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In The Present Age, Kierkegaard laments the absence of action and the elevation of 

endless discourse, which he calls reflection. Action springs from faith, but reflection, 

which nurtures indolence, is the defining feature of a public made in the image of the 

media. Drawing on qualitative research conducted in Ghana, I interrogate how well 

Kierkegaard’s public is recognisable within the digital cultures emerging on social 

media. I argue that while social media can promote faith-based action as in online 

church, its logics of commodification and consumerism impinge strongly on the faith-

minded pursuit for authentic selfhood. 

 

 

Introduction 

In this paper, I explore how a Kierkegaardian conception of the public as a creation of 

information technologies can shed light on the emerging theological discourse on Christian 

subjectivity in the digital age. Two problems dominate Kierkegaard’s concern with 

modernisation in The Present Age: the absence of action and the pervasiveness of reflection. 

Through action, the self is defined subjectively and responsibly, and this provides the basis 

both for authentic relationality both with divinity and humanity. Reflection, on the other hand, 

is the intellectualising instinct of modernity, marked by talkativeness, superficiality, 

formlessness, and flirtation with multiple identities. The reflective disposition is, for 

Kierkegaard, strengthened by the media, which prioritises scope over intensity and truth. Thus, 

the media begets an amorphous group known as the public, to which everyone subscribes but 

no one belongs, and into which the individual is subsumed into an impersonal and 

homogenising abstraction in which genuine personal faith cannot thrive. Noting the increasing 

scholarly acceptance of digital media as providing theological affordances conducive for 

postdigital Christian experience, and drawing on ongoing ethnographic PhD research in Ghana, 

I interrogate the extent to which Kierkegaard’s public is recognisable within the attitude of 

today’s digitally active Christians towards their online experiences. 

 

Methodology 

Through semi-structured interviews, I engaged professional and semi-professional digital 

content creators working either independently or as church employees or volunteers. These 

include social media bloggers (as they are called), and church social media managers. As 

religious and technological agents, Christian digital creatives exercise a form of authority while 



serving as curators of Christian identity for the church through their “media-making 

narratives.”1 I also engaged people who use social media for more everyday purposes. 

Informants were between 18 and 35 years old and included students and professionals living 

in Accra. They were selected through a combination of purposive sampling and snowballing, 

without special regard to gender.2 Wherever it helps shed light on the interaction or theme 

under analysis, I provide additional biographic information. Real names are used for informants 

except where otherwise indicated. 

I argue that while digital culture evinces possibilities for the exercise of Kierkegaardian 

action as with self-narration, self-curation, and political mobilisation on social media, the 

digitally mediated pursuit for authentic selfhood does not escape underlying logics of 

commercialism and consumerism reminiscent of Kierkegaardian reflection. In theorising 

Christian identity individually and corporately, therefore, theology must grapple with the ‘how’ 

of the action-reflection ambivalence that is, for better and worse, inherent to digital culture. 

 

Some Preliminary Observations 

Before delving into what Kierkegaard thought about media and the public, it is useful to address 

Kierkegaards’s contextual relevance to our time, and specifically to the Ghanaian context from 

which I draw my examples. To the extent that Kierkegaard addressed the problem of alienation 

in the transition from the Romantic to the modern era, he clearly holds relevance for 

contemporary theological and philosophical contemplation on the ongoing transformation of 

Ghanaian traditional societies under the pressures of modernisation. Of course, religion has not 

been displaced from the intellectual framework of modernity in Ghana and retains priority as 

a source of personal identity construction.3 It is this pervasiveness—indeed, some would argue 

the identity—of reality with religious subjectivity that allows Victor B. Inoka to claim that it 

is in Africa’s pre-Christian indigenous experience that Kierkegaard’s concept of a leap of faith 

finds its epitome.4 This is because Inoka is not the only one to find parallels between  African 
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Lavrakas (Sage Publications, Inc., April 12, 2008), https://doi.org/10.4135/9781412963947.n105. 
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religious worldviews and Kierkegaardian thought. In his recent book Kierkegaardian 

Subjectivity and African Philosophy, Thomas Kochalumchuvattil shows how Kierkegaard’s 

thought applies to modern African life.5 Especially, he relates it to the modern theological and 

philosophical idea of Ubuntu, summed up in the dictum “I am because you are, and because 

you are, I am.” Kochalumchuvattil argues that an uncritical acceptance of this principle slides 

easily towards “an oppressive communalism that is so prevalent throughout the African 

continent.”6 It is only when the individual relates to the truth in Kierkegaard’s subjective sense 

that personal responsibility is protected from an ineluctable sublimation into an amorphous 

collectivism, and Ubuntu becomes truly possible. Like Kochalumchuvattil, Joseph N. Kudadjie 

sees Kierkegaardian subjectivity as a means for developing an authentic conception of the true 

self in line with the theological anthropology of the Ga Adamgbe of Ghana.7 He believes the 

proper moral education of society operates on the premise that the individual must become 

their true, moral self, and is not thus from birth, an idea he credits to Kierkegaard.8 Here, too, 

of course, echoes from Menkiti cannot be missed.  What all these writers point to is a suggestion 

that Kierkegaard offers a potential corrective to a thoroughgoing communitarianism that 

neither reflects true African society nor augurs well for it. 

