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PROBLEMA I
Is there a teleological suspension of the ethical?

The ethical as such is the universal, and as the universal it
applies to everyone, which can be put from another point of
view by saying that it applies at every moment. It rests
immanently in itself, has nothing outside itself that is its telos
[end, purpose] but is itself the telos for everything outside, and
when that is taken up into it, it has no further.to go. Seen as
an immediate, no more than sensate and psychic, being, the
single individual is the particular that has its telos in the
universal, and the individual’s ethical task is always to express
himself in this, to abrogate his particularity so as to become
the universal. As soon as the single individual wants to assert
himself in his particularity, in direct opposition to the universal,
he sins, and only by recognizing this can he again reconcile
himself with the universal. Whenever, having entered the
universal, the single individual feels an urge to assert his
particularity, he is in a state of temptation,** from which he
can extricate himself only by surrendering his particularity to
the universal in repentance. If that is the highest that can be
said of man and his existence, then the ethical and a person's
eternal blessedness, which is his telos in all eternity and at every
moment, are identical; for in that case it would be a contradic-
tion to say that one surrendered that telos (i.e. suspended it teleo-
logically) since by suspending the telos one would be forfeiting
it, while what is said to be suspended in this sense is not forfeited
but preserved in something higher, the latter being precisely
its telos.

If that is the case, then Hegel is right in his ‘Good and
Conscience' where he discusses man seen merely as the single
individual and regards this way of seeing him as a ‘moral form
of evil’ to be annulled in the teleology of the ethical life,** so
that the individual who stays at this stage is either in sin or
in a state of temptation. Where Hegel goes wrong, on the other
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hand, is in talking about faith,** in not protesting loudly and
clearly against the honour and glory enjoyed by Abraham as
the father of faith when he should really be remitted to some
lower court for trial and exposed as a murderer.*®

For faith is just this paradox, that the single individual is
higher than the universal, though in such a way, be it noted,
that the movement is repeated, that is, that, having been in
the universal, the single individual now sets himself apart as
the particular above the universal. If that is not faith, then
Abraham is done for and faith has never existed in the world,
just because it has always existed. For if the ethical life is the
highest and nothing incommensurable is left over in man, except
in the sense of what is evil, i.e. the single individual who is
to be expressed in the universal, then one needs no other
categories than those of the Greek philosophers, or whatever
can be logically deduced from them. This is something Hegel,
who has after all made some study of the Greeks, ought not
to have kept quiet about.

One not infrequently hears people who prefer to lose them-
selves in clichés rather than studies say that light shines over
the Christian world, while paganism is shrouded in darkness.
This kind of talk has always struck me as strange, since any
reasonably deep thinker, any reasonably serious artist will still
seek rejuvenation in the eternal youth of the Greeks. The
explanation may be that they know not what to say, only that
they have to say something, There is nothing wrong with saying
that paganism did not have faith, but if this is to mean anything
one must be a little clearer what one means by faith, otherwise
one falls back into those clichés. It is easy to explain the whole
of existence, faith included, and he is not the worst reckoner
in life who counts on being admired for having such an
explanation; for it is as Boileau says: ‘un sot trouve toujours un
plus sot, qui 'admire’ [‘a fool can always find a greater fool who
admires him'].*?

Faith is just this paradox, that the single individual as the
particular is higher than the universal, is justified before the
latter, not as subordinate but superior, though in such a way,
be it noted, that it is the single individual who, having been
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subordinate to the universal as the particular, now by means
of the universal becomes that individual who, as the particular,
stands in an absolute relation to the absolute. This position can-
not be mediated, for all mediation occurs precisely by virtue
of the universal;*® it is and remains in all eternity a paradox,
inaccessible to thought. And yet faith is this paradox. Or else
(these are implications which I would ask the reader always
to bear in mind, though it would be too complicated for
me to spell them out each time) — or else faith has never
existed just because it has always existed. And Abraham is done
for.

That the individual can easily take this paradox for a tempta-
tion is true enough. But one should not keep it quiet on that
account. True enough, too, that many people may have a
natural aversion to the paradox, but that is no reason for making
faith into something else so that they too can have it; while
those who do have faith should be prepared to offer some
criterion for distinguishing the paradox from a temptation.

