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THE SICKNESS UNTO DEATH,

A CHRISTIAN PSYCHOLOGICAL EXPOSITION
FOR UPBUILDING AND AWAKENING
(JULY 30, 1849)

BY ANTI-CLIMACUS
EDITED BY S. KIERKEGAARD

"The pseudonymous works from Either/ Or through Postscript were an esthetic series paralle] tg
the signed series from Tivo Upbuilding Discourses through Three Discoutses on Imagined Occasions:
The pseudonymous works in the so-called “second authorship” include The Sickness unto Degl
and Practice in Christianity under a new pseudonym. The name of the pseudonymous autho,
Anti-Climacus, immediately prompts comparison with a pseudonymous author in the first s
ries, Johannes Climacus (Fragments, Johannes Climacus, and Postscript). The relation, however, i
not one of opposition but of level or rank, of being before or above. “Johannes Climacus ang
Anti-Climacus have several things in common; but the difference is that whereas Johannes Clis
macus places himself so low that he even says that he himself is not a Christian, one seems.to
be able to detect in Anti-Climacus that he considers himself to be a Christian on an extraci-
dinarily high level. . . . T would place myself higher than Johannes Climacus, lower than Anti-*
Climacus1% e

The substance of the work and that of The Concept of Anxiety are related as two levels.iri Hig
“anthropological contemplation” based on the conception of man as a synthesis of the finite
and the infinite, the temporal and the eternal, freedom and necessity. Anxiety is the “dizziness
of freedom, which emerges when the spirit wants to posit the synthesis and freedom lodks
down into its own possibility, laying hold of finiteness to support itself.”"*® Despair presup-
poses anxiety and goes further: “In all despair there is an interplay of finitude and infinitude,
of the divine and the human, of freedom and necessity”'%7 The actuality of despair is great
misery, but the possibility of despair is 2 mark of human destiny as spirit, of human elevation
above the animal. The Sickness unto Death treats more extensively and trenchantly Judge
William’s analysis of the esthete’s despair (Either/ Or) and its relation to doubt (Johannes Gli-
macus). “Doubt is thought’s despair; despair is personality’s doubt””?%8 The work is an epito-
mization of Kierkegaard’s philosophical anthropology, his view of human nature and of the
implications of the universality of despair in human experience. Here Kierkegaard, despite-his
often being called the “father of existentialism,” does not belong among the existentialists who
hold, according to Jean Paul Sartre, that there is no human nature, no essence, because there s
no being who could bestow this nature.
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The Sickness unto Death 351

DESPAIR IS THE SICKNESS
UNTO DEATH

A.
Despair is a Sickness of the Spirit, of the Self, and Accordingly
Can Take Three Forms: In Despair Not to Be Conscious of Having a Self
(Not Despair in the Strict Sense); in Despair Not to Will to Be Oneself;
in Despair to Will to Be Oneself

A human being is spirit. But what is spirit? Spirit is the self.'®” But what is
the self? The self is a relation that relates itself to itself or is the relation’s re-
lating itself to itself in the relation; the self is not the relation but is the re-
Jation’s relating itself to itself. A human being is a synthesis of the infinite
and the finite, of the temporal and the eternal, of freedom and necessity, in
short, a synthesis. A synthesis is a relation between two. Considered in this
way, a human being is still not a self.

In the relation between two, the relation is the third as a negative unity,
and the two relate to the relation and in the relation to the relation; thus
under the qualification of the psychical the relation between the psychical
and the physical is a relation. If, however, the relation relates itself to itself,
this relation is the positive third, and this is the self.

Such a relation that relates itself to itself, a self, must either have estab-
lished itself or have been established by another.

If the relation that relates itself to itself has been established by another,
then the relation is indeed the third, but this relation, the third, is yet again
a relation and relates itself to that which established the entire relation.

