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Abstract

This paperwill examineKierkegaards conceptof teleologicalsuspen-
sion of the ethical, and argue that his insistencethat Abrahamcannotbe
ethically justified is unsuccessfuandresultedfrom his narrov conception
of “the ethical”. Next, | arguefrom the universalprescriptvist perspectie
in history of ethicaltheory thatthe main purposeof his writing the book
wasto keephis contemporarieawareof whatit meango praiseAbraham.
Lastly, I will suggesta morerelevant alteratve of the sourceof the book
title.

1 Teleological suspension of the ethical?

Kierkegaards Fear and Trembling(FT) is a controversialbook. In orderto “per-

ceive the prodigiousparadoxof faith”, Johannesle silentio, the pseudogmous
writer of FT, presentshreeproblems:(1) “Is therea TeleologicalSuspensiomf

the Ethical”, (2) “Is therean AbsoluteDuty to God?”,and (3) “WaslIt Ethically
Defensiblefor Abrahamto Concealhis Undertakingfrom Sarah,from Eliezer

andfrom Isaac?”He answeredesto thefirst two problemsandnoto thelast. In

a popularreadingof Kierkegaard,this bookis saidto suggesthatfaith is higher
thanmorality, andAbrahamcannotbe justified by ary rationalethics.
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First, we have to identify what Johannegalls “the ethical”, but it is not an
easytask. Throughout=T, We have only oneexampledirectly referredas“ethical
duty”, thatis, “one mustprotectones children”. We have to interpretwhat he
callsthe ethicalin his assertiorthat Abrahamdo not belongto the sphereof the
ethical.

Johannessimpleanddirectdefinition of the ethicalis posedn thefirst para-
graphof each*problemata”.In thebeginning of “Problemal”, hesays:

Theethicalassuchis the universal,andasthe universalit appliesto
everyone,which from anotheranglemeanghatit appliesat all time.
It restsimmanentin itself, hasnothing outsideitself thatis its telos
but it is itself the telos for everything outsideitself, and whenthe
ethical hasabsorbedhis into itself, it goesnot further The single
individual, sensatelyand psychicallyqualifiedin immediag, is the
individual who hashis telosin the universal,andit is his ethicaltask
continuallyto expresshimselfin this, to annulhis singularityin order
to becomeheuniversal.(FT 54)

Let’'s begin with interpretingthis vagueanddifficult passage.

JohannegontrastsAbrahamwith AgamemnonJephthahand Brutus, who
alsosacrificedtheir childrenbut, in contrasto Abraham remainedn the ethical
sphere Take Agamemnors case.He sacrificedhis daughterfor the benefitof his
community

Abrahams rightnessseemdoo obvious to Johanneshut we may hesitateto
approve Agamemnors decisionunconditionally For example,D. D. Raphaelan
Englishmoral philosopherpointedout thatit wasnot becauséhis actwasright
but becauset waswrongand cruelthat his story hada strongimpressionto his
contemporarie’s Why is Johanneso corvincedof Agamemnors rightness?

This definition of the ethicalis Hegelian. Roughlyspeakingjn Hegeliansys-
tem, an actionis seento be ethicalif it promotesthe welfare and value of the
community Agamemnorwasa leaderof the communityandlet public interest
takeprecedencever privateinterest,or let his duty asa leaderoverride his duty
asafather Johannes'saysthathe sacrificechis daughtermandhimselfin orderto
protectwhatis higherthantheindividual, thatis, community nation,or state.

In contrastto Agamemnon Abrahamis saidto be willing to sacrificelsaac
for his faith (andfor God), not for communityand nation. Therefore Johannes
insists,he cannotbe ethicallyjustified.

2D. D. RaphaelMoral Philosophyp. 51



Then,why is the duty “one shouldalwaysobey God” not an universalduty?
If “alwaysobey God” is takenasan ethicalduty, the story of Abrahamwill not
contain“suspensiorof the ethical”.

An universalduty, like “one oughtnotto steal”,appliesto anyone. Suchduties
will sometime®eauthorizedasGod’s commandsin thissense;God’s precepts”
areusedabstractlyasauthorityof morality. If thisis God's precept;t is aprecept
to all humanbeings.In Abrahams case however, the precept'sacrificelsaac”is
givenonly to Abraham notasa patriarchor a headof afamily, but asaparticular
individual. It wasgiven becauseAbrahamwasAbraham,andonly onceat one
time.