The concern over identity as a regulating principle of African theologies has certainly 

been articulated mostly in terms of communitarian conceptions of identity. However, two facts 

should not be taken lightly when one considers the role of identity in African theologies. The 

first is that despite the collectivistic rhetoric, the criterion of authenticity is often engaged in 

terms of the presence or absence of a cognitive dissonance within the individual. In other 

words, the measure of authenticity may be the community, but the experience of it, and 

therefore the justification of the quest for it, remains within individual subjective experience 

and enterprise. Thus, when Ghanaian theologians Kwame Bediako and Cephas Omenyo speak 

of a “theological deficit” caused by the failure of missionary Christianity to account for the 

conceptual worldview of their African converts, it is to an inward psychosocial sense of 
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alienation that they refer.9 This sense of alienation, the inner-subjective difference between the 

authentic African that they were and the half-European they have become (to be discussed in 

the next chapter), is not dissimilar to Kierkegaard’s conception of despair as the gap between 

the aesthetic or ethical and the religious self or single individual.10 It is therefore unsurprising 

that some contemporary thinkers on Africa are turning to Kierkegaard for a revitalised 

conception of the place of the individual self. All this is not to say that Kierkegaard’s reflections 

on the technological disruption of nineteenth-century Denmark will be uncritically applied to 

today’s world, but that the import of the parallels should not be dismissed solely on the grounds 

of his geographic and historical distance from present realities. 

 

Reflection and the Present Age 

“Our age is essentially one of understanding and reflection, without passion, momentarily 

bursting into enthusiasm, and shrewdly relapsing into repose.”11 

 

So begins The Present Age, in which Kierkegaard reflects on the intellectual culture of modern 

Danish society. Kierkegaard complains against the obsession of Danish society with 

“reflection,” which is the indulgence in endless thinking and discussion that leaves no room 

for real action.12 Reflection is the difference, for Kierkegaard, between the previous age of 

revolution and the present age. The previous age has been identified as the French Revolution, 

in the wake of which Danish modernity was taking shape. That age was, for Kierkegaard, an 

age of action, in which people found common causes strong enough to bind them into 

movements and factions, and to act on their convictions. In contrast, the present age is lost in 

reflection, theorising ceaselessly about action rather than taking it. The problem with the 

present age is not stupidity or intellectually incompetence. Rather, public discourse, as an 

experience, is so rich and expansive that it consumes everything else and becomes an end in 

itself. “An age without passion has no values, and everything is transformed into 

representational ideas.”13  

 
9 Cephas N. Omenyo, Pentecost Outside Pentecostalism: A Study of the Development of Charismatic 

Renewal in the Mainline Churches in Ghana (Zoetermeer: Boekencentrum Publishing House, 2006), 3; Kwame 

Bediako, “The Willowbank Consultation: A Personal Reflection,” Themelios 5, no. 2 (1980): 31. 
10 Soren Kierkegaard, The Sickness Unto Death, ed. Alastair Hannay (London: Penguin Books, 1989), 

17–20. 
11 Søren Kierkegaard, The Present Age: On the Death of Rebellion, Dru, Alexa (New York, NY: 

HarperCollins, 1962), 3. 
12 Kierkegaard, 4. 
13 Kierkegaard, 11. Kierkegaard’s concern over reflection echoes the Akan philosophy of suatra (lit. 

overlearning) or nimdeε ntraso (lit. the overreaching of knowledge). It denotes an overly intellectualised outlook 



Reflection has implications for personal and public morality. As reflection saps passion, 

the vital force of conviction, it elevates discourse to the extent that all moral content in 

reflection begins to be lost in a sea of dialectics—“weakened by gnawing reflection”.14 

Conviction devolves to mere opinion no matter how strongly or persuasively it is expressed, 

until “no one is any longer carried away by the desire for the good to perform great things, no 

one is precipitated by evil into atrocious sins, and so there is nothing either of the good or the 

bad to talk about, and yet for that very reason people gossip all the more, since ambiguity is 

tremendously stimulating and much more verbose than rejoicing over goodness or repentance 

over evil.”15  

 

Information Technologies Exacerbate Reflection 

Kierkegaard realises that the individual, no matter how willing, is powerless aginst the 

onslaught of a predominantly discursive culture, for “instead of coming to his help, his milieu 

forms around him a negative intellectual opposition,” constantly presenting him with multiple 

options for envisioning and defining himself.16 Whereas the previous age was one of action, 

