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 “This volume proposes a major reassessment of Nietzsche’s position within 
the history of philosophy. Each chapter—written by some of the foremost 
scholars in the field—offers a novel interpretation of the role that specific 
thinkers, from ancient Greece to the nineteenth century, played in shaping 
Nietzsche’s subversive and critical perspective on what philosophy is meant 
to be. From Anaximander and Epicurus to Kant and Schopenhauer, includ-
ing Nietzsche’s reception of Buddhism and his lasting effect on current moral 
philosophy, this volume presents a Nietzsche whose thought develops in 
detailed conversation with the history of philosophy itself. Far from break-
ing with the philosophical tradition, Nietzsche thus emerges as a genuinely 
modern thinker that seeks to write himself into this very tradition, highlight-
ing its contradictions and possibilities.” 

 — Christian J. Emden, Rice University, USA  

 Nietzsche is undoubtedly one of the most original and influential thinkers in 
the history of philosophy. With ideas such as the overman, will to power, the 
eternal recurrence, and perspectivism, Nietzsche challenges us to reconceive 
how it is that we know and understand the world, and what it means to be 
a human being. Further, in his works, he not only grapples with previous 
great philosophers and their ideas, but he also calls into question and rede-
fines what it means to do philosophy.  Nietzsche and the Philosophers , for 
the first time, sets out to examine explicitly Nietzsche’s relationship to his 
most important predecessors. This anthology includes essays by many of the 
leading Nietzsche scholars, who discuss Nietzsche’s engagement with such 
figures as Plato, Aristotle, Kant, Socrates, Hume, Schopenhauer, Emerson, 
Rousseau, and the Buddha. Anyone interested in Nietzsche or the history of 
philosophy generally will find much of great interest in this volume. 

  Mark T. Conard  is an Associate Professor of Philosophy at Marymount 
Manhattan College in New York City. He’s the co-editor of  The Simpsons 
and Philosophy , and  Woody Allen and Philosophy , both published by Open 
Court Press, and is the editor of  The Philosophy of Film Noir ,  The Philoso-
phy of Neo-Noir ,  The Philosophy of Martin Scorsese ,  The Philosophy of the 
Coen Brothers , and  The Philosophy of Spike Lee . 
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 “On the Prejudices of Philosophers,” the first chapter of  Beyond Good and 
Evil  (itself subtitled “Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future”), begins fittingly 
by questioning one of the philosopher’s hallmark prejudices, namely, the 
value of searching for truth—or abiding by the “will to truth,” as Nietzsche 
puts it. The section ends with Nietzsche claiming that psychology is now 
“the path to the fundamental problems,” and, one is meant to suppose, 
also its more promising solutions.  1   In between these bookends, Nietzsche 
critiques the metaphysician’s faith in (seemingly) opposite values—among 
them selflessness and selfishness, purity and lust; downgrades conscious 
thinking; argues that logic is a kind of surface for physiology and nature; 
and expresses a desire to replace the issue of truth and falsity with the ques-
tion of life-preservation. He questions the objectivity of philosophers, claim-
ing that they all aim at some morality. He undermines atomism and the 
concept of an atomistic soul. He dispenses with “superfluous teleological 
principles” (those that would give human life an ultimate meaning). And he 
attacks “immediate certainties,” free will, and causality. As he moves along, 
Nietzsche refers to (or hints at) Descartes, Protagoras, Kant, Schelling, Spi-
noza, Epicurus, Plato, Boscovich, Copernicus, Schopenhauer, and Locke. 

 To the neophyte (or the crusty old school philosopher who would have 
no truck with anything that doesn’t contain backwards E’s and upside down 
A’s), the chapter is likely to sound at worst like gibberish, and at best like a 
random and loose collection of thoughts by someone of questionable san-
ity. But careful examination and study reveals that “On the Prejudices of 
Philosophers,” in just twenty-three compact sections, is a well-connected 
and well-developed chain of ideas and arguments expressed in aphorisms 
that accomplishes two important things simultaneously: it encapsulates 
Nietzsche’s sweeping and potentially devastating critique of the Western 
philosophical tradition, and it articulates succinctly much of the mature 
Nietzsche’s philosophical thought. 

 Since its beginnings in ancient Greece, and throughout the Western tradi-
tion, philosophy has attempted to be an all-encompassing investigation into 
the most basic human problems. Philosophers have never wanted to leave 
any question unasked or any premise unexamined. Philosophers respond to, 

 Introduction 

 Mark T. Conard 
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2 Mark T. Conard

and attempt to overcome or overturn, their predecessors’ claims; in doing 
so, they often break the rules and thus alter and expand what philosophy 
is. But they’ve always conducted these inquiries from  within  the tradition, 
using the tools and concepts  of  the tradition. Plato responded to Parmenides 
and Heraclitus, and he followed in the footsteps of Socrates; Aristotle con-
tended with Plato; Aquinas gave Aristotle a Christian twist; Kant had to 
address Aquinas and Hume; and so on. 

 In an important way, Nietzsche radicalized the mission of philosophy by 
unearthing the unquestioned premises and assumptions of philosophy itself, 
particularly those regarding the will to truth, the value of morality, and 
the ethical heart of all traditional philosophy. He wanted to blow up (or 
“deconstruct,” to use a more contemporary term) philosophy, but he did so 
 as  a philosopher; and thus, he too expanded what philosophy is. His project, 
as one might expect, required new methodologies: genealogy, the aphorism, 
and a turn (or return) to psychology, for example. This questioning of the 
presuppositions of traditional philosophers and the utilization of new meth-
odologies then led him to striking new content: becoming, perspectivism, 
will-to-power, eternal return, the  Übermensch . 

 To return to “On the Prejudices of Philosophers,” and the thread of that 
discussion: Nietzsche, using genealogy, critiques and undermines the central 
presuppositions of traditional philosophy: hallmarks such as the will to truth, 
logic, objectivity, and reason/consciousness—all of them long-considered the 
primary tools for intellectual discovery. He explodes the myth of philosophy 
as leaving no stone unturned, and troubles the image of the philosopher 
as one who is engaged in the “examined life,” since the core of traditional 
philosophy has, to that point, remained hidden: morality. He attacks belief 
in the traditional and central philosophical notions of appearance/reality 
and, more broadly, any kind of opposites (especially opposite values, like 
truthfulness and deception). He doubts the ability of the philosopher—by 
means of reason and logic—to discover “immediate certainties,” necessary 
bits of foundational knowledge, like Descartes’s “I think” or Schopenhauer’s 
“I will.” Nietzsche also undermines both atomism as a physical doctrine, 
and, more importantly perhaps, what he calls the “soul atomism”—the age-
old belief in a unitary thing called the soul/self/reason/consciousness, some-
thing separate from the body. Thus, as a naturalist, he rejects any form of 
transcendence or any notion of the supernatural. 

 Nietzsche embraces a reduction of philosophical thinking to psychological 
processes, and ultimately to physiological “demands,” or “types” or “needs.” 
Perhaps most devastatingly, he attacks the philosopher’s objectivity. Every 
philosophical system, he argues, is the personal confession of the author, 
growing out of his own physiological and psychological strength (or weak-
ness) and driven at the core by some morality,  and  constrained in its form by 
the native language of the philosopher. Further, every philosophical system 
almost necessarily must be superficial, since it arises out of conscious reflec-
tion, which always remains on the surface and contains the most abstract 
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Introduction 3

and therefore emptiest concepts possible (God, being, matter, etc.). Nietzsche 
argues against any kind of mechanism and atomism in favor of his own 
dynamic conception of becoming, which he characterizes as “will to power.” 
That is, philosophy/morality/culture/religion are reducible to psychology, 
which is in essence physiology—a domain in which we discover dynamic 
centers of force that express this will to power. 

 So, to sum up, Nietzsche starts by questioning the primary assumptions 
and premises of philosophy. He embraces a naturalistic reduction of phe-
nomena to those graspable or describable by physiology and the other natu-
ral sciences, and ultimately to centers of force exhibiting will to power; and, 
then he ends by claiming that psychology (the logos of the “psyche,” which 
he wants to re-conceive as “soul as multiplicity” and “soul as social structure 
of the drives and affects”) is the new pathway to the most fundamental prob-
lems, given that it is “the doctrine of the development of the will to power.” 
If all things are, at bottom, drives (“dynamic quanta”) which express will 
to power, then psychology is the means to investigate, uncover, and examine 
those realities, and thus to better describe and interpret everything that’s 
built upon them, which means all human phenomena: culture, politics, reli-
gion, philosophy. Nietzsche is, as I noted, in sweeping terms attempting to 
undermine the Western philosophical tradition  and  at the same time trying 
to articulate his own vision of the proper methods for, and the premises and 
the ultimate contents of, an investigation into the most fundamental issues 
of human existence. 

 And he’s done all this as a philosopher, which is to say, he’s done it with 
the characteristically Nietzschean sense of irony (if not outright contradic-
tion); for, if every philosophy is but the unconscious memoir of its author, 
then doesn’t that apply to what Nietzsche is now telling us? And in this 
attempt to “get it right,” isn’t Nietzsche himself driven by the will to truth? If 
every philosopher is driven by ethical concerns, then isn’t Nietzsche himself 
motivated by some core morality? And, in the wake of Nietzsche, aren’t we 
to be suspicious that his “re-evaluation of values” is not itself just an expres-
sion of  his  physiology? 

 The mature Nietzsche is quite conscious of the fact that he’s attempting to 
destroy philosophy (at least as it’s been conceived and practiced by the tra-
dition) as a philosopher. In section 2 of “On the Prejudices of Philosophers,” 
he even heralds the advent of a new species of philosopher: those who will, 
embracing his picture of things, concern themselves with “dangerous may-
bes,” for example, the possibility that good and noble things (the true, the 
selfless) may well be inextricably tied to and involved with wicked things 
(“deception, selfishness, and lust”). By undermining the tradition, sounding 
out all the old, hollow idols, Nietzsche sees himself as preparing the way for 
these bold new philosophers. 

 Thus, in a way, everything Nietzsche writes is a challenge to, or a rein-
terpretation of, traditional philosophy and its exemplars. Consequently, we 
can’t hope to understand him without comprehending what—and who—he’s 
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4 Mark T. Conard

trying to critique and attack. So it behooves us to examine how other think-
ers have influenced him (especially when he borrows from them without 
acknowledging it) and to understand those thinkers whom he attacks (often 
without naming). 

 Granted, one could produce several volumes based on the idea that what 
or who Nietzsche read matters to understanding his work, so why  this  
particular collection of philosophers? Because investigating these specific 
philosophers, and their philosophical claims, is in some way crucial to under-
standing Nietzsche as a philosopher. They’re all key figures in the history of 
the Western tradition, and examining Nietzsche’s confrontation with each of 
them illuminates some very important aspect of his criticism of traditional 
philosophical ideas, and exposes some crucial aspect or aspects of his own 
thinking. While some essays in the volume explain Nietzsche’s critiques of 
specific thinkers, and how those critiques illuminate his own thought, other 
contributors to the volume point out affinities between Nietzsche and other 
philosophers that often went unnoticed by both him and succeeding read-
ers. In some cases (Anaximander, Epicurus, Hume), the thinker hasn’t been 
much considered in the secondary literature, despite the important role 
his work played in the development of Nietzsche’s thought. In other cases 
(Plato, Schopenhauer, Kant), there has been much written about Nietzsche’s 
engagement with the thinker, but the contributor to this volume has taken 
a fresh approach which illuminates Nietzsche’s relationship to that earlier 
figure in a new way. 

 In the first essay, “Nietzsche’s Place in the Aristotelian History of Philos-
ophy,” Paul S. Loeb argues that the initial hesitancy to accept Nietzsche as 
a philosopher was due to the fact that he didn’t fit into Aristotle’s configur-
ing of that history. Nietzsche himself initially questioned his own status in 
that tradition, and so the first generations of his readers were loath to con-
sider him a philosopher. Loeb further argues that Nietzsche’s influence has 
become so great that it’s time to revisit Aristotle’s history and consider ways 
to expand our conception of philosophy beyond its parameters. 

 In her recent  Contesting Nietzsche ,  2   Christa Acampora has forcefully 
argued that Nietzsche conceives of his own philosophical development on 
the model of the Greek agon. And so one way to understand Nietzsche as 
a philosopher is to investigate those thinkers with whom he engages in the 
contest. One of his chief rivals, she claims, is Socrates. In the second essay 
in this volume, “Twilight of an Idol: Nietzsche’s Affirmation of Socrates,” 
Daniel Conway argues that Nietzsche’s campaign to come to grips with Soc-
rates seems “central to Nietzsche’s understanding of his own philosophical 
project.” In the late works, Nietzsche needed to affirm Socrates before he 
could “deny (or negate) the ascetic ideal that Socrates involuntarily honored 
and perpetuated.” 

 Nietzsche spent a great deal of his career railing against Christianity, argu-
ing that it is unhealthy and life-denying. Further, he saw Platonism as one 
of the primary roots of Christianity. As he quipped in  Beyond Good and 
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Introduction 5

Evil , Christianity is “Platonism for ‘the people’.” Mark Anderson discusses 
the particular iteration of Platonic metaphysics, and the particular vision 
of the philosopher, that one finds in Plato’s  Phaedo . In that dialogue, Plato 
identifies the well-being of the immortal soul as the philosopher’s true con-
cern, and he denigrates the body, calling it the source of everything bad 
that afflicts human beings. It’s this unnatural understanding of the soul, and 
its relation to the body, that was passed down to Christianity, and which 
Nietzsche is intent on undermining, as Anderson argues in “Nietzsche’s Sub-
versive Rewritings of  Phaedo -Platonism.” 

 According to Nietzsche, philosophy has from its inception been tainted 
with morality-driven onto-theology. Philosophers have despised becoming 
in favor of being, and one of Nietzsche’s primary goals is to preserve or 
restore the innocence of becoming. In “Nietzsche and Anaximander: The 
Innocence of Becoming, or Life Without a Mortgage,” Gary Shapiro argues 
that for Nietzsche, Anaximander represents the true beginning of West-
ern philosophy, since he formulated the  arche  or principle of philosophy; 
he discovered the true medium of philosophical work (he was the first to 
write it, for example); and because it was Anaximander who seemingly first 
“inscribed [the guilt of becoming] in the Western tradition.” 

 One of Nietzsche’s deepest and most abiding concerns is nihilism. He 
views many Western philosophical systems, and virtually all Western reli-
gions, as nihilistic, and he fears the general, creeping nihilism he sees arising 
in his contemporary Europe. As Nietzsche understands Buddhism, it too is 
nihilistic, but (he argues in  The Antichrist ) in such a way that it recognizes its 
own nihilism and prescribes palliative measures to deal with the physiolog-
ical causes of nihilism (unlike Christianity, which only makes people sicker, 
given its emphasis on the transcendent and on moralism). In “The Pivot of 
Nihilism: Buddha Through Nietzsche’s Eyes,” Douglas L. Berger examines 
Nietzsche’s “seemingly irresolvable ambivalence” about the Buddha and 
Buddhism and their relation to nihilism. 

 Nietzsche’s opinions about, and evaluations of, a number of thinkers 
changes over the course of his writings. In his later works, for example, 
Nietzsche sometimes claims that Epicurean stoicism represents a turning 
away from reality, a hiding from the suffering that is essential to life. How-
ever, in “Nietzsche and Epicurus: In Search of the Heroic-Idyllic,” Keith 
Ansell-Pearson argues that “an ethos of Epicurean enlightenment pervades 
Nietzsche’s middle period texts with Epicurus celebrated for his teachings 
on mortality and the cultivation of modest pleasures.” Ansell-Pearson notes 
that for both Epicurus and Nietzsche, philosophy is, more than anything, a 
way of life, and in his middle period writings, Nietzsche appreciates the way 
that Epicurus emphasizes and values lived human existence by focusing on 
human mortality and denying any “cosmic exceptionalism on the part of 
the human.” 

 There are a number of major philosophers whose ideas Nietzsche encoun-
tered secondhand, either as a student through his schoolwork or in volumes 
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6 Mark T. Conard

like Friedrich Lange’s  A History of Materialism  (1866). There are some 
cases in which, had Nietzsche studied the primary works of a thinker, he 
might have found more of a kinship with the philosopher than he supposed 
he had. I believe this is the case with David Hume. According to Brobjer’s 
 Nietzsche’s Philosophical Context ,  3   the only work of Hume’s that Nietzsche 
read first-hand was the  Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion . In my own 
essay, “Nietzsche and Hume on the Genealogy and Psychology of Religion,” 
I argue that there are deep similarities and convergences between Hume and 
Nietzsche in their attacks on religion. As a reader of Hume’s book, Nietzsche 
should have recognized the affiliation of their thoughts, but he didn’t. Among 
other things, both Hume and Nietzsche employ a genealogical/historical 
method and both appeal to psychology (and ultimately physiology) in order 
to undermine religious belief. 

 Nietzsche doesn’t always name a thinker when he’s critiquing and engag-
ing with that philosopher’s work, but one of the big names that appears 
most often in his writing is that of Immanuel Kant, as he anoints him, “the 
great Chinese of Königsberg.”  4   Indeed, Nietzsche pokes a fair amount of 
fun at Kant, especially regarding the latter’s moral philosophy. However, 
in Nietzsche’s critique of reason, science, and truth, Kant is in many ways 
his predecessor, as Babette Babich argues in “Nietzsche’s Critique: Reading 
Kant’s Critical Philosophy.” 

 There are few philosophers Nietzsche read as thoroughly and carefully 
as Schopenhauer, and an important aspect of Nietzsche’s development con-
cerned his engagement with, and his moving beyond, Schopenhauer and the 
latter’s pessimism and philosophy of the will. As much work as has been 
done on the relation of these two thinkers, Anthony K. Jensen shows us that 
there continue to be newer and richer ways of understanding Nietzsche’s 
confrontation with his philosophical mentor. In “Nietzsche and Schopen-
hauer: ‘For Me What Mattered was the Human Being’,” Jensen argues that 
Schopenhauer’s will to life and Nietzsche’s will to power are “hardly simple 
contraries of each other: a similar vision of will aimed at two different ends, 
one replacing the other.” Rather, they are “two wholly disparate characteri-
zations, not only in terms of their content but in terms of their form,” such 
that Nietzsche and Schopenhauer come up with very different conceptions 
of the self. 

