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Abstract 

This thesis draws out some political implications of Kierkegaard’s concepts of 

faith, identity, and ethics. It does so by positioning Kierkegaard alongside 

Rousseau, whose work evinces a conflict over whether a good person can also 

be a good citizen. Via Rousseau, Kierkegaard’s religious individual is 

examined from a political perspective, putting in a new light some of the 

concerns that Kierkegaard’s believer is unsuitable and even noxious to 

political life. Kierkegaard’s own critique of Rousseau’s ideal citizen as amoral 

is then posited as a reason to reject Rousseau’s citizen as an alternative to the 

life of faith. Finally, Kierkegaard’s believer is shown to have a unique relation 

to politics. She participates passionately in political life as a gadfly, while 

maintaining a level of remove from political outcomes. Her identity does not 

stand or fall with the success or failure of political projects.  
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Popular opinion maintains that the world needs a republic, needs a new social 

order and a new religion—but no one considers that what the world, 

confused simply by too much knowledge, needs is a Socrates.  

-Kierkegaard, The Sickness Unto Death, 92.  

 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

 Like other thinkers who did not leave behind an explicit political 

programme, Søren Kierkegaard’s life and work have been scrutinized for 

positive political content. The conclusions drawn from his occasional 

explicitly political remarks as well as those drawn by implication from his 

non-political writings have been diverse and conflicting. This is hardly 

surprising, given the longstanding tradition of contention over the most basic 

tenets of his philosophy. An early and influential interpretation of 

Kierkegaard was that his emphasis on the individual’s relation to God is a 

threat to political life, because it results in indifference to the world, or even 

acosmism. This reading, although it has few contemporary defenders, has 

motivated much of the more recent commentary on Kierkegaard’s politics. 

Contemporary critics still routinely cite the apolitical Kierkegaard as their 

target—indicating that although no one has been defending this 

interpretation for quite some time, concerns about Kierkegaard’s religious 
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individual’s relation to the political linger. This pattern is so marked that a 

recent review article puts it this way: “The introduction [of a book on 

Kierkegaard’s politics] begins where many a book about Kierkegaard of the 

last twenty years begins: with the obligatory beating (albeit in passing) of the 

much beaten ghost of the dead horse of the ‘atomistic individualist’” (Smith 

212). Many critics, once they have (re)established that Kierkegaard is not an 

advocate of atomistic individualism, go on to portray him as a proponent of a 

particular political scheme —be it communitarianism, classical liberalism, or a 

kind of cosmopolitanism.1  

 While the impulse to construct a theory of the just regime is not clearly 

amenable to Kierkegaard’s own thought, one can glean significant 

conclusions about the posture of the religious individual toward the political, 

broadly conceived. In an attempt to arrive at such conclusions, this thesis 

introduces Kierkegaard into a kind of dialogue with Jean-Jacques Rousseau as 

a foil. Through this opposition, we pose to Kierkegaard the question of 

whether a good person can also be a good citizen. Rousseau is particularly 

helpful in this regard because, although he describes an ideal politics, his own 

personal commitments conflict with that vision, and prevent him from 

endorsing it wholeheartedly. Moreover, part of his description of the ideal 

                                                           
1 For an overview of interpretations of Kierkegaard’s politics, see Barry Stocker’s Kierkegaard 

on Politics, 27-42. The cosmopolitan reading I have in mind is evident in Stephen Backhouse’s 

Kierkegaard’s Critique of Christian Nationalism, 199.  
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state in The Social Contract is a critique of the religious individual as unfit for 

political life. Because Rousseau’s politics give rise to this difficulty, his 

critique of the religious individual’s relation to the ideal regime can be used to 

examine Kierkegaard’s religious individual against a set of specific criteria, 

and to understand more clearly the origins of the lingering concern which 

seems to drive Kierkegaard-as-political scholarship. The second chapter of 

this thesis applies Rousseau’s political criteria to Kierkegaard’s religious 

individual, and brings to light several troubling characteristics of that 

individual from a political perspective.   

 Positioning Kierkegaard alongside Rousseau also allows us to bring 

Kierkegaard’s critique of Hegel into the discussion of whether a good person 

can be a good citizen. Hegel’s modern state-as-universal, the target of much of 

Kierkegaard’s writing, bears a striking (and essential) resemblance to 

Rousseau’s general will, the backbone of Rousseau’s conception of legitimate 

politics. Kierkegaard argues that society cannot perform the role that 

Rousseau’s Social Contract gives it, namely to be the individual’s ground of 

personal identity and ultimate ethical referent. By rejecting this possibility, 

Kierkegaard claims that the ideal citizen as envisioned by Hegel and 

Rousseau is not, as such, a good person. With reference to several of 

Kierkegaard’s pseudonymous works in which he most directly challenges 
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Hegel, Chapter Three describes the deficiencies of the thoroughly socialized 

individual from a religious point of view.  

 The rift between Kierkegaard’s religious individual and Rousseau’s 

ideal regime seems deep. Whether the divide is viewed from Rousseau’s or 

Kierkegaard’s perspective (chapters one and two, respectively), the question 

of whether there can be a good person who is also a good citizen remains to 

be answered. Chapter Four reframes the question, and attempts to show that 

Kierkegaard’s religious individual has a unique relation to politics. The good 

person must retain a source of identity other than society, which, in Chapter 

Three, has been shown to be unsatisfactory to both Kierkegaard and 

Rousseau, and the good citizen must be interested in earthly affairs in a way 

that allays Rousseau’s fears of religiously motivated indifference.  

 In a final connection to Rousseau, we look at “The Creed of a Savoyard 

Priest,” where Rousseau seems to anticipate some aspects of Kierkegaard’s 

religious individual. The “Creed,” a sort of personal manifesto for Rousseau, 

shows that, like Kierkegaard, he was searching for a way to participate in 

community while staying true to his primary duty to be a good man before 

God. Kierkegaard’s portrait of the believer, committed by faith to an 

eschatological hope that allows for passionate participation in political life 

without depending on that participation for meaning and identity, bridges the 

divide between good person and good citizen in a way that Rousseau had 
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begun to anticipate, but never fully realized. While it does not do so 

systematically, Kierkegaard’s philosophy offers insight into a question that 

has been with political philosophy since its inception—the believer can be a 

good citizen, if only as a necessary counterbalance to the pull of utopian 

politics. As individuals in each successive generation must hear and heed the 

call to faith and an ethic of love, the believer’s passionate commitment to a 

higher ethics will never be outmoded. 

 This is, perhaps, an appropriate place for a note on what this structure 

means for some of the methodology employed in this thesis. For both 

Rousseau and Kierkegaard, the question of whether a good person can also be 

a good citizen draws into the discussion works that are seldom studied 

together.2 Rousseau’s critique of the religious individual in The Social Contract 

brings Works of Love to the fore as a response: Kierkegaard’s believer has a 

religious ethic that is not incapable of passionate participation in worldly 

affairs. Moreover, Kierkegaard’s implicit critique of Rousseau’s ideal society, 

found primarily in Fear and Trembling and Concluding Unscientific Postscript, 

pushes the discussion in the direction of Rousseau’s more personal reflections 

on what it means to be human, found in Émile. It is hoped that, in bringing 

                                                           
2 Thomas Joseph Millay, for example, notes that Kierkegaard’s Works of Love is often 

interpreted in isolation from his critique of Hegel, a problem which Millay attempts to 

remedy by drawing a strong parallel between movements in Kierkegaard’s thought, and 

Hegel’s (Millay 24). This thesis takes a different approach—maintaining the differences 

between Hegel and Kierkegaard, but it also underscores the importance of Kierkegaard’s 

relation to Hegel as a necessary context for the ethic outlined in Works of Love.  
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these works into dialogue, the relation between what seem to be disparate 

elements in both authors’ works will become apparent.    
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Chapter 2: The Religious Individual—A Problem for Politics 

2.1 Rousseau’s Critique of the Religious Individual 

The penultimate chapter of The Social Contract, entitled “Civil 

Religion,” is Rousseau’s assessment of religion from a political perspective. It 

follows his delineation of a comprehensive political theory, intended to set the 

relation of the one to the many on a just foundation. His specific concerns 

about the role of religion in politics offer a challenging starting point for an 

examination of the religious individual’s relation to the political.  

Much like Hobbes before him in this respect, Rousseau recognizes in 

religion a threat to social stability that must be carefully circumscribed. 

Underlying this assertion, it is clear that Rousseau has an instrumentalist 

view of religion as he observes it in history, and in his contemporary world. 

The claim is that religion (as practiced) is derived from political expediency. 

The founders of ancient political regimes, Rousseau argues, invoked divine 

authority and revelation in order to gain some power over the imaginations of 

their prospective subjects (215).3 Nowhere is this assumption more evident 

than when he cites the example of the Romans as typical: they appropriated 

                                                           
3 Rousseau does not preclude the possibility that there is divine wisdom in some of the great 

religious statements of early political regimes—in fact, he points out that without wisdom, 

these regimes would never have been as successful as they were, or lasted long. 
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gods as it seemed expedient to do so, and their religion was thus all but 

explicitly subservient to their political ends (297).  

Rousseau proceeds to divide religion into three categories, each 

distinguished by its relation to the ideal state,4 as he had described in the 

preceding pages. The first sort, the kind Rousseau seems to personally favor, 

is the “religion of man.” In The Social Contract, he gives it little initial 

consideration, offering only a brief, if glowing, description. The religion of 

man is “the purely internal cult of the supreme God and the eternal 

obligations of morality, is the religion of the Gospel pure and simple, the true 

theism” (299). This type of religion, plainly favored by Rousseau, is the 

religion of the heart—the individual’s relation to God. After only this minimal 

description, he moves on to describe the second type of religion, that of the 

citizen.  

The religion of the citizen is, according to Rousseau, the one we read of 

in history. It conflates the state and the divine—the “cult” is prescribed by 

law, and it is followed by citizens of a specific political entity, and not by 

others: “…rights and duties of man extend for it only as far as its own altars” 

(ibid.). The third type of religion is so obviously illegitimate from the political 

perspective adopted in the Social Contract that Rousseau dismisses it with one 

                                                           
4 This is not to indicate that Rousseau had in mind only one possible variant of ideal state (cf 

Social Contract BK III, ch. 8), but it is important to realize that his critique of religion applies to 

all variants.  
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line. This type “gives men two codes of legislation, two rulers, and two 

countries…such is Roman Christianity…It leads to a sort of mixed and anti-

social code which has no name” (ibid.). For Rousseau, the Catholic Church’s 

claim to earthly sovereignty cannot even be considered as a possibility when 

the task is to construct an ideal regime.  

Religions in the first two categories, however, are interesting to 

Rousseau the political philosopher. The second, Rousseau argues, is very 

good in some respects and very bad in others. It is good in the sense that it 

places religion at the service of politics, and does not divide the citizens’ 

loyalties, as does the third type. However, the religion of the citizen has a 

serious problem. Each people has its own version of religion, which makes 

international relations a matter of irrational and interminable squabbling, and 

at its worst, “fire and slaughter.” A people comes to “regard as a sacred act 

the killing of every one who does not believe in its gods” (300). This state of 

affairs is undesirable, for obvious reasons.  

The first type of religion, the religion of man, is the one that has the 

most sinister implications for politics. Rousseau connects his religion of man 

to the Christianity “of the gospel” by fiat, and proceeds to evaluate its 

implications.5 At first, the outlook is promising: “all men, being children of 

                                                           
5 The connection he makes here becomes more transparent in Émile’s “Confessions of a 

Savoyard Priest,” a connection that will feature largely later in this thesis.  
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one God, recognize one another as brothers, and the society that unites them 

is not dissolved even at death” (ibid.). In the course of his discussion, 

however, it quickly becomes apparent that Rousseau views this as a utopia 

that cannot, for structural reasons, be achieved in reality. And, given that it is 

by definition a religion of the internal, having “neither temples, nor altars, nor 

rites,” it stands or falls on the character of the religious individual, a character 

which he proceeds to spell out.  