“ours is the age of advertisement and publicity. Nothing ever happens but there is immediate 

publicity everywhere.”17 The resonance with the contemporary social context cannot be 

missed. However, during the “golden age” in which he wrote, Kierkegaard interacted with a 

far less complex technologies. Barnett discusses a few technologies which revolutionised 

nineteenth-century Danish society. Among these were the transformation in transportation 

technologies and the invention of the electrical telegraph, which Kierkegaard accused of 

“distorting the way human beings conceive of God and with fomenting ‘windbaggery’ in 

general.”18 Kierkegaard saw the telegraph as contributing to the general trend in which 

information, or reflection, distracts the individual from ultimate, spiritual concerns, and creates 

a mass society in which the societal consciousness is homogenised by the same informational 

concerns. This is because the telegraph promoted a demand for frequent and regular updates, 

in other words, “news.” He is therefore scandalised that this kind of mass society, with values 

 
on like that springs from excessive academic activity and is ill suited to navigating life in the world. It is 

knowledge without wisdom. 
14 Kierkegaard, 14. 
15 Kierkegaard, 14–15. 
16 Kierkegaard, 5. 
17 Kierkegaard, 6. 
18 Christober B Barnett, Kierkegaard and the Question Concerning Technology (New York, NY: 

Bloomsbury Publishing Inc, 2019), 54. 



fundamentality opposed to the interiority of Christian faith, was held up as a Christian society,19 

and information technology facilitated the lie. “Rejoice, O human race, that you have invented 

the telegraph; be proud of your discovery which is so appropriate to the times, calculated to lie 

on the greatest possible scale.”20 In an era of social media and Big Data, his concern over the 

cultural effect of information overflow seems quite prescient. But Kierkegaard’s 

perceptiveness extends to the effect that this insatiable consumption of news had for the value 

of news itself, and by extension, human history. He noted the paradox whereby, by recording 

every detail of societal happenings, events were given the same importance, and history became 

“a mass of information down to the most trivial about what triviality’s mass has done for the 

mass of trivialities.”21 Here too, it is easy to hear echoes of contemporary complaints against 

the constant updates one receives through online and especially social media—everything from 

environmental catastrophes to a friend’s afternoon meal captured in the same newsfeed. This 

idea is more pointedly developed in Kierkegaard’s assessment of the media, which we will turn 

to shortly. 

Perhaps more than any other however, the appearance of the daguerreotype in 

Copenhagen in 1842 symbolised for Kierkegaard the demise of authentic selfhood through 

image-driven consumerism. As George Pattison has noted, the device’s popularity was at least 

partly due to its provision of a kind of virtual world, where “visitors could slip off their 

everyday identity and become tourists in some vaguely defined land to the east and south of 

Denmark.”22 The possibility of escaping the “real” world certainly offered a popular means of 

entertainment, but buried inside it was the seed of modern consumerist culture. Kierkegaard 

was all too perceptive of this, referring to modernity as the age of the crowd and of the 

aesthetic.23 That Kierkegaard likens “membership in the Danish state church to purchasing ‘a 

ticket to Tivoli or a steamship, an omnibus’” demonstrates that for him, the Church had become 

a part of the fanfare of confusion 24. 

 

 
19 Edna H Hong and Howard V Hong, eds., The Essential Kierkegaard, Course Boo (Princeton, NJ: 
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21 226 SKS 26, NB35:15 / JP 4, 5035 Cited in Barnett, Kierkegaard and the Question Concerning 

Technology, 55. 
22 Barnett, Kierkegaard and the Question Concerning Technology, 20.  
23 Barnett, 20. 
24 SKS 27, Papir 589 / JP 6, 6967 Cited in Søren Kierkegaard, Kierkegaard’s Writings, XII, Volume I : 

Concluding Unscientific Postscript to Philosophical Fragments / Søren Kierkegaard; Ed. by Howard V. Hong, 

Edna H. Hong., ed. Edna H Hong and Howard V Hong, Course Boo, Kierkegaard’s Writings ; 83 (Princeton, 

NJ: Princeton University Press, 2013), 50, https://doi.org/10.1515/9781400846993. 



Kierkegaard’s ‘Public’ and Digital Culture in Ghana 

Kierkegaard saw the new media of his day, and especially the press, as an especially harmful 

force in the new information culture and the chief promoter of reflection. But it did more than 

drown people in reflection. While it allowed for the easy dissemination of news and 

information, it also contributed to the formation of a mass informational disposition that was 

opposed to the subjective negation of individual faith. Like the telegraph did to events, the 

press engendered an equalisation of status and significance among individuals, promoting 

instead a diffuse egalitarianism in which all were equally important as unimportant. Within this 

diffuse social consciousness, the individual was lost in an amorphous entity. Kierkegaard called 

this process levelling, and the amorphous entity which it created, he identified with the public.  

