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ABSTRACT

Moon, Shane Phoenix. M.Hum. Department of Humanities, Wright State University,
2015. The Search for Meaning and Morality in the Works of Cormac McCarthy.

This thesis examines the work of Cormac McCarthy, in which I will argue against
assertions that McCarthy’s work is nihilistic in that he presents a world in which life is
meaningless. I will analyze three of McCarthy’s novels, one from each of the common
categorizations of his work: Child of God (Appalachian period), Blood Meridian, or the
Evening Redness in the West, and The Road (Western period), and The Road. Through
this analysis, I will conclude that McCarthy’s novels are not nihilistic; instead,
McCarthy’s novels contain strong allusions to the existential philosophy of Jean-Paul
Sartre, Friedrich Nietzsche and Soren Kierkegaard. In Child of God, Lester Ballard’s
madness is analogous to Sartre’s idea of living in bad faith. Blood Meridian also contains
allusions to Sartre’s philosophy while engaging the philosophy of Nietzsche. Blood
Meridian’s protagonist, the kid, exemplifies Sartre’s ideas on essence and morality,
whereas the antagonist, Judge Holden, espouses theories on morality akin to Nietzsche’s
idea of master and slave morality. Finally, in my examination of The Road, I will show
how the novel’s main characters, the father and son, parallel Kierkegaard’s Fear and
Trembling, in which Kierkegaard discusses the nature of faith in the face of the absurd

through his analysis of the biblical story of Abraham and Isaac. Ultimately, I will
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conclude that McCarthy’s work does not suggest that life is meaningless; instead, it

suggests that the individual creates meaning, as the existential philosophies of Sartre,

Nietzsche, and Kierkegaard assert.

Commented [BBO]: The majority of this research
paper does not focus on 7The Road, instead
discussing other works of McCarthy’s. Due to the

irrelevancy of these segments to my research, they

have been marked out with dark red highlighting.

The relevant material begins on Page 54 of this

document.
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! Author Vereen M. Bell estimates that McCarthy’s first five novels, including Blood
Meridian, sold roughly 15,000 copies altogether in the original Random House editions.
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2 Monk notes that William J. Schafer (1977), Dianne L. Cox (1980), and John Ditsky (1981)
published on McCarthy’s work, but that it was Bell who “legitimized McCarthy as literary
figure whose work demanded serious critical attention” (116).
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III. “He is the Word of God or God Never Spoke”: The Father, Abraham,
and the Absurdity of Faith
For most of his career, McCarthy’s writing was met equally with praise and

criticism. However, The Road, McCarthy’s tenth and last novel, for which he won the
Pulitzer Prize, “is the only one of McCarthy’s books to have been received with uniform
approval” (Cant 266). McCarthy’s previous novels often deal with questions of God,
meaning, value, and morality, and he often asks these questions through the depiction of
the worst that humanity has to offer. [Stephen Frye writes that McCarthy’s work only asks
“the ultimate questions — the nature of the real, the possibility of the divine, the source of

ethics and identity” (Understanding 3). fPerhaps it is for this very reason that opinions on

McCarthy’s earlier work were not as favorable or so unanimously praising as they were
for The Road. Whether it is Lester Ballard’s madness and necrophilia or Judge Holden
and the rest of the scalp hunting Glanton Gang, McCarthy uses these character and their
depravities, their brute violence, to present the reader with the deepest of philosophical
questions. While The Road continues to ask the same questions as McCarthy’s previous
work (and continues to deal with the depths of human wickedness), it does so by
presenting the readers with a protagonist who “holds on to a notion of God in the wake of
an apocalypse that has taken hope, most of life, and certainly all organized religion with
it,” making The Road “much less nihilistic and pessimistic that most of his other work”
(Hage 142). Although I fundamentally disagree that McCarthy’s previous work is
nihilistic and have provided examples to the contrary, The Road indeed provides an

alternative form of existential philosophy that differs from the work of Sartre and
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_—| Commented [BB1]: Cormac McCarthy does not write
about menial matters and everyday inconveniences. His sets
his sights on humanity’s ultimate questions. In addition to the
usual appeal of any well-written work of fiction, The Road
engages readers with the discussion of life’s greatest
dilemmas.




Nietzsche that I have shown exist in Child of God and Blood Meridian. ‘Instead, The Road

is based on the existential Christian philosophy of Soren Kierkegaard and his theory of

faith. [Perhaps it is for this very reason that 7he Road was met with such great praise. _—"| Commented [BB2]: The author of this paper compares the
moral explorations within The Road to the philosophy of
Seren Kierkegaard. Though I am not well-versed in the
perspectives of Kierkegaard, and of Christian philosophies
more broadly, I understand that he was an early adopter of
questions is deeply imbedded in existential philosophy. In Child of God, we see existentialism. Additionally, I am aware that Kierkegaard

emphasized how truly believing in God requires an individual
to make a “leap of faith” beyond logical reasoning. This
McCarthy begin his dalliance with existential philosophy by having Lester Ballard’s concept, of making such an emotionally driven commitment,
ties into The Road s concept of “carrying the fire”.