Now the story of Abraham contains just such a teleological
suspension of the ethical. There has been no want of sharp
intellects and sound scholars who have found analogies to it.
Their wisdom amounts to the splendid principle that basically
everything is the same. If one looks a little closer I doubt very
much whether one will find in the whole world a single analogy,
except a later one that proves nothing, for the fact remains that
Abraham represents faith, and that faith finds its proper
expression in him whose life is not only the most paradoxical
conceivable, but so paradoxical that it simply cannot be thought.
He acts on the strength of the absurd; for it is precisely the absurd
that as the single individual he is higher than the universal.
This paradox cannot be mediated; for as soon as he tries
Abraham will have to admit that he is in a state of temptation,
and in that case he will never sacrifice Isaac, or if he has done
so he must return repentantly to the universal. On the strength
of the absurd he got Isaac back. Abraham is therefore at no
instant the tragic hero, but something quite different, either a
murderer or a man of faith. The middle-term that saves the tragic
hero is something Abraham lacks. That is why I can understand
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a tragic hero, but not Abraham, even though in a certain lunatic
sense [ admire him more than all others.

Abraham's relation to Isaac, ethically speaking, is quite
simply this, that the father should love the son more than him-
self. Yet within its own compass the ethical has several rankings;
let us see whether this story contains any such higher expression
of the ethical which might explain his behaviour ethically,
justify him ethically for suspending the ethical duty to the son,
yet without thereby exceeding the ethical's own teleology.

When an enterprise involving a whole nation is prevented,
when such an enterprise is brought to a halt by heaven's dis-
favour, when divine wrath sends a dead calm which mocks
every effort, when the soothsayer performs his sad task and
proclaims that the deity demands a young girl as a sacrifice
— then it is with heroism that the father has to make that
sacrifice. Nobly will he hide his grief though he could wish he
were ‘the lowly man who dares to weep'*® and not the king
who must bear himself as befits a king. And however solitarily
the pain enters his breast, for he has only three confidants
among his people,* soon the entire population will be privy
to his pain, but also to his deed, to the fact that for the well-being
of the whole he was willing to offer that girl, his daughter, this
lovely young maiden. Oh, what bosom! What fair cheeks! What
flaxen hair!®* And the daughter will touch him with her tears,
and the father avert his face, but the hero will raise the knife.
And when the news of this reaches the ancestral home all the
beauteous maidens of Greece will blush with animation, and
were the daughter a bride the betrothed would not be angered
but proud to have been party to the father’s deed, because the
maiden belonged to him more tenderly than to the father.

When that bold judge, who saved Israel in the hour of need
binds God and himself in one breath with the same promise,
then it is with heroism that he is to transform the young girl's
jubilation, the beloved daughter’s joy, to sorrow, and all Israel
will grieve with her maidenly youth; but every free-born man
will understand Jephthah,*? every stout-hearted woman admire
him, and every maiden in Israel will want to do as his daughter;
for what good would it be for Jephthah to triumph by making
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his promise but fail to keep it? Would the victory not be taken
once more from the people?

When a son forgets his duty, when the State entrusts the
father with the sword of judgement, when the laws demand
punishment at the father's hand, then it is with heroism that
the father must forget that the guilty one is his son. Nobly will
he hide his pain, but in the nation there will be not one, not
even the son, who fails to admire the father, and every time
the laws of Rome are interpreted it will be recalled that many
interpreted them more learnedly but none more gloriously than
Brutus.®?

On the other hand, if it had been while his fleet was being
borne by wind under full sail to its destination that Agamemnon
had sent that messenger who brought Iphigenia to the sacrifice;
if unbound by any promise that would decide the fate of his
people Jephthah had said to his daughter: ‘Sorrow now for two
months henceforth over the short day of your youth, for I shall
sacrifice you'; if Brutus had had a righteous son and still called
upon the lictors to execute him — who would understand them?
If to the question, why did you do it?, these three had replied:
‘It is a trial in which we are being tested’, would one then have
understood them better?