The human self is such a derived, established relation, a relation that re-
lates itself to itself and in relating itself to itself relates itself to another. This
is why there can be two forms of despair in the strict sense. If a human self
had itself established itself, then there could be only one form: not to will to
be oneself, to will to do away with oneself, but there could not be the form:
in despair to will to be oneself. This second formulation is specifically the
expression for the complete dependence of the relation (of the self), the ex-
pression for the inability of the self to arrive at or to be in equilibrium and
rest by itself, but only, in relating itself to itself, by relating itself to that which
has established the entire relation. Yes, this second form of despair (in despair
to will to be oneself) is so far from designating merely a distinctive kind of
despair that, on the contrary, all despair ultimately can be traced back to and
be resolved in it. If the despairing person is aware of his despair, as he thinks
he is, and does not speak meaninglessly of it as of something that is happen-
ing to him (somewhat as one suffering from dizziness speaks in nervous delu-
sion of a weight on his head or of something that has fallen down on him,
etc., a weight and a pressure that nevertheless are not something external but
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352 The Sickness unto Death

a reverse reflection of the internal) and now with all his power seeks to break
the despair by himself and by himself alone—he is still in despair and With
all his presumed effort only works himself all the deeper into deeper despair
The misrelation of despair is not a simple misrelation but a misrelation iny
relation that relates itself to itself and has been established by another, g, that
the misrelation in that relation which is for itself’ | for sig] also reflects itselr
nfinitely in the relation to the power that established it. \,

The formula that describes the state of the self when despair is completely
rooted out is this: in relating itself to itself and in willing to be itself, the self
rests transparently in the power that established jt.

b,
The Possibility and the Actuality of Despair

Is despair an excellence or a defect? Purely dialectically, it is both. If only the
abstract idea of despair is considered, without any thought of someone: jij
despair, it must be regarded as a surpassing excellence. The possibility of this
sickness is man’s superiority over the animal, and this superiority distin.
guishes him in quite another way than does his erect walk, for it indicates 111
finite erectness or sublimity, that he is spirit. The possibility of this sicknegs.
is man’s superiority over the animal; to be aware of this sickness is the Chiris-
tian’s superiority over the natural man; to be cured of this sickness is the
Christian’s blessedness. ‘
Consequently, to be able to despair is an infinite advantage, and yet to be
in despair is not only the worst misfortune and misery—no, it is ruination,
Generally this is not the case with the relation between possibility and acty-
ality. If it is an excellence to be able to be this or that, then it is an even greater
excellence to be that; in other words, to be is like an ascent when compared
with being able to be. With respect to despair, however, to be is like a de-
scent when compared with being able to be; the descent is as infinitely low
as the excellence of possibility is high. Consequently, in relation to despair,
not to be in despair is the ascending scale. But here again this category i
equivocal. Not to be in despair is not the same as not being lame, blind, etc. ;
If not being in despair signifies neither more nor less than not being in de-
spair, then it means precisely to be in despair. Not to be in despair must sig-
nify the destroyed possibility of being able to be in despair; if a person is truly
not to be in despair, he must at every moment destroy the possibility. This is
generally not the case in the relation between actuality and possibility. Ad-
mittedly, thinkers say that actuality is annihilated possibility, but that is not
entirely true; it is the consumimated, the active possibility. Here, on the con-
trary, the actuality (not to be in despair) is the impotent, destroyed possibil-
ity, which is why it is also a negation; although actuality in relation to possi~

bility is usually a corroboration, here it is a denial.
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The Sickness unto Death 353

Despair is the misrelation in the relation of a synthesis that relates itself to
itself. But the synthesis is not the misrelation; it is merely the possibility, or
in the synthesis lies the possibility of the misrelation. If the synthesis were
the misrelation, then despair would not exist at all, then despair would be
something that lies in human nature as such. That is, it would not be despair;
it would be something that happens to a man, something he suffers, like a
disease to which he succumbs, or like death, which is everyone’s fate. No,
no, despairing les in man himself. If he were not a synthesis, he could not
despair at all; nor could he despair if the synthesis in its original state from
the hand of God were not in the proper relationship.

