
construe the arguments in such a way that they do not do this. All one must
do is further specify the nature of the faith that is regarded as a condition for
accepting the arguments. If faith is a complex condition that includes basic
moral and spiritual dispositions, then of course it follows that one cannot
grasp the force of the arguments apart from the possession of those qualities.14

Describing faith in such a way is of course independently motivated and not
an ad hoc move; the theologian has plenty of reasons to regard faith as more
than simply accepting certain propositions without conclusive evidence.
Rather, faith must be seen as consisting partly in such things as a receptive
openness to the mysterious aspects of human experience, an unselfish willing-
ness to consider whether one’s own attempts to dominate the world are an
expression of sinful pride, and an attitude of hope towards the possibility of a
life of eternal love for oneself and for other human beings. It may well be that
people with such qualities are the kinds of people who get transformed by
God in the course of their experiences and form the kinds of beliefs about
themselves and the universe that are tantamount to belief in God.

I conclude that Climacus is not inconsistent in putting forward apolo-
getic arguments while condemning classical foundationalist apologetics, so
long as the apologetic arguments put forward are nonfoundationalist in
character. Once this is recognized, the possibility opens of recasting other
traditional apologetic arguments in a nonfoundationalist mode, such as his-
torical arguments that appeal to miracles or which suggest that the trans-
formed lives of the apostles can be seen as evidence for the resurrection of
Jesus. I do not think, however, that this is a possibility that Climacus or
Kierkegaard foresaw, and perhaps it is not one they would have welcomed.
However, I do not see that they have any real grounds for rejecting such a
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recasting of traditional apologetics, provided the arguments are carefully
constructed in such a way that they can be seen to presuppose and not
replace faith. Given the fact that many people today find it difficult to accept
miracles, so that the presence of miracles in a narrative is itself grounds for
questioning the veracity of the narrative, it is not hard to see how this
requirement could be fulfilled. I would insist once more that even if such
arguments only have value to people of faith—and this assumption could
certainly be challenged—it still may be true that their value to people of
faith is great.15 Evidence that is only recognizable to people of faith may still
be evidence. I conclude that someone who accepts the basic complaint of
Climacus and Kierkegaard against apologetic arguments need not reject all
apologetics. Rather, apologetic arguments of a nonfoundationalist type are
perfectly consistent with a Kierkegaardian perspective on faith and reason.
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Chapter 9

The Relevance of Historical Evidence
for Christian Faith: A Critique of a

Kierkegaardian View

151

If we assume that Christian faith involves a propositional component whose
content is historical, then the question arises as to whether Christian faith
must be based on historical evidence, at least in part. One of Kierkegaard’s
pseudonyms, Johannes Climacus, argues in Philosophical Fragments that
though faith does indeed have such a historical component, it does not
depend on evidence but rather on a firsthand experience of Jesus for which
historical records serve only as an occasion. I argue that Climacus’s account is
coherent, and that on such a view historical evidence is not sufficient for faith
for anyone. However, in contrast to Climacus, I argue that evidence might
still be valuable and even necessary for some people. The resulting danger that
the decision about faith might become a question for scholarship is best met,
not by insulating faith from historical scholarship, but by recognizing the
ability of faith to supply a context in which the evidence available is sufficient.

While hardly anyone would wish to identify Christian faith with
propositional belief, traditional Christians hold that Christian faith does
involve, include, or presuppose certain propositional beliefs. Some of these
beliefs are historical in character. For example, traditional Christians believe
that Jesus suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, buried, and rose
again from the dead, and they also hold that these beliefs are central com-
ponents of their faith.

I have already said that faith cannot simply be identified with these
beliefs, or with any set of propositional beliefs. Faith is a trusting commit-
ment which transforms a person and leads to eternal life. For the Christian



this faith consists in or is made possible by a relationship to a historical per-
son, Jesus of Nazareth, but one could hardly be consciously related to a per-
son about whom one had no beliefs at all. So the traditional view that faith
involves historical belief is plausible.

That view, however, raises a number of weighty problems concerning
the relationship of faith to history. One of the most important of these con-
cerns the relation of faith to historical evidence. If faith includes historical
beliefs, then it seems plausible that faith would not be reasonable unless it
were reasonable to hold the historical beliefs in question. Ordinarily, histori-
cal beliefs are held on the basis of historical evidence of various types. Is it the
case, then, that people should only seek to develop and maintain Christian
faith if there is sufficient historical evidence to make the historical beliefs
that are a component of that faith reasonable?

Faith and History in Philosophical Fragments

This question is explored at some length by Johannes Climacus, the
pseudonymous character Søren Kierkegaard created to be the author of
Philosophical Fragments. In this work Climacus presents what he terms a
thought-experiment. He first describes what he terms the “Socratic” view of
“the Truth,” a term which is here close to the religious concept of salvation.
On the Socratic view, each person has the Truth within already, and a rela-
tionship to the divine can thereby be presupposed in every person. He then
asks whether any alternative to such a view can be imagined, and proceeds to
“invent,” with clear ironical and humorous touches, a view that suspiciously
resembles Christianity, according to which the Truth must be brought to the
individual by a God who becomes a human being in order to make it possi-
ble for the individual to receive the Truth. A relationship to the divine is thus
made possible by the God’s historical appearance.

I shall assume that Climacus’s thought experiment is presented in order
to illuminate the nature of Christian faith, as Climacus himself clearly says at
the conclusion of the book, and that the significant features of this experi-
ment are to be taken as features of Christian faith as well. When this assump-
tion is made, Climacus’s thoughts on the relationship between faith and
historical evidence are quite unusual when compared with most Christian
thinkers, and their oddity stems from what appears to be an internal tension.

On the one hand, Climacus wants to maintain there is an essential dif-
ference between Christianity and Greek modes of thought, a difference
which depends on the historical component of Christianity. Climacus could
say with respect to Christianity what Johannes de Silentio says about faith in
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Fear and Trembling: Either Christianity is something essentially different
from what Socrates could have come up with, or else Christianity does not
exist, “precisely because it has always existed” (55). In such a case, Christian-
ity as a unique phenomenon would not exist because it would simply be a
specific version of a generic human religiosity. Climacus locates the essential
distinguishing feature of Christianity in the historical entrance of God into
history. A real alternative to Socratic “immanence” (a Kierkegaardian term
for any view that regards the Truth as something human beings possess or
can attain using only their own unaided natural powers) requires that we
deny that the Truth is in us, even in the form of a potentiality for recogniz-
ing the Truth (PF 13–14). The Truth as well as the capacity to recognize the
Truth must be brought to us by a God who enters history. So any attempt to
replace the Jesus of history with a mythical figure whose real significance lies
in the existential meaning of the narrative, or in the content of the teaching
must be rejected (109). The objectivity of the historical is required in order
to get “the God outside yourself.”1

This emphasis on history is, however, coupled with a depreciation of
historical knowledge as either necessary or sufficient for becoming a disciple.
Climacus seems to make historical knowledge virtually irrelevant to faith:

Even if the contemporary generation had left nothing behind except these
words, “we have believed that in such and such a year the God showed
himself in a servant’s humble form, lived and taught among us, and then
died”—this is more than enough. The contemporary generation would
have done what is necessary, for this little announcement, this world-his-
torical nota bene, is sufficient to become an occasion for someone who
comes later, and the most complicated report can never in all eternity
become more for the person who comes later. (PF 104)

The unusual nature of Climacus’s ideas is now clear. More commonly, those
who have held that the incarnation was a genuinely historical event in some-
thing like the traditional sense, however varied that sense may be, have also
held that it was important to have good historical evidence for that event.
Those who believe we do not have such evidence, but still wish to affirm a
faith in Christ as the divine lord, have tended to reinterpret the incarnation
as a symbol whose power does not rest on its objective historicity.

The question I wish to pose is whether the conjunction of the claim that
the historical is essential with the claim that historical evidence is unimpor-
tant makes sense. If not, the question of which to modify would still be
open. Both traditional Christians as well as those more liberal Christians still
engaged in the quest for the historical Jesus would argue that what must go
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is the cavalier dismissal of historical evidence. These groups have been suspi-
cious of Kierkegaard for what they perceive as his irrationalism. Many con-
temporary theologians, on the other hand, convinced that making faith
dependent on historical evidence is a recipe for disaster, would argue that
what must go is the assumption that faith must be grounded in factual his-
torical events.

Reasons for Making Faith Independent of Historical Evidence

I believe that Climacus has strong reasons for wishing to avoid both of these
recommendations. Whether those reasons are ultimately decisive, and
indeed whether there is really a coherent alternative to the revisions his crit-
ics would urge upon him remains to be determined. There are several reasons
why he wishes to avoid making faith dependent on historical evidence. I
shall discuss two of those reasons briefly at this point, postponing a look at
the third and final reason until later.

The first reason is that if faith were dependent on historical evidence, it
would violate a commitment to a kind of egalitarian principle of justice to
which Climacus is committed. Climacus believes that the attainment of the
Truth must somehow be equally available to people of every generation.
“Would the God allow the power of time to decide to whom he would be
gracious, or would it not be worthy of the God to make the reconciliation
equally difficult for every human at every time and in every place?” (PF 106).
If faith were dependent on historical evidence, then it would be very difficult
to satisfy this principle, since it would appear that eyewitnesses or those with
greater access to the historical records would have an advantage.

Actually, it is not easy to see how this egalitarianism could be satisfied by
a faith with historical, propositional content, even if that faith is not based
on historical evidence, since it would be difficult for those people who have
not even heard of the events to have any beliefs about them, even if they do
not need historical evidence to believe them. Perhaps Climacus can find a
way to surmount this problem, however. He might assume that God some-
how supplies people with the content of what they must believe, either in
this life or after death.2 Alternatively, the principle of equality might be
restricted to those who have had a fair chance to hear of the historical events
in question. Perhaps it is only their salvation that depends on attaining the
right kind of historical faith, and those in a different situation are not mea-
sured by the same standard. If so, then one can see how the claim that faith
does not rest on historical evidence introduces a greater measure of equality
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within the group of people who have heard the news. In any case, Climacus
has other reasons for not allowing faith to depend on historical evidence.

A second reason is what might be called the incommensurability
between authentic religious commitment and matters of intellectual evi-
dence. This theme, which is more developed in Postscript than in Fragments,
focuses on the character of Christian faith, which has about it an absoluteness
and finality.3 A person of faith is someone who is willing to risk her life and
stake everything on what she believes. The evidence for a historical event can
never be more than probable and tentative, subject to revision in light of new
findings. Climacus thinks that if faith were based on evidence, it would nec-
essarily share in this tentativeness. He wants to see faith as a life-transforming
passion but does not see how such a passion could be engendered by calcula-
tion of evidential probabilities. Hence he does not wish to see faith as some-
thing that depends on evidence whose quality necessarily fluctuates as new
discoveries are made and further inquiry is carried out.

Why Historicity Matters

On the other hand, Climacus wishes to resist giving up the objective his-
toricity of the incarnation because it is the actual historicity of the incarna-
tion that makes possible a revelation that can confront and correct my
deep-rooted assumptions about God and myself. If I am indeed sinful, and if
those deeply rooted assumptions are wrong, then the possibility of such a
revelation is not to be dismissed in a cavalier way. The incarnation makes
Christianity what is termed in Postscript a religion of “transcendence.”
Transcendence is important here not only for its possible value as a corrective
and challenge to my individual errors and pride; it also represents the foun-
dation of any genuinely human social order.

The established social order constantly attempts to deify itself; that is the
secret of Christendom, which is merely the attempt to employ Christianity
to do what human societies always do. To foil this human attempt at self-
deification, epitomized in the Hegelian political philosophy, we need a God
who is truly transcendent, so that the established order can be seen in its
relativity, and the possibility of critical dissent be kept open. Despite
Kierkegaard’s own political conservatism, there is a radical element to his
social and political thought, an element that is tied to transcendence.
Without a transcendent God in time, who speaks to us from “outside” our
innate religious consciousness, we humans will manufacture God in our own
image, and we will do so to buttress the status quo. Any attempt to substitute
for the historical incarnation a “myth” or “story” or “symbol” whose factual
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truth is unimportant inevitably transforms Christianity into a “Socratic”
view that assumes that our religious consciousness does possess the Truth.

Despite these reasons for holding simultaneously to the historicity of the
incarnation and the irrelevance of historical evidence, Climacus’s view is
problematic. Is it possible to believe that Jesus Christ lived and died for me
as the Son of God, and be indifferent to critical questions about the factual-
ity of my beliefs? Suppose, to push things to the extreme, that it could be
shown that there was no firsthand evidence at all, and that overwhelmingly
powerful evidence appeared that the New Testament was concocted in the
fourth century. In such a situation would a person not naturally doubt
whether Jesus had lived at all, and accordingly doubt whether or not he was
indeed divine?

One could at this point retreat to the view that the object of faith is sim-
ply that the God has appeared somewhere, sometime. The content of faith,
however, would in that case seem distressingly vague, a blank canvas that
would have little power to jolt and overturn our current Socratic ideas. Does
such a vague historical claim really differ much from a Socratic myth? M. J.
Ferreira puts the point by noting that genuine historical events have identity
conditions if we are meaningfully to refer to them.4 If we want to say that
something historically occurred and is the foundation of our faith, but that
how it occurred can be left to the historians as unimportant, the question
arises as to whether what occurred can be completely divorced from how it
occurred. Ferreira claims that we need at least some information about an
event in order to identify the event. 

To illustrate Ferreira’s argument, consider the example of Moses. Moses
is the individual who confronted Pharaoh, led Israel out of Egypt, inscribed
the Ten Commandments, and so on. Some or much of this information may
be inaccurate, but if we had no reliable information about Moses whatsoever,
then, at least according to some views of reference, it is hard to see how we
could have any true beliefs about Moses, because we could not use the sym-
bol “Moses” to pick out a historical figure successfully. In the same way, it
would appear that to speak meaningfully about Jesus as the historical incar-
nation of God, we need some accurate historical information about Jesus.
And if it is important for our information to be historically accurate, how
can we avoid a concern for the quality of the historical evidence?

This argument of Ferreira’s is not decisive, I think, because there are
other plausible accounts of historical reference than the one she seems to be
relying on.  According to one prominent theory, historical reference is fixed
by a causal chain. Someone actually existed and is dubbed or “baptized” as
“Moses.” Later people successfully refer to Moses if the actual Moses is the
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originator of the causal process that leads them to speak about “Moses.” On
this view people could be fundamentally wrong in their beliefs about Moses
and might conceivably discover this through historical investigation.  It is
the actual Moses, however, that they hold the mistaken beliefs about, and
thus they still refer to him when they use the term “Moses.” Something like
this could be true of the historical Jesus as well.

If a causal theory of meaning is viable, then it does not seem that one
needs much if any correct historical information about a figure in order to
refer to that figure. Yet in dealing with significant religious figures such as
Moses and Jesus, I would argue that some historical claims do at least some
work in fixing the meaning of the reference, at least for most speakers. If it
turns out that when I use the word Jesus to refer successfully to a particular
figure, but then discover that none of the claims made about that figure in
the New Testament were historically true, I think most people—believers
and unbelievers—would conclude that the “Jesus” of whom I meant to be
speaking, never really existed. For significant religious figures, a causal theory
of meaning thus cannot be the whole story.

Faith as Epistemologically Basic

Climacus’s answer to this problem lies in a view of faith which sees faith as
epistemologically basic, in something like Alvin Plantinga’s sense of the
term.5 A basic belief is one that is not held on the basis of any other beliefs or
any evidence that is propositional in character. Basic beliefs are therefore not
held on the basis of any inference or argument, though they may have what
Plantinga calls a ground in the circumstances or experiences that evoke
them. Plantinga holds that some beliefs are properly basic; that is, in certain
circumstances certain persons may hold these beliefs without violating any
intellectual duty or evidencing any epistemic fault or defect. Though this is
controversial, I believe that Climacus thinks that Christian faith is not only
basic, but properly basic for the believer.

Climacus says that faith is a passion that is the result of a firsthand
encounter between the individual and the incarnate God.6 Historical records
function as the occasion for this encounter (perhaps securing the identity of
the historical referent), but what matters is the encounter itself, in which
God grants the individual “the condition” of faith. “By means of the contem-
porary’s report (the occasion), the person who comes later believes by the
power of the condition he himself receives from the God” (PF 104). Thus,
the encounter is itself the ground of faith, which is therefore not based on
evidence in the sense that it is not based on arguments or inferences from
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any propositions whose probability must be evaluated. No amount of histor-
ical evidence is sufficient to guarantee that this encounter will occur or that
faith will be its outcome, and no specific amount of historical evidence is
necessary in order for the encounter to occur or faith to ensue. Climacus
insists that the encounter is one that can as easily lead to offense as to faith.

He supports his claims here with two thought experiments. One can eas-
ily imagine a person who has all the evidence one could want of a historical
sort, but who has not thereby been transformed through a meeting with God
incarnate (PF 59–60). One can also imagine someone with very slender his-
torical knowledge whose life has nevertheless been transformed by a meeting
with God which that scant information made possible (60). Implicit in all
this, I believe, is the Christian conviction of the living Christ. Jesus is no
mere dead historical figure, but a living person who can still be experienced
by individuals.

So on my reading, Climacus’s answer to Ferreira is to steadfastly main-
tain that objectivity in the content of one’s beliefs is compatible with subjec-
tivity in the grounds. It is undeniable, I think, that to believe meaningfully
in Jesus as God one must have some true historical beliefs about Jesus. But
why must those beliefs be based on evidence? Why couldn’t the beliefs be
themselves produced as part of the outcome of the encounter?

To refer successfully to Jesus of Nazareth, some of my beliefs about Jesus
must be true, but it seems possible that a person might believe in the histor-
ical record because of her faith in Jesus, rather than having faith in Jesus on
the basis of the historical record. Of course if the beliefs are false, then they
are false, and the person is mistaken; but that risk is unavoidable, and
Climacus does not think one should try to avoid it. Nor does the fact that
the belief in question is not based on evidence mean that the belief is arbi-
trary or groundless, since it is grounded in the first-person encounter with
Jesus.7 What is required is that this encounter be an experience of Jesus in
which true knowledge is given. The situation is analogous to a case of ordi-
nary sense perception in which I come to believe that there is a flower before
me because I directly perceive the flower. In such a case I do not normally
regard the existence of the flower as something that I infer or conclude on
the basis of evidence.

One objection to Climacus’s attempt to rest so much on an experience
of Jesus as God is that such an experience necessarily rests on a host of back-
ground assumptions. Surely a person cannot simply directly come to per-
ceive Jesus as forgiving them, commanding them to do something, or
inviting them to faith in the pages of the gospels unless the gospels are
indeed an accurate representation of Jesus which provide a reliable means for
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becoming aware of Jesus at work in one’s life. In a similar way, ordinary sense
perception also depends on the truth of various background assumptions.
For example, I could not perceive that there is a flower in front of me if the
light was not normal, if my eyesight was not functioning normally, and so
on. To know that there is a flower in front of me, these other things must be
true. Similarly, to know that the historical person Jesus, whom I learn about
through historical records, is God speaking to me, certain other things must
be true as well. So in both cases, it may be argued, my belief still rests on
other evidence, namely the evidence I have for these background beliefs. 

This kind of objection rests on a confusion of levels.8 We should distin-
guish between having a ground for a belief and knowing that one has a
ground for a belief, between being justified and knowing that one is justified.
For my belief that there is a flower before me to be grounded properly, it is
necessary that the light be of a certain sort, that my eyesight be functioning
normally, and so on, but it is not necessary for me to know these things or to
have evidence that they are so. It is sufficient that they are true. To know that
my belief is properly grounded I may need to know such things, but that is
another matter. In a similar manner, in order to have a properly grounded
belief that Jesus is God, it must be the case that Jesus reveals himself in cer-
tain ways. But it is not necessary for the individual to know these other
things, or have evidence for them, though that may be necessary for the indi-
vidual to know that her belief is properly grounded.

I conclude that Climacus’s position is philosophically defensible, in the
sense that there is nothing incoherent in the notion of a historical belief
which is grounded in an experience, rather than historical evidence.
Whether that is in fact how Christian faith is produced is another matter, of
course. To decide that. one must decide whether Jesus is indeed God and
whether experiences of Jesus of the appropriate sort are possible.

The Relevance of Historical Evidence for Faith

To revert to the language of the thought experiment, Climacus is probably
right in saying that the “scrap of paper” with the words “we have believed
that the God appeared among us” could be “more than enough” to be an
occasion for faith, should God choose to use that scrap of paper as an occa-
sion to reveal himself. And he is clearly right in saying that no amount of evi-
dence will necessarily produce faith in someone. So strong, historical
evidence is neither sufficient nor necessary for faith. Nevertheless, it is diffi-
cult to accept the further conclusion he seems to draw, namely that evidence
is simply irrelevant to faith.
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My worry can be expressed as follows: Certainly God could use a scrap
of paper to produce faith. Perhaps he often does produce faith in ways that
make evidence irrelevant. But is this always or even normally the case? Since
my belief in Jesus is a belief with historical content, it cannot be isolated
from my other historical beliefs. Unless God produced my belief by overrid-
ing my normal thought processes, it is hard to see how I could regard massive
evidence that Jesus never existed, or never said any of the things attributed to
him, as utterly irrelevant to my faith. Even a belief which is “properly basic”
and grounded in direct perceptual experience is subject to being “defeated”
or overridden by contrary evidence. My perceptual belief that there is a live
flower in front of me may be overridden, for example, by strong evidence
that the object in question is plastic. Similarly, even though I believe that
Jesus has revealed himself to me, is it not possible that I am mistaken, and is
not the plausibility of that possibility affected by the quality of the evidence
I have for Jesus’ historical reality?

I believe that the basic worry Climacus has about admitting the rele-
vance of historical evidence for faith is that he does not want the question of
faith to be a scholarly question. He does not want to leave the ordinary per-
son who is deciding whether to be a Christian or not in the clutches of the
historical scholars, with their endless debates and never-decided controver-
sies. After all, the individual who must decide whether or not to become a
Christian is making a decision about how her life should be lived. She does
not have the luxury of waiting for the scholars to reach agreement, which
will never happen in any case. I sympathize with Climacus’s worry on this
point, but I believe that this concern can be met without the drastic claim
that historical evidence is irrelevant for faith. The actual situation with
regard to historical evidence seems to be this. For orthodox Christians, the
historical accounts of Jesus’ life are regarded as reasonably accurate at least,
plenty sufficient for faith, and the evidence for this conclusion is regarded as
adequate. For others, the account is much less accurate, and the evidence
accordingly less powerful. In extreme cases, skepticism extends to almost all
the details of Jesus’ life. However, all parties would agree that in reality there
is far more evidence than Climacus’s “scrap of paper.” How much more is a
matter of dispute.

Now why is it that the evidence seems adequate to one party and inade-
quate to the other? Doubtless each side will have its own preferred explana-
tion. Perhaps skeptics will say that wish fulfillment is at work in the believer.
Perhaps believers will follow Climacus and say that their own encounter with
Jesus is the deciding factor. What I wish to maintain is that it is possible for
the believer to follow Climacus in saying this without claiming that histori-
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cal evidence is irrelevant. That is, it is possible for a believer to claim that it is
significant that we have as much evidence as we have, and even to admit that
some people would not find faith to be possible if they did not have evidence
of reasonable, even if not decisive quality, while still properly believing that
the decision is not, in the end, one which scholarship can settle. Though the
evidence by itself would never be sufficient to produce faith in anyone, it is
possible that evidence of a certain type might be necessary for faith for some
people, though not everyone, since not everyone will have the reflective bent
or cognitive capacities to appreciate the force of various possible problems.
Faith in this case does not make evidence unimportant or irrelevant; it makes
it possible properly to appreciate and assess the evidence, at least so as to be
able to know that one’s beliefs have not been vanquished by various
“defeaters.”

To go back to the level distinction we employed earlier, for some peo-
ple—those of a certain reflective bent—being justified in believing may be
linked to believing that they are justified. They want to know that they are
justified, and if they lack such knowledge, their faith may be troubled by
crippling doubts. Or, more modestly and more plausibly, I think, they at
least need to rule out the possibility that their beliefs can be shown to be
false. They may need this because they have encountered people who claim
to be able to show that their beliefs are false. Such a believer who is troubled
by doubt might admit the relevance of historical argument, while still hold-
ing to the Climacus-inspired view that what is finally decisive in settling the
argument is his own firsthand experience of Jesus.

Such a person is not necessarily thrown back into the clutches of the
scholars, even though he may not ignore the work of the scholars altogether.
To avoid the specter of an unending scholarly inquiry which never leads to
commitment either way, he may only need to believe that there is enough
evidence to make the truth of his beliefs possible, and it is hard to see how
that weak conclusion could be threatened by scholarship. What the believer
must hold is that the evidence is good enough for one whose belief has the
ground of a first-person encounter, or perhaps even that the evidence is seen
in a different light for one who has had such an encounter. In the latter case
the encounter could be understood as transforming the individual, giving
her the proper perspective from which to view the evidence, or even as giving
her the capacities she needs to appreciate its force.9 It may be important to
have evidence, but the evidence does not need to be of the type that would
convince any “sane, rational person,” but rather be such as to appear adequate
to a person of faith. A view such as this one seems to me to make more sense
of the way committed believers actually respond to disturbing historical
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evidence. The usual stance is not dismissal of the evidence as irrelevant, but
confidence that the contrary evidence will not be decisive.

Evidence for a Paradox: Making the Improbable Probable

Climacus has one further reason for treating historical evidence as insignifi-
cant, which might be called the “capital crime” argument. Just as a capital
offense “absorbs all lesser crimes,” so the paradoxicalness of the incarnation
makes minor historical problems insignificant (PF 104). The idea is that the
incarnation, being a paradox, is so improbable as to appear absurd. The via-
bility of belief in such a paradox cannot be affected by petty details of
the historical records, such as divergencies and contradictions of various
witnesses. Its antecedent probability is so low that it cannot be made mean-
ingfully lower; nor could resolving such problems make the probability
meaningfully higher. Climacus goes so far as to argue that to try to make the
incarnation probable is to falsify its character. The paradox is by definition
the improbable, and one could make it probable only by making it into what
it is not (94n).

These arguments are strikingly reminiscent of Hume’s famous critical
attack on miracles. In An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, Hume
argues that it could never be reasonable to believe that a miracle has
occurred, because a miracle, which is by definition an exception to the laws
of nature, is as improbable an event as can be imagined, since the laws of
nature describe what normally happens and therefore what one can reason-
ably expect to occur. Even the best and strongest evidence imaginable for a
miracle would only serve to balance and could never overcome this strong a
priori improbability.10

It is worth inquiring, both for Climacus and Hume, what concept of
probability and what assumptions about probability seem to underlie the
arguments. The term “probability” is used in both objective and subjective
senses. Objectively, to say that an event is probable is to say that it is objec-
tively likely to occur. Thus the probability of a certain outcome when cards
are dealt or dice are rolled can be calculated with some precision. We often
say that an event is probable, however, when we know nothing about the
objective probabilities of the matter. In these cases we mean that it seems
likely to us that the event will occur. For example, I may think it is probable
that I will receive an exceptionally large raise in salary next year, even
though I have no statistical data on which to base such a claim. It is simply
rooted in my belief that my work will be recognized and rewarded by the
proper authorities. Such a claim is more an expression of my expectancies
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than it is a statement about statistical frequencies in the objective world,
and such a probability claim is no stronger than the subjective beliefs on
which it is based.

Hume’s argument appears at first glance to be rooted in objective proba-
bility, since it is the infrequency with which laws of nature are violated which
makes a miracle improbable. Critics have pointed out, however, that if this is
Hume’s argument, then it seems to rest on a shallow understanding of how
the probability of historical events is estimated. The probability of a histori-
cal event cannot be estimated simply from the frequency with which an
event of that type occurs, since history is replete with unique events. A
French emperor may invade Russia only once in all human history. In esti-
mating the probability of an event, we rely therefore not only on the fre-
quency of the type of event in question but our total knowledge of the
situation, including our knowledge of the intentions and characters of what-
ever historical agents are involved. To think otherwise is to confuse history
with dice-rolling or coin-tossing.

Believers in miracles regard miracles as the work of God, who is regarded
as a personal agent. To assess the probability of a miracle, therefore, one must
do more than consider how frequently they occur. One must consider
whether there is a God, whether he is the sort of being who could be
expected to do miracles from time to time, in what circumstances this could
be expected to occur, and so on. If I believe in a personal God, and believe
that God has the ability to intervene in nature, and believe that he is a being
who has good reasons to intervene in nature in certain circumstances, then I
will estimate the probability of a miracle in those circumstances much more
highly than does Hume. Anyone who judges miracles extremely improbable,
as does Hume, bases the judgment not merely on objective statistical data,
but on a variety of beliefs about other matters. Of course it is possible that
Hume or others who judge miracles as extremely improbable have objec-
tively powerful evidence that God does not exist, or that God is not the kind
of being who performs miracles, but it seems more likely to me that Hume is
actually simply expressing his beliefs about these matters, and the judgment
of probability made is therefore of the subjective kind. It seems or appears
likely to Hume that miracles do not occur, but of course miracles may not
appear nearly so improbable to someone else who holds different convictions
about God. Anyone who actually believes that a miracle has occurred will of
course believe that the objective probability of that miracle is 1.

I believe that the concept of probability that underlies Climacus’s argu-
ment is also subjective. Climacus says that the believer must firmly hold to
the notion that the incarnation is a paradox and is therefore improbable.
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Since the believer thinks the incarnation has actually occurred, however, he
cannot believe that the objective probability of the event is low, since the
objective probability of an event that has occurred is 1. The meaning must
be that the believer understands the event as one that will appear improbable
to someone who holds certain beliefs. For example, someone such as Hume
who believes that miraculous events are in general improbable, will certainly
make the same judgment about the idea of a divine incarnation. Anyone
who is inclined to think that only events that can be rationally understood
can occur, and who also cannot understand how God could become a
human being, will think the event improbable. Anyone who is inclined to
believe that genuinely unselfish love does not exist will find the idea of God
suffering on behalf of human beings similarly improbable. All of this implies
that the improbability of the incarnation must be seen as relative to the per-
spective from which it is viewed.

This conclusion corresponds perfectly with Climacus’s own contention
that the paradoxicalness of the paradox is a function of sin, which creates the
“absolute qualitative distance” between God and human beings (PF 46–47).
If, however, the improbability of the paradox is a function of the subjective
perspective from which it is viewed, why is the idea of viewing the paradox as
probable wrongheaded, as Climacus plainly says? Why is it that the perspec-
tive of sinful human beings gains a kind of authority here as the defining
perspective? Why should not the believer assert that it is probable to her?

The answer surely lies in the fact that Christianity assumes that human
beings are actually sinners. This perspective is the perspective that every
human being occupies, at least prior to faith. And since the transition from
sin to faith is not, for Climacus, a one-time event, but a transition that must
continually be renewed, it remains necessary for the believer to define the
content of her faith polemically, as that which necessarily is in opposition to
the thinking of sinful human beings. The believer is not offended, but the
believer is the person who has confronted and continues to confront the pos-
sibility of offense. If faith loses its provocative character and no longer con-
fronts our natural patterns of thinking as a rebuke, it has indeed essentially
altered its character. Nevertheless, there is a sense in which the incarnation is
no longer improbable to the believer, simply because it is for her something
that has occurred. It is improbable only in the sense that she knows it
appears unlikely or improbable to our sinfully corrupted patterns of
thought. The event remains improbable in that it was not something we
expected to occur.

Does the subjective improbability of the paradox imply that the quality
of the historical evidence is of no concern? It might appear so for the unbe-
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liever, since the event will appear to him to be massively improbable.
Whether this is so depends on how pervasive the corrupting effects of sin are
on the intellect. However, I believe that the claim that evidence is of no value
whatsoever to the unbeliever is not strictly implied by the requirements of
Climacus’s hypothetical version of Christianity. The hypothesis requires that
people be construed as sinful enough so that they cannot arrive at the Truth
apart from an encounter with God, an encounter in which they receive the
condition. It is not obvious to me that one aspect of this process of giving the
condition could not consist in giving the individual evidence that the God-
man is indeed God. Of course the individual’s sinfulness may give him a
strong tendency to dismiss this evidence, because the fact in question
appears so improbable to him. But it seems possible that strong evidence
might challenge this presumption of improbability. So long as we are careful
to insist that the evidence alone could not produce faith in the individual,
then this seems compatible with Climacus’s view. No reversion to a Socratic
view has occurred.

It also seems possible for evidence to have some value to the believer.
Climacus’s view to the contrary is surely rooted in his claim that the faith
which is the result of the first-person encounter with God does not rest on
such evidence. If such a faith is sufficient to overturn the subjective improb-
ability of the event, it will surely not be troubled by flaws in the historical
record.

This is essentially the same argument we examined in the previous sec-
tion and is subject to the same reservations that I expressed there. Perhaps it
is true that it is the experience of meeting Jesus that is decisive in altering the
natural judgment that God would not become a human being. Thus the
experience may be the decisive ground of faith, and the inconclusiveness of
scholarly debate may be insignificant to the believer. However, this is com-
patible with claiming that it is important that there be evidence, at least for
some people who are troubled by doubts of a certain kind. The evidence may
not be of such a nature as to convince unbelievers, but it may be the kind of
evidence that is seen as sufficient when seen through the right eyes.

After all, it is surely possible for someone to doubt whether the experi-
ence of Jesus which is the ground of faith is veridical. If we have some rea-
sons to think that Jesus really existed, and really is divine, and has a certain
character, and so on, such information could be helpful in resolving such
doubts. If I have an experience of someone who appears to be Mother Teresa,
I will be much more likely to believe the experience is veridical if I have
background information about the reality of Mother Teresa, and about her
character, than would be the case if I had never heard of Mother Teresa. Thus
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the traditional arguments for the reliability of the gospels, and the testimony
provided in the gospels for the claim that Jesus is divine, including the mira-
cles, Jesus’ own claims to be divine, the profundity of Jesus’ teaching, and
especially the resurrection, could be of significance to a believer. They are not
sufficient to produce faith, and perhaps not strictly necessary, but they may
well be part of what one might call the normal process by which faith comes
into being, and they may also have value in confirming faith that is present,
helping to relieve doubts and allay various objections.

Traditional Apologetic Arguments

There is little doubt, I think, that the claims I am making run strongly con-
trary to the intentions of Climacus, who simply can see no value in tradi-
tional apologetics. It is instructive to look at Climacus’s treatment of what is
traditionally cited as evidence. Climacus admits that the God must make his
presence known in the world in some way, though he says that every “accom-
modation for the sake of comprehensibility” is of no value to the person who
does not receive the condition, and is therefore “extracted from him [the
God] only against his will” (PF 56). I do not see why this should be so.

As Climacus himself says, it surely makes no sense to suppose that the
God is literally indistinguishable from any other human being, and that
there is no sign which points to his divinity. Of course the gospels meet this
requirement in the case of Jesus by presenting him as an authoritative
teacher, a worker of miracles, and someone who himself claims to be divine.
If the God wills to reveal himself, and if this requires some sign or evidence
of his divinity, then it is hard to see why the God should grant such signs
only “under constraint and against his will.” Even if we grant Climacus the
claim that such signs will only be of value to people of faith, though I have
given reason to question that claim, it does not follow that the signs are
insignificant for those people who do indeed have faith.

Climacus says that miracles cannot help much, as a miracle does not
exist immediately but “is only for faith” (PF 93). It is not clear just what this
means. The statement could be read as saying that an event becomes a mira-
cle by my belief that it is one. However, this claim is absurd on its face, and
in any case directly contradicts a principle Climacus firmly holds, namely
that the apprehension of something cannot alter the nature of what is appre-
hended.11 If he means that miracles will only be believed by those who have
faith, this is possible, though not obvious, but that does not mean that the
miracles lack evidential value for those who do possess faith.
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Surely Climacus is right when he says that miracles and other evidence
do not lead automatically to faith, and that they can indeed lead to offense.
If the gospels are accurate, many contemporaries of Jesus observed him per-
form miracles without becoming disciples, and in fact seem to have been
offended by him. However, this does not imply that the miracles are of no
value to those people who did possess faith. Certainly, the traditional
Christian view is that the “signs” Jesus did are valuable in this way. For exam-
ple, Peter’s first sermon on the day of Pentecost appeals to the “miracles,
wonders, and signs” which God had done among the people through Jesus.12

So far as I can tell, Climacus’s deviation from this traditional Christian view
and denigration of historical evidence is unwarranted, even given the basic
correctness of his own view of faith and its genesis in the individual.

There is therefore no way to insulate Christian faith completely from the
risks of historical criticism. On the other hand, an understanding of the way
such historical judgments themselves embody faith-commitments may make
it possible for Christians to argue that the historical beliefs that are part of
their faith are reasonable enough when viewed in the right context: that con-
text being a faith which is grounded, not in historical evidence, but in a first-
hand encounter with Jesus Christ.13
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Chapter 10

Kierkegaard and Plantinga on Belief in
God: Subjectivity as the Ground of

Properly Basic Religious Beliefs
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In this essay I wish to compare the views and arguments of Alvin Plantinga
and Søren Kierkegaard on the question of belief in God. Surprisingly,
Kierkegaard’s view of belief in God (which must be sharply distinguished
from faith in the Absolute Paradox) turns out to be surprisingly similar to
Plantinga’s claim that belief in God can be properly basic. In fact two of
Plantinga’s arguments for taking belief in God as properly basic can be seen as
basically identical to arguments found in Kierkegaard.

I shall argue that besides the similarities between the two views,
Kierkegaard offers an important addition to Plantinga’s project. Plantinga
claims that though properly basic beliefs are not based on evidence they are
nevertheless “grounded.” In the latter part of the chapter I show how the
Kierkegaardian notion of inwardness or subjectivity must be an essential ele-
ment in any plausible account of the ground of such belief in God.

Many philosophers would find it odd to consider together the views of
Alvin Plantinga, well-known contemporary analytic philosopher of religion,
and Søren Kierkegaard, nineteenth-century religious thinker who is widely
credited with being the father of existentialism. I shall argue, however, that
beneath the very real differences in primary concerns and style that divide
the two thinkers, there is an underlying agreement on some central issues in
the philosophy of religion. Careful delineation of these points of agreement
gives us much clearer insight into each of these thinkers and what they are
about. Furthermore, with respect to areas where there are differences, some



of the differences are not disagreements but complementary insights. Each
has something important to learn from the other.

The Notion of Belief in God as Properly Basic

In a very important article, “Reason and Belief in God,”1 Alvin Plantinga has
argued, among other things, that belief in God is, at least for some people,
“properly basic.” He wants to show that it can be “entirely acceptable, desir-
able, right, proper, and rational to accept belief in God without any argu-
ment or evidence whatever.”2

This notion of proper basicality is explained by Plantinga in terms of the
concept of a person’s “noetic structure,” which is simply “the set of proposi-
tions a person believes, together with certain epistemic relations that hold
among him and these propositions.”3 In a typical noetic structure, some
propositions will be believed on the basis of others. Obviously in many cases
a belief which is the basis for another may be itself based on some other
belief. Those philosophers which Plantinga terms “classical foundational-
ists”—and on this point Plantinga is in sympathy with classical foundation-
alism—maintain that this “basing” relation cannot constitute an infinite
series. Actual people must therefore believe some things which are not based
on other things they believe. If it is rational for them to hold these beliefs in
that manner, then Plantinga terms such beliefs properly basic. The claim that
belief in God is properly basic is therefore a claim that it is reasonable to
include belief in God as part of the foundation of a person’s noetic structure.

Actually, two qualifications must be made at this point. Plantinga recog-
nizes that there is a tremendous difference between belief in God and merely
believing in the proposition “God exists,” yet it is the latter propositional
belief which is claimed to be properly basic. This is clearly a point of funda-
mental importance for Kierkegaard, who places little value in bare proposi-
tional belief. Although belief in God is far more than belief in the proposition
“God exists,” it does, however, include such propositional belief. I believe that
Kierkegaard would grant this point, and hence Plantinga’s discussion of
propositional belief is quite relevant to actual religious faith in the Kierke-
gaardian sense.4

The second qualification is that, strictly speaking, it is not the proposi-
tion “God exists” which is properly basic, but propositions like “God is
speaking to me,” “God has created me,” and “God disapproves of what I
have done.”5 Yet since propositions of this sort self-evidently entail that
God exists, Plantinga thinks there is no harm in speaking a bit loosely and
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talking as if the relatively abstract, high-level proposition “God exists” is
itself  properly basic.6

With these two qualifications in mind, I believe there is at least a prima
facie similarity between Plantinga’s project here and the views of Kierkegaard,
at least if Kierkegaard’s pseudonym Johannes Climacus accurately represents
Kierkegaard’s thoughts, and I think that on this point he does. Kierkegaard
would certainly stress far more than Plantinga that genuine religious faith is
not simply intellectual assent to a proposition, but I do not think he would
deny that faith contains cognitive content. A person who believes in God
certainly believes that there is a God, just as a person who in faith follows
Jesus as the God-man, believes that Jesus exists and that Jesus is the God-
man. Kierkegaard would also, I think, welcome Plantinga’s second qualifica-
tion. What is properly basic to a believer in God is not a relatively abstract,
high-level proposition like “God exists” but more concrete propositions like
“God is to be thanked for sending me this trial” and “God has forgiven me
for doing X.”7

With the two qualifications given, however, Kierkegaard’s perspective is
really very similar. Since Kierkegaard stresses so strongly that faith in Jesus as
the God-man is “absurd,” and goes “against reason,” it often goes unnoticed,
I think, that he does not usually say things like this about belief in God. (I
am here focusing solely on belief in God, rather than the paradoxical belief
in the God-man.) Rather he seems to believe that a person can have a kind of
awareness and even certainty of God’s reality, though one which is emphati-
cally not based on intellectual arguments or proofs.

It is true that Johannes Climacus does say very clearly that God cannot
be directly present to a person in a sensuous manner. The idea that God can
be directly experienced in this way is characterized as paganism (CUP
1:245). However, this by no means implies that Climacus thinks a person
cannot be aware of God’s reality at all. Nor does his critique of natural theol-
ogy in chapter 3 of Fragments and elsewhere deny this. In fact, one of the
major criticisms of natural theology is simply that it makes something which
should be certain appear to be uncertain. It gives the impression that one
needs an argument to recognize a truth which is, one might say, right before
one’s nose.

For to demonstrate the existence (Tilvær) of one who is present (er til,
exists) is the most shameless affront, since it is an attempt to make him
ridiculous, . . . How could it occur to one to demonstrate that he exists (er
til), unless it is because one has first permitted oneself to ignore him; and
now one makes the matter still more crazy by demonstrating his existence
(Tilværelse) before his very nose? A king’s existence (Tilværelse) or his

Kierkegaard and Plantinga 171



presence (Tilstedeværelse) generally has its own characteristic expression of
subjection and submission; what if one in his sublime presence
(Nærværlerelse) wanted to prove that he existed (var til )? Would one then
prove it? No, one makes a fool of him, for his presence (Tilstedeværelse) is
demonstrated by an expression of submission . . . and thus one also
demonstrates God’s existence (Tilværelse) by worship—not by proofs.
(CUP 1:545–46)

Climacus, then, seems to agree with Plantinga that a person can know God’s
reality in a direct manner, without any arguments or proof. Climacus, in
fact, goes beyond the claim that such arguments are unnecessary to the claim
that they are positively harmful, a claim which is echoed in Plantinga’s dis-
cussion of “Reformed theologians” like Bavinck, Calvin, and Barth, who say
very similar things.8

Plantinga’s Arguments for the Reasonableness of
Taking Belief in God as Properly Basic

Kierkegaard is often stigmatized as an irrational fideist, in part because of his
attitude towards arguments for God’s existence.9 If Kierkegaard’s views here
are as similar to Plantinga as I have claimed, then anyone who wishes to eval-
uate Kierkegaard’s view on this issue would do well to pay attention to the
arguments Plantinga gives for the reasonableness of taking belief in God as
properly basic.

The argument is basically negative in character. That is, Plantinga does
not propose a criterion of proper basicality and show that belief in God
meets this criterion.10 Instead, he considers the conditions which others have
proposed for proper basicality, which are supposed to exclude belief in God
as properly basic, and shows that it is not reasonable to accept those condi-
tions as necessary for proper basicality.

As Plantinga understands the matter, those who have thought that belief
in God could not be properly basic have generally been classical foundation-
alists.11 Classical foundationalists, by which Plantinga means medieval
thinkers like Aquinas,12 modern classical philosophers like Descartes, and
contemporary philosophers like Chisholm, hold that a proposition can be
properly basic for someone if and only if it is either self-evident to that person
or “evident to the senses” (medieval foundationalists), or self-evident or
“incorrigible” (modern and contemporary foundationalists).13 They have fur-
ther held that for a proposition to be rationally acceptable it must be either
properly basic or based on propositions which are properly basic. Since “God
exists” is not self-evident, and is neither evident to the senses (like “some
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things are in motion”) nor incorrigible (like “I seem to see a tree” or “I am
appeared greenly to”), it follows that belief in God cannot be properly basic.
Some classical foundationalists, like Aquinas, have thought that belief in
God, though not properly basic, could be derived from propositions that
were. Others, like Russell, have thought that belief in God was not rational at
all. What Plantinga tries to do therefore is to discredit the restrictive claims of
classical foundationalism about what can properly go in the foundation.

Essentially, he has two arguments. The first is that classical foundation-
alism entails that we are not rationally justified in accepting many proposi-
tions which we all in fact believe and regard as rational. Plantinga believes
that it can be shown that propositions that entail that “there are enduring
physical objects, or that there are persons distinct from myself, or that the
world has existed for more than five minutes” cannot be rationally accepted
if classical foundationalism is true.14 The reason is simply that such proposi-
tions are neither self-evident, evident to the senses, nor incorrigible; nor can
any of them be shown to be more probable than not on the basis of what is
self-evident or incorrigible. Plantinga feels it would be irrational to regard
these beliefs as irrational; hence if classical foundationalism entails this, then
classical foundationalism is irrational.

Plantinga’s second argument against classical foundationalism is that the
foundationalist position is self-referentially inconsistent. The foundationalist
accepts this proposition: “A is properly basic for me only if A is self-evident or
incorrigible or evident to the senses for me.”15 Yet this proposition is not itself
properly basic, since it is not self-evident, incorrigible, or evident to the
senses, and no one knows any good arguments for this proposition which are
based on what is self-evident, incorrigible, or evident to the senses. Since the
classical foundationalist holds that it is irrational to accept a belief unless the
belief meets one of those two conditions, it is evidently irrational for a classi-
cal foundationalist to accept this proposition.

Plantinga concludes that there is no basis for the charge that it is irra-
tional for someone to take belief in God as properly basic. Someone who
does so “is not violating any epistemic duties or revealing a defect in his
noetic structure . . . the correct or proper way to believe in God . . . is to take
belief in God as basic.”16

If Plantinga’s arguments are strong here, then it seems that Kierkegaard
cannot justifiably be called an irrational fideist on the basis of his view that it
is proper for a person to believe in God without any arguments or proof.
Kierkegaard’s position here is a version of what Plantinga has termed
“Reformed Epistemology,” though perhaps a Kierkegaardian would prefer to
term the position “Lutheran epistemology.”
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Could Kierkegaard Accept Plantinga’s Arguments
against Classical Foundationalism?

Kierkegaard’s main epistemological target was not classical foundationalism
but Hegelian idealistic coherentism. Hence it is hardly to be expected
that the epistemological underpinnings he provides for his views would
exactly parallel Plantinga’s. Nevertheless, I believe that when one considers
Kierkegaard’s views in their historical contexts, there are arguments present
which are roughly analogous to the two arguments Plantinga presents
against classical foundationalism. This makes it plausible, I think, to specu-
late that a contemporary Kierkegaardian might well find Plantinga’s argu-
ments appealing.