The public, as an abstract concept, detracts from the reality even of genuine society. A 

majority and a minority are defined groups of real individuals, but the public is an abstraction. 

In practice, people are unable to associate with any true conviction and for any monumental 

purpose. Instead, an ephemeral follower culture is bred in which everyone has followers, and 

everyone follows, for fleeting and trivial moments of pleasure and entertainment.25 This has a 

pernicious effect: the individual has the sense of freedom but is blind to the larger workings of 

the reflective system. While he “seems to know selfishly what he is doing, one can only say 

of people en masse that they now not what they do.”26 Levelling is a demon over which no 

one has any power; it provides momentary enjoyment, but lasting doom: The people en mass 

cannot repent of it or be saved from it. They only way of escape is through “individual 

religious isolation.”27 

The press’s role in sparking this “self-combustion of the human race” rests in its ability 

to create an all-subsuming abstraction, a phantom, as Kierkegaard calls it, “an all-embracing 

something which is nothing, a mirage—and that phantom is the public.”28 The public, 

“consisting of unreal individuals who never are and never can be united in an actual situation 

or organization—and yet are held together as a whole,” exposes the superficiality of society in 

the present age.29 People associate only for materialistic reasons, for escape, and distraction, 

and their association is an illusion. It is this lack of risk and personal responsibility that is so 

conducive of indolence and that is the lure of the public for the existing individual; one can 

hide behind an abstraction, participating in its abstract actions, which are nothing but 

 
25 Kierkegaard, The Present Age: On the Death of Rebellion, 25. Emphasis in original. 
26 Kierkegaard, 26. Emphasis in original. 
27 Kierkegaard, 27. 
28 Kierkegaard, 33. Emphasis in original. 
29 Kierkegaard, 33–34. 



reflection.30 One can associate with people one does not know or care about only for 

momentary escape, turning community into little more than consensual mutual exploitation.  

Through its creation and nurturing of the public, then, the press affects the destinies both of the 

individual and of the society. 

 

Social Media Christianity in Ghana: A Kierkegaardian Public? 

Taking all the above into account, Kierkegaard characterises the reflective public in terms of 

five features: talkativeness, formlessness, flirtation, superficiality, and reason. These represent 

the collapse of the principle of contradiction. In that sense, they are a Hegelian attempt to 

conceive of persons as composites, or syntheses, of identity types or personae that should in 

reality be seen as contradictory and mutually exclusive.31 Contradiction safeguards singularity 

of identity, and therefore authenticity: “the principle of contradiction strengthens the 

individual’s faithfulness to himself.”32 I discuss each feature here in relation to the social media 

behaviours of Ghanaian Christians I interacted with through one-on-one interviews both online 

and in-person, and focus group discussions. My analysis is based both on my own assessments 

and on the views my informants shared on the perceived impact of social media on the 

individual. 

 

The first feature of the public inimical to authentic selfhood is talkativeness.  

 

Kierkegaard defines this as the result of disregarding the contradiction between talking and 

being silent. “Silence,” he opines, “is the essence of inwardness, and the inner life.” Thus, 

“when people’s attention is no longer turned inwards… but to others and to things outside 

themselves… when the relation is intellectual in search of that satisfaction… that is 

talkativeness.”33 The public is an arena of endless talk, and yet, as an abstraction, the public 

never says anything at all—it is silent. The constant chatter of the public is therefore as empty 

as silence, and by supplanting the latter, it mitigates against subjective interiority. And because 

comparison-borne envy is the principle of reflection promoted by the press, the talk rarely 

amounts to any more than gossip. Again, this is uncannily prescient of the contemporary 

scholarly reaction to the media. Even more precisely, Kierkegaard anticipates the collapse 
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31 Kierkegaard, 42. 
32 Kierkegaard, 42–43. 
33 Kierkegaard, 43. 



between the public and private spheres that is characteristic of modernity, the media, and digital 

culture. He states, “with gossip, therefore, the vital distinction between what is private and 

what is public is obliterated, and everything is reduced to a kind of private-public gossip which 

corresponds more or less to the public of which it forms a part.”34 Of course, with digital 

culture, a key difference is that unlike with traditional media, public self-disclosure forms a 

vital part of the merging of the private and public spheres. 

My interactions with research respondents largely bears out this concern. Commenting 

on the phenomenon of online gender activism, African Studies lectuter Dr Akosuah Ampofo-

Adomako mentioned: 

You know, I said, Georgie says in the in our film, getting to the end, social media 

feminism has its role but at the end of the day you have to have boots on the ground. After 

a few sound bites you need to move on.  It is not frequently a sustained conversation. 
… social media alone it can raise awareness about an issue and in terms of its positive impact, 

I think that's about it. People can learn “wow, okay, this is going on.” 

