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1. Johannes de silentio, the pseudonymous author of Kierkegaard’s Fear
and Trembling, cannot be accused of being too moderate. Dealing with
the biblical story of Abraham and Isaac (Gen. 22, 1-19), he offers this
radical alternative:

The ethical expression for what Abraham did is that he meant to mur-
der Isaac; the religious expression is that he meant to sacrifice Isaac (FT
30; SV2, 3, 92).

Is Abraham justified in following the command of his God and raising
the knife against his son? As a figure in Kierkegaard’s play of indirect
communication, de silentio does not answer the question. But in con-
stant admiration for Abraham, whom he paradigmatically calls a ‘father
of faith’ and a ‘knight of faith, he develops a conviction which seems to
contain a hard attack on human ethics (or reason) and its validity: divine
orders, in certain cases, may abolish fundamental moral principles. Faith,
then, may include a »teleological suspension of the ethical,« in Johannes’
words, a violation of the ethical for the sake of a higher purpose, the will
of God and its realisation. So religious belief is not ethical, not rational,
but ‘a paradox’ and ‘absurd’.

It is no surprise that such a hard attack met with strong resistance
from the very beginning,” a resistance, which has still not vanished to-
day.” Even philosophers or theologians who appreciate Kierkegaard as a
thinker have difficulties with the radicality of Fear and Trembling. Repre-
senting many, Edward E Mooney asks:
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Wouldn't it be better to throw down the book, to frankly admit what
our untutored conscience would declare anyway, that Abraham has
made the wrong choice, and that Kierkegaard is sadly, greatly, deluded in
his effort to glorify such outrage?*

But it is no surprise, either, that within Kierkegaard research such a neg-
ative result is not generally accepted. Especially in the English-speaking
literature of the last decades, we find a whole string of approaches which
try to replace the traditional critique with a more affirmative understand-
ing and assessment. Their intention is, generally speaking, to avoid the
conflict between morality and religion which Fear and Trembling is said
to emphasize.

The result of this is that there has been a vivid debate about the
book during the last twenty or thirty years, and one may doubt whether
it makes sense to continue it, for instance, by adding another approach
to the many approaches which already exist. However, this is not the
primary purpose of this paper. On the contrary, its purpose is to show
that the aforementioned tendency within Kierkegaard research to read
de silentio’s work in an ‘anti-traditional’ or ‘harmonizing’ way, is not
successful.’

In order to support my thesis, I shall investigate the different types of
the approaches in question. This investigation, of course, cannot be
complete, but I have chosen examples which throw light on the main
types. Then I shall briefly discuss the consequences of my critique for a
reading of Fear and Trembling.

2. The first kind of anti-traditional strategy is the systematic one. Jo-
hannes de silentio, it is said, describes a very important systematic prob-
lem correctly, but he fails to solve it. He fails because he is closely at-
tached to German idealistic philosophy, especially the philosophy of
Hegel, and therefore lacks a plausible theory of morality and its relation
to religion. So, by replacing or reshaping Johannes’ idealistic ethics, we
are able to replace his irrationalistic conclusions by more acceptable
ones.

To the most elaborated approaches of this type belongs that of John
Donnelly. Donnelly argues that two different sources for moral standards
exist. First, there are »tasks that attach to stations, offices, and roles in so-
ciety, and that are generally of an institutional sort,«® the public princi-
ples and rules; moreover, there are personal norms which guide the indi-
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vidual’s conduct, although they are not demanded by society; Abraham’s
supreme moral principle, »‘to obey the mandates of God in all situa-
tions’,« is precisely a norm of this second type.’

So, Donnelly tries to undermine Johannes’ idea of the ‘paradox’ by
locating the supreme religious duty within the realms of human ethics. If
the rule to obey God itself is a moral rule, then there on principle can-
not exist a disharmony between ethics and faith.” But this explanation
has to be supplemented. For Abraham does not simply receive an order
from his God, he receives an order which seems to contradict another
divine order. As Kierkegaard puts it in a draft:

The terrifying thing in the collision is this — that it is not a collision be-
tween God’s command and man’s command but between God’s com-
mand and God’s command (JP 908; Pap. IV B 67).”