As I have shown in the previous two chapters, McCarthy’s answer to these

abandonment and madness parallel Sartre’s existential theories of abandonment and bad
faith. McCarthy continues this theme in Blood Meridian where he further explores
Sartrean existential philosophy — in particular, how we can find a foundation for our
morality within the confines of our own freedom — and stretches his existential allusions
to the work of Nietzsche, as expressed through the character Judge Holden. Despite
existential themes and a predilection for biblical imagery, McCarthy’s work has been
often criticized as nihilistic. However, The Road thoroughly dismisses the notion that
McCarthy’s writing is nihilistic. The Road presents a post-apocalyptic world, a world
without moral or societal rules, a world in which “the death of all these things — society,
taboo, God — becomes a license for anarchy and chaos...to murder at will and to consume
the flesh of one’s fellow man” (Rikard 221). In contrast to his previous works, where the

it is the world itself that

characters themselves are responsible for any perceived nihilism,

seems to confirm an ever-present, pervasive nihilism in 7he Road. And this nihilism

seems to infect the inhabitants of the world. ’Yet, despite the complete breakdown of all _—| Commented [BB3]: The author highlights how Cormac
McCarthy has built a world in which the environment in itself
is the birthplace of widespread nihilism.

the societal conventions that hold together ideas of morality and meaning, a father and

son navigate the horrid terrain of Appalachia, holding fast to a basic form of morality.
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‘This stark juxtaposition illuminates the idea that morality is not founded upon theological

values, nor on reason, but on a radical choice or a leap of faith, echoing the Christian

existentialist beliefs of philosopher Soren Kierkegaard. \ _—| Commented [BB4]: Moon reinforces the connection
between Kierkegaard’s view of belief in God as a leap of faith
and the position of morality that the man and the boy hold
dearly.

The Road is a post-apocalyptic novel set in the southeastern portion of the United

States (Tennessee is the general consensus) ten years after an unexplained cataclysmic
event has destroyed the majority of civilization and most other forms of life along with it.
Because The Road takes place in Appalachian region, Cooper asserts, “The Road
symbolically bridges the geographical divide between McCarthy’s earlier Appalachian
novels...and his Texan novels” (132). In many ways, McCarthy is returning home in The
Road, but he does not come home to the “tablets of stone ...grown with deep green
moss...and vines like traces of an older race of man” of Child of God’s Sevier County
(McCarthy, Child of God 25). Instead, the setting of The Road is more closely akin to the
“purgatorial waste” of Blood Meridian’s Mexico, equally populated by “savages” and
“heathens” (McCarthy, Blood Meridian 60-62). Void of life and color, McCarthy’s world
is “like the onset of some cold glaucoma dimming away the world,” where nights are
“dark beyond darkness and the days more gray each one than what had gone before” (The
Road 1).

McCarthy leaves the event that ruined the world obscured. W\’hat he does not leave
obscured, however, is a source of inspiration for the novel. The Wittliff Collections at
Texas State University, San Marcos, contain a large collection of letters, papers, notes,

and drafts written by Cormac McCarthy. In a typescript copy of the first draft of The

Road, McCarthy noted, “(Kierkegaard: Abraham and Isaac)” (qtd. in Noble 93). Many _—| Commented [BB5]: Moon introduces evidence that The

Road'’s connections to Kierkegaard are not coincidental.
McCarthy took some degree of inspiration from

1 1 1 1 1 1 e
have picked up on the Kierkegaardian analogies in The Road. Steven Frye writes, “More e Ny -y
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broadly, [The Road] reflects a form of Existential Christianity rooted in Soren
Kierkegaard...” (Understanding 177). Thomas H. Schaub cites The Road as an example
of Kierkegaard’s “’leap’ from faith to reason” (153). D. Marcel DeCoste notes that when
the child’s mother hopes for “eternal nothingness” (McCarthy, The Road 57) in death, she
exemplifies Kierkegaard’s theory of despair, stating, “In these words, we may discern
Kierkegaard’s insight...that to despair is willfully to turn from faith and from eternity
with God” (77). From this particular note on the original draft of The Road, however, it is
clear that McCarthy drew from Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling, in which Kierkegaard
discusses the story of Abraham and his willingness to sacrifice his son, Isaac, at the
behest of God, and, in doing so, becomes the father of faith and the exemplar for
Kierkegaard’s discussion of faith “by virtue of the absurd” (Fear 29).