 

Talkertiveness is also the defining feature of the online phenomennon I call the rise of the 

gurus. In Ghana as elsewhere, a salient affordance of digital culture involves the 

democratisation of expertise, such that an army of young people offering counselling through 

online videos on: marriage, dating, personal finance, investing, health, faith, and more.  These 

include people who profess said expertise or offer such counselling as their personal opinions. 

Nevertheless, for the latter, the inclination to regularly offer unsolicited and critical life advice 

to a potentially limitless audience speaks volumes of the contemporary cultural moment. Yet 

talkativeness is not evinced merely in the proliferation of views on different subjects, but more 

so in the inherent irresolution that characterises such advice. Often these videos, memes, or 

text posts use hashtags that flag affiliation to a given school of thought on the matter. Hashtags 

can be as diametrically opposed as #GodFirst and #MeFirst. As one of my respondents noted,  

Those kind of hashtags. I don’t really believe in most of them because there are different 

views on the same matter. Confusion. somebody will say this, another person will say 

something totally opposite. So I basically I just want to rely on the word what the word 

of God says that's the truth and that's what you go by. 

 

For many of my informants, it was simply impossible to settle complex theological questions 

by going online. What seemed to be of value was the freedom of expression that different 

viewpoints, include those often marginalised or suppressed, enjoy online.  It seemed then that 

for some of them, the saying that it is better to have debated an issue without resolving it than 
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to have resolved an issue without debating it was becoming axiomatic in their interaction with 

theological information on social media. For others, the affordance was even deeper. Zhikay 

Junior, curator of Christian Vibes Gh, one of the largest Christian social media brands, told me 

that he sometimes posts videos of preachers and laypersons teaching opposite doctrines, not to 

give them voice, but to enhance Christianity. He saw the open discussion of divergent views 

as an end in itself that inures to the health of Christianity as a whole. Of course, this is a value 

call. It is a theological reification of free speech that seems to be garnering traction among the 

Christian youth. This is stark contrast to the notions of orthodoxy and heresy that have 

traditionally delimited even the most denominationally fluid expressions of Christianity in 

Ghana. 

The concern that action and mobilisation on social media rarely moves beyond online 

discourse in chat rooms, Twitter Spaces, and YouTube livestreams is however countered by a 

number of recent political movements that took root online and have since mushroomed offline. 

An example of how an online conversation about living standards can grow to unwieldy 

proportions online is the #FixTheCountry protest. The movement started on Twitter and has 

since led to a furore of issues spanning legal and disallowed street protests, and the arrest of 

the convener of the #FixTheCountry secretariat on charges of treason. 

 

The second characteristic of the public is formlessness, “the result of doing away with the 

vital distinction between form and content” 35. 

 

Here, the content of the public’s reflection is so varied that it is formless. It is “capable of being 

extended to include everything or touch upon everything, whereas a real content is clearly, and, 

if one likes, miserably limited because of its intensity and self-absorption.”36 Formlessness is 

also expressed in the penchant for doing things merely for the sake of doing them, or to use 

Kierkegaard’s words, “on principle.” In the present age, people are up and about, hurrying to-

and-fro in a frenzy of meaningless busyness.37 Being busy becomes an end in itself—the 

principle. Every conceivable activity is endorsed by the reflective public as worthy of execution 

and is done for that reason alone. Such formless action is motivated by no genuine, subjectively 

binding principle, and is therefore not spiritually edifying.  

 
35 Kierkegaard, 47. 
36 Kierkegaard, 48. 
37 Kierkegaard, 47. 



 In my view, social media has a way of valorising almost anything by subjecting it to an 

impressive elasticity of interpretation. Like a stand-up comedian who can get away with saying 

the most egregious things by protecting it in the frame of comedy, social media tends to allow 

the possibility that a given post has a range of interpretations that neutralise each other, 

protecting the author from accusations of having caused offence. Of course, this is not always 

the case in an era of cancel culture, but the fact that “cancel-worthy” posts continue to be made 

online where they would not ordinarily be uttered offline again signals the cultural moment we 

are in. One of my informants, throughout our focus group session, spoke about his love for the 

representation of “violence” on his social media accounts. Especially on his WhatsApp 

updates, he posts memes depicting “dark humour” and increases the intensity of morbidity 

whenever he does not get the level of engagement he wants. When I asked for a description of 

the violence he posted, it turned out to be quite graphic. Yet the entire group laughed, and some 

said they would follow him afterwards. This blurring of the lines between acceptable and 

unacceptable content is analogous to that between the amalgamation of truth and falsehood 

online. The test of formlessness here, however, is not in the content per se, but in the medium. 

At a time when fake news is a serious concern, content is still vetted according to established 

professional and legal standards. However, again, the fact that it maintains an unprecedented 

rampancy speaks to the nature of social media. People post because they can and repost because 

it has been posted. In other words, the post on principle: if it will make people laugh, it will 

likely be posted, whether it should make them laugh or not. This is where Kierkegaard’s 

concept of acting “on principle” captures the idea of formlessness. It is the fact of the principle, 

not the quality of it, that drives social media behaviours. 