Ordinarymorality doesnotincludea guidanceo suchparticular specialcase,
since God’s commandsare highly unlikely to be given directly. If we takethe
scripturalphrase‘lf any mancometo me,andhatenot his father andmother and
wife, andchildren,andbrethrenandsistersyea,andhis own life also,he cannot
bemy disciple” (Luke 14:26),God’s commandgannotbereducedo dutiesthat
will promotepublic welfare,or rather it may or mustconflict ordinary morality
andduty. Therefore,Johannesnsists,if Abrahamis right, thereare absolute
dutiesto God.

But cannotwe imaginethat,if thecommando Abrahamwasreally from God,
peopleliving with Abrahamcanunderstandis undertaking?JustasIphigeneia
understoochis fathers plight and acceptechis undertaking,might Isaacaccept
his father?The commando Abraham,“sacrificeyour son”, wasindeedgivento
Abrahamasa particularindividual. But canthe precept'if Godreally commands
you to do somethingdirectly, obey hiswords” not be oneof the cardinaldutiesof
a knight of faith? At least,thosewho have faith like Abrahams may admitand
wantto justify hisaction.

For Johanneshowever, sucha justificationis impossible becauseéAbraham
cannotcommunicatéis intentionto otherpeople.In this way, the problemabout
an absoluteduty to God is relatedto Problemalll, thatis, whetheroneis to be
ethicallyblamedwhenonedoesnt tell his intentionto others.

It is certainthat the Abrahams silencewasthe mainthemeof FT. Johannes
contendghat“AbrahamcouldnotspeaK. But | think it is a bit hardfor usto take
this insistenceat facevalue. Abrahamwasin fact requiredto kill his son,andas
a knight of faith, he waswilling to doit. He overrodea generalduty to protect
his child with God’s particularcommand.In this, in onesense] find no logical
problems,as Johanneslludes. Indeed,even if Abrahamhadtold his intention
to his people,he would not have beenunderstood.Peoplewould have seenhim
assomavhattemptedor corruptedby a demon,or of a evil character But it is
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becaus&od’s directrevelationrarelyoccursandthatGodrequirespeopleto sac-
rifice ones sonis really hardto belive. But this is a practicaldifficulty andnot a
logicalone.If, asJohannesuggestsAbrahamcannotcommunicateo otherpeo-
ple becauséis situationis “particular”, not universal,we cannotunderstandhe
wholestoryor Johannes'speculationtself. Then,if Abrahamcannotspeakit is
becausdne cannotexplain his situationpractically, nottheoetically or logically.
At least,anotherknight of faith canunderstandAbrahams situationandwould
wantto admithewasright.

If onebelieveshis actionor decisionis ethically justified, he mustsomehav
be able to explain reasongo doit. This is the logic of justification,which most
of uswill accept.However, it is hardto seeevenin a very specialsituationlike
Abrahams, one cannotbe justified only becausene cannotin practicetell his
reasonto others. SupposeAgamemnorhad not told of his will to sacrificehis
daughterbecauseof some practicaldifficulty, for example, becauseof lack of
time. It would not makehis decisionwrong or unjustified. He would have said,
“I might be misunderstoodand,in practice somesurelywill blameme,but after
deliberation] believe | oughtto doit, andl will bejustifiedin the mostimportant
sensé. If so,from my point of view, we have to saythatthe analysisJohannes
givesusmisseghe point of ethicaljustification.

2 Johannes's Sleeplessness

If we takethesdinesof readingwe arefacedwith the problemsof whatis it that
JohannesannotunderstandWhatrenderhim sleepless?

Then,we mightwonderwhetherJohannes'mainpointin thisbookis really to
evaluateor to justify Abraham.In the endof each“Probrema”,Johannesepeats
the“either-or”. EitherHegeliantheoryof ethicsis implausible or elseAbrahamis
lost. We canguesdrom thesepassagethatJohannes definitionof “the ethical”
was his contemporaryHegelian, not his own. Then,the main algumentsof FT
aremodustollens thatis P O @ and~ (@ , therefore~ P. To demonstratehis,
Johannesieedsto shov somehav that Abrahamwasright, or can be ethically
justifiedin his willingnessto sacrificelsaac,but hedidn’t. Then,we cannotsee
hisdemonstratiorsuccessfulHe canat mostsaythatthe anextremetypeof faith
canconflictwith Hegelianmorality.

Carefulreadersvho readthe bookin Danishshouldhave noticedthatin FT
suchwords as “Ngd”, “Qval”’, “Angst” are frequently used, but the keywords



“Frygt” and “Baeven” seldomoccuf. Do we go too far if we saythatin this
lies Johanesdesilentids silence?