McCarthy describes The Road’s landscape as “cauterized,” an “ashen scabland” in
which vegetation ceased to exist (7he Road 13). The entire world is "barren, silent,
godless" (McCarthy, The Road 4). Many of the survivors have resorted to cannibalism for
sustenance or, as McCarthy describes, they have become, “shoppers in the commissary of
hell” (The Road 181). Those who don't resort to cannibalism scavenge for food, living
their daily lives at the most primitive level of human existence. t[n The Road, this
delineation between cannibals and foragers is what separates the immoral from the moral
and, as Gabe Rikard notes, “In such a savage world, morality and ethics are impediments

to survival” (221). However, the father and son continue to hold fast in their morality and

in the faith that being one of the “good guys” is the continued will of God. _—

The father and son forage empty gas stations and homes for canned food and

useful items. They are faced with terrors befitting the worst nightmares: “a frieze of
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analyzed The Road, assign the labels of good and bad to the
foragers and cannibals respectively. The good guys do all that
they can to adhere to the values they feel are aligned with the
will of God. In many instances, these values provoke actions
that, in their righteous impracticality, are a hinderance to
survival. As a result, the commitment to ethical principles that
the main characters maintain is a burden upon their survival.




human heads, all faced alike, dried and caved with their taut grins and shrunken eyes”
(McCarthy, The Road 76) and “a charred human infant headless and gutted and
blackening on the spit” (McCarthy, The Road 167). Certainly, McCarthy’s flair for the
macabre is at its best in The Road. However, such a world needs to exist for McCarthy to
draw his parallels to Kierkegaard. In what other world would faith be as absurd as in the
world that McCarthy provides in The Road? They are robbed of all their possessions.
[Despite the horrors they encounter, the father and son continue along the road, reassuring
themselves that they are “the good guys,” that they are “carrying the fire” (McCarthy, The
Road 83). Michael Chabon writes, “They are carrying the fire through a world destroyed
by fire, and therefore — a leap of logic or faith that by the time the novel opens has

become almost insurmountable for both of them — the boy must struggle on, so that he

can be present at, or somehow contribute to, the eventual rebirth of the world” (1 12).\ _—c ted [BB7]: In this passage, Chabon eloquently
encapsulates the concept of “carrying the fire”. They must
continue to uphold the morality of a better world in order to
preserve such values for a point at which that world is reborn.

Realizing that they will not be able to survive another winter, the father and son and

travel south and east toward the sea where they hope to find a warmer, safer environment.
Although the world is nothing more than a crematory, a cosmic pyre charred and ruinous,
the father and son have faith that a better world can still exist, or may even still exist.

Kierkegaard, writing under the pseudonym Johannes de Silentio, opens Fear and
Trembling by relating a story of a man who grew up enamored with the story of
Abraham. As a child, this unnamed man read of Abraham’s great act of faith in God’s
commandment to sacrifice his son, Isaac. As a child, the story made sense and he was
inspired by the act that made Abraham the “father of faith.” However, as he grew into a
man, “life had separated what had been united in the child’s pious simplicity”

(Kierkegaard, Fear 7). The older the man became, the more intrigue the story held. It is
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through this fictional man that de Silentio works out at least four different ways in which
Abraham could have avoided the complete absurdity of his own faith. For Kierkegaard,
absolute faith in God is absurd because it is impossible for one to truly know God and to
understand his purpose. Therefore, Abraham’s faith in God necessitates his belief that
what God commands is good or necessary; it requires him to accept the absurd.
Kierkegaard writes, “[ Abraham] believed; he believed that God would not demand Isaac
of him, while he still was willing to sacrifice him if it was demanded. He believed by
virtue of the absurd, for human calculation was out of the question...” (Fear 29).
Abraham dearly loved Isaac. However, he was willing to sacrifice his son because God
commanded it. His faith, however, is not so blind as to commit murder simply because
God commands it, but he believes whatever it is that God commands him to do must
certainly be good.

In the first imaginative “story” of Abraham’s attempt to sacrifice his son,
Abraham takes his son to Mount Moriah and attempts to explain that God requires him as
a sacrifice. However, when Isaac cannot understand, Abraham pretends to be an idolater
willing to sacrifice his son because “it is my [Abraham’s] desire” (Kierkegaard, Fear 9).
In this example, Abraham pretends to be an idolater so that Isaac does not lose faith in the
goodness of God. In the next example, the story occurs exactly as it does in the Bible, but
Abraham “saw no more joy” (Kierkegaard, Fear 9). Although Isaac flourishes afterward,
Abraham cannot forget that God demanded him to sacrifice his son. In this example,
Abraham’s faith is no longer pure in that he no longer “believed by the virtue of the
absurd” (Kierkegaard, Fear 30). The third iteration of the story finds Abraham deciding

that he is wrong in his willingness to sacrifice Isaac. Abraham is troubled in that he
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believes that it was a sin to be willing to sacrifice Isaac, “the best that he owned”
(Kierkegaard, Fear 10). It was a sin in that he neglected his duty as a father, believing it
possible that he had not loved Isaac completely, and “what sin could be more grievous”
(Kierkegaard Fear 10). The last variation of this story shows Abraham’s left hand
“clenched in despair” when he draws his knife. Isaac sees his father’s apprehension and
the “shudder [that] went through his entire body” and, as a result, loses his faith
(Kierkegaard, Fear 10-11). Through these imaginative alterations of Abraham’s story,
Kierkegaard seeks to prove not what faith is, but what faith is not, and in reading
McCarthy’s The Road alongside of Fear and Trembling, we can see how the father’s faith
that they are “the good guys” who are “carrying the fire” is a belief in the “virtue of the
absurd.”