Where, then, does the despair come from? From the relation in which the
synthesis relates itself to itself, inasmuch as God, who constituted man a re~
lation, releases it from his hand, as it were—that is, inasmuch as the relation
relates itself to itself. And because the relation is spirit, is the self, upon it rests
the responsibility for all despair at every moment of its existence, however
much the despairing person speaks of his despair as a misfortune and how-
ever ingeniously he deceives himself and others, confusing it with that pre-
viously mentioned case of dizziness, with which despair, although qualita-
tively different, has much in common, since dizziness corresponds, in the
category of the psychical, to what despair is in the category of the spirit, and
it lends itself to numerous analogies to despair.

Once the misrelation, despair, has come about, does it continue as a mat-
ter of course? No, it does not continue as a matter of course; if the misre-
lation continues, it is not attributable to the misrelation but to the relation
that relates itself to itself. That is, every time the misrelation manifests itself
and every moment it exists, it must be traced back to the relation. For ex-
ample, we say that someone catches a sickness, perhaps through carelessness.
The sickness sets in and from then on is in force and is an actuality whose
origin recedes more and more into the past. It would be both cruel and in-
human to go on saying, “You, the sick person, are in the process of catch-
ing the sickress right now.” That would be the same as perpetually wanting
to dissolve the actuality of the sickness into its possibility. It is true that he
was responsible for catching the sickness, but he did that only once; the con~-
tinuation of the sickness is a simple result of his catching it that one time,
and its progress cannot be traced at every moment to him as the cause; he
brought it upon himself, but it cannot be said that he is bringing it upon him-
self. To despair, however, is a different matter. Every actual moment of de-
spair is traceable to possibility; every moment he is in despair he is bringing
it upon himself. It is always the present tense; in relation to the actuality
there is no pastness of the past; in every actual moment of despair the per-
son in despair bears all the past as a present in possibility. The reason for this
is that to despair is a qualification of spirit and relates to the eternal in man.
But he cannot rid himself of the eternal—no, never in all eternity. He can-
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354 ‘ The Sickness unto Death

not throw it away once and for all, nothing is more impossible; at any mq.
ment that he does not have it, he must have thrown it or is throwjng it
away-—Dbut it comes again, that is, every moment he is in despair he is bring.
ing his despair upon himself. For despair is not attributable to the misrely-
tion but to the relation that relates itself to itself, A person cannot rid hipy,.
self of the relation to himself any more than he can rid himself of hig self,
which, after all, is one and the same thing, since the self is the relation ¢
oneself.

C.
Despair Is “the Sickness unto Death”

This concept, the sickness unto death, must, however, be understood in a
particular way. Literally it means a sickness of which the end and the result
are death. Therefore we use the expression “fatal sickness” as synonymous
with the sickness unto death. In that sense, despair cannot be called the sick.
ness unto death. Christianly understood, death itself is a passing into life,
Thus, from a Christian point of view, no earthly, physical sickness is the sick-
ness unto death, for death is indeed the end of the sickness, but death is not
the end. If there is to be any question of a sickness unto death in the strictest
sense, it must be a sickness of which the end is death and death i the end,
This is precisely what despair is.

But in another sense despair is even more definitely the sickness unto
death. Literally speaking, there is not the slightest possibility that anyone will
die from this sickness or that it will end in physical death. On the contrary,
the torment of despair is precisely this inability to die. Thus it has more in
common with the situation of a mortally ill person when he lies struggling
with death and yet cannot die. Thus to be sick unto death is to be unable to
die, yet not as if there were hope of life; no, the hopelessness is that there is
not even the ultimate hope, death. When death is the greatest danger, we
hope for life; but when we learn to know the even greater danger, we hope
for death. When the danger is so great that death becomes the hope, then
despair is the hopelessness of not even being able to die.