The problem posed by the adherent of the religion of man for 

Rousseau’s ideal regime is that the believer does not take the outcome of 

earthly endeavors seriously enough: “it matters little to him whether things 

go well or ill here on earth” (301). This in itself seems to be no serious threat to 

the state, until Rousseau considers the implications of indifference to earthly 

affairs, were such an attitude to become widespread. A society of Christians 

would not be able to resist a tyrant, and would possess too little passion to be 

outstanding in service to the state—whether military or otherwise. In fact, 

Rousseau argues, the Christian response to tyranny is more likely to be one of 

welcome than of resistance. The tyrant helps Christians in their ultimate aim, 

which is to attain the kingdom of heaven—“resignation [to the evils of 

tyranny] is only an additional means of doing so” (302). Latent in this claim, it 

seems, is the fear that a Christian would bear suffering willingly, and fail to 

exert the effort necessary to alleviate it, both for himself, and for others.  
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Because it would be so vulnerable to exploitation, and so anemic in its 

earthly projects, a Christian republic would be impossible. While Rousseau’s 

explicit critique of true Christianity stops with these perfunctory (if insightful) 

observations, he offers another trenchant objection to Christian religion 

implicitly, as he describes the civil religion most conducive to political 

stability and freedom in the rest of the chapter.  

The crux of that implicit criticism is that the morality of the religious 

person is at odds with the morality needed for the kind of civil life Rousseau 

idealizes. This will be examined further in a later part of this thesis, as it 

relates closely to Kierkegaard’s critique of Hegel, but for now, it will suffice to 

examine Rousseau’s claim for what it is. In stating the creed of his proposed 

civil religion, Rousseau adopts a variant of his second type of religion, the 

religion of the citizen. Introducing his civil religion as a modest and 

circumspect expectation, founded well within the “limits of public 

expediency,” he says: 

Now, it matters very much to the community that each citizen should 

have a religion. That will make him love his duty; but the dogmas of 

that religion concern the State and its members only so far as they have 

reference to morality and to the duties which he who professes them is 

bound to do to others. Each man may have, over and above, what 

opinions he pleases, without its being the Sovereign’s business to take 

cognizance of them…whatever the lot of its subjects may be in the life 

to come, that is not its business, provided they are good citizens in this 

life. (303) 
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The first thing to note about Rousseau’s civil religion is that he makes no 

attempt to differentiate it from his second category of religion. It is purely 

pragmatic, religion in service of the state. A few lines later he adds that this 

faith ought not to be construed as “religious dogmas, but as social sentiments 

without which a man cannot be a good citizen or a faithful subject” (ibid.). 

The most important claim in the passage quoted above, however, is that the 

state is to assume responsibility for the determination of all morality, 

particularly in the social sphere, but plainly not just there—it reaches as far as 

beliefs and emotions, after all.  

 For Rousseau, the state must be able to prescribe morality for its 

citizens. It must also be able to maintain their willingness to sacrifice for its 

cause. Again, the similarity to his second category of religion is striking—

Rousseau’s civil religion connects beliefs and politics, referring to God only in 

order to give added authority to its prescribed morality, which is necessary 

for social and political cohesion. One difference, it could be argued, is that 

civil religion is more rational than established religions with long and 

complex doctrinal histories, in that it is intentionally structured around the 

needs of the state—there is less risk of irrational appropriations of dogmas, 

put to the purpose of conquest, etc. A new and simple civil religion, 

structured on the principles advanced in the Social Contract, could be more 

easily examined and adjusted to suit the needs of politics. However, 
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Rousseau’s proposed civil religion’s raison d'être is its practical benefit to the 

state. Katrin Froese thus argues that Rousseau’s civil religion plays the same 

role in the mature state that was fulfilled by the Legislator in its inception: it is 

a tool to bind the citizen’s allegiance to the state (599). This function is 

necessary because the state cannot count on allegiance to the general will to 

transcend self-interest consistently, even if it is, abstractly considered, the 

most consistent with individual freedom.  

 

2.2 Rousseau and Kierkegaard 

 How does Rousseau’s critique of religion, both explicit and implicit in 

his outline of civil religion, relate to Kierkegaard’s religious individual? We 

have seen that Rousseau’s critique of the “religion of man” is a critique of the 

religious individual, which is also territory claimed by Kierkegaard. Each of 

his criticisms points to an apparent deficiency in the political capacity of the 

religious individual.  

 Rousseau claims that religious individuals cannot be trusted to invest 

themselves in earthly projects in a way that will facilitate political life, as he 

envisions it in The Social Contract. In short, his claim is that true religion 

demands that believers ought to “lay up for [them]selves treasures in heaven” 

(KJV Matt. 6:20), which renders them useless as citizens. On the face of it, this 
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seems to be accurate when it is leveled against Kierkegaard’s believer. In 

Concluding Unscientific Postscript at least, Kierkegaard’s pseudonymous author 

Johannes Climacus defends a radical account of the individual’s concern with 

his own eternal happiness, one that requires an “infinite interest,” that is, it 

excludes the possibility of divided interests in other pursuits. It cannot, he 

says, be one of many things on a list of things to wish for, “transforming an 

eternal happiness into something like a present on the Christmas tree…” 

(351). Climacus is at pains to illustrate that eternal concerns can only be 

engaged with in an all or nothing manner.  

 Rousseau’s objection occurs to Climacus, of course. He writes: “but it 

does not follow from the fact that the task is to exercise the absolute 

distinction, that the existing individual becomes indifferent to the finite…” 

(Postscript 370). However, where he goes from here will hardly reassure 

Rousseau of the believer’s loyalty: he compares the believer’s participation in 

finitude with that of an adult in a childish game (ibid.). The reason that the 

religious individual continues to play the part in finite roles, according to 

Climacus, is that he “does not wish to create a disturbance in the finite…as for 

other things, he may be an alderman, and so forth” (371).  

 Discussing the implications of an individual’s relation to the infinite, 

which establish an “absolute telos,” Climacus goes even further. He says, “in 

order that the individual may sustain an absolute relationship to the absolute 
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telos he must first have exercised himself in the renunciation of relative ends, 

and only then can there be a question of the ideal task” (386). The true realm 

of action, he argues, is not that of the external world: instead, “all such action 

[‘an emperor conquers the world and enslaves the peoples…a street peddler 

becomes a millionaire’] is therefore only aesthetic pathos…” (387). Here, 

Climacus seems to maintain that economic or political considerations are 

radically unimportant to the believer.  

 A portrait of Climacus’ attitude towards the political could also be 

construed from the theme of the religious person’s relation to world history. 

Skewering Hegel, Climacus has a running joke through much of the work—

he alludes to the speculative philosopher’s concern with China and Persia 

when he doesn’t understand the first thing about his own existence. Again 

and again, he drops a reference to China and Persia, whenever he wants to 

point out the incongruity inherent in the philosopher’s claim to have 

understood all things, and to have put them in a system.6 This light-handed 

dismissal of political philosophy’s grand systems could serve as further 

evidence that Climacus does not give much thought to politics, and instead 

wants the individual to withdraw into an isolated realm of inwardness—

unrelated to that of politics.  

                                                           
6 Kierkegaard’s critique of the “World Historical” is a major theme in the Postscript, and it 

forms a part of his broader critique of Hegel.  
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 It is here that some critics have levelled the charge of acosmism. Louis 

Mackey, in an article titled “The Loss of the World in Kierkegaard’s Ethics,” 

makes the case for this explicitly. He argues that Kierkegaard’s insistence on 

inwardness as the foundation of ethics is so extreme that it excludes the 

reality that it sought to reclaim from speculative philosophy. Citing the 

Postscript and Concept of Dread, he argues that Kierkegaard’s individual is so 

free that the world can make essentially no claim on him (613). Moreover, by 

making the sharp divide between the world of possibility7 (facts, and history, 

etc.) and the world of ethical truth, Kierkegaard’s religious individual has 

withdrawn into total isolation, which results in a correspondingly complete 

indifference to the external world and its goings on. If Mackey is right, 

Rousseau’s indictment is all too relevant, and perhaps even understated. It 

would indeed be difficult to construct a state comprised of Kierkegaardian 

believers, as Mackey depicts them.  

 Another one of Rousseau’s complaints is that adherents to true 

Christianity will be easily duped into tyranny, because they are inclined by 

charity to believe the disingenuous claims of would-be tyrants. A look at 

Kierkegaard’s book on Christian love indicates that here too, Rousseau’s 

concerns seem well founded. In Works of Love, a book Kierkegaard signed 

                                                           
7 Here, as Mackey thoroughly explains, Kierkegaard is building on the kind of skepticism re-

introduced into philosophy (after Greek sceptics) by Kant with his noumena/phenomena 

distinction.  
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with his own name, the theme of charitable interpretation of one’s 

neighbour’s motives features largely. Kierkegaard takes the apostolic 

injunction “charity believeth all things” quite seriously, and explains what it 

means, in terms of the religious individual as he understands it.  

 It will be hard to take Kierkegaard’s arguments about love seriously, 

given the sweeping claims about the believer’s profound indifference noted 

above. For the purposes of making a thorough examination of Kierkegaard’s 

relation to Rousseau’s critique of religion however, it may be illuminating to 

leave the contradiction which follows from those claims aside for a moment, 

and examine the issue of gullibility as such. Many of these themes will recur 

and the relation between these objections will become more plain as 

Kierkegaard’s response is spelled out, in the following chapters.  

 Why is the religious individual so unlikely to detect the schemes of the 

would-be tyrant? For the sake of argument, Rousseau allows a hypothetical 

Christian Republic. He then describes why it would be so short-lived: “if by ill 

hap there should be a single self-seeker or hypocrite, a Catiline or a Cromwell, 

for instance, he would certainly get the better of his pious compatriots. 

Christian charity does not readily allow a man to think hardly of his 

neighbours” (Social Contract 301). Kierkegaard certainly agrees with this 

assessment of the Christian’s attitude towards his neighbour. The political 
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implications of that agreement are not quite a foregone conclusion, but 

Rousseau’s prediction certainly calls for examination.  

 Works of Love, a book that Kierkegaard published as a “Christian 

reflection,” has as its theme the Christian virtue of charity. Kierkegaard 

examines the features of the virtue as he finds it in Scripture, and connects 

that scriptural interpretation to many themes present in his other works, 

pseudonymous and non-pseudonymous.8 One of the attributes of charity, or 

neighbour-love as Kierkegaard calls it, is that it “believes all things” (214). He 

opposes love’s tendency to believe to mistrust’s prejudice, which accumulates 

facts in support of a decision to believe ill of another person. Kierkegaard 

demonstrates that love can just as well (and ought to) refuse to believe ill of a 

person even if, when the facts are assembled, the resulting picture is bleak 

(216). This reluctance can be traced to Kierkegaard’s insistence that facts only 

provide the context for ethics, or place possibilities in “equipoise” (218). To 

relate to others as if we know the truth about them, then, is to jump to an 

illegitimate conclusion. Kierkegaard suggests that this is how existence tests 

the individual, by requiring her to show her ethical character by choosing to 

believe the possibility of good for the neighbour, rather than evil (215).  