 There are few thinkers Nietzsche spoke of so fondly as Emerson. As part 
of his own method of philosophizing, Nietzsche at times adopts and repur-
poses the ideas of others rather freely, and this is perhaps especially so in the 
case of Emerson. David LaRocca next discusses Nietzsche’s use of, and bor-
rowing from, Emerson, as an occasion for exploring the issue of one thinker 
appropriating and using the work of another in “Emerson Recomposed: 
Nietzsche’s Uses of his American ‘Soul-Brother’.” 

 One of Nietzsche’s most important engagements with philosophy is his 
diagnosis of what he saw as the sickness of his culture and its prognosis for 
the future. He sought a complete cultural upheaval, and thus, he heralded 
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Introduction 7

a philosophy of the future that would overcome that nihilism. In his essay, 
“Nietzsche and Bernard Williams: Pessimism, Naturalism, and Truth,” Rex 
Welshon takes a different tack than the other contributors to this volume 
and focuses on a later philosopher whom Nietzsche influenced. Welshon 
argues that there’s a kinship between Nietzsche and Williams in their diag-
nosis of the West: given their nihilism, both are pessimists about the future 
of humanity. Williams is less ambitious in his aims for recovery and less 
sanguine about the possibilities for our future, Welshon shows, but this is 
because Williams underestimates the strength of Nietzsche’s resolution to 
two dilemmas: one regarding naturalism, and the other regarding truth. 

 Nietzsche had deep suspicions about our ability to know and understand 
the world, which obviously and substantially impacts his view of science 
and philosophy. So he not infrequently turns to music and other cultural art 
forms as a medium of expression, and as a means for human beings to bond 
with one another. Despite some scathing things Nietzsche had to say about 
Rousseau, Tracy B. Strong argues in “The Obstinance of Voice: Rousseau 
and Nietzsche on Music, Language, and Human Association” that there’s 
a strong affinity between the two thinkers, especially in their understand-
ing and appreciation of music and its role in the “possibilities of human 
association.” 

 The philosophers discussed in this volume represent very different, yet 
complementary, ways of understanding the world and human experience 
than have appeared in similar experiments in the secondary literature (or, 
for that matter, the primary). Together, these chapters not only bring the 
reader to startling and timely readings of a philosopher who has been widely 
credited as transforming contemporary culture, they also contribute mean-
ingfully to the narrative of argument and counter-argument that defines phil-
osophical investigation. One would be hard-pressed to find individuals as 
disparate as Aristotle and Hume, Socrates and Kant, Epicurus and Schopen-
hauer discussed between the same covers—and moreover, in connection 
with Nietzsche. As the contributors show, these disparate philosophers col-
lectively belong to the tradition that Nietzsche continually struggled with, 
critiqued, interpreted, and reinterpreted. And even as he constantly tried to 
understand whether and how he fit into that lineage of thinkers, we, as a 
group of interested readers, have gathered to aid in this kind of reflection. 
Nietzsche’s engagement with these individuals—whether he noticed it or 
not—illuminates afresh the nature and meaning of the philosophical tradi-
tion, and therefore, more broadly, the nature and ambitions of philosophy 
itself. As it was for Nietzsche, so it is on the present occasion, reading these 
works together exposes and defines his own thinking, while it also clarifies 
his relation to and place within this important group of thinkers. 

 The contributors to this volume are thoughtful, careful scholars, and the 
strength of their essays speaks for itself. We hope and trust that the reader 
will come away from this volume with a deeper, richer, and subtler under-
standing of Nietzsche as a thinker—and indeed, as a philosopher. 
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8 Mark T. Conard

 Notes 

 1. All citations of “On the Prejudices of Philosophers” from Friedrich Nietzsche, 
 Beyond Good and Evil , trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Random House, 
1966). 

 2. See Christa Davis Acampora,  Contesting Nietzsche  (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2013). 

 3. Thomas H. Brobjer,  Nietzsche’s Philosophical Context: An Intellectual Biography  
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2008). 

 4. Nietzsche,  Beyond Good and Evil , “We Scholars,” 210. 
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 I. Resisting Nietzsche’s Inclusion1 

 I think that most historians of Western philosophy would agree that 
Nietzsche’s place in the canon is now secure. This was not the case just a few 
decades ago, so it is all the more surprising that Nietzsche now ranks among 
the most important philosophers ever. He is now regarded as occupying a 
place alongside the founding figures of Plato and Aristotle, the pivotal mod-
ern figures of Descartes and Kant, and his nineteenth-century contemporary 
Hegel. Indeed, Nietzsche’s reputation now probably eclipses that of other 
established great figures in the history of philosophy—figures like Socra-
tes, Plotinus, Augustine, Aquinas, Locke, Berkeley, Spinoza, Leibniz, Hume, 
Fichte, Schelling, Schopenhauer, and Mill. Interestingly, Nietzsche’s current 
reputation even seems to have surpassed that of the two most influential 
philosophers of the twentieth century, Heidegger and Wittgenstein. 2  

 I do not propose to ask here how it is that Nietzsche has very recently 
come to achieve such a dominant position in the history of Western philoso-
phy. This itself is an interesting question for future historians of philosophy 
to ponder. 3  But I think we can agree that it took very little time for his 
peers to be acknowledged as permanent and leading members of the phil-
osophical pantheon. Plato defined the field of philosophy, Aristotle defined 
the study of its history, Descartes overturned Aristotle, and Kant and Hegel 
both revolutionized philosophical methodology. Each of these philosophers 
became immediately and immensely influential because their thought met  all  
the following criteria for importance in the history of philosophy: (i) deep 
engagement with the entire pre-existing conversation in the history of phi-
losophy; (ii) revolutionary innovation; (iii) prolific and wide-ranging treat-
ment of central and diverse philosophical problems; (iv) comprehensive and 
self-reflective methodological questioning; (v) complex, profound, and pen-
etrating insight; and (vi) far-reaching existential impact. To illustrate this 
point, Socrates is of course on every historian’s list, but his inquiries (as we 
know them from Plato’s texts) seem too narrowly restricted to problems of 
logic, ethics, and perhaps psychology. Augustine and Aquinas are the major 
medieval influences, but they merely adapt the thought of Plato and Aristotle, 

 Nietzsche’s Place in the Aristotelian 
History of Philosophy 

 Paul S. Loeb   

 1 
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10 Paul S. Loeb

respectively. Spinoza’s thought meets most of these criteria, but he is content 
to continue the project begun by Descartes. 4  Berkeley is a radical innovator, 
but his thought is not very wide-ranging or profound. Hume is certainly 
wide-ranging and profound, but his “Newtonian” method is dispensable 
and his Pyrrhonist lessons are hardly revolutionary or life-changing. Fichte 
and Schelling are certainly crucial figures in the development of post-Kantian 
German idealism, but neither matches Hegel’s culmination of this move-
ment. Schopenhauer changes the course of philosophy, but he sees himself 
as synthesizing only the ideas of Plato and Kant. Wittgenstein and Heidegger 
both helped to bring about the linguistic turn in philosophy, but perhaps for 
just this reason neither can be said to have offered wide-ranging treatments 
of diverse philosophical problems. 

 What is different about Nietzsche compared to his peers is that his thought 
so obviously meets all these criteria and yet there was a lot of doubt from 
the start that he belonged in the canon at all. 5  Philosophers and historians of 
philosophy did not just argue against Nietzsche’s importance for the history 
of philosophy. They claimed that he might not be a philosopher at all and 
that the defining aspects of his work were not philosophical. Here, expressed 
in their own voice, is a list of their chief reasons for resisting Nietzsche’s 
inclusion, many of which still persist today. 6  

  1) He was not trained as a philosopher and he never held a professor-
ship in philosophy or taught in a school or department devoted to the 
discipline. 7  

  2) Some of his central texts are essentially literary works that require aes-
thetic appraisal, for example, the novelistic  Zarathustra , or the auto-
biographical  Ecce Homo.  Most of his mature and famous texts, such 
as  The Gay Science ,  Beyond Good and Evil , and  Twilight of the Idols , 
emphasize aphoristic, metaphorical, and imagistic writing (GM P:8; 
TI IX:51). 8  They also include jokes, poems, songs, and other radical 
stylistic departures from standard philosophical expression. 9  

  3) His writing style, even in the less literary works, is excessively rhetor-
ical and aims to persuade readers through an appeal to their feelings 
and emotions. He resorts too often to rhetorical techniques, for exam-
ple, polemics (as in GM), hyperbole (as in GS V), humor (as in BGE), 
boasting (as in EH), or even strident abuse (as in A). 10  

  4) The majority of his writing consists of unpublished fragmentary notes 
and most of these notes actually seem to accord better with the conven-
tional style of philosophical writing. But the difficulty with interpreting 
these notes and their relation to his published works is insuperable. 11  

  5) He discusses issues that are too grounded in the particular details 
of obsolete historical, cultural, and political circumstances to be of 
any real philosophical interest—for example, the cult of Dionysus 
(TI X:4–5), or the value of Wagner’s music (BGE 240; GM III:5), or 
the state of European politics (BGE 208–209, 241–243). 12  

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a,
 S

an
 D

ie
go

] 
at

 0
4:

25
 3

0 
Ju

ne
 2

01
7 



Nietzsche’s Place in the Aristotelian History of Philosophy 11

  6) He rarely offers logic, reason, proof, or argumentation in support of 
his theoretical claims and, indeed, often criticizes rational argumenta-
tion (BGE 5–6, 213; TI II). It is usually difficult to see what his the-
oretical claims are (if there are any) (for example, about “genealogy” 
or “perspectivism”) and how they are supported (if they are at all). 
There even seems to be a strain of anti-intellectualism, irrationalism, 
and self-contradiction running throughout his thought. 13  

  7) He does not define his key terms (e.g., “opposites,” “values,” “drives,” 
“perspectives”); his most important concepts and meanings (e.g., “life,” 
“power”) are not clear or stable; his overall philosophy is not system-
atic or unified; and it often seems as if many radically divergent and 
even inconsistent ideas are simultaneously endorsed in his texts (e.g., 
“truth” and “falsehood” in BGE, or “health” and “sickness” in GM). 14    

  8) The grand theories that Nietzsche does appear to advance (e.g., the 
cosmological eternal recurrence of the same in GS 109, or the ontolog-
ical will to power in BGE 36, or the ideal of the superhuman in Z P), 
are wildly speculative, barely explained, and unsupported by argument 
or evidence. 15  

  9) He is extremely critical of most previous work in the history of phi-
losophy, going all the way back to Parmenides (TI III) and including 
all of the previous figures mentioned above. He even seems to posi-
tion himself post-philosophically, outside of this entire history, sug-
gesting that traditional philosophy has come to an end (BGE 42–44; 
TI IV). 16  His criticisms of other philosophers are usually directed at 
what he regards as their physiological, psychological or sociological 
faults instead of their reasons and arguments—for example, Socrates’ 
ugliness, vices, and plebeian background instead of his dialectical 
failings (TI II). 17  

  10) He is generally suspicious and critical of the beneficial symbiotic rela-
tionship between philosophy and the natural sciences (BGE 204–213, 
GS 373; GM III: 23–25). He even dismisses paradigms of the natural 
sciences that are widely accepted today, for example, law-governed 
mathematical physics (BGE 22) and Darwinist biology (GM II:12–14). 
He touts his own innovations and contributions as a psychologist 
(BGE 23), but he seems to mean only the kind of depth psychology 
and psychoanalytic theory that has little relevance or appeal to most 
experimental psychologists today. 18  

  11) He is biographically singular, especially in terms of his severe health 
problems. Indeed, his final mental collapse calls into question those 
texts (A, EH) that he was preparing for publication and that are now 
included in his  oeuvre . More to the point, he himself calls attention 
to the influence of his biographical singularity, especially his health 
problems, on his philosophizing (GS P; EH I:1–2). He thus seems to 
personalize his contributions in a way that renders them of little use 
for the history of philosophy. 19  
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12 Paul S. Loeb

  12) He boasts about being the first immoralist, about destroying moral 
values, and about wanting to bring more evil into the world (BGE 296; 
Z III.13; GM I: 17; EH IV). His militaristic and anti-democratic pol-
itics is reactionary, even archaic. He consistently demeans the lower 
social classes, he praises human slavery (BGE 44, BGE 257–265), and 
he even recommends that the sick and the weak should be helped to 
perish (A 2). He celebrates war and warriors, and he glorifies mili-
tary leaders like Alexander, Caesar, Borgia, and Napoleon (Z I.10; GM 
I:16–17; TI IX:37–38; EH II:3, III.2, IV.3). His actual influence in the 
world of politics has been disastrous, especially in both world wars. 20  

  13) He insists on including archaic and irrelevant essentialist comments 
about women. He invokes ridiculous gendered personifications of var-
ious ideas like truth, wisdom, and life (Z II.10, III.15; BGE P). He is 
deliberately anti-feminist and even misogynistic in an era when women 
were finally starting to become full and essential participants in the 
conversation of philosophy (BGE 231–239; Z I.18; EH III:5). 21  

  14) He has been admired, appropriated, and even fetishized by a wide range 
of cultural figures and movements outside of philosophy. Adolescents, 
sociopaths, and deviants seem especially attracted to him. He is a staple 
of popular culture, which can never seem to get enough of his maxim 
that what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger (TI I:8). 22  

  15) He was obsessed with Christianity and what he regarded as its per-
nicious influence on the history of philosophy and on human his-
tory in general (GM I:7–16, II:20–22, III:21–22; A; EH IV). This 
obsession seems idiosyncratic and irrelevant to the actual practice of 
philosophy. 23  

 Perhaps I can crystallize the summary impact of all these separate 
complaints by saying a little more about two specific texts:  Thus Spoke 
Zarathustra  and  The Will to Power.  These are the texts that have received 
the most disparate and unusual treatment in the history of Nietzsche’s recep-
tion among philosophers and historians of philosophy. The first of these is 
the one that Nietzsche spent the longest writing and the one that he himself 
said was his best, most important, and most unique to him (EH P:3; EH Z). 
Nevertheless, aside from a few specialized commentaries, philosophers and 
historians of philosophy have mostly marginalized this text. Their reasons 
can be traced back to each of the complaints in the list above: it is not a 
useful text for training philosophers; it is essentially a literary or mytholog-
ical work that relies primarily on images and metaphors; it mostly consists 
of an unsystematic series of rhetorical, aphoristic, and poetic speeches with 
undefined terms and unclear concepts; it offers no logical argumentation for 
its relentless stream of dogmatic pronouncements and relies entirely on an 
appeal to the authority of a fictional character; it has no useful non-literary 
explication in Nietzsche’s unpublished notes; it is the principal source for 
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Nietzsche’s Place in the Aristotelian History of Philosophy 13

Nietzsche’s unsupported speculations about cosmological eternal recurrence 
and the ideal of the superhuman; it appears to have little contact with the 
history of philosophy or with any of the natural sciences; it is highly personal 
and steeped with allusions to Nietzsche’s biographical details and cultural 
context; it includes some of Nietzsche’s most radically immoralist, militaris-
tic, elitist, and misogynistic remarks; it has been by far the most popular of 
Nietzsche’s texts outside the philosophy academy; and it is fundamentally an 
attempt to rewrite the Christian bible. In sum,  Thus Spoke Zarathustra , the 
book that Nietzsche loved the most, is considered his worst offender against 
philosophy and its history. 

  The Will to Power , by contrast, belongs among the texts that have been 
the most admired and cited by philosophers and historians of philosophy. 
As we all know, Heidegger decided at the start that Nietzsche’s unpublished 
project on the will to power, from which this text was culled, contained 
the real essence of his thinking. 24  Later, Walter Kaufmann translated and 
promoted this text as part of his successful bid to convince the postwar 
academic world that Nietzsche belonged in the canon of Western philos-
ophy. More recently, influential scholars like Richard Schacht, Alexander 
Nehamas, John Richardson, and Bernard Reginster have relied on this text 
for their interpretations of Nietzsche’s philosophy. 25  All of this, despite the 
fact that  The Will to Power  was not a book written by Nietzsche. In fact, it 
is nothing but an attempt to harvest and edit his literary remains in order 
to design a text that might better fit the standard model of a philosophi-
cal work. 26  And, indeed, this text does appear to avoid most of the usual 
philosophical complaints made against the books that Nietzsche actually 
wrote: it is very useful in academic settings; it consists mostly of selections 
from those notes Nietzsche wrote for himself that have very little literary or 
rhetorical ambition; it systematically arranges a unified set of unpublished 
notes having to do with abstract philosophical themes instead of personal, 
contextual, and contemporaneous detail; it includes unpublished notes that 
emphasize logical argumentation and clear definitions for important con-
cepts (e.g.,“nihilism”); it includes notes that offer intricate explanations 
and arguments for some of Nietzsche’s most abstract and speculative theo-
ries (e.g., cosmological eternal recurrence); it includes sympathetic and deep 
engagements with the entire history of philosophy and with the contempo-
raneous natural sciences; it offers resources for understanding Nietzsche as 
someone who recognizes the benefits of morality and democratic politics; 
it is not a book that is easily accessible or understandable to an untu-
tored or popular audience; and it offers very abstract and thematic treat-
ments of Christian thinking. In sum, the book that Nietzsche did not write 
and that was designed to appeal to academic philosophers is precisely the 
text that has often appealed to them the most—indeed, far more than the 
 Zarathustra  book that he actually wrote and considered his most important 
contribution. 27  
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14 Paul S. Loeb

 II. Aristotle’s Ideal Philosopher 

 The complaints against Nietzsche that I have just outlined above are usually 
considered in isolation from each other. No one has really asked before 
whether they might not all be unified by an overarching metaphilosophi-
cal bias. 28  Alternatively, each of these complaints is regarded as having its 
source in some peculiarity of Nietzsche’s own thinking—as opposed to the 
peculiar thinking of those making the complaints. My new proposal is that 
we look instead at the origin of the historiography of philosophy in order 
to determine how the founding of this discipline might have set up certain 
criteria for canonical inclusion and exclusion. Although he was acquainted 
with other ancient doxographical sources, Aristotle was the very first to 
conduct a rational reconstruction of his predecessors’ views and to form a 
philosophical canon on that basis. 29  We can therefore suppose that he him-
self set up these criteria and that these criteria reflect his preferred image of 
himself and of his own intellectual practices. 30  When surveying the work of 
earlier thinkers in order to collect his dialectical starting points, Aristotle cat-
alogues, explains, relates, and evaluates their various contributions. 31  Inso-
far as these figures match his own image and practices, Aristotle is happy to 
include them in his canon. But if he thinks that aspects of their contributions 
depart too widely from his own image and practices (as for example with 
Xenophanes, Heraclitus, Empedocles, or Protagoras), Aristotle finds ways to 
exclude these aspects, or at least to translate, convert, or rehabilitate these 
aspects so that they match his own image and practices. 32  In Aristotle’s own 
mind, and not just in medieval times, he was “The Philosopher.” So I will 
call his preferred contributors to the canon, “Aristotelian” philosophers. 
By this I do not mean philosophers who belonged to Aristotle’s school, or 
philosophers who subscribed to Aristotle’s particular theories. I just mean 
philosophers who, very broadly speaking, matched his image and his prac-
tices as I outline them below. 