It is in this last sense that despair is the sickness unto death, this torment-
ing contradiction, this sickness of the self, perpetually to be dying, to die
and yet not die, to die death. For to die signifies that it is all over, but to die
death means to experience dying, and if this is experienced for one single
moment, one thereby experiences it forever. If a person were to die of de-
spair as one dies of a sickness, then the eternal in him, the self, must be able
to die in the same sense as the body dies of sickness. But this is impossible;
the dying of despair continually converts itself into a living. The person in
despair cannot die; “no more than the dagger can slaughter thoughts” can
despair consume the eternal, the self at the root of despair, whose worm
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The Sickness unto Death 355

does not die and whose fire is not quenched.?”” Nevertheless, despair is ver-
itably a self-consuming, but an impotent self-consuming that cannot do
what it wants to do. What it wants to do is to consume itself, something it
cannot do, and this impotence is a new form of self-consuming, in which
despair is once again unable to do what it wants to do, to consume itself; this
;s an intensification, or the law of intensification. This is the provocativeness
of the cold fire in despair, this gnawing that burrows deeper and deeper in
impotent self-consuming. The inabﬂity of despair to consume him 1s so re-
mote from being any kind of comfort to the person in despair that it is the
very opposite. This comfort is precisely the torment, is precisely what keeps
the gnawing alive and keeps life in the gnawing, for it s precisely over this
that he despairs (not as having despaired): that he cannot consume himself,
cannot get rid of himself, cannot reduce himself to nothing. This is the for-
mula for despair raised to a higher power, the rising fever in this sickness of
the self.

An individual in despair despairs over something. So it seems for a moment,
pbut only for a moment; in the same moment the true despair or despair in
its true form shows itself. In despairing over something, he really despaired
over himself and now he wants to be rid of himself. For example, when the
ambitious man whose slogan is “Either Caesar or nothing”?°" does not get
to be Caesar, he despairs over it. But this also means something else: precisely
because he did not get to be Caesar, he now cannot bear to be himself. Con-
sequently he does not despair because he did not get to be Caesar but de-
spairs over himself because he did not get to be Caesar. This self, which, if
it had become Caesar, would have been in seventh heaven (a state, inciden-
tally, that in another sense is just as despairing), this self is now utterly intol-
erable to him. In a deeper sense, it is not his failure to become Caesar that is
intolerable, but it is this self that did not become Caesar that is intolerable;
or, to put it even more accurately, what is intolerable to him is that he can-
not get rid of himself. If he had become Caesar, he would despairingly get
rid of himself, but he did not become Caesar and cannot despairingly get rid
of himself. Essentially, he is just as despairing, for he does not have his self,
is not himself. He would not have become himself by becoming Caesar but
would have been rid of himself, and by not becoming Caesar he despairs
over not being able to get rid of himself. Thus it is superficial for someone
(who probably has never seen anyone in despair, not even himself) to say of
a person in despair: He is consuming himself. But this is precisely what he
in his despair [wants] and this is precisely what he to his torment cannot do,
since the despair has inflamed something that cannot burn or be burned up
in the self.

Consequently, to despair over something is still not despair proper. It is the
beginning, or, as the physician says of an illness, it has not yet declared itself.
The next is declared despair, to despair over oneself. A young girl despairs of
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356 The Sickness unto Death

love, that is, she despairs over the loss of her beloved, over his
unfaithfulness to her. This is not declared despair; no, she despairs ovey her
self. This self of hers, which she would have been rid of or would haye lost
in the most blissful manner had it become “his” beloved, this self becomﬁs‘g ‘
torment to her if it has to be a self without “him.” This self, which would
have become her treasure (although, in another sense, it would have beep just
as despairing), has now become to her an abominable void since “he” dieg.
or it has become to her a nauseating reminder that she has been deceived.
Just try it, say to such a girl, “You are consuming yourself,” and you will heg,
her answer, “Oh, but the torment is simply that I cannot do that.”