                                                           
8 Robert C. Roberts explains the approach taken by Kierkegaard in his ethical writings. He 

compares this approach to the description of a many-faceted jewel, as opposed to an attempt 

to create a comprehensive ethical theory emanating from a reduction to one ethical principle 

(90).  
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 With so much turning upon the question of how the religious 

individual judges another other person, Rousseau’s complaint again seems 

more than justified. The true believer, by Kierkegaard’s standard, will believe 

the best of the worst tyrant. Furthermore, Kierkegaard recognizes just how 

outlandish such belief looks to Rousseau, to whom true Christianity preaches 

“only servitude and dependence” (Social Contract 302).  He summarizes the 

view he characterizes as the natural reaction to deception: “one is peeved with 

himself, or one finds rather that it is ‘so stupid’ to have been fooled.” Against 

this, he poses the reaction of love: “yet should it not occur to us, to speak 

mildly, that it is just as stupid to have believed ill or mistrustfully to have 

believed nothing where there was good?” (Works of Love 219). Here, 

Kierkegaard’s seeming lack of concern with material outcomes, combined 

with what looks like an extreme case of gullibility, can only serve to confirm 

Rousseau’s suspicions.  

 Kierkegaard’s religious individual also has a stance on suffering that 

appears to align with the concerns raised by Rousseau. Because he has 

renounced the temporal telos, and is continually coming into an absolute 

relation to the absolute, Climacus’ religious individual’s life is characterized 

by an inner suffering. It is, he says, “the very element of the religious life” 

(Postscript 392). As predicted by Rousseau, the believer will not be concerned 
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to alleviate this suffering, either in himself, or in others. Instead, the believer 

takes the absence of suffering to be a sign of backsliding (399 n).  

So far in this section, I have hinted that these are not the only ways to 

interpret Kierkegaard, and in fact, may be a merely knee jerk reaction to 

Kierkegaard’s broader arguments. The brevity of the account offered here is 

evidence enough that it lacks nuance. The purpose of this initial presentation 

is to put Kierkegaard’s response to the kind of politics espoused by Rousseau 

in the context of a dialogue. We will return to Rousseau’s concerns and flesh 

out a more complete response to his claim about the politics of the religious 

individual.  

In his implicit critique of the religious individual, however, Rousseau’s 

allegations prove significant, not only in appearance, but in substance. 

Rousseau’s claim that the religious individual is beholden to a morality 

outside or above that instantiated in the state’s laws has strong parallels in 

Kierkegaard. To the modern reader, well familiar with conflicts between civil 

society and religious identity, this seems self-evident. To Rousseau as well, 

the conflict between a religious identity which claims priority over civil 

identity and his ideal political regime was all too apparent—so apparent that 

he felt no need to elaborate. Rousseau thus applauds Hobbes for recognizing 

and dispensing with this conflict, by uniting head of Church and head of state 

in one sovereign figure (Social Contract 298). As noted above, Rousseau makes 
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the argument that morality must be firmly in the control of the state, or no 

proper political allegiance can be expected from the citizens.  

Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling, in the voice of pseudonym Johannes 

de Silentio, presents the case that unless the story of Abraham (the exemplar 

of faith) and Isaac is understood to involve a “teleological suspension of the 

ethical,” his faith amounts to a simple, albeit heroic, commitment to the 

ethical. De Silentio constructs a succession of alternate accounts of the story of 

Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac, and shows that unless Abraham was truly 

willing to sacrifice Isaac—a clear violation of any rationally defensible 

ethics—there is nothing particularly notable about his action.9 As evidence for 

this claim, he notes that Abraham was unable to communicate his reasons for 

obedience to anyone, not even to his family, although “the ethical had no 

higher expression than family life for Abraham” (99). His action followed 

only from his relation to God (ibid.).   

What is particularly notable about the argument in Fear and Trembling 

as it relates to Rousseau is that the “knight of faith” (true believer) presented 

there is even more outrageous from a political perspective than Catholicism, 

which Rousseau presents as absurd. Not only does the person of faith not 

                                                           
9 Kierkegaard does allow that the sacrifice of Isaac in an ethical cause would have been great, 

but in Abraham’s case he claims that such a cause is conspicuously absent, and thus the story 

must be teaching something quite different. Without a teleological suspension of the ethical 

“Abraham is lost” (Fear and Trembling 61, 71).  
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have an undivided loyalty to the state, he has no such loyalty to the church, 

either. This means that Hobbes’ solution, to unite the heads of church and 

state into one sovereign, cannot supply the cohesive power needed to 

maintain a lasting political structure. In fact, the political problems with 

Kierkegaard’s religious individual seem to go even deeper. He cannot even be 

enticed to loyalty to the state by an appeal to self-interest, as we have seen in 

the brief sketch of Works of Love given above. Rousseau’s favored solution, in 

which the individual’s interests are fully bound up with those of the 

community seems equally out of the question.  

On this superficial reading of Kierkegaard, his religious individual 

appears to be everything Rousseau predicts he will be—useless and even 

corrosive to political order. The state, if it is to be sustainable, must either 

secularize or implement a creed that excludes the possibility of an 

individual’s absolute relation to the absolute, and supply relationships more 

amenable to politics in its stead.   
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Chapter 3: Citizen Ethics 

3.1 Kierkegaard’s Critique of Social Morality 

  A large part of Kierkegaard’s project was to demonstrate the other side 

of the claim that the good person cannot be a good citizen: if the ideal citizen 

is the fully socialized citizen, he is not a good person. This critique does not 

come in the form of a direct assessment of Rousseau’s political philosophy, 

however.10 Kierkegaard’s target is the idea that a sufficient ground for ethical 

life can be found in the temporal world—whether in the church, society, the 

state, or any combination thereof. To examine the form that this argument 

assumes, we turn to Kierkegaard’s critique of Hegel.  

 The idea that a person’s ethical existence is defined by participation in 

his given society was an idea that motivated much of Kierkegaard’s writing. 

He encountered it in the form of the Hegelianism that was the ascendant 

philosophy among his contemporaries, and gaining momentum in Danish 

culture more broadly. As Merold Westphal puts it, the Hegelian individual’s 

highest existential task is proper socialization (Kierkegaard’s Critique of Reason 

and Society 35). Hegel understood the modern state as the embodiment of the 

universal—the state is “the march of God in the world” (Elements of the 

                                                           
10 While it seems Kierkegaard did read some of Rousseau’s writings, Vincent McCarthy notes: 

“there is no reason to think that Rousseau had any real influence on Kierkegaard, either 

directly or indirectly” (160).   
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Philosophy of Right 279). Much of the Postscript, then, is dedicated to exposing 

what Kierkegaard saw as the emptiness of Hegel’s attempt to show the 

legitimacy of the “system” as absolute. Westphal argues that Hegel’s system 

claims divine status because it finds truth in totality, which Kierkegaard 

insists is impossible—such a system might be knowable for God, but never 

for an “existing spirit” (Kierkegaard’s Critique of Reason and Society 37).  

 Hegel’s Elements of the Philosophy of Right emphasizes ethics (Sittlichkeit) 

as the final and highest expression of the rational and universal, or the Idea. 

Moreover, “the state is the actuality of the Ethical Idea” (§257). An individual 

action is ethical when, in addition to its particular and subjective nature, it is 

also related to the universal. By participating in the modern state, which 

concretizes the universal in its institutions, the individual can consciously 

participate in that universal.11 For Hegel, this participation pervades all 

aspects of modern life, and raises it to the realm of ethics (§142-7). In this 

sense, an action, or for that matter, a life, is more or less ethical to the degree 

that it is consciously aligned with societal and civic requirements.  

 Part of Hegel’s claim for the superiority of ethics rests on a sharp 

distinction between morality (Moralität) and ethics. He associates morality 

with a subjective sense of right and wrong, which, although ostensibly 

                                                           
11 For Hegel, the increase in citizens’ consciousness of participation in the universal is an 

ongoing process, through education, participation in civil institutions, etc. (sec 300 addition). 
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referring to something universal, does so defectively. Hegel’s criticism of 

Moralität is that it can be reduced to an empty formality. Building on this 

suggestion, morality is the realm of conscience which takes as its highest 

reference the individual’s claim to rational (and so universal) judgement of 

moral questions, a standard which Hegel is not eager to accept.  

 The insufficiency of an individual’s ability to judge between good and 

evil is thus characteristic of Hegel’s Moralität, and its shortcomings come into 

focus most clearly when Hegel discusses evil. Evil is a state of “pure 

inwardness,” in which the self-conscious individual posits his own subjective 

will as the objective standard of conscience (§139). The empty formality of 

Moralität can be put to many different purposes—the standard of universality 

can be met even by the particular will positing itself as universal.12 In essence, 

the individual must be superseded as arbiter of good and evil, and the state 

must come to perform that role. For Hegel, participation in the modern state 

and the society it structures furnishes the individual with identity and ethical 

obligation concretely and authoritatively.13 Moreover, it does so while 

simultaneously allowing the individual to enjoy the freedom in particularity 

that the modern state has as its foundation. 

                                                           
12 Although he thinks it misses the mark, Allan Wood gives a nice summary of Hegel’s 

position regarding Moralität: “Hegel claims that anything can pass the test of the formula of 

universal law if it is considered merely in itself, as a ‘simple determinateness’” (160).  
13 For a compelling account of the relation between identity and obligation in Hegel’s ethical 

thought, see Robert Stern’s Understanding Moral Obligation, chapter 5.  
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 For Hegel, then, there are no ethics until the individual comes into 

relation with the universal embodied in the properly structured state, and this 

is an idea with which Kierkegaard engages directly. Kierkegaard’s early 

pseudonymous authors explore faith’s relation to Hegel’s definition of ethics, 

or Sittlichkeit. As Merold Westphal argues, in Either/Or and Fear and Trembling 

they speak of the ethical as “the concrete universality of the social order” 

(Westphal, Kierkegaard’s Critique 76). 

Kierkegaard maintains that Hegel’s conception of the social order as 

embodied in the modern state is an insufficient ground for ethics. His 

pseudonymous author Johannes de Silentio makes the first part of this 

argument in Fear and Trembling. De Silentio complains that philosophy has 

moved beyond faith too easily, and thereby exposed the fact that it misses the 

point of faith. He demonstrates, by use of numerous counter-examples, that 

the faith that led Abraham to be willing to sacrifice his son Isaac cannot be 

subsumed or superseded by a commitment to ethics as defined by a society. 

In Robert Stern’s formulation, Abraham’s action “cannot be related to any 

social ends,” and so is paradigmatic of faith, in that it can only be the result of 

an unmediated relation to God (185). An Abraham who sacrificed his child for 

a cause, for the common good, would be recognized as a hero, but he would 

not be Abraham the father of Faith (Fear and Trembling 50-1). De Silentio cites 

the great tragic heroes Agammemnon, Brutus, and Jephthah, who make their 
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respective sacrifices to uphold the state, as a way of highlighting this 

difference.   

 Stern rightly points out that it would be easy for the Hegelian to shrug 

off de Silentio’s criticism by downplaying the loss of a specific kind of religion 

(188). If Abrahamic faith is incompatible with Hegelian ethics, perhaps the 

lesson is not that ethics are at fault, but that faith as understood by de Silentio 

is rightfully exposed as extreme and antisocial. Kierkegaard’s critique of 

society does not stop at showing that it excludes faith, however. He makes the 

case that the kind of ethics espoused by Hegel is itself amoral.  

 To follow this argument, we need to return to Kierkegaard’s Postscript, 

where Johannes Climacus takes up the case against Hegel where Johannes de 

Silentio left off. Climacus describes Hegel’s attempt to situate ethics in the 

society (organized as a modern state) as universal as an attempt to derive the 

ethical from a totality, or a system. But, Climacus argues, “Ethics has been 

crowded out of the system” (309). This is because, in Climacus’ view, ethics is 

about an individual’s existence, about which the system constructed by Hegel 

has nothing to say: 

 Ethics concentrates upon the individual, and ethically it is the task of 

every individual to become an entire man: just as it is the ethical 

presupposition that every man is born in such a condition that he can 

become one. Whether anyone realizes this task or not makes no 

difference, the fact that the requirement is there is the important thing. 

