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The Sickness Unto Death, Chapter 1 (selections) 

Chapter 1: That Despair is the Sickness Unto Death 

 

A. Despair is a Sickness in the Spirit, in the Self, and So It May Assume a Triple 

Form: in Despair at Not Being Conscious of Having a Self (Despair Improperly So 

Called); in Despair at Not Willing to Be Oneself; in Despair at Willing to Be Oneself. 

[INTENTIONALLY OMITTED] 

B. Possibility and Actuality of Despair 

 

Is despair an advantage or a drawback? Regarded in a purely dialectical way it is 

both. If one were to stick to the abstract notion of despair, without thinking of any 

concrete despairer, one might say that it is an immense advantage. The possibility of 

this sickness is man’s advantage over the beast, and this advantage distinguishes 

him far more essentially than the erect posture, for it implies the infinite erectness 

or loftiness of being spirit. The possibility of this sickness is man’s advantage over 

the beast; to be sharply observant of this sickness constitutes the Christian’s 

advantage over the natural man; to be healed of this sickness is the Christian’s bliss. 

So then it is an infinite advantage to be able to despair; and yet it is not only the 

greatest misfortune and misery to be in despair; no, it is perdition. Ordinarily there 

is no such relation between possibility and actuality; if it is an advantage to be able 

to be this or that, it is a still greater advantage to be such a thing. That is to say, 

being is related to the ability to be as an ascent. In the case of despair, on the 

contrary, being is related to the ability to be as a fall. Infinite as is the advantage of 

the possibility, just so great is the measure of the fall. So in the case of despair the 

ascent consists in not being in despair. Yet this statement is open to 

misunderstanding. The thing of not being in despair is not like not being lame, 

blind, etc. In case the not being in despair means neither more nor less than not 

being this, then it is precisely to be it. The thing of not being in despair must mean 

the annihilation of the possibility of being this; if it is to be true that a man is not in 

despair, one must annihilate the possibility every instant. Such is not ordinarily the 

relation between possibility and actuality. Although thinkers say that actuality is 

the annihilated possibility, yet this is not entirely true; it is the fulfilled, the 

effective possibility. Here, on the contrary, the actuality (not being in despair), which 

in its very form is a negation, is the impotent, annihilated possibility; ordinarily, 

actuality in comparison with possibility is a confirmation, here it is a negation. 



Despair is the disrelationship in a relation which relates itself to itself. But the 

synthesis is not the disrelationship, it is merely the possibility, or, in the synthesis is 

latent the possibility of the disrelationship. If the synthesis were the disrelationship, 

there would be no such thing as despair, for despair would then be something 

inherent in human nature as such, that is, it would not be despair, it would be 

something that befell a man, something he suffered passively, like an illness into 

which a man falls, or like death which is the lot of all. No, this thing of despairing is 

inherent in man himself; but if he were not a synthesis, he could not despair, neither 

could he despair if the synthesis were not originally from God’s hand in the right 

relationship. 

Whence then comes despair? From the relation wherein the synthesis relates itself 

to itself, in that God who made man a relationship lets this go as it were out of His 

hand, that is, in the fact that the relation relates itself to itself. And herein, in the 

fact that the relation is spirit, is the self, consists the responsibility under which all 

despair lies, and so lies every instant it exists, however much and however 

ingeniously the despairer, deceiving himself and others, may talk of his despair as a 

misfortune which has befallen him, with a confusion of things different, as in the 

case of vertigo aforementioned, with which, though it is qualitatively different, 

despair has much in common, since vertigo is under the rubric soul what despair is 

under the rubric spirit, and is pregnant with analogies to despair. 