Donnelly is aware of this collision and sees Abraham in a dilemma be-
tween two ‘contextual implications’ of his obedience to God, namely
between the obligation to care for Isaac on the one hand and to kill him
on the other. Donnelly’s suggestion is that Abraham has to endure this
dilemma, for its purpose is a trial, an ordeal from God to test his faith."

However, it is necessary to stress that Abraham did not know that
God’s new command was the beginning of an ordeal. Donnelly reads the
Abraham-story from its end and thereby neglects its decisive character of
fear and trembling."

This point indicates a serious difficulty in justifying Abraham moral-
ly: whether it is really possible to pay sufficient attention to Abraham’s
absolutely exceptional dilemma.”” But even if that were possible, another
difficulty would remain, namely that of justifying the presupposed ethi-
cal theory itself. Whether Donnelly’s account of ethics is convincing or
not may be an important question, but it would change the discussion
about Abraham into a fundamental discussion about ethics. In other
words, a systematic approach will ultimately require a systematic exami-
nation."”

3. There is, however, a more direct way of defending Fear and Trembling:
the hermeneutic one. Does the book really present us with an anti-ethical
concept of religious belief, as traditionally assumed? The pseudonym’s
name ‘de silentio’, the motto from Johann Georg Hamann, the pseudo-
nym’s assurance that he lacks faith and is unable to understand Abraham
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— these elements of the text may be taken as signals for another, hidden
meaning. And this is what 1s maintained here: The ‘standard interpreta-
tion’"* or ‘prevalent interpretation’'®
the book is likely to be misleading.«'® On the contrary: »Beneath the il-
lusion of esthetic or antiphilosophical irrationalism«'” we find the real di-
mension of the book, we find »a secret message.«'®

with its »straightforward reading of

What does this message consist of?

3.1 A radical attempt to explain it is made by Jerry H. Gill. For him,
Fear and Trembling constructs an irrationalistic idea of faith only in order
to show that such an idea must completely fail. Although in the begin-
ning the pseudonymous author declares himself unable to understand
faith, he develops nothing other than an understanding of faith and its
structure — »a glaring self-contradicition.«'"” Moreover, in its effort to de-
stroy rationality, de silentio’s work has to return to rationality; it must
make use of argumentation and of »the very rational and ethical cate-
gories it is seeking to debunk.«* For Gill, these obvious absurdities can
only be interpreted as ironic ones: Fear and Trembling is an ironic book,
and in treating an irrationalistic understanding of faith with irony, it tries
to illustrate that faith is not at all a question of understanding, not a
question of theory, of propositions, but »a way of life.«*'

It is no accident that Gill later relies on Kierkegaard’s remarks on in-
direct communication, in the Point of View,” because he represents a line
of research which takes Kierkegaard’s method of indirect communication
very seriously and therefore takes the fictional, narrative elements of the
text (like the use of the pseudonym) as a key for interpretation. But Gill
is mistaken in assuming that indirect communication excludes theory. It
is de silentio’s justified intention to clarify the relationship between
morality (or reason) and religion in a theoretical way, the way of reason.
This is justified in the eyes of the later Kierkegaard himself, whom Gill
summons as a witness: Johannes’ project exactly fulfils the function the
later Kierkegaard delegates to theoretical work:

It is specifically the task of human knowing to understand that there is
something it cannot understand and to understand what that is

(JP 3089; Pap. VIII 1 A 11).

Hence Kierkegaard does not consider his own terms of ‘the paradox’
and ‘the absurd’ as non-theoretical terms, but as a result of systematic
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thinking: as categories, as well-defined concepts by which reason de-
scribes its own limits. In fact, this is one of the main points in Kierke-
gaard’s defence of the book against his contemporary critics.”