And if ever so many blind and mediocre and cowardly individuals 



28 

 

renounce their own selves in order to become something en masse with 

the help of the generative process, Ethics does not bargain with them. 

(309) 

Here it is evident that Climacus is utilizing a very different concept of ethics 

from the one used by de Silentio in Fear and Trembling. Kierkegaard insists 

that ethics does not consist in an individual’s intellectual relation to an 

abstract doctrine, be it religious (the church),14 secular (Rousseau), or secular-

religious (Hegel). Ethics consists in an individual’s passionate relation to the 

absolute. Existence, Climacus argues, is the realm of becoming—and when 

that process is related to the absolute, one can become either good or bad, 

which is the beginning of ethics (377).15  

Climacus points out that ethics as construed by Hegel becomes a 

matter of comparison—the abstraction of the general will or the universal 

cannot be anything more than a relative standard, since “every one of the 

‘others,’” who collectively form a given society, “is in turn the individual” 

(486). If an individual understands his own ethical responsibilities as 

determined by the social whole, “the ethical is done for, and the ethical which 

has been thus politely discarded might appropriately find its place in a 

                                                           
14Kierkegaard’s stance on doctrine is complicated, but the central point is that Christianity is 

about existence, not about intellectual assent to a given set of (speculative) doctrines (cf. 

Postscript 339). This distinction is what motivates much of his later, non-pseudonymous 

attacks on “Christendom.”  
15 Although Climacus does develop his argument to require a relation to the Absolute in the 

specifically Christian sense, at this stage, his use of the term absolute is still amenable to 

something he calls Religiousness A, a category in which Socrates is an outstanding example 

(Postscript 495-96).  
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commercial journal under the headline: Average price for average quality” 

(486). He goes on to term this kind of ethics philistinism, which “always 

consists in the use of the relative as the absolute in connection with the 

essential” (ibid.).16  

The political implications of Climacus’ claims are examined thoroughly 

by Westphal, who finds in these passages a powerful critique of ideology, 

with close affinities to Marx, the more well-known champion of ideology 

critique. Westphal points out that in the Postscript, Climacus’ goal is to show 

that Hegel’s system excludes subjectivity and inwardness, which Kierkegaard 

sees as the true realm of both faith and ethics (Kierkegaard’s Critique 118). For 

Kierkegaard, ethics is a matter of an individual before God, which the 

Hegelian system can never be. It is outside of the categories of good and evil, 

and “confuses itself not only with God but with humanity at large. In doing 

so it elevates the race over the individual and adopts as its ultimate criterion 

‘what the age demands’” (123). By insisting that the system is Reality, that 

modern society is the source of ethical truth, Hegel loses recourse to any 

higher standard.17 An individual can be judged by his conformity to the ethics 

                                                           
16 Stern makes a similar point, drawing on the treatment of Hegelian ethics offered in 

Either/Or. There the mediocre requirement of Hegel’s ethics (“do what you can”) is contrasted 

with the absolute requirement of religion, and found to be wanting (Stern 200-201).  
17 Hegel claims to the contrary, that Sittlichkeit only comes into its own in the modern state 

because of something objectively true about the modern state: namely, that after a long 

dialectical process, the idea of freedom has finally been realized in the concrete reality. That 

this can be the basis of ethics is rejected by Kierkegaard.  
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of socialization, but the society itself has no higher court. Westphal does not 

mince words about what shape these ethics can take: “Eichmann and Mengele 

were good Germans in this sense, and apartheid is what the age demands for 

Afrikaners” (123).  

 

3.2 Social Morality in Rousseau’s Social Contract 

 

What does Kierkegaard’s critique of Hegel have to do with Rousseau? 

The answer to this question becomes apparent when his assessment of the 

“public” and world history is brought to bear on Rousseau’s ideal politics of 

the “general will.” In his explicit description of civil religion, Rousseau does 

not detail how the state will derive its criteria for the legislation of morality. 

He merely alludes to the fact that it ought to have this jurisdiction, and to 

exercise it thoroughly. The content for that morality comes from the operation 

of the general will.  

 Rousseau’s general will is a somewhat elusive concept, but several of 

its features are clear enough and distinctive enough to form the basis of a 

dialogue between Social Contract and Kierkegaard’s critique. For Rousseau, a 

just society comes into being when “each of us puts his person and all his 

power in common under the supreme direction of the general will, and, in our 

corporate capacity, we receive each member as an indivisible part of the 



31 

 

whole” (Social Contract 191). From the perspective of the individual, the effect 

is that I voluntarily "intertwine my fate with yours" (Froese 588).  

 Rousseau is clear about what this means for morality: before entering 

the social compact, the individual is not bound by moral claims, or duties. 

Prior to the compact, the only rule is that of appetite. It is precisely by 

entering into the compact which forms the general will that morality comes to 

have any claim on him (Social Contract 195). Rousseau’s logic here is not 

immediately apparent. Although he places such an emphasis on freedom, 

Rousseau indicates that the kind of freedom enjoyed by the individual before 

entering the compact is essentially amoral. The individual has no relation to a 

meaningful and binding moral standard. This claim is justified by his 

dismissal of a natural law.18 All moral duty is thus derived from a social 

interaction—a relation of the individual to the mass. Rousseau’s morality is, 

as Katrin Froese describes it, “a process by which individuals integrate 

themselves into their communities while preserving their individual 

freedom” (581).19 

                                                           
18 Although Rousseau does pay natural law some lip-service in the Social Contract, it is 

abundantly clear that here, it does not form the basis for morality for the citizen: “Doubtless, 

there is a universal justice emanating from reason alone; but this justice, to be admitted 

among us, must be mutual. Humanly speaking…the laws of justice are ineffective among 

men…” (209).  
19 For Rousseau, the relation between the individual and the social compact is a complex one 

and not always easy to trace. The process of integration mentioned here is also a process by 

which an individual is formed into the kind of being on which moral standards can have any 

bearing. I am grateful to Eldon Soifer for helping me to clarify my views on this point.  
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  In the Social Contract, then, the general will is the beginning of 

morality. Having put “his person and all his power” in subjection to the 

general will, the individual cannot invoke or (more importantly for 

Kierkegaard) live in accordance with any higher ethic. To see that this is 

indeed what is implied by Rousseau, we can turn to his discussion of what 

happens when a citizen votes. He raises a hypothetical problem: what if a 

citizen’s ethical standard puts him in conflict with the general will? This is 

impossible, says Rousseau. The individual’s commitment, given at the 

moment of the formation of the general will, is total. An apparent discrepancy 

between the individual and the outcome of a vote (the instrument by which 

the general will is expressed, and made law) becomes a temporary matter of 

mistaken opinion: 

…when therefore the opinion that is contrary to my own prevails, this 

proves neither more nor less than that I was mistaken, and that what I 

thought to be the general will was not so. If my particular opinion had 

carried the day I should have achieved the opposite of what was my 

will: and it is in that case that I should not have been free. (275) 

Rousseau is even more emphatic about how such a situation is to be resolved, 

if the individual in disagreement with the general will happens to be 

recalcitrant. The oft-quoted solution, “he will be forced to be free” is thus a 

reminder that his fate is bound up with that of the state, that he has 

abandoned any claims to morality outside of the general will.  
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Froese articulates an interpretation of Rousseau’s political philosophy 

that emphasizes its moral aspect. She argues that Rousseau’s emphasis on the 

historical contingency of human “nature” is akin to more contemporary 

understandings of the self as socially constituted. Rousseau’s use of contract-

theory language is a kind of rhetorical strategy, pointing beyond a legally 

binding social contract to a more comprehensive moral community as the 

foundation of identity. Froese suggests that Rousseauian freedom is not an 

empty constraintless vacuum, but a context in which the individual can be 

free to become and to belong (586). As she articulates this vision of 

community, she claims that there is a continual dialectic between the self and 

society in which the self and its particular interests both conflict with and 

reinforce the universal, which is the community as it coalesces in the general 

will (591). This latter point, that the individual maintains a healthy dose of 

particularity, is not easily reconcilable with Rousseau’s contention that an 

individual will always be required to align with the general will if there is any 

disagreement.20 It will not be difficult to imagine that disagreements will 

become less and less frequent as the inevitability of forcible “alignment” 

becomes apparent. If, on the other hand, the individual’s commitment to and 

identification with society is so strong that fundamental disagreements cannot 

                                                           
20 Arthur Ripstein argues to the contrary, that for Rousseau, the individual does not retain 

any strain of individuality. He claims that “Each finds himself only, and completely, in 

others” (454).  
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arise, the question of alignment is trivial. In any case, however, Froese’s 

account of the thoroughly social nature of morality seems correct, and 

Rousseau’s version of freedom in society takes on a very specific character. To 

recapitulate the implications for morality: a well ordered society is the moral 

measure to which the individual must conform.21 

 Ironically, Hegel finds fault with Rousseau over precisely this issue. He 

says of Rousseau’s general will: “he reduces the union of individuals in the 

state to a contract and therefore to something based on their arbitrary wills, 

their opinion, and their capriciously given express consent” (§258). Arthur 

Ripstein attempts to show that Hegel’s conception avoids this pitfall. He 

argues that Hegel, by appealing to the internal logic of freedom and the 

rationality of modern state institutions, is able to provide a necessary and 

rational content for the universal. Ripstein thus opposes Hegel’s “determinate 

content” to Rousseau’s “appeals to what is accepted, solely on the grounds 

that it is so accepted;” where “were another content accepted, it would 

equally well have a claim” (462). Ripstein’s claim that world history and 

abstractions such as “freedom, equality, and social differentiation” can allow 

a modern individual to weigh actions against a non-arbitrary standard brings 

                                                           
21 Whether or not a society can be judged good is a structural question for Rousseau, not a 

matter of whether its members conform to a standard other than that of the general will. Also 

interesting to note here is the fact that Rousseau distinguishes between the general will and 

the will of all, and says that the general will is only sustained in a well-ordered society (Social 

Contract 86). I would again like to thank Eldon Soifer for thought provoking comments on 

these points.  
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him directly into conflict with Kierkegaard. One of the Postscript’s most 

consistent themes, as we have seen, is the arbitrariness of world history, 

specifically from the perspective of ethics. Ripstein invokes the notion of 

progress as an alternative to Hegel’s more theological account (460). It is not 

easy to see how progress avoids falling into the category of “what the times 

demand.”22 

 If Rousseau’s general will is arbitrary, then, so too are Hegel’s claims 

about the significance of world history, and the universal as realized by 

individuals in the modern state. On other levels, historical processes can 

provide interesting conversation topics, but they cannot, for Kierkegaard, be 

the basis of true ethical obligation. Neither can the society that is produced by 

such processes. This becomes evident internally to Hegel’s argument as well. 

Hegel identifies the state as the source of objective content for ethical life, in 

the form of objective rights, duties, and laws (§149, 182). While Ripstein 

argues that these laws and institutions are themselves measured against a 

higher standard of progress, the individuals who would be in position to 

measure them have their ethical horizons determined by those customs. 

                                                           
22 In one of the many humorous passages in the Postscript, Kierkegaard lampoons the idea of 

progress by comparing it to the introduction of a new hymnbook into a church that has not 

been using its old one. Climacus recommends sewing a new binding on the old one. When 

what is to be innovated cannot be referred to what is good for the individual, or for the age, 

the demand has been reduced to arbitrariness again (427-8). Not unlike Ripstein’s notion of 

progress here is Martin Matustik’s secularized account of Kierkegaard’s politics—Steven 

Backhouse notes that his attempt to find a viewpoint beside the social realm from which to 

critique the social realm falls back into itself (Backhouse 205).  
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Again, Ripstein’s claim that Hegelian progress is substantially different from 

Rousseau’s general will, or, as in the example he gives, Michael Sandel’s 

“continuity with tradition,” fails to convince (462).  