In the opening pages of The Road, the reader can begin to see the parallels
between McCarthy’s work and Fear and Trembling. However, there is a difference
between McCarthy’s father and Abraham. While Abraham’s faith is founded on God’s
command that he must sacrifice his son, the father believes it is his God-given duty to
care for his son. McCarthy writes, “He knew only that they child was his warrant. He
said: If he is not the word of God God never spoke” (The Road 5). [For the father,
protecting his son is not only the duty of a father to a son, but protecting his son is

protecting the very existence of God himself.\ In some sense, the father and son’s

Commented [BB8]: Though this exploration had already

relationship parallels God the father and Christ the son as savior of mankind. The duty is
more than just a father’s duty, since — like Christ — his son is potentially the salvation of
humanity. Noble asserts, “At the very least, for the father, the child warrants the existence

of God. The boy authorizes his father to live in a way that is consistent with the belief in
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established the boy as a vessel for the continuation of faith,
this phrasing introduces an additional layer. The father’s
protective instincts are a metaphor for his protection of the
essence of God in a Godless world.




God” (98). Although the father and Abraham differ in what they believe they are
commanded to do by God, they have faith in the face of the absurd.

Kierkegaard notes that when Abraham was commanded to sacrifice his son, he

did so with the faith that God would not require Abraham to kill his son. Kierkegaard
writes:

But what did Abraham do? He arrived neither too early not too late. He

mounted the ass and rode slowly along the way. During all this time he

believed; he believed that God would not demand Isaac of him, while he still

was willing to sacrifice him if it was demanded. He believed by virtue of the

absurd, for human calculation was out of the question, and it was indeed

absurd that God, who demanded it of him, in the next instant would revoke

the demand. (Fear 29)
Abraham’s faith was absurd in that he fully believed that God would revoke his demand
for Abraham to sacrifice his son, or that should he have to sacrifice Isaac that God would
“give him a new Isaac, call the sacrificed one back to life” (Kierkegaard, Fear 30).
Abraham knew that he was commanded to sacrifice his son, but he also knew that the
goodness of God would not require him to sacrifice (or permanently lose) his son.
Similarly, because of The Road’s post-apocalyptic setting, cannibalistic antagonists, and
world generally devoid of the values of society, the Father’s hope that his son will have a
future, a life worth living, echoes Abraham’s absurd faith.

Throughout the novel, McCarthy often alludes to the son as a messianic figure.

The father refers to his son as “a tabernacle” (McCarthy, The Road 273) and says his head

is a “golden chalice, good to house a god” (McCarthy, The Road 75). Steven
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Faulkner writes, “And there again, after all these books, the image of the chaliced,
sleeping god rises again. This boy...is a word of God made flesh, if not the Word of God
made flesh. He surely is a Christ-figure, baptized and anointed, in communion with his
often-forgiven father” (45). Although he was born shortly after the event that ruined the
world, the boy’s innocence and goodness lead some scholars such as Steven Frye to claim
that the boy embodies a messianic figure because he is “unselfishly concerned with
others in a wasted world” (“Histories™ 9). N/hether the father sees his son as “a god”

(McCarthy, The Road 172) incarnate or merely as proof of God’s existence, we cannot be

certain.\ However, what can be certain of is that the father sees his responsibility toward _—"| Commented [BB9]: One can interpret the father’s view of
the boy in either of these fashions. It may be the literal
sentiment, that the boy himself is God, or a more
metaphorical perception, that the boy is proof of God.

his son as “a sort of Manifest Destiny handed down to him from above” (Hage 142).

After killing a cannibal who attempted to abduct the boy (presumably for food, but other
horrors are always implied), the father explains, “My job is to take care of you. I was
appointed to do that by God. I will kill anyone who touches you” (McCarthy, The Road

77). ‘Through such dialogue, McCarthy’s allusion to Kierkegaard grows stronger. Noble

writes\: ——| Commented [BB10]: Cormac McCarthy uses the literary
device of allusion in making reference to Kierkegaard’s
ethics.

As de Silentio tells us, Abraham’s promise led him to an absurd faith because
he was forced to believe that God would not take his some from him, since
his son was the fulfillment of that promise. Likewise, the man’s appointment
to care for the boy leads him to an absurd hope: that it would be better to keep
his boy alive despite the apparent hopelessness of the world. (99)
The father’s faith, like Abraham’s, is founded on absurdity in that what God is asking
them to do defies logic. Why would God command Abraham to sacrifice the son he

promised would be the father of nations? Similarly, how could God ask the father to keep
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his son alive in a world in which starvation is eminent and suffering and a torturous death
seem all but inevitable? How could God ask the father to keep humanity alive (the son
acting, like Isaac, as potentially the father of many nations) in a world in which is
seemingly not worth living? According to Kierkegaard, this faith is only possible through
“the virtue of absurdity” when “human calculation [is] out of the question.” For
Abraham and the father, any rationalization or assumptions regarding God’s plans would
halt their ability to have faith. Instead, Kierkegaard refers to this a “caricature” of faith,
what he refers to as “paltry hope” (Fear 30-31).