To despair over oneself, in despair to will to be rid of oneself—this is the
formula for all despair. Therefore the other form of despair, in despair to wij]
to be oneself, can be traced back to the first, in despair not to will to be one-
self, just as we previously resolved the form, in despair not to will to be gpe.
self, into the form, in despair to will to be oneself (see A). A person in de-
spair despairingly wills to be himself. But if he despairingly wills to be
himself, he certainly does not want to be rid of himself. Well, so it seems,
but upon closer examination it is clear that the contradiction is the same, The
self that he despairingly wants to be is a self that he is not (for to will to be
the self that he is in truth is the very opposite of despair), that is, he wants
to tear his self away from the power that established it, In spite of all his.de-
spair, however, he cannot manage to do it; in spite of all his despairing ef:
forts, that power is the stronger and forces him to be the self he does net:
want to be. But this is his way of willing to get rid of himself, to rid himself
of the self that he is in order to be the self that he has dreamed up. He would -
be in seventh heaven to be the self he wants to be (although in another sense

he would be just as despairing), but to be forced to be the self he does not
want to be, that is his torment—that he cannot get rid of himself,

Socrates demonstrated the immortality of the soul from the fact that sick-
ness of the soul (sin) does not consume it as sickness of the body consumes
the body.?** Thus, the eternal in a person can be demonstrated by the fact
that despair cannot consume his self, that precisely this is the torment of con-
tradiction in despair. If there were nothing eternal in a man, he could not
despair at all; if despair could consume his self, then there would be no de-
spair at all.

Such is the nature of despair, this sickness of the self, this sickness unto
death. The despairing person is mortally ill. In a completely different sense
than is the case with any illness, this sickness has attacked the most vital or- ‘
gans, and yet he cannot die. Death is not the end of the sickness, but death
is incessantly the end. To be saved from this sickness by death is an impossi-
bility, because the sickness and its torment—and the death—are precisely
this inability to die.

This 15 the state in despair. No matter how much the despairing person
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qvoids it, no matter how successfully he has completely lost himself (espe-
cially the case in the form of despair that is ignorance of being in despair)
and lost himself in such a manner that the loss is not at all detectable-—eter-
nity nevertheless will make it manifest that his condition was despair and will
nail him to himself so that his torment will still be that he cannot rid him-
self of his self, and it will become obvious that he was just imagining that he
had succeeded in doing so. Eternity is obliged to do this, because to have a
self, to be a self, is the greatest concession, an infinite concession, given to
man, but it is also eternity’s claim upon him.

THE UNIVERSALITY OF THIS
SICKNESS (DESPAIR)

Just as a physician might say that there very likely is not one single living
human being who is completely healthy, so anyone who really knows
mankind might say that there is not one single living human being who does
not despair a little, who does not secretly harbor an unrest, an inner strife, a
disharmony, an anxiety about an unknown something or a something he
does not even dare to try to know, an anxiety about some possibility in ex-
istence or an anxiety about himself, so that, just as the physician speaks of
going around with an illness in the body, he walks around with a'sickness,
carries around a sickness of the spirit that signals its presence at rare intervals
in and through an anxiety he cannot explain. In any case, no human being
ever lived and no one lives outside of Christendom who has not despaired,
and no one in Christendom if he is not a true Christian, and insofar as he is
not wholly that, he still is to some extent in despair.

No doubt this observation will strike many people as a paradox, an over-
statement, and also a somber and depressing point of view. But it is none of
these things. It is not somber, for, on the contrary, it tries to shed light on
what generally is left somewhat obscure; it is not depressing but instead is el-
evating, inasmuch as it views every human being under the destiny of the
highest claim upon him, to be spirit; nor is it a paradox but, on the contrary,
a consistently developed basic view, and therefore neither is it an overstate-
ment.