 My proposal, then, is that, under Aristotle’s vast originating influence, all 
subsequent philosophers and historians of philosophy have uncritically and 
unquestioningly imagined Aristotelian philosophers as the ideal figures in 
the canon of the history of Western philosophy. Their guiding question has 
been to what extent a potential candidate for inclusion in the canon matches 
the profile of an Aristotelian philosopher as I outline it below. 33  What they 
regard as an impartial and unbiased history of philosophy is actually an 
Aristotelian history of philosophy. 34  Thus, Descartes, Kant, Hegel, and the 
whole host of less influential figures, some of whom I have listed above, can 
all adequately be recognized as Aristotelian philosophers. 35  Even Heideg-
ger and Wittgenstein can adequately be recognized as such. 36  But Nietzsche 
cannot. If we return to the list of complaints against Nietzsche that I have 
compiled above, I think we can see that it is derived from a metaphilosoph-
ical commitment to the following list of idealized characteristics of Aristo-
telian philosophers. 37  Of course, I do not mean to imply that every single 
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Nietzsche’s Place in the Aristotelian History of Philosophy 15

philosopher in the canon other than Nietzsche shares every single one of 
these characteristics. Obviously they do not, and I will note some of the 
more interesting exceptions as I proceed through my list. But I do think that 
Nietzsche is the only widely respected and influential figure who does not 
appear to meet  any  of these criteria. 38  Also, it seems to me that when the 
other canonical philosophers fail to meet too many of these criteria, or fail 
to meet a few of these criteria too egregiously, then historians and philoso-
phers start to question their inclusion, or to marginalize what they regard as 
the deficient aspects of their thinking, or to excise what they regard as the 
insignificant portions of their writings. 39  The problem is that  all  the defining 
texts of Nietzsche’s mature period seem to fall short of meeting these criteria, 
so that even this kind of selective canonization is problematic in his case. 40  

 With this proposal in mind, I would now like to present a list, expressed in 
Aristotelian voice, that indicates how each of the chief reasons for resisting 
Nietzsche’s inclusion derives from a different idealized trait of the Aristote-
lian philosopher. I have indexed each of the items in this list to each of the 
items in my first list above, so that they can easily be compared. 

  1’) Aristotelian philosophers are taught how to be philosophers and they 
spend their own careers teaching others how to be philosophers. 41  To 
be a philosopher is to practice reasoning in a logical, impartial, and 
dispassionate fashion, something that requires training and experi-
ence. The ideal setting for this kind of training is a communal academy, 
school, or department in which like-minded intellectuals are persuaded 
by their shared rationality to converge in their thinking and practices. 
The ideal pedagogy in this setting is the transmission of a common 
core of history, texts, skills, techniques, problems, and methods. This 
core is common because it is centered around the logical, reasoning 
mind that all philosophers have in common and because reasoning is 
an art of communal persuasion that gathers thinkers together and into 
agreement with each other. Failure to be trained in this way leads indi-
viduals away from shared rational practices and toward idiosyncratic 
and eccentric departures from the established norms of philosophical 
conversation. Although Plato built the first philosophical school at 
Akademia, it was Aristotle who trained there for nearly two decades 
and then founded his own philosophical academy. Aristotle was the 
very first academic philosopher and he introduced this ideal into the 
canon—an ideal that was reproduced in all the ancient Greek and 
Roman schools, in the Medieval universities, and even in the Cartesian 
and post-Cartesian schools that disputed Aristotle’s theories. 

  2’) Aristotelian philosophers write in order to communicate with each 
other exactly what they are thinking and exactly how they are reason-
ing. Writing is not interesting or valuable for its own sake but is merely 
a tool of communication for the reasoning mind. The best kind of 
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16 Paul S. Loeb

philosophical writing interferes as little as possible with the essential 
communication of thoughts and reasoning. Ideally, Aristotelian phi-
losophers would just be able to read each other’s disembodied rational 
minds without having to resort to writing at all. So the best kind of 
writing should approximate this kind of philosophical telepathy by 
being as literal, conceptual, direct, clear, organized, logical, explicit, 
transparent, and honest as possible. Literary writing has nothing to 
do with this kind of writing and actually forces philosophical readers 
to waste time on the inessential artifacts of the reasoning mind’s tool 
for communication. Different modes of writing, like aphorism, fiction, 
jokes, poetry, and song have nothing do with true philosophical com-
munication. The effort to comprehend aesthetically designed writing 
distracts from the real goal of conceptual and rational communica-
tion. Stylistic form distracts from the inner thought content; fiction 
is obscure and dishonest; poetry is indirect and unclear; song is not 
conceptual at all. 42  

  3’) Philosophical writing is communication among perduring, dispas-
sionate, impersonal reasoning minds and should not be colored or 
charged with any ephemeral and personal moods, affects or emotions. 
Personality, wit, and style are distracting irrelevancies to this kind of 
communication and should be purged from philosophical writing as 
much as possible. The goal of philosophical writing is to communicate 
the disinterested rational and logical means by which philosophers 
have arrived at their conclusions. The intended effect is order, sta-
bility, and peace of mind. As Aristotle charged against the sophists 
( Rhetoric  I.1–2), rhetorical writing often avails itself of writerly tricks 
and gimmicks in order to agitate the emotions and to persuade with-
out rational or logical means. Philosophers who write in this way are 
therefore lacking in these means, or are not confident of them, or are 
not honestly communicating the genuine basis of their beliefs. 43  

  4’) Almost all we have left of Aristotle’s writing are the notes he used in his 
own academic teaching at the Lyceum. But this is acceptable because 
there is no essential difference between these notes and whatever texts 
he might have written for a wider audience. In fact, it is probably bet-
ter that we only have these notes since they include the essential core 
of his reasoning mind that he shared with his specialized philosophical 
students. In general, the unpublished notes of Aristotelian philoso-
phers are not different in kind from their published texts and may even 
offer us a better and more authentic guide to their essential thoughts 
and reasoning. In these notes, they are setting down their innermost 
considerations and they are not yet concerned to add any inessential 
stylistic embellishments. 44  

  5’) Aristotelian philosophers strive to reach very general and second-order 
theoretical conclusions in foundational areas like metaphysics, episte-
mology, philosophy of mind, philosophy of language, or philosophy 
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Nietzsche’s Place in the Aristotelian History of Philosophy 17

of science. These conclusions are informed by a thorough background 
in logic, mathematics, and natural science, and they determine what 
should be said in the more speculative normative areas like aesthetics, 
ethics and politics. Unless they are concerned to arrive at some induc-
tive generalization, Aristotelian philosophers avoid discussing irrel-
evant particulars of history, place, or culture. Their core reasoning 
minds are not conditioned by these accidental features of space, time, 
or social context, and are concerned only with the most universal and 
essential features of the subject matters they investigate. 45  

  6’) Aristotelian philosophers are, essentially, impersonal and dispassion-
ate reasoning minds, and their communications with each other pri-
oritize logic, reason, proof, and argumentation. Indeed, this logical 
communication often takes precedence over the subject matter being 
discussed. The single most important subject matter in philosophy is 
the nature of the reasoning mind, and other subject matters are often 
merely a pretext for discussions about the nature of the reasoning 
mind. Although Aristotelian philosophers will take interest in diverse 
topics, ultimately, they are truly concerned only with the kind of rea-
soning that can be displayed in their conversations about these topics. 
They avoid the distraction of considering too wide an array of top-
ics or opinions, and they insist that any discussion should prioritize 
the scaffolding of reasoning that can be erected in defense of clearly 
presented claims that are as abstract and theoretical as possible. Pure 
reasoning is an internally self-consistent and self-validating system, 
so ending the conversation is the only proper response to those who 
question why they should always be so rational. 46  

  7’) Aristotelian philosophers strive at all times for total clarity, preci-
sion, and transparency in their conceptual communications with each 
other. 47  This means that their concepts must be clearly, precisely, and 
explicitly defined at the start of their conversation with as little devi-
ation or inconsistency as possible thereafter. Indeed, simply offering 
and debating such conceptual definitions can count as a complete 
philosophical conversation. Ideally, and in order to avoid any poten-
tial confusion, obscurity, or inconsistency, such conversations will be 
restricted to discussing just a few concepts. Indeed, because ordinary 
words carry so much baggage from their historical and everyday use, 
Aristotelian philosophers will often prefer to use a formal notation 
(e.g., the symbols and figures of syllogistic logic) and an economical, 
specialized, and technical vocabulary. All their communication aims 
for complete unity and systematicity, because that is precisely how 
logical reasoning works. 

  8’) Aristotelian philosophers begin their theorizing with sensible start-
ing points that are generally accepted in their academic communi-
ties. These can include sensory observation, ordinary language use, 
common sense, self-evident axioms, logical reasoning, the respected 
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18 Paul S. Loeb

conclusions of previous philosophers, or the latest consensus among 
natural scientists. They avoid grand speculations that seem to lack 
support from these starting points or that actually contradict these 
starting points. 48  

  9’) Aristotle invented the idea of the  ad hominem  fallacy ( Sophistical 
Refutations  177b3, 178b17). His claim, followed by Aristotelian 
philosophers ever since, is that their impersonal and dispassionate 
reasoning is the true basis of all their philosophical theorizing. Thus, 
any criticism of their personal, psychological, or sociological faults 
is irrelevant. Also, there is no point in criticizing the entire commu-
nity of Aristotelian philosophers because their collective theories and 
practices are centered around logical reasoning and there is no place 
outside of logical reasoning from which to reasonably criticize logical 
reasoning itself. This community of reasoning minds sets the stan-
dards for what counts as philosophy and philosophical criticism, so 
there cannot be any philosophical criticism of this entire community 
and its standards. To criticize the whole history of philosophy is to 
criticize reason itself. To imagine an alternative future history is simply 
to imagine the end of reason and the end of philosophy. 

  10’) Besides founding the study of the history of philosophy, Aristotle also 
founded most of the natural sciences. His history of philosophy does 
not distinguish between philosophy and natural science, and most 
Aristotelian philosophers since then have regarded themselves as 
working in tandem with natural scientists. Philosophy and natural 
science are regarded as continuous enterprises that share the common 
goal of acquiring general knowledge about the natural world. This is 
why philosophy of science is regarded as a central and foundational 
area of philosophical inquiry. Also, since philosophy is the activity 
and study of the reasoning mind, there is always an emphasis on the 
philosophy of mind and an assumption of continuity with the science 
of psychology. But this reasoning mind can know itself completely and 
is conscious, volitional, and dispassionate. So there is no continuity 
between philosophy and depth psychology, which is the study of sub-
conscious, involuntary, and repressed emotions. 

  11’) Because philosophy is solely a product of the rational mind, any 
biographical information that calls into question the rationality or 
sanity of this mind may serve to disqualify its contributions. Aside 
from this point, the biographical singularities of Aristotelian philos-
ophers are irrelevant to the quality of their rational activity while 
philosophizing. 49  Reason is impersonal, so philosophy is impersonal. 
The reasoning mind is concerned with wholly abstract thinking, so it 
must remain unconditioned by any biographical idiosyncrasies such 
as the philosopher’s body and its health. 

  12’) Aristotelian philosophers are guided by their impartial, disinterested, 
and dispassionate reasoning toward favoring tolerance, fairness, 
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Nietzsche’s Place in the Aristotelian History of Philosophy 19

balance, altruism, egalitarianism, and collective interests. Reason and 
morality go together, and politics should be moral. 50  

  13’) The reasoning mind has no gender. Philosophers aim to abstract from 
inessential particularities like gender. 51  

  14’) The philosophical conversation should be restricted to those in the 
intellectual community who have been trained to employ their rea-
soning minds in an impartial and dispassionate fashion. The majority 
of people have not been trained this way and are not in a position to 
understand or benefit from philosophical conversation. Aristotle him-
self excluded those who were young in years or youthful in character 
because they were not sufficiently trained and were governed by their 
passions ( Nicomachean Ethics  I.3, 1095a). 

  15’) At one point Aristotle criticizes Hesiod and other mythological writers 
like Homer because they did not present a rational demonstration 
but considered only what was persuasive to themselves. He argued 
that the sophistries of mythology, which do not allow any rational 
cross-examination, do not belong in the philosophical conversa-
tion and do not merit any serious examination ( Metaphysics  B4, 
1000a5–19). He would have probably applied these same points to 
the mythological aspects of Christian thought, and he would have 
noted that he and his peers were practicing philosophy for hundreds 
of years before the advent of Christianity and its sacred texts. Pure 
reasoning cannot really be corrupted or contaminated by mythologi-
cal thinking, and that is why there is an undisturbed line of such rea-
soning that extends from the beginning of pre-Socratic philosophy up 
to the present. Of course, this reasoning can include rational theology 
(which Aristotle calls “first” philosophy) and this is why figures like 
Thomas Aquinas belong in the philosophical canon. 

 III. Nietzsche’s Philosophy of the Future 

 Given this Aristotelian profile of the ideal philosopher, it is surprising that 
Nietzsche has been allowed in the canon at all and is now even regarded as 
one of its most significant figures. One reason this has happened, I think, is 
that many contemporary Anglophone philosophers and scholars who have 
been deeply influenced by Nietzsche have succeeded in remaking him in 
Aristotle’s image. 52  This has been an intelligent strategy, because Aristo-
tle founded the study of the history of philosophy with his own image as 
the price of admission. What we have seen in much of the recent Anglophone 
philosophical commentary on Nietzsche is a reading of him as one of the 
Aristotelian philosophers. What this means in practice is that more attention 
has been given to those mature texts of his, or those portions of these texts, 
that better fit the Aristotelian paradigm—texts like the supplementary  On 
the Genealogy of Morality , or selections from only the first part of  Beyond 
Good Evil , or even the book that he did not author,  The Will to Power . 53  
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20 Paul S. Loeb

Other texts of his, like  Thus Spoke Zarathustra , which he valued the most, 
or  The Antichrist  and  Ecce Homo , which he wrote last, are given short shrift, 
or mined for Aristotelian content, or relegated to a scholarly niche. His phi-
losophy is traced backward to especially Aristotelian influences, like the 
neo-Kantian school, or forward to especially Aristotelian heirs, like Bernard 
Williams. 54  Irreducibly aesthetic parts of his work, like his fiction, jokes, 
poetry, and songs, are mostly ignored or marginalized. Nietzsche’s humor 
and malice, his hyperbole and polemics, his prophecy and mythology, his 
boasting and often strident voice, are indulged as amusing but extravagant 
irrelevancies. 55  Wherever Nietzsche starts writing about historical or cul-
tural or political issues, and especially where he starts writing about women, 
pages are turned in favor of more classic philosophical issues like the nature 
of consciousness and the debate about free will. Places in Nietzsche’s texts 
where it is difficult to find explicit logical reasoning are supplemented and 
reconstructed, especially with the help of his unpublished notes. 56  Defini-
tional clarity is imported into his concepts, deductive consistency into his 
theories, rational system into his overall worldview. 57  Nietzsche’s grand 
speculations, like cosmological eternal recurrence and ontological will to 
power, are interpreted as mere thought experiments or as covert expressions 
of his personal values. 58  His assaults on all previous history of philosophy 
are read as unfortunate and exaggerated, and his  ad hominem  attacks are 
defused and rehabilitated into rational disagreements. 59  Nietzsche is shown 
to be one of the foremost scientific naturalists of his age and even an early 
researcher into what we now regard as the most advanced experimental 
psychology. 60  His own emphasis on his personal health problems is mostly 
diverted into biographical venues and sidelined as irrelevant to the philo-
sophical worth of his ideas. 61  Nietzsche’s critique of morality is enlisted as 
the best aid ever in appreciating the worth of morality. 62  His elitist politics 
are admired as a great boon for better understanding and bolstering our own 
democratic values. 63  Yes, adolescents and popular culture adore Nietzsche, 
all the more reason for teaching what he really means in college classes. 64  
And of course everyone understands that Nietzsche was trapped in a suf-
focating Victorian culture that made him overreact to Christianity. Indeed, 
Nietzsche is now praised for having criticized Christianity so well that his 
criticisms are no longer interesting. 