So when the disrelationship — that is, despair — has set in, does it follow 

as a matter of course that it continues? No, it does not follow as a matter of 

course; if the disrelationship continues, it does not follow as a consequence 

of the disrelation but as a consequence of the relation which relates itself 

to itself. That is to say, every time the disrelation expresses itself, and 

every instant it exists, it is to the relation one must revert. Observe that we 

speak of a man contracting a disease, maybe through carelessness. Then 

the illness sets in, and from that instant it affirms itself and is now an 

actuality, the origin of which recedes more and more into the past. It 

would be cruel and inhuman if one were to continue to say incessantly, 

“This instant thou, the sick man, art contracting this disease”; that is, if 

every instant one were to resolve the actuality of the disease into its 

possibility. It is true that he did contract the disease, but this he did only 

once; the continuance of the disease is a simple consequence of the fact 

that he once contracted it, its progress is not to be referred every instant to 

him as the cause; he contracted it, but one cannot say that he is contracting 

it. Not so with despair: every actual instant of despair is to be referred 

back to possibility, every instant the man in despair is contracting it, it is 

constantly in the present tense, nothing comes to pass here as a 

consequence of a bygone actuality superseded; at every actual instant of 

despair the despairer bears as his responsibility all the foregoing 

experience in possibility as a present. This comes from the fact that despair 



is a qualification of spirit, that it is related to the eternal in man. But the 

eternal he cannot get rid of, no, not to all eternity; he cannot cast it from 

him once for all, nothing is more impossible; every instant he does not 

possess it he must have cast it or be casting it from him — but it comes 

back, every instant he is in despair he contracts despair. For despair is not 

a result of the disrelationship but of the relation which relates itself to 

itself. And the relation to himself a man cannot get rid of, any more than he 

can get rid of himself, which moreover is one and the same thing, since the 

self is the relationship to oneself. 

 

C. Despair is “The Sickness unto Death.” 

 

The concept of the sickness unto death must be understood, however, in a peculiar 

sense. Literally it means a sickness the end and outcome of which is death. Thus one 

speaks of a mortal sickness as synonymous with a sickness unto death. In this sense 

despair cannot be called the sickness unto death. But in the Christian 

understanding of it death itself is a transition unto life. In view of this, there is from 

the Christian standpoint no earthly, bodily sickness unto death. For death is 

doubtless the last phase of the sickness, but death is not the last thing. If in the 

strictest sense we are to speak of a sickness unto death, it must be one in which the 

last thing is death, and death the last thing. And this precisely is despair. 

Yet in another and still more definite sense despair is the sickness unto 

death. It is indeed very far from being true that, literally understood, one 

dies of this sickness, or that this sickness ends with bodily death. On the 

contrary, the torment of despair is precisely this, not to be able to die. So it 

has much in common with the situation of the moribund when he lies and 

struggles with death, and cannot die. So to be sick unto death is, not to be 

able to die — yet not as though there were hope of life; no the hopelessness 

in this case is that even the last hope, death, is not available. When death is 

the greatest danger, one hopes for life; but when one becomes acquainted 

with an even more dreadful danger, one hopes for death. So when the 

danger is so great that death has become one’s hope, despair is the 

disconsolateness of not being able to die. 

It is in this last sense that despair is the sickness unto death, this agonizing 

contradiction, this sickness in the self, everlastingly to die, to die and yet 

not to die, to die the death. For dying means that it is all over, but dying 

the death means to live to experience death; and if for a single instant this 

experience is possible, it is tantamount to experiencing it forever. If one 

might die of despair as one dies of a sickness, then the eternal in him, the 

self, must be capable of dying in the same sense that the body dies of 



sickness. But this is an impossibility; the dying of despair transforms itself 

constantly into a living. The despairing man cannot die; no more than “the 

dagger can slay thoughts” can despair consume the eternal thing, the self, 

which is the ground of despair, whose worm dieth not, and whose fire is 

not quenched. Yet despair is precisely self-consuming, but it is an impotent 

self-consumption which is not able to do what it wills; and this impotence 

is a new form of self-consumption, in which again, however, the despairer 

is not able to do what he wills, namely, to consume himself. This is despair 

raised to a higher potency, or it is the law for the potentiation. This is the 

hot incitement, or the cold fire in despair, the gnawing canker whose 

movement is constantly inward, deeper and deeper, in impotent self-

consumption. The fact that despair does not consume him is so far from 

being any comfort to the despairing man that it is precisely the opposite, 

this comfort is precisely the torment, it is precisely this that keeps the 

gnawing pain alive and keeps life in the pain. This precisely is the reason 

why he despairs — not to say despaired — because he cannot consume 

himself, cannot get rid of himself, cannot become nothing. This is the 

potentiated formula for despair, the rising of the fever in the sickness of 

the self. 