In all caricatures there is a likeness to the subject that is being caricatured. With

[13

faith, Kierkegaard’s “paltry hope” embodies some characteristics that resemble faith.
Consider again the story of Abraham. He is asked to sacrifice the very son that God
promised would be the father of nations. Although Abraham had faith that God would not
require Isaac, Kierkegaard paints Abraham as uncertain of what will actually happen.
Kierkegaard writes, “surely it will not happen, or if it does, the Lord will give me a new
Isaac, namely by virtue of the absurd” (Fear 101). While this may seem like Abraham
knows the outcome of God’s command, it is instead a belief that God will fulfill his
promises. For Abraham and the father, God is good and God is love. Faith, then, is in
knowing that God will fulfill his promises despite being unable to understand how God
will do this or how it is possible for Him to do it. “Paltry hope,” on the other hand, is
based on human experience that tells us what is probable and possible. Moreover, “paltry
hope” lacks the confidence of faith. Although one who has this hope can calculate the

probability of a situation and what is possible, her hope of what could likely happen is

never free from doubt. However, we are told that Abraham “believed and did not doubt”
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(Kierkegaard, Fear 17). While Abraham is not certain whether or not God will require
him to sacrifice Isaac, he is never without faith that God will fulfill his promises, even
though rationally he cannot comprehend how those promises will be fulfilled
Certainly faith can seem to have a certain degree of irrationality to it. Kierkegaard

himself often referred to faith as believing what is “preposterous” (Fear 17). In The
Road, the father has faith that his son can have a bright future while recognizing that a
bright future appears to be all but impossible. Such a faith would appear to be
“preposterous” to just about anyone. lIn a flashback sequence, McCarthy shows exactly
how preposterous such a faith can seem to another person through the mother of the
child. McCarthy writes:

What in God’s name are you talking about? We’re not survivors. We’re the

walking dead in a horror film...I’m speaking the truth. Sooner or later

they will catch us. They will rape me. They’ll rape him. They are going to

rape us and kill us and eat us and you won’t face it... You have no

argument because there is none (7he Road 55-57). \ _—| Commented [BB11]: The mother’s words serve as a

anchor point for what just about anyone would think of the
father’s outlook. It relies on hope amidst all that is futile.

The mother justifies her own suicide by pointing out the utter meaningless and absurdity
of the existence in which they currently live. However, the father does not, nor has he
ever, truly shared her fatalistic view of the world. ’Whereas the mother is, for all intents

and purposes, opting out of existence, choosing to die in her own way rather than be

raped, killed, and eaten, the father pleads with her to stay with him and the child. He _— Commented [BB12]: To what extent might the mother’s
determination towards suicide have stemmed from a fear of
alternative scenarios for her demise?

claims that they are “survivors” and that she is “talking crazy,” but she does not share the
same faith and, perhaps, has not been given the same purpose that God has given to the

father.
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The mother in The Road exhibits two aspects of Kierkegaardian philosophy. First,
she demonstrates Kierkegaard’s “paltry hope.” Because suicide is the only logical solution
to the apocalypse for her, she cannot make the leap of faith necessary to face the absurd.
Therefore, she is unable to understand her husband’s faith that a brighter future is possible
when the experiences that they have had in the post-apocalyptic world have proven
otherwise. For her, the only logical end is the inevitable rape and murder they will endure
before becoming someone’s dinner. As a result, the only hope or faith she has is that death
brings about an “eternal nothingness” (McCarthy, The Road 57). But even this cannot be
approached in the way that Abraham approached the sacrifice of his son,

“without doubt.”

Nevertheless, her argument is not without some ethical implications. She admits,
“I’d take him with me if it werent for you. You know I would. It’s the right thing to do”
(McCarthy, The Road 56). For the mother, the only ethical solution to the current
situation is suicide. For her, continuing to exist is merely waiting for a much more
painful, horrifying death. Therefore, the mother concludes that the only viable solution,
the right thing to do, is for each of them to commit suicide. t[f we suppose, like the

mother, that the only ethical solution to the apocalypse is suicide, then the father’s

continued vigilance in keeping himself and his child alive is an unethical action. _— Commented [BB13]: Without taking Kierkegaard’s leap of
faith, the mother is to view the father’s outlook as morally
twisted. The man’s actions, at least as they appear under the

However, Kierkegaard accounts for such an unethical action in what he refers to as the g o 1 s v