The first Kierkegaardian argument to be considered is again from
Climacus in the “Interlude” to Philosophical Fragments. There, drawing on
ancient skepticism, Climacus argues that all factual knowledge, all knowl-
edge of what has “come into existence,” is dependent on “faith” (82). The
reason this is so is that the apprehension of what has “come into existence”
always involves some degree of uncertainty, which must be resolved by faith.

This Kierkegaardian passage is often thought to lean on a voluntaristic
view of belief. In one passage Climacus says that “doubt can be overcome
only in freedom, by an act of will” (PF 82). On this interpretation Kierke-
gaard is basically arguing that faith is a free, and ultimately ungrounded act.
But since faith is required to acquire all of our beliefs about matters of fact,
there is no reason to think faith can be avoided with respect to religious
knowledge, or that it should be.

This “voluntaristic” reading of the passage has some plausibility. One
finds a clear statement of this view in Terence Penelhum’s very insightful book
God and Skepticism17 and in Louis Pojman’s The Logic of Subjectivity.18 If this
is Kierkegaard’s view, however, it is open to strong objections, since beliefs do
not usually appear to be under our voluntary control in this manner.

I myself do not believe that this voluntaristic reading of the Climacus
material is correct, primarily because it fails to take account of the extent to
which “willing” in Kierkegaard is bound up with the related phenomena of
the unconscious and self-deception. To say that I am committed to a posi-
tion because I have freely willed it is for Kierkegaard by no means to imply
that I am conscious of having voluntarily chosen it; still less does it imply
that I have the power to alter the commitment.19

Regardless of who is right on the question of interpretation, the more
interesting question is whether or not a sound point can be salvaged (or
reconstructed) from the Kierkegaardian position. If the alleged voluntarism
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of Climacus is discarded, the logical core which remains seems to be this: if a
person tried to exclude from his noetic structure all those beliefs which were
not objectively certain (self-evident or incorrigible) he would exclude all
beliefs about matters which have “come into existence” (beliefs like “the
world is more than five minutes old” or “there are other beings with minds”).
Since all people except complete, consistent skeptics (i.e., all people) do
include such beliefs in their noetic structures, one cannot reasonably
demand that people limit their belief acquisitions to what is objectively cer-
tain. People somehow commit themselves or find themselves committed to
beliefs which go beyond what is self-evident, or incorrigible, or derivable
from what is self-evident or incorrigible.

Climacus says this shows the impact of the will on the acquisition of
beliefs, and some thereby take him to mean that people can simply decide
what to believe and what not to believe directly. I myself think that Climacus
is quite aware of how difficult it is to modify a belief (note his comments on
how difficult genuine skepticism really is), and therefore in speaking of
“will” wants only to highlight our ultimate personal responsibility for our
beliefs (since we can to a large extent modify them indirectly over time, and
in cases where we are unable to modify them our inability is often grounded
in aspects of our character we have freely assumed and are therefore respon-
sible for). But in any case, the point remains that a reasonable person believes
many things that are neither self-evident, incorrigible, or derivable from
what is self-evident or incorrigible. Kierkegaard would concur with Plant-
inga’s criticism of classical foundationalism.

It is important not to misread Kierkegaard or Plantinga here. They are
not attempting to argue for skepticism and then use skepticism as a basis for
fideism, as Penelhum assumes.20 That is, it is not an argument that since no
one really knows anything, the religious believer is as entitled to his “leaps
of faith” as anyone else. Rather, the assumption is that we do know some
things, but that it must be conceded that our actual knowledge is not deriv-
able solely from what is objectively certain. A subjective contribution must
be acknowledged.

Plantinga puts this point in a perspicuous manner. He says that a natu-
ral worry for someone who rejects classical foundationalism is whether or
not just any belief could be properly basic. Could, for example, a belief in
the Great Pumpkin be properly basic? Plantinga says no. The Reformed
Epistemologist may hold that God has implanted in us a natural tendency to
see his hand in the world around us, but “the same cannot be said for the
Great Pumpkin, there being no Great Pumpkin and no natural tendency to
accept beliefs about the Great Pumpkin.”21
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This seems terribly high-handed and question-begging, but it is not.
The basis of Plantinga’s claim here is his conviction that the proper way to
come up with criteria of what is rational to hold as properly basic, or to
believe at all, is to rely, in a broad sense, on induction.22 That is, one cannot
hope to suspend all beliefs in a Cartesian manner until one has criteria of
rationally acceptable beliefs. Rather one must begin with our actual commit-
ments, what we are subjectively willing to accept as rational, and use these
commitments as examples to test hypotheses about epistemological criteria.
To me it is obvious that this puts personal commitments—subjectivity in a
Kierkegaardian sense—into the heart of the knowing process.

Self-referential Inconsistency and Absentmindedness

Plantinga’s second argument against classical foundationalism, it will be
recalled, was that the classical foundationalist was self-referentially inconsis-
tent in believing a principle (restrict your beliefs to what is self-evident,
incorrigible, or derivable from what is self-evident or incorrigible) which
cannot be rationally accepted, because it undermines itself. Essentially this
argument is a claim that the attempt to eliminate subjectivity from the
knowing process backfires because the very attempt is rooted in subjectivity.

This argument is, like the former one of Plantinga’s, at least Kierkegaar-
dian in spirit. It recalls the many jests of Johannes Climacus against the
Hegelian claim to have achieved the ability to think from the perspective of
absolute spirit. From Climacus’s viewpoint this was an attempt to eliminate
subjectivity and assume the standpoint of “pure thought” (CUP 1:308).
Such a standpoint Climacus regards as ethically unjustifiable, since it is every
person’s duty first to live as a human being, a task which is by no means
exhausted by speculative thinking. Nevertheless, he says that one does an
“injustice” to the “objective tendency” by simply attacking it on ethical
grounds, since in that case “one has nothing in common with what is under
attack” (1:124). I think Climacus simply means by this that such a criticism
will be shrugged off by the “pure thinker” as irrelevant, since such a thinker
sees his project as essentially disinterested understanding. Instead Climacus
says that one must begin with the “comical,” which lies within the sphere of
the metaphysical (1:124).

The comical aspect of the project of pure thought is that it is a project of
a thinker who is never pure. The thinker who neglects his own existence is
systematically “absentminded” (CUP 1:301). The decision to think abstractly
is not itself abstract, but the act of an existing individual (1:314–15). Besides
being immoral, it is impossible to think in a way that precludes one’s being an

176 Kierkegaard on Faith and the Self



existing individual, limited in knowledge and experience, permeated by
commitments and passions which are not justifiable by any thought which
occurs antecedent to and uncontaminated by those passions and commit-
ments.  There is what Plantinga would call a “self-referential inconsistency”
between the claims of the “pure thinker” and the actual situation such a
thinker must recognize.

Seeking a Ground for Properly Basic Beliefs

So far my project has basically been to point out parallels between
Kierkegaard and Plantinga in their positions, and to suggest that Plantinga’s
arguments and their Kierkegaardian analogues provide reasons to absolve
Kierkegaard from the charge of irrational fideism, to the degree that this
charge is rooted in his espousal of belief in God without any philosophical
basis. In the remainder of the paper, I want to suggest that Kierkegaard has
something to add to Plantinga’s project: a fleshing out of the notion that
properly basic beliefs are nonetheless grounded.

Plantinga says clearly that though belief in God is properly basic, it does
not follow that such belief is groundless.23 By this he means, I think, that
though belief in God is not based on arguments or on any other beliefs, or
any evidence understandable in terms of knowing something expressible in
propositional form, such a belief is nevertheless not arbitrary. Something
underlies the belief and makes it reasonable for me to hold the belief.
Plantinga expresses this by speaking of “justifying circumstances.”24

When we look at propositions like “I see a tree,” “I had breakfast this
morning,” and “That person is in pain,” we find that when these proposi-
tions are properly basic for me, it is because of characteristic experiences like
“being appeared treely to,” or seeing someone display typical pain behavior,
for example. It is not that I infer the beliefs in question from any other
beliefs, but that certain experiences play a crucial role in both forming and
justifying the beliefs in question. Thus for every properly basic belief  “there
will be some true proposition of the sort ‘In condition C, S is justified in tak-
ing p as basic.’”25

Plantinga says a similar story can be told about belief in God. There are
“justifying circumstances” for the belief.26 God has created us in such a way
that certain characteristic experiences trigger a natural tendency or disposi-
tion to believe in God. “There is in us a disposition to believe propositions of
the sort this flower was created by God or this vast and intricate universe was
created by God when we contemplate the flower or behold the starry heavens
or think about the vast reaches of the universe.”27
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It is of course hardly surprising that atheists and religious skeptics find
this account less than convincing. Why, they ask, is it the case that virtually
everyone has a natural tendency to believe in trees when appeared to treely,
while great numbers of people seem to have no tendency to believe in God
when they see a flower?

The obvious move at this point for Plantinga is to suggest that our nat-
ural tendency to believe in God has been “overlaid or suppressed by sin.”28

The atheist may find this a cheap victory, since it smacks of ad hominem.
Plantinga could at this point shrug and say that he is simply telling it like it
is, and if the atheist does not agree, that is the atheist’s problem. (I am not
suggesting that this is in fact what Plantinga would do.) There are, however,
some good reasons not to break off the conversation so abruptly.

First, some of the atheists who find this move a little high-handed may
not be hostile opponents, but sincere seekers, honestly looking for an
account of the reasonableness of belief in God which they can accept.
Secondly, some of the people who find this story of the natural tendency to
believe in God dubious are not atheists at all, but believers who think one
can and should have arguments for God’s existence. Of course the sin that
overrides this natural tendency may be at work in believers as well as unbe-
lievers. Nevertheless, in the light of all those who find such an account dubi-
ous, it is worthwhile to see if the conversation can be continued. Is there
anything Plantinga can do to make his account more plausible?

I believe that the answer is “yes.” Plantinga himself sees part of what is
needed: “There are therefore many conditions and circumstances that call
forth belief in God: guilt, gratitude, danger, a sense of God’s presence, a
sense that he speaks, perception of various parts of the universe. A complete
job would explore the phenomenology of all these conditions and of more
besides.”29

Such a phenomenology of the conditions which serve as the ground of
belief in God would be helpful in two ways. First, a fuller account would
make it more understandable why the tendency is actualized in some but not
others. Secondly, this fuller account of the ground of belief in God would
provide the honest seeker with a point of contact. Such an account would
need to be accompanied by a fuller account of the action of sin in suppress-
ing or overlaying this natural tendency to believe. Just what is sin, and why
does it have this effect? Particularly, why does it have this effect on some peo-
ple and not on others?
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Subjectivity as the Ground of Belief in God

What I want to suggest is that a good part of this fuller phenomenology of
the ground of belief in God has been provided for Plantinga by Kierkegaard.
In providing this fuller account Kierkegaard also gives a plausible, non-
ad-hoc explanation of why belief in God lacks the universality of many types
of properly basic beliefs, and also why many believers do not see belief in
God as properly basic.

We have already noted that Plantinga thinks that at least some properly
basic beliefs are triggered in certain circumstances because of certain natural
tendencies or dispositions, whose operation is, however, impaired in the case
of belief in God because of sin. What Kierkegaard adds to this account is
that all such “natural knowledge” in the case of religious knowledge is condi-
tioned by what Kierkegaard calls “inwardness” or “subjectivity.”30 It is of
course a daunting task to say what “inwardness” is for Kierkegaard. Here I
will simply say that by “inwardness” Kierkegaard means to refer to the cen-
tral enduring concerns that give shape and substance to the personality, con-
cerns that have both a dispositional character (“a willingness to renounce the
relative for the sake of the absolute”) and an episodic character (“passion is
momentary”). (How something can have both kinds of characteristics is an
interesting story, not to be told here.) These concerns are not simply “natu-
rally” present in the individual; they are formed, and the individual has the
ability to assist or retard their development. Those concerns which are essen-
tial to becoming a true self have a moral and religious character, and they are
closely tied to a distinctive type of self-understanding.

By claiming that an awareness of God is conditioned by inwardness,
Kierkegaard certainly means that experiences such as guilt and gratitude,
which Plantinga refers to as “justifying circumstances,” can give rise to reli-
gious knowledge. But he does not mean to exclude experiences of the vast-
ness or complexity of nature. He merely wants to insist that such experiences
lead to an awareness of God only when they are mediated by the proper kind
of subjectivity. “Within the individual person there is a potentiality (a
human person is potentially spirit) which is awakened in inwardness to a
God-relationship, and then it becomes possible to see God everywhere”
(CUP 1:246–47).

An enormous part of Kierkegaard’s literature is devoted to descriptions
and analyses of inwardness, and, insofar as one human being can do so for
another, attempts to help others develop these qualities. In the remainder of
this essay, I do not wish to try to summarize those descriptions, an enormous
job indeed.31 Rather, I want to try to sketch why Kierkegaard thinks the
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knowledge of God should be thus dependent on inwardness. The fact that
religious knowledge is conditioned by inwardness has several desirable con-
sequences, consequences which make it plausible to think that if God does
exist, then this is precisely how one would expect him to make possible a
knowledge of himself. I will briefly describe some of these consequences.

1. If the knowledge of God is conditioned by inwardness, human freedom is
protected. A loving God would want human beings to serve him freely and out
of love. Since God is omnipotent and omniscient, if his presence were too
obvious to human beings, it is evident that many who do not really love God
would find it prudent to worship and serve him, for self-interested reasons. In
that case such people would really be coerced into serving God, and their free-
dom would be severely curtailed. By only making himself known to those
with a certain type of moral/religious concern, God ensures that a knowledge
of himself is not forced on those who are really unwilling to serve him.

2. If the knowledge of God is conditioned by inwardness, human equality is
protected. It is an article of faith with Kierkegaard that God is impartial, “no
respecter of persons.” If the knowledge of God were conditioned by intellec-
tual acuity, this principle would be violated, since humans are obviously
unequal in intelligence. Kierkegaard, however, believes that all human beings
are essentially equal in their capacity for inwardness. Moral and religious pas-
sion can be found equally in the rich and the poor, the educated and the
ignorant, the intelligent and the simple. Basing religious knowledge on
inwardness makes it clear how such knowledge can be equally available to all
without being universally present.

3. If the knowledge of God is conditioned by inwardness, then the process of
coming to know God will be a process in which the individual is spiritually
developed. In the last section of Practice in Christianity, Anti-Climacus dis-
cusses the theme that Christ will “draw all people to himself ” (157–62). One
of the major themes he develops in this context is that Christ draws people
to himself without attempting to entice, allure, or seduce them. This is
grounded in a tender care for the spiritual well-being of the individual. Since
God is the individual’s highest good, it would be absurd to maintain that the
process of coming to know God would be one which leads away from per-
sonal growth. If, however, the knowledge of God is conditioned by the
development of those very qualities which are crucial to the development of
a self in the crucial sense of the term “self,” then it is sure to be the case that
coming to know God will make the individual more truly himself or herself.

4. If the knowledge of God is conditioned by inwardness, then it is ensured
that the person who becomes aware of God becomes aware of God’s true nature.
Kierkegaard holds that since God is spirit, he cannot be known in just any
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fashion, but only through a spiritual relationship. The absurdity of thinking
that belief in God could be grounded in anything else is argued by way of a
humorous thought experiment. Kierkegaard’s pseudonym Climacus asks us
to imagine a social conformist who lacks inwardness and therefore has no
true awareness of God. Perhaps God might be able to help this person by
appearing to him in some unusual form. Maybe such a person could see God
if God were to take the form of “a very rare and tremendously large green
bird, with a red beak, sitting in a tree on the embankment, and perhaps even
whistling in an unheard of manner” (CUP 1:245). The problem with this
idea is of course that the social conformist might thereby become aware of
God but he would not become aware of God as God. He would still totally
lack any knowledge of God’s true character.

If, however, the knowledge of God is conditioned by inwardness, the sit-
uation is totally different. For the person who has properly developed such
inward passions as gratitude, guilt, and repentance will be in the proper situ-
ation to understand such divine qualities as “the gracious giver of every good
gift,” “the one who offers forgiveness,” and “the one who empowers the indi-
vidual to make a new beginning.” Also, it will be clear that the experiences
and “justifying circumstances” in question will not be accidental happenings
in the life of the believer. They will be normal occurrences which are made
possible by certain long-term inner virtues of the believer.

Subjectivity and Sin

Making the knowledge of God conditional upon inwardness is therefore a
plausible view of religious knowledge in itself. It is no ad hoc device to save
religious knowledge from refutation. Nevertheless, this view also explains in
a convincing manner why the knowledge of God is less than universal.

First of all, we can now say why it is that sin blocks the operation of the
natural tendency or disposition which God has placed in humans. For
Kierkegaard sin can be described as a failure to become one’s true self or as a
rebellion against God. These are basically equivalent because one can only be
one’s true self through being grounded in God, and God commands each of
us to become our true selves. One becomes one’s true self through the devel-
opment of the right kind of subjectivity, through developing the right kinds
of passion. To sinfully fail to become a self is therefore to lack the proper
kind of inwardness, and this means that one’s ability to know God will be
blocked or severely hampered.

Obviously, this also explains the lack of universality. Since the disposi-
tion to believe in God only operates properly when the proper inwardness is
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present, the lack of such inwardness obviously means the operation of the
disposition will be retarded in many. (It does not follow from the universal-
ity of sin that this disposition would be blocked in everyone, nor that it
would be retarded to the same degree in everyone, since sin may have various
effects on the personality, and in any case God could providentially override
the effects of sin in some cases.)

We can also explain why it is that some who believe in God nevertheless
fail to see that his reality can be properly basic and think that one needs argu-
ments to believe properly in God. There are at least two possible types of
believers here. First, there may be those whose belief is properly basic, but
who are unaware of this fact. They may be confident of God’s reality by virtue
of a disposition to believe in him, which is mediated by inwardness, but fail to
realize the true status of their belief. They accept various arguments or proofs
and believe that these are the basis of their belief, when in fact it is their confi-
dence in God’s reality which underlies their acceptance of these proofs. Or,
they may sense that such a belief is basic for them (or perhaps for others) but
fail to realize that holding a belief in this manner can be proper.

The second group of theists who do not accept the claim that belief in
God can be properly basic consists of those for whom such a belief is not in
fact properly basic. This is possible because of the ambiguity of the term
“believer.” When we speak of someone as a “believer in God” we may mean
merely that such a person believes certain propositions such as “God exists.”
Yet to be a believer in the decisive Christian sense, one must possess a kind of
faith which does not consist merely in an intellectual belief, but in passionate
inward qualities like trust. Clearly there are many theists who believe in the
former sense but not in the latter. Thus there may be many people who are
not atheists, nominal believers, or parts of Christendom in Kierkegaard’s
polemical sense, who lack the requisite inwardness, or lack it to a degree
which impairs the natural tendency or disposition to believe in God. And
even people who possess genuine faith which is more than intellectual assent
may be in a similar position, since sin continues to operate in the lives of
believers as well as unbelievers.

My conclusions are simple: (1) Alvin Plantinga’s view of belief in God as
properly basic provides an illuminating way to understand Kierkegaard’s
view of belief in God. (2) Kierkegaard’s view of inwardness or subjectivity as
conditioning the knowledge of God provides an illuminating way of fleshing
out Plantinga’s suggestion that belief in God, though not based on any argu-
ments or evidence, is nonetheless grounded and in some sense justified.



Chapter 11

Externalist Epistemology, Subjectivity,
and Christian Knowledge: Plantinga

and Kierkegaard
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I should like in this chapter to address one of the most fundamental ques-
tions that faces a Christian believer: how does a follower of Jesus Christ
know that Christianity is true? I realize that to pose this question I must
make many assumptions that I cannot here argue for properly. My main
strategy will be to examine the answers to the question given by the contem-
porary American philosopher Alvin Plantinga and the nineteenth-century
Danish thinker Søren Kierkegaard. There is, I shall suggest, a common core
to their answers, and I believe that this core answer is a defensible one. First,
however, I shall lay some of my key assumptions on the table, so to speak.

I assume, for example, that there is such a thing as truth, affirming with
Aristotle that “to say of what is that it is, and of what is not that it is not, is
true.”1 I shall not here commit to any particular philosophical theory as to
what this implies. However, I take it that if I affirm that “Jesus died to atone
for human sins,” this affirmation is false if there was no such person as
Jesus, or if Jesus did not die, or if Jesus died but his death had no relevance
to human sin; it is true if Jesus did in fact die for the sake of atoning for
human sins.

Second, I assume that part—and of course only a part—of what it
means to be a Christian is to believe certain doctrines or dogmas. To believe
these doctrines is precisely to believe they are true in the sense described in
the previous paragraph. It is true that many of the doctrines are such that
they cannot properly be believed in what might be called a purely intellectual
way. They are meant to engage the affections and rouse the believer to a



certain kind of life. Nevertheless, belief is not reducible to these pragmatic
functions, and the individual who does not believe in God or believe that
God has acted in Jesus to make possible the forgiveness of sins cannot be
moved by these beliefs in the right manner. (Though it is of course possible
that someone who did not believe could be moved in certain ways merely by
the story of the gospel, even if the person considered the story to be fictional.
Such a person, however, would not be moved by his or her belief.)

What beliefs do I have in mind? What are the doctrines that are essential
to Christian faith? Nothing in my paper depends on a precise answer to this
difficult, vexed question. Nevertheless, I have in mind what we might call
the main outlines of the Christian gospel as it has been understood by all the
major branches of Christendom—Orthodox, Catholic, and Protestant. This
is what C. S. Lewis referred to as “mere Christianity.” As a rough and ready
first approximation, we might say that mere Christianity consists of those
doctrines affirmed in the ecumenical creeds recognized by all of the three
major branches of Christendom. Perhaps we could add to these doctrines
any other claims agreed to by all those Christians committed to the truth of
the doctrines contained in those creeds.

Is there such a thing as mere Christianity? Vincent of Lerins refers to the
universal teaching of the church as “that which has been believed everywhere,
always and by all.”2 One might think that nothing satisfies such a criterion.
Are there not many versions of Christianity with notorious disputes about
doctrines between the various churches? It is indeed difficult today to find any
Christian doctrine that is not denied by someone who still calls himself or
herself a Christian. Yet if we limit the relevant community to those believers
seriously committed to the ecumenical creeds, then mere Christianity would,
as a set of doctrines, be identical with those beliefs held in common by this
entire community or perhaps those held by nearly all of it.

Mere Christianity in this sense would include what Jonathan Edwards
called “the great things of the gospel.” I shall not attempt an exhaustive list of
what those “great things” are, but all branches of Christendom agree that
God, conceived as a personal being who is all-powerful, all-knowing, and
completely good, exists and is the creator of everything other than himself,
“all that is, seen and unseen,” in the language of the Nicene Creed. This God
is Trinitarian, three-in-one, and has always existed as Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit. Human persons, though made in God’s image, have sinned against
God and broken the relationships that God intended for humans to have
with himself, other persons, and the natural order. Through the incarnation
of the Son in the person of Jesus of Nazareth, God acted decisively in the life,
death, and resurrection of Jesus to atone for human sinfulness and overcome
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its devastating effects. Through faith in Jesus human persons can even now
begin to enjoy new life with God and to become part of God’s people, the
Church. God promises to complete the story with the triumphal return of
Christ,  the final overcoming of sin, and the triumph of God.

In assuming that the elements of this story can be believed to be true, I
assume they can be intelligibly thought. A large strand of theology since Kant
has doubted that it is possible to conceive of God, has claimed that it is not
possible for human language to refer to a God who is not a part of the tem-
poral, created world. Of course if we cannot conceive of God, then we also
cannot conceive of God creating the world or atoning for sin through the
person of Jesus. And if such things cannot be conceived they cannot be
believed either. Space does not permit a reply to this skeptical position in this
essay. I can only say that the theologians who claim that we cannot conceive
of God or meaningfully speak of God seem to me to base their claim on
inadequate theories of language, theories that have been well-criticized in
contemporary analytic philosophy of religion.3

Ambitious and Modest Epistemology

The Christian story is truly an amazing story. How can it be known to be
true? Naturally, any answer to such a question plunges us into the realm of
epistemology. Any account we might give as to how Christianity could be
known to be true clearly will presuppose some view of what knowledge is
and how it is gained. So what kind of epistemology shall we assume in order
to answer my question?

In my book The Historical Christ and the Jesus of Faith I distinguish what
I term “ambitious” epistemology from “modest” epistemology.4 The two
types of epistemology embody different projects; they have different aims.
The aims of ambitious epistemology include the refutation of skepticism.
This becomes explicit in the writings of such contemporary thinkers as Keith
Lehrer, who describes the successful epistemologist as being able to vanquish
the skeptic in a kind of dialectical game.5 To this aim of the refutation of
skepticism I would add a further goal: to provide a certification or guarantee
for knowledge claims. If someone worries about the status of quantum
physics or religious knowledge or economic theory, the epistemologist is
supposed to save the day by showing that the knowledge claims that have
been questioned have strong credentials.

The two aims are connected. A refutation of the skeptic would provide
the ultimate certification or guarantee that knowledge is genuine, for the
skeptic is conceived as someone who will doubt whenever it is possible to
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doubt. There is a close connection between ambitious epistemology and
classical foundationalism, the type of epistemology associated with such
modern philosophers as Descartes and Locke. I will describe classical foun-
dationalism as involving a twofold claim: (1) Our human noetic structure
must have foundations, beliefs that are basic and therefore are not grounded
in any other beliefs, but which provide the ultimate justification for all other
beliefs. (2) A rational person accepts as basic only those beliefs that are highly
certain.

There are of course disagreements between various philosophers about
which beliefs possess the requisite certainty, but the prime candidates are
beliefs that are either self-evident, incorrigible (in the way beliefs about a
person’s own mental states are often alleged to be for that person), or evident
to the senses. It is no accident that ambitious epistemology has often gravi-
tated in the direction of classical foundationalism, for if it is the task of epis-
temology to certify that knowledge is genuine and to refute the skeptic, it
must appeal to something that is impervious to skepticism, something that is
highly certain indeed.

Even if ambitious epistemology eschews classical foundationalism, for
example by espousing some form of coherentism that sees our belief struc-
tures as mutually supporting webs that have no beliefs serving as absolute
foundations, it is still foundationalist in the sense that it sees itself as a foun-
dational discipline. If epistemology is supposed to provide certification for
knowledge claims, it cannot itself presuppose any controverted knowledge
claims, for its goal is precisely to provide a foundational guarantee for such
claims.

Modest epistemology is a different enterprise with quite different aims.
Modest epistemology assumes that knowledge is possible and that we can
identify some of the things we know. The goal of the modest epistemologist
is not to refute the skeptic; he or she assumes that the skeptic is wrong. He or
she agrees with Hume and Kierkegaard that complete skepticism is impossi-
ble, but that if such a state could be realized, it would be incurable by rea-
son.6 Thus the skeptic cannot be refuted but does not have to be. The goal of
epistemology is simply to become clearer about what knowledge is and how
we get it. It stands to reason that the modest epistemologist will be open to
the possibility that knowledge does not require absolutely certain founda-
tions. If we have some beliefs in our noetic structure that are basic, perhaps
they do not have to be absolutely certain.

The most extreme form of modest epistemology would be what has
been termed “epistemology naturalized,” in which the question of what
knowledge is and how it is obtained is viewed purely as an empirical ques-
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tion, to be answered by psychologists and sociologists.7 A more traditional
conception of epistemology, which preserves its normative character, can be
found in the writings of the late Roderick Chisholm. Chisholm argued that
epistemology is an inductive enterprise, taking the conception of induction
in a very broad sense.8 To do his or her work, the epistemologist begins with
examples of knowledge and examples of beliefs that do not amount to
knowledge and reflects on them so as to discern the principles that underlie
our knowledge. Perhaps the acceptance of the knowledge claims that under-
lies this procedure is only provisional. It is possible that having reflected on
our examples and developed some general principles, we will return to our
initial knowledge claims and modify our starting point. Some things we
thought we knew perhaps are not really knowledge; perhaps we know some
things that we did not know we knew. It is inconceivable, however, that
through such a process we would completely reject the knowledge we began
by assuming we had.

It is worth noting that modest epistemology was not developed primar-
ily by philosophers of religion looking for a way to bolster religious truth
claims, but by secular philosophers for their own purposes. The enterprise
has been developed primarily by naturalistic philosophers convinced that
knowing is itself a natural process. Therefore, modest epistemology was not
motivated by any special pleading on behalf of religion.

Obviously, the modest epistemologist gives up any pretensions that he or
she can supply some kind of universal guarantee or certification for knowl-
edge claims, since the enterprise depends on accepting some knowledge
claims at the outset, at least provisionally. The philosopher on this view may
give us insight into what we know and how we know it. However, it is not the
case that until the philosopher comes to the rescue by providing his or her
certificate of authenticity, the scientist or theologian or moral agent is neces-
sarily in some kind of crisis, either bereft of knowledge or rationality or both.

Which type of epistemological project should we pursue? Perhaps we
could work at both, though presumably not at the same time. It is easy to see
why ambitious epistemology still appeals to many people. Nicholas
Wolterstorff claims that classical foundationalism has its origins in the cul-
tural anxiety that characterized the fracturing of the medieval tradition, the
intellectual and religious conflicts that appeared with the Reformation and
the scientific revolution.9 Extended disagreements, particularly disagree-
ments that sometimes lead to violent conflict, naturally produce a desire for
a method of resolving such disagreements once and for all. The history of
modern philosophy is the search for such a method, though Descartes,
Locke, Spinoza, Leibniz, Kant, and Hegel—to name just a few of the
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important players—by no means agree among themselves as to what the
proper method is. Since the contemporary world is, if anything, more aware
of such disagreements, it is no surprise that the ideal—a foundational disci-
pline that will allow us to sort out dubious intellectual claims from genuine
knowledge—is still potent.

Nevertheless, I would argue that the main lesson of the history of mod-
ern philosophy is that no such method is available to us human beings, finite
and historically situated as we are. Whatever knowledge we have is fallible,
and the desire to overcome disagreements by embarking on what John
Dewey termed “the quest for certainty” is a quixotic one. Ambitious episte-
mology has had a good run, and there is little agreement as to how to solve
its problems. Great efforts have been devoted to refuting skepticism:
attempting to prove that we are not deceived by all-powerful demons, or to
show that we are not brains in vats being electrically stimulated by a race of
super-scientists. Even such apparently modest tasks as proving that other
people have minds or that the universe is more than five minutes old have
proved elusive. Perhaps Thomas Reid is right when he claims, alluding to
Descartes’ mention of people who believe their heads are made of glass, that
such maladies cannot be healed by philosophy.10

I shall therefore assume the stance of the modest epistemologist in this
chapter. We do not have to go as far as Quine and abandon any concern with
normative issues. I believe, however, that it is not possible to reflect on
knowledge, justification, rationality, and other key epistemological concepts
without presupposing some actual knowledge.

Internalism and Externalism

There are many different desirable epistemic qualities: we want beliefs that
are justified, rational, warranted, and true, to name just a few. These qualities
have often been confusedly run together, but Alvin Plantinga’s recent work
in epistemology has usefully tried to distinguish them.11 Plantinga considers
justification to be mainly a deontological concept. To be justified is to have
fulfilled one’s epistemic duties, to be within one’s epistemic rights in one’s
beliefs and belief-forming practices. Rationality comes in many forms, but
primarily has to do with the coherence of our beliefs as a system, “down-
stream from experience,” as is sometimes said. Plantinga argues at some
length that these epistemic qualities, valuable as they may be, are not the cru-
cial qualities that turn true beliefs into knowledge. A person can be well-
justified in holding a belief and eminently rational, and yet that belief, even
if true, may not amount to knowledge. For that quality, whatever it may be,

188 Kierkegaard on Faith and the Self



that is sufficient to make true belief into knowledge, Plantinga uses the term
“warrant.” For him the most crucial questions in epistemology concern the
nature of warrant and how our beliefs get that quality.

Plantinga’s own account of warrant clearly aligns him on the externalist
side of the contemporary epistemological debate between internalism and
externalism. The externalist typically holds that what makes a true belief
knowledge is that it is produced by a reliable process—one that normally
produces true beliefs (as in reliabilism)—or that it is based on an objectively
good truth-conducive ground (William Alston’s view), or (as in Plantinga’s
own view) that it is the result of “cognitive faculties functioning properly in
a congenial epistemic environment according to a design plan successfully
aimed at the production of true belief.”12 Internalists, by contrast, hold that
warrant (to use Plantinga’s terminology) must be a quality that I can discern
that I possess by reflecting on my own mental states, those states said to be
“internal” to my consciousness. From the perspective of externalism, it is
clear that whether the warrant necessary for knowledge is present is not
always something that can be determined by the knower simply by “reflect-
ing on his state of mind,” to use Roderick Chisholm’s phrase. Whether a
belief-forming process is reliable, or whether a belief ’s “ground” is objectively
truth-conducive, or whether my faculties are functioning properly in a con-
genial epistemic environment are things that a person cannot immediately
know simply by reflecting on her own consciousness.

Internalism holds that a true belief formed in such a way does not
amount to knowledge unless the knower can ascertain that the belief has
these favorable qualities. It is not enough to have a true belief that is con-
nected in the right way to whatever it is about in the objective world (assum-
ing the belief is about that world). We must be able to tell that the belief is
connected in this way to the world.

It is easy to see the appeal of internalism for ambitious epistemology. If
we wish to refute the skeptic and to give knowledge claims a certificate of
authenticity, then internalism looks more promising. For the externalist
surely must admit that it is possible for us to know without knowing that we
know or how we know. For the externalist, we may sometimes think we
know when we do not. Of course, the internalist admits this possibility as
well, but the internalist claims that we possess the resources for a remedy.
The resources for telling whether knowledge is present (assuming the truth
of a belief ) are internal to our consciousness. Such is not the case for the
externalist, who, as we shall later see, has a more robust sense of our human
finitude and dependency.
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Though externalism is not well-suited to satisfy the ambitious episte-
mologist, it may be entirely satisfactory to the modest epistemologist, who
begins by assuming we know some things and feels no need to provide
knowledge-claims with a foundational guarantee. And there are other things
to be said on behalf of the externalist. For example, is the internalist guilty of
arbitrariness in requiring that human belief-producing processes be certified
by conscious human reflection? For how do we know that such reflection is
itself reliable? Thomas Reid asks, if we begin by trusting our rational powers
of reflection, why we should not trust our other basic powers as well:

The skeptic asks me, Why do you believe the existence of the external
object which you perceive? This belief, sir, is none of my manufacture; it
came from the mint of Nature; it bears her image and superscription; and
if it is not the right the fault is not mine: I even took it upon trust, and
without suspicion. Reason, says the skeptic, is the only judge of truth, and
you ought to throw off every opinion and every belief that is not
grounded in reason. Why sir, should I believe the faculty of reason more
than that of perception?—they came both out of the same shop, and were
made by the same artist; and if he puts one piece of false ware into my
hands, what should hinder him from putting another.13

I shall therefore proceed by assuming an externalist perspective on human
knowledge. 

I shall attempt to answer my initial question about how a Christian can
know the truth of Christianity by looking at the answers to this question
given by Alvin Plantinga and Søren Kierkegaard. The account I shall give of
Kierkegaard’s views is taken mostly from Philosophical Fragments and
Concluding Unscientific Postscript. Strictly speaking, I should not speak of
Kierkegaard here but of the pseudonymous author of these two books that
Kierkegaard created, Johannes Climacus. I shall, however, in this essay sim-
ply speak of Kierkegaard, partly because the views historically associated
with Kierkegaard mostly come from those two works, and partly because I
think one can defend the claim that although Johannes Climacus is certainly
a character distinct from Kierkegaard, for the most part his views on the
issues I address are similar to Kierkegaard’s.14 I shall try to show that
Kierkegaard and Plantinga give accounts, which are at bottom surprisingly
similar, of how Christians can hold their basic Christian convictions, though
of course I do not mean to suggest there are not interesting differences and
even disagreements. I shall also argue that these answers are substantially cor-
rect; at least they ought to be viewed by Christians as right. The lingering
dissatisfaction many feel with their answers is, I shall argue, dissatisfaction
with the epistemological limitations inherent in the human condition.
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Plantinga on Belief in God: The Aquinas/Calvin Model

Alvin Plantinga’s Warranted Christian Belief is the culmination of a trilogy of
books treating epistemological themes. Warrant: The Current Debate (1993)
reviewed and criticized the leading contemporary accounts of warrant
(Plantinga’s term, it will be recalled, for that quality which, when added to
true belief in sufficient quantity, makes such belief knowledge) and proposed
Plantinga’s own alternative account. In Warrant and Proper Function
Plantinga developed his account of warrant in some detail and applied it to
various types of knowledge. Warranted Christian Belief draws on this episte-
mological theory and develops an account of how a person might know
Christian doctrines to be true.

The central thrust of the book is that Christian doctrines are not known
to be true on the basis of evidence. Plantinga shares with the early great mod-
ern philosophers a commitment to foundationalism. That is, he thinks that
not all of our beliefs can be based on other beliefs. Some of them are basic or
foundational in character. He rejects the classical foundationalist claim,
however, that only beliefs that are highly certain (self-evident, incorrigible,
or evident to the senses) can properly be basic. The classical foundationalist
ideal is criticized both for being self-stultifying—since the claim that only
highly certain beliefs should be properly basic is not itself highly certain, nor
can it be shown to be probable on the basis of such highly certain beliefs—
and for leading to the counterintuitive result that most of the things we
think we know (such as what we ate for breakfast this morning) we do not in
fact know.15

Plantinga therefore adopts a fallibilist version of foundationalism.
Memory beliefs and perceptual beliefs are typical examples of properly basic
beliefs; and they can have this status, even though they can be mistaken,
because they often possess warrant. Roughly, beliefs possess warrant when
they are the result of faculties that are functioning properly in a congenial
epistemic environment according to a design plan successfully aimed at
truth.16

On the basis of this epistemological framework, Plantinga centers his
critical fire on what he terms the “evidentialist objection” to Christian belief.
The evidentialist objection is that Christian belief, even if true, is unreason-
able or unjustified because there is not enough evidence for its truth.
Evidence here is understood as propositional evidence, the kind of evidence
that could serve as a premise in an argument. Plantinga argues that the only
version of this evidentialist objection that appears even initially plausible is
one that specifies the defect in Christian belief as a lack of warrant. Basic
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beliefs, however, do not gain warrant from other beliefs that serve as evi-
dence for them. If Christian beliefs can be properly basic, then the eviden-
tialist objection will fail.

In earlier work Plantinga defends the claim that belief in God can be
properly basic in this way. There is, he thinks, a natural knowledge of God
that does not depend on philosophical argument, appealing to no less than
Thomas Aquinas, who says that “to know in a general and confused way that
God exists is implanted in us by nature.”17 God has created us with a sensus
divinitatis or sense of divinity that makes it possible for humans to know
God’s reality. John Calvin has of course developed this theme in some detail:
“There is within the human mind, and indeed by natural instinct, an aware-
ness of divinity. . . . God himself has implanted in all men a certain under-
standing of his divine majesty.”18 In Warranted Christian Belief Plantinga
recapitulates his earlier account of how theistic belief can be properly basic
and designates this account as the “Aquinas/Calvin model.”

In claiming that belief on this Aquinas/Calvin model can be properly
basic, Plantinga does not deny that there are circumstances and experiences
that may be seen as grounding the belief. Thus, on beholding a sunset or a
flower, a person may naturally think that God created this wonderful and
beautiful thing. In such a case, however, the belief is still basic. The person
does not treat the sunset or flower as evidence and attempt to construct an
argument for God’s existence, but simply spontaneously forms a belief in
God as a result of the experience. This is possible according to the model
because God has created humans with a natural tendency or disposition to
form a belief in himself in these kinds of circumstances.

In calling this account a “model” Plantinga means several things. First,
he wants to claim the model is possible, not merely logically possible but
epistemically possible, “consistent with what we know.”19 Second, there are
no objections to the model that are cogent; at least no objections that do not
presuppose the falsity of Christian belief.20 This means that any objections
will have to take the form of a challenge to the truth of Christianity. A critic
cannot argue that he or she does not know whether or not Christianity is
true, but does know that Christian belief is irrational or unjustified. The
only way a critic could know that such beliefs are unwarranted is to know
that they are false. Third, Plantinga affirms, though he says he cannot philo-
sophically show it to be the case, that the model he proposes is actually true
or at least close to the truth.21 Finally, he says that there are a number of sim-
ilar models of how Christian beliefs could be known to be true, and that if
Christianity is true, then one of those models is very likely to be true as
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well.22 His model, or a similar one, thus provides a good way for Christians
to think about their faith and how it is known.

Returning to the Aquinas/Calvin model, Plantinga affirms that if the
sensus divinitatis is a divinely implanted faculty designed to produce true
beliefs, and if it is functioning properly in a congenial epistemic environ-
ment so as to do that successfully, then a belief in God that is the output of
this faculty possesses warrant. If these conditions are met and the belief is
true and held with the requisite degree of firmness, then the belief in ques-
tion will even amount to knowledge, Plantinga claims. Such a believer will
know that God exists even if he or she does not know any arguments for
God’s existence, and has no propositional evidence for the belief.

Warranted Christian Belief: The Extended Aquinas/Calvin Model

Although Plantinga thinks that the sensus divinitatis can indeed lead to belief
in God that is properly basic, the focus of Warranted Christian Belief is not
on this faculty. This is for two reasons. First of all, Plantinga is interested not
simply in whether theistic belief is warranted, but whether full-blooded
Christian belief—belief in a Trinitarian God who has acted in Jesus to
redeem the world—is warranted. For such beliefs a natural faculty that leads
to belief in God is clearly inadequate. Secondly, Plantinga recognizes that the
sensus divinitatis does not always, or even usually, function properly in the
actual world, due to human sin. Human beings have rebelled against God,
and this rebellion has damaged their natural epistemic powers, particularly
with respect to the knowledge of God.

To deal with the damage due to sin and also the particularities of
Christian belief, Plantinga develops what he terms the “extended Aquinas/
Calvin model,” which purports to give an account of how Christian beliefs
could be known to be true by humans whose cognitive faculties have been
damaged by sin. The model represents how God could communicate to
humans his plan to repair the damage caused by human sin and give them
the knowledge they need to receive the benefits of this plan.

Once more, John Calvin’s views, particularly Calvin’s doctrine of the
internal testimony or witness of the Holy Spirit, play a dominant role in
the development of Plantinga’s extended model. Plantinga again claims
that Calvin’s account can be seen as an elaboration of views found in
Thomas Aquinas, quoting the medieval thinker: “The believer has suffi-
cient motive for believing, for he is moved by the authority of divine teach-
ing confirmed by miracles and, what is more, by the inward instigation of
the divine invitation.”23
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Almost all traditional Christians would agree that God’s plan of salva-
tion includes the life, atoning suffering and death, and resurrection of Jesus,
the incarnate Son of God. Through the work of Jesus, God has founded the
Church, the new people of God, and invited humans to become part of this
new community. On Plantinga’s account, this plan of salvation has an episte-
mological dimension; God would not want to develop a scheme for human
salvation and then leave humans ignorant of it. This epistemological dimen-
sion has three main constituents: Scripture, the presence and work of the
Holy Spirit, and faith as a reality in the believer24 The Bible is viewed as “a
library of books or writings each of which has a human author, but each of
which is also specially inspired by God in such a way that he himself is its
principal author.”25 Within its pages are found the “stunning good news of
the way of salvation God has graciously offered.”26 The “great things of the
Gospel” found therein are things that Christians come to “grasp, believe,
accept, endorse, and rejoice in” by virtue of the work of the Holy Spirit in
creating faith in their hearts, a work that over time repairs the damage done
by sin.27

Plantinga uses the term “faith” not only for the third element in the
model, but also as a useful shorthand designator of the whole process.28

Thus, on the latter usage, one can say that Christian doctrines are known by
faith and not by reason, if we think of reason as the natural faculty whereby
we come to know some things by way of inference from other things we
know. Plantinga is well aware that faith includes more than belief; he claims
only that belief is a necessary part of faith.29

Plantinga makes the same claims for his extended model that he makes
for the original model. It is possible (epistemically) that this is the means
whereby God makes it possible to know Christian truths; there are no cogent
objections, philosophical or otherwise, to the model that do not presuppose
the falsity of Christianity. If Christianity is true, then the model, or some-
thing similar to the model, is very likely true as well, and thus the model pro-
vides Christians with a good way of thinking about their faith. If the model
is indeed true, then Christians who believe the great things of the gospel are
warranted in doing so, and if their degree of confidence is high enough, the
warrant is sufficient for knowledge. Here Plantinga seems to follow Calvin
and not Aquinas in holding that knowledge and faith are not completely dis-
tinct cognitive states; there is such a thing as a knowledge that is grounded in
or made possible by faith.30

How is it possible for faith (using the term to refer to the whole process)
to have warrant? The answer is simply that according to the model the stan-
dard conditions for warrant are met: the beliefs in question come into exis-
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tence “by a belief-producing process that is functioning properly in an
appropriate cognitive environment (the one for which they were designed),
according to a design plan successfully aimed at the production of true
beliefs.”31

Plantinga does recognize one significant difference between the
extended model and other cases of warranted belief. The extended model
does not view the beliefs in question as produced by a natural human faculty,
but by a cognitive process “that involves a special, supernatural activity on
the part of the Holy Spirit.”32 Plantinga claims, however, that this makes no
difference. The “deliverances” of this process can enjoy warrant, even “war-
rant sufficient for knowledge.”33

Just as was the case for belief in God produced by the sensus divinitatis,
the beliefs arrived at by faith can be warranted even though they are not based
on evidence. Plantinga’s externalism is most evident at this point. What mat-
ters is not that the believer has historical evidence for Jesus’ miracles or the
resurrection, but that the believer has convictions that are produced by a pro-
cess aimed at truth and that is objectively likely to arrive at truth.

Why Plantinga Does Not Rely on an Evidential Case

Plantinga does not merely claim that Christian faith can be warranted even if
it is not based on evidence. He claims that basing Christian beliefs on evi-
dence is in some way mistaken or inappropriate. When we begin to examine
his reasons for thinking this, some similarities to Kierkegaard’s views on
Christian belief begin to come into view.

Plantinga gives several reasons why the “elaborate scheme” of his model
might be necessary for Christian belief rather than more ordinary belief-
forming processes. First of all, because of sinfulness, humans have a “natural
antipathy to the message of the gospel” that requires God to transform us
before we can believe.34 I interpret this as meaning that even if there were
sufficient evidence for Christian faith, that evidence would not be sufficient
to produce belief in fallen human beings. Plantinga’s point here about a “nat-
ural antipathy” to the gospel seems close to Kierkegaard’s view that authentic
Christianity naturally tends to produce “offense” in the natural human being
(PF 49–54).

Second, Plantinga points out that a mere change in beliefs is not suffi-
cient for Christian conversion. Suppose, he says, that “someone did come to
believe, just by way of historical investigation, that Jesus was indeed the
divine son of God, that he died for our sins and rose again, and that through
him we can have eternal life.”35 Such a change in beliefs alone would be
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insufficient, because “coming to faith includes more than a change in opin-
ion. It also (and crucially) includes a change of heart, a change in affection, in
what one loves and hates, approves and disdains, seeks and avoids.”36

Plantinga argues that such a transformation of the personality could not be
accomplished merely by a change in historical belief on the basis of historical
evidence. Here his point seems reminiscent of Kierkegaard’s claim that faith
is a passion, and the characteristic Kierkegaardian argument that passions are
not produced simply by reasons.37

Even if we admit the need for a divine transformation of the person’s
affections, could not the change in beliefs be accomplished by ordinary cog-
nitive processes? Plantinga gives two reasons for doubting that this could
happen, and both echo themes in Kierkegaard’s thought.