A despairing man is in despair over something. So it seems for an instant, but only 

for an instant; that same instant the true despair manifests itself, or despair 

manifests itself in its true character. For in the fact that he despaired of something, 

he really despaired of himself, and now would be rid of himself. Thus when the 

ambitious man whose watchword was “Either Caesar or nothing” does not become 

Caesar, he is in despair thereat. But this signifies something else, namely, that 

precisely because he did not become Caesar he now cannot endure to be himself. So 

properly he is not in despair over the fact that he did not become Caesar, but he is in 

despair over himself for the fact that he did not become Caesar. This self which, had 

he become Caesar, would have been to him a sheer delight (though in another sense 

equally in despair), this self is now absolutely intolerable to him. In a profounder 

sense it is not the fact that he did not become Caesar which is intolerable to him, but 

the self which did not become Caesar is the thing that is intolerable; or, more 

correctly, what is intolerable to him is that he cannot get rid of himself. If he had 

become Caesar he would have been rid of himself in desperation, but now that he did 

not become Caesar he cannot in desperation get rid of himself. Essentially he is 

equally in despair in either case, for he does not possess himself, he is not himself. 

By becoming Caesar he would not after all have become himself but have got rid of 

himself, and by not becoming Caesar he falls into despair over the fact that he 

cannot get rid of himself. Hence it is a superficial view (which presumably has never 

seen a person in despair, not even one’s own self) when it is said of a man in despair, 

“He is consuming himself.” For precisely this it is he despairs of, and to his torment 



it is precisely this he cannot do, since by despair fire has entered into something that 

cannot burn, or cannot burn up, that is, into the self. 

So to despair over something is not yet properly despair. It is the beginning, or it is 

as when the physician says of a sickness that it has not yet declared itself. The next 

step is the declared despair, despair over oneself. A young girl is in despair over love, 

and so she despairs over her lover, because he died, or because he was unfaithful to 

her. This is not a declared despair; no, she is in despair over herself. This self of 

hers, which, if it had become “his” beloved, she would have been rid of in the most 

blissful way, or would have lost, this self is now a torment to her when it has to be a 

self without “him”; this self which would have been to her riches (though in another 

sense equally in despair) has now become to her a loathsome void, since “he” is dead, 

or it has become to her an abhorrence, since it reminds her of the fact that she was 

betrayed. Try it now, say to such a girl, “Thou art consuming thyself,” and thou shalt 

hear her reply, “Oh, no, the torment is precisely this, that I cannot do it.” 

To despair over oneself, in despair to will to be rid of oneself, is the formula for all 

despair, and hence the second form of despair (in despair at willing to be oneself) can 

be followed back to the first (in despair at not willing to be oneself), just as in the 

foregoing we resolved the first into the second. A despairing man wants despairingly 

to be himself. But if he despairingly wants to be himself, he will not want to get rid 

of himself. Yes, so it seems; but if one inspects more closely, one perceives that after 

all the contradiction is the same. That self which he despairingly wills to be is a self 

which he is not (for to will to be that self which one truly is, is indeed the opposite of 

despair); what he really wills is to tear his self away from the Power which 

constituted it. But notwithstanding all his despair, this he is unable to do, 

notwithstanding all the efforts of despair, that Power is the stronger, and it compels 

him to be the self he does not will to be. But for all that he wills to be rid of himself, 

to be rid of the self which he is, in order to be the self he himself has chanced to 

chose. To be self as he wills to be would be his delight (though in another sense it 

would be equally in despair), but to be compelled to be self as he does not will to be is 

his torment, namely, that he cannot get rid of himself. 

Socrates proved the immortality of the soul from the fact that the sickness of the 

soul (sin) does not consume it as sickness of the body consumes the body. So also we 

can demonstrate the eternal in man from the fact that despair cannot consume his 

self, that this precisely is the torment of contradiction in despair. If there were 

nothing eternal in a man, he could not despair; but if despair could consume his self, 

there would still be no despair. 

Thus it is that despair, this sickness in the self, is the sickness unto death. The 

despairing man is mortally ill. In an entirely different sense than can appropriately 

be said of any disease, we may say that the sickness has attacked the noblest part; 

and yet the man cannot die. Death is not the last phase of the sickness, but death is 



continually the last. To be delivered from this sickness by death is an impossibility, 

for the sickness and its torment . . . and death consist in not being able to die. 

This is the situation in despair. And however thoroughly it eludes the attention of 

the despairer, and however thoroughly the despairer may succeed (as in the case of 

that kind of despair which is characterized by unawareness of being in despair) in 

losing himself entirely, and losing himself in such a way that it is not noticed in the 

least — eternity nevertheless will make it manifest that his situation was despair, 

and it will so nail him to himself that the torment nevertheless remains that he 

cannot get rid of himself, and it becomes manifest that he was deluded in thinking 

that he succeeded. And thus it is eternity must act, because to have a self, to be a 

self, is the greatest concession made to man, but at the same time it is eternity’s 

demand upon him. 