 Kierkegaard thus understands Hegel’s ethics as insufficient—they do 

not succeed in relating the individual to anything absolute—they merely posit 

a kind of social morality that Kierkegaard argues is, in fact, amoral and 

arbitrary. It is interesting to note that Kierkegaard criticizes Hegelian 

Sittlichkeit for the same flaw that Hegel found in Rousseau’s general will, and 

understood himself to have overcome. The fact that Kierkegaard’s critique 

applies to Hegel’s more nuanced account of social morality lends some 

credence to the claim that it applies to Rousseau’s general will as well. This is 

especially evident when the links between Hegel’s state-as-universal and 

Rousseau’s general will have been underscored. Neither Rousseau’s social 

morality nor Hegel’s more sophisticated Sittlichkeit give rise to the kind of 

ethics that Kierkegaard insists are the necessary preliminary to the task of 

becoming fully human—or in the terms we have been using, becoming a good 

person.   
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Chapter 4: A (Truly) Ethical Citizen? 

4.1 Rousseau’s Conflict 

 Rousseau’s general will and the broader political ideal presented in The 

Social Contract represent one side of Rousseau, the side that comes into 

conflict with Kierkegaard. But Rousseau is a complicated figure, as is evident 

when his views in the Social Contract are balanced against those expressed in 

Émile and the Discourse on the Origin of Inequality. In those works, it becomes 

evident that Rousseau shares many of Kierkegaard’s insights into the 

insufficiency of society as the source of ethics and identity—and favors a 

greater emphasis on the individual than the Social Contract allows. Further 

parallels with Kierkegaard also demonstrate Rousseau’s personal unease with 

the life of the ideal citizen, and point towards a different kind of politics.    

 In the Second Discourse, Rousseau makes a bold attack on “Civilized 

man,” in which he traces the descent of humanity from a kind of solitary, 

albeit savage bliss to the kind of hell that he takes modern bourgeois life to be. 

While he does note that physical suffering has likely increased as humanity 

descended into civilization, his primary concern is the degradation of the 

soul. The fundamental source of the civilized person’s conflicted existence, he 

suggests, is that “the savage lives within himself, while social man lives 

constantly outside himself, and he only knows how to live in the opinion of 
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others, so that he seems to receive the consciousness of his own existence 

merely from the judgement of others concerning him” (115).   

 The problem of a person’s individual existence being consumed by 

comparison with others is an important one for Kierkegaard. A parable given 

in Upbuilding Discourses in Various Spirits serves to illustrate this concern. 

There, Kierkegaard examines the content of the gospel injunction to the 

anxious soul, whose life is made up of layers of comparison, “consider the 

lilies, how they grow…” (Luke 12.27). Kierkegaard’s discussion takes the 

form of a supplementary parable, in which a little bird comes to disquiet the 

happy existence of a solitary lily. The bird tells the previously oblivious lily 

that there are other lilies, some of which are so glorious that he is hardly fit to 

be called a lily in comparison. On receiving this information, the little lily “felt 

imprisoned and bound…in self-concern it began to be preoccupied with itself 

and the condition of its life—all the day long” (168). Eventually the lily makes 

an effort to become a “Crown Imperial” lily, and withers. Kierkegaard’s moral 

is that worldly worry is a distraction, and “has its basis in a person’s 

unwillingness to be contented with being a human being, in his worried 

craving for distinction by way of comparison” (171).  

 Rousseau’s general will is an attempt to solve the problem of conflicted 

existence by identifying the individual so completely with a community that 

no such conflict can arise. But it can never accomplish this goal, and even if it 
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did, it would not be a desirable outcome. Some modern commentators point 

out that Rousseau himself recognizes significant drawbacks associated with 

the fully socialized identity, even while he seems to advocate it. For example, 

Judith Shklar notes that Rousseau’s ideal outlined in The Social Contract does 

not offer individuals the most fulfilling kind of life. Shklar alludes to 

Rousseau’s ideal citizen, the Spartan, an image of the "perfectly socialized 

man, the citizen whose entire life is absorbed by his socialized role" (13). This 

image, she writes, is a "devastating challenge to modern self-satisfied man,” 

but it is not the ideal human as such (14). For Rousseau, the ideal of a fully 

socialized person, such as the Spartan of the First Discourse, or the 

sovereign/citizen of the Social Contract, comes only at a great cost.23 Shklar 

notes that the Spartan ideal excludes family, meaningful religion, and the 

contemplative life, and requires the individual to deny natural inclinations 

and affections at every turn (21, 31). While the society depicted in the Social 

Contract is perhaps less extreme than Sparta, Shklar draws a strong parallel, 

and claims that the ideal portrayed draws inspiration from the Spartan model 

of citizenship, and shares its limitations. And despite his admiration for 

Sparta, she argues that Rousseau was “perfectly clear” about the 

shortcomings of a fully socialized identity (31). As Leo Strauss puts it, 

                                                           
23 Shklar thus notes that Rousseau’s ideal serves primarily as a position from which a critique 

of modernity can be mounted, not as the ideal for humanity (7).  
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“Rousseau did not regard the free society as he conceived of it as the solution 

to the human problem” (290).  

  Strauss disagrees with Shklar on the question of just what Rousseau 

felt was missing in his account of society that precluded its compatibility with 

meaningful human life as such. He emphasizes Rousseau’s commitment to 

freedom—a freedom that is recognized but not given much leeway even in 

properly ordered society. Specifically, he argues that a society’s injustices are 

justified in terms of its ability to “allow a certain type of individual to enjoy 

the supreme felicity by withdrawing from civilization…” (292). There, 

according to Strauss, that individual could use the heightened capacities 

cultivated in society but step outside of society and contemplate existence, as 

a kind of artist (293). To the average citizen in Rousseau’s ideal state, this 

ideal life would be inaccessible. 

 Both Strauss and Shklar, however, agree that Rousseau is conflicted—

that he cannot wholly endorse life under the Social Compact. The primary 

source of this conflict for Rousseau lies in the fact that these two ideals—the 

good man and the good citizen—cannot be united in an integrated self. Shklar 

makes half of this argument: she writes that Rousseau’s two utopias, idyllic 

village life and the life of civic duty and participation, are positions from 

which Rousseau critiques modern bourgeois life. He makes this critique by 

showing that in both utopias an integrated self is possible, at least in theory. 
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The utopias are tentative solutions to Rousseau’s demand that “the 

psychological and moral integrity of individuals must be served before all 

else” (30). People must, she claims, choose between ideals or be caught in the 

limbo (or hell) of modern life (31). She proceeds to show that this choice is 

difficult because, in practice, each of the ideals has its set of associated costs, 

mostly incidental to the type of life it prescribes.  

 This conflict in Rousseau becomes even more apparent when the 

“Creed of a Savoyard Priest” is contrasted with Kierkegaard’s account of the 

religious individual, which we have seen is diametrically opposed to the 

thoroughly socialized citizen of the Social Contract. While the differences 

between Kierkegaard’s religious individual and Rousseau’s Savoyard priest 

are many, the similarities are far more striking. The first thing to note is that 

the priest is concerned with what concerns him—he is unwilling to participate 

in any fetishism over abstract and abstruse philosophical answers to what he 

insists are existential problems. It could be a passage taken directly from 

Kierkegaard’s Postscript: “the first thing I learned from these [empty 

philosophical] considerations was to restrict my inquiries to what directly 

concerned myself, to rest in profound ignorance of everything else, and not 

even trouble myself to doubt anything beyond what I required to know” 

(Émile 231). Later, he is even more direct: “I serve God in the simplicity of my 

heart; I only seek to know what affects my conduct. As to those dogmas 
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which have no effect upon action or morality, dogmas about which so many 

men torment themselves, I give no heed to them” (272).  

What Rousseau briefly glosses in the “Creed,” Kierkegaard develops 

more fully in the Postscript. There, Climacus argues that the problem with so 

much of philosophical speculation is that it fails to recognize the fact that the 

speculator is an existing human being, and so misses the realm of ethics—the 

realm in which human existence is lived—completely. In Climacus’ terms: “If 

a human being cannot become a world-historic figure through himself, by the 

exercise of his freedom, by willing the good—and this is impossible because it 

is merely possible, i.e. perhaps possible, i.e. dependent upon something else—

then it is unethical to be concerned about it” (122-3). Climacus takes up this 

complaint later in the Postscript—and similarly, Kierkegaard under his own 

name in A Literary Review—when he describes the disjunction between an age 

of contemplation and the realm of existence, where ethics apply (Postscript 

283). In other words, you can reflect on being, but life is about becoming, 

which is where ethics enters the picture—if you are becoming, you are 

becoming either good or bad (376). This is precisely Rousseau’s priest’s 

concern. He knows that he can get involved in all kinds of abstract and 

interminable reflection, but also that, since he lives in time, life will not wait 

for him to complete his reflection. Even if it were hypothetically possible to 

complete the system—and he is emphatic in his agreement with Climacus 
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that such a system is impossible—it would be such a momentous task that 

there would be no time left over for him to do something with his hard-

earned knowledge. The critical thing is to learn what shape his existence 

needs to take (Émile 239).  

Following Shklar, we noted above that in the Discourses and in the 

Social Contract, Rousseau’s primary concern is to preserve the “psychological 

and moral integrity” of the individual. Seen in this light, the outrage of 

civilization is that it constricts and restrains individuals so that they are not 

free to live integrated lives. This is the problem that the Social Contract aims to 

overcome by allowing the individual to take part in creating the constraints 

that bind him. The solution is, as we have seen, far from perfect. Some types 

of inequality may be mitigated in Rousseau’s ideal political regime, but the 

problems of inner conflict have not been resolved.  

In Émile, Rousseau attempts to chart another course, through 

education. There, Rousseau’s ideal is not to create a good citizen—instead, he 

writes: “To be something, to be himself, and always at one with himself, a 

man must act as he speaks, must know what course he ought to take, and 

must follow that course with vigour and persistence. When I meet this miracle 

it will be time enough to decide whether he is a man or a citizen, or how he 

contrives to be both”(8). He thus complains:  
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The citizen is but the numerator of a fraction, whose value depends on 

its denominator; his value depends upon the whole, that is, on the 

community. Good social institutions are those best fitted to make a 

man un-natural, to exchange his independence for dependence, to 

merge the unit in the group, so that he no longer regards himself as 

one, but as a part of the whole, and is only conscious of the common 

life. (7) 

Here, Rousseau expresses deep dissatisfaction with the completely socialized 

identity of the ideal citizen, a dissatisfaction that points away from society as 

the arbiter of identity and ethics, towards something more individual, and as 

we will see, more religious.   

The “creed,” which comes much later in Rousseau’s account of Émile’s 

education, is marked by a strong concern for the need for psychological 

integration. Moreover, the priest understands this need in terms of the 

individual’s relation to God:  

For myself, I am not pledged to the support of any system…I am 

content with the place where God has set me; I see nothing, next to 

God himself which is better than my species; and if I had to choose my 

place in the order of creation, what more could I choose than to be a 

man! (240) 

The priest’s acceptance of himself before God is his source of confidence and 

identity. Thus the good man’s place 

depends on the common centre, which is God, and on all the concentric 

circles which are His creatures…I feel myself merely the instrument of 

the Omnipotent, who wills what is good, who performs it, who will 

bring about my own good through the co-operation of my will with his 

own, and by the right use of my liberty. I acquiesce in the order he 

establishes, certain that one day I shall enjoy that order and find my 
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happiness in it: for what sweeter joy is there than this, to feel oneself a 

part of a system where all is good? (255) 

 Here again, Rousseau anticipates parts of Kierkegaard’s psychology of 

the religious individual. Like Rousseau’s priest, Climacus understands the 

task of existence as the task of integration—to become subjective—“to really 

exist, so as to interpenetrate one’s existence with consciousness…” (Postscript 

273). Kierkegaard’s pseudonymous author Anti-Climacus develops this 

theme further in The Sickness Unto Death.  Anti-Climacus understands the 

individual’s task to be that of becoming a true self. Moreover, he argues that 

this is only possible when “the self in being itself and in willing to be itself 

rests transparently in God” (82). Anti-Climacus has a more complicated 

description of what this means than does Rousseau—but the idea that God 

must be at the centre of the individual’s identity, and that this kind of faith 

also involves an acceptance of self, is common to Rousseau.  