“teleological suspension of the ethical” (Fear 46).
Before we can understand what Kierkegaard means when he refers to the

teleological suspension of ethics, we must first understand his conception of ethics.
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Kierkegaard often relates the ethical to “the universal,” writing, “The ethical as such is
the universal, and as the universal it applies to everyone, which may be expressed from
anything that it is in force at every moment” (Fear 46). While Kierkegaard does not set
out to write a book on ethics in Fear and Trembling, it must be addressed and, therefore,
he uses the term ethical in the Hegelian sense, as Kierkegaard viewed Hegel as the
dominant view amongst his peers. Hegel theorized that ethics are the result from reason,
which reflects the nature of the very essence of humanity (absolute Spirit). This is
realized through customs and laws of society. Hegel referred to this form of social ethics
as Sittlichkeit. The ethical is the universal in the strong sense of the true good of every
human being as human. Kierkegaard writes, “[The ethical] rests immanently in itself, has
nothing outside itself that is its telos,> but is itself the telos for everything outside itself,
and when the ethical has assimilated this into itself it goes no further” (Fear 46).

lAccording to Hegel, there is nothing higher than the ethical, including the laws and

customs of society. Laws and customs must conform to ethics, not the reverse. There is _— Commented [BB14]: This statement suggests that there are
innate moral values behind our societal framework. Hegel’s
philosophy sees that laws and customs are in themselves

only one aim for a person and that is Sittlichkeit, and it is because of this belief that Hegel v by e s e ek ooty Gl

protested “loudly and clearly against Abraham enjoying honor and glory as a father of
faith,” believing instead that he should be “remanded and exposed as a murderer”
(Kierkegaard Fear 47) because he has sacrificed humanity, the universal (his duty as a
father, his innocent son) to his personal subjective interest (his faith, his personal
feelings, his love of God). For the Hegelian ethics, no one individual is higher than the

humanity, not even Abraham himself. Considering that the entirety of Fear and

3 Telos is generally understood to mean the end, goal, or purpose.
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Trembling is dedicated to understanding the nature of the faith that Abraham exhibited on
Mount Moriah, Kierkegaard deeply disagrees with Hegel on this point. For Kierkegaard,
there is, in fact, something higher than humanity: God.

In many ways, Fear and Trembling is Kierkegaard’s attempt to attack and
discredit Hegel’s theory of Sittlichkeit. Kierkegaard viewed the society around him as an
“enormous illusion,” one in which “we are all Christians” in that we are nice people who
live respectably and fulfill our social responsibilities (The Point 42-43). Kierkegaard’s
problem with his own society, the society he referred to as “Christendom” and, in
particular, Hegel’s Sittlichkeit, is that if there is nothing higher than Sittlichkeit, then faith
is something that everyone already has. For Kierkegaard, faith exists when a “single
individual is higher than the universal” (Fear 47). For Abraham to display his faith in
God, he had to act outside of humanity. Hegel never allows us to violate humanity’s
interest, since there’s nothing higher than that. To put the individual above humanity is a
sin. However, Kierkegaard allows us to act against humanity, if God requires it, even
though we cannot understand how or why God can ask us to act against humanity, God is
still higher. For Kierkegaard, without faith, customs and laws of humanity can themselves
be deified in the sense that there would be nothing higher than these customs and laws.
As a result, faith would not be faith. It would cease to exist. Kierkegaard writes, “if this
[the individual being higher than the universal] is not faith, then Abraham is lost and faith
has never existed in the world precisely because it has always existed” (Fear 47). Faith
cannot exist because faith would simply be conforming to the social customs and laws of
society. In this sense, faith is paradoxical. In faith, we are asked to believe that which we

cannot believe to be possible.
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Kierkegaard recognizes the paradoxical nature of faith and yet he states that faith
cannot exist if it is not a paradox. Kierkegaard writes, “Faith is precisely this paradox,
that the single individual as the particular is higher than the universal and is justified over
against the latter not as subordinate but superior to it...that they single individual as the
particular stands in an absolute relation to the absolute” (Fear 48). What Kierkegaard
means by this is that when an individual is higher than the universal, they have left the
universal and rational to be in a world of complete and absolute subjectivity. In this state,
there are no objective certainties. As a result, the individual is in danger of being in a
state of self-deception or of being deceived. Therefore, one must make the “leap to faith.”
One cannot know whether or not God truly exists; she can only have faith that God
exists. There always exists the possibility that she is being deceived or that she is
deceiving herself, which is why such a leap is made in “fear and trembling.”

lBoth Abraham and McCarthy’s protagonist do not act ethically in regard to the
customs and laws of their cultures and, as a result, their actions cannot be justified by

appealing to existing social standards.‘ For Abraham, it is unethical for him to murder his

son at the behest of God. For the father, it is unethical to allow the continued existence of
his son in a world in which he will only experience needless suffering. However,
according to Kierkegaard, both Abraham and the father are justified in their actions
because their faith places them higher than the universal. They both follow a “mandate
from God” that supersedes Sittlichkeit. Kierkegaard refers to this as the “teleological
suspension of the ethical” (Fear 46). Kierkegaard’s teleological suspension of the ethical

states, “It is possible to purposefully suspend this universal social ethic in order to obey a
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higher and more valid command from God” (Rae 79). Abraham and the father do not act
ethically in that they do not follow the universal. Instead, Abraham and the father
“transcended the whole of the ethical and had a higher telos outside, in relation to which
he suspended it” (Kierkegaard, Fear 52). However, because God commands them and
they have faith that God will fulfill his promises, ethical requirements are suspended so
that they may do as God commands.