First, he gives what might be called an egalitarian reason why God could
not use ordinary cognitive means to change our beliefs. Plantinga claims,
echoing something Aquinas says about the knowledge of God, that if faith
were based on historical investigation “only a few people would acquire the
knowledge in question, and they only after a great deal of effort and much
time; furthermore their belief would be both uncertain and shot through
with falsehood.”38 It is inconceivable that God might act so as to save the
human race, and then limit the knowledge of those saving events to those
with esoteric historical and linguistic knowledge. If God is interested in the
salvation of the human race, then we may assume that any scheme of salva-
tion is one that ordinary people could be able to come to know.

Here again Plantinga echoes a Kierkegaardian theme. Kierkegaard con-
stantly argues that in the realm of moral and religious knowledge there is an
essential equality.39 If God became incarnate to save the human race, but the
knowledge of the incarnation depended on historical learning, then there
would indeed be gross inequality. If, for example, faith were dependent on
accurate historical evidence, then those who had the opportunity to observe
the saving events firsthand would have an advantage that Kierkegaard
regards as intolerable: “Would the God allow the power of time to decide to
whom he would be gracious, or would it not be worthy of the God to make
the reconciliation equally difficult for every human being at every time and
in every place” (PF 106).40

The more important reason, however, Plantinga gives for thinking that
ordinary historical investigation will not do the job is simply that the evi-
dence we have is insufficient. Most importantly, he suggests that the real
problem is not that the evidence is less than we might like. The major diffi-
culty is that what we are asked to believe is so amazing, so improbable, it is
hard to imagine any historical evidence that would be sufficient: 
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What is being taught, after all, is not something that chimes straightfor-
wardly with our ordinary experience. It isn’t like an account of an ancient
war, or of the cruelty of the Athenians to the Melians, or of the overween-
ing pride of some ancient despot. That sort of thing would be easy
enough to believe. What we have instead, however, is the claim that a cer-
tain human being—Jesus of Nazareth—is also, astonishingly, the unique
divine Son of God who has existed from eternity. Furthermore, this man
died, which is not uncommon, but then three days later rose from the
dead, which is uncommon indeed. Still further, it is by way of his atoning
suffering and death and resurrection that we are justified, that our sins are
forgiven, and that we may have life and have it more abundantly. This is
heady stuff indeed, and the mere fact that some ancient authors believed
it would certainly be insufficient for a sensible conviction on our part.41

The problem is really not that the historical evidence we have is of inferior
quality, but that the beliefs in question are such that it is hard to see how any
amount of historical evidence would be sufficient to warrant their acceptance. 

Plantinga’s language here is certainly not exactly that of Kierkegaard,
who is of course well known for his claim that the incarnation is the
Absolute Paradox. If, however, we put aside what I have argued is the erro-
neous interpretation of Kierkegaard that sees the paradox of the incarnation
as a logical contradiction, we can see that what Kierkegaard means by this
claim is quite close to Plantinga.42 The incarnation is seen by Kierkegaard as
the “most improbable” of events, the “strangest thing of all” (PF 52, 101).
The content of faith is such that differences in the quality of the historical
evidence make no difference. If the evidence were as complete and solid as
possible, the evidence alone would still be insufficient for faith (92–93).
And, assuming the opposite scenario for the state of the evidence, an indi-
vidual who has only weak and scanty evidence is still not prevented by this
from acquiring faith: 

If there were a contemporary [of the God’s appearance in human form]
who had lived in a foreign land and returned home just when that teacher
[the incarnate God] had only a day or two to live, if in turn that contem-
porary was prevented by business affairs from getting to see that teacher
and arrived only at the very end when he was about to give up his spirit,
would this historical ignorance be an obstacle to his being able to be a fol-
lower if the moment was for him the decision of eternity? (PF 60) 

The implied answer to this rhetorical question is “surely not.”
Kierkegaard is well aware of the kinds of difficulties that inhere in histor-

ical testimony, and he is not concerned about minor contradictions in such
testimony: “It is commonly recognized that the most honest and truthful
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people are most likely to become entangled in contradictions when they are
subjected to inquisitorial treatment and an inquisitor’s fixed idea; whereas
non-contradiction in one’s lies is reserved only for the depraved criminal”
(PF 92). In this case, however, the quality of the evidence is not really the
problem. “Lawyers say that a capital crime absorbs all the lesser crimes—it is
also that way with faith; its absurdity completely absorbs minor matters.
Discrepancies, which would otherwise be disturbing, do not disturb here
and do not matter” (104).43

Kierkegaard’s Account of How Faith Becomes Present
in the Individual

Kierkegaard’s own account of how people can come to know that Jesus is the
Son of God is in its major outlines quite similar to Plantinga’s. On his view
people certainly do not come to Christianity by reasoning from premises
that make Christian beliefs certain or probable. Rather, such convictions are
made possible by faith, and, like Plantinga, Kierkegaard sees faith as a gift, a
condition that must be created in the individual by God. Compare the fol-
lowing two passages, the first from Plantinga: “Given our fallen nature and
our natural antipathy to the message of the gospel, faith will have to be a gift,
not in the way a glorious autumn day is a gift, but a special gift, one that
wouldn’t come to us in the ordinary run of things, one that requires super-
natural and extraordinary activity on the part of God.”44 Kierkegaard agrees
that faith, which he terms “the condition,” is something a person must
receive from God: “But that Teacher of whom we speak [the God] could not
be known immediately, but only if he himself gave the condition. The per-
son who received the condition received it from the Teacher himself, and
consequently that Teacher must know everyone who knows him, and the
individual can know the Teacher only by being himself known by the
Teacher” (PF 68–69).

It is well known that Kierkegaard sees faith as a passion, a form of sub-
jectivity or inwardness. How can such inwardness be related to the external-
ism we have seen as characteristic of Plantinga? The answer is quite simple.
Faith is the form of subjectivity in which the individual is transformed so as
to be able to recognize the presence of God in human form. Kierkegaard,
like Plantinga, sees the Christian story as one which assumes that human
beings are sinful, and sees that sin as blocking them from the truth which
they need to know (PF 13–18). If humans are to grasp the truth, they must
be transformed or re-created, and faith is the passion which effects this trans-
formation. (Alternatively, one could say that faith is the state of the person

198 Kierkegaard on Faith and the Self



who has been transformed; both seem true since faith is an ongoing passion.)
Faith as a form of subjectivity therefore has as one of its functions the enable-
ment of a proper relationship to something outside the self, something
“wholly other,” namely God. Nor is this understanding of faith as “inward-
ness” all that different from Plantinga, who affirms that faith consists in part
in a transformation of what he calls the affections.45

What role might historical evidence play in the acquisition of faith?
Kierkegaard’s answer is clear and concise. A historical contemporary can pro-
vide testimony that is the occasion for faith, but faith itself must be created
in the individual by God:

If someone wishes to state in the briefest possible way the relation of a
contemporary to someone who comes later—without, however, sacrific-
ing correctness for brevity—then one can say: By means of the contempo-
rary’s report (the occasion), the person who comes later believes through
the power of the condition he himself receives from the God. (PF 104;
emphasis in original)

Plantinga does not use the language of “occasion” with reference to his-
torical testimony, though it is clear that he thinks the Holy Spirit does oper-
ate on the individual to produce faith as that individual is confronted with
the claims of the gospel, including its historical claims. Remarkably, how-
ever, he does use the language of “occasion” several times with reference to
religious experience. One construal of his view, which is also a way of con-
struing Kierkegaard’s view, is that faith is the result of religious experience
occasioned by an encounter with the gospel. On this interpretation the “gift”
of faith occurs when one has a direct encounter or awareness of God, per-
haps when God reveals himself in Christ, and this experience is what makes
faith reasonable. Though Kierkegaard does not explicitly use the language of
religious experience or encounter, he does give this interpretation some sup-
port by his claim that faith must always be received in a firsthand way from
God, and one might reasonably construe such a firsthand reception as
requiring some kind of experiential encounter (PF 101–2).

Plantinga is not committed to thinking about things this way, but he
claims that if some kind of religious experience is involved in the acquisition
of faith, the experience still is not the basis of an argument for faith. Rather,
“the experience is the occasion for the formation of the beliefs in question.”46

Similarly, an experience of “the glory and beauty” of some Christian teaching
could be involved in coming to believe it, but again this perception “would
be an occasion of the formation of the belief that the teaching is, indeed,
from God (and is true), . . . The belief in question would be held in the basic
way, although occasioned by the perception of something else.”47 Hence,

Externalist Epistemology, Subjectivity, and Christian Knowledge 199



though God may use things such as experiences and historical testimony as
occasions for the production of faith, he is himself always the chief author of
faith, for both Kierkegaard and Plantinga.

Historical evidence is always insufficient for faith according to Kierke-
gaard, and although such testimony can be and normally is the occasion for
God to create faith in the individual, it still does not function as evidence.
Kierkegaard thus joins with Plantinga in decisively rejecting evidentialism.
That does not mean that such faith does not have what Plantinga would call
a ground. In Practice in Christianity Kierkegaard gives a clear answer to the
question as to what motivates faith:

“But if Christianity is something so fearful and horrible, how in the world
can a person come to accept Christianity?” In an absolutely simple, and if
you want that too, absolutely Lutheran way: only the consciousness of sin
can, if I may dare say so, force (from the other side this force is grace) one
into this horror. And in the same moment Christianity transforms itself
and is sheer gentleness, grace, love, mercy. (PC 67) 

Strikingly, Plantinga (directly) and Kierkegaard (indirectly, as we shall see)
refer to David Hume’s words about the ground of faith in an approving way: 

Upon the whole, we may conclude that the Christian Religion not only
was at first attended with miracles, but even at this day cannot be believed
by any reasonable person without one. . . . Whoever is moved by Faith to
assent to it, is conscious of a continued miracle in his own person, which
subverts all the principles of his understanding, and gives him a determi-
nation to believe what is most contrary to custom and experience.48 

Plantinga is aware that Hume may well be ironical or sarcastic here, but
regardless of that Plantinga affirms that Hume is “partly right: belief in the
main lines of the gospel is produced in Christians by a special work of the
Holy Spirit.”49

Kierkegaard does not mention Hume in the text of Philosophical
Fragments, but he does borrow a line from Johann Georg Hamann, which
was certainly inspired by Hume. Hamann (as paraphrased by Kierkegaard)
says that “comedies and novels and lies must be probable,” but not the foun-
dational truths of Christianity, which are paradoxical and improbable (PF
52).50 Hamann sees that Hume captures this thought (in the very quotation
that Plantinga cites), and though, like Plantinga, Hamann knows that Hume
may not be sincere, to him it does not matter since (again as paraphrased by
Kierkegaard) “the truth in the mouth of a hypocrite is dearer to me than to
hear it from an angel and an apostle” (52).
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Differences Between Plantinga and Kierkegaard

I can imagine that some might object that the similarities I have emphasized
mask some very significant differences between Plantinga and Kierkegaard.
There are certainly differences, but I would argue that those differences are
not in the end momentous. I will briefly discuss three such differences.

The first difference that comes to mind is the fact that Plantinga specif-
ically attributes the production of faith to the Holy Spirit, the third person
of the Trinity. Kierkegaard tends either not to discuss which persons of the
Trinity are involved in the creation of faith or simply to refer to “the
Teacher,” the incarnate God, as the one who “gives the condition” (i.e.,
faith). This difference is real but not significant. We must remember that
Philosophical Fragments is a pseudonymous book, and that the author,
Johannes Climacus, at least portrays himself as a non-Christian. It would
then not make literary sense for Kierkegaard to discuss theological details of
the Christian story in this work. In any case it is hard to imagine that
Kierkegaard would deny that the gift of faith is created through the work of
the Holy Spirit in the believer’s life. And if anyone thinks this somehow con-
tradicts the claim that faith is created by Christ, we must remember the
unity of the persons of the Trinity, and that the Spirit is referred to as the
Spirit of Christ in the New Testament.

A second difference, which may be somewhat more important, is that
Kierkegaard stresses the idea that faith is unreasonable, requires belief that is
against the understanding, while Plantinga argues that there is nothing “irra-
tional or contrary to reason” in believing the gospel.51 I believe that this dis-
agreement is more a semantic dispute than a real disagreement. I think
Kierkegaard thinks that a belief is reasonable if it can be shown to be true,
either deductively or probabilistically, by giving reasons. As we have seen,
Christianity is not reasonable if this is what it means to be reasonable. On
that definition of reasonable, however, Plantinga would say the same thing,
as we have seen. The difference is that Plantinga challenges the classical
foundationalist claim that it is only reasonable to accept beliefs that are
highly certain or else can be shown by reason to be true based on beliefs that
are highly certain.

One might put the difference this way. Plantinga and Kierkegaard agree
that if one tries to base Christianity on propositional evidence it is unreason-
able. They appear to disagree about whether the practice of requiring such
evidence for all beliefs is reasonable. Even this disagreement, however, if it is
substantive at all, must be qualified in two ways. First of all, as we have
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noted, Plantinga agrees with Kierkegaard that there is a natural antipathy
of human thinking to the gospel; Christianity poses what Kierkegaard calls
“the possibility of offense.” Second, we must remember that though
Kierkegaard says that to believe one must “set reason aside,” he also argues
that it is reason itself that sees the need to set itself aside (when gripped by
the passion of faith), and that when reason does this it is in some way ful-
filled or completed; reason and the paradox can be on “good terms” with
each other.52 Offense is only a possibility for reason, not a necessity. Thus, in
some sense he too recognizes that it is “reasonable” to believe against what
“reason” (in the classical foundationalist sense) demands. Here Kierkegaard
seems to me to be moving away from the classical foundationalist account of
reason. I therefore conclude that this difference is also not very significant. 

A third possible area of disagreement is that Plantinga clearly affirms
that to be a Christian one must believe certain doctrines. Kierkegaard, how-
ever, (again assuming that his pseudonym Johannes Climacus reflects his
thinking) affirms that the “object of faith is not the teaching but the
Teacher,” and that Christianity is not a matter of the affirmation of doctrines
at all.53 This certainly appears to be a major difference. We must recognize,
however, that Kierkegaard uses the term “doctrine” in an unusual way. To the
very passage in which he affirms that Christianity does not involve belief in
doctrines, he attaches a footnote, in which he explains that there are two
kinds of doctrines, and begs his reader not to misunderstand his claim that
Christian faith is not in doctrines:

Now, if only a quick head does not immediately explain to a reading pub-
lic how foolish my whole book is, which is more than adequately seen in
my alleging something like this: that Christianity is not a doctrine. Let us
understand one another. Surely a philosophical theory that is to be com-
prehended and speculatively understood is one thing, and a doctrine that
is supposed to be actualized in existence is something else. Christianity is
a doctrine of this kind. (CUP 1:379n)

Kierkegaard goes on to explain in this same footnote that he has chosen
to use the term “existence-communication” rather than doctrine, because in
his age the term “doctrine” has come to mean a philosophical theory that has
no real relation to life. If we mean by a “doctrine,” a belief that is necessarily
linked to existence, then Kierkegaard is willing to affirm that Christianity is
itself a doctrine.

I think it is clear that Kierkegaard does think therefore that to be a
Christian one must believe certain things. He simply does not think that
those beliefs can be held in a detached, intellectual manner. They are the sort
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of beliefs that must transform one’s life if one truly holds them. But
Plantinga says exactly the same thing about the “great things of the gospel.”
They are not beliefs meant to be merely intellectually contemplated, but
must transform the affections and very existence of the believer. I conclude
that this third apparent difference between Kierkegaard and Plantinga evap-
orates on closer inspection.

Justifying a Belief and Being Justified in Believing

Responses to Plantinga’s new work on how Christian doctrines can be
believed (and even known) have not been uniformly positive. Of course one
would not expect non-Christian philosophers to agree that Christian doc-
trines can be known to be true as the result of faith that is produced by the
work of the Spirit. Such critics will naturally point that this account presup-
poses the truth of Christianity, and therefore cannot serve as an argument or
justification for it. However, this is hardly a criticism, since it is a point
Plantinga himself insists on. He makes no attempt to argue for the truth of
Christianity on premises that would be acceptable to non-Christians. So it is
hardly surprising that this audience finds no such argument in his work;
what is surprising is that this is taken by some as an objection. 

There is a parallel here with Kierkegaard’s treatment of offense. When
Christianity is rightly presented, offense is a natural (though not inevitable)
reaction on the part of non-Christians. The offended consciousness will
proceed to denounce Christianity as “improbable.” However, Kierkegaard
says that faith calmly replies as follows: “It is just as you say, and the amaz-
ing thing is that you think that it is an objection” (PF 52). The objections of
offense that Christianity is “irrational” are not really objections at all, but
echoes of what Christianity itself proclaims. “Everything it [offense] says
about the paradox it has learned from the paradox, even though, making
use of an acoustical illusion, it maintains that it itself has discovered the
paradox” (53).

Even if we agree, however, that the negative reaction on the part of non-
Christians is not an objection to the accounts given by Plantinga and
Kierkegaard, we might wonder why their accounts are also criticized by peo-
ple of faith. Both thinkers are often stigmatized as fideists. What does such a
charge amount to? What exactly is fideism?

I have previously argued that there are two importantly different forms
of fideism, responsible fideism and fideism as irrationalism.54 If fideism is
the rejection of reason, I would argue that neither Plantinga nor Kierkegaard
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is a fideist, though I grant that Kierkegaard’s language sometimes makes it
appear that he wishes to reject reason. (I will say more about this below.)
Responsible fideism is the recognition that reason has limits, limits of vari-
ous kinds. Some of the limits are due to our finitude or creatureliness; others
are due to human sinfulness. Because of these limits we must recognize that
some of our beliefs must be basic in character, not believed on the basis of
reasons or propositional evidence, even though these beliefs are not self-
evident or evident to the senses. If Christianity is true then some of the fun-
damental Christian beliefs are known to be true by faith in revelation. Some
of these include beliefs that are above reason in the sense that reason cannot
determine their truth. Some include beliefs that are against what we might
call reason in the sociological sense; they go against what our society is likely
to regard as “reasonable” since they are not probable on the basis of ordinary
and general human experience. In this sense both Plantinga and Kierkegaard
are surely fideists.

Both Kierkegaard and Plantinga offer an account of how Christian truth
can be known that clearly presupposes the truth of Christianity. Such an
account is of course useless as a positive apologetic argument. Construed as
such an argument, the account would be blatantly circular. However, neither
is seeking to provide such an apologetic argument, and thus the issue of cir-
cularity does not arise.

What is the value of an account of how one knows something that pre-
supposes the truth of what one is supposed to know? Part of the value might
be simply reflective; it is good not simply to know but to know how one
knows something. There might be some apologetic value as well, of a negative
sort. Someone in the grip of an evidentialist epistemology might be tempted
to think that Christian belief is somehow defective, unjustified, or unwar-
ranted if the person cannot produce arguments or evidence for its truth.
Plantinga’s account implies that this is a mistake, and that the fact that one
cannot come up with good arguments for the truth of Christianity should not
be regarded as a problem. Kierkegaard’s treatment of offense is actually very
similar. When confronted by offense, Kierkegaard thinks it is a great mistake
to produce apologetic arguments. Such arguments actually create rather than
alleviate doubt by giving the impression that faith is grounded in reasons.

Of course from the point of view of ambitious epistemology, such an
account is unsatisfactory. The ambitious epistemologist wishes to give an
account of how we know what we know that will silence the skeptic or objec-
tor, and this Plantinga and Kierkegaard manifestly refuse to do. However,
from the point of view of externalist epistemology, this failure, if it is a fail-
ure, is not unusual. From the externalist point of view, whether or not
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human beings have knowledge depends partly on how we are related to the
external world. When we are rightly connected or linked to that world,
through perception, memory, reason, and (if Christianity is true) faith, then
we gain knowledge of that world.

The externalist recognizes, however, that we are not usually in a position
to give a non-circular justification for what we might call our basic sources of
knowledge. William Alston has argued convincingly that we cannot give a
justification of reason, perception, or memory, for example, that does not
presuppose the basic reliability of reason, perception, or memory.55 We can-
not check rational arguments without relying on reason. We cannot check
perceptual and memory claims without using perception and memory. The
circularity which inheres in attempts to justify basic sources of knowledge is,
he argues, inherent in the human condition.

It is not surprising then that the same thing should be true in the case of
faith. We might wish that it were not so, because we would like to be ambi-
tious epistemologists. We would like to be able to justify our beliefs to all
comers. We would like a philosophy that can serve as a foundational guaran-
tee for faith; we want the epistemologist to issue us a certificate guaranteeing
that our religious knowledge is genuine. This desire tempts us to think that
we are ourselves only justified or warranted in believing what we can justify
or show to be warranted to others. Alston argues that this is a mistake, and I
think he is correct. It is possible that we are sometimes justified or warranted
in believing what we do not know how to justify to others. Dissatisfaction
with this fact is dissatisfaction with the human condition.

This is a general point, not restricted to religious knowledge, but it is
applicable to religious beliefs and to Christian beliefs in particular. The
philosopher of religion who wishes to be of service to Christianity may
therefore have to accept a humbler task than that of providing a founda-
tional guarantee. Such a philosopher may have to be content with clarifying
the structure of human knowing so as to show that the circularity that
attaches to accounts of Christian knowledge is not due to special pleading
but is rooted in our situation as finite human beings. And Christianity will
add to this claim that our sinfulness makes the task of a philosophical guar-
antee for religious knowledge even more quixotic. Because of our finitude we
cannot know anything at all without faith in our human faculties. Because of
sin we cannot know what we need to know about Christ without faith in
God’s revelation, a faith we cannot create in ourselves by ourselves.



 



PART FOUR

Kierkegaard on Ethics and Authority



 



Chapter 12

Faith as the Telos of Morality:
A Reading of Fear and Trembling
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Kierkegaard’s reputation as a philosopher and theologian is not helped by the
fact that what is likely his most commonly read book, Fear and Trembling,
may also be his most mystifying and misunderstood work. It is chiefly
because of Fear and Trembling that Brand Blanshard can claim that
Kierkegaard is a “moral nihilist” whose views imply that our “clearest and
surest judgments about values are worthless and it is no longer possible to
hold that anything is really better than anything else.”1 To Blanshard, Fear
and Trembling is an attempt to describe Abraham’s action in being willing to
sacrifice his son as an immoral yet praiseworthy act.

Kierkegaard’s reputation as an irrationalist is based largely on two
themes: the argument of the pseudonym Johannes de Silentio in Fear and
Trembling that faith may require acting in a way that is repugnant to moral-
ity and reason, and the argument of the pseudonym Johannes Climacus in
Philosophical Fragments and Concluding Unscientific Postscript that Christian
faith has as its intellectual content a paradox that is incomprehensible to rea-
son. I have in other places argued that by “paradox” Climacus (and
Kierkegaard) does not mean logical contradiction and that the opposition
between faith and reason is not a necessary and intrinsic opposition but a
tension rooted in the prideful pretensions of reason to autonomy and com-
pleteness.2 In this essay I shall argue that Fear and Trembling does not sup-
port the judgment that Kierkegaard (or even his pseudonym) is an
irrationalist in his understanding of the ethical life.



Doubtless, Kierkegaard himself would not have been too worried over
whether philosophers characterize him as an irrationalist or immoralist; he
seemed not to care very much about the opinions of philosophers. So one
might think that defending him against such a charge is pointless, especially
as any attempt to demystify Fear and Trembling—to attempt to make intelli-
gible the conception of faith which it is the main point of the book to
demarcate—will appear to be a repudiation of the book’s main thesis.
Johannes de Silentio affirms again and again that faith cannot be made intel-
ligible and that faith is possible only “by virtue of the absurd” (FT 35). So it
appears any attempt to clarify—or worse yet to defend—the notion of faith
will appear to be yet another attempt to sell faith short, to paint the cheeks
of theology to make her charms philosophically salable (32). Neverthe-less,
it is clarification, and in some sense defense, of the notion of faith that is my
aim, particularly with respect to its relation to ethics.3

The main point of Fear and Trembling, on my reading, is not that faith is
opposed to morality, but that genuine religious faith cannot be reduced to a
life of moral striving, or completely understood using only the categories of
a rationalistic morality. It is the defense of this claim about the point of the
book that requires me to clarify the concept of faith that the book embodies,
and its relation to morality.

Two considerations embolden me in doing this. First, one hardly does
Kierkegaard, who steadfastly denied he wanted any disciples and claimed
that the purpose of his literature was to help his readers become individuals,
justice by merely repeating his statements about “the absurd” in a sloganeer-
ing way, as is too often done by both friends and critics. Kierkegaardian con-
cepts must be understood dialectically, in the context of the polemical
situation in which Kierkegaard wrote.

Secondl, and more importantly, there is evidence in Fear and Trembling
itself that a straightforward reading of the book is likely to be misleading.
The author is the mysterious “Johannes de Silentio.” The very motto of the
book is Was Tarquinius Superbus in Seinem Garten mit den Mohnköpfen
sprach, verstand der Sohn, aber nicht der Bote [What Tarquinius Superbus said
in the garden by means of the poppies, the son understood but the messen-
ger did not] (FT 3). Walter Lowrie informs us that this refers “to the well-
known story of old Rome, which relates that when the son of Tarquinius
Superbus had craftily gained the confidence of the people of Gabii he
secretly sent a messenger to his father in Rome, asking what he should do
next. The father, not willing to trust the messenger, took him into the field
where, as he walked, he struck off with his cane the heads of the tallest pop-
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pies. The son understood that he was to bring about the death of the most
eminent men in the city and proceeded to do so.”4

This motto hints that Johannes’s message about faith is written in such a
way that it is likely to be misunderstood by anyone who, lacking faith, is not
“in the family.” Inasmuch as Johannes himself repeatedly informs us that he
lacks faith and cannot understand it, the motto suggests that Johannes him-
self as “the messenger” may not adequately grasp the significance of his own
work. I shall argue that Johannes accurately understands what faith is not,
but as he himself insists, does not understand what faith is.

The Ethical and the Religious in Other Kierkegaardian Texts

Before looking at the text of Fear and Trembling to see if it does indeed imply
that faith and morality are contradictory, it is helpful to look first at other
Kierkegaardian writings to see how the relation of morality to the religious
life is conceived. If the message of Fear and Trembling is that the crucial
defining characteristic of faith is the possibility that the person of faith may
be required to act in a way that is contrary to moral duty, then the book is
incompatible with the conception of faith that is developed in much of the
remainder of Kierkegaard’s writings. Although the distinction between the
ethical and the religious is consistently maintained, and the latter is never
reducible to the former, the former seems to be included within the latter as
an essential element. Such relationships are hardly simple oppositions.

For example, Concluding Unscientific Postscript affirms the essential con-
nection between the religious and ethical spheres in many places. In review-
ing Stages on Life’s Way, Johannes Climacus notes that the relationship of the
religious to the ethical is not analogous to the relationship of the ethical to
the aesthetic5: “But in spite of this triple division the book is nevertheless an
either-or. The ethical and the religious stages have in fact an essential rela-
tionship to one another” (CUP 1:294). Climacus expands on this point later
and reemphasizes its importance:

As for the religious, it is an essential requirement that it should have
passed through the ethical. . . . If the religious is in truth the religious, if it
has submitted itself to the discipline of the ethical and preserves it within
itself, it cannot forget that religious pathos does not consist in singing and
hymning and composing verses, but in existing. (1:388)

Existing for Climacus is of course equivalent to ethical striving.
If Fear and Trembling contains an attempt to describe religious faith as

essentially obedience to arbitrary and unintelligible divine commands, then
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the book is certainly not consistent with the views expressed about ethics in
such nonpseudonymous works as For Self-Examination and Judge for Yourself,
as well as Christian Discourses, Works of Love, and The Point of View for My
Work as an Author. For example, the absolutely ultimate character of moral-
ity is a favorite theme of Christian Discourses:

For what is eternity? It is the distinction between right and wrong.
Everything else is transitory: heaven and earth shall pass away; every other
distinction is evanescent. . . . But the difference between right and wrong
remains eternally. (CD 207–8) 

In Works of Love Kierkegaard repudiates the idea that duties toward God
could replace or compete with duties towards one’s fellow humans:

God is not a part of existence in such a way that he demands his share for
himself; he demands everything, but as you bring it you immediately
receive, if I may put it this way, an endorsement designating where it
should be forwarded, for God demands nothing for himself, although he
demands everything from you. (WL 159)

In Practice in Christianity, where Kierkegaard uses the pseudonym Anti-
Climacus to describe Christian faith in decisively clear terms, the heart of
Christian life is consistently described by such ethical terms as “ideality” and
“perfection”:

Loving providence says . . . “Good for you. Now life’s seriousness begins
for you, now you have come so far out that you can take seriously the
notion that to live is to be examined.” For life’s seriousness . . . consists in
the will to be and to express perfection (ideality) in everyday reality, will-
ing this in such a way that it may not turn out to one’s own perdition,
when once for all one busily cancels the whole thing, or presumptuously
takes it in vain, regarding it as a dream—what lack of seriousness in both
cases!—but humbly wills in reality. (PC 189–90; italics in original)

This same vision of ethical action as lying at the heart of the religious
mode of existence pervades Kierkegaard’s own retrospective view of his
authorship: “And to honor every person, absolutely every person, is the
truth, and this is what it is to fear God and love one’s ‘neighbor’” (PV 111).
Even the applied ethical aspirations that shape the political sphere are linked
to the religious life: “The religious is the transfigured rendering of that which
the politician has thought of in his happiest moment, if he really loves what
it is to be a human being, and loves people really” (103). It is unlikely, I
think, that what the politician has dreamed of in his happiest moment is a
state of society in which the individuals are constantly agonizing over the
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possibility that God has required or may require of them to repudiate their
moral conscience and commit the most dreadful acts imaginable.

The Relation of Kierkegaard to Johannes de Silentio

If the passages just examined are at all representative, then one cannot main-
tain that Kierkegaard’s overall view was that religious faith and ethical life are
fundamentally opposed. Of course this does not imply that Fear and
Trembling does not contain such a message. Since the passages I have
appealed to are all later than Fear and Trembling, it is possible Kierkegaard
changed his mind on this subject after writing about the Abraham case.
Alternatively, one might appeal to pseudonymity here: perhaps the view that
ethics and religious faith conflict is an opinion of Johannes de Silentio which
Kierkegaard did not share.

That there is divergence between Kierkegaard and Johannes de Silentio
is certainly a possibility to be taken seriously. Johannes writes from his own
perspective, avowedly that of a person who neither has faith nor understands
it. It is because of this divergence of perspectives that I think it would be a
mistake to look to Fear and Trembling for a positive account of the nature of
faith. Some aspects of the life of faith are opaque to Johannes, and this may
color and distort his understanding of the relation between faith and the eth-
ical life.

The fact that Johannes de Silentio writes, however, from an “outsider’s”
perspective does not mean he does not accurately describe faith as seen from
that perspective. Furthermore, that perspective is an illuminating one. By and
large I think Johannes’s understanding of what faith is not is on target, and it
is for this reason that we can see the book as fulfilling an aim of Kierkegaard,
the creator of Johannes. Ultimately, I do not think we have to accept a radi-
cal contradiction between the views of Johannes and Kierkegaard on the
relation between the ethical and the religious because I do not think
Johannes himself holds that the two are in fundamental opposition.

The Tension between Faith and the Ethical

The claim that there is no fundamental contradiction between the ethical
and the religious life of faith for Johannes Silentio appears to be undermined
by numerous passages. Johannes says that if Abraham’s action is considered
from a purely ethical perspective it must be condemned: “The ethical expres-
sion for what Abraham did is that he intended to murder Isaac; the religious
expression is that he intended to sacrifice Isaac” (FT 30).
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Johannes seems constantly to be contrasting the ethical life and the life
of faith:

• The ethical is the universal; faith is the paradox that the indi-
vidual as the particular is higher than the universal (FT 54).

• The ethical is the rationally intelligible; faith cannot be intel-
lectually mediated because it involves a paradox (PT 56).

• The ethical sees all duties as duties to God but sees no duties as
duties to God in any special, direct sense; faith perceives an
absolute duty towards God that reduces all ethical duties to rel-
ative duties (FT 68–69, 81).

• The ethical is the publicly communicable; faith is concealed
even when it expresses itself in speech (FT 82, 112–19).

Such passages seem to contradict the harmonious view of the relation
between the ethical and the religious we have seen in other Kierkegaardian
writings.

These contrasts, however, do not settle the matter. On the view of the
relation between the ethical and the religious that I see in Kierkegaard, there
is present in his texts more than one sense of “the ethical.” The ethical life is
sometimes seen as a “stage on life’s way” that is prior to the religious life and,
when it is claimed to be absolute and final, is opposed to the religious life.
This same ethical life, however, when purged of its absoluteness and finality,
reappears as an essential component of the religious life. A tension between
the religious and ethical may therefore not be inevitable and final; it may
rather result from certain claims made on behalf of the ethical, claims that
are not essential to the ethical life itself. The tension between religious faith
and the ethical in Fear and Trembling is between faith and a form of the eth-
ical life that claims to swallow up faith.

The main target, I believe, is a view of the religious life that interprets
faith as reducible to a life of moral striving. The classic paradigm for this ten-
dency is Kant’s Religion Within the Limits of Reason Alone, but Kant can be
taken as representative of a host of nineteenth-century theologians and
philosophers who regard the religious life as an attempt to realize certain
moral ideals that are accessible to human reason.6 Such a view of the reli-
gious life was and is attractive to many because it requires no transcendent or
supernatural revelation. Even Hegel’s philosophy of religion can be seen as a
sophisticated attempt to understand religion as rational in this way, as a type
of what Kierkegaard called “immanent” religiousness.
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In order to show that the religious life is not reducible to moral striving,
Johannes de Silentio highlights the ways in which a transcendent religious
faith cannot be captured by the categories of a rational morality. An “ethics”
that views itself as complete and autonomous will come into conflict with
this kind of religiousness—hence the tension between faith and the ethical
in Fear and Trembling.

The Specific Character of the Ethical in Fear and Trembling

To support the above claims, the specific character of the ethical as seen in
Fear and Trembling must be examined. I now think the conception of the
ethical operative in the book is mainly Hegelian in character. One might
think (as I once did) that Kant is the operative figure; certainly the language
Johannes uses to describe the ethical is Kantian: “The ethical as such is the
universal, and as the universal it applies to everyone, which from another
perspective can be expressed like this: it applies at all times” (FT 54).
However, one must recall that Hegel often uses such Kantian language as
well, and when one examines how the concept of the ethical functions in
Fear and Trembling, Hegelian themes play a heavy role.

For example, in Problema I Johannes contrasts the ethical with the reli-
gious by contrasting the tragic hero, an ethical figure, with the person of faith.
Agamemnon’s sacrifice of Iphigenia, Brutus’s heroic condemnation of his son,
and Jephthah’s sacrifice of his daughter are all different from Abraham’s will-
ingness to sacrifice Isaac because the actions of Agamemnon, Brutus, and
Jephthah are all ethically defensible. All three of these cases involve a conflict
between one’s duties as a parent and one’s duties as a citizen. Johannes seems
to think it would be moral for a parent to sacrifice a child for the sake of some
great national goal. (Our judgment that some of these actions are in fact
morally dubious shows how thoroughly historical and social Johannes’s con-
cept of the ethical is.) Abraham’s action, on the other hand, cannot be ethi-
cally justified: “It is not to save a people, not to support the idea of the state
that Abraham does it” (FT 59). Abraham’s action cannot be ethically justified
because he is not a citizen of the state; the family is the highest social institu-
tion in which he participates and therefore there can be no higher ethical val-
ues than family values: “There is no higher expression for the ethical in
Abraham’s life than this: the father shall love the son” (59).

The ethical life that is in tension with the life of faith is not a life that
revolves around some eternally valid moral laws, knowable by a timeless ahis-
torical reason, as Kant and perhaps Blanshard might think; it is an ethical life
that sees the highest life as one that is devoted to the furtherance of social
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institutions and socially sanctioned values. Furthermore, this life is con-
ceived, in Hegelian fashion, as in some sense absolute or final: “It [the ethi-
cal] rests immanent in itself, has nothing outside itself that is its telos [end,
purpose] but is itself the telos for everything outside itself, and when the eth-
ical has taken this into itself, it goes no further” (FT 54). This ethical life sees
itself in religious terms as providing salvation.

To summarize, the ethical life that is in tension with faith in Fear and
Trembling is historical in at least two ways: (1) It understands our specific
duties as those that are embodied in social institutions and shared social val-
ues; and (2) It understands the ethical life, so conceived, as the final word on
how human life is to be lived, as providing the ultimate and final means of
obtaining “salvation.” To say that the life of faith must come into conflict
with the ethical life conceived in this way by no means implies that the reli-
gious life must contradict the ethical life understood in other ways.

Furthermore, there is evidence that Johannes de Silentio himself under-
stands the limitations of the ethical life as he contrasts it with the religious
life. First, it must be noted that Johannes says that the “irrational” or
“absurd” aspect of Abraham’s faith is not his willingness to sacrifice Isaac, but
rather Abraham’s ability to receive Isaac back joyfully after having been will-
ing to sacrifice him. Johannes contrasts Abraham understood as a “knight of
faith,” with another type of hero, a “knight of infinite resignation.” If
Abraham had been a knight of infinite resignation, he would have been will-
ing to sacrifice Isaac, but he would not have believed that Isaac would be
restored to him (FT 35–37). Resignation gives up the finite and the tempo-
ral for the sake of the infinite and the eternal. Faith does the same, but some-
how, as a result of a “double movement,” receives the finite and the temporal
back again (36).

Infinite resignation as described by Johannes has several interesting fea-
tures. First of all, it is the viewpoint of Johannes himself (FT 34–35). If
asked by God, Johannes would have no trouble sacrificing Isaac; such a sac-
rifice requires only “a purely philosophical move” that Johannes says he is
able to make when required (48). Resignation is fully rational, requires no
leap of faith by virtue of the absurd. Yet resignation is already in some sense
“higher” than the ethical view of life that is in tension with faith. Resignation
involves the discovery that not everything in life can be understood using the
categories of a rational, social ethic; it is rooted in the discovery of an
“incommensurability” in the life of the individual (34, 51).

The implication of this is that even though Johannes de Silentio may
not understand faith, he does understand that the ethical view of life that is
at war with faith is not the final word on life; he himself sees this and does
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not think any special religious revelation is required to do so. To think that
the ethical life in this sense has limits is not absurd, but is something that can
be thought “philosophically.” What seems absurd to Johannes is not that
Abraham is willing to sacrifice Isaac but that he can be willing to do this and
yet “once again to be happy with Isaac” (FT 35).7

Johannes de Silentio may not understand faith, and therefore may not
understand the role of ethics within faith. But he understands that what he
terms “the ethical life” is not the “highest” view of life, and therefore can
understand and even believe that the life of faith he does not understand
may be higher than the ethical life, since faith appears to him to be even
higher than the life of infinite resignation, which already has seen the limita-
tions of the ethical.

Why the Ethical Life Is Not the Highest

What are the limitations of the ethical life, the limitations recognized by
both infinite resignation and faith? These limits are more assumed than
articulated in Fear and Trembling, but they do surface at certain key points.
Just raising this question helps us get clear on the true theme of Fear and
Trembling, which is not, I think, whether God might require a person to kill
his or her child, but how an individual becomes a self in the truest and deep-
est sense of the word, how a person achieves “salvation.”

The ethical answer to the question of salvation is that one becomes a self
by willing the good. The good here refers to those values that are socially
shared and sanctioned, the good that I absorb in being socialized and which
I can articulate and defend publicly because of its social character. It is
assumed that one understands the good and has the power to will it. Ought
implies can and since I ought to become a self, I must believe that I am able
to do so. The religious life begins with the discovery that this tidy, rational
assumption is contradicted by experience; it begins with the discovery that
actual existence is “incommensurable” with the demands of ethics.

This idea that there is something incommensurable with the ethical
view of life surfaces most clearly in Fear and Trembling in the context of a dis-
cussion of certain individuals who are in some way already existing outside
the boundaries of ethical existence, particularly Shakespeare’s Gloucester
from Richard III, the story of Sarah from the book of Tobit, and the charac-
ter of the Merman from the legend of Agnes and the Merman. Here it
becomes even clearer that the concept of the ethical that underlies Johannes
de Silentio’s discussion is Hegelian: “Natures such as Gloucester’s cannot be
saved by mediating them into an idea of society. Ethics actually only makes a
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fool of them” (FT 106). Rather, people like Gloucester have natures “basi-
cally in the paradox” (106).

A person who has by guilt “gone outside the universal, . . . can return
only by virtue of having come as the single individual into an absolute rela-
tion to the absolute” (FT 98). This of course is the formula for the kind of
faith that Abraham possesses, the faith of someone whose identity is not
exhausted by the ideals society sanctions, but whose self is grounded in a
reality that transcends society. So it seems that for some people, the possibil-
ity that ethics is not the final word is very important, for if ethics is the final
word, then their lives are hopeless. This is why Johannes says that if Abraham
had heroically (and ethically) chosen to take his own life instead of Isaac’s, he
would have been admired; “but it is one thing to be admired and something
else to become a guiding star who saves the anguished” (21).

For some people at least, the ethical view of life seems to founder on the
discovery that they are incapable of fulfilling their social roles in the pre-
scribed manner. When Johannes finally gets around to discussing this point,
he signals its importance with a “wake-up message” for the reader: “Here I
will now make a remark by which more is said than was said at any point
previously” (FT 98). The ethical view of life comes to grief on sin; sin is a
“higher immediacy” that places the individual outside the confines of a ratio-
nal ethic, if that ethic is taken as the final word on the goal of human life:
“An ethic that ignores sin is a completely fruitless discipline, but if it affirms
sin, then it has eo ipso transcended itself ” (98–99). To make the point abso-
lutely clear, Johannes reiterates it in a footnote: “As soon as sin appears,
ethics founders, precisely on repentance; for repentance is the highest ethical
expression, but precisely as such the deepest ethical self-contradiction”
(98n).

Abraham’s action as a person of faith is not understandable in purely
ethical terms, Johanne insists, but the significance of that fact emerges only
when we ask who are the anguished people for whom Abraham is the “guid-
ing star.” The anguished are those who are already “outside” the universal,
those for whom socialization has not produced authentic selfhood. For these
people, it is crucially important that the ethical life-view not be the final
word on the possibilities for authentic selfhood.

The Limits of Johannes de Silentio’s Perspective

We have seen the importance of Johannes de Silentio’s argument that faith is
not reducible to a life of ethical striving. We can now appreciate as well some
of the shortcomings in the perspective of Johannes on what faith is.
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Johannes has grasped the significance of the irreducibility of faith to
ethics for those outside the pale, so to speak, but he then spoils this insight
by seeing these individuals only as exceptional characters. Johannes sees that
there is an analogy between the faith of Abraham and the faith that might be
the salvation of people like Gloucester. This analogy makes it possible for
Abraham’s story to provide hope to such people. He thinks, however, there is
a disanalogy also. What is said about the Merman and about Gloucester does
not explain Abraham, because Abraham was not one of the anguished souls,
not a sinner. Abraham “was a righteous man” (FT 99), one who can be
understood by “immediate categories” (98n). Only when the exceptional
individuals have been brought to the point where they can achieve their
social identity by “accomplishing the universal” will their cases be completely
analogous to Abraham’s (99).

What Johannes does not see here is that the case of the “exception” is not
an exception. No one becomes an authentic self simply by absorbing the val-
ues of one’s society. Authentic selfhood requires everyone to become “the sin-
gle individual.” The situation of being “outside the universal,” of finding
something in life incommensurable with the life-view of a rational, social
ethic is one that everyone who is truly honest will find herself in. It is not
surprising that Johannes fails to see that, since it is an insight that depends
on a Christian understanding of sin.

Johannes says that a book dealing with Abraham will not deal with sin
because Abraham is a righteous man; Abraham is sinless (FT 99). Whether
Johannes understands it or not, this statement has an ironic ring. From
Kierkegaard’s own perspective no individual, not even Abraham, can truly
“accomplish the universal.” This truth is apparently not clear to Johannes,
who can conceive of the incommensurable only as a problem for an excep-
tional individual. We are told in The Concept of Anxiety that sin cannot be
scientifically understood, and must be grasped through a dogmatic theology
grounded in revelation (16–20).

The pseudonymous author of The Concept of Anxiety, Vigilius
Haufniensis, because of his understanding of sin, has quite a different per-
spective on the significance of Fear and Trembling itself: “Either the whole of
existence [Tilværelsen] ends in the demand of ethics, or the condition is pro-
vided and the whole of life and of existence begins from this point, not
through an immanent continuity with the former existence, which is a con-
tradiction, but through a transcendence” (CA 17n). The choice is between
an ethical view of life that claims to have the final word on human existence,
and a view that recognizes that all of us, not merely the exceptional people
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Johannes considers, are in need of “a condition in which the whole of life
and existence” can begin anew.

Johannes Climacus, the pseudonymous author of Postscript, makes a
similar point, applying it specifically to the notion of the “teleological sus-
pension of the ethical”:

The teleological suspension of the ethical must be given a more distinc-
tively religious expression. The ethical will then be present every moment
with its infinite requirement, but the individual is not capable of realizing
this requirement. . . . The suspension in question consists in the individ-
ual’s finding himself in a state precisely the opposite of that which the eth-
ical requires. (CUP 1:266)

Without the consciousness of sin, Climacus says, the suspension from
the ethical will be “a transitory phase which again vanishes, or remains out-
side life as something altogether irregular” (CUP 1:267). This is a precise
description of Johannes’s treatment in Fear and Trembling of Abraham’s
trial of faith. To really understand the positive character of the religious
life, including of course faith, one must understand sin, but Climacus says
that no pseudonymous book prior to The Concept of Anxiety manifested
such an understanding (268). Fear and Trembling only “used sin inciden-
tally” (268).

From this it follows that it is a mistake to take Fear and Trembling as giv-
ing us a positive account of faith. Fear and Trembling shows us that Kant and
others who wanted to understand faith in purely ethical terms were mis-
taken, at least if they wished to talk about the faith of Abraham, the “father
of faith.” The “truth” of Johannes de Silentio’s portrayal consists in the fact
that he sees that a person of faith is a person who has a direct and personal
relationship with God, a relation that cannot be reduced to the individual’s
absorbance of socially accepted ideals. The distortion in Johnannes’s account
consists in the fact that the suspension of the ethical is conceived as a sus-
pension of particular ethical duties. When sin is brought into the picture, it
is recognized that what must be suspended is the ethical as a total self-suffi-
cient view of life and mode of existence. The suspension occurs, not because
of divine fiat, but because of human freedom. Johannes sees that the guilty
individual who has “come outside the universal” can only return “by virtue
of having come as the single individual into an absolute relation to the abso-
lute” (FT 98). What he does not see is that this is the situation of every
human being.

When this is seen, the significance of the Abraham story remains.
Johannes’s account of Abraham is a poetic anticipation of the situation of the
Christian believer. Since it is poetry, one should not look to the story for
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detailed information about the character of Christian existence. In particular,
one should not look to the story to develop a Christian ethic by answering
such questions as whether God could or would command a person to sacrifice
a child. Such questions are important and need to be addressed, but they are
not the questions Johannes helps us to answer. What he wants us to see is that
it is at least possible for God to encounter a person directly, not simply
through social ideals, and that such an encounter can provide a new self, a
new identity, and a new understanding of the purpose of human existence.