 Rousseau’s Savoyard priest is thus in agreement with Kierkegaard that 

organized religion’s imposition of men and doctrine between the individual 

and God is pernicious. Kierkegaard’s critique of Hegel, and his later attack on 

the established church in Denmark, or Christendom as he called his target, 

was driven by this very motive. Steven Backhouse puts it this way: for 

Kierkegaard, "if a personal creator-God exists, then there is truth that lies at 

the heart of authentic human existence that cannot be accessed via social 

structures and congregations, because groups are incapable of relating to God 
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as a group" (226, emphasis in original). The ethical relation, for Kierkegaard, is 

precisely the relation of the single individual to God. The Savoyard priest’s 

emphasis is slightly different, as he strongly objects to the idea that one 

specific group could impose their understanding of God’s word on a person 

who did not receive the revelation directly; in a pithy response to the idea of a 

revelation given to one individual, he says, “Apostle of truth, what have you 

to tell me of which I am not the sole judge? God himself has spoken; give 

heed to his revelation. That is another matter. God has spoken, these are 

indeed words which demand attention. To whom has he spoken? He has 

spoken to men. Why then have I heard nothing?” (261). The priest thus rejects 

the Apostle’s revelation because it requires him to submit his reason, which 

he is reluctant to do: “To submit reason to authority is to insult the God who 

gave it to me” (264).  

 The discussion of the role of reason in relation to faith is more thorny 

for both Rousseau and Kierkegaard. Both forcefully denounce the supremacy 

of reason. Climacus, as we have seen, denies that pure speculative reasoning 

has any bearing on ethical existence.24 His objections do not stop there, 

however. Climacus emphasizes the paradoxical nature of faith, culminating in 

the absolute paradox of the incarnation. For Climacus, the paradox is essential 

                                                           
24 For a helpful discussion of the Climacus’ claims about the relation between ethical existence 

and speculative reasoning, see Dan Watts “Kierkegaard and the Limits of Thought.” Hegel 

Bulletin 39.1 (2016): 82-105.  
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to faith, and specifically to the kind of faith in what he calls “Religiousness B,” 

or the religion of the incarnation. The person who is religiously B has the task 

of “hold[ing] fast to the fact that it cannot be understood” (499). Later, 

Climacus formulates the subordination of reason even more strongly, by 

calling it “faith’s crucifixion of the understanding” (501). 

 Surprisingly—given his reasons for rejecting authority cited above—

the Savoyard priest also says “I strive to annihilate my own reason before the 

Supreme Mind; I say to myself, Who art thou to measure infinite power?” 

(Émile 273). The priest, having through the exercise of reason concluded that 

there is such a supreme mind (284-5), is prepared on the strength of this 

conclusion, to allow that his reason can only be expected to understand so 

much.25 

 Both the priest and Kierkegaard, then, emphasize the need for the 

individual to choose to embrace faith, and lay down their reason as the final 

arbiter of truth. Rousseau argues that this surrender comes from an eventual 

recognition of human limitations, while Kierkegaard emphasizes the 

                                                           
25 It is important to note that the fact that Kierkegaard and Rousseau both reject reason’s 

supremacy does not mean that they agree on all aspects of the faith and reason debate. 

Rousseau does not, like Kierkegaard, embrace paradox and the absurd—in fact, it is precisely 

the paradoxes involved in the claims of the many revelations that prevent the Savoyard priest 

from ascribing any of them to God—they are incompatible and blasphemous (Émile 260). 

While commentators like C. Stephen Evans and Merold Westphal argue that Kierkegaard 

does not mean outright contradiction by his use of the terms “paradox” and “absurd,” that is 

a topic for another discussion (Evans, Kierkegaard an Introduction 152, Westphal, Kierkegaard’s 

Critique 100-102).  
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paradoxical nature of existence, but the resulting posture is the same. 

Similarly, they both emphasize the uncertainty on which this choice must rest. 

The Savoyard priest thus remarks (to a young man in crisis):  

If I were more certain of myself, I should have adopted a more decided 

and dogmatic tone: but I am a man ignorant and liable to error; what 

could I do? I have opened my heart fully to you; and I have told what I 

myself hold for certain and sure; I have told you my doubts as doubts, 

my opinions as opinions; I have given you my reasons both for faith 

and doubt. It is now your turn to judge… (275) 

The priest goes on to give suggestions to the young man as to how he might 

judge correctly, calling attention to his posture of humility before God, and 

hoping for forgiveness if he makes an honest mistake. For Kierkegaard, the 

choice is even more important, and does not admit of evidence to “coerce” the 

individual in one direction or the other.26 Here, Kierkegaard does insist that 

authority plays a role: the incarnation makes a demand, the paradox does not 

leave room for a middle ground.27 The claims of Christianity force a decision 

upon the individual. It is not a question of intellectual assent, but a question 

of which of these existential alternatives a person will choose. For Climacus, 

the lack of evidence is essential to the nature of the choice, and it is the 

defining feature of the ethical-religious life: “an objective uncertainty held fast in 

an appropriation-process of the most passionate inwardness is the truth, the highest 

                                                           
26 Merold Westphal introduces the concept of the lack of coercive evidence into discussions of 

Kierkegaard’s “leap” (Kierkegaard’s Critique  95).  
27 C. Stephen Evans describes this interpretation of Kierkegaard as the “no-neutrality” thesis, 

something he places in a broader account of a Kierkegaardian “virtue epistemology” 

(Kierkegaard: an Introduction 158, 164).  
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truth attainable for an existing individual” (182, emphasis in original). In 

Works of Love, as noted above, Kierkegaard shows how this kind of 

uncertainty follows the demands of ethics into all aspect of life, where 

existence tests the individual—by requiring the individual to choose a course 

of action without supplying conclusive evidence on which to base the 

decision (215).  

 Rousseau’s near approach to the kind of the ethics-related 

epistemology described by Kierkegaard is evidenced by the priest’s remarks 

on fallibility. He understands excessive contemplation and skepticism as a 

trap to be avoided by an inner posture of love and humility, and places his 

hope for the avoidance of error in the goodness of the creator, which he 

appropriates through his fusion of faith and reason (275). He repeatedly 

admits that he is likely to be in error, and tells his young friend: “keep your 

soul in such a state that you always desire that there should be a God and you 

will never doubt it” (275). For the priest, it is the posture of the knower that is 

of critical importance, and Kierkegaard makes many such remarks. In a 

famous passage of the Postscript, Climacus compares the worship of a pagan 

and the “Christian,” where the pagan’s prayers, although directed to an 

untruth—are more true than those of the Christian, because of the posture of 

the worshipper (Postscript 178). The echoes of the Savoyard priest’s “the 
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service God requires is of the heart,” or “God rejects no homage, however 

offered, provided it is sincere” are unmistakable (Émile 258, 272).  

 Taken together, these parallels highlight Rousseau’s dissatisfaction 

with the life of the ideal citizen. His gestures towards a religious identity 

founded on faith are particularly notable, and Kierkegaard’s insights into the 

religious individual help us to understand the impulse in that direction. But 

Rousseau, whose ties to political philosophy are stronger than Kierkegaard’s, 

can help us to understand the relation of that individual to the political. We 

are now in a position to reconsider that relation, beginning with Rousseau, 

and moving on to Kierkegaard.  

 

4.2 A Possible Bridge Across the Person/Citizen Divide? 

 The parallels between Rousseau’s Savoyard priest and Kierkegaard’s 

individual thus highlight a tension in Rousseau, between the ideal socialized 

consciousness—as found in the Social Contract—and the ideal morally 

coherent individual, as delineated by the priest. The Rousseau of Émile is 

clearly dissatisfied with the person he would have to become in his ideal 

state, where the general will has the last say on morality, and the ultimate 

claim on what constitutes acceptable worship, etc. As Kierkegaard so 
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consistently argues, the attempt to conflate the general will and God 

undertaken by Hegel only exacerbates the problem. 

 But does Rousseau’s Savoyard priest exhibit the social deficiencies that 

Rousseau considered so “contrary to the social spirit,” and so inimical to the 

state (Social Contract 300)? Yes and no. In the Social Contract, Rousseau is clear 

that his target is the true religion, the religion of man, or Christianity rightly 

understood. That this is the religion of the Savoyard priest cannot be 

established conclusively, but the parallel is clear.28  

 Contained within the priest’s creed are the rudiments of a solution to 

the problematic nature of the truly religious individual from the political 

perspective. The solution is not, of course, a new regime, or a revolution. 

Instead, Rousseau describes a particular posture toward the state which is 

neither as destructive towards the body politic as the Social Contract describes 

it, nor as congenial to the unbridled operation of the state as the Social 

Contract’s legislator might desire. The priest’s position vis-à-vis the state is, 

however, a life of deep concern for the well-being of the neighbour, and one 

from which the self-absolutizing tendencies of society can be critiqued.29 The 

                                                           
28 Commenting on his “Creed of a Savoyard Priest” in a letter to archbishop de Beaumont 

Rousseau writes, “I will always consider it the best and most useful Writing in the century 

during which I published it. Neither the stake nor arrest warrants will make me change my 

language” (46-7 Letter to Beaumont). This indicates that Rousseau’s nonchalant introduction of 

the creed in its context in Émile is not to be taken as advice to dismiss it as of secondary 

importance or irrelevant.  
29 This formulation (“self-absolutizing”) is borrowed from Merold Westphal. See his 

Kierkegaard’s Concept of Faith, 96.  
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awareness of this tension, which had been with Rousseau from the outset of 

Émile, thus finds some resolution in the pages of the creed.30 

 The Savoyard priest has confronted his metaphysical doubts, and come 

to repose in the kind of religion described in the Social Contract as the 

“religion of man,” or the Christianity of the gospel. The priest, unsurprisingly, 

does manifest some of the faults attributed to the anti-social religion that 

Rousseau condemns in his political works. In his creed, however, and in his 

life, the priest shows that not all of these criticisms can stick.  

 For example, at first blush the claim that the true believer is indifferent 

to worldly outcomes seems to hold true for the priest. He asks, “how does the 

fate of the wicked concern me? I take little interest in it” (247). Moreover, his 

concluding remarks to his young interlocutor emphasize the previously noted 

“thy will be done” (257). It seems to be precisely the kind of resignation that 

was so antithetical to the body politic. Moreover, he remarks: “I am happy 

even in this life, for I make small account of all its evils, in which I regard 

myself as having little or no part, while all the real good that I can get out of 

this life depends on myself alone” (257).  

                                                           
30 In the opening pages of Émile, Rousseau describes this tension as irresolvable: “…what can 

be done when they conflict, when instead of training man for himself you try to train him for 

others? Harmony becomes impossible. Forced to combat either nature or society, you must 

make your choice between the man and the citizen, you cannot train both” (Émile 7). My 

thesis, that Rousseau does in fact move towards an alternative role for the individual, is thus 

opposed to that of Judith Shklar, who insists that no resolution to this tension can be realized 

(Shklar, 12).  
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 However, the priest is committed to something beyond resignation. 

