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  Context


  Soeren Aabye Kierkegaard was born on May 5, 1813, in Copenhagen. His father had been a feudal laborer on church lands, and had so hated his work that one day he walked to the top of a hill and solemnly cursed God. At the age of twenty-one, his father was released from his vassalage, and moved to Copenhagen where he became rich as a wholesaler. He never was able to shake off the guilt he felt for cursing God, a guilt that was only compounded by the early deaths of five of his seven children and of his wife. This guilt gave him a somber disposition, which he passed onto Soeren Kierkegaard, along with a strict religious upbringing.


  Kierkegaard spent a great deal of his youth as a man-about-town and a student, studying for a degree in theology. In 1840, he became engaged to a young woman named Regine Olsen. A year later, shortly before receiving his doctorate, he broke off the engagement quite suddenly. Though the reasons were not clear, even to himself (a great deal of his writing approaches the question of why he broke with Regine), it seems he felt his ethical obligation to her as a husband and as a good citizen could not be reconciled with his higher, literary and intellectual, obligations. Soon after the break, he began writing pseudonymously at a prodigious rate. Fear and Trembling is one of his earlier works, published in 1843, on the same day as another of his books, Repetition. He became increasingly frustrated with the hypocrisy of the Danish church, and his feud with the clergy exploded into an open, and very cutting, exchange of pamphlets and editorials. Kierkegaard poured what was left of his considerable inheritance into funding the publication of pamphlets against the church. In 1855, he collapsed in the street, and died of a lung infection on November 11. Against his expressly stated will, the Danish church officiated at his funeral.


  At the time of his death, Kierkegaard was almost universally hated in Copenhagen, and his works were largely ignored. The first monograph about Kierkegaard was not published until 1877, and he had to wait until the twentieth century to come into vogue. Since then, he has exercised tremendous influence on a number of intellectual movements, particularly existentialism, which claims him as a forefather.


  The philosophy of Kierkegaard's Denmark was overwhelmingly dominated by the thought of G. W. F. Hegel. Hegel is perhaps the most influential philosopher in Continental philosophy in the past two hundred years, and Fear and Trembling is written as a sustained response to his ideas. Hegel's philosophy was based on the dialectic, a process according to which two opposing concepts--a thesis and antithesis--could be resolved in a synthesis, which would then in turn become one half of a new thesis/antithesis pair. For instance, being might be a thesis set in opposition to the antithesis of nothingness, which is then resolved into the synthesis of becoming. Through the process of dialectic, philosophy is slowly but surely approaching the truth. This absolute, final truth is called the Absolute Mind, and Hegel constructed a logical system that could guide our inquiries toward this truth.


  An important aspect of Hegel's system is his definition of the ethical as universal. The highest goal for the single individual, according to Hegel, is to lose oneself in the universal. That is, one must annul one's personal desires and ambitions and be motivated exclusively by the general interest of all. Becoming a part of the universal is the only way to gain the omniscient perspective of the Absolute Mind.


  Hegel's system exercised a great deal of indirect influence on the development of both Communism and Nazism. It should come as no great surprise that a philosopher such as Kierkegaard, who so prized the individual, should be repelled by Hegel's communitarian ethic.


  Overall Summary


  Writing under the pseudonym of "Johannes de Silentio," Kierkegaard discusses the story from the Bible, Genesis 22:1-18, of Abraham's willingness to sacrifice Isaac. For this deed, Abraham is normally acknowledged as the father of faith, but in this day and age, Johannes remarks, no one is content with faith. Everyone thinks that they can begin with faith and go further.


  In the "Exordium" and "Eulogy on Abraham," Johannes suggests how incomprehensible Abraham's faith is. Abraham didn't question God, didn't complain or weep, he didn't explain himself to anyone, he simply obeyed God's orders. The Exordium presents us with four alternative paths that Abraham could have taken, all of which might have rendered Abraham more understandable, but would make him something less than the father of faith. The eulogy asserts that there is no way we can understand Abraham, or what he did.


  Johannes distinguishes between the tragic hero, who expresses the ethical, and the knight of faith, who expresses the religious. The tragic hero gives up everything in the movement of infinite resignation, and in so doing expresses the universal. The knight of faith also makes the movement of infinite resignation, but he makes another movement as well, the leap of faith, where he gets everything back by virtue of the absurd. While the tragic hero is universally admired and wept for, no one can understand the knight of faith. Johannes sets up three "problemata" to draw out this distinction.