Is Faith Still Absurd?

To return to an objection to my argument raised at the beginning, it might
appear that I have succeeded too well at making faith understandable. In
arguing that Fear and Trembling should not be taken as giving Kierkegaard’s
positive perspective on the relation between faith and the ethical, have I not
robbed faith of its distinctiveness? Does faith remain in any sense absurd, or
something that is achieved “by virtue of the absurd?”

An effective answer to this question is provided by Kierkegaard himself,
in an unpublished reply to “Theophilus Nicolaus.” Under the Nicolaus
pseudonym, a theologian named Magnus Eiriksson had attacked Kierke-
gaard along much of the same lines as Blanshard, accusing him of developing
a view of faith that puts faith in fundamental opposition to reason.8 In
response, Kierkegaard insisted that the object of faith is “the absurd” but at
the same time maintain that “When the believer has faith, the absurd is not
the absurd—faith transforms it” (JP 1:10). This is consistent when we recog-
nize the social, historically conditioned character of “reason” and “the ethi-
cal” in Kierkegaard’s treatment. Insofar as God transcends the social order,
and insofar as the social order attempts to deify itself and usurp divine
authority, there is a necessary opposition between faith and reason, just as
there is a tension between faith and what in Fear and Trembling is called the
ethical.

So the believer understands and must not forget that in faith he is com-
mitted to something that cannot be defended by appeal to values and modes
of thinking enshrined in the social order. He is indeed called to a lonely jour-
ney to Mt. Moriah. Yet the believer does not see the journey as absurd, for he
has faith. From the perspective of faith, the relativity and historical character
of reason and the ethical become clear, and new ways of thinking and acting
open up, which may be judged by society as “irrational” and “unethical” but
may be seen by the “single individual” as fulfilling in a more authentic way
the ideals that society itself claims to support.
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The Ethic of Faith

I have argued that the life of faith is in tension with the ethical as a totalized
life-view, but that the ideals of the ethical life are taken up into the life of
faith, albeit in a transformed manner. What then does the ethical look like in
the context of the life of faith? Johannes de Silentio himself argues that the
life of faith may outwardly appear to be the same as a conventional ethical
life. The knight of faith may look “just like a tax collector” (FT 39). Though
the identity of the person of faith lies in his or her personal relation to God,
that identity does not have to lead to repudiation of accepted social norms.
Since those norms have been relativized, the possibility remains that a con-
flict may emerge; whether that possibility will become actual depends on the
nature of the society in question. It seems very likely to me that the situation
of someone who grows up in a small religious community—such as the
Amish—might differ greatly from that of someone who grows up in a racist
or militaristic society.

In any case it seems clear that the life of faith is not a life that repudiates
ethical existence, but rather substitutes a new conception of the ethical for
that which underlies prevailing social ethics. The new conception differs
from the old one in two fundamental ways: (1) the basis of the ethic is not
the collective judgments of society but the transcendent message of God; (2)
the ethic does not merely prescribe ideals but concerns itself with the con-
crete conditions that make it possible to realize its ideals.

Both these elements are implicit in Vigilius Haufniensis’s sketch of a
“new science” (CA 20) “that, in contrast to that science called ideal stricte [in
the strict sense], namely, ethics, proceeds from actuality” (19). This “new sci-
ence begins with dogmatics,” and within it “ethics again finds its place as the
science that has the dogmatic consciousness of actuality as a task for actual-
ity” (20). The new ethic is to be an ethic based on dogmatics, hence on a
transcendent revelation from God, and it is to take seriously the actual situ-
ation of human beings in considering how the ideals of ethics are to pene-
trate their lives (17n). I believe this new ethic is worked out by Kierkegaard
in some detail in Works of Love.

Of course for Christians the definitive message from God that is to pro-
vide a basis for life is not a command to Abraham, but the life of Jesus
Christ.  The ethical content of faith is a product of this relationship. The per-
son of faith is the person who has encountered God in Jesus Christ and
whose life has been transformed by that encounter. This relationship has as
its object the paradox of God as a human, and it requires the believer to
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become a “contemporary” of Jesus through a life of following or imitating
Christ (PF 59–71; PC 231–50).

In the course of Kierkegaard’s authorship a shift can be seen in his
understanding of what this demands.9 In Fear and Trembling the person of
faith can be indistinguishable from the tax collector. In Practice in Christ-
ianity, however, the person of faith sees the dangers of admiration (and we
must note that Johannes de Silentio is an admirer of Abraham) and under-
stands that being a follower will bring one into opposition with the world.
The world is not so godly that the true follower of God can blend indistin-
guishably into its values.

Even in Practice in Christianity the life of the follower is describable in
ethical terms. Following Christ brings conflict with society, but it is not a
simple repudiation of the values society professes to uphold but an embrace-
ment of whatever truth those values embody. Anti-Climacus, the pseudony-
mous author, is not afraid to say that the imitation of Christ is true morality
and that the ideals discovered therein are universally valid human ideals
(PC 235, 238). The ground of his attack on Christendom is partly that
Christendom is dishonest: it does not in actuality realize the ideals it claims
to recognize.

So although the new ethic of faith is not reducible to a life of moral striv-
ing since it is made possible by a concrete relationship to a historical person,
it most emphatically includes moral content. This moral content differs
from the moral content of the old ethics partly by taking those old ethical
ideals with real seriousness and earnestness, partly by taking seriously the
actual situation of human beings and the task of realizing those ideals. It is,
however, morality in a new key, for its motivational propeller is not
autonomous striving to realize one’s own ideals, but grateful expression of a
self that has been received as a gift. Kierkegaard describes this business of
imitation thus: “Although it is the utmost strenuousness, imitation should be
like a jest, a childlike act—if it is to mean something in earnest, that is, be of
any value before God—the Atonement is the earnestness” (JP 2:1909).
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Chapter 13

A Kierkegaardian View of the
Foundations of Morality

225

Most Christians believe that morality and religious belief are linked in vari-
ous ways. One of those ways concerns what may be called the foundation of
morality. Many Christian thinkers, and most ordinary Christian believers as
well, think that in some way God is the basis of the moral order. There are
various things that might be meant by this, but I have in mind issues that are
primarily metaphysical. That is, the question concerns why there is such a
thing as moral obligation at all, or why particular moral obligations hold, as
opposed to questions about how we might come to know about those obli-
gations, or questions about what motivates people to be moral. Of course
interesting epistemological consequences may be implied by the metaphysi-
cal questions, but I do not propose to address them here.

Before going further, I want to note that in this essay, although I shall
talk mainly about moral obligations, this should not be taken as implying
that morality is reducible to obligations or as implying any negative judg-
ment about theories of virtue or other approaches to moral theory. It does
imply that there are such things as being obligated to perform or to refrain
from performing acts on specific occasions. Therefore, I shall treat the claim
that God provides the foundation for morality as equivalent to the claim that
it is because of God that there are such things as moral obligations, or that it
is because of God that there are particular moral obligations.

It could be argued that God is not the basis of morality on the grounds
that propositions expressing moral obligations and other kinds of moral
truths are necessary truths, and that no explanation of why such truths hold



is needed or can be given. For example, Richard Swinburne has claimed that
“the basic moral principles are analytic,” as part of a discussion that con-
cludes that prospects for a moral argument for theism from the truth of
statements of moral obligation are not bright.1 Even if this were so, God
could still in some sense provide a foundation for moral obligation. Even if
propositions like “truth-telling is a duty” were analytic (which I doubt very
much), it would not follow that the proposition, “Evans has a duty to tell the
truth to the police about what he saw on March 23” is analytic. The latter
proposition can hardly be a necessary truth of any kind, since the existence
of Evans is not a necessary truth. If God created Evans and the other condi-
tions which make the proposition true, then in a perfectly straightforward
sense God is the foundation of the obligation. Swinburne’s view can be read
then as implying that God grounds morality by creation of a particular kind
of world. If one has reasons to believe that God is the creator of the world,
including those features which ground specific moral obligations, then one
has reason to believe God is the ground of those obligations. However, the
moral obligations themselves do not provide any additional reason to believe
in God. So on my reading, Swinburne’s argument is an attack on some moral
arguments for theism, but not necessarily an attack on the claim that God
provides the metaphysical basis of morality. Swinburne’s view here is a help-
ful reminder that making sense of the way God might provide a foundation
for morality does not automatically lead to a convincing moral argument for
theism.

Still, even if most Christians are agreed that God does provide a basis for
morality, there is hardly agreement about how this is supposed to happen.
There is an apparent difference between theories such as Swinburne’s—in
which God might be said to provide the foundation of morality by creating
persons with certain kinds of qualities and an environment for those persons
with particular qualities—and some types of divine-command theories, in
which God creates moral obligations simply by making certain demands on
his creatures. The former type of theory might be called “naturalistic” since
morality is on such a view grounded in nonmoral natural features of the
world; the latter could be called “supernaturalistic” since it seems to ground
morality directly in an act of God, not merely indirectly through God’s gen-
eral creative activity.

Despite the apparent differences, it would be rash to claim that these
two types of accounts of how God grounds morality are necessarily incom-
patible. Certainly some naturalistic theories are incompatible with some
supernaturalistic theories. However, there are many different versions of the
naturalistic type of theory, and quite a few of the supernaturalistic type of
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theory as well. In the remainder of this essay, I wish to try to sketch a theory
that will incorporate some of the features of both types. I will begin by exam-
ining a version of each type of theory and showing how some of the elements
of its apparent rival can be generated from it. I will then, drawing on some
ideas of Kierkegaard, try to describe a coherent account that preserves the
virtues of both naturalism and supernaturalism. It should be noted that
Kierkegaard discusses ethical issues in a bewildering variety of contexts; he
sometimes talks about “the ethical” as a rival to the religious life, sometimes
as a preliminary to it, and sometimes as an element within it. There is there-
fore more than one ethical view that could be derived from Kierkegaard’s
writings. I believe the view that I shall develop in this essay is close to
Kierkegaard’s own, but anyone who doubts this should simply regard this
proposal as “Kierkegaardian” in the sense that it is suggested by ideas in some
of Kierkegaard’s writings.

Human Nature Theories

One of the most plausible naturalistic theories is one that emphasizes the
relationship between morality and human nature. Aristotle developed an
account of morality in which morality is linked to the actualization of cer-
tain potential qualities inherent in human nature. To be happy and generally
to flourish, human beings must seek to develop those qualities that are dis-
tinctive of their nature; certain ways of acting and certain kinds of social
arrangements foster this actualization of our humanness and are good.
Obligations are linked to the achievement of such goods. Ethical theories
that follow Aristotle in a broad sense in this way I shall term “human-nature”
theories.

Of course Aristotle was not a Christian thinker, and some would see this
type of human nature moral theory as an alternative to a religiously based
ethic. Nevertheless, I believe that Thomas Aquinas and those who have fol-
lowed him in developing Christian versions of this Aristotelian approach
have been wise in seeing possibilities for synthesis. Evidence that Christianity
and human nature theories have a natural fit may be found in noting how
widely and quickly belief in anything like a common human nature has
ebbed with the decline of Christian faith among European intellectuals.

Christian versions of this human nature theory must of course see our
human nature as grounded in God’s creative intentions. In creating human
beings God gave them a particular nature, with a distinctive set of potential-
ities, because he willed them to become particular kinds of creatures. So
human nature theories by no means ignore the divine will. Nevertheless, on
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the surface ethical truths here seem to depend directly on facts about human
nature rather than on divine commands.

There are resources, however, within a human nature theory to justify
taking divine commands as ethical duties. One of the features of human
beings that will be emphasized in any plausible version of a human nature
theory will be the relational character of human beings. Human beings were
not created as or intended to be solitary individuals. They can only flourish
and achieve happiness by having relationships to others. Furthermore, it is
fully consistent with human nature theories to hold that some kinds of rela-
tionships are more consistent with our nature than others in that they tend
to be fulfilling and productive of human happiness and flourishing. Thus,
one might argue that families, or at least some kinds of families, are social
arrangements that embody such relationships. Other things being equal,
human life is better when it is lived in a good family. Human beings are gen-
erally happier when they have a good relationship with loving parents and
grandparents and other relatives, and when they themselves have the oppor-
tunity to become parents and grandparents, and enjoy close relations with
other relatives.

Social relationships of this type carry with them ethical obligations.
People who become parents have an obligation to nourish and care for their
children. Most people will agree that children also have obligations to respect
and show gratitude to parents who have cared for them in this way. So it
seems that an ethical theory that links morality with human happiness and a
specific human nature can also very naturally link morality with certain
kinds of social relationships and the roles those relationships carry with
them. Christians will of course interpret these social relationships as part of
God’s intentions in creation; thus most Christians have interpreted the fam-
ily as a divinely ordained institution, although they have often disagreed over
just what form this institution should take.

Now Christianity teaches that God is personal and that genuine social
relationships with God are possible. Furthermore, Christians have tradition-
ally held that such a relationship is good; in fact, they have held that it is the
highest possible good, lacking which a human being cannot be truly happy.
It follows very plausibly from this that a need for such a relationship is a con-
stituent of human nature. To quote Augustine, “You have made us for your-
self, and our heart is restless until it rests in you.”2 So among the social
relationships that must be present if humans are to flourish, we must num-
ber the relationship of Creator to human creature.

This relationship, like other social relationships, would appear to carry
with it specific types of moral duties. Children owe loving parents respect
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and gratitude, and, at least while they are young and being supported by
their parents, obedience (at least to commands that are not immoral). (This
is of course consistent with saying that loving parents will want their chil-
dren to have a gradually increasing degree of autonomy and thus make many
decisions for themselves.) Analogously, it is plausible that creatures who owe
their very existence to a being whom they understand to be a just and loving
Creator owe their Creator respect and gratitude of a particular sort, as well as
a duty to obey any commands the Creator might make upon them. (This
also is compatible with assuming that the Creator might want them to make
many decisions on their own, including the decision as to whether freely to
comply with his commands.)

These commands might include commands directing humans to live in
ways that lead to their flourishing by living in accord with their nature. It
would not be surprising that God would make such commands since his
intentions are already embedded in that human nature. In this case, many
moral rules might have a double justification. One should follow them
because they are conducive of goods, since they contribute to human happi-
ness in various ways. However, they also are divine commands, and thus
obeying them is a duty one owes to God as Creator. Obeying God’s com-
mands is essential to a relationship that is itself essential to the achievement
of a truly good life. 

God’s commands should not be seen merely as “reinforcing” things that
would be good to do anyway. I see no reason why God’s commands would
necessarily be limited to commands that reinforce those items that it would
be reasonable to perform given our human nature. God might very well
command humans to live in certain ways rather than others even when there
is no intrinsic link between those ways commanded and our happiness,
though of course there would be such a link as a result of the command.
Perhaps, for example, God might command certain things as a test of our
loyalty and devotion.

Of course ultimately our duty to obey God also relates to human happi-
ness; the relationship to God is itself one that leads to human flourishing
inasmuch as God has created us to enjoy this relationship. Nevertheless, this
link between the divine commands and happiness by no means entails that
one’s specific motive in obeying God is to further one’s own happiness. A
child may realize that respect and obedience to parents contribute in the
long run to happiness, but nevertheless particular acts of obedience may still
be motivated by respect and obedience for the parents. My conclusion is that
a naturalistic theory of a human nature type may quite consistently hold not
only that all moral duties are divine commands, but also that for many of
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our moral duties, one of the reasons they are our duties is that God has com-
manded them. Furthermore, it is even possible for a Christian human nature
theorist to hold that some duties are moral duties solely because God has
commanded us to perform those actions or develop certain institutions.

Divine-Command Theories

Having attempted to show that a naturalistic theory of a human nature type
can include an important place for divine commands as part of morality, I
shall now try to work for rapprochement from the other side of the fence. I
want to show that a supernaturalistic divine-command ethical theory can
accommodate many of the concerns and emphases of a naturalistic human
nature theory. My concern here is not to argue for a divine-command theory,
but merely to show that someone who does find such a view appealing may
have good reasons to relate moral obligations to human nature.

I shall here assume that an “obligation” is a special kind of moral quality,
not equivalent to “being good to do” or “being productive of goodness.” Let
me illustrate what I hold is true for moral obligations by first speaking of
legal obligations. At least some German autobahns have no speed limit, and
thus there are no legal obligations to drive below some specific speed.
Suppose I am driving on such an autobahn. It may well be good for me to
drive below 100 miles per hour, but I am not legally obligated to do so. In
Texas, by contrast, I am legally obligated not to drive more than 70 miles per
hour on a highway in the daytime, even though in some circumstances it
might be good for me to go faster than that. I hold that obligations of all
kinds are created by particular kinds of social relationships: legal obligations
are created by being a citizen of a state; marital obligations are created by
being married to someone. A divine command theory holds that moral obli-
gations are rooted in a relationship to God and are constituted by divine
commands.

So a divine-command theory holds that moral obligations for humans
owe their status as moral obligations to the fact that God commands his
human creatures to act in particular ways. All genuine moral obligations are
divine commands, and any acts commanded by God are morally obligatory.
(For convenience I shall speak of divine commands as directed toward
actions, but there is no reason God could not command humans to work
towards achieving some virtuous quality, and hence a divine-command the-
ory is not limited to actions.) Some divine-command theories may hold that
divine commands are completely arbitrary and inscrutable, but this is not a
necessary feature of this type of theory. 
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Divine-command theories are often alleged to fall victim to a problem
suggested by Plato’s Euthyphro. If God commands us to do what is right
because it is right, then it cannot be the case that it is his commanding an
action that makes that act right. However, there are other reasons God might
command an action than that the action is right. For example, God might
command the actions he does (thereby making them obligatory) because
performing such actions leads to a good outcome or fulfills some good pur-
pose. In that case the divine-command theory would not account for the
whole of ethics, since it would presuppose goodness. But it still might
account for the fact that actions that lead to good results or fulfill good pur-
poses have the special status of being obligatory.3

If God in creating human beings intended them to be certain types of
creatures, then if we assume a certain consistency on God’s part, it is cer-
tainly reasonable to think that the commands he gives them would be com-
mands to realize those ends. It is also reasonable to assume that the nature
God has given to humans would correspond to those ends. Hence, even a
divine-command theorist who holds that the ultimate reason why an act is
morally right is that it is commanded by God might well hold that what God
actually commands humans to do is to live in accordance with and in ways
that fulfill the potentialities bequeathed to them in their human nature.
Hence, I conclude that someone who holds to a strong version of a divine-
command theory might still hold that the content of morality is remarkably
similar to that which is specified by a human nature theory. If God’s com-
mands are tied to objective values, and if those values also are reflected in
God’s creative intentions for human beings and consequently in human
nature, we would expect God to command human beings to live in accor-
dance with their nature and in ways that fulfill the good potentialities pre-
sent within that nature.

Kierkegaard and the Ethical Task of Becoming Oneself
by Achieving a God-Relationship

So far I have attempted to lay some groundwork for an ethical theory that
incorporates both naturalistic and supernaturalistic elements by showing
how advocates of each type can incorporate some of the concerns of the
other type. I believe that Kierkegaard’s thinking provides a good example of
just such an approach. Kierkegaard characterizes what we might call the
supreme task of human life in various ways.4 The ethical life is often charac-
terized in terms of self-actualization; it is “every individual’s task to become a
whole person” (CUP 1:309). Here Kierkegaard’s ethical perspective seems
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Aristotelian in spirit and close to a human nature theory. Kierkegaard, how-
ever, is also famous (or infamous) for his discussion in Fear and Trembling of
God’s command to Abraham to sacrifice Isaac. Here Abraham’s willingness
to obey God even when what God commands seems contrary to ordinary
ethical standards is extolled as a supreme example of faith.

Now in Fear and Trembling it is argued at some length that Abraham’s
willingness to perform this deed cannot be understood ethically; Abraham is
not a tragic hero, the “beloved son of ethics” (113), who sacrifices one ethi-
cal good for another. Rather Abraham’s action is only good from the per-
spective of faith, which is distinct from the perspective of ethics. However,
this claim that Abraham’s act is not ethical seems relative to a particular con-
ception of ethics. In Fear and Trembling Kierkegaard seems to regard the eth-
ical as comprising those duties that can be understood and accepted by
human societies relying solely on human reason, unaided by divine revela-
tion. Hence a specific divine command given to Abraham does not consti-
tute an ethical duty. Yet if we characterize the ethical differently, this
conclusion would not follow. For example, if I define the ethical as fulfill-
ment of whatever it is that constitutes “the highest human task,” then it
could be argued that Kierkegaard would view Abraham’s act as ethical, since
he consistently characterizes the achievement of faith as the highest task a
human being can fulfill. On this concept of the ethical, Kierkegaard appears
to be defending a supernaturalistic divine-command theory. Abraham was
right to be willing to sacrifice Isaac because he had been commanded to do
so by a loving and just God in whom he had complete faith.

I believe that the human nature and divine-command elements in
Kierkegaard’s thinking are not in contradiction. Drawing on the two previ-
ous sections, we could say that for Kierkegaard the self we must strive to
become is a self that was created for a relationship with God and therefore
that persons should strive to attain the faith in God that makes such a rela-
tion possible. Someone who has faith in God, that is, who wholly trusts in
God’s love and goodness, will surely have a reason to obey God’s commands.
Or, from the other side of the fence, we could say that for Kierkegaard God’s
command to us that we must obey is essentially to become ourselves, to actu-
alize those potentialities God created us to realize. This coincidence of the
task of becoming yourself and achieving a God-relationship is expressed in
Fear and Trembling when Abraham’s motive for being willing to sacrifice
Isaac is characterized: “Why, then, does Abraham do it? For God’s sake
and—the two are absolutely identical—for his own sake” (59).

For Kierkegaard becoming yourself and achieving a relationship with
God are not two distinct and therefore potentially rival tasks, but the same
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task. The self that I must strive to become is a self that is constituted by a
God-relationship. Hence I cannot truly be myself apart from God. However,
when I attempt to relate myself to God I find that I am called to be the finite
self God has created me to be. This is captured very nicely by the formula for
authentic selfhood given in The Sickness unto Death: “In relating itself to
itself and in willing to be itself, the self is grounded transparently in the
power that established it” (131).

Let us therefore follow Kierkegaard and characterize the basic ethical
task as that of becoming ourselves through obedience to God’s command.
(Those who favor a divine-command theory could characterize what is
essentially the same task as obeying God’s command to become ourselves.)
Though one might argue that this task is essentially one that aims to fulfill
our human nature and thus one that is conducive to human flourishing and
happiness, this by no means commits the theory to any form of psychologi-
cal egoism. The self we must strive to become is a self that is intended by
God to be morally qualified, and we cannot be ourselves or flourish if we are
simply egoistic. Moral goodness does not have to be conceived simply as a
means to some nonmoral end, but as a basic constituent of the self as it is
intended to be.

Kierkegaard’s conception of the self as a spiritually and morally qualified
being helps him to import a Kantian dimension to a basically Aristotelian
framework. For example, in Concluding Unscientific Postscript it is often said
in a Kantian manner that the truly ethical individual does not care about
results, but only about whether the individual has willed to do what is right
in a pure manner.5 My ethical task is the Aristotelian one of becoming
myself, but when I fully understand the nature of myself, I will see that this
involves coming to care about moral duties for their own sake, since my
nature is such that I can only be myself when I care about moral matters. My
own happiness and flourishing cannot be defined purely in terms of natural
goods such as health and prosperity or even family life, but ultimately must
be measured by my own spiritual development.6

Kierkegaard characterizes the ethical task as that of “becoming a whole
person” (CUP 1:346). He mentions thought, imagination, and emotion as
universal aspects of human selfhood that must be cultivated by every human
being (1:346–47). I do not think, however, that these qualities can be under-
stood in terms of what we might call their differential status. That is, he does
not mean to refer to a person’s degree of education or artistic giftedness, but
to the basic capacities to think about who one is, to imagine oneself as one
should be, and to care about becoming that person. The fundamental ethical
task must be one that is assumed to be universal, and if an individual’s
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identity is bound up with characteristics that differentiate one individual
from another, such as intelligence or artistic gifts, that is a sure sign that the
person is not living ethically. “To wish to live as a particular human being
. . . relying upon a difference, is the weakness of cowardice; to will to live as
a particular human being in the same sense as is open to every other human
being is the ethical victory over life and all its illusions” (1:356).

So far Kierkegaard’s ethical view seems to be a variation on the human
nature type of view, with the difference that human nature is construed with
a sharper focus on moral and spiritual qualities, rather than “merely natural”
goods. Contrary to the Sartrean definition of an “existentialist” as one who
denies that there is a universal human essence, Kierkegaard clearly affirms a
universal human nature that includes some qualities that are recognizable as
essential. And furthermore this human nature seems to provide content for
ethics. Where then is the divine-command dimension to his thought?

I believe that the divine-command aspect of Kierkegaard’s thought
comes through in his concept of the individual. A fundamental dimension of
Kierkegaard’s thought is his insistence that each individual must learn to see
himself or herself standing before God as an individual. This theme is a con-
stant preoccupation in his authorship, playing a pervasive role not only in
Fear and Trembling but in Postscript, The Sickness unto Death, and many
other works. I am particularly attracted by an image in The Sickness unto
Death, in which Kierkegaard implies that every person has from God a
unique name (SUD 33–34). My task is to become myself by discovering that
name, learning just who I am in God’s eyes. This task is the overarching and
most fundamental ethical task for Kierkegaard; it does not eliminate the uni-
versal task, but it is more fundamental because it is more complete.

We have already seen that this “individualism” is not to be opposed to a
relational concept of the self, for it sees the self as formed by relations with
others. Is this individualism compatible with a human nature theory? It is, for
two reasons. First, the individual self I must become is not entirely idiosyn-
cratic; as we have seen, every individual shares a generic human nature, and
there are universal tasks that are included in every individual’s task as a conse-
quence of this. So the task of becoming myself is more fundamental because
it is more complete; but just because it is more complete, it includes and does
not eliminate the universal task. Second, the task of becoming myself as a
unique individual is itself a universal task. One of the universal features of
human life is precisely individuality. One of the ways in which I resemble
every other human being is by virtue of not being identical with any other
human being. It is therefore completely consistent to affirm that it is a uni-
versal human task to discover the implications of that uniqueness.

234 Kierkegaard on Faith and the Self



I believe that what Kierkegaard has in mind by becoming an individual
before God is closely related to what some Christian thinkers have discussed
through the concept of vocation. If we think of a vocation not simply as a
calling to a special ministry of the Church, or even as a calling to a particular
kind of work or profession generally, but simply as God’s call to become a
particular person, then the concept of vocation can be taken as a fundamen-
tal ethical concept. Each of us is called to become our individual selves, and
this calling can be understood as a task laid on us by divine command. The
selves we must become include a generic human nature with generic human
tasks, but they are not exhausted by this. Each of us has individual tasks as
well. These individual tasks might be partly thought of as specific means
whereby the universal tasks are to be fulfilled. Thus, we are all to become
generous to others less fortunate, but for some of us this might require
tithing; for others it might require selling all that we have and giving it away.

God may then be thought of not only as commanding us to actualize
certain human possibilities that are universally present in human beings, but
as commanding individuals to realize these possibilities in particular ways.
These ways might be relative to the particular abilities and talents God has
given to them and also to the particular life situations in which God has
placed them. God might ask me to sacrifice one possibility for the sake of
another; perhaps I might be called on to relinquish a career as a singer in
order to work as a teacher. Such a requirement might be imposed for several
reasons: to further God’s purposes in history, or to purify my own character
or acquire some virtue, or perhaps just to deepen my relationship with God
and the character of my devotion.

These last ends might justify aspects of my vocation that are genuinely
unique in substance, not merely in the means by which they realize universal
ends. God may call me not only to achieve universal goods in a unique man-
ner, but might have specific tasks for me, tasks that will help our relationship
to flourish or deepen, or tasks that will help me realize some unique quality
or ability God intends me to have, or fulfill some unique role or function
God intends for me.

Some might see in the notion of an individual calling a threat to auton-
omy and individual freedom, and certainly versions of such a view which
would be inimical to freedom could be developed. It also seems possible,
however, that a capacity for responsible, autonomous choice is itself one of
the characteristics God wishes to help foster. Hence part of my calling might
be a demand on God’s part that I make some difficult decisions myself, rely-
ing on principles and values that I must personalize, interpret, and apply to
the particular situation in which I find myself. While God may require me to
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live in accordance with certain principles, I must still decide whether freely
to obey the requirement. Furthermore, in fulfilling the requirements a great
deal of room may be left for choices that can be seen as my own highly per-
sonal decisions. God may require me to care about a certain principle of jus-
tice or a violation of human rights and work for change, but leave it up to me
to decide what kinds of actions towards these ends are most effective and
most consistent with my own particular gifts and situation.

One should not of course overestimate the importance of the individual
element in my vocation. My fundamental task may be to become myself, but
it must be kept in mind that this self is in the final analysis a human being
with generic human responsibilities. An ethic that emphasizes the concept of
vocation cannot become an excuse for self-indulgent shirking of responsibil-
ities, as when an individual sheds a marriage by claiming that the relation-
ship is no longer “fulfilling” or simply does not represent “where I am at
right now.” Such attitudes are spin-offs of secular existentialism and have no
place in a Christian ethic of vocation. The Christian sees human beings as
standing in a relationship to God in which each person, as an individual, is
called by God to become himself or herself. Fundamentally, this means
establishing or enjoying a relationship with God himself, which in turn
requires obedience to God’s commands. It also of course requires establish-
ing and enjoying the right kinds of relations with God’s creation, including
my fellow creatures. God’s commands are to realize my universal humanness,
and also my unique individual qualities, both in ways that reflect my unique
situation and my relationships.

The importance of the idea that God calls us to be individuals is that it
keeps in focus the primacy for human beings of the task of relating to God.
Furthermore, it reminds us that God is a personal being, and that we can
relate to him in a personal way, not merely as the issuer of universal edicts or
commands, or the creator of universal traits or qualities. God’s omniscience
is quite capable of conceiving a task for every individual as that unique indi-
vidual. Kierkegaard expresses the idea that every person is intended by God
to be such an individual through the concept that the Hongs translate as
“primitivity” (Primitivitet) (SUD 33), but which I think would be better
captured by the contemporary term “authenticity.” The idea is not at all
what the term “primitivity” might suggest. It does not mean that an individ-
ual should necessarily forego modern conveniences or “return to nature.”
Rather, the idea is that there is something within the self that is not merely
the creation of society, a set of potentialities that is truly God-given. The
individual must try to discover what God intended him or her to be and
must then become this; God’s judgment, not that of human society, is what
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ultimately counts: “Every human being is primitively panned to be a self,
destined to become a self, and certainly such every self has sharp edges, but
that only means that it is to be shaped up, not that it is to be ground down
smooth, not that it is utterly to abandon being itself out of fear of people, or
even simply out of fear of people not to dare to be itself in its more essential
contingency (which definitely is not to be ground down smooth)” (33).
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Chapter 14

Kierkegaard on Religious Authority:
The Problem of the Criterion

239

Claims to religious authority are rightly regarded with suspicion in the con-
temporary world. The tragedy of Heaven’s Gate, in which thirty-nine people
who had submitted to the authority of Marshall Applewhite committed sui-
cide, clearly shows the dangers of uncritically accepting a religious author-
ity.1 Names such as Jim Jones and David Koresh raise the same questions.
Such tragedies prompt us to ask whether it is possible to distinguish legiti-
mate and illegitimate forms of religious authority, and if it is possible, how to
make the distinction. In this chapter I shall examine some of the roles the
concept of authority plays in Kierkegaard’s writings. I shall try to show that
while Kierkegaard is well aware of the dangers posed by religious authority,
he is committed to the claim that Christian faith is irreducibly tied to claims
to authority. I shall also look at some of the criteria he suggests for distin-
guishing genuine from spurious claims to authority, and try to assess the ade-
quacy of those criteria in light of the contemporary situation.

Kierkegaard attempts to draw a sharp distinction between beliefs or
actions grounded in an authoritative revelation and those based on reason.
This sharp distinction, however, is undermined by his own attempt to show
that an acceptance of authority is not arbitrary. Specifically, Kierkegaard, in
writing about the case of a Danish pastor deposed for claiming to have had a
special revelation, offers criteria for recognizing a genuine revelation.
Though these criteria are negative in character and certainly offer no proof
that a revelation is genuine and therefore deserving of recognition as an
authority, I argue that they are rational criteria and are in fact quite similar to



traditional criteria offered by such thinkers as Thomas Aquinas. Once this is
realized, there is no principled reason why Kierkegaard should not employ
other rational criteria in differentiating a genuine revelation from spurious
ones. Therefore, the crucial role played by authority in Kierkegaard’s thought
does not commit him to any form of irrationalism.

In conclusion, however, I argue that the rational criteria Kierkegaard
offers require us to rethink what is meant by “reason” in this context. On a
classical foundationalist conception of reason, criteria for revelation should
be developed antecedently to and independently of any recognition of any
commitment to a particular revelation, in order to serve as a foundational
justification for such a commitment. Kierkegaard’s criteria do not meet this
requirement, and must be viewed as criteria that are in part developed with
the help of reflection on commitments already made to a revelation viewed
as authoritative. Such a stance, though it fails to satisfy the rationalistic aspi-
rations of classical foundationalism, is not irrationalist, however, since one
can argue, following Roderick Chisholm, that it is consistent with the way
epistemological criteria are developed in other areas of human concern.

Postmodernism, Modernity, and Appeals to Authority

Many would allege that a quest for a distinction between genuine and illegit-
imate religious authority is a huge mistake, for such a quest seems to assume
that authority can be legitimate. Such critics would allege that the concept of
authority is irredeemable; what is needed is not a criterion for distinguishing
justified from unjustified authority but the rejection of authority altogether.

One might think that this kind of rejection of authority is the trademark
of Enlightenment thinking, and that a postmodern age might be more open
to authority than the Enlightenment, with its prejudice against prejudices, to
recall Gadamer’s indictment of modern philosophy. Perhaps this should be so,
but in reality here postmodernism shows itself to be a true child of modernity.
At least for many postmodern thinkers, the heart of the movement lies in its
refusal to accept the idea that there are privileged points of view.

I shall take John Caputo as a representative postmodern thinker here,
and Caputo puts it this way: “No form of Wahrheit has any rights or privi-
leges over any other. We lack the standpoint and the right to make such a
judgment.”2 Since one might reasonably think that the very essence of
authority lies in a privileging of some standpoint, this seems to imply that
authority must be rejected altogether.

Caputo does express the postmodern suspicion of Enlightenment claims
to know the truth, or disclose the meaning of Being. But it is worth noting
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that the Enlightenment quest for a rational foundation for human life had its
origins in a fear of the violence and intolerance sparked by the religious wars
of the post-Reformation era, with the contending parties each claiming to
possess an absolute authority. The Enlightenment saw reason as a basis for
tolerance, a way to eliminate oppression and terror.

If postmodernists have come to see that intolerance and oppression can
masquerade under the label of reason, it does not mean that they are inher-
ently friendly to the claims of authority reason was supposed to subvert.
Rather, the postmodernists wish to advance the cause of tolerance and liber-
ation the Enlightenment embraced by rejecting the whole notion of a final
truth or “metanarrative.” It does so on the grounds that such final truths do
not in fact represent the outcome of a timeless, objective, truth-seeking fac-
ulty, but represent an attempt by yet another particular perspective to tyran-
nize over its rivals and disguise its tyranny in the process. Nor is this seen as
a purely abstract debate; the problem is fundamentally that “blood is usually
shed in the name of Being, God, or truth.”3

Caputo appeals to Kierkegaard as a philosopher who has come to live
with what he calls “the flux.” It is a little hard to decide exactly what the flux
amounts to, but perhaps the difficulty is appropriate, since the flux is linked
to “undecidability.” Whatever this is, it is vital to what Caputo calls “chas-
tened, postmetaphysical faith.”4 Without the flux, “faith becomes a danger-
ous dogmatism.”5 He is particularly critical of a religious view that thinks “in
terms of a gift of grace given only to a chosen people.” In such a case “reli-
gion begins to degenerate into a factional power and a force of oppression.”6

It looks as if Caputo would regard any claim that God has been revealed in a
particular way to a particular people as inherently dogmatic and oppressive.
Yet it is precisely such a particularist claim that distinguishes appeals to reli-
gious authority from Enlightenment appeals to universal reason. Hence,
whether we look at the issue from modernity’s rationalistic perspective or the
suspicious perspective of postmodernism, religious authority appears to be a
dubious place to stand. Kierkegaard, however, wants to claim that the prob-
lem of his time, the crucial “calamity of the age,” is “not doubt about the
truth of the religious but insubordination to the authority of the religious”
(BA 5).

The Centrality of Religious Authority for Kierkegaard

I shall not attempt here to argue at any length for the centrality of the con-
cept of religious authority for Kierkegaard. Though the concept may not
receive a great deal of overt attention in the pseudonymous works, it is
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clearly a dominant underlying theme, insofar as the concept of authority is
linked to the notion of divine revelation. The problem of authority lies
behind Abraham’s difficulties in Fear and Trembling, since implicit in his
willingness to sacrifice Isaac is his conviction that God has called him to do
this and authorized him to do this. Abraham’s inability to justify or explain
his actions is linked to the way the action is rooted in God’s revelation to
him, a revelation that cannot be justified or explained by appeal to rational
criteria.

The concept of authority is also present implicitly in Philosophical
Fragments, where the ironical thought experiment sees the disciple of the
God who has appeared in time as owing everything to the God. Such a dis-
ciple must be seen as one who accepts the authority of the God in time. Faith
is a passion in which reason can accept its own inability to understand the
Absolute Paradox, but nevertheless makes that paradox the basis for the
whole of life. The authority of reason is teleologically suspended for the per-
son of faith by the higher authority of the presence of the God in time.

The concept of authority is more overtly central to The Concept of
Anxiety and Concluding Unscientific Postscript (especially with respect to
“religiousness B”), and surprisingly prominent in Works of Love, as well as
the stridently Christian writings of Anti-Climacus. That some earlier com-
mentators on Kierkegaard failed to see the fundamental importance of the
concept for him testifies eloquently to the baneful influence twentieth-cen-
tury existentialism had on Kierkegaard interpretation back in the days when
he was viewed primarily as the father of that movement.7 Some of this mis-
interpretation is doubtless motivated by misguided charity; thinkers who
admire Kierkegaard and consider the notion of religious authority to be
indefensible have great difficulty in believing Kierkegaard can be commit-
ted to the concept.

Yet it is easy to see that religious authority is not for Kierkegaard in ten-
sion with fear and trembling but one of its constituents. Kierkegaard never
takes seriously the kind of radical Sartrean autonomy in which the self cre-
ates itself. From his viewpoint, the self is always grounded on a “criterion”
that is higher than the self (SUD 79). Our ideal selves cannot be created
from nothing; meaning and truth cannot be generated ex nihilo. The possi-
bility of “the individual” who is not completely a product of the social sys-
tem, the individual who does not worship the state as the highest expression
of society, depends upon the individual’s finding a source of meaning that is
for the individual higher than that which grounds the social system. Insofar
as “reason” is simply the concrete expression of the patterns of thinking that
form the basis of that same social system, such an individual is necessarily
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committed to an authority that he or she will not be able to justify to society
at large.

The Dangers of Subjectivism

Despite, or perhaps because of, the centrality of the related concepts of
authority and revelation, Kierkegaard is keenly conscious of the dangers of
authority. In fact, it is fair to say that Kierkegaard is every bit as aware of the
dangers of uncontrolled subjective commitments as are the Enlightenment
defenders of reason. In so early a work as Fear and Trembling, the pseudonym
Johannes de Silentio explicitly raises the question as to whether or not the
hearer of a sermon on Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice Isaac might in a
delusion go home and want to sacrifice his own children. Johannes worries
about whether he can “speak unreservedly about Abraham without running
the risk that some individual will go crazy and act in the same way” (FT 31).
The appalling thing about the Abraham story is precisely the fact that there
appears to be no sure rational criteria for distinguishing Abraham from a
murderer.

Given the dangers, why does Johannes de Silentio go on to speak about
Abraham? The answer, I believe, is that Abraham’s story exemplifies a possi-
bility that is crucial for genuine human existence. To talk about Abraham is
to talk about what cannot be justified by appeal to the rational discourse of
the existing order; but if we cannot talk about Abraham, then we have in
effect deified that existing order of things. If the established order is in effect
deified, then the possibility of a radical critique of the existing order is pre-
cluded. Also precluded is the possibility that a human being can fulfill his or
her humanness in ways that the existing order does not sanction. If that
existing order is in some ways destructive of genuine human life, then the
danger of ignoring Abraham is even greater than the danger of speaking
about him. Abraham is important because “it is one thing to be admired and
another to become a guiding star who saves the anguished” (FT 21).

Similarly, in Concluding Unscientific Postscript, Johannes Climacus
acknowledges the dangers of what might be called a “subjective type of mad-
ness” (1:194–97). In the course of his defense of “truth as subjectivity” he
recognizes how difficult it is to distinguish such truth from insanity. “In a
purely subjective determination of the truth, madness and truth cannot ulti-
mately be distinguished, because they both may have inwardness” (1:194).
Climacus does not minimize the danger that this close resemblance creates.
In fact, he acknowledges that this danger lies behind the appeal of
Enlightenment objectivity, which promises protection against subjectivity.
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The Enlightenment fear of “enthusiasm” might appear to be quite dif-
ferent from this Kierkegaardian fear of madness. However, in both cases we
have what might be called “uncontrolled subjectivity.” Kierkegaard considers
the case of madness simply because it is an extreme kind of “uncontrolled
subjectivity.” One might here consider the fact that in extreme cases of sub-
jectivity gone awry, such as Heaven’s Gate or the mass suicide of Jim Jones’s
followers in Guyana, there is a strong tendency for outsiders to say that such
uncontrolled “enthusiasm” is a form of insanity. One might say that
Kierkegaard wishes to look at the worst-case scenario for subjectivity. The
challenge to the proponent of subjectivity goes something like this: once you
have allowed subjectivity to escape the control of reason, what is to block it
from the kinds of excesses indistinguishable from madness?

Kierkegaard’s reply to this argument is essentially to claim that there is
no way to avoid the danger of madness. If one eliminates subjectivity, one
may well avoid the possibility of one type of madness but foster the possibil-
ity of what he terms the “objective” kind of madness, in which subjectivity or
inwardness is eliminated and genuine human life is simply abolished. A
completely objective human being would be a kind of machine: an “artificial
product” with “glass eyes” and “hair made from a floor mat.” The purely
objective person is imagined as a kind of robot, a “walking stick” with a
mechanical contrivance inside to produce speech (CUP 1:196).

Hence, in both Fear and Trembling and Postscript there is actually a link
between subjectivity and authority. Contrary to critics who see the two as
opposed, the subjective individual is someone who has a foundation for the
self that cannot be justified by appeal to the criteria embedded in the prac-
tices and discourse of the social establishment. Hence, the subjective indi-
vidual is someone who is grounded in and at least implicitly appeals to a
higher authority that provides that foundation. The dangers of such an
appeal to authority are fully acknowledged, but the argument is that the dan-
gers created by eliminating such appeals are even greater.

There is a parallel between this argument and one that employs the lan-
guage of American political discourse. Freedom of speech and religion give
rise to movements like Heaven’s Gate, and the dangers of such fanaticism
are obvious. The restrictions on freedom of speech and religion, however,
that would be required to eliminate such movements would harm society
even more by squelching any movement that poses radically new ideas and
challenges.

Even if this Kierkegaardian argument is sound, it does not follow that
complacency with respect to the dangers of appeals to authority is justified.
Kierkegaard clearly believes that no surefire method of rational evaluation
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can be used to screen candidates for religious authority, if by “rational evalu-
ation” we mean a process that appeals only to generally accepted norms and
practices. For such a method of evaluation will necessarily rule against any
truly radical challenge to those norms and practices. Alhough we may not
have an algorithmic method to distinguish what we might call authentic reli-
gious authorities from lunatics, it does not follow from this that decisions
about authority are made blindly. Once the impossibility of any definitive
rational justification of an authority is admitted, it is tempting to go the
“existentialist” route and regard commitment to an authority as a kind of
personal “radical choice,” made without reasons. Kierkegaard himself, how-
ever, does not view matters that way.

As he sees it, an individual who trusts an authority necessarily does so in
“fear and trembling” because of the lack of objective rational justification.
This very fact, however, also implies that the choice must be one that is made
with great care. The underlying assumption is that both the person who
makes a claim to be an authority and the person who trusts an alleged
authority can be deluded. One can be right or wrong about such things. It is
this possibility that produces the anxiety on the part of the individual deal-
ing with authority. But that anxiety also means the choice should be made
with care. The lack of any algorithmic justification does not mean that there
are no criteria to help a person decide whether a claim to authority is justi-
fied. In his writings Kierkegaard himself, even though he claims that there is
no objective proof for the validity of a revelation, presents a number of crite-
ria that he thinks will help the individual decide when authority is genuine.
In the next section I shall try to examine a number of these criteria and also
ask some questions about their adequacy.

Criteria for Genuine Authority

The criteria suggested in Kierkegaard’s writings for distinguishing a genuine
revelation seem to be mainly negative in character. That is, there are certain
characteristics that, when present, will disqualify an alleged revelation. Such
characteristics always, however, fall short of positive proof that a candidate is
a genuine revelation. One can at most say that a revelation claimant who
passes these tests is still a viable candidate. We will examine several of these
negative criteria, looking at various works in Kierkegaard’s authorship. There
are of course significant differences between the person who must decide
whether or not he or she has been given a revelation and thus possesses reli-
gious authority and the person who must decide whether or not to believe
someone else who claims such authority. However, in both cases the essential
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factor is a decision as to whether or not a revelation has really been given and
whether or not authority is therefore really present. In my discussion I shall
range freely over such concepts as “the knight of faith” from Fear and
Trembling and “the apostle” and “the extraordinary” from The Book on Adler,
since in all these cases something like an authorizing revelation that cannot
be rationally justified is present.

The most important of Kierkegaard’s works on this topic is of course
The Book on Adler. This work was inspired by the case of Danish pastor
Adolph Adler, who was deposed by the Church because he claimed to have
received a direct revelation from Jesus Christ. Kierkegaard was fascinated by
the case because of what he thought it revealed about “the modern age,” and
he produced no fewer than three different versions of a book on religious
authority that focuses on Adler. Kierkegaard never published the work as a
whole, chiefly because of concerns about its effect on Adler as a human
being, though parts of it, notably the essay, “The Difference between a
Genius and an Apostle,” were included in other works.8

Reliance on Authority: Rejection of the Philosophical and the Aesthetic

The first criterion presented, one fundamental to Kierkegaard, is that the
individual who is entrusted with a revelation must appeal to the revelation
itself as the ground of his or her message. In The Book on Adler Kierkegaard
argues that Adler flunks this test in his later writings by presenting himself in
the guise of a genius. However much or little genius is shown by Adler’s writ-
ings is beside the point, since Adler had earlier claimed to have received a
revelation from God, and such a claim to authority is qualitatively distinct
from any claim to genius. Thus, if someone propounds a doctrine and argues
that it is philosophically so profound or aesthetically so beautiful that it must
be something revealed by God, then the person making the claim is funda-
mentally confused: “[T]he one called by a revelation, to whom a doctrine is
entrusted, argues from the fact that it is a revelation, from which he has
authority. I am not obliged to listen to Paul because he is brilliant or match-
lessly brilliant, but I should submit to Paul because he has divine authority”
(BA 177).

Kierkegaard’s point here rests on the traditional claim that the person of
faith believes what God reveals because God reveals it.9 If I believe what
God reveals only because I have myself independently determined that the
content of the revelation is true, then my belief is not grounded in trust in
God and does not count as an expression of faith in God. Hence the bearer
of a revelation ought to ask for belief on the grounds of the revelation itself;
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to ask for belief on philosophical or aesthetic grounds is not to ask for faith
at all.