He is resigned, but he is also committed to the goodness of God, which entails 

an “order which he has established in his wisdom and maintained by his 

providence…” (257). It is this order which the priest understands to be 

violated by evil and the tyranny of (im)morality which he sees around him, 

and imposed on him from without (255). Indeed, it was this very conflict 

which precipitated his moral crisis, when he was expelled from the church for 

admitting and seeking restitution for his sins, rather than hiding them. Thus 

he recounts “I was the victim of my scruples rather than of my incontinence, 

and I had reason to believe, from the reproaches which accompanied my 

disgrace, that one can often escape punishment by being guilty of a worse 

fault” (229). This incongruence so rankles with the priest that the next many 

years of his life are spent wrestling with the kinds of questions that eventually 

give content to his creed.  

 For the priest, and for Rousseau, the inner light of conscience—a stand 

in for faith—causes him to rebel against the so-called order that he confronts 

in the world around him. So while it is true that he is resigned to the idea that 

God’s will must be done, and the goal is not an earthly utopia, his 

commitment to the goodness of God, held in the certainty of faith (not based 

on concrete evidence) leads him to action. His secondary commitment to the 

performance of his priestly duties thus reflects this new tension between faith 
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in possibility and resignation. He does not attempt to revolutionize his 

nation—he contentedly fulfills his role in the given community. But, he 

subverts aspects of that role as well—by rejecting the doctrine of eternal 

damnation, for example (273).31 His claim that he would never “ask any one 

[sic] to abandon the religion in which he was born,” and would “not 

lead…citizens into disobedience,” must thus be tempered with the realization 

that he is indeed modifying that religion, and changing the citizen’s relation 

to the law as well (274). No longer is the civil law primary, and individual 

morality secondary—the Savoyard priest is nothing if he is not committed to 

a critique of injustice in society as he sees it.32 Moreover, as we have seen, it is 

his faith which is the foundation of his morality, his concept of justice and 

injustice. He is content to leave others undisturbed in their beliefs, until it is 

clear that they have no relation to “true religion,” at which point intervention 

is necessary—“we must remove the trembling supports on which they think 

                                                           
31 The fact that this doctrine is paralleled in the Social Contract does not change the fact that its 

motive is here derived from something entirely other than civil sanction.  
32 The kind of critique Rousseau has to offer from his perspective is sprinkled throughout his 

writing—but a particularly relevant example is the footnote to the “Creed of the Savoyard 

Priest” in which he contrasts a society of fanatics and one of atheists. In a remarkable parallel 

to Kierkegaard’s Two Ages, Rousseau complains that “If atheism does not lead to bloodshed, 

it is less from love of peace than from indifference to what is good…His [the atheist’s] 

principles do not kill men, but they prevent their birth, by destroying the morals by which 

they were multiplied, by detaching them from their fellows, by reducing all their affections to 

a secret selfishness, as fatal to the population as to virtue.” Fanaticism, on the other hand, 

“stirs the heart of man, teaching him to despise death, and giving him an enormous motive 

power, which only needs to be guided rightly to produce the noblest virtues…” (276). There 

are unmistakable echoes of these thoughts in Kierkegaard’s opposition of an “age of passion” 

and an “age of reflection,” a contrast which is the theme of Two Ages. 
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they rest” (274). A commitment to inwardness and fallibility goes only so far, 

before outward action, and particularly protest, becomes necessary.  

The Savoyard priest’s faith also gives him the conception of mankind 

as a brotherhood. The good man, he states, “orders his life with regard to all 

men” (255). The priest makes this comment as part of a discussion of the 

proper orientation of the individual, whose “place depends on the common 

centre, which is God” (255). This comment sheds light on what otherwise 

appears to be a conflict in the priest’s creed: he is only concerned with his 

own ethical being before God, and yet he is fundamentally related to others as 

well—as he states in the penultimate line of the creed: “the one thing that 

really matters is to do one’s duty in this world; and when we forget ourselves 

we are really working for ourselves” (278). The tension has not been 

completely done away with, but its character has changed.  

 

4.3 Kierkegaard’s Religious Individual and the Works of Love 

 

 What the Savoyard priest gestures toward in the conclusion of his 

creed, Kierkegaard can help us understand more fully. In this context, much 

hinges on the concern that Kierkegaard’s religious individual is so focused on 

inwardness that she seems at points to be completely cut off from the world. 

Many Kierkegaard scholars have made the claim that this is in fact not the 
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case, but placing him in dialogue with Rousseau highlights some features of 

the religious individual that might not otherwise make it into an account of 

Kierkegaard’s politics, or at least not as readily. Moreover, in the turn from 

the Social Contract to the Rousseau of Émile and then to Kierkegaard, we left 

behind the impulse to create from above a system that will fulfill human 

potential or create the macro-environment that allows for the most fulfilling 

life or a perfect account of justice. Taking our cues from Rousseau’s Savoyard 

priest, we thus look to Kierkegaard for insight regarding the posture of the 

religious individual—first towards God, and then to others, and the body 

politic.  

 Rousseau’s Savoyard priest meets the charge of indifference with a 

mixed response. Yes, he is indifferent to earthly outcomes as they concern 

him, but at the same time, his faith gives him a unique concern for the welfare 

of others, and a faith-commitment to an ethics higher than the standard of 

what is socially acceptable. Kierkegaard’s account of the faith that underpins 

the entirety of life for the believer, including his political stance, is much more 

developed than that of the Savoyard priest. As noted in our brief discussion of 

The Sickness Unto Death, Anti-Climacus describes the process by which a 

human being becomes a self by bringing the relation that is the self into 

relation with God: “the self in being itself and in willing to be itself rests 

transparently in God” (82).  
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In Works of Love, this radically inward relation of the self to God makes 

God the “middle term,” the relationship through which all other relationships 

are transformed. The relation to God becomes fundamental—the first reality 

through which all other reality is understood, through which temporal life is 

lived. “Fundamentally” Kierkegaard writes, “love to God is decisive; from 

this arises love to one’s neighbour…” (70). Moreover, for Kierkegaard love for 

the neighbour is the only kind of love that is free from self-interest, and so the 

foundation for true sociality. The relation to God—which for the believer is 

the truth to which all experience must relate—makes love to others a duty, 

through the command “you shall love” (44). The believer’s relation to the 

external world begins to take shape.  

Kierkegaard makes another argument for why it is necessary for 

individuals to be selves in this inward sense before true social bonds can 

develop. Opposing a society in which individual selves are related to the 

public on one hand against those with a relation of inwardness on the other, 

he notes that in the former, “Instead of the relation of inwardness, another 

relation supervenes: the opposites do not relate to each other but stand, as it 

were, and carefully watch each other, and this tension is actually the termination 

of the relation” (Two Ages 78, emphasis in original). In the Postscript, Climacus 

describes the relations that form where there is no inwardness: “individuals 

of the contemporary generation are fearful of existence, because it is God 
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forsaken; only in great masses do they dare to live, and they cluster together 

en masse in order to feel that they amount to something” (318). Implied, and 

articulated elsewhere in the Two Ages, is that true sociality comes about when 

individuals are characterized first by inwardness, and then relate to each 

other from that defined starting point (62).33  

Concerns about the religious individual’s attitude towards suffering 

change in tenor as well, as the religious individual’s experience of suffering is 

transformed by this paradigm of existence. There are now two types of 

suffering to examine: the first is the internal suffering, alluded to above, 

which is a necessary sign of the believer’s proper relation to finite ends. By 

relating instead primarily to the eternal and absolute, the individual 

experiences the suffering of the strenuousness of the relation—not external 

suffering as such (Postscript 405). Suffering in the more common sense is 

accepted joyfully, even expected, but not necessarily welcomed as necessary 

to the religious life. This kind of suffering is borne out of love, and is a 

byproduct of faith’s commitments to a higher telos than earthly happiness. 

Kierkegaard uses the example of the apostles’ scourging, after which they 

“went away rejoicing” to highlight this difference. The suffering incurred by 

the scourging, he argues, is “not a case of religious suffering” – although it 

                                                           
33 Kierkegaard’s meaning here is controversial—some understand him to be advocating a 

kind of communitarianism, others, a kind of loose associationism (J. Michael Tilley, 

“Kierkegaard’s Social Theory” The Heythrop Journal LV 2014: 957).  
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clearly results from the Apostle’s faith, and specifically from the actions they 

undertake because of that faith (Postscript 405).  

The example of the Apostles’ suffering allows us to understand that 

this kind of suffering is borne for a specific purpose, and not because it is 

enjoyed as such, or somehow essential to religious life. Seen in this light, the 

criticism can be turned on its head: not only is the believer’s willingness to 

suffer not deleterious to social projects—it is fundamental to that sociality. 

Political theorists often discuss how an individual can be enticed to sacrifice 

for the good of others—here, Kierkegaard’s individual, committed to a duty 

to love others as bound up with her own identity, cannot be seen apart from 

her willingness to do so. This kind of suffering is treated explicitly in 

Kierkegaard’s Upbuilding Discourses in Various Spirits, where he specifically 

opposes the earthly sufferings of the Apostles to their hope in eternity (315). 

Believers are thus glad to bear any suffering that results from their attempt to 

carry out the life of faith—loving God, and loving their neighbours.  

The republic of the Social Contract is not incompatible with true 

Christians because they lack love; Rousseau freely acknowledges that 

Christians love each other as brothers. The problem is that believers are not 

concerned enough about the earthly outcomes of their actions (300). Their 

obsession with their inward relation to God “take[s] them away from all 

earthly things” (ibid.). So the contention that Kierkegaard’s believer is the 
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paradigm of love to the neighbour does not quite quell Rousseau’s fears that 

the believer is not invested enough in earthly existence to be a good citizen. 

To see whether this problem can be addressed with help from Kierkegaard, 

we return to his account of faith in the Postscript. There, Kierkegaard sets forth 

a unique combination of resignation and passionate participation, much like 

that of Rousseau’s Savoyard priest. Climacus describes the passion that is 

generated by faith, which rests on objective uncertainty, as “the tension of its 

inwardness” (201). This tension—constantly maintained by the believer’s 

“lay[ing] hold of the paradox”—Climacus argues, produces passionate action. 

In faith there can be no half measures, no “to a certain degree” (205). This 

applies specifically to the realm of ethics—the realm where the existent 

human being must act.  

How does indifference re-enter Kierkegaard’s account of the believer? 

The content of the ethical requirement is love—selfless, unpreferential love. 

Something like indifference follows from his account of what it means to love 

with God as the “middle term.” The indifference that neighbour love entails is 

an indifference to outcomes that does not in any way lessen the ethical 

demand, nor ease the tension of existence. The source of the indifference is 

related to the epistemology employed by Kierkegaard. Outside of faith, there 

is only possibility. Trust in God is the foundation of the believer’s interaction 

with the world—God is the strenuously and subjectively held “foothold in 
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actuality” (Works of Love 161). Thus, when the believer acts in faith, she 

depends on God for the outcome of her actions—or more precisely, she does 

her duty, but does not consider her actions as somehow necessary to God, 

who does not need help. God “requires everything of every human being, 

everything and for nothing” (Postscript 122). The ethical requirement of 

religion is not fulfilled in terms of outcomes—it is, as we have seen, concerned 

instead with the individual’s proper relation to God and to the neighbour.34  

A concept that connects many of these features of the religious 

individual as Kierkegaard conceives of her is that of an eschatological faith. 