However, the customary view of despair does not go beyond appearances,
and thus it is a superficial view, that is, no view at all. It assumes that every-
one must himself know best whether he is in despair or not. Anyone who
says he is in despair is regarded as being in despair, and anyone who thinks
he is not is therefore regarded as not. As a result, the phenomenen of despair
is infrequent rather than quite common. That one is in despair is not a rar-
ity; no, it is rare, very rare, that one is in truth not in despair.

The common view has a very poor understanding of despair. Among
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est, the only thing worth living for and enough to live in for an eternity. I
think that I could weep an eternity over the existence of such wretchedness!
And to me an even more horrible expression of this most terrible sickness
and misery is that it is hidden—not only that the person suffering from it
may wish to hide it and may succeed, not only that it can so live in a man
that no one, no one detects it, no, but also that it can be so hidden in a man
that he himself is not aware of it! And when the hourglass has run out, the
hourglass of temporality, when the noise of secular life has grown silent and
its restless or ineffectual activism has come to an end, when everything
around you is still, as it is in eternity, then—whether you were man or
woman, rich or poor, dependent or independent, fortunate or unfortunate,
whether you ranked with royalty and wore a glittering crown or in humble
obscurity bore the toil and heat of the day, whether your name will be re-
membered as long as the world stands and consequently as long as it stood
or you are nameless and run nameless in the innumerable multitude, whether
the magnificence encompassing you surpassed all human description or the
most severe and ignominious human judgment befell you—eternity asks you
and every individual in these millions and millions about only one thing:
whether you have lived in despair or not, whether you have despaired in such
a way that you did not realize that you were in despair, or in such a way that
you covertly carried this sickness inside of you as your gnawing secret, as a
fruit of sinful love under your heart, or in such a way that you, a terror to
others, raged in despair. And if so, if you have lived in despair, then, regard-
less of whatever else you won or lost, everything is lost for you, eternity does
not acknowledge you, it never knew you—or, still more terrible, it knows
you as you are known and it binds you to yourself in despair.

DESPAIR IS SIN

Sin is: before God, or with the conception of God, in despair not to will to be oneself,
or in despair to will to be oneself. Thus sin is intensified weakness or intensified
defiance: sin is the intensification of despair. The emphasis is on before God,
or with a conception of God; it is the conception of God that makes sin di-
alectically, ethically, and religiously what lawyers call “aggravated” despair.
Although there is no room or place for a psychological delineation in this
part, least of all in section A, reference may be made at this point to the most
dialectical frontier between despair and sin, to what could be called a poet-
existence®?? verging on the religious, an existence that has something in
common with the despair of resignation, except that the concept of God is
present. Such a poet-existence, as is discernible in the position and conjunc-
tion of the categories, will be the most eminent poet-existence. Christianly
understood, every poet-existence {esthetics notwithstanding) is sin, the sin
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362 The Sickness unto Death