 In short, I would argue, Nietzsche’s philosophy has achieved much of its 
prominence today because it has been translated and assimilated into the 
dominant Aristotelian schema. Aristotle designed the DNA for the history 
of philosophy, so Nietzsche’s admirers have worked very hard to show that 
his philosophy contains this same DNA. They have not considered, as they 
should have, how strange it is that Nietzsche hardly ever mentions Aristo-
tle. As a philologist, he naturally spends a lot of time and energy thinking 
about the pre-Socratics, about Socrates, about Plato, and even about some 
of the later Hellenistic philosophers like the Epicureans and the Stoics. But 
he spends almost none on Aristotle, except for a few words here and there 
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Nietzsche’s Place in the Aristotelian History of Philosophy 21

about his aesthetic theory of tragedy and catharsis. 65  This is a remarkable 
fact. Why is this? I think it is because Nietzsche saw himself as moving 
entirely outside the orbit of the founder of the historiography of philoso-
phy. 66  Nietzsche did not see his philosophy as containing Aristotle’s DNA, 
but rather as a powerful mutation that would introduce an alternative phi-
losophy of the future. It seems to me that Nietzsche believed that he would 
come to replace Aristotle as “The Philosopher” and that his philosophy of 
the future would be ruled by a new species of Nietzschean philosophers. 67  
Just as Aristotle installed his own image at the entrance gate to the history of 
philosophy, so too Nietzsche begins his history of an alternative philosophy 
of the future by revoking the Aristotelian privileges and replacing them with 
his own credentials. 68  

 My argument here will seem surprising to those who are accustomed 
to hearing Nietzsche’s repeated accusation that Plato and Platonism were 
the source of all that went wrong in the history of Western philosophy 
(PTAG 2; TI IV). But it seems to me that Nietzsche’s complete omission 
of Aristotle from his discussions of the history of philosophy is a much 
more telling critique than his frequent tirades against Plato. Nietzsche actu-
ally finds a great affinity between himself and Plato as artistic legislators of 
values and he sees himself engaged in a titanic struggle with Plato to gain 
control of the future of philosophy (BGE P, 191). 69  If we survey the two 
lists I have compiled above, we find that Nietzsche actually has a lot in 
common with Plato and that both have less in common with Aristotle. Yet 
it was Aristotle who decided that Plato’s dialogues were too rhetorical, his 
arguments too illogical, his metaphysics too transcendent, his epistemology 
too rationalized, his psychology too dualistic, his aesthetics too moralistic, 
his ethics too intellectualized, and his politics too impractical. 70  Ever since 
ancient times, philosophers have strived to enter the canon by emulating the 
sensible Aristotle, not the bizarre Plato. Nietzsche’s animadversions against 
Plato have therefore not been contentious or surprising at all to most phi-
losophers who have been trained in the mainstream Western philosophical 
tradition—that is, in the tradition that began with Aristotle’s critique of 
Plato. What I have listed above as the ideal traits of the Aristotelian phi-
losopher are not traits of the Platonic philosopher. Indeed, I would argue, 
these were gathered together as part of Aristotle’s historiographic effort to 
remake Plato’s image into his own. So when Nietzsche criticizes Plato and 
the Platonic philosopher, he is not actually offering his strongest criticism of 
the Western philosophy canon. Nor is he disturbing most of those who hope 
one day to enter this canon. But when Nietzsche completely ignores Aris-
totle, and when he deliberately violates every rule for being an Aristotelian 
philosopher, this is an offense that must be punished by likewise ignoring 
him. One can certainly enter the canon of Western philosophy without being 
a Platonic philosopher, but the gate is closed if one does not emulate the 
image of “The Philosopher” who first invented this canon. The complaint 
that this image is nowhere clearly set out as a model is all the more reason 
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22 Paul S. Loeb

for becoming aware of its unconscious acceptance and promulgation in all 
venues of philosophical life. The history of philosophy is taught as a means 
of teaching how to philosophize and this history has so far been an Aristo-
telian history. 

 So here is how I propose to rethink the two lists above into new guide-
lines for studying Nietzsche as a figure in the history of philosophy. These 
guidelines are not recommendations for converting or translating Nietzsche 
into an appropriate Aristotelian format. Instead, they are tools for under-
standing how Nietzsche hoped to expand the ancient Aristotelian stric-
tures into a new vision of philosophy that would be more revolutionary, 
more creative, and more enlightening. The key to this understanding, I 
believe, is to recognize the tremendous emphasis Nietzsche placed on his 
post-theological project of purifying nature of all anthropomorphisms and 
then translating humans back into this purified nature (GS 109; KSA 9: 
11[211]; BGE 230). While Nietzsche agrees with the Aristotelian philoso-
phers that rationality is a distinctively human activity (GM II:16), he does 
not agree that it is impartial or dispassionate (GM III:12), much less that 
it is the central human activity (Z II.12), and certainly not that it has some 
teleological extension into the realm of organic life outside the human (GM 
II: 12) or into the realm of inorganic structures (GS 373). 71  According to 
Nietzsche’s “naturalistic” perspective—in which nature has been de-deified 
and de-anthropomorphized, and in which humanity has been naturalized in 
terms of this newly discovered nature—the reasoning mind is a very minus-
cule part of reality (Z III.4), philosophers are only very incidentally reasoning 
minds (BGE 3–6), and the proper subject of philosophy is neither reasoning 
nor a rationalized universe (BGE 204–213). 72  Nietzsche thus envisioned a 
philosophy of the future that for the first time would include actual human 
animals living in the actual earthly world. 

 Here, then, is a list, expressed in Nietzsche’s own voice, of some of the 
most important ways in which he offered himself and his own life as the first 
such exemplars. I have indexed each of the fifteen items in this list to the 
fifteen items in my two previous lists, so that it is easier to follow my argu-
ment’s movement—from resisting Nietzsche’s inclusion in the philosophical 
canon, to tracing this resistance back to the Aristotelian criteria of inclusion, 
to Nietzsche’s design of a new canon with new criteria of inclusion. 

  1”) Nietzsche strove to emulate the pre-Socratics and to become indepen-
dent, autonomous, and free of normalizing, rationalizing academic 
training (PTAG 1). He believed that solitude, not school, was the 
best means of finding his own unique instinctive wisdom (D P:2; GS 
338; BGE 25, 44, 231, 284; EH I:8). He believed that he could not be 
taught by others what he needed to find out for himself and that he 
needed to avoid the projections of others (GS 166; BGE 268; EH III:1). 
He avoided shared reasoning and communal persuasion because he 
believed that these were vehicles for transmitting anthropomorphic 
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Nietzsche’s Place in the Aristotelian History of Philosophy 23

simplifications and falsifications (GS 110–111, 115). He regarded 
himself as a fully embodied animal living in actual space and time, 
so he wanted to be taught by life, by travel, and by immersive sen-
sory experience and physical activity in natural settings in the actual 
earthly world (GS 324). 

  2”) Nietzsche claimed that he wrote in order to inspire and energize 
others, to communicate his innermost feelings and emotions, to 
transform and create, and to bring a life-affirming joy and beauty 
into the world (HH I P; HH II P; GS P; A P; EH P; EH III:4–6). So 
he regarded the physical activity of writing as essential, not as an 
accidental accompaniment to some invisible or immaterial activity 
of thinking and reasoning. All aspects of his writing and style were 
essential to him and could not be lacking: how it sounds to our ears, 
how it looks to our eyes, how it unfolds in space and time, how 
its rhythm and tempo and punctuation affect our feelings (D P:5; 
EH III:4). Nietzsche harnessed all previous styles of writing and even 
strove to invent new ones whenever possible (EH III:4): novel, essay, 
satire, parody, irony, history, mythology, genealogy, autobiography, 
polemic, maxim, tragedy, satyr play, dialogue, poetry, rhyme, ode, 
song, aphorism, epigram, esoteric teaching, ellipsis, silence, parable, 
riddle, allegory, dream interpretation, prophecy, dithyramb, hymn. 
His torrential use of poetic images and metaphors helped him to con-
vey the particularities of the actual physical world through an appeal 
to the actual sensory organs of actual human animals (EH Z:4). 

  3”) Nietzsche regarded himself as a complete human being and viewed 
his conceptual reasoning as merely an incidental after-effect of his 
deep and chaotic emotional reality (GS 333). He strove to saturate all 
of his writing with personality, wit, style, charisma, rhetoric, vision, 
mood, and emotion. For Nietzsche, these were not ephemeral partic-
ularist phenomena that paled in comparison to some perduring or 
universal logical self. These were the actual immanent realities that 
he experienced as an embodied and feeling human animal living in 
the midst of time and flux. Their intended effect was not serenity, but 
frenzy; not stability, but explosion; not order, but chaos (BGE 208, 
292; EH UM:3). 73  

  4”) Nietzsche’s unpublished notes were radically different in kind from 
his completed writings and were never intended as substitutes for 
them. For Nietzsche, the rhetorical and stylistic art invested in his 
completed writings was essential to his communication with others, 
not an accidental quality of some underlying conceptual reasoning 
(EH III:4; EH Z:3, 6–8). 

  5”) As a philosopher, Nietzsche strove to explore and communicate the 
actual contingent, particular, sensory, temporal, fluctuating, earthly 
world that is not captured by the human inventions of logic or math-
ematical science (GS 111, 112, 246, 373; BGE 34; GS 373). He saw 
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24 Paul S. Loeb

himself as immersed in, and completely conditioned by, the actual, 
accidental particulars of the history, place, and culture in which he 
actually lived. His quasi-religious ecstasies, his deep friendships, his 
political worlds, his natural settings—these were all essential to who 
he was and to his entire philosophical activity (EH II). 

  6”) Nietzsche did not care about any single most important subject. Every 
subject to which he turned his attention had a personal and passion-
ate significance for him. He arrived at his truths through particu-
lar lived experiences and through passionately invested guesswork, 
experimentation, dreams, visions, epiphanies, intuitions and hunches 
(BGE 5–6; Z III.2; EH Z). Nietzsche believed that these singular and 
biographical details were the most important facts to communicate 
to others if they were going to reach similar discoveries. According 
to Nietzsche, conceptual reasoning in support of intuitive discover-
ies is always worked out after the fact and will not help others to 
reach similar discoveries (BGE 5–6). Consistency, non-contradiction, 
and logic have little to do with the particularities of lived, temporal, 
embodied, passionate, contingent, unique, experiential, sensory, per-
sonal, and animal perspectives (Z III.4; EH Z:6). 74  

  7”) Nietzsche claimed that he experienced an actual fluctuating real-
ity that would not be captured by clear or stable terms that can be 
defined from the start (TI III). He wrote about living in an actu-
ally chaotic world that would not be captured by unified systems of 
thought (TI I:26). He boasted that his writing often communicated 
wildly divergent and even inconsistent ideas—because his actual lived 
realities were often wildly divergent and even inconsistent. Nietzsche 
never expected any total clarity or transparency in his communica-
tions with others, because he knew that this was not possible (Z III.13; 
BGE 268; GS 354). He enjoyed, explored, and exploited to the fullest 
the wealth of meaning that is carried by actual language as it has been 
historically developed by actual human animals living in the actual 
earthly world (GM I: 4–11). 

  8”) Nietzsche did not trust the Aristotelian starting points for philoso-
phizing because he believed that each of them introduces simplifying 
and falsifying anthropomorphisms (GS 112; BGE 14, 20, 21, 22, 
24). Logic and conceptual reasoning project into reality the human 
fictions of unity, dichotomy, permanence, and identity (GS 111; BGE 
4, 17, 268; TI III:3–5). The testimony of the senses is mentioned 
but not actually accepted by the Aristotelian philosophers, not even 
the “empiricists” among them, because it is immediately rational-
ized and falsified (GS 372; TI III:1–3). Common sense introduces a 
herd thinking and experience that is average, reductive, and shallow 
(BGE 268; GS 354–55). The wisdom of previous philosophers is just 
Aristotelian confirmation bias (BGE I; TI III). And the appeal to ordi-
nary language reifies and projects ancient grammatical structures 
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Nietzsche’s Place in the Aristotelian History of Philosophy 25

that have no correspondence with reality (BGE 17, 20, 24, 34; GM 
II:13; GS 354; TI III:5). Nietzsche, by contrast, strove to purge all 
such anthropomorphisms, to leap into the unknown, and to embrace 
the inhuman, chaotic, infinite, fluctuating, indeterminate universe 
in all of its terrifying aspects (HH I P:3–4, 7; GS 346, 374, 382). 
After relentlessly subtracting everything human, he arrived finally at 
his most profound discovery of an eternally repeating universe that 
is constituted of nothing but power relations (GS 109; BGE 36). 75  
Looking far into the future, he envisioned a transformation of the 
human animal into an inhuman-superhuman animal that would be 
completely at home in this repeating power-universe (Z III.2, 14, 15; 
BGE 56; GS 382). 76  

  9”) Nietzsche believed that all philosophy is inescapably personal and 
partial, so he argued that all criticism of other philosophers must be 
directed above all at their most personal faults (BGE 5–6; EH P:3). 
He believed that the entire history of philosophy so far had been 
ruled by incomplete, disembodied, and emotionally impoverished 
human beings (GS 345; A 6; EH D:2). So he endeavored to commence 
an alternative philosophy of the future that would be populated by 
strong and healthy human animals who would be overflowing with 
physiological and psychological riches. 

  10”) According to Nietzsche, natural science is always value-laden but is 
incapable of creating values for itself. He argued that philosophers 
are the creators of all human values and that natural scientists uncon-
sciously assume these values as guides for their questions, methods, 
projects, and goals. Philosophers do not work in tandem with natural 
scientists, they lead them (BGE 204–213; GS 344; GM III: 23–25). 

  11”) Nietzsche regarded himself as a fully embodied animal and was there-
fore acutely aware of his physical health, his fitness levels, his diet, his 
climate, and his natural surroundings. He cited all of these factors as 
having a deep influence on his philosophizing, and he often experi-
mented with these factors in order to find more success in his philoso-
phizing (HH I P; GS P). He strove to communicate all these details to 
his ideal readers, but he knew that this approach might seem eccentric 
to previous philosophers who had been trained to detach themselves 
from their animal bodies and to suppress their emotional lives as 
much as possible (EH II). 

  12”) Nietzsche regarded all human beings as kinds of animals and strove 
to understand their animal instincts as deeply as possible (GS 115; 
GM III:28). In response to previous philosophers who believed that 
their moral emphasis was a product of their impartial and dispassion-
ate reasoning, Nietzsche argued that it was actually a product of their 
animal instincts for collective behavior (GS 116–117). He believed 
that moral behavior is completely partial and interested behavior, 
but that the partiality and interest are directed toward the collective 
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26 Paul S. Loeb

(BGE 199–202). Nietzsche was also interested in the collective, but he 
claimed that his own animal instincts were alpha leadership instincts 
(BGE 203). According to Nietzsche, animal instincts cannot be called 
reactionary or archaic and the world of politics is actually the world 
of animal life (GM II:16–18). 77  

  13”) Nietzsche strove to understand the sexual dimorphism of human ani-
mals. He was critical of previous philosophers’ attempts to ignore, 
conceal, or remove this dimorphism and he regarded these attempts 
as anti-animalistic and misogynistic (BGE 239; EH III:5). Nietzsche 
claimed that there is nothing about the human animal physiology 
that is irrelevant or trivial with respect to philosophical activity, so 
he regarded sexual dimorphism as a crucial factor conditioning all 
philosophizing (BGE 75). 78  

  14”) Nietzsche has been widely admired outside of philosophy because he 
is thought to have introduced the real earthly world and real human 
animals into the philosophical conversation. He claimed that he was 
the first philosopher to convey the full and particular reality of his 
actual embodied thoughts, feelings, dreams, visions, and experiences. 
He anticipated that previous philosophers would seem synthetic, 
inauthentic, and unreal compared to him. He described them as vam-
piric creatures who reduced all thinking to a clatter of bones and 
wrote books that were a boring labor to read (GS 372; TI III:1). He 
bragged that his own books were written in blood, were absurdly 
exciting, and would spoil the reader’s taste for all other philosophical 
works (Z I.7; EH III:2–3). He took pride in being flesh-and-blood, in 
being human-all-too human, and at the end of his career he asked his 
readers to behold the man. He wrote personally and emotionally in 
order to forge an intimate bond with his readers, so it is not surprising 
that he is now worshipped and often misinterpreted by emotionally 
immature adolescents. His writing deviated very far from all previous 
normalizing thinking, so he has been a figure of interest to deviants 
ever since. And he strove to become a master of his art and to create 
his own lasting mythology, so he has been a staple of popular culture 
ever since. 

  15”) According to Nietzsche, Christianity was an outgrowth of Platonic 
philosophizing (BGE P). But Aristotle was Plato’s student. From 
Nietzsche’s perspective, the reason that the Aristotelian philosophers 
have not been disturbed by the 2000-year rule of Christian thought is 
that their own thinking is not really different in kind. There is a reason 
why Thomas Aquinas was so easily able to appropriate Aristotelian 
philosophy for the Roman Catholic church. The Aristotelian philos-
ophers, like the Platonic Christians, cannot identify with their ani-
mality, their bodies, their senses, their instincts, or their temporal 
natures. Nietzsche’s call for a new philosophy of the future was thus 
a response to the same failings that he found in Christianity. 
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Nietzsche’s Place in the Aristotelian History of Philosophy 27

 Conclusion: Nietzsche or Nietzsche A ? 