3.2 The more popular readings of Fear and Trembling attempt to compre-
hend both its indirectness and its content. They take the book, in Ed-
ward E Mooney’s words, as a »call to selthood.«** At first sight, this for-
mulation fits in well with Kierkegaard’s authorship, but it becomes prob-
lematic when it is related to the story of Abraham. How can this story
contain a »call to selthood«? Here the approaches in question point to de
silentio’s definition that in faith »the single individual is higher than the
universal« (FT 55; SV2, 3, 118), and they point to the Hegelian charac-
ter of Johannes’ ethics: Ethics as ‘the universal’ means public morality
(Sittlichkeit), the social values in laws and institutions; so an ethical self-
understanding means a self-understanding as totally shaped by social
convention, as a product of environment. On the other hand, God’s
command to Abraham is a private, individual one, and therefore it repre-
sents a ‘higher’ self with its own personal values. Edward E Mooney,
once more:

The teleological suspension of ethics describes a phase in individual de-
velopment, a phase where the crucial issue is becoming an individual
distinguishable from, and possessed of worth ‘higher’ than, the univer-

sal (...) irreducible to convention.”

So we need not even understand de silentio’s God as a transcendent
power: we can just take him as ‘absolute’ in the sense of ‘inescapable
ideals or overarching goods’ as they are necessary in order to become a
self — whatever they may consist of;* and, with Jerome I. Gellman, we
can take de silentio’s ‘duty to God’ as »a duty to oneself, a duty of free-
dom in unfettered individuality.«*’

It comes as no surprise, then, that de silentio’s representation of
Abraham is ultimately regarded as a ‘parable’, ‘metaphor’ or ‘allegory’”
But this does not shed very much light on the problem. First, some
open questions concerning such interpretation remain: Why should we
not accept that a theoretical discussion (like de silentio’s discussion of the
morality-religion-problem) has a value of its own? And why should we
take precisely this part of the Kierkegaardian work as allegorical or sym-
bolic?? What about the other parts? A fuller justification for such a
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reading of Kierkegaard needs to be provided. Secondly, one may ask
whether Gellman and Mooney’s account includes the uniqueness of
Abraham’s dilemma in all its aspects. As already suggested, Abraham does
not only stand between a public (or social) and a private (or personal)
demand, but the public demand itself is a divine one — and it is strength-
ened by a private (or personal) revelation: by God’s promise that Abra-
ham, through his son Isaac, will become the father of many peoples
(Gen. 17). Thirdly, a reading of Fear and Trembling as a “call to selthood’
underestimates the role of this book within Kierkegaard’s pseudonymous
authorship. Such a call does already exist, namely in the ethics of Ei-
ther/Or 1I. There, Assessor Wilhelm develops both a critique of mere
conventionality and, with his idea of ‘choice’, a theory of selfhood. If
the genuinely religious, anti-ethical claim of Fear and Trembling is not
taken into consideration, its difference from the ethics of Either/Or can
hardly be explained.

3.3 Hence it seems plausible to view the subject matter of Fear and Trem-
bling as a specifically religious one. Arguing for this opinion, Louis Ma-
ckey and Ronald M. Green point to an exegetical tradition up to Kier-
kegaard, they point to several allusions to the New Testament in the
book, and, above all, they point to the important remarks about sin in
the context of the Merman-legend in »Problema I« (FT 98; S12, 3,
162f.): For Mackey and Green, all this indicates that Fear and Tiembling
»uses the Abraham story not literally but figuratively or typologically.«”'
Its elements serve »as symbolic expressions of God’s ability to redeem those
he calls into relationship with himself, whatever their moral accomplish-
ments or failures.«”

While for Gellman and Mooney the book points to selthood in
genere, now it is said to point to Christian belief in specie and »the
promise of the grace of forgiveness.«” But the strategy is the same as
above — to take the book symbolically — and therefore, is subject in prin-
ciple to the same objection. First, it presents a problem as central which
is not even developed in the book and thereby ignores the faith-ethics-
issue and its genuine value.** Secondly, it abstracts from Abraham’s
unique situation. Thirdly, it does not pay attention to Fear and Trembling’s
role in the pseudonymous authorship. Gellman and Mooney underesti-
mate this role, whereas Green and Mackey overrate it. Although it is
true that the book names the problem of sin as a decisive problem, it
does not really investigate it.”