 

Third, superficiality and the desire to show off is “the result of doing away with the vital 

distinction between concealment and manifestation.”  

 

It is “the manifestation of emptiness,” Kierkegaard says, and it dominates because “where 

scope is concerned it wins, because it has the advantage of dazzling people with its brilliant 

shams.”38 The present age “gains in scope what is loss in intensity.”39 No doubt these words 

apply to the amusements of Tivoli Gardens, but they also speak powerfully to contemporary 

concerns with digital media, with their inherent reliance on unfathomably large amounts of 
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information. On social media especially, it is widely noted that there is a strong incentive to 

constantly share one’s thoughts and life experiences, as well as to consume myriad snippets of 

information from never-ending feeds with constantly changing themes, formats, and 

psychological motivations. The result of doing this constantly, is that “the concealment and 

reserve of inwardness is not given time in which to conceive an essential mystery, which can 

then be made manifest, but is disturbed long before that time comes.”40 Little wonder then that 

many lament the superficiality of experience that is disturbed by the urge to post them online 

no sooner than they have begun. But superficiality is also a complaint directed at the quality of 

the content itself. Within Ghanaian as in Western culture, unbridled consumerism, materialism, 

and narcissism are looked upon negatively in the moral commentary of scholars and laypeople 

alike and are seen as staples of social media culture. But thirdly, superficiality also transpires 

as an effect of consumption. Here, it is seen as a moral deterioration in the individual and 

society. 

 Superficiality was a common complaint amongst respondent groups. Kwadwo Sheldon, 

one of Ghana’s most popular YouTubers, lamented that Christian faith was being watered 

down with worldliness and materialism, and he laid some of the blame for this on today’s 

young, social media friendly clergy. They are imitating American Hip Hop musicians by 

carrying out public disputes or “beefs” and flaunting their flashy lifestyles: 

Take Agradaa for instance. They say she has changed. [Yet] she comes on social media 

to say “Look at my Land Rover, Range Rover, Lexus 2022 and all those things. look at 

my house. This and that.” And then you come to me to preach to me about not being 

materialistic. What’s that? 

 

Sheldon went on to add: 

Yesterday I saw a live video from Obofour “I have a Lexus, I have a Lamborghini,” 

they are the ones putting pressure on people to live a fake life. It’s like they are 

competing with the Jay Zs of this world. And it’s crazy! Today Obofour is fighting 

Agradaa, today, this one is doing that, that one is showing their cars… [Sigh] You have 

men of God trying to be superstars, to be entertainment figures. That is not your job. 

Your job is to feed the sheep, not to come and compete with Sarkodie. Most of them 

are living the celebrity lifestyle… MTV Show Your Crib, Pimp my Ride and all those 

things. You tell the church members their reward is in Heaven and you drive ten Benzs. 

Everyday on Twitter, someone is converting from Christianity to atheism.41 

 

 
40 Kierkegaard, 42. 
41 Brackets mine. 



Superficiality was also a theme of my conversations with Christian social media bloggers Bra 

Banie and Zhikay Junior. Both remarked that today’s generation of Christians are more 

interested in entertainment than in elaborate theological propositions. For Banie: 

Building a Christian brand is difficult especially when the current generation don’t 

always want to hear “God says, God says, God says.” So, you need to find a way to 

know what they want while still portraying the image and likeness of God and the 

character of Jesus. I’ve studied my followers and they want that lifestyle content. It’s 

the only way to get their attention and the only way to build your brand. 

Banie’s concerns were evident in many of the responses I received in focus groups. Most stated 

they did not often go looking for religious content, but stumbled upon it in their feeds, either 

because they had already followed religious accounts or were seeing recommendations by the 

social media algorithms. When they went online, it was mostly for entertainment purposes. 

 

Kojo (pseudonym): So OK so me for me, For Facebook it’s just like a stress reliever. 

I’m just watching videos. Videos of people singing, videos of comedies. WhatsApp. 

I’m always there just for communication. And then Instagram is the same thing 

Facebook does, but Instagram is a bit ahead of Facebook so you get to know more, see 

more, as my brother said.  

 

Arnold: I’ve been spending much time on Facebook, and normally not for religious 

purposes. I got probably to check out on some friends and check on updates cos I 

actually like football. I like Liverpool. So I go in and check on things like that.   

 

When Christian content does get massive and sustained attention, it usually comes packaged 

in the garb of entertainment. An example of a viral challenge is the #Whashawasay dance 

challenge of November 2021 to January 2022. Christian Comedy skits are also a major 

preoccupation of social media users. Very often, social media bloggers post funny segments 

from video sermons. These short skits serve the double purpose, according to Banie, of 

anchoring the faithful to the things of God between Sundays and keeping them entertained. 