However sensible Kierkegaard’s view may appear to be, there is a diffi-
culty. Essentially, the criterion does not determine whether or not a revela-
tion claim is genuine, but only whether the bearer of the revelation claim is
clear about the nature of a revelation. In other words, it seems possible for
God to grant a revelation to someone such as Adler who might be confused
about the nature of a revelation. In that case there would be a genuine reve-
lation and what might be called objective authority, but the confused indi-
vidual would present the revelation in such a form that it would fail the
criterion. Nevertheless, the criterion can be defended despite this difficulty.
One might argue that clarity about the nature of a revelation would accom-
pany a genuine revelation. Either God would not give a religiously confused
individual a revelation, or else God would intervene in that person’s con-
sciousness to bring about the necessary clarity. Kierkegaard believes that peo-
ple who have received a special revelation from God (prophets and
apostles—these two categories are obviously different, but Kierkegaard con-
siders them together insofar as both make a claim to be the bearer of a special
revelation that has authority) would have a consciousness of having received
such a revelation and would have at least some consciousness of the special
status this implies. Thus, a criterion of being a genuine prophet or apostle is
a consciousness that one is a prophet or apostle and has at least some degree
of clarity about what that role entails. Obviously, this does not mean that all
prophets and apostles understand themselves in precisely the same way; the
calling of the apostle might be different from that of the prophet, and even
within these general categories there might be lots of individual differences.
But this is compatible with the claim that all of them would have at least
some consciousness of being authorized in some way to speak God’s word.

If we assume that God is not a God of confusion, then this reply seems
plausible, at least to me, though objections could certainly be raised, and
speculation about what God would and would not do is always a bit uncer-
tain. Nevertheless this reply, if it is what Kierkegaard would say at this point,
does require some modification, or at least nuancing, of his position. For his
position seems to be that divine authorization is completely “other” and thus
cannot be recognized from any human characteristics. One cannot reason
from the fact that the Reverend Moon is a genius to the conclusion that the
Reverend Moon is an apostle. But the reply I have put in Kierkegaard’s
mouth does imply that the genuine apostle will exhibit one recognizable
human trait: clarity about religious concepts. We may not expect St. Paul to
be a philosophical or literary genius, but we may at least expect him to be
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clearheaded about what it means to be an apostle. And if there is at least one
recognizable trait an apostle displays, we might well ask whether or not there
are other traits that we would expect an apostle to exhibit as well. If so,
though we cannot and should not seek to abolish authority by believing the
authority only when we have autonomously concluded the message deliv-
ered is true, we may legitimately inquire as to whether or not the authority is
genuine. Insofar as such an inquiry relies on recognizable criteria, it will be
at least partly rational, even if it cannot establish any conclusions with
certainty.

Rejection of Power and Politics: Acceptance of Solitude and Failure

A second criterion is also derived by Kierkegaard from the means the revela-
tion bearer uses to advance the claimed revelation. This criterion can be
summed up in the claim that a person who has genuinely received a revela-
tion will not use worldly means to ensure the triumph of the revelation, but
will rest content in God’s providence. This person will not manipulate or
coerce others into accepting the revelation, and he or she will not fear rejec-
tion, confident that the ultimate outcome is in God’s hands.

This criterion is presented as early as Fear and Trembling, where
Johannes de Silentio argues that the true “knight of faith,” who has an indi-
vidual relation to the absolute that shapes his life, can be distinguished from
a counterfeit version by the appearance of “sectarianism” in the counterfeit.
The “sectarian” attempts to assure himself that he is genuinely called by God
by getting the approval of a group of human admirers, “a few good friends
and comrades” (FT 79). The genuine knight of faith has no need of such
human confirmation, but “is a witness, never the teacher” (80).

A closely related theme is developed at more length in The Book on Adler,
where it is maintained that the genuine apostle cannot use worldly means to
ensure the success of his cause. Kierkegaard says that though it might be pos-
sible for an apostle to have “power in the worldly sense,” so that he “had great
influence and powerful connections, by which power one is victorious over
people’s opinions and judgments,” if he actually uses this power “he eo ipso
would have spoiled his cause” (BA 186). A genuine apostle must not define
his cause in such a way that it can be confused with any human enterprise,
but the spurious “man of movement” must have “the majority in order to
obtain certainty” that he truly has had a revelation (160).

This implies that the genuine apostle has a certain indifference to the
success of his or her cause. The true extraordinary figure “jests lightly about
being victorious in the world, because he knows very well that if only every-
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thing is in order with his relation to God, his idea will surely succeed, even if
he falls” (BA 157). The genuine revelation-recipient will exhibit no impa-
tience, but will be content to allow God’s timing to play itself out, content to
suffer the loss of everything for the sake of the doctrine bequeathed to him
(166–67, 186).

This second criterion raises the same kind of critical question as did the
first criterion, since once more it seems we have a criterion by which to rec-
ognize a genuine bearer of a revelation, rather than a criterion of whether a
revelation is genuine. Even if Kierkegaard is right about the proper stance of
an apostle or other revelation claimant, it seems possible for someone who
has had a genuine revelation to fail to display the appropriate stance by
behaving in a worldly manner. The criterion would in that case rule out a
genuine revelation.

It also seems possible, however, to respond to this objection as in the
first case, by hypothesizing that God would not grant to a worldly person a
genuine revelation, or else that God would shape the life of the apostle in
such a way that the person would not behave in a worldly manner. And this
kind of hypothesis certainly has some plausibility; in fact it fits the tradi-
tional claim that genuine sanctity or holiness is one criterion of a true
prophet.

One might object to this in two ways. First, one might argue that at least
some Biblical prophets do not meet this criterion. Think for example of
Deborah and some of the other judges, who are both prophets and temporal
leaders, employing what Kierkegaard would term “worldly” instruments
such as military force. In response to this, I think that Kierkegaard’s concept
of the “prophet” is strongly marked by his reading of the New Testament,
where the model of the one who speaks for God is Jesus of Nazareth, who
refuses to call legions of angels to rescue him from the cross and restrains his
own followers from taking up the sword on his behalf. Nevertheless, the kind
of theme Kierkegaard is stressing is not absent from the Old Testament, even
if it is not consistently exemplified there. Old Testament prophets also urge
the people of God to put their trust in Yahweh rather than the horses and
chariots of Pharaoh. The example of Gideon even exemplifies this theme in
a story of a military engagement, since in the narrative God tells Gideon to
send away most of his army, on the grounds that if the army is too large, peo-
ple will think that Israel was rescued by ordinary military might rather than
the power of God.10

The second objection is that one might think that Kierkegaard’s concept
of the worldly is too vague. Is “being worldly” always to be contrasted with
“being godly or spiritual”? Should being worldly be equated with using
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ordinary forms of worldly power? Certainly, there are alternative concepts of
what it means to be spiritual and worldly, and on some of these, Kierke-
gaard’s use of the term “worldly” may look like equivocation. However, to
him the worldly person is simply the person who is not rooted in faith, and
a life that is not rooted in faith can manifest itself in worldliness in the sense
of debauchery, but also in worldliness in the sense of being completely
reliant on what we might call natural means of achieving results. This is not
to say that a spiritual person in his sense does not employ natural means and
live an ordinary life. It does mean that a truly spiritual person does not put
ultimate trust in such natural means, particularly with respect to the achieve-
ment of spiritual ends. The transmission of a message from God would be a
spiritual end par excellence, and so he thinks that deep faith and trust in
God are characteristics that one would expect to see in a true prophet, and
such a faith is incompatible with the attitude of the person who relies on
worldly power to achieve results.

I think that this criterion is a particularly valuable one in the contempo-
rary world, since most if not all of the evils done by people who claim to
have had a revelation from God seem to involve some kind of desire for
worldly power or control, either over a small or large group. Like Enlighten-
ment thinkers, I am leery of thinkers who have a truth for which they are
willing to kill. An alleged prophet, however, who shows no desire to domi-
nate or oppress others, but is willing to suffer oppression for the sake of the
message, seems quite different. Kierkegaard’s sure grasp of this point is partly
what lies behind his own later emphasis on the martyr as the genuine “wit-
ness to the truth.”

But once more this implies that there are criteria for recognizing a gen-
uine apostle or prophet, and applying those criteria would seem to be partly a
matter of employing human reason, since recognition of someone as employ-
ing worldly means or craving social approval would seem to require only nat-
ural human capacities. Such criteria would be very far from allowing someone
to determine the truth of a revelation claim with objective certainty. This is
partly because the criteria are mostly negative in character and are in any case
necessarily imprecise in their application. However, there is no reason to
think that the application of such criteria would be unimportant.

Paradoxicalness of the Revelation

A third criterion offered in Kierkegaard’s writings applies more directly to
the revelation itself, rather than the person receiving the revelation. A gen-
uine revelation would be marked, he thinks, by paradoxicalness. In The Book
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on Adler the alleged apostle is also described as paradoxical, but in this case
the characteristic is also applicable to the revelation itself and perhaps is
applied to the apostle insofar as he is related to the revelation. That the apos-
tle is sent by God is a paradoxical fact, but the content of his message is
essentially paradoxical as well (187).

The nature of paradoxicalness is a huge and much-debated topic in
Kierkegaard interpretation, but it is at least clear in this context that the
paradoxicalness of a revelation is supposed to function as a criterion of its
“transcendent” character. A merely human idea or theory, even one that orig-
inates with genius, always lies within what Kierkegaard calls “immanence.”
A genuine revelation retains the character of transcendence: “However long
it is proclaimed in the world, it remains essentially equally new, equally para-
doxical; no immanence can assimilate it” (BA 176).

That paradoxicalness functions as a criterion of the genuineness of a rev-
elation is obscured by Kierkegaard’s emphasis on the tension between human
reason and the paradoxical, perhaps explored most systematically by
Johannes Climacus in Philosophical Fragments, who describes faith as
directed at the “Absolute Paradox” that God entered time as a human being.
Since human reason as it actually exists is seen as dominated by assumptions
of autonomy and self-sufficiency, the contact between reason and a paradox
is marked by a clash, and faith in the paradox is regularly described as involv-
ing a belief that is “folly to the understanding” (102). We must remember,
however, that this clash is not a necessary one. It is true that it is natural for
human reason to take offense at the paradox, but it is not necessary. It is also
possible for reason and the paradox to be on good terms, in the happy pas-
sion of faith (48).

The moral of the appendix to chapter 3 of Fragments is that the
offended consciousness is actually a kind of confirmation of the genuine-
ness of the paradox. One should expect human reason to be offended by a
genuine revelation from God. When reason objects that it cannot under-
stand the paradox, the response of the paradox is simply, “Of course you do
not understand. The only problem is that you somehow think this is an
objection, instead of recognizing that it is in fact one sign that we have a
genuine revelation.”11

What I think lies behind this is simply the recognition that a genuine
revelation from God would be expected to contain truths that human reason
could not discover on its own, and even truths that reason could not under-
stand after they have been revealed. And here Kierkegaard’s view is actually
rather traditional. Thomas Aquinas, for example, claims that God proposes
things to man “that surpass reason” because we only know God truly “when
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we believe him to be above everything that is possible for man to think about
him.”12 One of the criteria Aquinas then offers for the genuineness of the
Christian revelation is that it contains “truths that surpass every human
intellect.”13 An alleged revelation that contained only what humans could
discover for themselves might be thought superfluous at best. At the very
least, both Kierkegaard and Aquinas seem to think that such a revelation
would lack something that one would expect to find in a genuine revelation. 

This emphasis on paradoxicalness is quite pervasive in Kierkegaard’s
writings. A good illustration is found in Works of Love, where Kierkegaard
argues that the divine origin of the command to love one’s neighbor as one-
self can be seen from the fact that this command has a transcendent charac-
ter. This command “turns the natural human person’s conceptions and ideas
upside down” (24). It is not a command that “arose in any human being’s
heart” but “breaks forth with divine origination” precisely “at the boundary
where human language halts and courage fails.”14 Kierkegaard argues that
our familiarity with Christianity blinds us to its otherness: “Take a pagan
who has not been spoiled by having learned thoughtlessly to patter
Christianity by rote or has not been spoiled by the delusion of being a
Christian—and this commandment, ‘You shall love,’ will not only surprise
him but will disturb him, will be an offense to him” (25).

This third criterion raises many difficult issues. What should we say
about the idea that one mark of a true divine revelation will be a paradoxical
character, in the sense that it will contain truths that will strike us as strange,
disturbing, or even repellent? I think this criterion, like the first two, is gen-
uinely useful, but it is far from giving us any kind of “method” for discerning
a genuine revelation. It could be used to eliminate some potential revelation
claims. It also gives us a reason not to reject new revelation claims too
quickly, for the fact that we find them unappealing may actually be a sign of
their genuineness. The problem of course is that merely being strange and
unappealing would not seem to go very far in distinguishing a genuine reve-
lation from cases like Heaven’s Gate. It would seem that for this criterion to
be genuinely useful, Kierkegaard would need to distinguish between the
kind of absurdity that is a criterion of transcendence and more garden vari-
eties of absurdity.

I believe that this is not impossible for Kierkegaard. Kierkegaard himself
insists that “not every absurdity is the absurd or the paradox” (JP 1:7), and
that one must make a distinction between the paradox and “nonsense” (CUP
1:504). We can make a start here by clearly distinguishing between a paradox
and a formal logical contradiction, though many commentators have con-
fused the two.15 More progress can be made by exploring what might be
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termed the “fit” between an alleged revelation and the human condition, in
which the revelation can be seen in some sense to answer the questions to
which humans must seek answers. Such a fit would be far from proof, since
there are many rival answers that might constitute answers to these ques-
tions. And such a criterion would not illegitimately introduce a philosophi-
cal judgment on the content of the revelation, since the fitness of the answers
provided could be seen as in some sense part of the form of the revelation,
that aspect of the revelation that makes it a genuine candidate, so to speak.
Kierkegaard’s authorship as a whole can be seen in part as an exploration of
this kind of fit between Christian faith and the situation of existing human
beings. For now, I must leave this topic as an important one for further
work. I will note only that one must clearly be careful in how one goes about
the project. The distinction cannot be made by any kind of appeal to exist-
ing criteria of rationality that are used to judge the content of the revelation
without relinquishing the claim that a revelation must be accepted on the
basis of authority and that such authority is vitiated by any appeal to existing
rational standards.

Miracles and Faith

Kierkegaard’s claim that a revelation must be accepted on the basis of author-
ity and that this precludes any appeal to rational criteria seems to be in ten-
sion with his own attempt to provide criteria for recognizing a genuine
revelation, or at least detecting a spurious one. He needs such criteria unless
a commitment to a revelation is a kind of “criterionless radical choice” made
for no reasons at all, a view that Kierkegaard clearly wishes to reject. His own
ambivalence on this question can be seen in his claim that “an apostle has no
other proof than his own statement, and at most his willingness to suffer
everything joyfully for the sake of that statement” (BA 186). Here he seems
to want to have it both ways, saying that the apostle has only his own asser-
tion as evidence, but then adding that he has “at most” the evidence of his
willingness to suffer for his cause, which is to appeal to evidence from the
character of the life of the apostle, evidence that is certainly not identical
with a mere claim on the part of the alleged apostle. I think what we should
say here is that though Kierkegaard flirts with the possibility that the choice
to accept a revelation cannot appeal to any criteria at all, the fact that he
himself tries to specify criteria of authenticity that have at least some value in
eliminating some candidates shows that this is not his considered view.

Kierkegaard’s aversion to rational evaluation of revelation claims is based
on analogies such as the following:
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• If one obeys a king’s orders only because the order is witty or
profound, one is actually being disloyal to the king (BA, 178,
186);

• If a son obeys a father’s orders only when those orders appear
reasonable to the son, then the son does not really obey the
father (185);

• If a citizen obeys a police order only in cases where the order
makes sense to the citizen, the citizen similarly is not in fact
accepting the authority of the police, even if the citizen in fact
behaves as someone would who is obeying the police com-
mand.16

These analogies are only analogies, since Kierkegaard holds that human
authority is always relative and transitory in nature, while divine authority is
absolute.17 This difference does not, however, prevent us from seeing some-
thing of the character of divine authority from looking at cases of legitimate
human authority. The specific lesson drawn is that I cannot be said to obey
God or trust God if I follow a divine command only in cases where I have
independently discovered or certified the wisdom of the command.

Even if we accept this point, a more careful look at these analogies shows
that reason can be used here in two different ways, corresponding to a dis-
tinction between the source of the revelation and the content of the revela-
tion. It is one thing to accept a father’s commands only when the son or
daughter has independently certified the wisdom of the commands. But
what about the case when a command appears that claims to be from the
father, but where this is not known with certainty? It appears that a careful
investigation of the question as to whether or not an order is really an order
from the father does not show any refusal to accept the father’s authority. In
fact, such an investigation could be demanded by true filial devotion, for one
would not want to obey an imposter, but only the true father.

Such an investigation of the origin of the command would not necessar-
ily have to take the form of an independent certification of the truth of the
message that contains the command, for such a certification might be
impossible even if it were desirable, and the devoted son or daughter will not
require this kind of backing. Rather, the son or daughter wants some kind of
certification, not of the content of the message, but of the fact that the mes-
sage truly comes from the father. One might look for a signature, for exam-
ple, or some peculiar trait that identifies the message as coming from the
father. Such certification would not be objectively certain; signatures can be
forged, for example. Nevertheless, it might be important to the child who is
prepared to obey the father.
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What might the analogous “signature” be in the case of a message from
God? One traditional answer is that a genuine revelation would be accompa-
nied by miracles. To quote Thomas Aquinas: “A visible action that can only
be divine reveals an invisibly inspired teacher of truth.”18 Kierkegaard’s own
account differs most significantly from traditional Christian views precisely
by ignoring or underplaying the role of such miracles. He certainly considers
miracles but dismisses them as providing any help on the grounds that mira-
cles give “no physical certainty” since a miracle is itself something accepted
by faith (BA 178).

There are different reasons given here for dismissing miracles as provid-
ing much help in recognizing a revelation as genuine. Miracles may be inad-
equate because they do not provide evidence that gives “physical certainty,”
by which I think Kierkegaard probably means evidence that is empirical in
character and compelling. The problem might be that the evidence for a mir-
acle is not fully empirical, or the problem might be simply that the evidence
fails to be compelling, and therefore fails to provide objective certainty.
(Obviously, one reason it might fail to be compelling for some people is by
failing to be completely empirical in nature.) Yet another reason, which may
or may not be distinct from these first two, is that a miracle cannot provide
a basis for faith because it itself requires faith. None of these reasons, how-
ever, seems adequate to me for completely rejecting the value of miracles in
the discernment of a revelation.

We might first focus on the notion of physical certainty. It is not com-
pletely clear what this might be, but we might take him to be speaking of a
kind of certainty analogous to that obtained by the kind of scientific experi-
ment in which a causal agent is directly observed. It is clear that miracles do
not offer this kind of certainty. The evidence provided by a miracle seems far
removed from that of a scientific experiment for several reasons. The case of
the miracle, by hypothesis, will not be repeatable, and in calling an event a
miracle one necessarily refers to God or some other supernatural agent who
cannot be directly observed. (Though it should be noted that the contrast is
not as sharp as it might appear, since many scientific entities are theoretical
and unobservable.) Nonmiraculous explanations will always be possible, and
hence the assurance provided seems neither purely sensible or empirical. Nor
does it appear to be certain in any objective sense. However, why should one
expect that reasons for accepting a revelation as genuine would have to meet
such criteria? Evidence that is not completely empirical and is less than
objectively certain could still be important as evidence.

Nor does the fact that faith is required to discern a miracle necessarily
mean that the miracle is unimportant. In Kierkegaard’s language, faith is a
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passion that transforms a person and gives that person an ability to see the
world differently. A person of faith thus might have skills that others lack.
The idea that there are certain kinds of evidence that cannot be discerned if
an individual lacks certain skills or capacities is not at all strange; there are
many analogies in science and ordinary life. It may be true both that faith is
required to discern a miracle and yet also true that the miracle could be
important in strengthening and confirming faith. (Of course the person of
faith could be transformed by the miracle so that the faith required to recog-
nize the miracle is not precisely the same as the faith that is present after the
miracle has been recognized.) In this case the miracle would not constitute
evidence if by “evidence” we mean data that would be obvious to anyone,
but the failure of Enlightenment epistemology shows how unrealistic such a
concept of evidence is. I conclude that there is no good reason why Kierke-
gaard should not recognize the legitimacy of his own practice in giving crite-
ria for the genuineness of a revelation, and no good reason why he should
not extend the criteria he himself gives, notably by adding the criterion of
miracles as signs of the divine origin of a revelation.

Externalism and Nonevidential Accounts of Belief in Authority

If Kierkegaard rejects the “existentialist” theory of radical choice as an expla-
nation of how a religious authority is accepted, one may still ask how he
thinks the commitment to an authority is made. Specifically, why does evi-
dence play so little role in his account? Perhaps Kierkegaard is uninterested
in the kind of evidence miracles might provide because of what might be
termed the problem of the incommensurability between faith commitment
and intellectual evidence, a problem discussed at length by his pseudonym
Johannes Climacus in part 1 of Concluding Unscientific Postscript. Even if
there is evidence that supports the claims of a religious authority, there is a
gap between the certainty provided by that evidence and the kind of total
commitment demanded by someone who claims to speak on behalf of God.

Perhaps it is for this reason that John Calvin and other Reformed the-
ologians have rejected the idea that an acceptance of Biblical authority could
be based on arguments or evidence, in favor of the idea that a commitment
to Biblical authority is rooted directly in what they term “the internal testi-
mony of the Holy Spirit.”19 This idea is often interpreted in an evidential
manner as an appeal to an unverifiable inner experience, a kind of inferior,
subjective evidence. There are good reasons, however, to think that Calvin is
not here talking about evidence at all, in the sense of appealing to any propo-
sitional fact that is to serve as the basis of some process of inference. Rather,
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he may be taken as claiming that belief in the authority is epistemologically
basic, in much the same way as ordinary perceptual beliefs are claimed to be
basic. The witness of the Spirit is a theological explanation of how the belief
is produced, not a description of evidence to which the believer must
appeal.20 If Calvin’s views here are interpreted in accordance with an exter-
nalist epistemology, the fact that the beliefs are not based on evidence does
not disqualify them as knowledge, since on such an epistemology, beliefs
produced by a reliable process or faculty may qualify as knowledge.21

There are some respects in which Calvin’s account seems similar to views
found in Kierkegaard’s writings. In Philosophical Fragments, faith (which
clearly includes belief in the divine authority of the object of faith) is said to
be a gift of God which results from a firsthand awareness of the God in time.
There is no explicit discussion of the internal witness of the Spirit here, but
there is a claim that faith results from some kind of direct interaction
between the individual and God, and one could view Calvin’s account as
simply an attempt to describe the nature of this interaction in more specifi-
cally Trinitarian terms. The thrust of the discussion in Fragments is that
objective evidence is unimportant, if by “evidence” one means to refer to
that which can be known in a neutral or objective manner. Rather, in the
appearance of the God in time, we have a reality that can only be known
when the person is gripped by the passion of faith, which is directly created
by God. So Calvin and Kierkegaard would agree that little can be known
about God “objectively” (though they would I think also agree that what can
be known about God is objectively true).

Although an externalist epistemology may make evidence unnecessary, it
is not clear to me that such a position rules out any role for evidence. How
exactly are we to think of evidence here? If evidence is taken as providing
conclusive support for a commitment, support which is supposed to be rec-
ognizable by anyone, then it does seem that such evidence for religious
authority will be insufficient to ground a commitment. Such a concept of
evidence, however, seems rooted in Enlightenment epistemology, which
attempts to show how human knowledge can be built on a foundation of
objective certainty. A more chastened epistemology will recognize that
almost no significant human knowledge is rooted in such evidence. Such an
epistemology will be open to the possibility that there might be evidence
that can only be discerned or appreciated from a particular perspective.
William Wainwright has argued in Reason and the Heart for the possibility
that faith might be based on evidence, but that the evidence might be such
that a particular form of subjectivity is necessary to grasp the evidence.
Wainwright illustrates this perspective by a look at Jonathan Edwards, John
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Henry Newman, and William James.22 The fact that the evidence may not
be generally available, however, does not entail that it is not important for
the individual who sees the evidence as evidence, nor that the evidence does
not play a key role for that individual. To use Calvin’s language, one way that
the witness of the Spirit might be carried out would be by the Spirit drawing
the attention of the individual to evidence and enabling the individual
rightly to interpret and assess that evidence. If this is right, then it seems that
Kierkegaard’s claim that miracles require faith themselves does not rule out a
search for criteria for genuine religious authority, and in particular, consider-
ing the traditional function of miracles as providing one such criterion.

I am not here claiming that either Kierkegaard or Calvin should be con-
sidered evidentialists, even Wainwright-type evidentialists. Kierkegaard in
particular seems positively allergic to evidentialist apologetic arguments.
Rather, the claim is that nonevidentialist accounts such as theirs can consis-
tently allow evidence a valuable and helpful role in making sense of religious
beliefs, particularly beliefs grounded in authoritative revelation claims.

Conclusions: Particularism and Universalism

As I noted at the beginning, the Enlightenment has a certain suspicion of the
idea of an authoritative revelation. Of course the category is not rejected out-
right, and some thinkers are more hospitable to revelation than others. Even
Kant, the quintessential Enlightenment thinker, says that “no one can deny
the possibility that a scripture, which, in practical content, contains much
that is godly, may (with respect to what is historical in it) be regarded as a
genuinely divine revelation.”23 Nevertheless, though Kant allows for the pos-
sibility of a divine revelation, he thinks that one ought to think of such a rev-
elation as a vehicle for the introduction and transmission of “pure moral
faith,” which depends on practical reason alone. “[R]ecognition and respect
must be accorded, in Christian dogmatic, to universal human reason as the
supremely commanding principle in a natural religion, and the revealed doc-
trine, upon which a church is founded . . . must be cherished and cultivated
as merely a means, but a most precious means, of making this doctrine com-
prehensible.”24 The pure religion of reason may first have become known to
humans through a historical revelation, but eventually the truths contained
in that religion can be based on reason: “Hence a revelation . . . at a given
time and in a given place might well be wise and very advantageous to the
human race, in that, when once the religion thus introduced is here, and has
been made known publicly, everyone can henceforth by himself and with his
own reason convince himself of its truth.”25
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This kind of Enlightenment view, which can be seen even more clearly
in Lessing, is committed to epistemological universalism, the idea that truth
should ideally be accessible to everyone. This kind of position eschews all
particularities, and simply leaves no room for a determinate revelation whose
content cannot be assessed by universal criteria. Postmodernism has rejected
the epistemologies of the Enlightenment but remains hostile to the notion of
an authoritative revelation. If postmodernism, however, is really to take par-
ticularism seriously, it ought to begin to consider the notion that a person
could be defined by a commitment to a revelation that cannot be justified by
Enlightenment standards.

Another way of making this point is by reflection on what Roderick
Chisholm has called “the problem of the criterion.”26 In attempting to
develop criteria for knowledge, it would be nice to develop criteria whose
validity could be recognized independently of any actual knowledge claims.
Such criteria could then provide a secure foundation for knowledge claims.
Yet Chisholm argues that this is impossible. The proper way to proceed in
epistemology is to begin with examples of what we actually know and then
to reflect on those examples, so as to see if criteria can be developed to
account for what we know. The criteria, obviously, are dependent on our
willingness to commit ourselves to certain items of knowledge.

In a similar manner, we would like to have criteria for genuine religious
authority that could be developed antecedently to accepting any such
authority, so as to provide a justification for such acceptance. It may be,
however, that this is impossible. We can no more hope to develop criteria for
religious authority without accepting some actual examples than we could
hope to develop criteria for recognizing works of art without reflecting on
works of art that are already accepted as works of art. The status of some of
these accepted works may of course be challenged and revised after reflec-
tion, but no progress can be made without some commitment to what is to
count as art.

The individual who is seeking religious truth does not see the world sub
specie aeternitatis but stands at a particular historical spot. The “spots” where
people stand may well be partially shaped by their faith commitments, but
that does not preclude a concern for truth. I conclude that there is no con-
tradiction between Kierkegaard’s thesis that a revelation claim must be
accepted on the basis of the authority of the revelation, and his own attempt
to develop criteria for discerning a genuine authority. Rather, his own crite-
ria should be further developed, and additional criteria, such as the accom-
paniment of a revelation by miracles, should be developed as well. Such
criteria can never provide objective certainty; they are neither absolutely
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certain nor discernible independently of the individual’s subjective commit-
ments. They do not provide a secure foundation in the Enlightenment sense,
and they do not eliminate the dangers inherent in any commitment to
authority. This does not mean, however, that these rational criteria are not
important. Such criteria may help a person make sense of a commitment
that is not an arbitrary “criterionless radical choice.”

The picture of the person as being required to justify a commitment to
religious authority from some kind of neutral standpoint must be rejected.
Kierkegaard and Calvin are right to argue for the possibility that an
encounter with a revelation may itself transform the individual in such a way
that the truth of the revelation becomes evident to the person. However,
there is no reason to rule out the possibility that this transformation might
involve the use of rational criteria.
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Chapter 15

Who Is the Other in The Sickness unto
Death? God and Human Relations in

the Constitution of the Self
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Well, it is obvious that every human being is a kind of subject. But now to
become what one already is as a matter of course—who would want to
waste his time on that? (CUP 1:30)

What is a self? Kierkegaard's pseudonym Anti Climacus famously begins
The Sickness unto Death with this question. But it is a question contemporary
Western culture still does not know how to answer. We are torn between two
types of answers. One type of answer to the question could be called a meta-
physical answer. A metaphysical answer is one that regards the human self as
a type of entity, and it answers the question about the self by saying what
kind of entity the self is.

The philosophical roots of this kind of view go back to Greek philoso-
phy. Aristotle tells us that human beings are rational animals. In the Middle
Ages, philosophers attempted to say what kind of entity the human self is by
specifying where humans are in the Great Chain of Being: we rank lower
than God and the angels; higher than the other animals. In the early modern
period, Descartes employs the concept of “substance” to tell us that he (and
presumably other human persons) is a “thinking thing.”1

Although there continue to be defenders of traditional religious meta-
physical views of the person, probably the dominant contemporary view of
the self that is the heir of this metaphysical tradition is “scientific material-
ism,” which understands the human self simply as an entity in nature that
can be explained via the categories of contemporary natural science. Most
versions of this scientific materialism are rightly regarded as reductionistic in



character. Richard Dawkins provides an excellent example when he assures
us that the self can be explained in terms of the evolution of the gene: “We
are survival machines—robot vehicles, blindly programmed to preserve the
selfish molecules known as genes.”2

The alternative type of answer to the question “What is a self?” is harder
to characterize; it is easier to say what it is not than what it is. I think that the
nonmetaphysical type of answer to the question is best characterized as pro-
viding what could be called a “relational achievement theory” of the self. (We
could call it simply an achievement or a relational theory for short.) This
type of answer attempts to say what a self is, not by describing a type of
entity or specifying an entity that possesses certain natural properties, but
rather by viewing the self in terms of its achievements and relationships.
Being a self is not being a special type of entity, but rather it is a matter of
having a special status, a status that is linked to social relationships. On such
a view, a human being may become a self, or might cease to be a self.

Such theories, like the metaphysical theories, can vary tremendously,
depending on how this special status is conceived and how it is understood
to be gained and lost. The simplest relational theory would be one that sim-
ply regards “being a self ” as a status that is granted by being attributed by
others. On such a view, to be a self is simply to be regarded as a self by oth-
ers. On such a theory, in a racist society, members of the despised minority
may not be selves if they are not regarded as selves; if artificially intelligent
robots ever become a reality, such entities will be selves if the rest of us decide
to treat them as selves.

More sophisticated versions of such a relational theory may recognize
that the attribution of this special status of “self ” to individuals is not an
arbitrary decision, but is grounded in certain criteria. On such views, for
example, to be a self might require one to be capable of certain activities or
to fulfill some particular social role or function. Many of the most plausible
accounts of this special status connect being a self to language. Such accounts
move further away from the metaphysical tradition that sees selfhood as a
fixed entity by understanding selfhood as linked to the phenomenon of
meaning.

On this kind of view, which has roots in such thinkers as Dilthey, under-
standing a human self is not like understanding a physical system. Rather, it
is akin to interpreting a text. The human self, like a text, has multiple layers
of meaning. There may be no definitive “correct” understanding of a self, but
rather, as is the case for the interpretation of a great work of fiction, multiple
“readings” are possible, each of which is contestable and may offer greater or
lesser degrees of insight.
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Charles Taylor, for example, argues that to be a person one must be able
to feel emotions such as shame, guilt, and fear. As Taylor understands these
emotions, they incorporate “a certain articulation of our situation.” To feel
such emotions is “to be aware of our situation as humiliating, or shameful, or
outrageous, or dismaying, or exhilarating, or wonderful.”3 Such an aware-
ness is impossible without a language which can mark out such distinctions
by enabling us to construe our situations in particular ways. We could call
this type of relational achievement theory an interpretivist theory.

As I see it, metaphysical and achievement theories have different charac-
teristic strengths and weaknesses. Metaphysical theories, especially in their
contemporary scientific materialistic forms, tend towards reductionism; they
tend to lose the uniqueness and significance of human selfhood. Relational
achievement theories, especially in their interpretivist versions, do a better
job of capturing the unique aspects of human selfhood. These accounts,
however, have difficulty understanding the place of the human self in the
natural order.

What I shall try to do in this essay is give a sketch of the philosophical
anthropology of Kierkegaard, in which I show that Kierkegaard’s under-
standing of selfhood points us beyond this argument between metaphysical
and interpretivist theories. Kierkegaard’s view of the self clearly incorporates
the insights of an interpretivist view. As he sees it, selfhood is an achieve-
ment, something one must become. Furthermore, there are various ways of
becoming a self, and these do involve fundamental rival interpretations of
the meaning of human existence. However, I shall try to show that there is
also a metaphysical dimension to Kierkegaard’s philosophical anthropology.
One could say that he rethinks and reinterprets the metaphysical tradition in
light of existential and interpretivist themes. Even though Kierkegaard is
preeminently the philosopher of either/or, we shall see that in his philosoph-
ical anthropology Kierkegaard’s thought is both/and: relational but also
metaphysical.

The Self as Achievement

There is no question that the emphasis of Kierkegaard’s writings is on self-
hood as an achievement, something I must strive to become. This is a
theme that can be found throughout the pseudonymous writings. In vol-
ume 2 of Either/Or Judge Wilhelm advises the young aesthete to “choose
despair” (2:211). What distinguishes the ethical life is precisely that
through choice the ethical individual can acquire an identity, can become
someone who is capable of enduring and having a history. By choosing his
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despair, the aesthete can take responsibility for his despair; he thereby
begins to acquire a self and can begin to live in ethical categories.

In Concluding Unscientific Postscript Johannes Climacus pours out sar-
casm on those who assume that they have already achieved selfhood and
have consequently gone on to higher tasks. For Climacus, becoming a self is
equivalent to “becoming subjective,” and this turns out not to be such an
easy thing after all. Fundamentally, becoming subjective is a matter of devel-
oping a capacity for action. Therefore, to get a better grasp of what becom-
ing subjective means and why it is necessary to become a self in truth, we
must take a look at a Kierkegaardian understanding of action.

In Postscript Climacus argues with vehemence against an intellectualist
understanding of human action. Though he agrees with the Aristotelian tra-
dition that human action is preceded and informed by reflection, he argues
that reflection alone cannot lead to action. If “knowing” the right thing were
sufficient to account for action, then “the intellectual would swallow the eth-
ical” (CUP 1:338).

As Climacus sees it, intellectual reflection is potentially infinite. When
considering an action, I can always continue to reflect on the reasons for the
action, to look for additional reasons or reevaluate the reasons I have.
Eventually, if action is to occur, this process of deliberation must be brought
to a close. However, thought itself cannot bring about this closure. This infi-
nite character that reflection possesses can be seen, for example, in doubt.
Hegel is criticized harshly for putting forward the “fairy tale” that doubt
somehow brings itself to a close (CUP 1:336).

Deliberation is only brought to a close when we care enough about
something to stop thinking and act. Action is not the product of the intellect
alone, nor even the intellect combined with some kind of pure abstract
“will.”4 Of course many thinkers would recognize that it is not enough intel-
lectually to recognize a good; we must somehow desire or have some kind of
motivational push to act. However, many philosophers see such desires as
essentially facts about a person. Kant, for example, tends to view “inclina-
tions” as things for which a person cannot be morally responsible and which
therefore have no moral worth.

It is true that there are what might be called “original impulses” for
which people are not responsible. But merely to have such impulses is to lack
a self in the deepest sense. To live solely on the basis of such impulses is the
heart of the aesthetic life. We do, however, have the capacity to develop and
form these raw materials of selfhood, and that is what the process of “becom-
ing subjective” is all about. Climacus cites with approval the words of
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Plutarch: “Ethical virtue has the passions for its material, reason for its form”
(CUP 1:161–62n).

These “formed passions” are, I believe, similar to the “articulated emo-
tions” that Charles Taylor regards as essential to human selfhood.
“Subjectivity” as understood in Postscript is far from an emotion that simply
overwhelms a person, and it is clearly not a matter of a radical, arbitrary
choice of a lifestyle for which no reasons can be given. Rather, becoming
subjective is a matter of becoming a subjective thinker, not in the sense of
someone who knows facts, but in the sense of someone who understands
what it means to get married, to face the certainty of death, and to be thank-
ful to God in all the circumstances of life. The person who is truly thankful
to God is not merely the person who can parrot certain truths; nor is she
simply a person who has a particular momentary feeling of gratitude. She is
rather the person who can construe all the particular circumstances of her
life as a gift from God and who is therefore disposed to feel thankful not just
on occasion but continuously.

The theme of the self as something that one must become is similarly
prominent in The Sickness unto Death. There Anti-Climacus describes the
“purely immediate self ” who is in despair but has so little consciousness of
self that he is ignorant of his despair. Such a person may acquire “a little
understanding of life, he learns to ape the others, how they manage to live”
(52). In Christendom such a person will be a kind of Christian, yet “a self he
was not, and a self he did not become” (52).

The Substantial Character of the Self

We have seen that for Kierkegaard the self is an achievement, something one
must become. Many people do not choose to become anything. They are
content to drift with the crowd and be like “the others.” Kierkegaard accuses
such people of failing to become selves.

Nevertheless, on reflection we can see that Kierkegaard’s view cannot be a
simple achievement theory. This is because the self that the individual is
charged with failing to become is in some sense the self the individual is
already. Certainly there is a tremendous difference between what we could call
the minimal self, who is a “bit of a subject,” and the responsible self who has
a formed character. Nevertheless, even this minimal self must in some sense
be; if it were nothing at all, then there would be nothing to become—or fail
to become. If there were no self present at all, there could be no self to become
in the richer sense. Thus, even if Kierkegaard rejects the metaphysical con-
cept of the self as a fully formed entity with a fixed identity, he nevertheless
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still understands the self in ontological terms: the self is rooted in being and
cannot be understood solely in ethical terms. It is because selves are beings
with certain qualities that they are beings who can become, whose identity is
defined through their becoming. If this is metaphysics, so be it.

The ontological roots of personhood are clearly seen in two important
passages in Kierkegaard’s literature. In Philosophical Fragments Johannes
Climacus discusses the nature of specifically historical existence as a “coming
into existence within a coming into existence” (76). This means, I think, that
human history involves a double contingency. It shares the contingency of all
of nature, since it is part of the natural order that has been actualized by a
“freely effecting cause” (75). The second level of contingency is found in
human actions, which also involve the exercise of free causality. Thus,
human actions represent a “coming into existence” that mirrors the contin-
gency of nature itself.

I think this passage points clearly to Kierkegaard’s conviction that
humans are both unique and yet part of the natural order. The whole of the
natural order rests on God’s free creative power. Within that natural order,
God has created human beings with the capacity for free, responsible choice.
The capacity of the human self to define itself and be a “self-interpreting ani-
mal,” in Charles Taylor’s phrase, is rooted in God’s creative power and inten-
tions. The self I must become is in some sense a substantial self.

The substantial character of the self is then linked logically to God as the
ground of the self. This can be seen even more clearly in the second passage
I wish to focus upon, the famous passage in The Sickness unto Death where
the self is understood as a “relation that relates itself to itself ” by “relating
itself to another” (13–14). Here we also see that the self is not simply chosen;
certainly it is not chosen in the sense of being created by an autonomous
individual out of nothing. Rather, the self must be seen as having a ground,
as being rooted in “a power” (14). If we are to understand Kierkegaard’s
anthropology, we must probe more deeply into this relationship. I shall try
to show that the substantial character of the self that Kierkegaard embeds in
his achievement theory is grounded in the relational character of that self.

The Relational Self

That Kierkegaard’s concept of the self is fundamentally relational will come
as a surprise to many. Kierkegaard has been frequently criticized for being an
arch-individualist who failed to appreciate fully the importance of commu-
nity for selfhood. Martin Buber is probably the best-known critic of Kierke-
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gaard on this score, but numerous other writers have sounded this note of
correction.5

Nevertheless, it is clear that the famous definition of the self in The
Sickness unto Death precludes any account of the self as autonomous and self-
contained: “The human self is this kind of derived, established relation, a
relation that relates itself to itself and in relating itself to itself relates itself to
an other” (13–14). Kierkegaard, in this passage, clearly holds a view of the
self structurally similar to that advanced by Hegel in his Phenomenology of
Spirit, who affirms that “self-consciousness exists in and for itself when, and
by the fact that, it exists for another; that is it exists only in being acknowl-
edged.”6 Why is it that Kierkegaard’s critics have not been led by this passage
in The Sickness unto Death to conclude that Kierkegaard has a relational view
of the self?

I think it is because the critics hold two other assumptions. One is that
the “other” to whom the self is said to relate is thought to be exclusively God.
The second is that God somehow does not count as a real other or at least
does not make the self part of a real community. So, the critics think, even
though Anti-Climacus’s definition clearly states the self becomes itself only
through a relation, that relation is only to God and not other human per-
sons, and the idea of the individual self standing before God is still exces-
sively individualistic.

I shall criticize both of these two assumptions. I shall try to show that
God is not the only other to which selves can relate and thereby become
selves, though God remains the crucial other for selfhood in the highest
sense. And I shall try to show that God as Kierkegaard conceives him is gen-
uinely personal, and that the relationship with God forms both the model
and foundation for other types of communal relationships.

Let us consider first the identity of the other to whom the self must relate
to become itself. It is certainly natural, given our knowledge of Kierkegaard’s
Christian convictions, to identify this other with God. Such an identification
even seems to be demanded by some of the texts in part 1 of The Sickness unto
Death. For example, in discussing the despair of necessity that lacks possibil-
ity, Anti-Climacus argues that the lack of possibility is grounded in a failure to
have the right kind of faith in God, the one for whom all things are possible
(SUD 38). Throughout part 1 God represents the ground of authentic self-
hood and the antidote to despair. Nevertheless, there are textual reasons not
to be too hasty in concluding that the other Anti-Climacus views as essential
to selfhood must always be identified with God.

The main such reason is rather obvious, yet it is something to which
some commentators have not paid sufficient attention. Anti-Climacus tells
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us quite explicitly that in part 1 of the book, the gradations in the con-
sciousness of selfhood that were considered were all “within the category of
the human self, or the self whose criterion is the human” (SUD 79). Only in
part 2, which discusses despair as sin, is there an account of what Anti-
Climacus calls, “hoping not to be misinterpreted,” the “theological self, the
self directly before God” (79). Even if Anti-Climacus had not given us this
direct instruction, the alert reader would surely have perceived that there is a
dramatic shift in language between parts 1 and 2. Part 1 consistently uses
abstract, formal language to describe the self ’s other. The relationship by
which the self becomes itself is described simply as a relation to an “other.”
The ground of the self ’s identity is described as “the power that established
it” (14).

It is not possible that the use of this abstract language should be acci-
dental or inadvertent; Anti-Climacus is careful and exact in his linguistic
usage and certainly not reticent to use religious language. When he means to
talk about God, he is quite capable of using the term “God.” By using this
abstract language, I believe he wishes to talk about the formal structure of
the self in a way that allows us to understand that God is the ultimate basis
of selfhood without claiming that the actual identity of the concrete self is
always grounded solely in God. The ontological structure of the self is rela-
tional, he wishes to claim. It is not possible to be a self apart from a relation
to something outside the self from which the self derives its identity.

In arguing that the other that defines the self does not consist solely of
God, I do not wish to minimize the importance of God for the self in
Kierkegaard’s thought. God is related to the self in a twofold way. First of all,
as Creator, God is the ontological ground of the self, the one who made the
self a relational entity that can only be itself by becoming. The self is an ethi-
cal task, not a fixed entity, but that task is itself part of the self ’s ontological
givenness. It is the form of being granted the self by the Creator. Its being
essentially requires the self to become.

Second, as I shall argue below, a conscious relation to God provides the
basis for true or genuine selfhood. A relation to God is not merely the foun-
dation of the self ontologically, but the task of the self existentially. The self
that I should become is a self that is conscious of itself as standing before
God.

Nevertheless, the self that fails to have this kind of relation to God is still
a self, at least a self “of sorts.” Though a failure to relate to God produces
despair—that spiritual suicide in which the self refuses selfhood—despair is
impotent and cannot achieve its goal. The self cannot tear itself away from
God ontologically: “the eternal in a person can be proved by the fact that
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despair cannot consume his self ” (SUD 21). The power that grounds the self
ontologically is stronger than the self that wishes to tear itself away and
destroy itself and does not allow the self to lose its selfhood (20–21).

God is the ontological ground of the self, but in creating the self to be a
self “God, who constituted a human person as a relation, releases it from his
hand, as it were” (SUD 16). Ontologically, the self is not released; it finds
itself as if it were released. Yet this “as if it were” release means that though
human selves cannot cease to be relational—they are always defined by a
relation to some other—the self can consciously ground its identity in many
different kinds of others. There is no ontological freedom from God, but
there is ethical freedom.

This can be clearly seen in the description Anti-Climacus gives in part 2
of the “gradations” of types of self:

And what infinite reality the self gets by being conscious of existing before
God, by becoming a human self whose criterion (Maalestok, literally
“measuring stick”) is God. A herdsman who (if this were possible) is a self
over against his cattle is a very low self; similarly, a slavemaster who is a
self over against his slaves is actually no self—for in both cases a criterion
is lacking. The child who previously has had only his parents as a criterion
becomes a self as an adult by getting the state as a criterion, but what an
infinite accent falls on the self by getting God as the criterion! (SUD 79) 

In this passage Anti-Climacus brings together the achievement and relational
character of the self.

What makes the self a self is a “criterion,” a goal or end by which the self
measures itself. However, that criterion or sense of an ideal self is given in
and through relations with others. Someone whose sense of self is provided
only by animals (the case of the herdsman) or only by other people who are
not regarded as persons (the case of the slavemaster) fails to be a self. Such a
person’s identity is still relational, but the quality of the relation is insuffi-
cient to give the individual a criterion that makes for selfhood. Even the
child whose sense of self is completely dependent on the parents still lacks a
self in the deepest sense. That deeper sense of self is made possible when the
child is differentiated from the parents and relates to society in the broader
sense, symbolized by the state.