 There are many ways in which we can study Nietzsche, and I count myself 
among those who are interested in pursuing philosophical research about 
or related to Nietzsche. Obviously this pursuit should include some study 
of Nietzsche as a figure in the history of philosophy. But what does it mean 
to do this? 79  I have argued here that this depends on what we mean by 
the history of philosophy. If we mean what Aristotle had in mind when he 
designed the blueprint that has been followed ever since, we will be study-
ing Nietzsche A —that is, the Aristotelian image of Nietzsche. And surely one 
reason Nietzsche’s reputation has grown so much recently is that Nietzsche A  
has seemed a very appealing thinker to a wide range of scholars, histori-
ans, and philosophers. But I would like to think that it is still Nietzsche 
himself who first provoked others into remaking him into Nietzsche A . 80    It 
is Nietzsche himself who commenced a new and discontinuous era in the 
history of philosophy, an era that would no longer be shaped by Aristotle’s 
2000-year-old influence. 81  Studying Nietzsche A  as a late figure in the Aristo-
telian history of philosophy is a fairly uncontroversial and straightforward 
task. But studying Nietzsche as the inaugural figure in his own history of an 
alternative future philosophy is a much more contentious and difficult task, 
something we are only beginning to understand how to do. 82  

 In this essay I have gathered together some suggestions that might prove 
helpful to those who are interested in this new task. 83  For the most part, these 
are culled from Nietzsche’s own advice on how best to understand him and 
his philosophical legacy. This is advice that he scatters throughout his later 
writings, especially in his new Prefaces, but most of all in  Ecce Homo , the 
last original book that he prepared for publication at the end of his career. 
Nietzsche’s goal in this retrospective book was to explain his originality and 
significance compared to all philosophers who came before him. He implored 
his future readers not to confuse him with these traditional philosophers and 
not to remake him in their image (EH P:1–4; EH UM:3). He also surveyed all 
of his own published texts and offered clear and detailed advice on how 
to read each one of them. His chief point of advice was that  Zarathustra,  
completed before BGE and GM, was his best and most important book (EH 
P:4; EH III:1; EH Z:1–8). Paradoxically, he wrote, it was the  fictional  and 
 indirect  nature of this book that allowed him to communicate, better than 
anywhere else, the actual human animal’s rich sensory and corporeal expe-
rience of living in this actual earthly biosphere while immersed in the actual 
reality of temporal transience and while undergoing a vast array of fluctu-
ating psychological states. 84  He advised readers to look here, and nowhere 
else, for his attempt to display the actual reality corresponding to his most 
significant contributions to the philosophy of the future—namely, his dis-
covery of cosmological eternal recurrence (EH BT:3; EH Z:1) and his new 
ideal of the superhuman (EH III:1; EH Z:2; EH IV:5). 85  Now that Nietzsche’s 
place in the history of philosophy is secure, perhaps we are ready to take all 
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28 Paul S. Loeb

of this advice seriously. In the past, influential readers of  Ecce Homo  were 
inclined to dismiss Nietzsche’s self-assessment as reflecting his incipient men-
tal collapse and grandiose delusions. 86  But perhaps now we are ready to be 
more open-minded and to allow for the possibility that Nietzsche did indeed 
initiate a radical paradigm shift in the history of philosophy. 

 Notes 

  1. Many thanks to Keith Ansell Pearson, Daniel Blue, Mark Conard, Mark Jenkins, 
John Richardson, Ivan Soll, and especially William Beardsley and Jessica Berry 
for their helpful comments and conversations about earlier drafts of this essay. I 
am also grateful for the many valuable questions and suggestions from the work-
shop participants in the “Nietzsche in the Northeast” 2 nd  Annual Conference 
at Binghamton University, SUNY; and from the audience and participants in the 
9 th  Annual University of South Florida Graduate Student Conference. 

  2. As evidence for these introductory claims, I would cite primarily the astonish-
ing rise in Nietzsche’s reputation and influence within the Anglophone tradi-
tion that had so far offered the most resistance to his inclusion—as attested, 
for example, by his now routine inclusion in all Anglophone discussions of 
the history of moral philosophy and moral psychology; by his influence on 
leading Anglophone philosophers and historians (e.g., Arthur Danto, Philippa 
Foot, Sebastian Gardner, Ken Gemes, Robert Gooding-Williams, Raymond 
Geuss, Thomas Hurka, Christopher Janaway, Brian Leiter, Alasdair MacIntyre, 
Alexander Nehamas, Martha Nussbaum, Robert Pippin, Alan Schrift, Christine 
Swanton, Charles Taylor, Robert Pippin, Bernard Williams, and Julian Young); 
by the fast-growing Anglophone interest in distinctively Nietzschean themes like 
naturalism, genealogy, perspectivism, affects and emotions, and value-laden sci-
ence; by the high quality of scholarship being produced in current Anglophone 
Nietzsche studies; by the ever-growing appetite for Nietzsche scholarship among 
the leading Anglophone academic presses and journals on philosophy and his-
tory of philosophy; and by the now nearly universal inclusion of Nietzsche as a 
recommended subject of study in Anglophone academic training for history of 
philosophy. 

  3. Some key moments in the early trajectory would have to include: Elisabeth 
Förster Nietzsche’s and Heinrich Köselitz’s reconstruction of his notes into a sin-
gle philosophical masterwork,  The Will to Power ; Max Scheler’s interpretation 
of Nietzsche as belonging to the school of the philosophy of life; Georg Simmel’s 
twin study of Schopenhauer and Nietzsche; Karl Löwith’s book on Nietzsche’s 
central philosophical doctrine of eternal recurrence; Karl Jasper’s book on the 
originality of Nietzsche’s philosophical questioning; Heidegger’s teaching on 
Nietzsche’s thought as the culmination of Western metaphysics; the philosoph-
ical influence of Nietzsche on the French existentialists; Walter Kaufmann’s 
translation, denazification, and philosophical commentary on Nietzsche’s texts; 
Arthur Danto’s analytic transposition of Nietzsche’s claims and reasoning; and 
the philosophical influence of Nietzsche on the French post-structuralists. For 
concise surveys of some of these moments, see Behler (1996) and Schrift (1996). 

  4. Even Descartes’ inclusion might seem somewhat problematic in terms of criteria 
(i) and (iii), but I think that most historians would agree that his surpassing 
achievement in terms of the other criteria more than compensates for this slight 
deficiency. 

  5. Some question might be raised about Nietzsche’s study of the canonical philo-
sophical literature, but I think that recent contextualist scholarship (cf. Brobjer 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a,
 S

an
 D

ie
go

] 
at

 0
4:

25
 3

0 
Ju

ne
 2

01
7 



Nietzsche’s Place in the Aristotelian History of Philosophy 29

2008) has demonstrated that he sought out, and had access to, most of the 
important primary texts through accurate compendiums and lengthy translated 
excerpts. 

  6. I am not considering here the many external causal factors that might have 
contributed to this resistance, for example, the misappropriation of Nietzsche’s 
texts by Nazi propagandists, or the lack of good translations for these texts. 

  7. Interestingly, Nietzsche applied for a vacated position in the philosophy depart-
ment at the University of Basel, but soon found out that (as he put it) “a young 
talented Aristotelian” (Rudolf Eucken) had been hired instead. Nietzsche spec-
ulated that his interest in Schopenhauer had led a member of the philosophy 
department to oppose him, but some biographers have guessed that he was 
turned away for lack of training and credentials. See KSB 3, Letters 118, 125, 
130, 132; Cate (2005: 119–125); Young (2010: 148). Thanks to Daniel Blue for 
his advice on this matter. 

  8. In this essay, I have used the standard English abbreviations for the titles of these 
texts:  The Antichrist  (A);  Beyond Good and Evil  (BGE);  The Birth of Tragedy  
(BT);  Daybreak  (D);  Ecce Homo  (EH);  The Gay Science  (GS); Human, All Too 
Human (HH);  On the Genealogy of Morality  (GM);  Philosophy in the Tragic 
Age of the Greeks  (PTAG);  Twilight of the Idols  (TI);  Untimely Meditations  
(UM);  The Will to Power  (WP);  Thus Spoke Zarathustra  (Z). I have used Roman 
numerals to denote the larger subdivisions within the work, Arabic numerals to 
denote the section numbers, and “P” to denote the prefaces. 

  9. Cf. Colli (1980); Schacht (1983: xiii–xiv); Nehamas (1988); Clark and Dudrick 
(2012: 2n.2). 

  10. Cf. Schacht (1983: xv). 
  11. Cf. Magnus (1988). 
  12. Cf. Horstmann (2001: xxvii–xxviii). 
  13. Cf. Nehamas (1988); Williams (1994); Rosen (1995); Jaspers (1997); Müller-

Lauter (1999); Pippin (2010). 
  14. Cf. Magnus, Stewart, and Mileur (1993); Staten (1993); Danto (2005: 1–10, 

211–212); Stegmaier (2006); Stern (2015). 
  15. Cf. Simmel (1986: 170–178); Tanner (1994: 51); Reginster (2006: 103–104, 

204–206); Leiter (2013: 594). 
  16. Cf. Williams (1994: 237–238); Pippin (2010: xiv–xv); Pippin (2012: 157–160); 

Berry (2016). 
  17. Cf. Solomon (1996). 
  18. Cf. Moore (2004). 
  19. Cf. Russell (1945); Huenemann (2013). 
  20. Cf. Brinton (1941); Russell (1945); Lukács (1980); Waite (1996); Appel (1999). 
  21. Cf. Russell (1945: 764); Kaufmann (1974a: 84, 1974b: 24); Irigaray (1991); 

Young (2013). 
  22. Cf. Bloom (1987); Danto (2005: 1–10). 
  23. Cf. Gadamer (1988: 220–224). Although Hume was perhaps also obsessed with 

attacking Christianity, this feature of his thought remains in the background in 
most of his influential philosophical texts. 

  24. See Heidegger (1979: 3–17). See also Krell’s reminder of Alfred Bäumler’s influ-
ence on Heidegger’s decision, in Heidegger (1987: 269–271). 

  25. Cf. Schacht (1983); Nehamas (1985); Richardson (1996); Reginster (2006). 
  26. Cf. Schrift (2012). 
  27. Although Heidegger spent a lot of time discussing Nietzsche’s  Zarathustra , he 

argued that Nietzsche’s communication about eternal recurrence in this pub-
lished and completed book was not a genuine sharing with others, but rather a 
veiling, because it was presented in poetic speech by a poetic figure (Heidegger 
1984: 14). According to Heidegger, Nietzsche withheld and suppressed his true 
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30 Paul S. Loeb

knowledge about eternal recurrence and we can only find this knowledge in 
the posthumously published notes that were written in Nietzsche’s own hand 
( ibid.:  15). This is why Heidegger’s final dismissive judgment about  Zarathustra  
and eternal recurrence was based on what he (following Alfred Bäumler) regarded 
as the essence of Nietzsche’s thinking in the unpublished notes compiled in suc-
cessive editions of  The Will to Power,  especially WP 617. See Heidegger (1984: 
198–208, 227–233); Heidegger (1987: 209–215, 257n). See also Krell’s critique 
of Heidegger’s selective and misleading use of WP 617, in Heidegger (1984: 
201–202n); and Heidegger (1987: 271–272). 

  28. The once-dominant postmodern or poststructuralist approach to reading 
Nietzsche, as summarized for example by Allison (1997), did not aim to explain 
these complaints but certainly did offer a unified framework for explaining 
many of them (1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 9, 10). However, this approach had little or nothing 
to say about many of the other complaints (4, 5, 11, 14, 15) and actually reiter-
ated the complaints against Nietzsche’s speculative metaphysical theorizing (8) 
and against his offensive ethics and politics (12, 13). My alternative historio-
graphical proposal is thus more comprehensive and also has the advantage of 
not presupposing the correctness of central tenets of postmodern thought or of 
the postmodern approach to interpreting Nietzsche. 

  29. Here I am following Richard Rorty’s influential distinction among different 
genres of the historiography of philosophy (Rorty 1984) and Rachel Barney’s 
application of this distinction to Aristotle’s historical survey in the first book of 
 Metaphysics  (Barney 2013). 

  30. Cf. Collobert (2002); Frede (2011); Barney (2013). 
  31. Cf. especially  Physics  I.2–9,  Metaphysics  I,  On Generation and Corruption  

I.1–2,  De Anima  I.2–5, and  Politics  II. Aristotle’s explains his methodological 
search for dialectical  endoxa  in  Topics  I.1–2 and he mentions this procedure 
again in  Nicomachean Ethics  (1145b3–7) and  Eudemian Ethics  (1216b26–35). 

  32. To avoid any misunderstanding, my claim that Aristotle looked to his own image 
and practices when inventing the philosophical canon is offered here merely as 
a useful descriptive hypothesis, not as some sort of perjorative psychologizing 
about Aristotle’s motives. 

  33. Notice that this question about who gets included in the canon is a very different 
question than my introductory question about which canonical philosophers 
should be regarded as the most significant. My point is that the Aristotelian 
criteria (in the list below) offer resistance to including Nietzsche in the canon 
even though he obviously counts as one the most important philosophers due to 
his historical engagement, revolutionary innovation, conceptual range, method-
ological questioning, profound insight, and existential impact. 

  34. Aristotelian philosophers and historians of philosophy might resist this descrip-
tion of bias by arguing that Aristotle’s “discovery” of the “correct” philosophical 
approach has been vindicated by his enormous influence on subsequent great 
canonical philosophers. But this response begs the question against my proposal 
that Aristotle invented the concept of the canonical philosopher and designed 
the criteria for canonical inclusion which subsequent philosophers aimed to 
meet and promote. 

  35. Although Descartes and his Cartesian followers were obviously opposed to the 
Aristotelian scholastic theories and tradition, I am arguing that these figures 
and their practices nevertheless matched nearly all of the Aristotelian criteria 
outlined below. 

  36. The influence of Aristotle on Heidegger is everywhere to see, and I would point 
especially to the later Wittgenstein’s emphasis on respecting the ordinary uses of 
language (something wholly rejected by Nietzsche). 
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Nietzsche’s Place in the Aristotelian History of Philosophy 31

  37. Compare Gilles Deleuze’s hypothesis that the resistance to including Nietzsche 
in the canon should be traced back to the influence of Hegelian dialectic on the 
historiography of philosophy (Deleuze 1983: 8–19, 156–164). My alternative 
proposal is that the Hegelian resistance should be traced back to Aristotle’s orig-
inary historiographical influence on all philosophers after him, including Hegel 
and his followers. 

  38. Nietzsche’s anti-Hegelian contemporaries, Kierkegaard and Marx, both also 
seem to fail all of these criteria (except, in Kierkegaard’s case, the very important 
last criterion). But neither of these figures has a philosophical reputation today 
approaching anything like Nietzsche’s, so their failure is not as interesting. It is 
more probable that Kierkegaard’s philosophical contributions are called into 
question by his Christian faith and that Marx’s philosophical contributions are 
overshadowed by his economic, sociological, and political projects. 

  39. I think this is the case with some of the more “literary” figures who especially 
influenced Nietzsche (e.g., the ancient Greek sophists, Augustine, Machiavelli, 
Montaigne, Pascal, Rousseau, Schlegel, and Emerson) and also with some of 
Nietzsche’s contemporaries (e.g., Kierkegaard and Marx). 

  40. Some might argue that a few of Nietzsche’s earlier published texts, such as the 
second  Untimely Meditation , or  Human, All Too Human , or  Dawn , could be 
regarded as meeting these criteria. I do not agree with this assessment, but I do 
not have the space to make this argument here. 

  41. For example, Kant, a professional academic professor, is regarded as the para-
digmatic philosopher while Marx, a journalist and political activist, is relegated 
to the outskirts of the philosophical canon. 

  42. Of course, the more “literary” figures mentioned in note 39 above, as well 
as other more central figures like Hume, Mill, Schopenhauer, and especially 
Kierkegaard, are justly praised for the stylistic and aesthetic dimensions of their 
writing. But I would argue that the consensus among Aristotelian historians 
and philosophers is that this literary aspect of their work is so pervasive as to 
disqualify them or that this literary aspect is simply not essential to their philo-
sophical contributions. As for diversity of styles, the few dialogues of Berkeley 
or Hume are hardly great departures from the Aristotelian norm and in any 
case their use of this literary form is not regarded as an essential aspect of their 
philosophical contributions. 

  43. Again, the polemical and rhetorical style of political theorists like Machiavelli, 
Hobbes, Rousseau, Mill, or Marx is usually regarded as a problematic or ines-
sential aspect of their philosophical contributions. 

  44. Considerations like these motivate Heidegger’s emphasis on Nietzsche’s 
 Nachlass , see notes 24 and 27 above. Even more interestingly, Heidegger offers 
considerations like those mentioned in (2’) to argue for a hermeneutic approach 
to Nietzsche’s  Nachlass  that would achieve a kind of telepathic bond with his 
thinking and enable us to transcend his writing entirely. Cf. Heidegger (1979: 
23–24; 1984: 70–73; 1987: 10–14). 

  45. Hegel and Marx would seem to offer historicist and materialist exceptions to 
this criterion. But in truth (as Kierkegaard notes) Hegel’s thought is a perfect 
illustration of the Aristotelian tendency to marginalize the particular and the 
accidental. And Marx’s writings are usually surveyed for Aristotelian material 
having to do with his “philosophical” theory of reality and ideology. 

  46. Hume and Kant are not really exceptions to this Aristotelian criterion, because 
they are both concerned to use reasoning as a means of investigating the limits 
of the reasoning mind. 

  47. It might be objected that Aristotle himself demands only that degree of clarity 
and precision that each subject matter allows, e.g., less in ethics and politics than 
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32 Paul S. Loeb

in metaphysics ( Nicomachean Ethics  I.3, II.2 ) . But my point is that he still does 
demand as much clarity and precision as each subject matter allows and, more 
importantly, that he demands as much clarity and precision as possible in the 
philosophers’ communications with each other about these subject matters. 

  48. For example, Kant’s transcendental idealism and the grand speculative theo-
ries of post-Kantian German idealists are built upon sensible starting points 
having to do with the givenness of human sensation, the necessity and uni-
versality of spatiotemporal human experience, the functional and combinatory 
nature of human logical thinking, the self-reflexivity of human consciousness, 
and the distinction between theoretical and practical human thought. While 
the post-Kantian philosophers built their work on Kant’s contributions, he 
built his theories on the philosophical contributions of his predecessors (such 
as Descartes, Leibniz and Hume), and on the established logical foundation of 
Aristotelian logic, on the accepted mathematical consensus of Euclidean geom-
etry, and on the dominant scientific approach of Newtonian physics. 

  49. This is perhaps one reason why little philosophical attention is paid to the mem-
oirs and autobiographies of figures like Augustine, Pascal, Rousseau, or Mill. 

  50. Aristotle himself departs from these points only insofar as he believes that cer-
tain human beings are lacking the faculty of reason ( Politics  1253–1255). 