12
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4. The attempts to ‘harmonize’ the conflict of reason with faith in Fear
and Trembling are not really satistying. — But what follows from this re-
sult? Do we have to draw exactly the same conclusions which all authors
here criticised tried to avoid, and tried to avoid for good reasons? Do we
have to take de silentio’s attack as Kierkegaard’s decisive attack on ethics
and reason at all?* I do not think so. Of course, it is impossible here to
argue for my opinion,” but let me end this paper by sketching it:

It is not only the different pseudonyms who refer to each other, and
not only Climacus in his »Appendix« to the Postscript, but also Kierke-
gaard in his journals who supports the idea that the pseudonymous au-
thorship should be taken as a coherent whole, as a unit. In 1846, he
writes:

My concern was to present the various stages of existence in one work
if possible — and this is how I regard the whole pseudonymous produc-
tivity (JP 5893; Pap. VII 1 A 106).

This sentence indicates what Climacus tries to explain in the »Appen-
dix,« namely that the pseudonymous authorship contains a theory of
stages and that this theory is developed progressively — from the esthetic
stage in Either/Or I, via the ethical, to the (Christian) religion, and final-
ly religiousness B in the Postscript. As mentioned above, with Either/Or
II a portrayal of the ethical stage already existed when Fear and Trembling
was published. It is likely, therefore, that this book is a station on the way
from the ethical to the religious stage, preparing for later works like The
Concept of Anxiety which treats religious issues. It performs this function
by (indirectly) opposing the religious to ethical, the ethical of Assessor
Wilhelm in Either/Or 11

Indeed, there are different ethical problems raised in Johannes’ work,
four types of problems in all: first, the problem of satisfying human incli-
nations or wishes, treated with help of the concept of ‘resignation’; sec-
ondly, the problem of an individual right to violate an ethical obligation,
the subject investigated above; thirdly, the problem of the inability to
fulfil an ethical obligation — the problem of ‘outsiders’ like Gloster and
Sara; and fourthly, the problem of the inability to reconcile a violated
ethical obligation — the question of guilt within the Merman-story (with
allusions to the question of sin).

It is true that the legend of Abraham shapes the frame for all these
problems, but it must be stated that they are discussed in a certain order.

13
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While the »Preliminary Expectoration« is devoted to the issue of resigna-
tion, and while »Problema I« and »Problema Il« are devoted to the prob-
lem of Abraham and his conflicts with ethics, the other problems, as
mentioned, do not exist until »Problema IIl.« This construction gives
rise to the conclusion that Fear and Trembling constitutes and expresses a
progression in the critique of ethics and the theory of stages as a whole.
According to this assumption, Fear and Trembling’s main topic itself con-
stitutes a progression on the one hand, but on the other hand, the book
reaches new or more precise questions which the subsequent writings
focus on while neglecting the original topic.

This conclusion is supported by the pseudonymous development up
to de silentio’s work. Its predecessor, Repetition, discusses difficulties with-
in the ethical stage, which were already mentioned but not critically illu-
minated in Either/Or II. However, this discussion develops in such a way
that it is able in the concluding section of the book to identify a new
problem, namely, the problem of the »religious exception« — Johannes’
interest in the Abraham case.

The conclusion that Fear and Trembling is similarly a transitional
book, is also supported by the further pseudonymous development until
the Postscript. De silentio’s successors pay attention only to the problem
of the outsider (or ‘natural’ exception) and, more and more, to the prob-
lem of guilt and sin, whereas we cannot find any further example of a
religious exception like Abraham. On the contrary: There are only dis-
approving comments. When Assessor Wilhelm in the second part of the
Stages presents his ethics once more, he indirectly responds to Fear and
Trembling and defines the religious exception in a way which excludes
Abraham from being one.”® And Climacus in the Postscript not only re-
gards Fear and Trembling’s emphasis on the religious exception as a mere
intermediate stage to the decisive discussion of sin and forgiveness,” but
he criticizes de silentio’s method of communication and his portrait of
Abraham for showing »only a rough anticipation« (CUP 500; SV2, 7,
490).

No doubt, de silentio’s specific critique of ethics and reason remains
a challenge. But within Kierkegaard’s work, it only is a passing phenom-
enon: it simply vanishes.

14
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