We could easily expand on the rather terse comment of Anti-Climacus
here. What is involved in becoming a self in this sense? I think that it is fun-
damentally a matter of coming to understand for oneself the ideals of self-
hood that are embedded in the language and institutions of a society, so that
one can consciously pursue those ideals for oneself.
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Anti-Climacus is therefore very far from claiming that human selves are
isolated from other human selves. Selfhood is a thoroughly social phe-
nomenon; I cannot become a self all by myself, and every human self is
shaped by relations to other human selves: initially parents and other early
caregivers, and eventually ideals of selfhood that are embodied in the lan-
guage and institutions of a society. Such ideals of selfhood are embedded in
those relations by which humans are socialized and become parts of concrete
communities.

God as the Foundation of Authentic Selfhood

I have argued that Kierkegaard’s anthropology is relational and that the rela-
tions that genetically constitute actual human selves include relations with
other human persons. However, it cannot be denied, and I have already
admitted, that God still plays a decisive role in that anthropology. Not only
is God the ontological foundation of the self; God is also the highest ethical
task, in the sense that the highest form of selfhood requires a conscious rela-
tion to God. Some critics will still find such a view objectionable and overly
individualistic. Does not Kierkegaard underemphasize the value of human
relations in focusing so strongly on God? Cannot human persons become
authentic selves through relations with other human persons?

Kierkegaard is well aware that a life lived outside the boundaries of
Christian faith, and indeed outside of religious faith of any kind, can be rich
and meaningful. Even the polemical Anti-Climacus points out that “particu-
lar pagan nations en masse as well as individual pagans have accomplished
surprising feats that have inspired and will inspire poets” (SUD 45). In
Concluding Unscientific Postscript, Johannes Climacus, while praising Christ-
ianity as “a glorious lifeview in which to die, the only true comfort,” main-
tains stoutly that the non-Christian kind of religious life that he terms
religiousness A, which is how he says he lives his own life, “is so strenuous for
a human being that it always contains enough of a task in it” (CUP 1:557).
His goal is not therefore to depreciate the meaningfulness of the lives of
those who do not share Christian religious convictions.

I think that Kierkegaard stresses the importance of “standing before God”
not because he is unaware of the importance of human relationships, but
because he is so sensitive to the power of those relations. It is not because he
does not realize the importance of such human institutions as the family and
the state, but because he sees how easily these relationships can become con-
fining and even dehumanizing. It is not that he is unaware of the importance
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of the finite, but that he is very aware of how easily human beings can create
idols from finite goods, even when those goods are relations to other people.

The dangers Kierkegaard perceived are more apparent today than they
were in the middle of the nineteenth century. We live in a world in which the
identity of human selves is fundamentally shaped by relations such as those of
family, clan, nation-state, religion, class, race, and gender. Such relations are a
necessary part of our finite human selves; we exist as concrete selves—as men
and women, North Americans and Europeans and Africans, Christians and
Muslims, Catholics and Protestants, rich and poor. Such relations are not
inherently evil, and could not be avoided even if they were. Nevertheless, we
live in a world racked by hatred and violence, and much of it is violence
directed by “us” at “them,” those who are not part of my family, my nation,
my sex, my race, my religion, my class. It seems perilously easy for us humans
to move from an affirmation of our identity based on those relations that
define us to a negation of all those who do not share that identity.

From Kierkegaard’s point of view, this amounts to idolatry. When the
criterion of the self is derived solely from relations to other humans, then
that finite human identity becomes invested with ultimate authority. God in
the sense of what is of ultimate worth is completely immanent; there is no
place left for transcendence. Surely, one of the reasons for Kierkegaard’s vig-
orous rejection of Hegelianism was his conviction that Hegel, by viewing the
state as the ultimate ethical authority, and human philosophical reason as the
ultimate expression of the divine, had eroded the majesty and authority of
God. The transcendence of the divine for Kierkegaard is not a crushing
weight that threatens individual liberty; it represents the liberation of the
individual from every form of human oppression and tyranny.

The God-relation for Kierkegaard must be understood as an ultimate
and intrinsic good; since God is a genuine person who loves me, and is capa-
ble of a relation in which I am addressed, demands may be made on me,
questions may be addressed to me, and so on, just as is the case for other per-
sons. However, though the God-relation is not merely a means to bettering
human social arrangements, it ultimately must be seen as functioning so as
to humanize those arrangements.

Kierkegaard’s argument for this can be seen most clearly in Works of
Love. The argument of that book begins with a strict contrast between all
forms of “natural” human love, such as erotic love and friendship love, and
neighbor love, the kind of love which is commanded by Christianity. All nat-
ural human loves contain an element of self-love.7 They are forms of “prefer-
ential love” in that such loves always select some people as objects of love
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rather than others: I am in love with one woman and not another; I choose
one person as my closest friend and not another; my patriotic love is for my
own country and not another. Such loves are grounded in self-love because
the basis of the preference is always some relation to the self: I love my wife
because she is my wife, my friend because he is my friend, my country
because it is my country. It is this element of self-love that allows these natu-
ral loves to become corrupted and which makes it possible for them to gen-
erate the strife associated with the “us against them” thinking that is so
prevalent throughout the world. 

Neighbor love by contrast is unselfish, because the ground of neighbor
love is not a relation to myself. When I love my neighbor, I love him or her
simply as one of God’s creatures like myself. The basis for the love is not
myself but God, and on that foundation there is perfect equality (WL 60).
In neighbor love, God is always present as the “third” or “middle-term.”
Hence, neighbor love is not preferential or selfish in character. As soon as I
begin to draw boundaries and exclude some people as neighbors, I am no
longer loving my neighbor. Though neighbor love is concrete—it is my duty
to love the actual individuals I encounter—it does not and cannot exclude
anyone.

This contrast between natural human love and neighbor love can be and
has been understood as one more instance of Kierkegaard’s inhuman indi-
vidualism, his failure to grasp the positive significance of human relations.
However, I believe that this reading is a mistake. Kierkegaard’s purpose in
contrasting neighbor love and natural human loves is not to argue that the
natural human loves must be replaced by neighbor love. Rather, he claims
that these natural loves must be transformed by incorporating neighbor love
as their foundation. It is not that I must cease to love my wife in a special
way, or my friend as a special friend. It is rather that I must, in loving my
wife romantically, first love her as my neighbor. My friend is not only my
friend, but also my neighbor. “Love the beloved faithfully and tenderly, but
let love for the neighbor be the sanctifying element in your union’s covenant
with God. Love your friend honestly and devotedly, but let love for the
neighbor be what you learn from each other in the intimacy of your friend-
ship’s relationship with God” (WL 62).

The implications of this run deep. Making neighbor love the foundation
of these natural human loves protects them against two types of dangers, the
dangers of dehumanization and idolization. First of all, the preferential love
can no longer serve as a screen for exploitation or domination. If I love my
wife as my neighbor, then I recognize her intrinsic value and dignity that are
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equal to my own in God’s eyes. I cannot therefore treat her as existing solely
to satisfy my needs.

Second, when I love my wife as my neighbor, then I cannot make her an
idol. Of course in loving her as my wife, an element of preference will
remain. I can only be married to one person. However, since I also must love
her as my neighbor, I dare not allow our special relation to imply that other
people are not my neighbors. Nor should she allow me to become an idol for
her. Our relation must not become an excuse for ignoring our responsibili-
ties to others. In our love we must not turn solely inward, but in turning
towards each other also, in mutual love, we must understand our responsi-
bilities to those others.

What is true of marriage will also be true of the family as a whole, of the
nation, and indeed of every preferential human relation. Neighbor love is in
the end therefore a deeply humanizing love. And this shows that love for
God is in turn not a replacement for human love, but the condition of
human love becoming truly humane. It is for this reason that Kierkegaard
can claim that “the religious is the transfigured expression of that which the
politician has thought of in his happiest moment, in so far as he truly loves
what it is to be human and loves human beings” (PV 103).

Hence, standing before God as an individual is not a rationale for an
objectionable individualism. It is in fact a protection against the kind of
individualism that permeates and corrupts contemporary Western cultures.
If society is the highest authority, then there is no way of redeeming a cor-
rupt society. It is only if my identity is rooted in a transcendent power that I
will have the power to stand up against evil when that evil becomes pervasive
and accepted by my culture. This is a message that Socrates and Jesus under-
stood and practiced. They provide us with models of what it means to be
true individuals whose individuality is grounded in a relation to the divine
that transcends society, and whose individuality is seen not in selfish acquis-
itiveness, but a life of devotion to the good of others.

Who Is the Other in The Sickness unto Death? 275



 



Chapter 16

Kierkegaard’s View of the Unconscious
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No informed observer of the twentieth-century world of letters could fail to
notice the significance of the concept of the unconscious in psychology, psy-
chiatry, literature, and even in philosophy. We live in the age of depth psy-
chology, an age in which the notion of the unconscious has become part of
what is termed common sense. Despite or because of the popularity of the
concept it is by no means evident that the unconscious is clearly understood.
Indeed, the very notion that there is such a thing as a singular concept of the
unconscious is itself part of the confusion; a little reflection uncovers radi-
cally different concepts which are often confusedly rolled together.

Commentators have not been slow to notice the importance of the con-
cept of the unconscious in Kierkegaard’s thought as well. The unconscious
plays a central role in The Sickness unto Death and The Concept of Anxiety,
but is nearly as prominent in Either/Or, and plays a significant role in quite a
few of Kierkegaard’s other published works. In this chapter I shall try to give
a straightforward account of what I take to be Kierkegaard’s view of the
unconscious, focusing mainly on The Sickness unto Death.

It is of course impossible to discuss the unconscious without discussing
a host of significant concepts which are intricately linked to it: self decep-
tion, consciousness, and the self, to mention just a few. My account will of
necessity treat these related notions, but will just as necessarily treat them
briefly and schematically. My hope is that the sketchiness of my comments
will be redeemed somewhat by the ways in which these notions are in turn
illumined by closer attention to the unconscious.



Situating Kierkegaard’s View of the Unconscious 

In order to understand Kierkegaard’s view, it will be helpful to situate it with
respect to some other major views of the unconscious. Two views stand out as
deserving special attention: that of Freud, because of its historical importance,
and the view of the school of psychoanalysis known as object-relations theory,
because of the interesting parallels between this view and Kierkegaard’s.
Before looking at these views, we must first look briefly at Kierkegaard’s
Christian faith, which is surely the most significant factor in his perspective.

Kierkegaard the Christian Clinician

Though Kierkegaard was not a clinical psychologist in the contemporary
sense, his primary aims as a psychologist must decidedly be viewed as thera-
peutic. Like Freud he is interested in the unconscious primarily in a clinical
context. This is made quite explicit in The Sickness unto Death where the
pseudonym Anti-Climacus grounds this therapeutic concern in Christianity:
“Everything that is Christian must in its presentation resemble a physician’s
speech at the sickbed; even if only medical experts understand it, it ought
never to be forgotten that it is the bedside of a sick person” (5).1

It is hardly surprising, then, that Kierkegaard connects the unconscious
with pathology. The ideal for human life is transparency, but the uncon-
scious always involves opacity. In part 1 of The Sickness unto Death this ideal
is described simply like this: “In relating to itself and in willing to be itself,
the self rests transparently in the power that established it” (14).

In putting forward this ideal of transparency, I do not think
Kierkegaard is arguing that a person must constantly be aware of everything
about himself. He certainly does not wish to claim that one must focus on
one’s own autonomic physical processes, and I see no reason to think that
he wishes to deny that in a fully healthy person mental processes might
occur which are not the focus of conscious attention. Hence Kierkegaard is
not really thinking about unconscious processes in the sense of the contem-
porary cognitive psychologist, who thinks of the unconscious as “off-line
information processing.”2

The ideal of transparency is rather one of self-understanding, an ability
to recognize and understand what needs to be understood about one’s self.
The unconscious which is relevant is not what I shall call the unnoticed
unconscious, but the unconscious which I do not wish to notice, or have
chosen to ignore, or perhaps have made myself unable to comprehend. That
there are aspects of the self which are naturally beyond one’s conscious
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purview may be helpful in understanding how the development of the
unconscious in Kierkegaard’s sense is possible, but the unconscious in
Kierkegaard’s sense is clearly what Freud called the “dynamic unconscious,”
the part of myself which I actively resist confronting.

In linking his clinical analysis of the unconscious to Christianity, as
Anti-Climacus does constantly in The Sickness unto Death, Kierkegaard
opens himself to charges that his view is thereby disqualified from compari-
son with genuinely scientific theories. If Kierkegaard’s view of the uncon-
scious is linked to his Christian faith, can it be genuinely scientific?

Anti-Climacus of course anticipates this objection to his work: “To
many the form of this ‘exposition’ will appear strange; it will seem to them
too rigorous for it to be edifying, and too edifying to be rigorously scientific”
(SUD 5). Though Anti-Climacus says he has no opinion as to the correct-
ness of the latter opinion, this can hardly be because he accepts the assump-
tion that scientific work must be completely objective and “value free.” Only
a bit later he tells us that the kind of scientific learning which prides itself on
being indifferent, is from a Christian point of view “inhuman curiosity”
rather than the “lofty heroism” it would like to make itself out to be (5).

Regardless of the merits of this view of Anti-Climacus in general with
regard to science, it is eminently defensible with respect to theories of the
dynamic unconscious. This unconscious is what I choose not to recognize,
or intentionally fail to perceive. It is hardly possible for such an analysis not
to impinge on our moral and religious concerns, since the motivation for
such self-obscuring activity will surely relate to what we value and disvalue as
persons, what we find admirable and noble, or base and ignoble. A theory of
the dynamic unconscious which links the unconscious to pathology can
hardly be a value-free affair, since the concept of pathology clearly presup-
poses a value concept—that of mental health.

Some would argue that mental health is a value concept which can still
be segregated from moral values. The therapist should deal with the former
and leave the latter for the preacher and the moralist. But this distinction
between mental health values and general moral values cannot withstand
close scrutiny. It is true that people of different moral persuasions can agree
on certain “minimal” characteristics of mentally healthy people. In general
mentally healthy people are in touch with their environment, are not crip-
pled by phobias, obsessions, or other neuroses, and so on. But though these
characteristics may be generally desirable, there is certainly no agreement as
to exactly what they are, and even less agreement that possession of such
characteristics is enough to qualify someone as mentally healthy, or that their
lack necessarily means someone is “sick.” Most therapists would agree, in
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fact, that a facade of “normality” and being “well adjusted” can hide a per-
sonality which is seriously damaged in a variety of ways.

It is true that in such matters it seems vain to hope for “objective proof”
of a view, and if lack of such proof disqualifies a view from being scientific,
Kierkegaard’s view certainly is disqualified. But such a requirement presup-
poses a naive view of science and, in any case, its strict application would
eliminate not only Kierkegaard’s view, but those of such thinkers as Freud as
well. Though Kierkegaard’s view certainly is grounded in his Christian under-
standing, he has every right to present it in the marketplace of ideas and try to
show its descriptive, explanatory, and therapeutic power. It may well be that
the power of such a view will be opaque to non-Christians, though this is by
no means certain, and in fact, the contrary is supported by the strong influ-
ence Kierkegaard has had on non-Christian psychologists. But the fact that
one’s ability to recognize the truth is conditioned by one’s own subjectivity is
hardly a thesis that Kierkegaard would want to shrink from.

I shall therefore take full account of the ways in which Kierkegaard’s
therapeutic analysis of the unconscious is rooted in his Christian vision.
Both his analyses of sickness and health presuppose a Christian understand-
ing of human beings as creatures of God who have rebelled against their
Creator.

The Freudian View

It is not possible to overestimate the significance of Freud’s theory of the
unconscious. Such Freudian concepts as repression and defense mechanisms
have now penetrated deeply into ordinary modes of thought. Despite the
influential character of Freud’s view, and the centrality of the concept of the
unconscious in his own thought, Freud’s view of the unconscious is not alto-
gether free of tension.

In Freud’s original “topographical” theory of mind, the unconscious was
one of three systems: the unconscious (Ucs), conscious (Cs), and precon-
scious (Pcs).3 The unconscious was closely associated with instinctual
demands, which were blocked or repressed from consciousness. (Freud
wavered back and forth between the view that the instincts themselves com-
posed the unconscious, and the view that the unconscious was composed of
“ideas” that represented the instincts.) The repression was attributed to a
preconscious “censor.”
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The role of the censor in this theory is crucial. It is at this point that
Sartre was later to concentrate his criticism of Freud in the famous section of
Being and Nothingness which contains his critique of the unconscious.4 Sartre
argues that the person must in some way be aware of what he is repressing,
since repression is a selective activity. (Note that I am here using the term
“repression” as Sartre does, and as Freud himself sometimes does, to refer to
the defense mechanisms in general, not to a specific mechanism.) Yet to be
aware of the activity of repression would seem to make repression impossi-
ble, since a recognition that I am repressing X would seem to imply an
awareness of X.

This problem is part of the motivation for Freud’s revised “structural”
theory of the mind, the well-known “id, ego, superego” view which he devel-
oped later in his career.5 This theory emerged because Freud became aware
that anxiety was not simply the result of the repression of instinctual mate-
rial, but was often a signal or anticipation that instinctual material was not
being adequately repressed. Anxiety here is not primarily a consequent of the
damming up of instinctual material, but a consequence of the “leaking” of
such material into consciousness. To deal with this phenomenon, Freud pos-
tulated the existence of unconscious elements in the ego, as well as in the
superego, the moralistic element of the psyche which punishes the individual
for forbidden instinctual desires.

The tension in Freud’s view seems to me to be this: the unconscious
appears to be both something primitive and something formed. On the one
hand the unconscious is associated with biological instincts which are seen as
givens in the psyche. On the other hand the unconscious is something which
is formed as the individual confronts elements in the psyche which are
unpalatable. This tension infects Freud’s whole view of the self, even on the
later structural model of the self. The id is the source of the psyche, the ori-
gin of all psychic energy. The ego and superego are simply aspects of the id
which have developed special functions. It is this conviction that led Freud
to borrow the term “Id” (it) from Groddeck, who had written, “We should
not say ‘I live’ but ‘I am lived by the It.’ ”6 Such a view leads inevitably to see-
ing the self as a victim and the unconscious as a force which shapes the self.

Yet Freud also wants to see the unconscious as what is formed as a result
of repression. Here the unconscious is not simply a force of which I am a
victim; it is in some sense the result of my activity as my personality devel-
ops through interaction with others. This tension in Freud is part of his
legacy, the reason that his successors include both biologically oriented
thinkers such as Hartmann, as well as object-relations theory, which we
shall now discuss.
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Object-Relations Theory

Object-relations theory is a form of psychoanalysis developed in England by
W. R. D. Fairbairn and popularized by Harry Guntrip.7 Recognizing the
tension in Freud between the biological and distinctively psychological ele-
ments which we alluded to above, object-relations theory rejects the notion
of the id altogether, as well as the theory of instincts closely associated with
it. On this view, the infant is fundamentally an undifferentiated unity with
“ego-potential.”  The unconscious is something which develops in the indi-
vidual as a result of interaction with “objects,” an odd choice of terminology
since what is meant is primarily the significant persons in the infant’s life.

The primary developmental task, in this view, is the passage from infan-
tile dependence to the kind of mature dependence which is compatible with
having an identity of one’s own. This developmental task cannot be carried
out properly unless the infant feels a strong sense of being loved uncondition-
ally and an equally strong sense that the infant’s love is accepted by the parent.
The initial identity of the child is formed through “primary identification”
with a caregiving parent. Without a basic sense of security, the child cannot
develop an identity which is independent of this “internalized parent.”

As Guntrip tells the story (relying heavily on Fairbairn), the unconscious
is the product of interaction with this primary caregiver, which in most soci-
eties has historically been the mother. The mother is for the child both excit-
ing and a source of frustration, since it is inevitable that not all of the infant’s
desires will be met. In the developing child a mental image of the mother is
formed, which initially forms the core of the child’s own identity. This intro-
jected mother figure then is split or dissociated, as the child attempts to deal
with the frustrating or “bad” mother by disowning those aspects.8 The
unconscious is formed as the child tries to deal with a part of himself which
he wishes to regard as not really himself.

In people who are fortunate enough to have what D. W. Winnicott calls
“good-enough mothering,” the split or dissociation is not too severe, and
people are able to function reasonably well despite the blow to their whole-
ness.9 In those who are not so fortunate, what Guntrip calls the “schizoid
problem” descends with full force. All of us need what Guntrip terms a
“basic security-giving relationship.”10 Those who lack this lose a sense of
their true self. They become the victims of the “anti-libidinal ego,” the inter-
nalized “saboteur” or “bad, sadistic mother” who does not allow them to dis-
cover who they are. Unless such withdrawn, dissociated people are able to
find such a relationship later in life and repair the early damage, they have
great difficulty in feeling or connecting with other people.
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As we shall see, this object-relations theory of the unconscious is of great
value in understanding Kierkegaard’s own view. It consistently views the
unconscious, however much power it may have over me and however diffi-
cult it may be for me to change it, as something I have formed, and therefore
something for which I may be in some ways responsible. And it views the
process of formation and the possibilities of transformation of the uncon-
scious as closely linked to my relationships with others.

Kierkegaard’s Relational View of the Self

It is not possible to describe Kierkegaard’s view of the unconscious without
briefly describing his view of selfhood. I believe that one of the best treat-
ments of Kierkegaard’s view of the self is found in Merold Westphal’s paper,
“Kierkegaard’s Psychology and Unconscious Despair.”11 Westphal maintains
that Kierkegaard’s view of the self can be understood as involving
Aristotelian, Cartesian, and Hegelian elements in a creative, critical way, so
that it is equally illuminating to understand his view as anti-Aristotelian,
anti-Cartesian, and anti-Hegelian.12

Kierkegaard’s view is broadly Aristotelian in that he wants to see the self
as shaped by its activity, and the health of the self to be something which is
dependent on what the self does, rather than what befalls it. It is anti-
Aristotelian in that the health of the self is seen by Aristotle as happiness, and
Kierkegaard insists that happiness is not an adequate understanding of the
goal of human life once it is understood that human beings are spiritual crea-
tures (SUD 25).

Kierkegaard’s view can be understood as Cartesian in that it stresses the
significance of the inner, self-conscious life of the individual, an emphasis
which reflects the Cartesian focus on the interior life as the locus of selfhood.
It is, however, anti-Cartesian in that the self is not merely seen by
Kierkegaard as a mental substance, but as something to be achieved, a
dynamic process rather than simply being a completed object.

Finally, Westphal characterizes the Kierkegaardian view of the self as
Hegelian in that Kierkegaard, like Hegel, sees the self as fundamentally rela-
tional in character. (I shall postpone temporarily an account of how
Kierkegaard’s view is also anti-Hegelian.) The self-consciousness of the indi-
vidual is not complete in itself but is mediated through the relationship to
the other. Thus the “I” cannot be understood except in relationship.

This last characterization of Westphal’s is controversial, yet it is of the
utmost significance for an understanding of Kierkegaard’s view of the uncon-
scious. It is controversial because it seems to undermine the conception of
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Kierkegaard as a radical individualist, a conception firmly held by friend and
foe alike. And it is controversial because many lovers of Kierkegaard have an
inveterate dislike for admitting that Kierkegaard borrowed anything from his
archfoe, Hegel.

Even writers such as Sylvia Walsh and John Elrod, who would like to
read Kierkegaard as putting forward a relational view of the self, have diffi-
culty finding such a view there. Elrod, for example, says that Kierkegaard’s
pseudonymous works “pay no attention to the ontological and epistemolog-
ical roles played by the other in the development of a concept of the self.”13

Elrod thinks this lack of a social perspective is remedied in Kierkegaard’s later
religious authorship, beginning with Works of Love, but oddly enough, he
treats the crucial first section of The Sickness unto Death as belonging with
the early, individualistic pseudonymous authorship.14

Sylvia Walsh, in a fine paper, similarly bemoans the “absence of a rela-
tion to others in Kierkegaard’s general description of the self ” in the first part
of The Sickness unto Death, especially given the clearly relational view in
Works of Love.15 Walsh says that one must either conclude that there is an
inconsistency in the works or else one must interpret the social view of Works
of Love as somehow implicit in The Sickness unto Death. She opts for the lat-
ter view, but still finds it distressing that Kierkegaard did not address more
directly the relatedness of the self to others “in defining the structure of
the self.”16

These criticisms seem rather surprising in view of the explicit statement
of Anti-Climacus that the human self is not an autonomous self whose being
is self-contained: “The human self is such a derived, established relation, a
relation that relates itself to itself and in relating itself to itself relates itself to
an other” (SUD 13–14). Elrod and Walsh are certainly familiar with this
passage. Why then do they not think that part 1 of The Sickness unto Death
contains a relational view of the self? The most plausible answer is that they
interpret the “other” referred to in this passage as God, the “power” which
“established” the relationship which constitutes the self. In claiming that
Kierkegaard’s view of the self here is not relational, they must mean that it
does not include a relation to other human beings.

I find this objectionable. First, most obviously and most importantly,
these critics seem to assume that God somehow does not count as a genuine
other person. But it is crucial for Kierkegaard’s whole project of getting the
individual to stand before God as an individual that God be construed as a
genuine person to whom I can relate as an other. It is the fact that God can
be the other to whom I relate, and must be that other if I am genuinely to be
myself, that ultimately makes Kierkegaard’s view anti-Hegelian.
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Second, it is by no means clear that Kierkegaard thinks God is the only
other who is significant in forming the self ’s identity. At this point we must
take seriously the interesting differences between part 1 and part 2 of The
Sickness unto Death. Although it has seemed obvious to most readers that the
“power” in part 1 which constitutes the self must be God, several things
make it necessary to go slowly in making such an identification.

First, there is the fact that Anti-Climacus uses abstract, formal language.
He talks about the “power” which established the self, and about “an other”
to which the self is related. Given Anti-Climacus’s strident Christianity and
complete lack of reticence in using the name of God in other places, I think
his choice of this abstract language is intentional and significant.

The second significant point is that Anti-Climacus describes the differ-
ence between parts 1 and 2 in a way that implies that the concept of God is
somehow not fully operative in part 1. In part 2, the despair which was
described in part 1 is redescribed as sin, and the difference is said to be this:
sin is despair which is “before God” (SUD 77). The odd thing about this is
that the concept of God is by no means absent from part 1. Those who wish
to identify the power which established the self with God have abundant tex-
tual evidence to justify the equation, for Anti-Climacus frequently uses the
word “God” in part 1 in ways which suggest that he is thinking of the other
which forms the basis of the self (16, 27, 30, 32, 35, 38–42, 68–69, 71).

To resolve this puzzle I believe we must recognize that Kierkegaard fre-
quently intermixes ontological and ethical discourse in his descriptions of
the self. He describes the self both as something I am and something I must
become, both as a substance and as something to be achieved. This is not
confusion on his part, because to understand the self it is imperative to see
the self in both of these dimensions. But it is easy to become confused about
the relationship of the individual to God and the relationship of part 1 and
2 of The Sickness unto Death if we do not distinguish the two contexts.

In Kierkegaard’s view a relation to God is in one sense inescapable; in
another sense it is a task. In a similar manner, a self is on the one hand some-
thing I simply am, something I cannot help being: the torment of the
despairer who wills not to be a self is precisely that he has no choice in the
matter. On the other hand, a self is precisely what no individual simply is as
a matter of course. It is something that one must become.

Ontologically, the other to which the self must relate and cannot help
relating to is God, who is indeed the creator of the self. God has created
human persons, however, as free and responsible creatures. As Anti-Climacus
says, “God, who constituted a human being as a relation, releases it from his
hand, as it were” (SUD 16). Notice that there is no true independence from

Kierkegaard’s View of the Unconscious 285



God. God does not really let the relationship go out of his hand ontologically,
but he endows humans with the ethical freedom to define their own identity.

If humans misuse their freedom, they do not cease to be relational
beings; that is part of their ontological structure. Nor do they cease to have a
relation to God. They may, however, cease to relate consciously to God, con-
sciously forming their selves in relation to what is less than God. One might
say that individuals in this case attempt to ground their selves in a God-sub-
stitute. Their conscious identities are rooted in “powers” or “others” which
are less than God.

Actually there is a sense in which the identity of the self is formed
through relationships with others independently of the misuse of freedom.
For Kierkegaard, genuine selfhood is a never-completed task of maturity
which requires a consciousness of God, or, as we have claimed, a God-substi-
tute. This mature self, however, does not spring from nothing; individuals
begin to form their identity in infancy. Thus, when an individual begins to
be a self in the most profound sense, he or she already has a self of sorts, what
one might call a “pre-self.” This pre-self is certainly formed through early
relationships. In the developing child, therefore, there is nothing inherently
pathological in the grounding of one’s identity in those significant others
who shape the child’s emerging self. Nor is there anything pathological in the
adult’s identity being partly rooted in relationships to other finite selves. The
problem comes into being when the adult lacks a God-relationship and thus
gives to the relations with other human selves (and with what is less than
human) a priority and ultimacy such relations do not deserve. I am not here
talking merely about a case of “arrested development,” a case in which an
individual does not discover God and fails to grow, but the case in which the
individual chooses not to grow by suppressing the knowledge of God.

So Kierkegaard, as I read him, is very far from a nonrelational view of
the self. All selfhood depends ontologically on God, and genuine selfhood
depends on a conscious relation to God, for which the individual may sub-
stitute a relation to what is less than God. All of this presupposes a develop-
ing pre-self, which is formed through relations with other persons and which
is a significant element in the identity of a mature, healthy self. That the self
is constituted by relations with others, including those others apart from
God, is portrayed very clearly:

And what infinite reality the self gets by being conscious of existing before
God, by becoming a human self whose criterion is God! A herdsman who
(if this were possible) is a self over against his cattle is a very low self, and
similarly, a slavemaster who is a self over against his slaves is actually no
self—for in both cases a criterion is lacking. The child who previously has
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had only his parents as a criterion becomes a self as an adult by getting the
state as a criterion, but what an infinite accent falls on the self by getting
God as the criterion! (SUD 79)

Here Anti-Climacus deepens our understanding of the relational charac-
ter of the self by describing the self as a task. By a “criterion” he means that
by which a self measures itself. To be a self is to be a being who is striving
toward a certain ideal; that ideal provides the “measure” for the self. For
human selves this measure is derived from the conscious relationships with
others which have formed the self.

Human beings constantly define themselves through relations with oth-
ers. A person who thinks of himself as a self through his superiority to the
cattle he tends is actually not a self at all; one might say his standards are sim-
ply too low. Similarly, a person whose selfhood is grounded in his superiority
to the slaves he owns fails to be a self. In this case it is not that he is not
related to other selves; his slaves are persons. It is that in regarding the slaves
as slaves, the owner does not regard them as genuine persons. Hence his
measure is still a defective one, and this infects his own self-conception.

Kierkegaard therefore recognizes that actual human selves are formed
rationally, but he thinks that a self which only has other human beings as its
measure, even the “adult” who takes the official standards certified by the
state as his measure, can never be secure. Genuine selfhood requires that the
self stand consciously before God.

This means that though the ontological “power” which grounds the self
is always God, insofar as the self is a task it is shaped by “powers” that are less
than God. In the infant and the child this is not pathological; and even in
the healthy adult, relations to others continue to form part of one’s identity.
This is proper so long as those relations have an appropriate priority.
Unfortunately, human beings are sinners and hence do not maintain “an
absolute relation to the absolute and a relative relation to the relative,” as
Johannes Climacus describes the task in Postscript (CUP 1:414). Other
humans (and what is subhuman) do function as “God-substitutes.”

Self-Deception and the Divided Self

In understanding the self as an achievement, Kierkegaard fundamentally
divorces his view from the Cartesian conception of the self as a unified, self-
transparent consciousness. What Descartes sees as the essence of the self,
Kierkegaard views as the goal. The actual self God creates includes within it
diverse possibilities, and with these are given the possibility of forming a
unified self. These possibilities are not bare possibilities, but concrete
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potentialities of an actual bodily being. The self is not purely a set of possi-
bilities, since there must be an actual being to contain the possibilities, as it
were, and this actual being must be or contain an agent which has the power
of choice. Otherwise freedom and responsibility would not exist. However,
there is no reason to think that this agency is a transparent, unified Cartesian
self. Rather, the self contains within itself “obscure powers,” to use the telling
phrase of Judge William (EO 2:164).

Such a claim by itself only brings us to what we have called the unno-
ticed unconscious, and does not explain the reality of the dynamic uncon-
scious. For that, will and choice must be brought into the story. The
dissociation of consciousness is, however, part of the explanation of the pos-
sibility of the dynamic unconscious.

Many philosophers have, under the influence of a Cartesian picture of
the self, denied that self-deception is really possible. Analyzing self-deception
as a lie to oneself, they have argued that such a lie is impossible, since the
person would have to be both deceiver and deceived, both the liar and the
one lied to, and this requires that the person both know the truth and not
know the truth. If the self were a unified, Cartesian, transparent mind, this
would indeed be impossible.

It is not, however, impossible for the same person to be both deceiver
and deceived if there is duality in the self. If my consciousness is dissociated,
then this is completely possible, and in fact occurs frequently. Nothing is
more common, in a case of self-deception, for the person to see in retrospect
that he knew the truth all along and yet failed to admit it to himself.

One might object at this point that such a view compromises the unity
of the self, and still does not solve the problem of how self-deception is pos-
sible. For self-deception requires that it be the same self that both knows and
does not know the truth. If the self ’s knowledge of itself is dissociated, so
that the consciousness of the truth is divorced from the consciousness which
obscures the truth, then have we not divided the self into two selves, inno-
cent victim and guilty deceiver?

To answer this objection, we must explore the process by which the
divided self comes into being. While it is a dissociated consciousness that
makes self-deception possible, self-deception is a special kind of division in
the self. In such a case the division in the self can be traced to the will of the
self. In cases of self-deception the dissociation in consciousness is not simply
a natural fact but is grounded in the choices the person has made.

As we have noted, self-deception appears paradoxical, and some have
alleged that it is literally impossible. To deceive myself I must know the truth
and intentionally obscure the truth. But how can I convince myself that
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what I know is true is not true? Such a project seems as difficult as trying not
to think of a pink elephant. It might seem that the harder one tries to do it,
the more difficult the task becomes. Kierkegaard’s answer to this problem
rests on the fact that human beings are temporal creatures and that the pro-
cess of self-deception is therefore a temporal process.

The problem is treated by Anti-Climacus in several passages, most
notably in the course of analyzing the Socratic principle that sin is ignorance.
Anti-Climacus agrees that from a Christian perspective this is in a sense cor-
rect. Sin is a kind of ignorance, or preferably, stupidity (SUD 88). What the
Socratic view does not recognize is that it is a willed ignorance, an ignorance
for which the individual is culpable. Obviously, however, to say that the
ignorance is willed is to say that it involves self-deception, for to will to be
ignorant of something, I must in some way be aware of the knowledge which
I will to suppress.

Anti-Climacus wishes to trace evil back ultimately then to the will. But
he recognizes that it is rare if not impossible for the individual simply to will
what he knows to be evil. The normal process is for the will to corrupt one’s
knowledge; sin goes hand in hand with self-deception.

This process of corruption is a temporal one. When the will does not
want to do what a person knows to be right, the usual response is not for the
individual consciously to do what he knows to be wrong, but simply to delay
doing anything. “Willing allows some time to pass, an interim called ‘We
will look at that tomorrow’” (SUD 94). This period of time allows the indi-
vidual to carry out any number of strategies to subvert his understanding.
“The lower nature has its strength in stretching things out” (94). Eventually,
“little by little,” Anti-Climacus says (56), the understanding is changed so
that knowing and willing can “understand each other,” can “agree com-
pletely” (94).

What are some of these strategies? One is simply to delay, to wait for the
knowledge to decay. Since we have seen that human beings are not Cartesian
selves, and since they are temporal creatures, delay may result in some disso-
ciation naturally. As Anti-Climacus puts it, the knowledge simply “dims” or
“becomes obscure.” The fact that this is a natural process does not absolve
the individual of responsibility, for it is the willed delay that makes this dim-
ming possible, and the individual is guilty for the delay since it is motivated
by the hope that just this dimming will occur. At particular moments the
knowledge may come to consciousness, but over time these moments come
more and more infrequently, and the consciousness involved becomes more
and more dim.
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A second strategy is distraction. Here the individual does not merely
wait for nature to take its course, but actively intervenes. “He may perhaps
try to preserve a darkness about his condition through diversions and in
other ways, for example, through work and busyness as means of diversion,
yet in such a way that he is not entirely clear why he is doing it, that it is to
keep himself in the dark” (SUD 48).

Here Kierkegaard is helping us see that it is possible intentionally to avoid
thinking of a pink elephant. Obviously one must think of a pink elephant at
some time to have this intention, but the intention is nevertheless one that
can be successfully carried out over time. Eventually one can put oneself into
a state in which one is not thinking of a pink elephant. The trick is diversion.
One must focus on something else. If the something else is engrossing enough
for me to lose myself in it, I will eventually forget the elephant.

In the same way, if I plunge into various activities: useful work, commit-
tees, sports, games, or even religious work, I may eventually find that the dis-
turbing insights into who I am no longer haunt my consciousness. The
individual may even, Anti-Climacus says, do this with a certain shrewdness
or insight into what is going on. That is, he may recognize in general terms
that this process of diverting himself is a way of “sinking his soul in darkness”
(SUD 48). This is psychologically possible so long as the individual does not
clearly focus on the specific insights he wishes to avoid.

Such strategies could usefully be termed “defenses,” to use Freudian
language, since they are crucial not only in obscuring our self-knowledge
originally, but also in keeping the troubling knowledge at bay. Kierkegaard
does not systematically catalogue the various defenses available to human
beings, but he does give interesting and insightful analyses of a variety of
such strategies.

One of the most common and dangerous of such defenses might be
termed “intellectualizing.” The self-knowledge in question is existential
knowledge, knowledge about how life should be lived. It is tempting for the
individual to substitute for such knowledge a kind of intellectual knowledge.
I convince myself that I am ethical because I know a lot about ethical theory.
I convince myself that I am a Christian because I know a lot of theology. It is
this kind of defense that Kierkegaard thinks the educated intellectual, “the
professor,” is particularly prone to, and it is one on which he pours unwaver-
ing scorn.

Even Socrates had recognized that there was a difference between
“understanding and understanding.” What Socrates failed to see was that the
intellectual understanding which in the genuine sense is no understanding at
all is not simply ignorance. There is a difference between “not being able to
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understand and not willing to understand” (SUD 95; italics in original).
Intellectual understanding can be a defense against genuine understanding.

Self-Deception and Sin

The paradoxicalness of self-deception and the difficulty of understanding it
underlie one of the central problems of The Sickness unto Death, namely the
paradoxical attitude of Anti-Climacus toward unconscious despair and
toward paganism, the “despairing unawareness of God” (81). On the one
hand Anti-Climacus clearly wants to say that there can be unconscious
despair. “Not being in despair, not being conscious of being in despair, is
precisely a form of despair” (23). On the other hand, unconscious despair
does not quite seem to be despair in a full-blooded sense; such despair one is
tempted, humanly speaking, to describe as a kind of innocence. “It is almost
dialectical whether one has the right to call such a state despair” (42).

This ambivalence about unconscious despair is even more pronounced
with respect to unconscious sin, as well it might be, since sin for Anti-
Climacus is an intensified form of conscious despair. Sin is a spiritual dis-
order, and a spiritless being would seem to be incapable of sin. On the one
hand Anti-Climacus seems to view paganism as a kind of innocence: “The
sin of paganism was essentially despairing unawareness of God. . . . From
another point of view, it is therefore true that in the strictest sense the
pagan did not sin, for he did not sin before God, and all sin is before God”
(SUD 81).

Yet in the final analysis Anti-Climacus is loathe to give the pagan a blan-
ket dispensation, and recognizes the strangeness of a view that absolves
paganism of sin. “Christianity regards everything as under sin; we have tried
to describe the Christian point of view as strictly as possible—and then this
strange result emerges, this strange result that sin is not to be found at all in
paganism but only in Judaism and Christendom, and there again very rarely”
(SUD 101). So Anti-Climacus retreats from the general absolution of the
pagan and insists that the lack of consciousness which forms the basis of the
pagan’s “innocence” is itself culpable and must be seen therefore as grounded
in self-deception. “Is it [being in a state of spiritlessness] something that hap-
pens to a person? No, it is his own fault. No one is born as spiritless, and
however many go to their death with this spiritlessness as the one and only
outcome of their lives, it is not the fault of life” (102).

The problem is that this suggests that the ignorance cannot have been
complete. One must have, or at least one must have had, spirit in order to
have become spiritless. To be spiritless is to lack a consciousness of God.
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Kierkegaard’s view here seems to lead to the conclusion that there is in all
human beings an original knowledge of God, a knowledge which becomes
obscured and repressed over time, but which is nonetheless enough to make
the individual responsible.

Is There a Natural Awareness of God in All Humans?

This view that there is something like a universal, natural knowledge of God
is puzzling and difficult to accept, but it seems implicit at many points in
Kierkegaard’s authorship and explicit at a few points. In the Papirer, in a
draft version of Philosophical Fragments, it is said that there has never been a
genuine atheist, only people who did not wish to “let what they knew, that
God existed, get power over their minds” (JP 3:662). The hostility to the
idea of proving God’s existence in both Postscript and Fragments seems to be
linked to the idea that such proofs are unnecessary because God is in some
sense already present to human beings (CUP 1:545).

One may reasonably ask what form such a universal knowledge of God
takes. Many people do not seem to have any conscious awareness of God.
This fact is quite compatible with Kierkegaard’s view, of course, since the
thesis is not that everyone is actually aware of God. The whole point of
much of The Sickness unto Death is that this knowledge has become
repressed, and that understanding this repression is the key to understanding
the unconscious in humans. Still, in order to repress this knowledge, humans
must once have had it, and one may reasonably ask whether such a view is in
accord with what we know about human psychological development.

To make sense of Kierkegaard’s position, I think we must distinguish
between a conscious awareness of God, and a conscious awareness of God as
God. It is implausible to claim that the latter kind of knowledge is univer-
sally present in human beings, even originally or as a kind of potential
knowledge. It is not, however, absurd to maintain that human beings in fact
have an awareness of God, even though they do not always understand that
it is God whom they are aware of. Anti-Climacus explicitly claims that it is
conscience which constitutes the relationship to God (SUD 124). This is
consistent with the general Kierkegaardian view that the religious life, while
never reducible to the ethical life, always arises out of a confrontation with
ethical ideals.

Every child does not have a clear, explicit understanding of the nature of
God. However, Kierkegaard thinks that every child does encounter ideals
which are experienced as absolute in character, and in experiencing these ide-
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als gains some sense of the “infinity” of the self. (A degree of cultural relativ-
ity in the content of the ideals does not matter, since it is their absolute form
which is determinative.) In encountering such ideals I gain a sense of my self
as more than a product of accidental circumstances. I am rather called to
exercise responsible choice and become the ideal self I see it as my task to
become. Kierkegaard understands this call to be the call or claim God makes
on the self.  Whether the child understands this or not, such an encounter is
an encounter with the ontological “other” which is the “power” which con-
stitutes the self.

Conscience and the Self

That conscience is decisive in the development of the self is not a thesis
unique to Kierkegaard. In a way this is Freud’s view as well, since for Freud,
the resolution of the Oedipus conflict and the development of the superego
are also decisive in becoming an adult. The differences with Freud are, how-
ever, more significant than the similarities. For Freud, the superego is simply
the internalized parent; there is no question of the superego as in any sense
the voice of God. It does not represent absolute truth but cultural relativity.
For Kierkegaard, conscience, while certainly reflecting cultural norms, also
reflects the coming into being in a human person of a sense of his own free-
dom and responsibility through an encounter with ideals that have absolute
validity.

This difference makes one suspect that the Freudian superego and the
Kierkegaardian conscience are simply not identical. I think this suspicion is
correct and that its correctness can be seen by looking at the crucial time
period when each is formed. For the superego the crucial age is clearly
around three. However, this cannot be the crucial age for the development of
conscience in the significant sense for Kierkegaard. Once conscience is in
place the capacity of the individual to despair and to sin is in place as well,
but it is well known that Kierkegaard did not think children were capable of
sin in any genuine sense. Anti-Climacus says plainly that children are not
capable of despair, but only bad temper (SUD 49n.).

I think therefore that we must look to adolescence or at least preadoles-
cence as the crucial period for the emergence of conscience in the
Kierkegaardian sense. (The exact age surely differs from child to child.) It is
in adolescence that the individual discovers that he or she must choose and
affirm—or reject—what has been handed down to him or her by culture.
Such a call to responsible choice is at the same time a discovery that choices
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matter—that one is called to choose responsibly. In Kierkegaard’s language it
is the discovery that human persons are spirit, and Kierkegaard interprets
this encounter as God’s call to individuals to become what God has created
them to be.

One other significant difference between Freudian and Kierkegaardian
views now comes into view, and that concerns the relation between con-
science, pathology, and the unconscious. For Freud, the overactive superego
is a source of pathology. It is the sadistic, internal saboteur which must be
tamed and moderated for the sake of individual psychological health, even if
we must retain it in some form for the sake of civilized society. Kierkegaard
is hardly ignorant of the torments of the overly active conscience, but he is
far from seeing this as the most significant source of human sickness.

Like Freud, he favors an approach to the child’s development which
avoids excessive guilt. The imposition of strict Christian concepts on the
child is even characterized as a “rape, be it ever so well meant” (CUP 1:603).
Children who are victims of such a rape have a struggle to go through, as
they attempt to come to terms with the love and forgiveness of God.

Despite this apparent agreement with Freud and neo-Freudians who see
the major problem of human life to be guilt-feelings caused by an overactive
superego, Kierkegaard would by no means be enthusiastic about the banish-
ment of guilt from contemporary life. The real problem is not that we have
excessive guilt feelings, but that we avoid coming to terms with the fact that
we are really guilty.

The development of the pathological unconscious must be seen in con-
nection with just this point. The motivation for the development of the
unconscious is our sensuousness, our failure to rise above the categories of
what feels pleasant and unpleasant, for the experience of guilt is decidedly
unpleasant. Most human beings do not have “the courage to venture out and
to endure being spirit” (SUD 43).

When the call of conscience comes, humans therefore have a reason to
ignore it. And once they have ignored it, they have a double reason for ignor-
ing it, for to face conscience would be not only to face the unpleasantness of
responsible decision-making, but the greater unpleasantness of having
decided to shirk responsibility. Thus the dynamic unconscious emerges, the
long process of deceiving oneself about oneself, employing the strategies out-
lined above, and a host of others.

Thus we see that Kierkegaard’s view of the unconscious is as thoroughly
relational as his view of the self. Object-relations theorists trace the emer-
gence of the unconscious to the divided self which comes into being through
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relations with others. Kierkegaard recognizes the role of these relations in the
formation of the self, especially with regard to what I have termed the pre-
self, the identity the self already has when it becomes a self in a deeper sense.
These early relations certainly will involve conflicts, and may lead to the
development of dissociation and unconscious processes. So Kierkegaard does
not have to reject the views of object-relations theorists about the signifi-
cance of early relations.

Nevertheless Kierkegaard traces the emergence of the unconscious in the
most significant sense to the divided self which emerges through a relation to
the significant other which forms the basis for the true self. For Kierkegaard
the really significant unconscious is the one that I form as an adolescent and
as an adult, as I encounter God and deceive myself as I deal with the resul-
tant moral failure and guilt. Of course this does not mean that Kierkegaard
believes that the unconscious processes which result from early relations with
others are unrelated to the deeper unconscious which is his primary concern.
To the contrary, the psychological conflicts and predispositions which the
child brings to adolescence are fraught with significance. I believe that these
problems are understood by Kierkegaard as bound up with the nest of prob-
lems associated with original sin.