  51. Aristotle himself subscribed to this position about genderless reason, even 
though he argued that the faculty of reason in women is ineffective ( Politics  
1260a). Even Schopenhauer’s notorious remarks about women follow Aristotle 
in this respect—cf. Schopenhauer (1976). 

  52. My point here does not concern any special features of the recent “Anglophone” 
approach to Nietzsche, since I think that similar hermeneutic strategies were 
employed by early influential figures such as Simmel and Heidegger. But 
Anglophone philosophers, scholars, and historians were the last important hold-
outs against including Nietzsche in the canon, so their strategies have played a 
decisive role in securing his place there. 

  53. See especially the number of recent Anglophone commentaries and anthologies 
devoted just to GM, and the recent commentary on BGE by Clark and Dudrick 
(2012). 

  54. Cf. Pippin (2010); Emden (2014). 
  55. Cf. Tanner (1994). 
  56. Cf. Schacht (1983). Richard Rorty (1984), and others influenced by his essay, 

might argue that these scholars are simply practicing the genre of historiography 
of philosophy that he calls “rational reconstruction.” But my point here is that 
this genre was invented by Aristotle and should be regarded as an Aristotelian 
historiography of philosophy. 

  57. Cf. Richardson (1996), with its interpretive emphasis on the Aristotelian con-
cepts of metaphysics, ontology, being, and essence. 

  58. Cf. Clark (1990: 205–286). 
  59. Cf. Danto (2005) .  
  60. Cf. Leiter (2013); Telech and Leiter (2016). 
  61. Cf. Nehamas (1985: 234). 
  62. Cf. MacIntyre (1981: 104–113, 238–241); Katsafanas (2013). 
  63. Cf. Owen (1995); Hatab (1999); Clark (2015). 
  64. Cf. Danto (2005). 
  65. Cf. GS 80 (his most complimentary mention of Aristotle); TI X:5; A 7; EH BT:3. 

It is also noteworthy that Nietzsche selects only Aristotle’s  Rhetoric  for extended 
discussion in his wide-ranging philological lectures at the University of Basel 
(Winter and Spring 1874–75). 

  66. For this very reason, of course, nothing in this essay is meant to suggest that 
Nietzsche himself identified the philosophical canon as Aristotelian or that 
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Nietzsche’s Place in the Aristotelian History of Philosophy 33

Nietzsche saw himself as concerned to counter and overthrow Aristotle’s influ-
ence on the history of philosophy. These are my own historiographical judgments. 

  67. Cf. BGE subtitle, 2, 42–44, 203, 211. There are a number of later philosophers 
who may be said to have taken up Nietzsche’s invitation, but I would single 
out especially the important twentieth-century French figures—Bataille, Camus, 
Foucault, and Deleuze. These are not so many or so influential as Aristotle’s 
canonical followers, but we should remember that he had few such followers 
merely 130 years after the end of his career. 

  68. In Richard Rorty’s terms (Rorty 1984), my argument here is that Nietzsche is 
practicing the historiographical genre of  canon-formation , but in a new way that 
does not dovetail with the Aristotelian-Hegelian historiographical genre of  ratio-
nal reconstruction . Notice that my argument has nothing to do with Alasdair 
MacIntyre’s famous, and obviously Aristotelian, “Nietzsche or Aristotle?” 
dilemma about ethics and politics (MacIntyre 1981). 

  69. Cf. Lampert (2004); Anderson (2014). 
  70. Aristotle’s criticisms of Plato might seem to suggest more commonality with 

Nietzsche than there actually is. For example, Aristotle’s metaphysical emphasis 
on change is overruled by his insistence on underlying permanence; his meth-
odological emphasis on multiple and diverse particulars is preparatory to his 
search for unifying universality; his epistemological starting point of sensory 
experience is immediately rationalized; his scientific interests in this earthly 
world (astronomy, physics, zoology, botany, etc.) are all subordinated to his 
theological teleology; his naturalistic stress on the human being’s vegetative and 
animalistic aspects are conditioned by his overriding interest in divine reason; 
his psychological hylemorphism depends on his rationalized conception of the 
body and its organs’ teleological functions; his ethical consideration of human 
emotion and desire involves the question how best to rationalize these; and his 
political investigation of actual city-states and their constitutions is guided by his 
conception of the perfectibility of human rationality. In sum, everything about 
Aristotle’s philosophical system belongs to the deified and rationalized kind of 
thinking that Nietzsche aimed to overcome. Much more than Plato, Aristotle 
offered an inquiry that was fundamentally anthropomorphic and that projected 
into all of reality his own self-image and his own anthropocentric, biocentric, and 
geocentric concerns and properties. Recall, for example, that Neoplatonism was 
the background inspiration for Copernicus’ overthrow of Ptolemy’s Aristotelian 
cosmology and for his cosmic de-centering of humankind. 

  71. From the start of Nietzsche’s reception, scholars have discussed his critique of 
the traditional philosophers’ preoccupation with dialectical reasoning. But they 
have not emphasized, as I am doing here, that the source of this critique lies in 
his foundational post-theological project of naturalizing human beings in terms 
of a de-humanized nature. 

  72. There has been a lot of debate recently about the sense in which Nietzsche was 
a naturalist, but it seems to me that this decision should be textually grounded 
in the post-theological methodology that Nietzsche announces in GS 109. This 
methodology is much broader than Quine’s Aristotelian emphasis on method-
ological continuity with the successful natural sciences (cf. Leiter 2002: 3 ff., 
2013). Also, Nietzsche’s de-anthropomorphizing methodology can be at odds 
with Quinean naturalism, since Nietzsche often criticizes the successful natu-
ral sciences of his day for reifying and projecting into nature human concepts 
and human values. See, for example, Nietzsche’s critique of mechanistic physics 
(BGE 12–24; GS 373) and Darwinist biology (BGE 253; GS 349; GM P:7; GM 
II:12; TI IX:14). 

  73. In his commentary on Nietzsche’s GM ,  Christopher Janaway has offered an inter-
pretive approach that emphasizes Nietzsche’s post-moral project of engaging 
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34 Paul S. Loeb

and transforming the emotions of his readers (Janaway 2007). I think that 
Janaway’s emphasis is correct and important, but I would argue that my pro-
posal here offers a stronger and wider context for understanding Nietzsche’s 
post-theological project. My proposal extends beyond the  Genealogy  and can 
explain Nietzsche’s prioritizing of  Zarathustra  over the  Genealogy ; it is able 
to explain aspects of Nietzsche’s philosophy that do not concern only his nor-
mative project or (as Leiter 2008 notes) only the therapeutic dimension of that 
project; it can explain how Nietzsche’s critique applies specifically to the his-
tory of philosophy and not to some generalized “scientific” or “philosophical” 
 Wissenschaft -thinking; and it can explain how Nietzsche is in a position to 
criticize the practice of philosophy long  before  it came under the influence of 
Christian “selfless” morality. 

  74. See especially KSA 12: 9[97], one of the few places in Nietzsche’s corpus where 
he criticizes Aristotle explicitly about a matter unrelated to aesthetics. His point 
here is that Aristotle’s ban on logical contradiction (e.g., with respect to the 
thought of Heraclitus) stems from his anthropomorphic conception of nature. 
For an extended discussion of this passage, see Meyer (2010: 75–115). 

  75. See my essays, Loeb (2013, 2015). 
  76. See my study, Loeb (2010); and my essays, Loeb (2011) and Loeb (2016). 
  77. This point, and the next point, are obviously insufficient responses to the kinds 

of political frameworks that inform (12) and (13) as reasons for excluding 
Nietzsche from the canon. All I am stressing here is Nietzsche’s radical diver-
gence from the Aristotelian philosophers’ purportedly egalitarian claim that the 
reasoning mind has no class or gender. This is a divergence that is shared today 
by the kind of ideology critique and identity politics that emphasizes the social 
construction of class and gender. 

  78. See Irigaray (1991) for the same idea investigated from what she claims is the 
woman’s standpoint and then turned back against Nietzsche himself. 

  79. Here I am addressing only the question how philosophical students of Nietzsche 
can best attain an understanding of his place in the history of philosophy. There 
is a separate question we might ask about how they should live, think, and 
write in order to accomplish this goal. Should they follow traditional scholarly 
practices or should they emulate Nietzsche’s own unconventional practices as 
outlined above? There are certainly places where Nietzsche seems to request the 
usual academic treatment—for example, when he asks his readers to become 
philologists with respect to his aphoristic texts (GM P:8); or when he suggests 
that professional philosophical faculty might be inspired by his essay to inau-
gurate a series of academic prize-essays that would follow up on his investiga-
tions (GM I:17, Note); or when he wonders whether someday a few academic 
chairs might be established for the interpretation of  Thus Spoke Zarathustra  
(EH III:1). On the whole, however, and especially in  Ecce Homo , Nietzsche 
seems to encourage his students to emulate him—for example, when he sug-
gests that his readers should guess, rather than deduce, his meanings (EH III:3); 
or when he explains that those who come to his books without similar lived 
experiences will hear nothing (EH III:2); or when he offers a list of the uncon-
ventional intellectual virtues that are needed to understand his writings, virtues 
that closely mirror the ones he attributes to himself (A P).   Even Nietzsche’s 
anticipation of future university chairs devoted to interpreting  Zarathustra  is 
situated in the context of his prediction that one day there will be a need for 
institutions in which people live and teach as he understands living and teach-
ing (EH III:1). 

  80. A few scholars have gone further and argued that there is actually a deep affin-
ity between the ethics of Aristotle and Nietzsche. Walter Kaufmann (1974: 
382–384) first suggested this; Robert Solomon (arguing against Alasdair 
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MacIntyre) expanded greatly on his teacher’s suggestion, especially in Solomon 
(2003); and Christine Swanton has in turn expanded on Solomon’s arguments, 
especially in her most recent treatment, Swanton (2015). In the process of mak-
ing their comparisons, Solomon and Swanton have argued further that Aristotle 
and Nietzsche shared certain background methodological assumptions, such as 
perfectionism, naturalism, functionalism, and eudaimonia. I have criticized this 
comparison in Loeb (2017). I argue there that the comparison is superficial 
because Nietzsche does not accept Aristotle’s conception of the human being 
as a perfectible rational animal whose flourishing involves the full realization 
of its essential rational capacities and whose rationality-based virtues are best 
acquired through communal habit, training, and education. I also emphasize 
Nietzsche’s Zarathustran call for new posthuman virtues against Solomon’s 
claim that Nietzsche aimed to restore Aristotle’s preferred Homeric virtues. 

  81. An Aristotelian philosopher might want to ask what reasons, arguments, and 
justification Nietzsche had for commencing this new era. But this is precisely 
to ignore the discontinuity just mentioned. Nietzsche claims to have discovered 
this new era by isolating himself and learning from his warring emotional states 
how to attain a new kind of lived and visionary experience that allows him to 
understand nature without humanizing it, and so on as above. 

  82. We are much more accustomed to studying Kant in this way. Kant’s own his-
toriographical ambition ranged just as far as Nietzsche’s and was immediately 
successful in both directions—yielding a new retrospective framework for 
understanding the “pre-Copernican” ontological assumptions of the ancient 
Greeks, the “rationalist” and “empiricist” agendas of the Modern philosophers, 
and the future projects of philosophers now designated as “German Idealists,” 
“post-Kantians” and “neo-Kantians.” Nevertheless, my argument in this paper is 
that Nietzsche’s departure from the philosophical tradition was much more radi-
cal because Kant’s “Copernican revolution” was still situated within the broader 
Aristotelian framework outlined above. 

  83. For an interesting attempt to understand, apply, and expand Nietzsche’s  retro-
spective  historiography of philosophy, see Lampert (1993, 2010). 

  84. Cf. Lampert (1986); Parkes (1996); Del Caro (2004); Higgins (2010); Shapiro 
(2016). 

  85. See my study, Loeb (2010). 
  86. Cf. Large (2007: xxii–xxiii); Ridley (2012: 215–218). 
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 To fear death, gentlemen, is no other than to think oneself wise when one is 
not, to think one knows what one does not. 

 —Socrates,  Apology  29a 

 Socrates  wanted t o die: not Athens, but he himself chose the hemlock; he 
forced Athens to sentence him. “Socrates is no physician,” he said softly to 
himself; “here death alone is the physician. Socrates himself has merely been 
sick a long time.” 

 —Nietzsche,  Twilight of the Idols,  “The Problem of Socrates” 

 Introduction 

 Throughout his career as an author, Nietzsche regularly challenged the phil-
osophical authority and standing of Socrates.  1   Despite admiring “the cour-
age and wisdom of Socrates in everything he did, said—and did not say” 
(GS 340), Nietzsche evinced an abiding skepticism, bordering on irrever-
ence, with respect to the teachings for which Socrates is best known. Deeply 
suspicious of the dominant philosophical reception of Socrates, and of the 
supposedly noble ideal of “the dying Socrates,” Nietzsche mounted a per-
sistent campaign to come to grips with his enigmatic predecessor. As several 
scholars have noted, moreover, this campaign was apparently integral to 
Nietzsche’s understanding of his own philosophical project.  2   As such, the 
task of solving the “problem” of Socrates may have struck Nietzsche as 
prerequisite to the task of refining the focus of his own philosophical labors. 

 Owing in large part to the pugnacious character of this campaign, and to 
the provocative nature of the allegations rehearsed therein, it has become 
fairly standard practice for scholars to describe Nietzsche’s engagement with 
Socrates as comprising a protracted contest or quarrel.  3   And while Nietzsche 
may fairly be described as more generally disputatious, this particular con-
test boasts the additional drama of pitting him against an adversary who, he 
may have suspected, was more than a match for him.  4   Having toyed with 
the likes of David Strauss, having outgrown Emerson and Voltaire, having 
recovered from Schopenhauer and Wagner, having surpassed Darwin and 

 Twilight of an Idol 

 Nietzsche’s Affirmation of Socrates 

 Daniel Conway 
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Twilight of an Idol 41

Spencer, having diagnosed Jesus and Paul, and having separated himself 
from Bismarck and the  Reich ,  5   Nietzsche remained respectfully unsure of 
the success of his challenge to Socrates.  6   

 As we survey his writings from 1888, however, we note that Nietzsche 
appears to have softened this (merely) oppositional understanding of the 
aims of his critical project. As it turns out, he explains, the various con-
tests, confrontations, struggles, and quarrels in which he had been engaged 
have catalyzed his emergence in a newborn incarnation, characterized by a 
perspective from which he finally appreciates the limited value of all such 
oppositions. While summarizing his “practice of war,” he explains, 

 I never attack persons; I merely avail myself of the person as of a strong 
magnifying glass that allows one to make visible a creeping and elusive 
calamity . . . Thus I attacked Wagner—more precisely, the falseness, the 
half-couth instincts of our “culture” which mistakes the subtle for the 
rich, and the late for the great. 

 (EH “wise” 7) 

 If we apply this explanation to the case at hand, we see that Nietzsche’s 
various “attacks” on Socrates were actually directed against the widespread 
decay that led the friends and admirers of Socrates to idealize (and then 
idolize) his supposed courage in the face of death.  7   As Nietzsche confirms 
elsewhere in  Ecce Homo , that is, his quarrel was not with Socrates, but 
with  Socratism  and, by extension, with the “improvement-morality” it so 
successfully sponsored (EH bt 1). In that event, however, we are left with 
a pressing question: What are we to make of Socrates himself? Who was 
the “enigmatic ironist” from whom Socratism drew its shaky bearings and 
derived its supposed authority? 

 Nietzsche’s attempt to solve the “problem” of Socrates was guided by the 
twin tasks that occupied him in the post-Zarathustran period of his career. 
He was concerned, first of all, to develop a diagnosis of Socrates that would 
yield a comprehensive psychological profile. Toward this end, he weighed 
the meaning of everything Socrates said and did, placing an unusually heavy 
emphasis, as we shall see, on the context and setting of his final words. 
Second, he was concerned to make use of this profile to motivate an  affir-
mation  of Socrates, which would allow him, finally, to end their misguided 
“quarrel.” In pursuing this second task, as we shall see, he was determined to 
acknowledge the full range of Socratic influences on his own development. 

 In what would prove to be his final sustained encounter with Socrates, 
Nietzsche appears to have arrived at a very different understanding of their 
relationship. While he may at various times have thought it necessary to 
best or vanquish Socrates, his goal in  Twilight of the Idols  is to arrive at 
an understanding of the common cause that situates them in the historical 
developments and traditions they share. There is no contest to be won or 
lost, Nietzsche apparently realizes, simply because there is no basis for a real 
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or permanent antagonism between them. Joined by their common heritage 
and their common service to life itself, they are allies rather than—and, of 
course, by virtue of having been—adversaries. As Nietzsche finally comes to 
understand his philosophical task, in short, he is obliged to affirm Socrates—
thereby harvesting everything vital and generative within his legacy—before 
denying (or negating) the ascetic ideal that Socrates involuntarily propa-
gated.  8   Their quarrel would end, Nietzsche realizes, when he finally could 
say of the legacy of Socrates, including his own placement it its ongoing 
articulation,  thus I willed it . Upon reaching such a point, he would have 
nothing more to say. 

 Socrates and the Fear of Death 

 Nietzsche begins his discussion of “The Problem of Socrates” by question-
ing the  wisdom  of those “great sages” who, throughout Western history, 
have judged the value of life to be negative (TI “Socrates” 1). Setting the 
stage for the diagnosis he soon would pronounce, he observes that even 
the great Socrates concluded his life by announcing to Crito that he (and 
now they) owed a cock to the healer Asclepius ( Phaedo , 118a).  9   As he does 
elsewhere, Nietzsche deliberately misquotes these parting words in order to 
isolate what he takes to be Socrates’s guiding conviction—namely, that life 
itself is an illness, for which death is the only cure.  10   Thereby confirming the 
alignment of these “great sages” with their hero, Socrates, Nietzsche appears 
to pay tribute to a venerable tradition of moral wisdom and instruction. 
Indeed, those who follow and revere these “great sages” have concluded 
that there must be something to their reasoning, that the value of life  must  
be negative, especially if worthies such as Socrates were able to face death 
calmly and courageously. 