This interpretation of Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling and Postscript, 

articulated by John Davenport, emphasizes the dimension of Kierkegaardian 

faith that points to a future hope—a hope in apocalyptic resolution. This kind 

of paradoxical faith, which Kierkegaard understands to be possible only when 

embraced by virtue of the absurdity of the incarnation, allows the believer to 

risk everything for the good, confident that God has promised a good 

outcome—even if that faith looks absurd to the outside observer. Davenport 

argues that this hope is the common thread between de Silentio’s Abraham in 

Fear and Trembling and the religious individual of the Postscript and Works of 

Love (896-97). The same confidence in God’s final redemption that motivated 

                                                           
34 See for example Kierkegaard’s discussion of mercifulness; “a work of love, even if it has 

nothing to give and is capable of doing nothing” (Works of Love 293).  



62 

 

Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice Isaac forms the ground of identity and 

action. Davenport’s emphasis on the eschatological nature of the 

Kierkegaardian believer’s faith also highlights a difference between Rousseau 

and Kierkegaard. The paradox of incarnation and the absurd hope in ultimate 

redemption are decisive, and they account for Kierkegaard’s more consistent 

account of the relation of the individual to earthly outcomes.  

Kierkegaard’s religious individual would thus “strive to develop 

himself with utmost exertion of his powers; in so doing he would perhaps 

produce great effects in the world” (Postscript 121).35 These effects would not 

be his personal project—they would be the result of his fulfillment of his duty 

before God—and the outcomes would not be his business. To act out of 

concern for personal (or group) historical significance is to miss the point of 

existence, which is properly lived before God (122). But what of the believer’s 

existence before God? With God as the middle term, passionate love for the 

neighbour takes on a particular, albeit not practically specific, form. It is to 

love and be loved—which is to “help another human being to love God,” and 

to “be helped by another human being to love God” (Works of Love 113). Thus, 

“what a man achieves or does not achieve is not within his power. He is not 

                                                           
35 Edward Mooney cites de Silentio’s shopkeeper, the incognito knight of faith, as proof that 

faith is conducive to politics as usual or “conventional ethics” in the “embrace of the 

universal” (88-9). I think that, on the contrary, the shopkeeper is as anomalous as Abraham—

both examples used by Kierkegaard to highlight specific features of faith, not courses of 

action to be followed.  
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the one who shall steer the world; he has one and only one thing to do—to 

obey…everyone ought…to place himself at the point where Governance can 

use him, if it so pleases Governance. That point is simply to love one’s 

neighbour…” (93).   

The Kierkegaardian individual participates in the external world in a 

way that is passionate but indifferent to outcomes, because she leaves them 

up to God. This is especially true in her relation to other individuals, whose 

inner life she cannot judge—she strives only to direct them (indirectly) 

towards God in love (Postscript 466). Here we see how Kierkegaard’s believer, 

like Rousseau’s Savoyard priest, is unlikely to consign others to damnation, or 

to try to coerce them into belief. Since faith is a matter of inwardness, the 

“how” of communication is vitally important—or, as Kierkegaard phrases it 

in Works of Love, “love can and will be treated in only one way—by being 

loved forth” (206).   

Love’s “believing all things” is closely related to the fact that a 

religious individual cannot know the posture of another individual’s soul 

towards God. All we can see are externals—which tell us nothing of the truth 

which is subjectivity (Works of Love 220). Faith, with God as the middle term, 

gives the believer hope, and causes her to believe the eternal possibility of 

good for others (ibid. 237). The grounds of this hope is a confidence that 

God’s love is already at work in the other person—the presence of which, as 
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Kierkegaard notes, is presumed in the concept of “loving forth.” This does not 

necessarily entail what Rousseau’s Social Contract claims it does: that the 

believer is so susceptible to tyrants as to be fit for “only servitude and 

dependence” (302). No doubt Kierkegaard would counter that the believer is 

the only one who is truly free from earthly tyranny.36 Kierkegaard’s religious 

individual loves the neighbour—and believes the good about the neighbour, 

and seeks the good for the neighbour. This does not mean that all of the 

actions of an aspiring tyrant are taken as benevolent or acceptable. The fact 

that love for the neighbour—which works to help the neighbour love God—

often looks like hatred means that the believer would often be working to 

subvert the tyrant, and likely to prevent others from following him (or it, in 

the case of a majority) as well (Works of Love 114).  

This does not mean that Kierkegaard’s religious individual is a 

revolutionary. The idea that a revolution could bring about some kind of 

utopia is a temptation to be avoided for several related reasons. The first is 

that the utopian hopes that drive revolutionary politics are a distraction—

power, economic influence, etc. serve only to paper over the underlying need 

of individuals to love their neighbours. He thus finds fault with Luther:  

                                                           
36 Michelle Nicoletti translates this passage from Kierkegaard’s journals: “But another form of 

tyranny is a corollary of equality—fear of men….Of all tyrannies, it is the most dangerous, in 

part because it is not directly obvious and attention must be called to it” (188), citing 

Kierkegaard’s Papirer VIII 1 A 531.  
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Luther’s “Hear me, thou Pope”, not to mention anything else, sounds 

to me almost disgustingly worldly. Is that the sacred earnestness of a 

reformer concerned only with his own responsibility, who knows that 

true reformation consists in becoming more inward? Such an 

expression is just like a journalist’s slogan. That unholy political 

attitude, that desire to overthrow the Pope, is what is so confusing 

about Luther. (Journals of Kierkegaard 164) 

 In a similar vein, Kierkegaard remarks in passing: “the world is not so perfect 

that to be victorious in the world by adaptation to the world does not involve a 

dubious mixture of the world’s paltriness” (Works of Love 288). For 

Kierkegaard, this also means that attempts to enact the Kingdom of God 

through political means are spiritually dangerous and misguided. In Michelle 

Nicolletti’s words, “when the criterion of success—of quantitative results, of 

power—is applied to religion, its essence becomes empty and worldly” (185). 

His vigorous opposition to the state church, almost an obsession in his final 

years, was partly an attempt to avoid such confusion.  

The second problem with revolutionary politics from Kierkegaard’s 

point of view is that no system imposed through revolution can be expected 

to align with the kingdom of God, which is “not of this world” (Works of Love 

137, a reference to Jesus’ words in John 18:36 KJV). Societal sea change, if it is 

to come at all, must come as a result of a prior shift in the individuals of 

which the society is comprised.37 As J. Michael Tilley puts it in a comment on 

                                                           
37 Sylvia Walsh draws a similar conclusion, suggesting that although Works of Love 

leaves open the possibility of a social-economic-political change that results from this 

change in individuals, it simultaneously “directs us away from any such concern to 
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the malady of the present age, “there can be no societal or system wide cure” 

(952). This stance is confirmed when taken in the context of Kierkegaard’s 

overall reluctance to offer systematic answers to temporal problems. The 

epigram to the Postscript, for example, celebrates this tendency with a quote 

from Hippias Major: “But really, Socrates, what do you think this all amounts 

to? It is really scrapings and parings of systematic thought, as I said a while 

ago, divided into bits” (2).  

 If Kierkegaard is to be considered a political thinker, the definition of 

politics must be a broad one. His works are not amenable to systemic political 

prescriptions, but as we have seen, his emphasis on the primacy of the 

individual’s relation to God has important implications for that individual’s 

relation to other individuals, and to society.  

   

                                                           

one more fundamental to the realization of its goal: a spiritual transformation of 

conscience” (84-85).  
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Chapter 5: Conclusions 

 To both Rousseau and Kierkegaard, the full demands of the state are 

incompatible with true faith. Several characteristics of the believer, as the 

application of Rousseau’s political criteria in Chapter Two demonstrates, are 

objectionable from a political perspective. However, the same is true of the 

ideal citizen, when the criterion is whether or not she is a good person. True 

faith, according to Kierkegaard, involves a commitment to an ethic higher 

than that of the believer’s society. By directing Kierkegaard’s critique of 

Hegel’s Sittlichkeit to Rousseau’s concept of the general will, Chapter Three 

shows Rousseau’s ideal citizen to be stuck in a world of comparison—

essentially amoral. Chapter Four moves in the direction of a compromise—

showing that Rousseau and Kierkegaard shared a suspicion of systematic 

politics, and a commitment to humility and faith as an alternative to fully 

socialized identification with the state. Kierkegaard, by emphatically rejecting 

the authority of the crowd and emphasizing instead the single individual, 

takes us to the conclusions only gestured to by Rousseau. Ethical truth is 

found in the individual’s relation to God, not in consensus, or 

consequentialism. Moreover, for both thinkers, faith’s embrace of uncertainty 

motivates passionate participation in earthly projects, a passion primarily 

manifested in love for one’s neighbour.  
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 In this context, Kierkegaard’s political implications offer a political role 

for Rousseau’s ideal individual. She functions as a “gadfly”—critiquing social 

absolutism and other claims of truth through democracy from the perspective 

of faith-ethics.38 That individual, free from responsibility for outcomes of her 

actions but simultaneously and passionately committed to the good of her 

neighbour, is perhaps uniquely well suited for political engagement in an age 

of politics gone awry. She is able to avoid utopian dreams on the one hand—

perhaps even functioning with a pessimistic outlook on the prospects for 

change—while not falling victim to fatalistic resignation on the other. 

Kierkegaard’s emphasis on the eschatological dimension of the believer’s 

hope clarifies what was ambiguous about this otherwise contradictory 

posture in Rousseau’s “Creed of the Savoyard Vicar.”  

 The suggestion that the believer will be a gadfly leads to a further 

conclusion. There might seem to be an incongruity in the preceding 

arguments—I begin the dialogue between Rousseau and Kierkegaard by 

outlining Rousseau’s objections to the idea of the true believer as ideal citizen. 

In the subsequent response to those objections however, my argument does 

not vindicate the believer as the ideal citizen for the ideal polity. Instead, the 

resultant sketch of the political posture of the religious individual presumes a 

                                                           
38 This is Kierkegaard’s term—no doubt making the connection to Socrates, as in the epigram, 

above. (cf. The Collected Works of Søren Kierkegaard XII 84, cited and translated by Bruce 

Kirmmse in “Call Me Ishmael—Call Everybody Ishmael: Kierkegaard on the Coming-of-Age 

Crisis of Modern Times).  
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state that does not neatly accommodate the ideal person, and instead puts her 

into the role of gadfly. One might ask whether this merely demonstrates the 

need to revise the political arrangements to better accommodate the believer. 

This objection can be addressed in part by the insistence that any politics 

stands in need of reminders not to self-absolutize, as noted above. One could 

even attempt to convince the Rousseau we find in the Social Contract of the 

benefits of a gadfly to his ideal society, as pointed out by J.S. Mill in his On 

Liberty: she prevents the truth from languishing into dead dogma (64). But 

beyond that, this transition marks an important shift—from ideal to non-ideal 

politics. This aspect of Kierkegaard’s political import is one that will 

hopefully be the topic of future research.  

Rousseau’s own particular brand of social critique bears an almost 

uncanny resemblance to this portrait. Both Rousseau and Kierkegaard strike 

the tenuous balance of the man versus citizen tension in their own lives, 

settling on the role of passionate critic as opposed to either the asocial or the 

fully-committed-citizen roles they each could have adopted. Moreover, the 

idea that Rousseau anticipated many of his themes and critiques would not 

have bothered Kierkegaard, and confirms the fact that, in some aspects at 

least, he succeeded in his project: the importance of his pseudonymous 

writing, Kierkegaard notes in the “First and Last Declaration” appended to 

the Postscript, 
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absolutely does not consist in making any new proposal, any unheard-

of discovery, or in forming a new party, or wanting to go further, but, 

precisely on the contrary, consists in wanting to have no importance, in 

wanting (at a distance which is the remoteness of double reflection) to 

read solo the original text of the individual, human existence-

relationship, the old text, well known, handed down from the fathers—

to read it through yet once more, if possible in a more heartfelt way. 

(554) 
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