In The Concept of Anxiety Vigilius Haufniensis maintains that every indi-
vidual “is both himself and the race” (28). Original sin is not simply a phys-
ical, inherited malady. To the extent that I am a sinner, it is because I have
chosen to be a sinner, just as Adam chose sin. Such a choice is scientifically
inexplicable, but that simply shows that sin must be understood as the result
of freedom (32–33, 51, 92).

Qualitatively, therefore, the sin of every individual is the same. This does
not mean, however, that sin does not have real consequences for the individ-
ual and for the race. The individual who is born to a sinful race does not
begin life with a blank slate, but as possessing sinful inclinations, which he or
she did not choose and which quantitatively differ from the innocence of
Adamic Eden.

I believe that this provides the context for understanding early relations
with others and the foundation of the personality for Kierkegaard. Though he
will not hear of a “universal excuse,” since individuals must recognize that
they have become what they have chosen to become and take responsibility
for what they are, it is nevertheless true that the child who is the product of a
sinful race and a sinful upbringing bears heavy burdens. The self such a child
will choose to be is a self “already bungled,” a self already seriously distorted
and misshapen by bad parental relationships and relations with others.
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Healing the Unconscious

To summarize, Kierkegaard’s view of the unconscious is basically that the
unconscious is something which I develop as I deceive myself about who and
what I am. The process of forming and disguising my identity is in turn a
process of relating to others, with God as the ultimate and intended other,
but other persons playing a role in shaping what I have termed the pre-self
and (later) playing the role of God-substitutes in the formation and mainte-
nance of one’s sinful identity. This view implies, as we have seen, some
remarkable claims: that everyone has an unconscious relation to God and
that every person has to some degree obscured this relation and thus divided
the self.

On the surface such views may seem implausible, but we must recognize
that if we are indeed self-deceivers, then such self-deception will not be obvi-
ous to us. Ultimately, I think Kierkegaard’s view stands or falls with the
Christianity to which it is so intimately linked, and it is well known that
Kierkegaard thought it crucial to maintain that Christianity could not be
rationally demonstrated to be true. Rather, the possibility of offense must be
safeguarded, and we must therefore safeguard this possibility in his view of
the unconscious as well. Kierkegaard’s view of the unconscious contains an
analysis of the condition of the “natural man” which that person can only
hope to recognize as true with the help of divine revelation.

Nevertheless, it is important to see how Kierkegaard’s views can be used
to interpret contemporary psychological findings. Those findings cannot be
demonstrative evidence of the correctness of Kierkegaard’s views, but if
Kierkegaard’s perspective gives us no interpretive power, no ability to illumi-
nate our situation, then the understanding it claims to offer is illusory.

To this end I should like to draw attention to some interesting parallels
between Kierkegaard’s view and the object-relations theory which is, as we
have seen, his closest neighbor on the contemporary psychological scene.
The parallels are especially interesting with respect to possible cures for the
problem of the divided self.

Kierkegaard’s claim that the self-deception associated with sin and
despair is a universal phenomenon that closely parallels the claim of the
object-relations theorist that the “schizoid self ” is universal. W. D. Fairbairn,
in his important paper “Schizoid Factors in the Personality,” recognizes that
the universality of his claims will be disturbing to many. “The criticism for
which I must now prepare myself is that, according to my way of thinking,
everybody without exception must be regarded as schizoid.’’17 Fairbairn’s
response to this criticism is simply that it is true that everyone is fundamen-
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tally schizoid, and thus that the criticism is not a criticism. “The fundamen-
tal schizoid phenomenon is the presence of splits in the ego; and it would
take a bold man to claim that his ego was so perfectly integrated as to be
incapable of revealing any evidence of splitting at the deepest levels.”18

If this is correct, Kierkegaard might well take this universal “splitting”
to be confirmation of his claims about the universality of sin and despair.
The object-relations theorist also agrees with Kierkegaard that this dissocia-
tion of the self from itself is fundamentally the result of faulty relationships
with others. Of course the psychoanalytic thinker sees the faulty relation-
ships to be primarily with the initial caregiver, while, as we have seen,
Kierkegaard focuses attention on the relation to God. Once we recognize,
however, that different ages are of concern here, there is no real contradic-
tion between the two views. Object-relations theory is attempting to under-
stand the initial formation of the psyche, and the focus is therefore on early
childhood. Kierkegaard is analyzing the becoming of a self in the decisive
sense, and thus his views center on adolescence and the early adult years.
We have seen that Kierkegaard does not deny that significant psychological
developments may occur in early childhood, developments that may, under
the impact of original sin, predispose the self towards brokenness. Also, the
psychoanalytic perspective of such thinkers as Guntrip and Fairbairn pre-
supposes the possibility of a genuine self, which can continue to develop
and assume responsibility for itself. So there is no objection from the psy-
chological side toward seeing decisions later than early childhood as decisive
in the formation of the self.

The significance of such later decisions and later relationships comes
through clearly if we look at the views of Guntrip and Fairbairn on the heal-
ing of the broken self. Though Guntrip wants to affirm a genuinely “per-
sonal self ” which can assume responsibility for itself and cannot see itself as
the helpless victim of biological forces, he affirms in an equally emphatic way
the need of the self for a healing relationship to become truly whole.

Guntrip sees the therapist as attempting to provide the client who was
not fortunate enough to have had “good-enough mothering” a sense of iden-
tity and security which his parents failed to provide him originally. “At the
deepest level, psychotherapy is replacement therapy, providing for the
patient what the mother failed to provide at the beginning of life.’’19 The
therapist does not really use “techniques” but must simply be a real person
for the client, a person who is accepting and nonjudgmental, which allows
the divided ego to accept all of itself.

From Kierkegaard’s point of view, there is wisdom in Guntrip’s view, but
it fails to capture the depths of the self ’s situation in several ways. First,
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Guntrip, with his talk of “good-enough mothering,” ignores the universality
of the problem. If the divided self is as universal as he and Fairbairn main-
tain, one may well ask as to whether any parenting can be good enough to
produce the whole self being held forward as an ideal.

Even more significantly, Kierkegaard would, I think, while affirming the
need for a “basic security-giving personal relationship” (Guntrip’s term),
question the adequacy of the therapist to play this role.20 However much the
therapist may try to be a “real person” to the client, one must recognize that
the therapeutic relationship is in the end an artificial one. The client and the
therapist are engaged in a commercial transaction; the nonjudgmental accep-
tance of the therapist can hardly be anything other than a therapeutic tech-
nique. Client and therapist do not interact outside the therapeutic session,
and if by chance they do, one would hardly expect the therapist always to
maintain an accepting attitude. Suppose, for example, that the client is hav-
ing an affair with the spouse of the therapist?

But even if the therapist is a model of love and acceptance, the funda-
mental problem, from Kierkegaard’s perspective, is that such a therapist
would still provide an inadequate “criterion” of the self. The therapist would
still be an inadequate substitute for the person whose love and acceptance
can genuinely form the basis of selfhood.

This is not to say that therapy cannot be helpful for individuals who are
psychologically crippled. Though I am not sure Kierkegaard has room for
this idea, the therapist may indeed help a troubled individual move toward
wholeness, much as a relationship with a good friend may help an individ-
ual. It may even be in some cases that therapy is part of what makes faith
possible, since for some people the pre-self may be so broken that the idea of
a loving, accepting God is literally unbelievable. “Perhaps there are times
when the sick are too weak for the surgery that would cure them.”21

In the final analysis, however, the ultimate cure is not human therapy
but faith in God, at least as Kierkegaard sees it. My identity or non-identity
cannot be rooted in the acceptance or non-acceptance of another self strug-
gling towards wholeness. Only the absolute love of God can provide the
security which allows the self to accept itself completely as it is, while recog-
nizing the possibility and responsibility for becoming what it may fully be.
The cure for the human condition is simply faith: “Faith is: that the self in
being itself and in willing to be itself is grounded transparently in God”
(SUD 82). Such a faith would mean that the unconscious as that part of
myself which I cannot and will not recognize has been blotted out. I would
know myself, even as I am known.
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Chapter 17

Does Kierkegaard Think Beliefs
Can Be Directly Willed?

299

In Religious Belief and the Will 1 Louis Pojman analyzes and criticizes several
forms of what he terms “volitionalism,” which is a position that regards
beliefs as under the control of the will. Pojman distinguishes several kinds of
volitionalism.2 First, he distinguishes prescriptive from descriptive volitional-
ism. Prescriptive volitionalism is a normative doctrine which holds that it is
permissible, perhaps even obligatory, to will to hold certain beliefs.
Descriptive volitionalism is a psychological theory which holds that the will
actually does have the power to do this.

Pojman also distinguishes direct from indirect volitionalism. Direct voli-
tionalism treats the action by which a belief is formed as a basic action which
can simply be willed. Indirect volitionalism regards the formation of a belief
as an outcome of doing other actions. Both prescriptive and descriptive voli-
tionalism can be either direct or indirect.

In his book Pojman analyzes Kierkegaard as a classic example of voli-
tionalism. He sees Kierkegaard as a direct volitionalist who accepts both
descriptive and prescriptive volitionalism. Indeed, Kierkegaard is said to
hold the extreme position that all of our beliefs are acquired by direct acts of
will.3 Kierkegaard and volitionalists in general are strongly criticized by
Pojman on several counts. Direct, descriptive volitionalism is said to run
afoul of psychological laws and to involve a conceptual confusion as well.4

While Pojman allows that we can and do modify beliefs indirectly, and thus
concedes the truth of indirect, descriptive volitionalism, he claims that pre-
scriptive volitionalism, direct or indirect, is subject to censure. A plausible



ethics of belief must see truth-seeking as a strong, prima facie duty,5 but
forming a belief through an act of will, which Pojman insists must mean
forming it independently of evidential considerations,6 shows a lack of con-
cern for truth. It is in fact a kind of lying to oneself.7

I shall not here challenge Pojman’s arguments against volitionalism,
though in my judgment they fail due to overly restricted and tendentious
definitions of the positions attacked. What I want to do is challenge his read-
ing of Kierkegaard as a direct volitionalist.

It should be noted that Pojman’s reading of Kierkegaard is by no means
unusual. Terence Penelhum, for example, in his fine book God and
Skepticism, argues that Kierkegaard saw all beliefs as grounded in an act of
will, though he notes that in the case of Christian beliefs the act of will can
only be carried out with divine assistance.8 Penelhum also regards this direct
volitionalism as untenable, though he is somewhat more sympathetic to
indirect forms, and thinks Kierkegaard’s position can be reformulated in
these terms.

In an article entitled “Kierkegaard on Belief, Faith, and Explanation,”
Davis Wisdo responds to Pojman by arguing that neither of the two argu-
ments Pojman gives against volitionalism is decisive against Kierkegaard.9

The first argument, which is an argument from experience that claims beliefs
are not under the control of the will because they are experienced as events
that happen to us, is less than decisive because the fact that something is
experienced as being passive does not entail that it is passive. The second
argument, which is a conceptual argument that urges that there is something
incoherent about forming a belief through the will, is sound, but only
against a stronger version of volitionalism than Kierkegaard holds.
Unfortunately, Wisdo is not very clear on just what version of volitionalism
Kierkegaard does hold. He says that Kierkegaard’s claim is not that I can
form a belief simply by willing it, but that the will plays a key role in “negat-
ing the uncertainty” which attaches to every contingent proposition accord-
ing to Kierkegaard (PF 83). It is not clear to me just what this negation of
uncertainty is, and how it differs from the acquisition of a belief.

I think that the reason Wisdo does not clarify what Kierkegaard’s voli-
tionalism amounts to (with regard to ordinary beliefs) is that he does not see
this as crucial to understand Kierkegaard’s concept of religious belief or faith.
The Danish term Tro can mean either faith or belief, but Wisdo rightly notes
that in Fragments a distinction is drawn between belief in the ordinary sense
and belief or faith in an “eminent” sense. Wisdo argues that the second kind
of belief, Christian faith, is not a kind of ordinary belief at all. As he sees it,
Christian faith is a miracle which resists philosophical analysis. 
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Unfortunately for Wisdo, this claim makes it mysterious why Johannes
Climacus should invest so much energy analyzing the concept of ordinary
belief. Even worse, there are two statements in the text which flatly contra-
dict Wisdo’s view that faith is not a special kind of belief: “Here faith (Tro) is
first taken in a direct and ordinary sense concerning the relationship to the
historical” (PF 87). “So then, that historical fact [the incarnation] remains. It
has no immediate contemporary, because it is historical to the first power
(faith in the ordinary sense)” (88–89). Both of these quotations make it clear
that Climacus analyzes the concept of belief because he sees faith as a special
kind of belief. Faith is ordinary belief that has some additional qualities that
make it faith in the eminent sense.

One cannot then insulate the concept of faith against philosophical
scrutiny by claiming that it has nothing in common with ordinary belief on
Kierkegaard’s view. It is therefore important to challenge the assumption of
Pojman and Penelhum—the assumption that Wisdo does not clearly
rebut—that Kierkegaard is a direct volitionalist in his view of belief.

Why do philosophers like Pojman and Penelhum attribute direct voli-
tionalism to Kierkegaard? The grounds for this reading of Kierkegaard are
probably most strong in the Interlude section of Philosophical Fragments.
Here the pseudonymous author, Johannes Climacus,10 says that “belief is not
a piece of knowledge but an act of freedom, an expression of will” (83). He
maintains that the “conclusion of belief is not a conclusion but a resolution,”
and that the opposite of belief, i.e. doubt, is also dependent on the will (84).

We must look at the context of these remarks. The polemical target in
view here is the claim, made by Hegel and employed by some religious
Hegelians in the defense of Christianity, that historical events can be under-
stood as necessary. If historical assertions could be converted philosophically
to necessary truths, then Christianity could retain its historical foundations
while at the same time gaining a kind of invulnerability to the ravages of his-
torical-critical scholarship. Kierkegaard’s argument is directed against those
who would avoid epistemic risk and claim to attain a kind of final knowledge,
in this case of human history. Kierkegaard’s counterposition, articulated by
his pseudonym Johannes Climacus, is the Humean view that all matters of
fact are contingent—historical matters of fact being doubly so—and thus no
knowledge of history can attain the certainty of a necessary truth.

Climacus first situates historical knowledge as belonging to the category
of “coming into existence” (PF 73, 76). All “coming into existence” changes
are seen by him as the result of a freely acting cause (75). Thus the realm of
what Hume called “matters of fact” can never involve necessity. Climacus
appears to back up these claims by appealing to a theistic metaphysic, but his
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claim about the contingency of matters of fact is one that many philosophers
would accept independently of any view of God as creating the natural order
through a free choice.

The term “historical” is here used in two senses. Anything that has come
into existence is thereby said to be historical, but there is also a category of
events which are historical “in the strict sense” (PF 76). These events involve
a double contingency, a “coming into existence within a coming into exis-
tence” (76). Here Climacus has in mind history in the sense of human his-
tory. This category of events not only possesses the contingency of all of
nature, which is grounded in the freedom of God’s creative activity, but the
additional contingency which derives from the freedom of human agents.
Human agents are seen as “relatively freely acting causes” (76). In creating
them God endows them with possibilities as well as actualities, and allows
them some control over which possibilities get actualized.

Climacus thinks these metaphysical truths rule out any understanding
of history as necessary, but he underlines the point with some epistemologi-
cal reflections which draw heavily on classical skepticism, particularly Sextus
Empiricus. It is important to recognize, however, that Kierkegaard does not
embrace skepticism himself. He borrows arguments from the skeptics, but
he says very clearly that he assumes that there is knowledge of the past; he
only wants to know how this knowledge is possible (PF 81).

The account given of historical knowledge is not easy to interpret, but
the main points seem to me to be as follows. First, Climacus claims, in agree-
ment with both classical foundationalism and classical skepticism, that there
is a category of truths, “immediate sensation and cognition” (PF 81), which
can be apprehended with certainty and which “cannot deceive.” Climacus
does not spell out the nature of this immediate knowledge, which seems sim-
ilar to Hume’s knowledge of “impressions,” and it seems to me in many ways
a dubious position to hold. However, the realm of objectively certain knowl-
edge Climacus here concedes turns out to be vanishingly small. He gives two
examples to clarify his point. The first is that of perceiving a star; the second
is perceiving an event.

In the first example, Climacus says that “when the perceiver sees a star,
the star becomes dubious for him the moment he seeks to become aware that
it has come into existence” (PF 81). “Thus faith [Tro] believes [troer] what it
does not see; it does not believe that the star exists, for that it sees, but it
believes that the star has come into existence” (81). This is obscure, and
some have interpreted Climacus as saying that one can have immediate
knowledge of the existence of a star, but not of the genesis of the star, since it
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occurred in the past. Against such a view one can rightly object that even our
present awareness of the star is an awareness of a past object, since the light
being perceived has taken years to arrive, and it is even possible that the star
no longer exists. However, I do not think this can be Climacus’s intended
meaning, and this becomes clear when we look at the second example, that
of perceiving an event.

Here Climacus says that “the occurrence can be known immediately,
but not that is has occurred, not even that it is in the process of occurring”
(PF 81–82). This may seem even more obscure than the case of the star, but
I believe what Climacus has in mind is simply this: both in the case of the
star and the event, there is a something, a content, of which I am immedi-
ately aware. This something has been articulated by different philosophers
in different ways, but he surely has in view what some have labeled “sense
data,” and what others have thought of in terms of what might be left after
a phenomenological epoche has been performed. Whatever this something is
of which we are immediately aware, it cannot be identified with an object in
the space-time world which we think of as “objective,” out there, so to
speak. To affirm the existence of a star as an object which has “come into
existence” is to affirm the existence of something more than the immediate
content of my experience. It is to affirm the existence of a public object
with a public history. Similarly, to affirm of an occurrence “that it has
occurred,” is not simply to utter a tautology. The affirmation that the event
has occurred entails that one is committed to affirming a “transition from
nothing, from non-being” (82). Here the event is again not simply a con-
tent in one’s consciousness but a part of the public world, and such an affir-
mation carries with it for Climacus an element of inescapable risk. The risk
is grounded in the logical gap between my experience, when that experience
is construed as giving me certain knowledge, and the world as I ordinarily
perceive it and act in it.

Note that even if one rejects the implied inner world of certainty, this
does not damage Climacus’s main thesis, which is the riskiness of judgments
about matters of fact. One may well find doctrines of sense data and their
like dubious while still agreeing that human judgments about stars and
events are contingent and fallible.

But now to the main issue, which concerns the implications Climacus
sees in the riskiness of affirmations about matters of fact. He argues that it is
the uncertainty of these judgments which makes skepticism possible. The
Greek skeptics “doubted not by the power of knowledge but by the power of
will” (PF 82). This in turn implies that “doubt can only be terminated in
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freedom, by an act of will” (82). The nature of doubt in turn illuminates the
true nature of faith or belief, which must be seen as the “opposite passion of
doubt” (84).

Pojman reads these passages as committing Kierkegaard to an extreme
form of volitionalism. As he sees the matter, Kierkegaard is saying that all
beliefs are under the direct and immediate control of the believer. Thus if I
believe that I am looking at a computer screen as I type these words, or that
I was born in Atlanta, Georgia, this is the result of a decision I have made,
and I could easily have willed to believe the opposite of these things, regard-
less of the evidence. Such a position seems wildly implausible, for beliefs are
not normally under direct, voluntary control in this way.

I believe that Pojman’s reading rests on a faulty understanding of what
Kierkegaard means by such terms as “will” and “freedom.” First, in tracing
belief to will, Climacus by no means necessarily implies that beliefs are con-
sciously chosen. If anything is evident about Kierkegaard as a psychologist, it
is that he is a depth psychologist. While Kierkegaard certainly assigns will a
central place in the human personality, he thinks that human beings hardly
ever make choices with full consciousness of what they are doing. In The
Sickness unto Death, for example, though both despair and sin are traced to
the will, most people are said to be in despair and to sin unconsciously. Lack
of clarity about what one is doing is the rule, not the exception, in the Kierk-
egaardian picture of the personality.

This point is just as evident in the discussion of skepticism in Fragments.
The Greek skeptic would agree and understand that his skepticism is rooted
in will, according to Climacus, “to the degree that he has understood himself ”
(PF 82; emphasis mine). This implies, of course, that the skeptic may not
understand himself, may not realize that he doubts because he wills to
doubt. Thus, to say that belief is grounded in the will by no means implies
that belief is always or even usually the result of a conscious act of willing.

Second, Climacus nowhere says that beliefs can be controlled by the will
directly. Pojman’s reading implies that beliefs can be produced or annihilated
willy-nilly, but this is not present in Kierkegaard’s text. Pojman simply does
not consider the possibility that Kierkegaard may have in mind the well-
known fact that beliefs can be modified indirectly, in the course of doing
other things. That it is the latter possibility that Kierkegaard has in mind is
strongly suggested by the fact that Climacus calls both belief (Tro) and doubt
“passions” (PF 84). Kierkegaard certainly did not think that passions could
simply be created by an immediate act of will. Rather, he thinks of passions
as things that must be slowly cultivated and constantly renewed. Acts of will-
ing play a role in this cultivation, and Kierkegaard regards the higher ethical
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and religious passions as things we are responsible to achieve. However, by
and large, passions are formed on a long-term basis, and they are not simply
willed into existence, but formed indirectly through a process of willing to
do other things. Furthermore, a passion is also partly passive, formed in
response to something that acts on the self.

Strong support for this interpretation is found in the discussions of
skepticism in Postscript and in Fear and Trembling. A major theme, which
parallels a familiar refrain in Hume, is the difficulty of skepticism. Contem-
porary Hegelians, who claim to have overcome skepticism through a univer-
sal doubt which overcomes itself, are mercilessly attacked, primarily on the
grounds that universal doubt cannot possibly be achieved, must less over-
come if it could be achieved.11 What the ancient skeptic regarded as the task
of a lifetime—an infinite goal which he could only hope to approximate,
since life continually elicits belief from us—is accomplished by the contem-
porary professor in his opening lecture. It is the fact that doubts and beliefs
are not always under our voluntary control that makes such a professor a
comic figure for Kierkegaard.

Of course the same is true of other passions discussed in the Kierke-
gaardian literature, especially the passion of faith. The polemic against
“going further” than faith, for example, presupposes that faith is not some-
thing one can acquire simply by fiat.12 Once more, it is said to be a task for a
lifetime.

A plausible reading of Climacus’s discussion of the role of will in the life
of the skeptic must first focus on the skeptic’s goal: tranquillity of mind. It is
the attainment and sustaining of this state of mind which is the primary
object of the skeptic’s will. To this end he wills to refrain from drawing con-
clusions. A hasty reading may suggest that Climacus thinks that the skeptics
can do this by a direct act of will: “By the power of the will he [the skeptic]
resolves to restrain himself and hold himself back . . . from any conclusion”
(PF 85). Climacus emphasizes that it is the will that is decisive here, not
rational argument: “Though as he [the skeptic] uses dialectics in continually
making the opposite equally probable, these are not the basis of his skepti-
cism; such arguments are nothing more than outer fortifications, human
accommodations” (84).

Though the emphasis is on the will, since Climacus wishes to claim that
the skeptic is a skeptic in the final analysis because he wants to be a skeptic,
there is no claim here that belief states are under the direct control of the
will. On the contrary, there is the clear statement that at least in some cases
the control exercised by the will is indirect. Though the ultimate source of
doubt is the will, doubt is achieved through cognitive means. Because of the
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facts of human psychology, the skeptic must make use of dialectics, “outer
fortifications.” These may be denigrated as “human accommodations,” but
it is nonetheless important that such accommodations are necessary.
Climacus also says that the skeptic “used knowledge to preserve his state of
mind” (PF 83). This suggests that the control exercised by the skeptic was at
least not complete, and that it was achieved by such techniques as looking
for evidence on the other side of a belief towards which one is inclined, con-
structing arguments which are equally balanced on both sides of an issue,
and so forth.

So Climacus’s point is not the indefensible claim that beliefs are always
simply willed into being, regardless of the evidential situation of the believer.
It is rather the subtler claim that there is a logical gap between whatever
totally objective, certain evidence we have for matters of fact, and our beliefs
about these matters. It is this gap which makes skepticism as a willed life-
stance possible. It provides room, as it were, for the skeptic to do what he
needs to do to arrive at a state of suspended judgment, though this is not
necessarily easy and will certainly not be successful in all cases. What exactly
the skeptic will need to do is not spelled out, and there is no reason it should
be, since that is a matter of empirical psychology; but Kierkegaard evidently
thinks that what must be done to be a skeptic will include familiar cognitive
strategies such as focusing on arguments for both sides of a position. Since
most of us are not skeptics, it follows that we are not skeptics because we,
unlike the skeptic, do not will to achieve this state of mind. We will some-
thing different and consequently do not embark on the activities which the
skeptic employs to achieve his ends. Climacus may or may not think that
particular beliefs are sometimes under the direct control of the will, but he
certainly does not believe this is always or even generally the case. What he
does affirm is that what we want to believe ultimately plays a decisive role in
what we do believe.

This claim may point to a fact of human psychology that many philoso-
phers find regrettable and unwelcome, but that I find utterly undeniable.
Who can observe audience comments after a so-called debate between presi-
dential candidates without realizing that the beliefs of the hearers about who
won the debate, who had the strongest arguments, and so on, are heavily
shaped by their commitments to one candidate or the other? It is a plain and
evident fact of human psychology, like it or not, that how we interpret evi-
dence, weigh evidence, and even what we consider to be good evidence, is
heavily shaped by our desires. Of course this influence is generally mediated
by my whole noetic structure. In reflecting on a recent presidential debate, I
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believe that one candidate was much more sincere and concerned about
important problems than the other, not simply because I want that to be
true, but because I was already convinced that the second candidate was an
unprincipled opportunist. However, the past beliefs which I brought to bear
on the situation were equally colored by my past desires, emotions, and val-
ues. So will still played a significant factor in shaping the belief.

When we come to what Climacus calls the historical in the strict sense,
the logical gap between totally objective, certain evidence and belief becomes
even greater. Here we have not only the contingency of all matters of fact,
but the double contingency introduced by free human actions. Climacus
seems to be right here in maintaining that there is even more room for dis-
agreement and uncertainty with regard to human activity, and hence more
room for skeptical stratagems, as is shown by the status of such disciplines as
history and sociology, as compared with physics and chemistry.

Notice that Climacus does not seem to adopt a radical relativism or his-
toricism on the basis of his assertion of the significance of subjective factors
in the formation of belief. That is, he does not say that there is no objective
truth about nature or history. Nor does he claim that our beliefs cannot be
true in some objective sense. All he wants to maintain is that our beliefs
always contain an element of risk, because the objective evidential situation
always contains an element of uncertainty, uncertainty which we resolve in
the formation of our beliefs. In general, Kierkegaard seems quite committed
to traditional realism in his comments about truth. He cheerfully combines
an emphasis on epistemological subjectivity with a realism that may rightly
be termed “Greek,” since it follows Aristotle’s famous claim that “to say of
what is that it is not, or of what is not that it is, is false, while to say of what
is that it is, or of what is not that it is not, is true.”13

If Pojman concedes that Kierkegaard is not a direct volitionalist who
thinks of beliefs as always or even usually under the direct control of the will,
a major issue still remains. Perhaps indirect control of beliefs is just as objec-
tionable as direct control. If Kierkegaard urges us to believe in Christianity
without rational evidence, is he not an irrationalist, whether the belief is
formed directly or indirectly?

A response to this charge is beyond the scope of this essay.14 Here I have
set myself the modest task of showing that Kierkegaard does not regard
beliefs as under the direct control of the will. He does certainly, however,
think that beliefs can be indirectly controlled by the will. To decide whether
Kierkegaard’s position here is defensible would require a full treatment of the
ethics of belief, as well as the situation of the believer. In conclusion, I would
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like to sketch the way the situation looks from my perspective. Though I
cannot here argue for the view, I can briefly describe a view that takes
account of the role of the will in the formation of faith, without seeing faith
as involving anything like self-deception.

The typical picture given of Kierkegaard’s view of Christian faith is that
it requires a “leap of faith.” The leap is necessary because Christian faith
requires belief in the reality of the incarnation, the “Absolute Paradox,”
which the critic perceives as a logical contradiction. Assisted by divine grace,
the believer manages, through an heroic act of will, to get himself to believe
what he knows is absurd, for what is logically contradictory could not possi-
bly occur.

I believe this picture is wrong on every point as an account of what
Kierkegaard thought. Kierkegaard cannot think that the paradox of the
incarnation can be known to be a logical contradiction. It is at most an
apparent contradiction, a reality which is so incongruous that human reason
cannot understand it.15 It appears to be a contradiction, not because we
know that God and man are mutually exclusive genera, but because our sin-
fulness makes it impossible for us to understand an act which is a manifesta-
tion of pure, unselfish love.

To know that the incarnation is a logical contradiction, we would have
to have a clear grasp of what it means to be God and to be human. The mes-
sage of Christianity, according to Kierkegaard, is that we lack any such
knowledge. The truth about God is not something we possess; it must be
brought to us by God himself. The person who comes to see the limitations
of her own knowledge in this area is a person who can respond to God in
faith. This faith is not produced by an act of will on the part of the believer,
but rather is a gift of God (PF 62). All that the believer can will to do is to be
open to God’s gift of faith.

Just as a committed mind-body dualist might be convinced that the
paradoxical notion of a thinking brain is a reality if he should encounter one,
so the believer might be convinced that the paradoxical notion of the God-
man is a reality by a first-person encounter with the God-man.16 The belief
is the result of the encounter with reality, not of some arbitrary act of will.
Why then does Kierkegaard regard faith as a leap? An act of will is necessary
if the encounter with the God-man is to be a transforming one. The recog-
nition that my own ideas about God are irremediably flawed and that I must
accept my dependence on a divine revelation is not easily attained. Such a
recognition runs counter to my natural, sinful tendency to assert my own
autonomy. If God is to change me, what is required is a humble acceptance
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of my need to be changed. Humility is a moral quality which it is quite
proper to see as something which must be willed. What is required in the
leap of faith is not an immoral attempt to manipulate my beliefs so as to
make myself believe what I know is untrue. Rather, I am asked to transform
myself so that I can be open to an encounter with the truth which will totally
transform my life.17
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Chapter 18

Where There’s a Will There’s a Way:
Kierkegaard’s Theory of Action

311

One of the most enduring philosophical myths of our time is the view that
Kierkegaard was a glorifier of the notion of “radical choice.” According to
this myth, Kierkegaard, as the father of existentialism, is supposed to have
invented a radically new concept of choice in which human agents make
their most fundamental and crucial decisions for no reason at all. Such
choices must be made without criteria, and they are therefore in a crucial
sense arbitrary and absurd.

This myth has been accepted by both friend and foe of Kierkegaard.
Probably its most powerful statement comes in Camus’ essay “An Absurd
Reasoning.”1 The myth, however, is not simply a popular or literary notion
but survives in the works of serious philosophers. A recent influential exam-
ple is Alasdair MacIntyre’s After Virtue.

As MacIntyre sees it, Kierkegaard’s project in Either/Or was to provide a
foundation for morality or ethics. The Enlightenment project of giving a
rational justification for ethics had failed, and Kierkegaard had clearly seen
the failure as irremediable, given the premises of the project. The solution
he devised was to abandon the whole notion of a rational justification of
morality and substitute for reason a radical act of will as the foundation for
morality:

Kierkegaard and Kant agree in their conception of morality, but
Kierkegaard inherits that conception together with an understanding 
that the project of giving a rational vindication of morality has failed.   



Kant’s failure provided Kierkegaard with his starting-point: the act of
choice had to be called in to do the work that reason could not do.2

MacIntyre correctly sees that Either/Or is designed to force the reader to
choose between two ways of life. The first volume presents the reader with
the papers of an aesthete who lives for the moment and orients himself
around the category of satisfaction, albeit in a refined, reflective manner. The
second volume contains letters to the aesthete from an older, married man
arguing the superiority of a life of ethical commitment. Both volumes are
edited by one Victor Eremita; Kierkegaard nowhere appears in his own per-
sona. The reader must decide which kind of life is superior, with no external
result or conclusion to influence the choice.

Why should MacIntyre think that Kierkegaard intends this choice to be
a radical, criterionless decision? After all, both the aesthete and the married
man provide reasons of a sort for their perspectives. MacIntyre’s central argu-
ment goes like this:

Suppose that someone confronts the choice between them [the ethical
and the aesthetic lives] having as yet embraced neither. He can be offered
no reason for preferring one to the other. For if a given reason offers sup-
port for the ethical way of life—to live in that way will serve the demands
of duty or to live in that way will be to accept moral perfection as a goal
and so give a certain kind of meaning to one’s actions—the person who
has not yet embraced either the ethical or the aesthetic still has to choose
whether or not to treat this reason as having any force. If it already has
force for him, he has already chosen the ethical; which ex hypothesi he has
not. And so it is also with reasons supportive of the aesthetic.3

I believe this argument is weak. An analogy may help us to see this.
Suppose that in an ethics class I provide the students with arguments for
rival positions on a contemporary issue such as abortion. Their assignment is
to analyze the arguments and choose a position. I am careful not to tell the
students which position I hold or which arguments I regard as cogent,
because I want them to do some thinking on their own.

One might think that in this situation the student who has not yet
decided which position to hold “can be offered no reason for preferring one
to the other.” For when analyzing one of the reasons for holding a position,
the student must decide whether that reason has any force. If it does have
force, then the student is not truly undecided; if it does not, then the choice
appears arbitrary.

The fallacy in this line of thinking lies in the assumption that the stu-
dent must choose to regard a reason as having force before it has any.
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Normally, reasons given for a position strike us as forceful or they do not,
and whether they do is not subject to our voluntary control. So a student
who has not yet chosen a position on the moral issue in question could con-
ceivably find an argument for a position convincing in making the choice.

Perhaps MacIntyre might respond at this point that the two situations
are not strictly analogous. My illustration concerns an intellectual issue
where beliefs are being formed. Because it is often claimed that beliefs are not
under our direct, voluntary control, perhaps no issue of choice really arises
here. If the individual finds the argument compelling, his or her belief will
follow accordingly. So an uncommitted student may well be swayed by an
argument.

The case Kierkegaard is presenting is quite different, MacIntyre might
claim. Kierkegaard is analyzing not the formation of a belief, but a decision
to live a certain kind of life. And Kierkegaard evidently sees this decision as a
free choice for which the individual is responsible. If the decision is deter-
mined by reasons then the choice is not really free. The argument could be
put in the form of a dilemma. Reasons either determine a choice or they do
not. If a choice is determined by reasons then it is not free (given certain
controversial incompatibilist assumptions about the nature of freedom and
its relation to determinism). If a choice is not determined by reasons then it
is arbitrary.

If that is the argument then it seems to me that the problem does not lie
in Kierkegaard’s concept of free choice, but rather in the very notion of free
choice. The argument of the previous paragraph is a perfectly general one
that implies that every truly free choice is arbitrary and any choice that is
performed for a reason is for that reason not free. A full response to the com-
mon charge that Kierkegaard urges on us a doctrine of radical choice will
therefore require us to give a fuller treatment of Kierkegaard’s theory of
action and to look once more at the whole question of the relationship of
reason to free action.

The Aristotelian Understanding of Action

Kierkegaard conducts a running polemic in his authorship against intellectu-
alistic theories of action. He is terribly concerned with the Hegelian doctrine
of the “unity of thought and being,” mainly because he takes this as elimi-
nating the distinction between thought and action. He wants to argue that
to “think that A is good” or to “judge that A is good” is by no means identi-
cal with having done A. Nor does doing A follow as a matter of course from
such a judgment. (Later I shall attempt to show that this intellectualistic
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view of action is by no means absurd and in fact has a vigorous following in
contemporary philosophy.)

This polemic of Kierkegaard’s has obscured the fact that thought has a
significant role to play in his understanding of action. Kierkegaard’s theory is
really a variation on the traditional Aristotelian picture of action as the result
of choice that is itself the product of deliberation.4 By speaking of the tradi-
tional Aristotelian view here I do not mean to refer strictly or even mainly to
the views of Aristotle alone, but to a tradition, traceable to Socrates, devel-
oped in the Middle Ages and represented in our day by such outstanding
philosophers as Donald Davidson and Alan Donagan.5

Donagan traces this tradition to the remarks Plato puts in Socrates’
mouth in the Phaedo (98c–99a), where Socrates criticizes Anaxagoras for
claiming to explain the universe as the work of mind, while in fact giving a
physical explanation. Such a view is comparable, in Socrates’ eyes, to ascrib-
ing his being in prison to the processes and states of his “bones and sinews.”
Socrates claims that the true cause of his being in prison is “that he decided
that it was best for me to sit here, and that it is right for me to stay and
undergo whatever penalty they order.” If his opinions about this were differ-
ent, his behavior would be different as well, with his bones and sinews fol-
lowing suit.

Aristotle developed this Socratic insight in a powerful way. For Aristotle,
the distinctive aspect of human beings lies in our power to represent the
world to ourselves in propositional form. Human beings do not merely have
immediate desires for an object. We can desire that “Jim have a turn with the
toy” or “that Susan move the car out of the driveway.” Propositions are the
objects of our beliefs, hopes, fears, wishes, and a host of what Bertrand
Russell termed “propositional attitudes.”

On the Aristotelian view human action begins when a person has a wish,
an intellectual appetitive attitude toward some possible state of affairs. This
leads to deliberation about how to bring about that possible end, a process
that culminates in a choice, which directly explains the action.

Obviously this general account leaves many points of detail open to
development in various ways. One crucial point concerns the relationship of
the process of deliberation to the choice that issues from it. Kierkegaard him-
self raises the crucial question in an early journal entry: “In what relationship
does the will stand to the last act of understanding; does the will follow nec-
essarily the final cognition of understanding?” (JP 2:1241). If one accepts
the Socratic dictum that virtue is knowledge, it will appear reasonable to
answer the question by affirming that the will does indeed necessarily follow
the “final cognition of understanding.” The person who knows what is right
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or good, or even correctly believes what is right or good, will do what is right
or good. On such a view where the will simply follows the dictates of the
intellect, it is tempting to simply eliminate the will altogether and explain
human actions as the product of appetitive attitudes and thought. Delibera-
tion leads directly to action.

This view is precisely the intellectualistic theory of action Kierkegaard so
vigorously opposes. This intellectualistic theory, however, is merely one ver-
sion of an Aristotelian theory, and Kierkegaard’s opposition to it should not
obscure the fact that his own theory is also Aristotelian. Other thinkers have
insisted that the last intellectual judgment an individual makes does not nec-
essarily determine an action. It is possible for an individual to will what he or
she knows is not the best. The phenomenon of incontinence or weakness of
will presents a severe challenge to any intellectualistic theory of action. In
what follows I will try to sketch the major outlines of Kierkegaard’s under-
standing of action.

Kierkegaard’s Theory of Action

Although Kierkegaard rejects the notion that action follows as a matter of
course from reflection, he nevertheless sees reflective deliberation as a neces-
sary condition for action. This is sometimes hard to see because he is contin-
ually criticizing the rival view, but even his criticisms of intellectualistic
theories clearly presuppose that the intellect plays a crucial role in action. For
example, Johannes Climacus, in Concluding Unscientific Postscript (whose
views on this issue are clearly Kierkegaard’s own, I think), says that “the eth-
ical is not merely a knowing; it is also a doing that relates itself to a knowing”
(1:160). The assumption is clearly that no one would deny that “the ethical”
(which in this context means the arena of responsible action) involves the
intellect.

Kierkegaard lived before the day of eliminative materialism, and the idea
that human action could be explained apart from the propositional attitudes
that are an essential part of our “folk psychology” is foreign to him. The prob-
lem for him lies rather in those who think that “knowing” is sufficient to
account for action. In this case “the intellectual would swallow the ethical”
(CUP 1:338). Against such an intellectual theory Climacus appeals to the
Aristotelian concept of movement or change. The realm of reflection is possi-
bility, and the transition from possibility to actuality is never automatic or
necessary. It involves a “leap” (1:342). This concept of the leap is obscured if
it is immediately brought into connection with the choice to become a
Christian. Thus, one should not necessarily associate the leap with the
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concept of the absurd. Rather the leap is simply Kierkegaard’s general term for
decision or choice. In claiming that choice involves a leap he is claiming that
choice involves an act of will that is not determined by an act of intellect.

Kierkegaard sees a distinct act of will as necessary to explain action
because the intellect has a kind of infinity about it. The intellect cannot
bring itself to closure. This can be seen in Climacus’s critique in Postscript of
the problem of “the beginning” in the Hegelian system. As Climacus inter-
prets Hegel, the system begins with a skeptical process of self-reflection that
continues until it “cancels itself ” (CUP 1:335). From the perspective of
Climacus, this means that the system cannot get started at all, as reflection
cannot bring itself to a close. This can be seen in the phenomenon of doubt.
Doubt cannot bring itself to a close or overcome itself. It is true that under-
lying doubt is a basic certainty, but this certainty cannot be gained through
more doubting because “doubt is continuously deserting this certainty in
order to doubt” (1:335n).

This point is crucial to Kierkegaard because his basic objection to Hegel
is not to the conceptual relationships that the Hegelian system embodies,
but to the notion that such an intellectual enterprise provides the highest
task for human existence. It is the Hegelian claim that speculative under-
standing provides a telos for human existence that draws his unrelenting
opposition. And this Hegelian claim he sees as logically tied to the intellec-
tualizing of action.

The insight that underlies Kierkegaard’s view is clearly expressible in
relation to ordinary action. When we are deliberating about an action, from
the point of view of deliberation itself there is no way to bring the process to
a close. I think about a possible action A and the reasons for performing it or
not performing it. I review those reasons and evaluate their relative merits.
But how do I know I have reviewed all the relevant evidence which bears on
the issue? Should I not think some more? And could I not review my assess-
ment of the relative force of the reasons I have considered? Perhaps I have
made a mistake somewhere, and new insights would come with further
reflection.

Of course for ordinary, sane people this process of deliberation (sooner
or later) is brought to a close. We do not go on thinking about what to do
forever. But how is it brought to a close? By thinking that I have thought
long enough about the problem? But this is itself a conclusion that could be
debated. Why is it that we have thought long enough? Surely, it is because
there is a difference between thinking and acting, and life consists in acting.
To the extent that we want to live and not merely think, we must care
enough about some proposed action to close off the process of reflection.
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Granted, we run the risk of premature closure and failure to do the right
thing. But without running such a risk we cannot act at all.    

Action therefore requires something more than deliberation. One might
think that this something more would simply be affective. To bring the pro-
cess of reflection to a close one must want something or care about some-
thing badly enough to stop thinking and act. Kierkegaard does think
something like this is necessary. We must care in order to act. The notion of
a liberum arbitrium in the sense of a totally disinterested and indifferent will
he denounces as a myth (JP 2:1268). To exist is to be interested, because for
Kierkegaard all actuality is an inter-esse (CUP 1:314). However, the unique
and fascinating thing about human life is that the passions and cares that
move us are not simply things that befall us. Kierkegaard rejects the Kantian
assumption that “inclinations” are always things for which we are not
responsible and therefore are morally neutral.

Certainly we are not responsible for what might be termed our original
impulses, and many people do live what Kierkegaard termed an aesthetic life,
which consists simply in trying to satisfy such impulses. It is possible, how-
ever, for someone to develop and form these raw materials. In fact, that is
just what the ethical life consists in. Climacus cites with approval the words
of Plutarch: “Ethical virtue has the passions for its material, reason for its
form” (CUP 1:161–62n). The fact that we are responsible for the formation
of our passions means that something like the will is essential to understand
human action. Not all passions are originally present; many of them are
formed precisely through repeated action. If we are responsible for the for-
mation of our passions, then we must have some freedom with respect to the
actions that form those passions. Our actions are not simply the inevitable
products of forces acting within us. Thus Kierkegaard consistently attributes
to humans the power to will or not to will an action. In fact, he comes close
to simply identifying action with an act of will.6 “The real action is not the
external act, but an internal decision in which the individual puts an end to
the mere possibility and identifies himself with the content of his thought in
order to exist in it” (1:339). This theme of the true action as an inner action
is one of the more well-known and interesting elements of Kierkegaard’s
understanding of action, and it deserves closer examination.

The Depreciation of Results

Johannes Climacus claims that the moral significance of an action lies
wholly in what is intended by the agent. In the final analysis all a person can
do is will what is right; the results are really in God’s hands.7 This Kantian
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depreciation of the consequences of action actually leads Climacus to assert
that a truly ethical personality would choose, if it were possible, to be igno-
rant about the consequences of his actions. He would not thereby be
tempted to desert the purity of ethical resolve for the delights of “world-
historical significance,” which for Climacus is not a thing that can be
gained merely through ethical striving (CUP 1:135). “The true ethical
enthusiasm lies in willing to the utmost limits of one’s powers, but at the
same time being so uplifted in divine jest as never to think about the out-
come. As soon as the will begins to look covetously at the outcome, the indi-
vidual begins to become immoral” (1:135).

These claims of Climacus appear exaggerated at best and outrageous at
worst, on first reflection. It hardly seems possible seriously to will a certain
end and at the same time be so indifferent as to whether that end is realized
that one would choose to be ignorant of the results of the action. And it cer-
tainly seems strange to say that the results of one’s action are merely a matter
of fortune or providence. If there were not some regular connections
between willing a certain end and achieving certain results, it would in fact
be impossible to act at all, as such causal regularities seem to be one of the
things we presuppose in acting.

Although there is certainly a touch of hyperbole in Climacus’s discussion
on these points, a serious and defensible point is being made. Of course, a
person could not be regularly ignorant of the results of his action and go on
acting. Hence, it is charitable to read a touch of irony in Climacus’s remark
that a truly ethical person would choose to be ignorant in this way if it were
possible. And, of course, a person would not will to move his arm were there
not a regular causal connection between his so willing and his arm going up.
(This is mainly because the agent must believe that there is a causal connec-
tion between the two in order to will the action.) Climacus could hardly be
ignorant of such a fact.

Still, it is literally true that a person cannot by willing guarantee that he
will not be struck by paralysis at the very moment he wills to lift his arm,
however unlikely this may be. To be reminded of this fact is to face one’s fini-
tude squarely and recognize that one is not God. In the final analysis what
happens in the world depends on many factors which are not within our
control. This is particularly true when we move away from simple bodily
movements to those external happenings that are connected to our bodily
actions by remote causal chains.

Climacus actually gives an example of an action that helps make his real
meaning plainer. In a variation of the good Samaritan story, he describes a
repentant Levite who first passes by the poor wounded man, then later
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regrets his decision and hastens back to give assistance. Unfortunately he
arrives too late; the good Samaritan has already taken care of the victim.
Climacus then raises the question as to whether the Levite has performed an
action and answers it affirmatively: “Certainly he had acted, and yet he had
no opportunity to act in the external sense” (CUP 1:339). Both the question
and the answer seem odd, because it seems so obvious that the man had
acted, and that he had done something “in the external sense”; namely,
returned to the scene of the crime where he had initially passed by the vic-
tim. Clearly, by external action Climacus does not merely mean “some phys-
ical change in one’s body or elsewhere in the world.” In saying that the
repentant Levite had no opportunity to act in the external sense he means
that the Levite had no chance to effect a meaningful or significant change,
one with “world-historical significance.” Here it seems quite reasonable to
remind ourselves that such changes cannot be regarded as results that are
solely in our power, and that the temptation to take a moral shortcut to pro-
duce a desirable result is indeed a moral temptation.

I am discussing this point at some length, not merely because it is an
interesting one in its own right, but because it sheds light on Kierkegaard’s
general view of action. Why is it that the true action must be seen as “inner?”
I believe that the answer is fairly clear. Kierkegaard shares the standard intu-
ition that underlies libertarianism: persons are only truly responsible for that
which is within their power. To the extent that results are not within our
power, to that extent we are not responsible. This means that Kierkegaard
must and does reject determinism, including “soft-determinist,” compati-
bilist versions. Persons are responsible only for what they have the power to
do or not to do; an act must be completely within our power if we are to be
correctly ascribed moral responsibility for it.