 Ever the contrarian, however, Nietzsche begs to differ: Is there not in fact 
“something  sick  here”? (TI “Socrates” 1) Is it not likely that these sages, 
including Socrates, the wisest of all, were  decadents , weary of life and the 
cruelties it enjoins? In pursuing this line of questioning, Nietzsche does not 
mean to suggest that these great sages were wrong about life or mistaken in 
their negative estimation of its value. As putative knowledge claims, estima-
tions of the value of life are idle; they mean nothing at all (TI “Socrates” 2). 
As symptoms or signs, however, these judgments are meaningful to anyone 
with an ear or an eye or a nose for that sort of thing. That the “great sages” 
have impugned the value of life may tell us nothing about life itself, but it 
could tell us a great deal about the sages themselves (TI “Socrates” 2). As is 
often the case with Nietzsche, his probing, leading questions produce their 
own preferred answers: The “great sages” were  decadents . But there is more: 
They also were  unwise , for they failed to understand themselves  and  the 
figure they so impressively idealized. 

 Why is this important? Socrates is typically revered  not  for his final 
words, which may convey a negative estimation of the value of life, but for 
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Twilight of an Idol 43

his display of composure, serenity, equanimity, and courage in the face of 
death. According to Nietzsche, in fact, the persistent attraction of the ideal 
of “the dying Socrates” may be traced to the wishful claim (or belief) that 
he triumphed over the fear of death. The aforementioned sages have been 
instrumental in promoting this ideal, which they promptly summon when 
promising to arrange for their disciples a similarly untroubled acceptance of 
their mortality. They recommend this ideal, of course, because their disciples 
despair (or complain) of being shadowed by the fear of death, which pre-
vents them from fully enjoying the worldly goods and pleasures available to 
them. Understandably eager to be rid of such a burden, these disciples have 
learned to look with hope and admiration to the example of “the dying Soc-
rates,” who, it is often claimed, conquered his fear of death. 

 Many of those who fear death do so, however, not simply because its 
undiscovered country is unknown to them, which is the point that Socrates 
so famously made at his trial ( Apology , 29a), but also because they attach 
a  positive  (if irrational) value to life itself. They fear death, that is, because 
it mandates the permanent end of those pursuits, attachments, friendships, 
and alliances that dispose them favorably toward life. They fear death, in 
short, because they have found something in life that excites in them a desire 
to continue living, notwithstanding the pain and suffering—including the 
loss of loved ones—they will endure. When they come to admire Socrates, 
that is, they do so because they have been led to believe that he conquered 
a fear of death roughly equivalent, e.g., in its disruptive intensity, to their 
own. Hence the enduring appeal of the ideal of “the dying Socrates,” which 
honors a man who faced the afterlife with a serene display of good cheer, 
noble self-composure, and calm anticipation. 

 This point bears noting, Nietzsche insists, for the ideal of “the dying Soc-
rates” would otherwise be irrelevant to the turmoil in which many (or most) 
potential admirers find themselves. If it turned out that Socrates did  not  fear 
death (and, so, had no fear to conquer), that he in fact  wanted t o die, that he 
 craved  death and even goaded his fellow Athenians into sentencing him to 
death, the example he set for posterity would be significantly diminished—if 
not altogether discredited—in their eyes. Simply put, those who genuinely 
love life and fear death are not likely to find solace in the example of some-
one who knew no such love and no such fear. They might go so far as to 
declare their feelings of betrayal and outrage at the fraud perpetrated against 
them. This, in any event, is the response Nietzsche hopes to elicit from his 
best readers, those who are prepared to sound out the idol of “the dying 
Socrates” and to confirm that it rings hollow. 

 In particular, Nietzsche means to expose the bait-and-switch scheme that 
he attributes to all those “great sages” who have promoted the ideal of “the 
dying Socrates.” The bait, of course, is Socrates himself, especially the Soc-
rates whose courageous final days Plato memorialized. This Socrates did 
not fear death, which is an achievement that any number of mortals would 
be eager to replicate. The switch occurs as we consider the Socrates who 
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44 Daniel Conway

betrays himself with his final words. While it is true that he did not fear 
death, we realize, it cannot be said that he actually conquered his fear of 
death. As it turns out, according to Nietzsche, Socrates  wanted  to die and 
actively preferred the busy afterlife that he believed awaited him. He was 
ignorant of death, as he regularly admitted, but his ignorance neither caused 
nor expressed a genuine fear of death. He did not fear death, Nietzsche 
suspects, because he had talked himself out of the positive attachments to 
life that typically occasion this fear in conscious mortals. As such, Socrates 
should have been an inspiration not to those active, life-loving types who 
feared the losses and disengagements that death would entail, but to those 
wretched, life-weary types who, craving permanent relief, welcomed the 
healing approach of death. 

 Here, too, the “great sages” have proven themselves unwise, for their 
admiration of Socrates is misplaced, albeit to their advantage. Unlike Soc-
rates, who wanted to die and resolutely pursued an appropriate endgame 
strategy, the “great sages” have wanted to live, at least for a while longer, 
and they have impugned the value of life in order to secure this modest 
objective. Finding comfort in the ascetic ideal, they have mobilized their 
contempt for life as an artificial means of boosting their feelings of power 
and vitality, and they have recommended to others a similar program of 
life-enhancing life-denial (GM III:13). According to Nietzsche, that is, the 
“great sages” have pursued this bait-and-switch scheme for the same reasons 
that (initially) motivated Socrates: Like him, they saw (and see) themselves 
as healers, as “improvers” of humankind (TI “Socrates” 9). Like him, they 
understood (and understand) that the best way to conquer one’s fear of 
death is to submit to a disciplined regimen of self-examination and, thereby, 
to achieve self-mastery. 

 Unlike Socrates, however, these “great sages” have failed to see the folly of 
this strategy. Rather than attain genuine self-mastery, thereby making them-
selves worthy of emulation and idealization, they have inured themselves to 
the experience of self-mastery that is produced in them by their decadence. 
In all likelihood, in fact, these “great sages” would reject the notion that 
they are involved in the scheme described above. In precisely this respect, as 
we shall see, they have miscarried the legacy of Socrates, even as they have 
honored the ideal of “the dying Socrates.” Unlike them, Socrates knew better, 
which is why Nietzsche proclaims him  wise . 

 What Socrates eventually realized, or so Nietzsche speculates, is that his 
disciplined regimen of self-examination delivered only the  feeling  or  expe-
rience  of self-mastery (TI “Socrates” 11–12). As such, it yielded only an 
alternative expression of the instinctual disarray that he was understandably 
eager to master. Once he realized that he was destined to remain incurably 
decadent, however, he acknowledged his wish to die and actively pursued the 
realization of this wish (TI “Socrates” 12). It is this insight that has eluded 
those “great sages” who claim to draw inspiration from the ideal of “the 
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Twilight of an Idol 45

dying Socrates.” Because they understand neither themselves nor their hero, 
Nietzsche pronounces them  unwise . 

 By directing our attention to the final words of Socrates, Nietzsche renews 
a line of criticism he initially pursued in his first book,  The Birth of Trag-
edy  (1872). He argued there that Socrates and Euripides presided over the 
demise of Attic tragedy, owing in large part to their insistence on judging 
its worth by appealing to standards of evaluation—viz., rationality and 
intelligibility—that were (and are) inhospitable to its mythic substructure.  11   
Socrates was able to extol “knowledge as a panacea” (BT 17), Nietzsche 
alleged, only on the strength of a prior indictment of everything for which 
a corrective was indicated: life, nature, the body, and the passions. Devi-
ating sharply from the received (and reverential) interpretation, Nietzsche 
exposed the trademark optimism of Socrates as a pathological, destructive 
force, which heedlessly laid waste to myth, art, poetry, illusion, and all other 
cultural forms that failed to meet the standards of rationality and intelligibil-
ity (BT 17). Whereas tragedy served to endear the noble Greeks to a mortal 
existence they would never fully comprehend, Socrates (and, later, Socra-
tism) encouraged decadent mortals to live in earnestly ascetic preparation 
for an afterlife that was judged to be preferable. 

 What is new here is Nietzsche’s definitive, summary diagnosis of the  dec-
adence  of Socrates, which is meant to replace and improve upon the earlier 
critique of Socratic optimism.  12   Portrayed in  The Birth of Tragedy  as the 
murderer of tragedy, Socrates appears in  Twilight  as barely an agent at all. 
He and Plato are properly understood not as the causal originators of cul-
tural decay, but as “symptoms of degeneration, tools [ Werkzeuge ] of the 
Greek dissolution, pseudo-Greek, anti-Greek” (TI “Socrates” 1). As we shall 
see, in fact, the self-mastery for which Socrates is revered was but a myth, 
born of an innocent (but fateful) misunderstanding on his part. Understand-
ably buoyed by the  feeling  of self-control he derived from his disciplined 
regimen of self-examination, Socrates mistook this feeling for the real thing. 
In recommending his regimen to others, he encouraged them to commit a 
similar error of interpretation. 

 As this last point confirms, Nietzsche’s aim in  Twilight  is to reduce the 
signature teachings of Socrates to signs and symptoms of his decay. Rather 
than assess and debate the philosophical merit of the famous “Socratic equa-
tion of reason, virtue, and happiness,” for example, Nietzsche proceeds as 
if doing so were utterly beside the point (TI “Socrates” 4).  13   Socrates cham-
pioned this equation, Nietzsche explains, not because he possessed good, 
solid reasons to do so, or a trove of reliable evidence suggesting its truth, 
but because belief in this equation had become, for him and his disciples, “ de 
rigeur ,” i.e., physiologically non-negotiable (TI “Socrates” 10). Nietzsche’s 
diagnosis of Socrates (or any other decadent, for that matter) thus appears to 
be strictly and unapologetically  ad hominem . The positions Socrates defends, 
and the arguments he adduces in support of them, are either misinterpreted 
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46 Daniel Conway

expressions of his illness or, later on, elements of the “ruse” he perpetrated 
to conceal his death wish. Needless to say, anyone who expects to receive a 
serious, detailed examination of Socrates’s most influential teachings will be 
disappointed by Nietzsche’s solution to the “problem” of Socrates. 

 The Buffoon Who Got Himself Taken Seriously 

 If Socrates was unknown to his disciples and epigones, if his final words con-
tradicted his idealized triumph over the fear of death, then who was he? Here 
Nietzsche does not mince his words: “Socrates was plebs,” born of the rabble, 
as evidenced for all to see by his oft-remarked ugliness (TI “Socrates” 3).14 

 Nietzsche begins with this observation not only because he is a genealo-
gist, a seeker of origins, but also because this brute, unalterable fact about 
Socrates accounts for his neglected final words. As we shall see, Nietzsche 
interprets these final words as conveying an irresistible expression of ple-
beian revenge—against life, to be sure, but also against those from whom 
Socrates had concealed his desire to die (TI “Socrates” 7). Had Plato and 
others attended closely to the final words of Socrates, had they been healthy 
enough to do so, the ideal of “the dying Socrates” might not have gained 
the cultural traction and currency it still enjoys. Of course, had they been 
attentive in the first place to the plebeian decadence of Socrates, they never 
would have confused his desperate wager on reason, which appeared to 
produce in him desirable virtues of character, with a unique expression of 
ersatz nobility. 

 According to Nietzsche, Socrates presided over a transition in “Greek 
taste” in favor of dialectics (TI “Socrates” 5). Prior to the appearance of 
Socrates, it was considered poor taste for a noble to volunteer reasons for 
his beliefs, values, or conduct. Anyone who wondered about the definition 
or essence of this or that virtue would have been summarily dismissed as ill 
suited to its cultivation and exercise. As Nietzsche suggests, it was part and 
parcel of the noble’s experience of his nobility “to be authoritative,” to “com-
mand” rather than “justify” (TI “Socrates” 5). Wherever a noble caste or 
class persists with a good conscience, in fact, “a dialectician is [regarded as] a 
kind of buffoon [ Hanswurst ]” (TI “Socrates” 5; cf. EH “wise” 1). According 
to Nietzsche, that is, Socrates is best understood as “the buffoon who  got 
himself taken seriously : what was actually going on here?” (TI “Socrates” 5). 
Here we might note that the easy and popular answer—namely, that Socra-
tes was  not  a buffoon, that he deserved to be taken seriously as a benefactor 
( Apology , 36d-37a)—is not the one Nietzsche pursues. 

 So, then,  what was actually going on?  Nietzsche’s answer to this rhetorical 
question centers on a pivotal observation: Socrates was in the right place at 
the right time. Unbeknownst to the nobles, their cherished way of life, and 
the authority they derived from it, were already in decline (TI “Socrates” 9). 
As such, they were destined to suffer a degradation of station and a jarring 
crisis of confidence, which would leave them suddenly (and unsuspectingly) 
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Twilight of an Idol 47

ripe for infiltration and exploitation. As it turns out, in fact, they were par-
ticularly vulnerable to the kinds of questions posed to them by Socrates, 
whose impudence they earlier (or under different circumstances) would have 
ignored or rebuked. Nietzsche thus explains the unlikely reception of Soc-
rates and his teachings: 

 The Socratic virtues were preached because the Greeks had lost them: 
excitable, timid, fickle comedians, every one of them, they had a few 
reasons too many for having morals preached at them. Not that it did 
any good—but big words and attitudes suit decadents so well. 

 (TI: “Ancients” 3) 

 The important point here, at least according to Nietzsche, is that a thriv-
ing, ascendant noble caste, in full, unassailable possession of its aristocratic 
instincts, would not have attached any merit to the inquisitions conducted 
by Socrates. If healthy, that is, the nobles whom Socrates accosted would 
not have felt the slightest compulsion to respond. The decay of the Athe-
nian nobility was confirmed when its representative members paused to 
hear Socrates out and to venture answers, predictably unsatisfying, to the 
bizarre questions he posed. That they could not answer his questions was, 
of course, to be expected; they were men of instinct and action, not reason 
and deliberation. What was  not  to be expected, perhaps even by the nobles 
in question, was that they agreed to grant him a hearing in the first place. In 
doing so, they unwittingly lent credence to the ludicrous suppositions that 
Socrates had stumbled upon an unknown path to nobility, and that he might 
be useful to them in their decay.  15   

 It was emblematic of their decline, Nietzsche thus suggests, that the nobles 
ignored the prophylactic boundary separating the highborn from the low-
born, a boundary that had been established precisely to ensure their immu-
nity and protection. Socrates was successful, that is, only inasmuch as he 
possessed a nose for incipient decay and a knack for exploiting it. Although 
he cannot be said to have caused the decline of the Athenian nobility, he 
was optimally situated to take advantage of the uncertainty created by the 
ensuing crisis of confidence. He would promise a cure, as we shall see, but 
only after escalating the crisis he offered to treat (TI “Socrates” 9). He would 
help them to replace their tired instincts with the vibrant “good reasons” 
that dialectical inquiry supposedly produces, but not before making fools of 
them in the eyes of their sons and heirs. 

 Helping himself to a critical perspective that was unavailable to the Athe-
nian nobility in the throes of its decline, Nietzsche advances an alternative 
account of Socrates. He speculates that Socratic irony might be understood 
as “an expression of revolt,” “of plebeian  ressentiment ,” and that Socra-
tes’s recourse to dialectics was “only a form of  revenge ” (TI “Socrates” 7). 
Nietzsche thus suggests that the typical outcome of a Socratic dialogue, 
wherein “one [is left] furious and helpless at the same time” (TI “Socrates” 7), 
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48 Daniel Conway

was no accident. Despite his professed interest in simply following the argu-
ment wherever it might lead, Socrates also wished (and needed) to “ avenge  
himself on the noble people whom he fascinate[d]” (TI “Socrates” 7). While 
undeniably provocative, this appeal to the plebeian decadence of Socrates 
positions Nietzsche to explain the mixed reception of Socrates among the 
nobles and the enmity of those who believed themselves to have been victim-
ized by his dialectical finesse. 

 Of course, any profile of Socrates must account for his improbable stand-
ing as an eroticist, to whom beautiful (but flawed) young men were fatefully 
drawn. According to Nietzsche, Socrates appealed to the younger generation 
by perfecting an approach to dialectics that sparked their dwindling passion 
for agonistics (TI “Socrates” 8). With his help, they discerned in his inquisi-
tions an element of the contests in which nobles traditionally had engaged 
when keen to prove their mettle. In their needful eyes, he was the equal, or 
nearly so, of a “fencing master,” to whom they were eager to apprentice 
themselves (TI “Socrates” 8). Under his tutelage, or so they imagined, these 
young nobles would learn to install reason as a “counter-tyrant” and, duly 
fortified, hold at bay the unruly appetites they harbored. 

 When identified by Zopyrus as a “cave of bad appetites,” Socrates con-
firmed the accuracy of the diagnosis, but quickly added that he had “become 
master” of himself (TI “Socrates” 3).  16   The outward expression of his (sup-
posed) inner beauty was his preternatural self-composure: By nearly all 
accounts, Socrates was calm, collected, moderate, serene, thoughtful, and 
judicious. Most impressive in this respect, as we have seen, was his supposed 
courage in the face of death.  17   Especially as the nobles found themselves 
increasingly unable to live up to the virtuosity that defined them, the god-
like self-control exhibited by Socrates made him an unlikely center of erotic 
attraction. This shift was possible, of course, only against the backdrop of 
the as-yet-unacknowledged onset of cultural decay. At or near the apex of 
its cultural ascendency, the Athenian nobility would have dismissed Socrates 
as a risible pretender to its station and status. 