Throughout The Road, McCarthy allows the father to “suspend the ethical” so that
he may fulfill his duty to God to keep his son alive. The father has murdered an
encroaching cannibal intent on taking his son. When the father and son are robbed of all
their possessions, they track down the bandit who stole from them. The father, using a
pistol as an intimidation tool, commands the thief to not only return the items he stole but
to give them the clothes he is wearing, leaving the burglar stranded naked. When the
father tells the son that he was not attempting to kill the thief, the son replies, “But we did
kill him” (McCarthy, The Road 260). Despite these instances where the father disregards
the ethical so that he may fulfill his duty to God, the primary suspension of the ethical
that occurs is the father allowing the son to continue to live, even though living will result
in great suffering. The potential for the mother’s words to ring true always exists;
“Sooner or later they will catch us and they will kill us...They are going to rape us and
kill us and eat us” (McCarthy, The Road 56). lHowever, like Abraham, the father does not
disregard the ethical lightly. The teleological suspension of the ethical causes the father a

form of existential angst. \

Although the traditional customs and laws of a society (Sittlichkeit) can be

suspended in favor of the higher calling of God, that does not amount to a complete
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denial of an ethical sphere. Because there are mandates both from God and Sittlichkeit,
Abraham and the father are angst-ridden; they are stuck between the “‘old’ ethic he lived
by and his ‘new’ faith-based religious ethic” (Rae 79). Abraham’s faith led him to a point
where he was willing to sacrifice his son because God commanded it. However, he felt
angst over doing it. Abraham knew that murder was a sin and that would go against the
ethical, but he is also compelled by God to do just that. Kierkegaard writes, “The ethical
expression of what Abraham did is that he meant to murder Isaac, the religious
expression is that he meant to sacrifice Isaac. But precisely in this contradiction is the
anxiety that can make a person sleepless, and yet Abraham is not who he is without this
anxiety” (Fear 24). If we apply this same idea to The Road, we can see that the ethical
expression of what the father does is akin to causing undo suffering, leading his son to an
eventual and inevitable horrifying and painful death (whether by starvation or murder).
Yet, the religious expression is that the father is propelling his son toward a future into
which he is the savior of humanity. Nevertheless, the contradiction between these two
ideals causes great angst for the father.

The father has a revolver that only has two bullets. However, after being

discovered by a marauder, the father uses one to shoot the attacker, leaving one bullet.

h\loble asserts, “The gun is a constant source of anxiety for the father” (107). Lﬁs far as _—| Commented [BB17]: This reality is evident in the father’s
consistent efforts to either possess the gun or instruct the boy
to do so. On one occasion, in which the boy loses the firearm
on the beach, the man refers to safekeeping the gun as one of
the man’s key responsibilities.

human comprehension and understanding can take him, the father cannot imagine a

world that would be safe and provide his son with a better life. Should this be true, the
ethical thing to do is to kill his son to spare him the pain and torment of the world. After
using the bullet on the marauder, the father ruminates, “A single round left in the

revolver. You will not face the truth. You will not” (McCarthy, The Road 68). [The truth to
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which he refers is that he should use the remaining bullet to kill his son. [The ethical _— Commented [BB18]: In my opinion, the father faces no

argument that the father should spare his son suffering (valuing humanity) rather than

hold him hostage to his own personal hopes (valuing the individual) echo through the

father’s mind in the voice of his dead wife: “I’d take him with me if it werent for

you...it’s the right thing to do...you have no argument because there is none” (McCarthy,
The Road 56-57). When they hear a group of cannibals roving through the woods, the
father realizes the son is incapable of committing the necessary suicide if caught. The
father wonders:
‘Can you do it? When the time comes. When the time comes there will be
no time. Now is the time. Curse God and die. What if it doesnt fire? It has
to fire. What if it doesnt? Could you crush that beloved skull with a rock?
Is there such a being within you of which you know nothing? Can there
be? Hold him in your arms. Just so. The soul is quick. Pull him toward

you. Kiss him. Quickly. (114) |

The father muses on his ability to kill his son if need be, which causes him great anxiety.
He also realizes that to kill his son would be to “curse God and die.” This is precisely the
anxiety that Abraham experiences. All logic says that the father should “curse God and
die”; however, the faith that he has in God fulfilling his promise stays his hand, choosing
instead to “hold him in [his] arms.” The father’s refusal to kill his son is the absurd act of
faith. It cannot be explained through ethical reasoning. The father “has no argument”
against his suicidal bride because he can never make himself understood. If he could
make an argument, it would only be an expression of Sittlichkeit, in that he is reasoning at

the highest level of human understanding. However, faith, as Kierkegaard has shown,
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transcends the universal; faith recognizes that the individual is higher than the universal.