Then,whois it thatfeelsfearandtrembling?Is it Abraham?Perhapso. And
Johannesimself, of course. He says,“There were countlessgenerationsvho
knew the story of Abrahamby heart,word for word, but how mary did it render
sleepless?{FT 28) But why? CouldJohannesotsleepfor fearthatheshouldbe
putin Abrahams situation?Did heidentify himselfwith thefatherof faith? Did
he expectoneday Godhimselfwould startto talk to him? Somemaywantto say
to him, “Well, Johannesgon't taketoo seriouslywhatwill never happeno you.
ThatwasAbrahams story andnoneof your business.In this civilized age,even
terriblegodswon’t requiresucha cruelthing. If Godshouldreally requireyouto
doit, you canthink aboutit afterwardsWhy nottakesleepingpills?”

3 Anuniversal prescriptivist interpretation

Herel suggesthatwe rereadFT againsthackgroundf thetheoryof meta-ethics
of the 20th century especiallyuniversalprescriptvism.

In the“PreliminaryExpectoration” Johannespeaksboutastoryof apreacher
anda manwho is suffering from sleeplessneq$T 28). A preachemwho doesnt
really understandbrahams story cangive a lectureon it. Abrahamwasgreat
in thathe waswilling to sacrificehis son,andthereforeheis to be praised.But
if a sleeplessnanlistensto the story, he might go homeandwantto do just as
Abrahamdid. If the preacheknowsit, he surelywill stopthe man. Whatif the
mananswers;that waswhatyou yourselfpreachegbouton Sunday?”Johannes
continues:

How is a contradictionsuchasthat of the speaketto be explained?
It is becauséAbrahamhasgaineda prescriptve right to be a great
man, so that what he doesis greatandwhenanothermandoesthe
samethingit is asin, anatrocioussin? In thatcase, do notwish to

participatein suchemptypraise.(FT 30)

If Abrahamis great,it cannotbebecausébrahamis Abraham.If we judgehe
is great,we mustjudgein the sameway whoever is willing to do the samething
in the samesituation. If we don’t admitthis, we arein linguistic contradiction.
Moral judgmentmustbe universalizabléf it hasfull meaning.This is oneof the

3Frygtis usedonly two timesandBae\enis never, exceptthetitle
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mainpointsthatuniversalprescriptvism pointsout. Theotherpointthatuniversal
prescriptvismtaketo becharacteristiof moraljudgments prescriptvity. If | tell
youthatl oughtnotto smokein this room,andnevertheless smokein thisroom,
you will doubtl am not talking to you sincerely or suspect do not know the
meaningof thewords.

Let usreturnto the story God commandedibrahamto sacrificehis son. In
contrastthatsleeplessnanwasgiven no commandof God. Sothe story sounds
comical. We ordinarypeoplearenever likely to be givenHis command.In addi-
tion, someinsistthatit is logically impossiblethatwe be putin exactly the same
situationasAbraham.But, if we saythat Abrahamoughtto do whathe did, we
must,at least,now bereadyto do exactly what hedid if we shouldbe in his po-
sition. Whetherl have a child or not, this may be dreadful. Whatwe say about
Abrahammay requireus now to have readinesso commithomicidenow. More-
over, becaus®f universalizabilityof moraljudgmentwe arerequiredto beready
now to be sacrificedf we areputin Isaacs position. It is really hardfor usto put
ourselesin Abrahams situation,who, without ary sympatheti@ssistancé&om
othersandwithoutary guidelinesasrequiredto sacrificehis son,or in Isaacs sit-
uation,who, without beinginformed,asto be sacrificed andto takeit seriously
andneverthelesgudgethatAbrahamdid whathe oughtto do, andto admit,if we
werein his position,to dowhathedid.

Theseare the very essentialghat universal prescriptvists like R. M. Hare
emphasiaboutlogic of moraljudgment.

If we give moreattentionto this point of Johanneswe canseenow that his
repeatectlaimsthat”l cant understand\braham”or “faith is paradox”arenot
concernedvith logical or epistemologicatlifficulties. It is notevena problemin
ethicaltheory either By suchphrasesheconfessethat,if hewerein Abrahams
situation, he could not do what Abrahamdid. Johanneswho is not a knight
of faith, is not readyto sacrificehis son. It is psg/chological or motivational
difficulty.

Thosewho lightly saythat Abrahamwasgreatonly approse of Abrahambe-
causehey areblindly following someauthority Their ethicaljudgmentshave lost
their properforce.

If we takethis interpretation] think we canseemoreclearly the main point
of Johanneghatis, to analyze‘'speech”in ethicalcontext andmakepeopleaware
of its properrequirement.

