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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The relationship between ethics and faith has long been a central
concern in both moral philosophy and the philosophy of religion.
Among modern thinkers, Sgren Kierkegaard occupies a distinctive
position due to his emphasis on individuality, subjective truth, and the
existential nature of faith. In works such as Either/Or and Fear and
Trembling, Kierkegaard portrays human existence as unfolding
through three stages of life—the aesthetic, the ethical, and the
religious—each representing a distinct mode of self-realization. The
most controversial aspect of his ethical philosophy is the concept of
the “teleological suspension of the ethical,” according to which an
individual may, under exceptional circumstances, be required to
suspend universal ethical norms in obedience to a divine command.
Through the example of Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice Isaac,
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Kierkegaard argues that faith can transcend the ethical without
negating or abolishing it.

This position has generated extensive scholarly debate regarding
the possibility of moral relativism and ethical anarchy. Alasdair
Maclntyre, writing from an Aristotelian—-Thomistic perspective,
argues that Kierkegaard’s ethical theory lacks a rational foundation
and ultimately reduces moral commitment to an act of subjective
choice. According to Maclntyre, the transition from the aesthetic stage
to the ethical stage is not grounded in rational justification but rather
in an arbitrary “leap,” thereby undermining the universality and
rational authority of ethical norms. Furthermore, he contends that the
concept of the teleological suspension of the ethical risks legitimizing
moral disorder by allowing individuals to justify their actions on the
basis of private religious convictions. Against this background, the
present study seeks to address the following central question: Does
Kierkegaard’s concept of the teleological suspension of the ethical
lead to moral relativism and ethical anarchy, as Macintyre claims, or
can it be understood as a deeper account of ethical responsibility
grounded in faith?

2. Literature Review

The existing literature offers diverse interpretations of these
criticisms. Some scholars endorse Maclntyre’s assessment and regard
Kierkegaard as a representative of modern moral subjectivism. Others,
including Anthony Rudd, John Davenport, and Bruce Kirmmse,
contend that MaclIntyre’s interpretation is overly reductive and fails to
capture the existential, religious, and ethical complexity of
Kierkegaard’s thought. These scholars argue that Kierkegaard’s
conception of ethical choice embodies a distinctive form of practical
rationality grounded in personal responsibility, narrative coherence,
and authentic selfhood. Moreover, they maintain that the teleological
suspension of the ethical should not be understood as a universal
principle but rather as an exceptional and paradoxical experience
shaped by faith, anxiety, suffering, and love. In light of these
competing interpretations, the present study examines whether
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Kierkegaard’s ethical philosophy genuinely leads to moral relativism
and ethical anarchy or whether such criticisms stem from an
incomplete understanding of his conception of faith and ethical
responsibility.

3. Methodology

The study adopts an analytical-descriptive methodology. First, it
examines Kierkegaard’s understanding of the relationship between
ethics and faith, with particular attention to the concept of the
teleological suspension of the ethical as developed in Fear and
Trembling. Second, it analyzes Maclntyre’s major criticisms of
Kierkegaard, focusing on four central themes: the alleged irrationality
of the transition to ethical life, the inconsistency between rational
justification and ethical authority, the conservative character of
Kierkegaardian ethics, and the danger of ethical anarchy resulting
from the suspension of universal moral norms. Third, the study
evaluates contemporary responses to these criticisms through a critical
examination of relevant secondary literature. Finally, by returning to
Kierkegaard’s own texts, it seeks to determine whether his ethical and
religious philosophy can be interpreted in a manner that avoids both
relativism and ethical anarchy. The research relies primarily on textual
analysis and comparative philosophical interpretation rather than
empirical investigation.

4. Discussion

Maclntyre’s critique is rooted in his broader rejection of modern
moral philosophy. He argues that Kierkegaard’s account of ethical
commitment lacks an objective rational foundation and ultimately
reduces moral choice to subjective preference. From this perspective,
the transition from the aesthetic stage to the ethical stage constitutes
an arbitrary decision rather than a rationally grounded transformation.
Furthermore, the concept of the teleological suspension of the ethical
appears to elevate individual religious conviction above universal
moral norms, thereby undermining the possibility of shared moral
reasoning and opening the door to moral relativism.
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Contemporary interpretations, however, challenge this
conclusion. Scholars such as Anthony Rudd and John Davenport
contend that Kierkegaard’s ethical thought embodies a distinctive
form of existential rationality (Rudd, 2008; Davenport, 1995, 2000).
Ethical commitment emerges not from abstract reasoning alone but
from the individual’s confrontation with despair, meaninglessness,
and the need for personal coherence and self-realization.
Consequently, the choice of an ethical way of life is neither arbitrary
nor irrational .Ethical norms, in this view, are not products of
subjective preference but are appropriated through a process of inward
commitment, self-formation, and personal responsibility.

Likewise, the accusation of ethical anarchy overlooks the
exceptional nature of the teleological suspension of the ethical.
Kierkegaard does not advocate a general permission to violate moral
norms. Instead, the Abrahamic experience is presented as a unique and
paradoxical event that cannot be universalized or publicly justified.
Genuine faith is accompanied by anxiety, suffering, humility, and love
rather than certainty, self-assertion, or fanaticism. These existential
conditions serve as safeguards against the misuse of religious
authority. Consequently, Kierkegaard distinguishes the authentic
“knight of faith” from those who merely invoke divine authority to
justify unethical actions.

A close reading of Kierkegaard’s writings further suggests that
faith does not abolish ethics but rather deepens and transforms it.
Ethical life remains an indispensable stage in the development of
authentic selfhood. The religious sphere transcends the ethical only in
rare and exceptional circumstances while preserving its significance
within a broader relationship to the divine. Rather than promoting
moral disorder, Kierkegaard seeks to expose the limitations of purely
universal ethics and to emphasize the individual’s responsibility
before God.

5. Conclusion
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This study has examined the claim that Kierkegaard’s ethical
philosophy leads to moral relativism and ethical anarchy. Through an
analysis of MaclIntyre’s criticisms, contemporary interpretations, and
Kierkegaard’s own writings, it has demonstrated that such accusations
largely rest upon an oversimplified interpretation of the concepts of
faith, individuality, and the teleological suspension of the ethical.
Kierkegaard’s notion of suspension does not constitute a rejection of
morality; rather, it represents an exceptional response arising from a
unique relationship with the Absolute. Ethical commitment remains an
essential dimension of authentic existence and is ultimately deepened
and reinforced, rather than negated, by faith.

The findings of this study suggest that Kierkegaard’s philosophy
should not be interpreted as endorsing moral subjectivism or ethical
anarchism. Instead, it offers a nuanced account of ethical life in which
personal responsibility, existential commitment, and religious faith are
profoundly interconnected. By emphasizing the inward appropriation
of ethical values and the transformative significance of faith,
Kierkegaard seeks to provide a deeper foundation for moral existence.
Consequently, his philosophy should be understood not as a threat to
ethics but as an effort to enrich and deepen its meaning within the
broader context of human individuality and religious experience.

Keywords: Sgren Kierkegaard, Alasdair Maclntyre, ethical anarchy,
teleological suspension of the ethical, individuality, individual faith
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