Throughout the novel, the father is increasingly aware of the inevitability of his
death, though he tries to hide it from his son. At the start of The Road, he coughs, but
only so often. As the brutal cold begins to take its toll on the father’s health, the coughing
becomes more violent and produces blood. When they reach their destination, the father
and son find that their quest gave them neither the warmth nor safety for which they were
searching. However, the father has not lost his faith that there is the potential for
something better for his son. When the son asks about a little boy that he saw earlier in
the novel, the father says, “Goodness will find the little boy. It always has. It will again”
(McCarthy, The Road 281). The father is not being facetious, nor is he providing false
hope to his son. Instead, the father has faith that God will fulfill his promise. Noble
writes, “If read in light of Kierkegaard’s understanding of Abraham’s faith... [the father]
is acting on absurd faith, trusting in the goodness of God without denying the evidence of
the world’s end” (107). The father succumbs to his illness, urging his son to “find the
good guys” and to continue “carrying the fire” (278). Shortly after, the father dies. The
son holds a vigil for his father for three days before being found by a man, his wife, and
their two children who convinces the boy that he is one of the “good guys.” Though the
father is dead, the son continues to talk with him, keeping the memory of his father with
him.

[The novel concludes on an optimistically high note, and it does so rather abruptly.
The father dies, three days pass, and then the boy finds another family of “good guys,”
including children, with whom to travel. For this very reason, many have found the

ending of The Road to be irreconcilable with the rest of the novel’s somber and
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pessimistic tone.\ Shelley Rambo states that 7The Road “does not give way to a happy

ending”; instead, the end is more of “a call to witness suffering and death rather than the
assurance of victory over suffering and death” (113). Gary Adelman claims, “7The Road
undoubtedly will be thought of as an exquisite Christian parable...But I feel slapstick by
the end” (72). The common complaint against McCarthy’s ending is that it is deus ex
machina, that the novel ending with the child being saved by a family of “good guys” is
incompatible with hopelessness and bedlam McCarthy has provided throughout the
novel. However, read in a Kierkegaardian sense, the novel concludes exactly as it should.
The novel ends with the son being saved by a family, which is indeed deus ex
machina. In “What’s at the End of The Road?” Allen Josephs explains how The Road
makes the case for faith, which ultimately explains the novels optimistic and hopeful
ending. Joseph writes, “The critics who say that Parka-man is a deus ex machina are
right, and that is precisely the point” (27). Those who see The Road s ending as
incompatible with the rest of the novel are missing the greater Kierkegaardian themes in
the book. lAbraham’s journey to Mount Moriah takes the better part of three days before
he is miraculously spared the torment of sacrificing his son (Kierkegaard, Fear 53).
Similarly, the son “stayed three days and then walked out to the road” where he saw that

“someone was coming” (McCarthy, The Road 281).\ The ending, then, represents God’s

fulfillment of his promise to the father. It is miraculous that in a world full of depraved
cannibals, the son finds a family of “good guys.” Noble writes, “The father’s absurd faith
in the future is validated” (111). For the novel to end in any other way would be
incompatible with the Kierkegaardian allusions McCarthy makes. The Road is a book

about faith in that despite the absurdity of existence, there can still be meaning and value
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in the world just as Fear and Trembling is a book about faith in that despite the absurdity
of being asked to kill his son, Abraham believed God would fulfill his promise. Should
The Road end with the boy being murdered, then perhaps the novel could be considered
as nihilistic as McCarthy’s previous novels. However, this is not the case. lT he Road, like
McCarthy’s previous work, is not nihilistic, and McCarthy rewards the reader’s hope that

the father’s faith in God and the future is not in vain. \

McCarthy’s The Road is a testament to faith analogous to Kierkegaard’s Fear and
Trembling. 1t is a story that attempts to understand the nature of faith by putting a father
and son in the most harrowing circumstances. In this sense, the father is linked to
Abraham in that he is commanded by God to do the unethical. Whereas Abraham is
commanded to sacrifice the very son that God promised Abraham would be the father of
nations, the father is commanded to keep his son alive in a world that promises no future
and no hope. However, both Abraham and the father have faith by “virtue of the absurd.”
They both understand that they cannot intelligibly understand God’s purpose or plans, but
believe that God is good and will fulfill his promises. By making this leap of faith,
Abraham and the father experience the anxiety of satisfying God’s will while opposing
the social norms (Sittlichkeit) of their society. As a result, God rewards Abraham and the
father for their faith. Abraham is miraculously freed from sacrificing his son while
holding the dagger of the child. Though dead, the father’s faith is rewarded when the son
finds a family with other children, a family who also recognizes that “the breath of God
was his breath yet though it pass from man to man through all time” (McCarthy, The
Road 286). And perhaps it is for this very precise reason that 7he Road was so

unanimously well received. In the face of such a nihilistic visage, a world in which the
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very demons of hell are released from their crematoria to burn and savage and
cannibalize, a father and son can make a “leap to faith” to “carry the fire,” to be the

bastions of faith and of God.
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