In an interesting way, Harry Frankfurt calls attention to the importance
of these intuitions in an attempt to call them into question.8 Frankfurt raises
doubts about the libertarian claim that in the case of a free action I must be
able to say truthfully, “I could have done otherwise.” This principle is in turn
rooted in the libertarian intuition, shared by Kierkegaard as we have seen,
that we are responsible only for what is in our power. Frankfurt constructs
counterexamples to the “could have done otherwise” principle, which he
calls the “principle of alternate possibilities,” along the following lines.
Suppose that Joe hates James and is planning to shoot him. Though Joe does
not know it, a third party, Jerry, also wants James dead. Jerry is delighted to
find out about Joe’s intentions. On the off-chance that Joe should change his
mind, however, Jerry has a contingency plan. In that case he will cause Joe to
shoot James, and there is nothing Joe can do to prevent this.
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Suppose that Joe does not change his mind and in fact shoots James.
Surely we would say in that case that he did so of his own free will, and that
he is responsible for the act. Yet he could not have done otherwise, because if
he had not freely decided to shoot James, then Jerry would have caused him
to do so. So he did not have the power to shoot James or not to shoot James.

I believe that what these Frankfurt-type counterexamples show is not
that the principle of alternate possibilities is false. A free, responsible action
is one where an individual had the power to perform the action or not.
Rather, they show that, strictly speaking, Kierkegaard is correct when he
insists that the true action lies in the inner resolution of the will. Regardless
of what Jerry does, Joe does have the power to freely will to shoot James or
not. (If he lacks this power, then he does indeed lack freedom.) He does not,
in this case, have power over the external result. Regardless of what he
decides to do, Joe will in fact shoot James. But so long as Jerry does not con-
trol Joe’s will, Joe can determine whether the shooting of James is a free act
for which Joe is to be held responsible. If Jerry does control Joe’s will, Joe is
not responsible for the action. Jerry can cause Joe to shoot James, but he can-
not cause him to shoot James of his own free will.

Weakness of Will

The significance of a concept of will in the theory of action can be seen
clearly by comparing Kierkegaard’s account of weakness of will with that of
an influential twentieth-century account of the phenomenon. Donald
Davidson, in an essay entitled “How Is Weakness of the Will Possible?”9 gives
an explanation of the phenomenon that Kierkegaard would certainly regard
as entailing an intellectualistic view of action. Davidson holds that one must
have a reason for any action, because actions are events caused by reasons.
The problem in cases of weakness of will is not that we have a reason for act-
ing as we do, but that we have better reasons for not doing so, or for doing
something else.

This is possible, says Davidson, because there are two types of reasons to
be distinguished. In the process of deliberation, reasons are prima facie rea-
sons. It occurs to us that x is a good reason for doing A, but of course we real-
ize that y may be an even better reason for not doing A. As a result of
reflection, we try to make the best possible overall assessment of what it is
best for us to do, “all things considered.” The difficulty is that we never in
fact consider all things. Judgments of this sort must be regarded as condi-
tional and hypothetical, for we realize that further reflection might modify
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our judgment. They have a form like this: “Insofar as I have considered the
relevant evidence available to me, it looks like I should do A.”

Davidson points out, however, that one cannot deduce from this judg-
ment that A is in fact the best thing to do. Action requires a different kind of
judgment, a judgment that A is the thing to do, where this judgment is an
“all-out” or unconditional judgment. Therefore persons who act against
their better judgment have not necessarily acted from contradictory
premises. Such persons are irrational, says Davidson, because in inductive
reasoning it is rational to rely on the total evidence available.10 It is possible,
however, without contradiction to hold that A seems the best action, insofar
as I have considered all the relevant evidence available to me, and also to
judge unconditionally that some alternative action B is superior to A.

From Kierkegaard’s perspective this discussion is interesting in several
respects. First, Davidson’s discussion illuminates and supports Kierkegaard’s
claim that the intellect by itself has a kind of infinity that prevents closure. In
another essay, Davidson puts this point very nicely: “It is a reason for acting
that the action is believed to have some desirable characteristic, but the fact
that the action is performed represents a further judgment that the desirable
characteristic was enough to act on—that other considerations did not out-
weigh it.”11 This further judgment, however, cannot be conclusively demon-
strated. The fact that I want something sweet, and that a particular food is
sweet cannot deductively warrant that I should eat the food in question,
because “there are endless circumstances under which I would not eat some-
thing sweet, and I cannot begin to foresee them all.”12

This is precisely Kierkegaard’s point when he claims that reason alone
cannot lead to action. What does enable an individual to make the transition
from such a conditional (insofar as he has considered the matter) judgment,
to action with its all-out, unconditional character? For Kierkegaard this is
precisely where the will comes into play.

How does Davidson answer this question? In cases of rational or conti-
nent action, his view seems to be that a person’s reasons simply cause the
action in a straightforward way. (Though, of course, he is careful to insist that
this does not mean that any causal laws connect the reason as a reason to the
action.) Hence, in these cases his view looks intellectualistic to Kierkegaard. It
is not of course that Davidson wants to reduce action to thought, but that the
transition from thought to action occurs as a matter of course.

But is this really so? After all, Davidson recognizes that there are cases of
incontinent action, where a person’s overall judgment does not determine his
or her action. So it seems that reasons do not lead automatically to action.
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What does bridge the gap between the tentative, never-to-be-completed pro-
cess of reflection and action in those cases? Here, Davidson’s answer is that
no rational answer can be given:

Why would anyone ever perform an action when he thought that, every-
thing considered, another action would be better? If this is a request for a
psychological explanation, then the answers will no doubt refer to the
interesting phenomena familiar from most discussions of incontinence:
self-deception, overpowering desires, lack of imagination, and the rest.
But if the question is read, what is the agent’s reason for doing a when he
believes it would be better, all things considered, to do another thing,
then the answer must be: for this, the agent has no reason.13

In cases of weakness of will, then, Davidson says no explanation can be
given of how an agent moves from a process of deliberation to action. Or, to
be more precise, no rational explanation can be given, only an explanation in
terms of nonrational causes. Actually, given Davidson’s view that reasons are
neurophysiological events and that the ultimate causal laws in this area con-
nect intentions as physiological events to bodily movements, the ultimate
explanation must surely come from the neurophysiologist.14 And this expla-
nation is certainly nonrational.

But that seems to me to imply that in these cases the agent is not really
responsible for the action. If no reason can be given why reasons are not
effective in moving me to action in incontinent cases, except that nonra-
tional causes block their operation, then it is hard to see how the agent can
be held responsible for cases of continent action, either. Surely one is just for-
tunate that in those cases one’s reasons are causally effective, because there is
no indication that one has effective control over the nonrational causes that
sometimes block the efficacy of reasons. Sometimes reasons cause one to do
things but they do not do so qua reasons.

When the concept of will enters the picture, the situation is quite differ-
ent. One can acknowledge the force of reasons and also the power of nonra-
tional causes. Agents are responsible for their actions, however, only to the
extent that they can through their will choose to act or not to act on those
reasons, will to oppose or not to oppose those nonrational causes.

Putting Mystery in its Place

I believe we now have the resources for understanding why the interpreta-
tion of Kierkegaard as a proponent of radical choice is so appealing, and why
it is nonetheless mistaken. In Kierkegaard’s view, actions are neither arbitrary
nor determined. They are not arbitrary, because agents can well have reasons
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for their actions. They are not determined, because reasons can provide a
basis for action without causally determining that action. Besides having a
reason for an action, an agent must will an action to perform it, and such an
act of will does not follow automatically from an intellectual judgment that
the action is worth doing.

Nevertheless it is easy to see why Kierkegaard’s view looks like a doctrine
of radical choice when looked at from a certain perspective; namely, the per-
spective of the determinist. Kierkegaard’s view of action makes actions
appear arbitrary and capricious to the determinist, simply because
Kierkegaard’s theory is a version of libertarianism, and this is how libertarian
theories of action always look to determinists. And we must admit that there
is something mysterious about human action if libertarianism is true, a mys-
tery that is named but not dispelled by such notions as “agent causation.” In
saying that human action is genuinely free, libertarians are saying that
humans have the power to perform an action or not to do so, even given the
past and present conditions of the agent.

This means that agents really are “first causes,” at least first causes of the
“relative” type Johannes Climacus discusses in Philosophical Fragments (76).
Nothing in the past guarantees a free action; it is in no way a necessary
unfolding of processes already in motion. Such an action really does bring
something new into the world, and it seems appropriate to indicate this by
designating the process by which the action comes into being as a “leap.”

To the determinist, however, this is simply reveling in mystery, an
admission that free actions cannot be explained. The argument of course
begs the question, because the only explanation that will satisfy the deter-
minist is precisely a deterministic one, and the libertarian will insist that this
kind of explanation will simply eliminate freedom. Kierkegaard himself, for
example, through his pseudonym Vigilius Haufniensis, denies that sin can
be explained by any science (CA 39). The reason for this is surely that sin
involves free, responsible action, and such actions cannot finally be
explained as the necessary outcome of preexisting conditions.

I am under no illusion that I have resolved the issue in dispute between
libertarians and determinists here. My purpose is to understand Kierke-
gaard’s theory of action, and I have succeeded if I have made action on
Kierkegaard’s view no more mysterious or arbitrary than action is in the
views of such philosophers as Thomas Reid, Roderick Chisholm, and Peter
Van Inwagen.

It is worth noting that the banishment of mystery carries a price, how-
ever. We saw earlier that in Davidson’s theory of action, it looks as if no expla-
nation can be given of why reasons are sometimes effective and sometimes

Where There’s a Will There’s a Way 323



not, except in terms of nonrational causes. Either we are left with the
unsolved mystery of how we move from hypothetical, open-ended delibera-
tion to all-out action or else the mystery is dispelled by denying that reasons
have power to move us as reasons. Whether we are moved by reasons
depends not on ourselves but on nonrational causes that affect us. To me this
avoiding of mystery seems a high price to pay, for it is tantamount to aban-
doning agency in any really significant sense. And if we avoid this explana-
tion that dispels mystery, the mystery of will seems preferable to simply
saying that we can give no account of how the transition to action is made.

That we can and do move from reasoning about what is good, all things
considered, to action seems to me to cry out for an explanation. It is not the
sort of thing that just happens. That there should be something mysterious
and unexplained in human agency does not appear strange, however,
because it certainly appears that it is precisely its originative character that
makes human agency so distinctive.

Can a Free Action Be Moved by Reasons?

There is one other respect in which actions on the Kierkegaardian model
may appear arbitrary. I have argued that Kierkegaardian free choices may be
done for reasons. But are those reasons really reasons? Does Kierkegaard
really think that rational considerations could justify a choice, even if we
agree that this could be done without determining the choice?

The problem is a genuine one, I think, because Kierkegaard does not
regard deliberation about actions as a neutral, disinterested affair. By con-
trast, on reading Davidson’s account of practical reasoning, one almost gets
the feeling that practical deliberation is something that could be carried on
by a computer. Weakness of will is irrational because it violates a principle of
good inductive reasoning, which is to base one’s judgments on the total evi-
dence available to one.

From a Kierkegaardian perspective, this is naive. It assumes that the evi-
dence is “out there” in some objective way, independent of my inclinations
and passions. But of course this is not so. A typical reason for doing some
action is that the action will satisfy some desire of mine. Though some
philosophers may have assumed that my desires are objective occurrences
over which I have no control, this is certainly not true of many of them. I
can at least control many desires indirectly over time, and this is even more
true of those long-term caring involvements Kierkegaard termed “passions.”
So very often the “evidence” that I should pursue a certain course of action,
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in the sense of the reason why I should perform the action, is something that
is affected by my emotional life.

It is thus even more evident why “reason” by itself is powerless to moti-
vate action. In the practical sphere reason “by itself ” is an abstraction; it does
not exist. It is analogous to that “pure thinking” that Climacus denounces as
a mirage in Postscript.

So, are the proponents of radical choice right after all? If the notion of an
objective reason that could justify choice is a mirage, then actions appear
arbitrary in the end. Or so it would seem if we are classical foundationalists
in our epistemology.

I believe that the temptation to throw in the towel and admit that
choices are ultimately arbitrary stems from residual classical foundationalist
strains in our everyday epistemology: surely for a reason to be a good one it
must be one that could be justified before a neutral, objective audience.
Reasons tainted by subjectivity could not be good reasons.

To expose this line of thinking, I believe, is to call it into question. The
history of twentieth-century epistemology and philosophy of science sug-
gests that the ideal of a reason untainted by any whiff of commitment and
subjectivity is a myth. But this lack does not prevent us from reasoning and
holding justified beliefs, and it is not at all evident that it should prevent us
from acting in justified ways.

The way Alasdair MacIntyre sets up his case against Kierkegaard in After
Virtue suggests to me that a touch of this residual classical foundationalism
may be at work in his account despite the fact that he seems to reject classi-
cal foundationalism in his concluding chapter. He claims that the reasons
given by Judge William for the ethical life in volume 2 of Either/Or are no
good because they will be acceptable only to one who already is committed
enough to the ethical life to feel its attractiveness. Now the judge certainly
gives many arguments that he hopes will appeal to the aesthete who is the
author of volume 1. For example, he argues that marriage is superior to the
casual love affair, even when judged on aesthetic criteria. You might say that
marriage actually realizes the ends that are implicit in the aesthetic romantic
project. The judge even gives an argument against the aesthete, focusing on
the unity of the personality over time, which is remarkably like an argument
given by MacIntyre himself.15

It is possible, of course, that this argument will fail to be convincing
even if it is a good argument. It may well be that the aesthete will not be con-
vinced because he is determined to remain an aesthete. Does this fact show
that the judge’s reasons are not good reasons? I think not. What would an
argument have to accomplish to provide a good reason for choice? Must it be
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able to convince anyone and everyone? If so, no philosophical argument of
any substance is a good argument. The idea that an argument must be con-
vincing to anyone, regardless of the assumptions and values they bring to
bear on their evaluation of it, seems to me to be one that would be attractive
only to a classical foundationalist. For such a foundationalist can at least put
forward as an ideal that people should be able to set aside all assumptions
and commitments and think in a neutral, objective way about the question.
On the assumption that people are capable of at least approximating this
ideal, rational arguments should in principle be convincing to all who enter
the arena of thought.

If, however, we reject the notion that reason requires the jettisoning of
all commitments and values, and instead explore the idea that reasoning is in
part an attempt to test such values by developing their implications and see-
ing how well they function when integrated into our theoretical and practi-
cal lives, then the picture looks different. There surely must be something
between the radical, arbitrary choice and the algorithmic decision-process
that a properly programmed computer can execute. Somewhere in that
expanse lies the Kierkegaardian leap, which can indeed be informed by rea-
sons, but must in the end be created by passionate willing.
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Chapter 19

Where Can Kierkegaard Take Us?
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This book contains a detailed defense against the most common accusation
against Kierkegaard: that he was an irrationalist whose fideism amounts to a
desertion of reason. This charge is made with respect to a number of areas,
such as the claim that Kierkegaard is an irrationalist in his treatment of the
incarnation as a “contradiction” that reason must heroically embrace, or the
claim that Kierkegaard is an irrationalist in his account of the ethical life, an
account which makes ethical obligations subject to the whims of an arbitrary
deity. I have tried in this book to respond to such criticisms in detail and to
show that they reflect a caricature of what Kierkegaard actually thought,
though it is a caricature that is all too common in textbooks.

Such a defense of Kierkegaard is worth the trouble, I have argued,
because Kierkegaard has some important things to teach us. His fundamen-
tal message to the Christian Church is that we must beware of the seductive
power of “Christendom.” The Church must always recognize that to be a
Christian is to be in tension with “the world,” and that a genuine commit-
ment is required to become a Christian. No one becomes a Christian simply
by becoming enculturated, no matter how genteel and “civilized” the culture
may appear to be.

His fundamental message to the world outside the Church is, I believe,
that the “evidentialist” challenge to faith that has so vexed religious apolo-
gists since the Enlightenment has been misdiagnosed. The contemporary
world has difficulty believing, not because humans have become smarter and



more rational, but because our imaginations have become impoverished and
our moral and spiritual lives shallow and superficial. We do not need more
evidence for faith, and the attempt to “sell” Christian faith to those who are
not in a position even to understand it will inevitably falsify it. Rather, the
fundamental need is for human persons to become more human. We must
renew the ancient quest to find out who we are. Only then will we be in a
position to hear and respond to the gospel.

In this concluding essay I want to think, in a brief and suggestive man-
ner, about where Kierkegaard might take us if we decided to make him a
guide for our contemporary pilgrimage. Once we get beyond the textbook
caricatures and are able to read Kierkegaard’s texts anew, what kinds of ques-
tions might we find ourselves asking, and what kinds of answers might
Kierkegaard inspire us to explore? Without trying to be exhaustive, here are
a number of areas where more attention to Kierkegaard would be salutary.

First, with respect to basic issues in epistemology, Kierkegaard is one of
those thinkers who can help us find a middle way between dogmatism and
skepticism, to use a phrase beloved by my undergraduate teacher and men-
tor, Arthur Holmes. Kierkegaard knows as well as any postmodern thinker
that we are finite, historically situated beings. Our identities are shaped not
simply by reason, but by our passions, what we care about as emotional
beings. Furthermore, as a Christian thinker, Kierkegaard is well aware of
human sinfulness and the ways our rebellion against God distorts our under-
standing of God, ourselves, and our world. Nevertheless, despite these cog-
nitive limitations, which make it impossible for us to assume that we ever
attain “the view from nowhere” or see the world sub specie aeternitatis,
Kierkegaard never doubts that there is a truth to be known, a way that the
world really is, defined by God’s point of view. Though that point of view is
not ours, knowing there is such a perspective inoculates us against the dan-
gers of relativism and antirealism. Furthermore, Kierkegaard does not
despair of our ability to find a truth for which we can live and die. Though
we do not have the godlike cognitive powers some philosophers think we
have, God makes it possible for us to grasp what we need to grasp to live
fully human lives. Our passions are not merely distorting filters that screen
us from reality; properly formed passions can enable us to grasp the truth we
need to know. The quest for knowledge cannot be separated from the quest
to become the right kind of person.

This makes Kierkegaard a key figure in the developing “virtue episte-
mology,” which is once more paying attention to the characteristics of the
knower instead of simply the nature of knowledge. Some have rejected the
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idea of reading Kierkegaard as “virtue theorist,” either in ethics or epistemol-
ogy, because of his well-known claim that the opposite of sin is not virtue
but faith (SUD 82). In this quote from The Sickness unto Death, however,
Anti-Climacus by virtue has in mind a kind of autonomous moral striving.
His point is that such autonomous striving in which a person declares inde-
pendence from God, far from being the opposite of sin, is itself a form of sin.
If we think of virtue as an excellence, however, a new quality that makes it
possible for a person to become what God intends, it is evident that faith is
itself a virtue, a virtue that in turn makes possible a host of other virtues,
especially love and hope, but also patience, wisdom, and honesty.
Kierkegaard is thus a legitimate inspiration for virtue theory, both in ethics
and in epistemology.

A second area where Kierkegaard remains a fruitful conversation partner
is his firm grasp of the essential role that authority plays in the Christian life.
Kierkegaard sees more clearly than most modern theologians that what is
essential for Christianity is not merely believing what God has revealed, but
believing what God has revealed because God has revealed it. What is pri-
mary is our relationship to God rather than our assent to doctrines. The doc-
trines must be believed because of our love and trust in God, which leads us
to believe and act on the basis of what has been revealed. 

Certain kinds of apologetic arguments thus subvert what they intend to
defend, by undermining the basis of authentic Christian faith. If I say that
Christianity is true because it largely coincides with the “religion of reason”
(Kant) or because it can be philosophically shown to be “the absolute reli-
gion” (Hegel), or because of its therapeutic benefits (the contemporary cul-
ture informed by pop psychology), then I have severed genuine Christian
faith from its life-giving source: trust in the God who created us and has
become human to redeem us. Against such attempts to substitute reason for
faith, Kierkegaard reminds us that the Biblical story of salvation is not a story
that we humans could have invented; and even when we hear about it, it
retains its power to shock and disturb us. Rather than minimizing this char-
acteristic, Kierkegaard insists that we should recognize that this paradoxical-
ness is one sign that we have discovered a genuine revelation from God.

A third area where Kierkegaard continues to be helpful concerns histor-
ical criticism of the Bible. Kierkegaard was acutely aware of the implications
of the new “higher criticism” that had emerged from Germany. That kind of
critical scholarship shows no signs of abating, as evidenced by the continuing
“quest for the historical Jesus.” While in no way impugning genuine histori-
cal inquiry or preventing critical scrutiny of texts, Kierkegaaard raises the
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kinds of philosophical questions about the value and limits of such historical
inquiry that some historical critics fail to ask.

I have argued in this book that Kierkegaard actually underplays the
value of historical inquiry, and that his extreme claims about the irrelevance
of such historical inquiry for faith cannot stand. Even if his more extreme
views are moderated, he still mounts a strong challenge to the assumption
that the convictions of faith that have historical content do or should arise
simply from historical scholarship. He presents a challenge to the claim that
the believer’s convictions should be controlled by the tentative conclusions
that scholarship can reach, and also challenges the claim made by many his-
torical scholars that their own conclusions are not shaped by faith. To echo
the title of one of my own earlier books, Kierkegaard helps us see both that
the Church’s Christ must be historical, but also that the historians’ Jesus will
always reflect the faith of the historians. He thus blocks the road towards any
facile separation between the “Christ of faith” and the “Jesus of history,”
while recognizing the role faith must play in coming to convictions about
historical events that are not just “things that happened a long time ago” but
that are decisive for how I live my life.

Finally, I think that Kierkegaard is a figure who remains important for
Christian ethics. I have noted above the value of Kierkegaard for virtue the-
ory. However, Kierkegaard also has a firm grasp of the importance of divine
authority for Christian ethics, and he thus is a major source for the revival of
divine-command theories of moral obligation.1 Here Kierkegaard can help
us see how an ethic of duty can be linked to an ethic of virtue. Christian
ethics cannot do without either, for the Bible shows a concern for the kinds
of people we are to become, not simply the kinds of actions permitted. The
kinds of people we are to become, however, cannot be divorced from our
relation to God. The biblical picture of that relationship, in both the Old
and New Testaments, gives a central place to divine commands that a loving
God has given to his creatures. Yahweh tells his people that he is the Lord
their God who has brought them out of Egypt, and thus they must keep his
commandments. Jesus tells his disciples that if they love him they will keep
his commandments. Kierkegaard helps us to see the role that divine com-
mands should play in a developed Christian ethic.

Many more items could be added to this list, and doubtless other critics
of Kierkegaard would put different items at the top than I have. I certainly
do not want to suggest that one can simply enlist Kierkegaard as an ally in
one’s favorite cause. On the contrary, a fresh reading of Kierkegaard is gener-
ally going to cause troubles—helpful troubles, but troubles nonetheless. As
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his pseudonym Johannes Climacus famously said, his calling is to create dif-
ficulties everywhere. If my own readings of Kierkegaard clear away some of
the fog of misunderstanding and enable others to encounter the text in a
fresh, provocative, and even troubling way, then I will consider my efforts
fruitful indeed.
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10. See David Hume, An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding (Indianapolis:
Hackett, 1977), 72–90, particularly 76–77.

11. See the discussion of the necessity of the past in the “Interlude” (PF 79–80).
12. See Acts 2:22 NIV.
13. The author wishes to thank the N. E. H. for a fellowship that made the writing

of the original version of this essay possible.

Chapter 10

1. RBG, 16–93.
2. RBG, 39.
3. RBG, 48.
4. RBG, 18–19.
5. RBG, 81.
6. RBG, 82.
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7. Compare RBG, 81, with the procedure of “the simple religious person” in CUP
1:177–79.

8. See RBG, 63–73. Plantinga himself does not appear to endorse this stronger
claim about natural theology.

9. Obviously, there are other grounds for this judgment as well. Some of these I
have discussed in my book Kierkegaard’s Fragments and Postscript.

10. There are, however, hints of a broader epistemological theory which Plantinga
developed in his Gifford lectures, and published in his three volumes on
Warrant, a theory which seems to be inspired by Thomas Reid. This broader
epistemological theory is implicit in Plantinga’s remarks about the “ground” of
properly basic beliefs, discussed later in this chapter.

11. Plantinga recognizes the possibility of mounting a challenge to belief in God on
some other basis than classical foundationalism, but argues that this is unlikely
to be achieved on a coherentist basis, and that the burden of proof would be on
some other type of foundationalist to articulate his view and show that it rules
out belief in God as properly basic. See RBG, 62–63.

12. Actually, it is not clear that Plantinga considers Aquinas to be a classical foun-
dationalist.  Aquinas appears to give a classical foundationalist account of scien-
tia, which is generally translated “knowledge.” It is possible, however, that what
Aquinas refers to by this term is narrower than what contemporary philoso-
phers refer to as knowledge. If so, then some things that are not known as
scientia for Aquinas (such as some things believed by faith) might still be knowl-
edge in a contemporary sense.

13. RBG, 55–59.
14. RBG, 59. 
15. RBG, 60.
16. RBG, 72.
17. Terence Penelhum, God and Skepticism (Dordrecht, The Netherlands: D.

Reidel, 1983). 
18. Pojman, Logic of Subjectivity, 87–117.
19. Here one must carefully note the footnote on PF 16–17.
20. See Penelhum, God and Skepticism, 75–84.  
21. RBG, 78.
22. RBG, 76. 
23. RBG, 78–79
24. RBG, 79.
25. RBG, 79.
26. RBG, 80.
27. RBG, 80. Italics in original.
28. RBG, 66
29. RBG, 81. 
30. A large section of Concluding Unscientific Postscript is devoted to exploring the

nature of inwardness or subjectivity. See 1:129–251, 301–60, and 385–560 for
fuller accounts of the themes in this paragraph.
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31. I have attempted to do some of this job in my book Kierkegaard’s Fragments
and Postscript, particularly ch. 4–9.

Chapter 11

1. Aristotle, Metaphysics (1011), IV.7. In The Basic Works of Aristotle (ed. Richard
McKeown; trans. W. D. Ross; New York: Random House, 1968), 749.

2. Vincent of Lerins, The Commonitories (The Fathers of the Church 7;
Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1970), 270. Quoted in
Richard Swinburne, Revelation: From Metaphor to Analogy (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1992), 143.

3. For a vigorous response to these claims see part 1 of Alvin Plantinga, Warranted
Christian Belief (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000; hereafter WCB).
Also see (when it appears), Nicholas Wolterstorff ’s “From Presence to Practice:
Mind, World, and Entitlement to Believe” (Gifford Lectures, St. Andrews,
Scotland, delivered 1995; tentative title). Several important essays can be found
in William Alston, Divine Nature and Human Language: Essays in Philosophical
Theology (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989). 

4. C. Stephen Evans, The Historical Christ and the Jesus of Faith: The Incarnational
Narrative as History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 204–7.

5. See Keith Lehrer’s account of what he calls the “justification game” in his
Theory of Knowledge (Boulder: Westview, 1990), 119–22.

6. See Thomas Reid’s own memorable words: “A man that disbelieves his own
existence is surely as unfit to be reasoned with, as a man that believes he is made
of glass. There may be disorders in the human frame that may produce such
extravagancies, but they will never be cured by reasoning.” An Inquiry into the
Human Mind on the Principles of Common Sense (ed. Derek R. Brookes;
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1997), 16. Compare Reid here with
the sarcastic words of Kierkegaard’s pseudonym Johannes de Silentio in Fear
and Trembling, who pokes fun at modern philosophers who have supposedly
doubted everything (FT 5–7).

7. See W. V. O. Quine’s seminal paper, “Epistemology Naturalized,” in his
Ontological Relativity and Other Essays (New York: Columbia University Press,
1969), 69–90. This essay and others on the theme of naturalized epistemology
can be found in Naturalizing Epistemology (ed. Hilary Kornblith; Cambridge,
Mass.: MIT Press, 1985).

8. See Roderick Chisholm, “The Problem of the Criterion, ” in his The
Foundation of Knowing (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1973),
14ff. For an introductory treatment, see his Theory of Knowledge (2d. ed.;
Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1977), esp. 120–34.

9. See Nicholas Wolterstorff, John Locke and the Ethics of Belief (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1996).

10. See the passage from Reid quoted in n. 6 above.

Notes to pp. 179–188 347



11. See WCB, 67–134, where Plantinga discusses different forms of justification
and rationality.

12. WCB, 498.
13. Reid, Inquiry into the Human Mind, 168–69.
14. For a defense of this claim, see my two books on the Climacus literature,

Kierkegaard’s Fragments and Postscript, and Passionate Reason.
15. WCB, 94–99.
16. WCB, 153–61. 
17. Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I, q. 2, a. 1, ad. 1. Quoted in WCB, 170. 
18. Calvin, quoted in WCB, 171.
19. WCB, 169.
20. WCB, 169.
21. WCB, 169–70.
22. WCB, 170. It is important to think about what some of these similar models

might look like; that is, what variations can we imagine on Plantinga’s model? I
think one important difference is that in Plantinga’s account the Church does
not play a major role. An alternative account might certainly give the Church a
more significant role.

23. Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, II, q. 2, a. 9, reply ob. 3. Quoted in WCB, 249.
Emphasis added by Plantinga.

24. WCB, 243.
25. WCB, 243. 
26. WCB, 243.
27. WCB, 244.
28. WCB, 252.
29. WCB, 247–48.
30. The above comment assumes that Aquinas’s term scientia is correctly translated

as “knowledge,” as is commonly done. A strong case can be made, however, that
such a translation is incorrect, and that by scientia Aquinas means something
more restricted than the contemporary concept of knowledge, such as “scientif-
ically demonstrated knowledge.” If this is right, then it is possible that Aquinas
might be willing to admit that in the broader sense of knowledge, what is
grasped by faith amounts to knowledge, and then the apparent opposition to
Calvin disappears. I owe this point to private correspondence with Plantinga,
and I thank him for the insight. 

31. WCB, 246.
32. WCB, 246n. 
33. WCB, 246n.
34. WCB, 269.
35. WCB, 269.
36. WCB, 270.
37. See CUP 301–60, for an extended argument that thought alone cannot pro-

duce the passion necessary for action.
38. WCB, 270.
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39. See my discussion of the theme of equality in Kierkegaard’s Fragments and
Postscript, 87, 210, 269.

40. Strictly speaking, I reiterate that these words are not those of Kierkegaard but
his pseudonym Johannes Climacus. I here assume that Climacus, though not a
Christian, holds views on the relationship between faith and historical evidence
that mirror Kierkegaard’s own. For support for this assumption, see my
Passionate Reason.

41. WCB, 270.
42. See my Passionate Reason, 96–109, for a detailed argument that Kierkegaard

does not think a logical contradiction is implied by the Absolute Paradox. Of
course Kierkegaard does call the incarnation a contradiction, but this term had
a much wider meaning in nineteenth-century philosophy than it does today,
and I think it can be shown that Kierkegaard does not mean a formal contra-
diction by doing so. 

43. It is interesting to think of some New Testament critical scholarship as similar
to such “inquisitorial treatment” that assumes an inquisitor’s fixed idea.

44. WCB, 269. 
45. WCB, 290–323. 
46. WCB, 259. 
47. WCB, 305.
48. David Hume, An Inquiry concerning Human Understanding (LaSalle, Ill.: Open

Court, 1956), 145. Quoted in WCB, 284. 
49. WCB, 285
50. According to Howard Hong, Kierkegaard here draws on Hamann’s Schriften

I–VIII (ed. Friedrich Rotu; Berlin & Leipzig: 1821–1843), I, p. 425. See PF
337.

51. WCB, 285.
52. See PF 47–48, 54.
53. See PF 62: “The object of faith is not the teaching but the teacher,” and CUP

1:379.
54. What follows is an extremely concise summary of my book, Faith Beyond

Reason (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1998).

55. See William Alston, “On Knowing That We Know: The Application to
Religious Knowledge,” in Evans and Westphal, eds. Christian Perspectives on
Religious Knowledge, 15–39.

Chapter 12

1. Blanshard, “Kierkegaard on Faith,” in Gill, ed. Essays on Kierkegaard, 113–25,
here 118.

2. See chapter 7 in this volume, “Is Kierkegaard an Irrationalist? Reason, Paradox,
and Faith,” and also my Kierkegaard’s Fragments and Postscript.
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3. I make no distinction, as do Hegelians, between morality and ethics, but use the
two terms interchangeably.

4. Walter Lowrie, “Translator’s Introduction,” in Fear and Trembling and The
Sickness unto Death (trans. Walter Lowrie; Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1941), 9–19, here 12.

5. The relation between the aesthetic and the ethical is itself complex, as “The
Aesthetic Validity of Marriage,” in volume 2 of Either/Or (5–154) makes clear.
The point of this essay is that the ethical life in some way includes or achieves
what the aesthetic life tries to attain.

6. Kant can, I believe, be read as giving us a kind of thought experiment (Religion
within the Limits of Reason Alone [ed. and trans. Theodore M. Green and Hoyt
H. Hudson; New York: Harper & Row, 1960]) to determine how much of his-
torical faith can be incorporated into a religion of pure reason, rather than argu-
ing for the superiority of the religion of pure reason. Yet I think the reading I
am assuming in the text is historically more influential.

7. The claim that what is really distinctive about faith is that faith is able to receive
Isaac back again has not generally been given the weight it deserves in discus-
sions of Fear and Trembling. An excellent exception to this claim is an essay by
Edward Mooney, “Getting Isaac Back: Ordeals and Reconciliations in Fear and
Trembling,” in Connell and Evans, eds. Foundations of Kierkegaard’s Vision of
Community, 71–95.

8. The work of Eiriksson under the pseudonym Theophilus Nicolaus is discussed at
length by Cornelio Fabro in his classic article, “Faith and Reason in
Kierkegaard’s Dialectic,” in Johnson and Thulstrup, eds., A Kierkegaard Critique,
179–90. Fabro in this essay translates extensive sections of Kierkegaard’s reply to
“Theophilus.”

9. This shift in Kierkegaard’s thinking is well illustrated in Bruce Kirmmse’s book
Kierkegaard in Golden Age Denmark (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1990), and in articles by Merold Westphal, “Kierkegaard’s Teleological
Suspension of Religiousness B,” 110–29, and Eric Ziolkowski, “Don Quixote
and Kierkegaard’s Understanding of the Single Individual in Society,” in
Connell and Evans, eds. Foundations of Kierkegaard’s Vision of Community,
130–43.

Chapter 13

1. See Richard Swinburne, The Existence of God (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1979), 177.

2. The Confessions of St. Augustine (trans. John K. Ryan; Garden City, N.Y.:
Doubleday, 1960), 43.

3. I believe this suggestion is in the spirit of Robert Adams’s attempt to develop a
divine-command theory of ethics, “A Modified Divine Command Theory of
Ethical Wrongness,” in The Virtue of Faith (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1987), 97–122. See, e.g., the following comment from that essay: “What the
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modified divine command theorist will hold, then, is that the believer values
some things independently of their relation to God’s commands, but that these
valuations are not judgments of ethical right and wrong and do not of them-
selves imply judgments of ethical right and wrong” (108). Adams here makes
plain his view that there can be judgments of value that do not presuppose a
judgment of ethical rightness or wrongness.

4. Since my purpose here is to present a view I regard as Kierkegaardian but not
necessarily Kierkegaard’s, I quote from various pseudonyms of Kierkegaard and
attribute these thoughts to “Kierkegaard” in this essay without attempting to
settle any questions about whether these views were in fact held by Kierkegaard
personally.

5. See SUD 121.
6. For more on the “soul-making” ethic developed in Postscript, see my

Kierkegaard’s Fragments and Postscript, 73–92.

Chapter 14

1. Applewhite and his followers committed suicide in March of 1997, apparently
in the belief that by so doing they would rendezvous with aliens on the Hale-
Bopp comet.

2. Caputo, Radical Hermeneutics, 182.
3. Caputo, Radical Hermeneutics, 195.
4. Caputo, Radical Hermeneutics, 272.
5. Caputo, Radical Hermeneutics, 272.
6. Caputo, Radical Hermeneutics, 282.
7. See, for example, the embarrassing introduction by Frederick Sontag to the

Harper Torchbook edition of the Lowrie translation of The Book on Adler, pub-
lished under the title On Authority and Revelation (New York: Harper & Row,
1966), vii–xl. Sontag clearly cannot quite understand how the author who has
written so much about doubt, subjectivity, and the individual can be so com-
mitted to the concept of religious authority.

8. For the full story, see the Hongs’ historical introduction in their translation of
The Book on Adler.

9. See for example the classical discussion of faith offered by Aquinas in the
Summa Theologiae, where faith is described as believing what God has revealed
because God has revealed it. This faith is also described as “believing for the
sake of God” since its motivation is the achievement of that vision of God that
is the final end for humans. See Summa Theologiae (trans. Mark D. Jordan;
Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990), 2–2, 2 A. 1
(65–68); 2–2, 2, 2 (69–70); 2–2, 3, A. 1 (95–96).

10. See Judges 7:1-8.
11. I am loosely paraphrasing PF 52.
12. Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, 70.
13. Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, 72.
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14. The allusion is to I Corinthians 2:9, where Paul quotes Isaiah 64:4. See WL 24.
15. For arguments that Kierkegaard’s concept of paradox, even the “Absolute

Paradox,” must be distinguished from a formal, logical contradiction, see my
Passionate Reason, ch. 7. More recently, Westphal has made similar arguments in
Becoming a Self, ch. 12.

16. BA 180, where it is said that “whether a police officer, for example, is a
scoundrel or an upright man, as soon as he is on duty, he has authority.”
Someone who obeys a “government department” if it produces “witticisms” is
“making a fool of the department” (BA 182).

17. See for example Kierkegaard’s claim that while as a subject “I am to honor and
obey the king,” it is permissible for me to be “built up religiously” with the
thought that “essentially I am a citizen of heaven,” and as part of that kingdom
I am equal with his majesty (BA 180–81).

18. Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, 73
19. See John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion (ed. John T. McNeill; trans.

Ford Lewis Battles; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1960), 7:4–5, 78–81.
20. See my discussion of Calvin’s account in chapter 9 of my The Historical Christ

and the Jesus of Faith.
21. For a well-known example of such an externalist epistemology, see Alvin

Plantinga, Warrant and Proper Function (New York: Oxford University Press,
1993).

22. See Wainwright, Reason and the Heart.
23. Kant, Religion within The Limits of Reason Alone, 122–23; italics original.
24. Kant, Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone, 152–53.
25. Kant, Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone, 144.
26. For a good introduction to Chisholm’s thinking on this topic, see “The

Problem of the Criterion.”

Chapter 15

1. In this chapter I shall treat the concepts of “self ” and “person” as roughly
synonymous, so that if some individual is or has a self, that individual is a per-
son, and if some being is a person, then that being must have or be a self.

2. Richard Dawkins, The Selfish Gene (New York: Oxford University Press, 1976),
ix.

3. Charles Taylor, “Self-Interpreting Animals,” in Human Agency and Language
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 45–76, here 63.

4. Kierkegaard consistently rejects the notion of a liberum arbitrium understood as
an ahistorical faculty that can choose between options to which it is essentially
indifferent. See JP 2:1268. 

5. See Martin Buber, Between Man and Man (trans. Ronald Gregor Smith; New
York: Macmillan, 1965), 50. 

6. G. W. E. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit (trans. by A. V. Miller; Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1977), 111.
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7. This critique of natural human love is found most clearly in WL 44–60.

Chapter 16

1. Though I cite the Hongs’ pagination (SUD), here as elsewhere in this book I
have used my own translation.

2. The typical cognitive psychologist views mental activity as information-process-
ing in the brain. The part of this activity that “gets noticed” is consciousness.
See Jonathan Winson, Brain and Psyche: The Biology of the Unconscious (Garden
City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1985), for a lucid account of this perspective, which
relates this view to Freudian theory.

3. This early account can be found in several of Freud’s writings; for example, see
his An Outline of Psychoanalysis (trans. James Stachey; New York: Norton,
1949).

4. See ch. 2 of Jean-Paul Sartre’s Being and Nothingness (trans. Hazel E. Barnes;
intro. Mary Warnock; London: Routledge, 2003).

5. See Sigmund Freud, The Ego and the Id (trans. Joan Riviere; rev. and ed. James
Strachey; intro. Peter Gay; New York: Norton, 1989).

6. This account of Freud’s relation to Groddeck is found in Harry Guntrip,
Psychoanalytic Theory, Therapy, and the Self (London: Maresfield Library, 1985),
105.

7. See the previous note for Guntrip. Fairbairn’s most significant work is
Psychoanalytic Studies of the Personality (intro. David E. Scharff and Ellinor
Fairbairn Birtles; London: Routledge, 1994).

8. Guntrip credits Melanie Klein for the first account of how this takes place. See
ch. 3 in Guntrip, Psychoanalytic Theory.

9. For a good introduction to D. W. Winnicott’s thought, see his Mother and
Child: A Primer of First Relationships (New York: Basic Books, 1957).

10. See Guntrip, Psychoanalytic Theory, 191.
11. Merold Westphal, “Kierkegaard’s Psychology and Unconscious Despair,” in

Perkins, ed. The Sickness unto Death, 39–66.
12. Westphal, “Kierkegaard’s Psychology,” 49.
13. John Elrod, “Kierkegaard on Self and Society,” in Kierkegaardiana

(Copenhagen: Munksgaard, 1955–), 11:178–96.
14. John Elrod, Kierkegaard and Christendom (Princeton: Princeton University

Press, 1981), 131–32.
15. Sylvia Walsh, “On ‘Feminine’ and ‘Masculine’ Forms of Despair,” in Perkins,

ed., The Sickness unto Death 121–34, here 125. 
16. Walsh, “On ‘Feminine,’” 126–27. 
17. Fairbairn, Psychoanalytic Studies, 7.
18. Fairbairn, Psychoanalytic Studies, 8.
19. Guntrip, Psychoanalytic Theory, 191. 
20. See Guntrip, Psychoanalytic Theory, 191.
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21. This sentence comes from some comments by Merold Westphal on an earlier
draft of this chapter. I am deeply in Westphal’s debt for his suggestions.

Chapter 17

1. Pojman, Religious Belief and the Will.
2. See Pojman, Religious Belief and the Will, 143–48 for a fuller account of the fol-

lowing distinctions.
3. Pojman, Religious Belief and the Will, 146.
4. Pojman, Religious Belief and the Will, 179.
5. Pojman, Religious Belief and the Will, 192.
6. Pojman, Religious Belief and the Will, 158.
7. Pojman, Religious Belief and the Will, 189.
8. Penelhum, God and Skepticism, 81–82, 114.
9. David Wisdo, “Kierkegaard on Belief, Faith, and Explanation,” International

Journal for Philosophy of Religion 21.2 (1987): 95–114.
10. I will not attempt in this essay to solve the vexed problem of the relation

between Kierkegaard and his pseudonyms. Some have responded to attacks like
Pojman’s against Kierkegaard by attributing to the pseudonym the views
attacked, and arguing that Kierkegaard does not hold them personally. In some
cases this kind of response is correct, but I do not think so in this particular
area. In any case, Kierkegaard is often attacked on the basis of what his
pseudonym says, so it is worthwhile to see if he can be defended on the same
basis. For my own solution to the problem of pseudonymity, see my
Kierkegaard’s Fragments and Postscript, ch. 1.

11. See CUP 1:335n and FT 5–7.
12. Fear and Trembling develops at length this polemic about going further, not

only with respect to faith, but also with respect to the doubts of the skeptic.
Besides the section cited in the last note, see also FT 121–23.

13. See Aristotle’s well-known definition of truth in his Metaphysics 1011b25.
14. See chapter 7 in this volume for a fuller treatment.
15. For a detailed argument for this position, see my Kierkegaard’s Fragments and

Postscript, 212–44.
16. See, for example, the stress Climacus puts on a firsthand encounter in which the

condition of faith is received from the God (PF 70).
17. This essay was originally written with the support of a Fellowship for College

Teachers from the N. E. H.

Chapter 18

1. Camus, Myth of Sisyphus and Other Essays, 3–48.
2. MacIntyre, After Virtue, 47.
3. MacIntyre, After Virtue, 40. 
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4. One writer who has perceived this clearly is George Stack, who has written two
articles on Aristotle and Kierkegaard’s understanding of choice. See
“Kierkegaard’s Analysis of Choice: The Aristotelian Model,” The Personalist 52
(1971): 643–61; and “Aristotle and Kierkegaard’s Concept of Choice,” The
Modern Schoolman 46 ( 1968): 11–23.

5. Donald Davidson’s views are found in his famous “Actions, Reasons, and
Causes,” and other papers in his Essays on Actions and Events (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1980), 3–20. Alan Donagan’s theory of action can be found in
his Choice: The Essential Element in Human Action (London: Routledge, 1987).
The following account of what I call the Aristotelian tradition in action theory
is heavily indebted to Donagan’s account.

6. At this point a natural objection to the notion of will suggests itself. If we say
actions are events that are caused by acts of will, then what is the status of acts
of will themselves? Are they also caused by acts of will? If so, a vicious regress
appears to be in the offing. On the other hand, if acts of will are simply directly
originated, why cannot the same be true of other actions? To respond to this
objection, we must, I think, distinguish acts of will from full-blooded actions in
the normal sense of the word action. An act of will is an actualization of a
human capacity and in that sense is an act, but one can quite consistently hold
that there are acts in that sense that are the causes of human actions in the fuller
sense. Because in Kierkegaard’s view as we shall see, there is a sense in which the
act of will is the crucial element in the whole action, to the extent that it can be
considered to be what the action really is, strictly speaking; it is understandable
that there should be some confusion here. Perhaps the clearest way to view the
matter is to distinguish an “ordinary language” sense of action, where actions
frequently involve bodily movements (such as carrying out the garbage, closing
the door), from those basic acts that are acts in a stricter philosophical sense.
The former are caused by acts of will. The latter are originative in character and,
in Kierkegaard’s view, are in a sense the “true” actions (see the next section).
These basic acts of willing are the locus of “agent causality” if I am right in
interpreting Kierkegaard as a libertarian. (Again, see the discussion of this later
in the text.) Hence, the infinite regress does not occur, because acts of will are
originative. However, it is not arbitrary to say that ordinary actions are not orig-
inative in the same primitive way, because there is a basic difference in character
between acts of will and actions in the full, ordinary sense.

7. See the following passage, for example: “If and when it [significance] comes, it
is Providence that superimposes it upon his ethical striving within himself, and
so it is not the fruit of his labor” (CUP 1:137).

8. Harry Frankfurt, “The Principle of Alternate Possibilities,” Journal of
Philosophy 64, no. 23 (1969): 829–39.

9. Donald Davidson, “How Is Weakness of the Will Possible?” in his Essays on
Actions and Events, 21–42.

10. Davidson, “How Is Weakness of the Will Possible?” 41.
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11. Davidson, “Intending,” in his Essays on Actions and Events, 83–102, here 98.
12. Davidson, “How Is Weakness of the Will Possible?” 99.
13. Davidson, “How Is Weakness of the Will Possible?” 42.
14. “The laws whose existence is required if reasons are causes of actions do not, we

may be sure, deal in the concepts in which rationalizations must deal”
(Davidson, “Actions, Reasons, and Causes,” 17).

15. MacIntyre, After Virtue, 103.

Chapter 19

1. My own Kierkegaard’s Ethic of Love is an example of this development.
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