When at the decisive moment Agamemnon, Jephthah, and
Brutus heroically overcome their pain, have heroically given
up the loved one, and have only the outward deed to perform,
then never a noble soul in the world will there be but sheds
tears of sympathy for their pain, tears of admiration for their
deed. But if at that decisive moment these three men had added
to the heroism with which they bore their pain the little words
‘It won't happen’, who then would understand them? If in
explanation they added: ‘We believe it on the strength of the
absurd’, who then would understand them better? For who
would not readily understand that it was absurd? But who
would understand that for that reason one could believe it?

The difference between the tragic hero and Abraham is
obvious enough. The tragic hero stays within the ethical. He
lets an expression of the ethical have its telos in a higher
expression of the ethical; he reduces the ethical relation between
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father and son, or daughter and father, to a sentiment that has
its dialectic in its relation to the idea of the ethical life. Here,
then, there can be no question of a teleological suspension of
the ethical itself.

With Abraham it is different. In his action he overstepped
the ethical altogether, and had a higher telos outside it, in
relation to which he suspended it. For how could one ever bring
Abraham'’s action into relationship with the universal? How
could any point of contact ever be discovered between what
Abraham did and the universal other than that Abraham over-
stepped it? It is not to save a nation, not to uphold the idea
of the State, that Abraham did it, not to appease angry gods.
If there was any question of the deity’s being angry, it could
only have been Abraham he was angry with, and Abraham’s
whole action stands in no relation to the universal, it is a purely
private undertaking. While, then, the tragic hero is great
through his deed’'s being an expression of the ethical life,**
Abraham is great through an act of purely personal virtue. There
is no higher expression of the ethical in Abraham’s life than
that the father shall love the son. The ethical in the sense of
the ethical life is quite out of the question. In so far as the
universal was there at all it was latent in Isaac, concealed as
it were in his loins,** and it would have to cry out with Isaac's
mouth: ‘Don’t do it, you are destroying everything.’

Then why does Abraham do it? For God's sake, and what
is exactly the same, for his own. He does it for the sake of God

because God demands this proof of his faith; he does it for his .

own sake in order to be able to produce the proof. The unity
here is quite properly expressed in the saying in which this
relationship has always been described: it is a trial, a temptation.
A temptation, but what does that mean? What we usually call
a temptation is something that keeps a person from carrying
out a duty, but here the temptation is the ethical itself which
would keep him from doing God’s will. But then what is the
duty? For the duty is precisely the expression of God’s will.

Here we see the need for a new category for understanding
Abraham.®® Such a relationship to the divine is unknown to
paganism. The tragic hero enters into no private relationship
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with God, but the ethical is the divine and therefore the paradox
in the divine can be mediated in the universal.

Abraham cannot be mediated, which can also be put by
saying he cannot speak. The moment I speak I express the
universal, and when I do not no one can understand me. So
the moment Abraham wants to express himself in the universal,
he has to say that his situation is one of temptation, for he has
no higher expression of the universal that overrides the
universal he transgresses.

Thus while Abraham arouses my admiration, he also appals
me. The person who denies himself and sacrifices himself for
duty gives up the finite in order to grasp on to the infinite; he
is secure enough. The tragic hero gives up what is certain for
what is still more certain, and the eye of the beholder rests
confidently upon him. But the person who gives up the universal
to grasp something still higher that is not the universal, what
does he do? Can this be anything but temptation? And if it were
something else but the individual were mistaken, what salvation
is there for him? He suffers all the pain of the tragic hero, he
brings all his joy in the world to nothing, he abandons every-
thing, and perhaps the same instant debars himself from that
exalted joy so precious to him that he would buy it at any price.
That person the beholder cannot at all understand, nor let his
eye rest upon him with confidence. Perhaps what the believer
intends just cannot be done, after all it is unthinkable. Or if
it could be done and the individual had misunderstood the deity,
what salvation would there be for him? The tragic hero, he needs
tears and he claims them; yes, where was that envious eye so
barren as not to weep with Agamemnon, but where was he
whose soul was so confused as to presume to weep for Abraham?
The tragic hero has done with his deed at a definite moment in
time, but in the course of time he achieves something no less
important, he seeks out the one whose soul is beset with sorrow,
whose breast cannot draw air for its stifled sighs, whose
thoughts, weighed down with tears, hang heavy upon him; he
appears before him, he breaks the spell of grief, loosens the
corset, coaxes forth the tear by making the sufferer forget his
own suffering in his. Abraham one cannot weep over. One