of poetizing instead of being, of relating to the good and the true throyel
the imagination instead of being that—that is, existentially striving to:bg:
that. The poet-existence under consideration here is different from deSI;air
in that it does have a conception of God or is before God, but it i exceeds
ingly dialectical and is as if in an impenetrable dialectical labyrinth concery,.
ing the extent to which it is obscurely conscious of being sin. A pogt like
that can have a very profound religious longing, and the conception of Ged
is taken up into his despair. He loves God above all, God who is his only cop.
solation in his secret anguish, and yet he loves the anguish and will not give
it up. He would like so very much to be himself before God, but with the
exclusion of the fixed point where the self suffers; there in despair he dogg
not will to be himself. He hopes that eternity will take it away, and here in
time, no matter how much he suffers under it, he cannot resolve to take it
upon himself, cannot humble himself under it in faith. And yet he contin-
ues in the God-relationship, and this is his only salvation; it would be sheey
horror for him to have to be without God, “it would be enough to despair
over,” and yet he actually allows himself—perhaps unconsciously—to poet.
ize God as somewhat different from what God is, a bit more like the fong
father who indulges his child’s every wish far too much. He becomes a poet
of the religious in the same way as one who became a poet through an un-
happy love affair and blissfully celebrates the happiness of erotic love. He be-
came unhappy in the religious life, dimly understands that he is required to
give up this anguish-—that is, in faith to humble himself under it and take it
upon himself as a part of the self~—for he wants to keep it apart from him-
self, and precisely in this way he holds on to it, although he no doubt be-
lieves this is supposed to result in parting from it as far as possible, giving it
up to the greatest extent humanly possible (this, like every word from a per-
son in despair, is inversely correct and consequently to be understood in-
versely). But in faith to take it upon himself~—that he cannot do, that is, in
essence he is unwilling or here his self ends in vagueness. Yet this poet’s de-
scription of the religious—just like that other poet’s description of erotic
love—has a charm, a Iyrical verve that no married man’s and no His Rever-
ence’s presentations have. Nor is what he says untrue, by no means; his pre-
sentation is simply his happier, his better I. His relation to the religious is that
of an unhappy lover, not in the strictest sense that of a believer; he has only
the first element of faith—despair—and within it an intense longing for the
religious. His conflict actually is this: Has he been called? Does his thorn in
the flesh signify that he is to be used for the extraordinary? Before God, is it
entirely in order to be the extraordinary he has become? Or is the thorn in
the flesh that under which he must humble himself in order to attain the
universally human?—DBut enough of this. With the accent of truth I may ask:
To whom am I speaking? Who cares about these high-powered psycholog-
ical investigations to the nth degree? The Niirnberg pictures that the pastor
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jints are better understood; they deceivingly resemble one and all, what
most people are, and spiritually understood—nothing.

The Gradations in the Consciousness of the Self
{The Qualification: “Before God”)

The preceding section concentrated on pointing out a gradation in the con-
siousness of the self; first came ignorance of having an eternal self, then a
nowledge of having a self in which there is something eternal, and under
this, in turn, gradations were pointed out. This whole deliberation must now
dialectically take a new direction. The point is that the previously considered
gradation in the consciousness of the self is within the category of the human
self, or the self whose criterion is man. But this self takes on a new quality
and qualification by being a self directly before God. This self is no longer
the merely human self but is what I, hoping not to be misinterpreted, would
call the theological self, the self directly before God. And what infinite real-
ity [Realitef] the self gains by being conscious of existing before God, by be-
coming a human self whose criterion is God! A cattleman who (if this were
possible) 1s a self directly before his cattle is a very low self, and, similarly, a
master who is a self directly before his slaves is actually no self—for in both
cases a criterion is lacking. The child who previously has had only his par-
ents as a criterion becomes a self as an adult by getting the state as a crite-
rion, but what an infinite accent falls on the selt by having God as the cri-
terion! The criterion for the self is always: that directly before which itis a
self, but this in turn is the definition of “criterion.” Just as only entities of
the same kind can be added, so everything is qualitatively that by which it is
measured, and that which is its qualitative criterion [Maalestok] is ethically its
goal [Maal}; the criterion and goal are what define something, what it is, with
the exception of the condition in the world of freedom, where by not qual-
itatively being that which is his goal and his criterion a person must himself
have merited this disqualification. Thus the goal and the criterion still re-
main discriminatingly the same, making it clear just what a person is not—
namely, that which is his goal and criterion.

It was a very sound idea, one that came up so frequently in an older dog-
matics, whereas a later dogmatics very frequently took exception to it because
it did not have the understanding or the feeling for it—it was a very sound
idea, even if at times it was misapplied: the idea that what makes sin so terri-
ble is that it is before God. It was used to prove eternal punishment in hell.
Later, as people became shrewder, they said: Sin is sin; sin is no greater because
it is against God or before God. Strange! Even lawyers speak of aggravated
crimes; even lawyers make a distinction between a crime committed against
public official, for example, or against a private citizen, make a distinction be-
tween the punishment for a patricide and that for an ordinary murder.
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