This affinity of Johannes’thoughtanduniversalprescriptvismis notacoin-
cidence.l think theremight betextual justificationfor my allegation.



We areafraidto let peopleloose;we areafraidthattheworstwill hap-
penassoonasthesingleindividual feelslike behaing asthe single
individual. .... | canshareneitherthat fear (Frygt) nor thatopinion,
andfor the samereason. Anyone who haslearnedthat to exist as
the singleindividual is the mostterrible (det Forfeelidige)of all will
not be afraid to saythatit is the greatestof all .... It may well be
thattherearethosewho needcoercion,who, if they weregivenfree
rein,would abandorthemseleslike unmanageablanimalsto selfish
appetites.But a personwill demonstratehat he doesnot belongto
thempreciselyby shawving that he knows how to speakin fear and
trembling(Angstog Bae\else),andspeakhe mustout of fear (Frygt)
of harm,which certainlywill notcomeif he speaksout of a knowl-
edgeof greatnessaknowledgeof its terrors,andif onedoesnotknow
theterrors,onedoesnotknow the greatnessgither (FT pp. 74-5.)

Surprisingly this passagés the only onethatcontaingheword “Frygt” in the
book. Johannestressesierethat we shouldspeakin “Angstog Bae\else”, and
this will help usto preventoursehesfrom ethicalconfusion. We know we need
sincerity seriousnessfear and tremblingwheneer we passary properethical
judgment,but we alwaysforgetit in our daily life. In “Preface”,Johannesalks
aboutDescartes’he did what he saidandsaidwhat he did. Alas! Alas! Alas!
Thatis a greatrarity in our day” (FT 5) In the “Epilogue”, he talks aboutthe
episodethatthe merchantof Holland hada few calgoessunkin the seain order
to jack up the price. One of Johanneshiddenintentionis clearly to makeus
recalltheimportanceof sincerityof utterancen ethicaltheory He wantsto make
us recall the extremely high costof faith. Then, his targetis not only Hegelian
thinkersbut alsothosewho constantlymakethe price fall by lip worship,thatis,
usoursehes.

This courseof interpretationlets us understandvhy Kierkegaardhadto ex-
presshis ideaindirectly in the nameof Johannesle silentio. Knowledgeabout
thefactis directly communicableBut ones moralprinciplesor moraljudgments
cannotbecommunicatedully by simply mentioninggthem.As R. M. Harepointed
out, the bestway to know one’s moralprincipleis notto hearwhathe saysbut to
seewhathedoes.

4R. M. Hare, TheLanguageof Morals, p. 1



4 The alternative source of Fear and Trembling

| have pointedout thatfearin Fear and Tremblingis not only fear for God, but
alsofearwhich onemustfeel wheneer oneis to passary ethicaljudgment.But
thisinterpretatiormay seemnotto correspondo thetitle of the book, sinceFear
and Tremblingis saidto have comefrom Paul’s words,“Therefore,my beloved,
asyou have alwaysobeyed, not asin my presencenly, but nov muchmorein
my absencework outyour own sahationwith fearandtrembling.” (Phil. 2:12)

| admitit is somehav hardto find a link betweenthis sentenceand my in-
terpretation.But in reality, asl have mentionedabove, theres no phrasesfear
(Frygt)for God” in FT. | wantto suggestanalternatve sourcethatis, alsoPaul’'s
words,"“Slaves,obey your earthlymasterswith respectandfear, andwith sincer
ity of heart,justasyouwould obey Christ. Obey themnot only to win their favor
whentheireyeis onyou, but like slavesof Christ,doingthewill of Godfrom your
heart. (“Tjenerre! lyder CdersHerrerefterKigdet, medFrygt og Baeveni Cders
HiertesEenfordighedsomChristo?) (Eph. 6:5-6) This passageurelyrequires
usour sincerityandconsisteng in our speechgdeed,andheart.lt is indeedneed-
lessto saythat, sinceKierkegaardwasvery familiar with the Bible andits inner
relations,we don't have to singleout the sourceof “fear andtrembling” from the
candidatesBut | think this passagés morerelevantandcloseto Johannespoint.

If we couldinterpretFT in this way, Johannes concernin this book wasnot
whetherAbrahamcanbeethicallyjustified,or how we canjustify him. Rather his
mainconcernwasto pointouttherequiredrelationbetweerour ethicaldiscourse
and our action andreadiness.In this respect,his position was much closerto
modernphilosophersvho areengagingn meta-ethicsandshouldbe givenmore
attentionin the history of ethics.