  The first problema begins with the Hegelian assertion that the ethical is the universal, and that it is the telos for everything outside itself. According to the ethical, what Abraham attempted was murder: his sacrifice cannot be understood in terms of the universal. Thus, he suggests, there must be a teleological suspension of the ethical. Abraham suspended his obligation to the universal to fulfill his higher duty to God.


  The second problema suggests that, contrary to Kantian ethics, there is an absolute duty to God. Abraham by-passed all his ethical obligations to perform what God asked of him directly. As a result, he was constantly tempted by the ethical, but held fast.


  The third problema provides hints as to why Abraham did not disclose his undertaking to anyone. Disclosure is associated with the universal and hiddenness with the single individual. Abraham acted as a single individual, isolated from the universal, and as such his actions could not be explained or disclosed.


  Johannes concludes by pointing out that faith requires passion, and passion is not something we can learn. We have to experience it ourselves, or else we do not understand it at all.


  Overall Analysis and Themes


  Reading Kierkegaard is at once an exhilarating and an exhausting experience. He has a poet's flair for metaphor and he never hesitates to give his writing a rhetorical flourish. But while his digressions, his extended analogies, and his constant repetition for rhetorical effect can be delightful, it makes for troublesome philosophy. It is difficult to follow any coherent line of thought or argument, and his writing contains only the bare bones of logical structure.


  We would be doing Kierkegaard a disservice, however, to claim that his writing takes away from his philosophizing. Kierkegaard wages a one-man war against the Hegelianism that was prevalent in his day, and as such, he opposes the kind of logical thinking that can build up a great system, step by step. Kierkegaard's writing sides with the single individual in isolation from the system. As a result, his writing is necessarily distinctive and erratic.


  While determining precisely what Kierkegaard is trying to do with Fear and Trembling is the subject of ongoing academic debates, we can safely say that his primary purpose is not just to praise Abraham. Rather, he uses Abraham to bring out a deeper point about the inadequacy of the Hegelian system and the importance attached to the radical freedom of the individual.


  All three problemata address a question supposedly settled by Hegel, and come down in judgment against Hegel. Each problema begins by following Hegel in defining the ethical as universal, and drawing some premise for that claim. Johannes then shows how Abraham directly violates this Hegelian premise. He concludes that either Hegel is wrong or Abraham is lost. It is typical Kierkegaardian irony not to force his point of view, but to leave it to his readers to decide whether or not they agree with Hegel.


  The main distinction that runs through the book is between the ethical and the religious. The ethical is associated with the universal, with the tragic hero, with the system, with infinite resignation, with mediation, with recollection, with the Absolute Mind, with understanding, with infinitude and with Hegel. Essentially, it is the idea that our highest aim as individuals is to annul our individuality and to find expression in the universal, acting never on our own behalf, but always on behalf of the greater good. The religious is associated with the single individual, with the knight of faith, with the leap of faith, with paradox, with the absurd, with repetition, with anxiety, with finitude, and with the double movement. Essentially, it is the idea that the single individual as single individual can enter into a private relationship with God that transcends the ethical.


  Johannes asserts that the religious is higher than the ethical, and thereby asserts that there is something higher than the universal. Significantly, however, this "higher" is a paradox: it cannot find words, it cannot be understood, it exists "by virtue of the absurd." Johannes agrees with Hegel that the universal is the highest aspiration of human reason, but asserts that the human extends beyond the rational. Kierkegaard is far ahead of his time in suggesting that there is something fundamentally non-rational at the core of our humanity.


  Terms


  
    Absolute Mind - In Hegelian philosophy, an undistorted, rational view of the truth. Philosophy is the ultimate expression of the "Absolute Mind," and so is superior both to art (the aesthetic) and to faith (the religious).

  


  
    Absurd - That which cannot be rationally explained or justified in any way, and which transcends all human and intelligible possibility. The term appears in Fear and Trembling to describe the movement of faith Abraham makes to regain Isaac. There is no reason at all that Isaac should be returned to Abraham, and yet, by virtue of the absurd, it happens.
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