Clips from pastors known for their comedic approach to sermons are especially popular. For 

Banie, Zhikay, and other bloggers this is the kind of content that their followers like to see. As 

Banie put it, it is possible to show using social media that “Christianity is never boring.”42 In 

other words, it can match any secular production for entertainment value. In Ghana, sometimes 

this has been proven true, as in the #Whashawasay challenge. Another informant, Seth (34yrs, 

medical doctor), warned that his church was becoming too obsessed with social media, and had 

begun to mistake a large online following for a flock of faithful Christians. 

 
42 “Never” is used here as an emphasis rather than in the literal sense of the word. As such, the sense of 

the phrase is that Christianity is not boring at all. 



 

Flirtation is “the result of doing away with the vital distinction between real love and real 

debauchery.” 

 
In the present age, people are excited to try every possible way of being without committing to 

any. Formlessness is a form of flirtation because it yields to no moral absolute, but rather, 

reduces morality to an abstraction 43. Just as a man can flirt with many women but “only really 

love one girl,”44 it is not possible to truly be the many contradictory identities one takes on in 

the reflective matrix on which the public thrives. Kierkegaard thus leans towards an 

understanding of personal identities in hypermediated contexts as fragmented rather than as 

inherently fluid as contemporary scholars like Giddens have suggested 45. Of course, identity 

“flirtation” is a much-discussed theme in social scientific studies on digital culture. 

Theologically, the idea of drifting across multiple identities presents a challenge when viewed 

in terms of notions of righteousness, integrity, and dependability. Selfhood in Christianity 

usually entails a moral as well as an intellectual orientation. One must not only profess publicly 

through word and baptism to being a Christian, but also through a commitment to righteousness 

and repentance from sin. “Whom God wants me to be” is an orienting maxim that does not 

typically yield to fluid interpretation. 

Yet on social media, the propensity to adopt and enact different personae suggests a 

sort of compartmentalisation—an intellectual isolation of the religious core of the self from 

more peripheral lifestyles that are more elastic. A young woman modelling her Instagram 

persona after Beyonce need not feel a sense of fragmented identity. For observers who perceive 

a disjoint, it may be difficult to pronounce as to whether a Christian is acting like a Beyonce 

wannabe, or if a Beyonce wannabe is acting like a Christian. Of course, where one draws the 

line between core and peripheral sense of the self is controversial—it is essentially the question 

of what is permissible for a self-identifying Christian. What allows us to speak of flirtation as 

an affordance of digital culture appears to be the decentralisation and in many instances the 

personalisation of authority that allows the individual more and more to trust themselves as the 

sole arbiter on that point. But we must perceive that to trust themselves, in the online context, 

often means to trust the crowd, or the public, which valorises the modelled identity mimetically 

and imitatively. 

 
43 Kierkegaard, The Present Age: On the Death of Rebellion, 52. 
44 Kierkegaard, 52. 
45 Anthony Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age (Cambridge: 

Polity Press in association with Blackwell, 1991), 27. 



 

Finally, reasoning is “the result of doing away with the vital distinction which separates 

subjectivity and objectivity”46.  

 

If reason can help realise the unity between opposing concepts, it alone does not help the 

individual determine how to act in the future. As far as the individual’s actions are concerned, 

reason is only fruitful in contemplating what he has already done. And yet—this is another 

axiomatic idea in Kierkegaard—life is lived forwards but understood backwards 47. Within the 

public, people pretend they can be objective about everything, so much so that individuality is 

lost even in speech. The result is the anonymisation of the individual through abstract 

communication.  

Nowadays one can talk with any one, and it must be admitted that people’s opinions 

are exceedingly sensible, yet the conversation leaves one with the impression of having 

talked to an anonymity. The same person will say the most contradictory things and, 

with the utmost calm, make a remark which coming from him is a bitter satire on his 

own life… People’s remarks are so objective, so all-inclusive, that it is a matter of 

complete indifference who expresses them.48 

 

In this age, then, just as truthfulness is collapsed into the ubiquity of information, individuality 

is lost in self-representations that are so abstract they can be true of anyone. Again, this rings 

strikingly true in an age where the rhetorical marks of humility include equivocation and 

sometimes even vicious self-deprecation. On equivocation, I note the popular tactic among 

academics to answer “a little bit of both” to questions taking the form “more x or more y?” 

