PHIL 1031: Existentialism and phenomenology – comprehension test 2006

Deadline – Nov 6th 2006
Extract from Fear and Trembling – please read and then answer the following questions.  You may draw upon other sections of the text but ensure your answers are focussed on this section.  1500 words in total (ie; approx 375 words per question).
“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 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 oversteps 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 overstepped 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.”

Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, p68-70
Questions
1) What is meant by ‘teleological suspension of the ethical’?

2) How is Abraham’s case different from that of the tragic hero?
3) What is meant by ‘the universal’ and why is Abraham’s act one that ‘stands in no relation to the universal’?

4)  Why is the ethical said to be the temptation for Abraham?
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