Clearly, a questioner who frames their inquiry this way already acknowledges the relevance of 

both x and y. But it has become nearly impossible to extract any firm commitments one way 

or another by today’s academics, who seem to prefer to bet on both sides than be decidedly—

God forbid—publicly, wrong. But it does seem that the reification of vagueness is more an 

academic than a popular problem in Ghanaian social media. There, people are strongly 

opinionated. Online mobilisations around causes using hashtags signal this, as does the rise of 

cancel culture. Among Christians, digital media offers a space for the expression of 

subjectivity, and especially where religious expressions are concerned, subjectivity of 

experience and trust in one’s orthodoxy supersede any reach for objectivity. Indeed, amongst 

 
46 Kierkegaard, The Present Age: On the Death of Rebellion, 53. 
47 Søren Kierkegaard, “Selected Early Entries from Kierkegaard’s Journals and Papers,” in The Essential 

Kierkegaard, ed. Edna H Hong and Howard V Hong (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016), 1–12, 

https://doi.org/10.1515/9781400847198-002/HTML. 
48 Kierkegaard, The Present Age: On the Death of Rebellion, 51–52. 



young Ghanaian Christians, objectivity is often denounced as a facet of scientism, which is 

insufficient to answer for the fullness of the human experience. This point has been made by 

Kwame Anthony Appiah: Africans will often reject scientific propositions that go contrary to 

their religious beliefs. One of my focus group participants gave voice to this: 

Unfortunately I sit behind my phone and somebody also sits behind his phone or a 

laptop, and propounds  a theory—the theory of continental drift—and comes and puts 

it there. And unfortunately, people will follow, people will cheer them [on]. 

For him, the scientific theory of continental drift, along with the larger package of evolution, 

must be rejected because they are contrary to his Christian faith. This attitude is the norm when 

young Christians encounter evolutionist ideas online, but also ideas seen as imports of Western 

liberalism and immorality, such as radical (and other types of) feminism. 

 

Reflections and Conclusion 

From the above, it follows that social media embody a complex range of factors and effects 

relating to the development of selfhood. In Christian terms, this sometimes promotes traditional 

conceptions of selfhood, as with gender, and at other times subverts them, as seen in the 

boldness with which Christians critique church leaders and cycle through numerous religious 

affiliations online.  

On the whole, if Kierkegaardian action represents faith, it does seem that social media 

tends towards reflection at least where my respondents are concerned. My ethnographic 

research did reveal a general concern over the “windbaggery” of social media discourse, which, 

for Christians in Ghana, may indeed have implications for how God is conceived. A real 

question here is what becomes of divinity when it attains relatability and accessibility by 

appearing in the subliminal messaging of comedy clips and dance videos?49 What happens to 

the notion of a believer whose faith is sustained through an aesthetic promoted by algorithms 

to which she is blind, and to a crowd of which she is only a passive subscriber, a “serial 

number,” as Kierkegaard foresaw, rather than an active member? The question extends 

naturally to theological conceptions of the church: in “the age of the crowd and of the 

aesthetic,” how passive can the body of Christ get without growing senile?50 As we saw earlier, 

Kiekegaard suggests that part of this passivity pertains to the degree of intellectual involvement 

of the individual in the cultural efflorescence of the media-made public. Though the individual 

“seems to know selfishly what he is doing, one can only say of people en masse that they now 

 
49 Christober B Barnett, Kierkegaard and the Question Concerning Technology (New York, NY: 

Bloomsbury Publishing Inc, 2019), 54. 
50 Barnett, 20. 



not what they do.”51 This is a key observation borne out by my ethnography, which revealed a 

general lack of understanding or even concern over the workings of algorithms on social media 

platforms. As algorithms inveigh into the online lives and operations of Christian individuals 

and groups, how are they helping to shape Christian identity? It would appear that one 

possibility is blind trust, or to put it theologically, a vacuous type of faith in the machine, but 

also in the person behind the machine. Several authors have already noted this as a theoretical 

possibility.  If faith is—at least in part—a form of ceded authority in a higher power, then 

today’s Ghanaian Christian seems willing to transfer it from her local pastor to Apostle Selman 

on the advice of utterly hidden agents. But besides the algorithms themselves, who are these 

agents?  As stated, these issues were not at the forefront of the minds of the pastors and ordinary 

Christians I interacted with. My contention is that they should be. As Campbell and Garner 

have warned concerning networked Christianity,  

lest we think new media culture is a free-for-all, where users have the ultimate power 

to create and interpret, it is important to recognize that limits are embedded within new 

media culture, creating a paradox between freedom and control.     

 

But all this is not to say that social media necessarily lead to a decline of Christian faith. 

In fact, it may intensify the sense of Christian self-identification through its myriad and 

memetic remediations.  Ghanaians remain some of the most religious people in the world, and 

it is possible that bloggers like Banie and Zhikay are correct: the function of social media is 

not so much to engender Christian faith and spirituality as it is to ensure that once engendered, 

they are not easily shed as people travel online. By keeping Christianity from being boring 

online, it may help maintain its appeal offline, and keep people going back to the offline sources 

for spiritual replenishing. The question is how the old, offline stores of faith are then seen once 

they are re-encountered after the dazzle of the online experience. This, of course, is another 

discussion altogether, but one worth having. 

 

 
51 Kierkegaard, 26. Emphasis in original. 