 Socrates not only “saw  through  his noble Athenians,” but also realized that 
his own condition, marked by conflicting drives and clashing instincts, was 
rapidly becoming the norm (TI “Socrates” 9). Socrates thus understood that 
“old Athens” was in decline and, so, “coming to an end” (TI “Socrates” 9). 
According to Nietzsche, however, Socrates was not simply an opportunis-
tic transitional figure. He also was an aspiring healer and benefactor. He 
“understood” that “all the world  needed  him—his means, his cure, his per-
sonal artifice of self-preservation” (TI “Socrates” 9). With the “instincts in 
anarchy,” he took it upon himself to prescribe more generally the regimen 
of self-examination that had proved so effective, or so he thought, in his 
own case (TI “Socrates” 9). As we shall see, of course, he was wrong about 
himself and wrong about the cure he promoted. He offered an effective 
treatment of the symptoms of decay, but not of the underlying physiological 
condition. 
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Twilight of an Idol 49

 The Improvement Morality 

 Having granted Socrates his due, Nietzsche prepares to deliver a withering 
physiological critique. He begins by raising the interpretive question that 
Socrates’ contemporaries neglected to pose: What is the meaning of the per-
ceived need “to turn  reason  into a tyrant”? (TI “Socrates” 10) 

 That Socrates devoted himself so singlemindedly to reason, Nietzsche sup-
poses, could only mean that  another  tyrant threatened to prevail, and that all 
other vehicles of recourse had proven ineffective. As Nietzsche explains, in 
fact, “there was but one choice: either to perish or—to be  absurdly rational ” 
(TI “Socrates” 10). He thus refuses to credit Socrates (and his disciples) with 
the free, deliberate  choice  of a life modeled on the precepts of reason. Like 
those slavish types who claim to  choose  their suffering (GM I:13), Socrates 
and his disciples falsely insisted on their  preference  for their regimen of hyper-
trophic reason. Nietzsche thus exposes the serene self-composure of Socra-
tes as the product of a controlled “fanaticism,” i.e., as a desperate, last-gasp 
defense against the imminent threat of instinctual chaos (TI “Socrates” 10). 

 This “fanaticism,” he continues, marks “the moralism of the Greek phi-
losophers from Plato on” as “pathologically conditioned” (TI “Socrates” 
10). Those philosophers and moralists who have endeavored to emulate 
Socrates have done so, Nietzsche reveals, in a desperate and vain attempt to 
“counter the dark appetites with a permanent daylight” (TI “Socrates” 11). 
They have proceeded, moreover, on the strength of the conviction that “any 
concession to the instincts, to the unconscious, leads  downward”  (TI “Socra-
tes” 11). It is this conviction, in fact, that unites those schools of Hellenistic 
and post-Hellenistic philosophy that trace their origins to the teachings of 
Socrates and, more importantly, to the ideal of the “dying Socrates.” 

 The error betrayed by this conviction is simple enough: In times of decay, 
“nothing avails” (TI “Skirmishes” 43). There is no cure, therapy, exercise, 
way of life, protocol, regimen, or medication that will arrest, much less 
reverse, the course of decadence: 

 It is a self-deception on the part of philosophers and moralists if they 
believe that they are extricating themselves from decadence when they 
merely wage war against it. Extrication lies beyond their strength: what 
they choose as a means, as a salvation, is itself but another expression 
of decadence; they change its expression, but they do not get rid of 
decadence itself. 

 (TI “Socrates” 11) 

 Nietzsche thus suggests that only an incurable decadent would be likely to 
mistake his “fanatical” pursuit of an illusory goal ( viz ., self-mastery) for 
victory over the darkness within him. This means, in turn, that the example 
set by Socrates appealed (and continues to appeal) only to those who were 
(or are) sufficiently advanced in their decay as to mistake the “permanent 
daylight” they desperately seek for the health they cannot have. 
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 Nietzsche proceeds to collect the dominant legacies of Socrates under 
the more general umbrella of what he calls the  improvement-morality  
[ Besserungs-Moral ], wherein decadent teachers and life-weary sages pre-
scribe therapies designed to “improve” those who are afflicted with a fear 
of death (TI “Socrates” 11).  18   Generalizing from the signal case of Socra-
tes, Nietzsche suggests that philosophers and moralists are mistaken with 
respect to themselves  and  with respect to those to whom they prescribe their 
miracle cures. Here two points are decisive: 

 1) Although these sufferers may  feel  better as a result of availing them-
selves of the prescribed therapies, they are not actually improved (TI 
“Ancients” 3); and 

 2) Their agreeable feelings are secured by techniques and measures that 
eventually aggravate their physiological ills. The sick become sicker, 
even (or especially) as they feel better. They are “improved” only in the 
sense that they gradually accustom themselves to the decadence that is 
their ineluctable lot in life. Some will go so far as to find in their deca-
dence the salvation and bliss they originally sought in and through the 
“improvement-morality.” 

 This is not Nietzsche’s first attempt to mobilize this particular interpretive 
strategy. In addressing the “problem” of Socrates, he helps himself to his 
influential profile of the  ascetic priest , which he developed in  On the Geneal-
ogy of Morality  (1887) and deployed again in  The Case of Wagner  (1888). In 
the former book, we recall, he introduced the figure of the ascetic priest, who 
typically treats only the symptoms of illness while claiming, sincerely and 
falsely, to treat its underlying cause. He then relied on this profile to explain 
the role of St. Paul, while refusing to name him, in launching the “calamity” 
that is Christianity.  19   In the latter book, he adopted this profile in support of 
his critical response to Richard Wagner, whom he accused of aggravating the 
decadence of the music-loving, redemption-seeking, beer-swilling youth of 
Germany.  20   Here in  Twilight , he draws on this profile to update his diagnosis 
of Socrates, whom he wishes to identify as exerting an unhealthy, priestly 
influence on the rising generation of Athenian nobles. 

 The basic insight that Nietzsche means to exploit in  Twilight  is that the 
ascetic priest only  appears  to be a physician or healer. Able to treat only 
the symptoms of illness, the ascetic priest prescribes remedies that both 
relieve and exacerbate the suffering of those to whom he ministers. At the 
same time, however, the ascetic priest acts with good intentions and dispenses 
his “affect-medication” with a clear conscience, believing all the while that 
his ministry improves the clientele it serves (GM III:20). For this reason, 
there is no point in trying to persuade the ascetic priest (or his clientele) of 
the harm he causes. His cramped, limited perspective simply will not permit 
him to entertain an alternative view or interpretation (GM III:17). Owing to 
his share in the illness he is pledged to treat (GM III:15), the ascetic priest 
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Twilight of an Idol 51

has no recourse to the superior, enlarged perspective, that of the  physiologist , 
which Nietzsche now claims to command (GM III:17).  21   

 The limitations native to the perspective of the ascetic priest furthermore 
oblige Nietzsche to resist the temptation to regard him as simply an oppo-
nent or adversary. The ascetic priest operates and thrives, much as Nietzsche 
himself does, at the behest of life itself (GM III:13). Through his ministry, the 
ascetic priest excites in his followers a minimal feeling of power and vitality, 
which enables them to renew their attachments to life and refuse the “will to 
nothingness” that darkly beckons (GM III:15). In the process, to be sure, the 
ascetic priest pursues other ends as well, most notably his revenge against 
the knightly aristocratic caste of nobles. According to Nietzsche, however, 
this too he accomplishes (or not) at the behest of life itself (GM III:16). In 
light of their common service to life, in fact, Nietzsche is determined to 
 affirm  the ascetic priest before negating his deleterious influence and termi-
nating his toxic lineage.  22   As we shall see, a similarly complex task guides 
the solution he proposes to the “problem” of Socrates. 

 Much like the ascetic priest, Socrates is widely hailed for an expertise 
he only  appears  to possess. Like the ascetic priest, whose affect-medication 
treats only the outward signs and symptoms of “depression” (GM III:15), 
Socrates produced in himself and others only the  experience  or  appearance  of 
self-mastery, and not self-mastery itself. So, too, with the “improvement-
morality” that derives its authority from the example of “the dying Socrates”: 
It provides at best a therapeutic treatment of the symptoms of decadence, 
and not an actual cure. Much like the extended ministry of the ascetic priest, 
moreover, the “improvement-morality” exacerbates the nervous exhaustion 
of its clients, who invariably crave progressively stronger stimulants to gain 
relief from their suffering. 

 Nietzsche’s profile of the ascetic priest is also valuable, finally, inasmuch 
as it throws into sharp relief the precise nature of the  wisdom  of Socrates. In 
what amounts to a crucial deviation from his general profile of the ascetic 
priest, Nietzsche surmises that Socrates eventually realized that he was not 
a physician after all (TI “Socrates” 12). According to Nietzsche, that is, Soc-
rates came to understand that he had failed not only to master his dark 
appetites, but also to escape the grip of his plebeian decadence. In arriv-
ing at this self-referential insight, and subsequently acting on it, Socrates 
proved himself wise. In doing so, the “buffoon who got himself taken seri-
ously” became something exceedingly rare: an ascetic priest who voluntarily, 
conscientiously, ended his misbegotten ministry. And for this achievement, 
which we may characterize as a feat of self-overcoming [ Selbstüberwind-
ung ], Socrates deserves Nietzsche’s affirmation. 

 No Contest 

 Nietzsche’s aim in  Twilight  is to commend Socrates for “the  wisdom  of his 
courage to die” (TI “Socrates” 12). Although he does not elaborate on this 
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52 Daniel Conway

commendation, he presumably means to suggest that Socrates exhibited wis-
dom in aligning his way of life (and death) with his actual beliefs. (That he 
also may have perpetrated a “ruse” along the way, hoodwinking his friends 
and companions (BT AS 1), only further endears him to Nietzsche.) While 
most sages impugn the value of life as an artificial means of exciting their 
diminished feelings of power and vitality, Socrates apparently meant what 
he said, practiced what he preached, and gladly drank the poison he had 
persuaded his fellow Athenians to serve him. In doing so, we might note, 
he arranged for himself a version of the “free death” that Zarathustra and 
Nietzsche both extol (Z I: 21; TI “Skirmishes” 36).  23   

 In directing our attention to the  wisdom  of Socrates (TI “Socrates” 12), 
Nietzsche may have meant to put us in mind of Silenus, to whom Alcibiades 
compared Socrates in the  Symposium .  24   As we know, the tragic wisdom 
of Silenus identified the best life for mortals as the one that never begins, 
and the next best life as the one that ends quickly (BT 3–4). If Socrates 
had become convinced, finally, of the failure of his campaign to achieve 
self-mastery, and of the inevitability of this failure, his decision to die may 
be seen to express the wisdom that Nietzsche has in mind. In that event, 
it would appear that Socratic wisdom yielded to, or merged with, or mor-
phed into, tragic wisdom. Formerly content in the (dubious) knowledge that 
he alone knew nothing ( Apology  23a-b), Socrates eventually admitted—
though only to himself—that he  did  know something after all, something 
that his vaunted irony would never fully eclipse. What he knew, according to 
Nietzsche, was that death alone could remedy the instinctual chaos raging 
within him (TI “Socrates” 12). This, Socrates must have decided, is what the 
oracle really meant when deeming him the wisest of men. 

 If this is what Nietzsche meant to convey, his updated profile of Socra-
tes may be understood to extend an unexpectedly magnanimous gesture of 
affirmation to a former adversary. As we recall, Nietzsche took Socrates to 
task in  The Birth of Tragedy  for failing to understand tragedy and for judg-
ing its merits according to the optimistic standards of rationality and intelli-
gibility (BT 13–14). If, in the end, Socrates repudiated his vaunted optimism, 
as his final words apparently indicate, he may have come to appreciate trag-
edy, and the wisdom it betokens, more fully than Nietzsche had originally 
believed. In that event, the beguiling figure of “the music-practicing Soc-
rates” may turn out to be more perceptively drawn, and more presciently 
introduced, than the youthful author of  The Birth of Tragedy  ever imag-
ined (BT 15). Rather than point forward in time, toward the “rebirth” of 
a genuinely tragic culture under the baton of Richard Wagner (BT 20), the 
“music-practicing Socrates” may have embraced the tragedy of his mortal 
existence then and there, for all who were willing to see and hear.  25   If so, to 
be sure, his turn to tragedy was shrouded in irony, embedded in an unex-
pected performance of poetic genius on the part of a previously unmusical 
man. If so, moreover, this performance escaped the gimlet-eyed (but callow) 
author of  The Birth of Tragedy , who was understandably enthralled with 
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Twilight of an Idol 53

a similar performance by a similarly magisterial figure. Yet there it stands, 
dutifully recorded by Phaedo and Plato, the telltale mark of the wisdom of 
Silenus: “Crito, we owe a cock to Asclepius; make this offering to him and 
do not forget” ( Phaedo , 118a).  26   

 We find another valuable clue in Nietzsche’s autobiography, where he 
pronounces  himself  wise (EH “wise” 1–8). He does so, we note, precisely 
on the basis of his response to his own share in the decadence that afflicts 
his epoch. Tracing his wisdom to a uniquely dual set of experiences—
he is both a decadent and the “opposite” [ Gegenstück ] of a decadent 
(EH “wise” 2)—he boasts of his ability “to  reverse perspectives : the first 
reason why a ‘revaluation of values’ is perhaps possible for [him] alone” 
(EH “wise” 1).  27   One such “reversal,” culminating in one such “revalua-
tion,” is on display in his updated profile of Socrates. Having witnessed 
Socrates from both perspectives available to him—those pertaining, 
respectively, to health and sickness—Nietzsche now revises his apprecia-
tion of Socrates and affirms his kindred wisdom.  28   Like Socrates, that is, 
Nietzsche has come to terms with his own incurable decadence and turned 
it to his advantage.  29   Despite the compromised agency they both inherit, 
each manages to muster an authentic expression of will. Although their 
respective expressions of will correspond to very different estimations of 
the value of life, each is indicative of the wisdom that accrues to those who 
are true to their nature. 

 When Socrates finally became convinced of his share in the decadence he 
presumed himself to have mastered, he capitulated to the physiological des-
tiny of his plebeian origins. Finally acknowledging his preference for death, 
he “forced” Athens to deliver the verdict and sentence that would remedy 
his decay (TI “Socrates” 12). When Nietzsche reached his own nadir, or 
so he recounts, he discovered in himself an irrepressible “will to health, to 
 life ,” which he subsequently translated “into a philosophy” (EH “Wise” 2). 
He thus treats his share in decadence not as an objection to life, but as 
yet another of life’s improbable seductions and unexpected gratifications. 
Whereas Socrates chose death, freely and wisely, Nietzsche chooses life,  even  
the life of an incurable decadent, freely and wisely. Socrates was ready to die, 
and he was wise in arranging to do so on his own terms. Nietzsche is not yet 
ready to die, and he is wise to continue to “oppose” his decadence. 

 As it turns out, Nietzsche’s earlier efforts to spar with Socrates were unripe, 
foolish, presumptuous, and premature. The optimism for which he criticized 
Socrates was no less naïve than the optimism that funded his own paean to 
Wagner (BT AS 7). As he now realizes, he had not yet earned the right to a 
perspective from which a genuine appreciation of Socrates would be possi-
ble. As a result, he now understands, he was unprepared to deliver an accu-
rate reckoning of Socrates’s service to life. In short, there is no quarrel here, 
no contest of strength or will, no zero-sum struggle for the soul of European 
modernity. As Nietzsche now knows, both he and Socrates have contributed 
in diverse but prescribed ways to the expansive economy of life itself. As 
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Pierre Hadot instructively observes, Nietzsche increasingly associates both 
himself and Socrates with the resurgent figure of Dionysus.  30   

 At the same time, however, there remains a profound difference between 
their respective decisions and estimations, a difference that Nietzsche wishes 
to illuminate in  Twilight  for the edification of his best readers. The attrac-
tion of his alternative is conveyed, he believes, by his capacity to  affirm  the 
wisdom that Socrates displayed in choosing his own death. This capacity in 
turn attests to the superiority of the enlarged perspective he now commands, 
the perspective from which he now launches his affirmation of Socrates.  31   

 In affirming his former rival, however, Nietzsche is not content simply to 
record his recognition or understanding, as if he were merely the first to pro-
pose an adequate solution to the “problem” of Socrates. He also wishes to 
acknowledge his debts to Socrates  and  to express his gratitude for all—and 
he means  all —that Socrates has gifted to him. Had it not been for Socrates, 
in short, Nietzsche would not have become what he is. He now wishes to 
return the favor, even if doing so obliges him to remake Socrates in his own 
image.  32   

 The key to  this  element of Nietzsche’s affirmation is the ease with which 
he (eventually) saw through the “ruse” perpetrated by Socrates. In the end, 
as we have seen, Nietzsche was able to take the full measure of Socrates 
 only  because Socrates positioned him to do so. Socrates not only pro-
vided the telltale clue—his deathbed acknowledgment of his debt to the 
healer Asclepius—but also inspired, if unwittingly, the tradition of moral 
“improvement” that eventually would deliver Nietzsche as its unintended 
(and unintentionally improved) product. In this improved incarnation, 
which he invites his best readers to behold, Nietzsche finally manages to 
join the two historically disparate strands of the Socratic legacy. In him, as 
we shall see, the final words of Socrates are finally permitted to discredit the 
“improvement-morality” that was founded in his name. 

 Nietzsche attributes to Socrates a saving, self-referential insight, on the 
strength of which his claim to wisdom may be confirmed.  33   Unlike those 
philosophers and sages who have yearned to walk in his footsteps, Socra-
tes knew that he had been mistaken all along—about his own supposed 
achievement of self-mastery, about the potential benefits for others of his 
regimen of self-examination, and about morality in general: 

 “Socrates is no physician,” he said softly to himself; “here death alone is 
the physician. Socrates himself has merely been sick a long time.” 

 (TI “Socrates” 12) 

 In the end, that is, Nietzsche awards Socrates first claim on the insight that 
he, Nietzsche, wishes to share with his best readers: “Socrates was a misun-
derstanding:  the whole improvement-morality, including the Christian, was 
a misunderstanding ” (TI “Socrates” 11).  34   Of course, the magnitude of this 
insight is difficult to overstate: All of the schools of Hellenistic philosophy 
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Twilight of an Idol 55

that originated in a posture of reverence for Socrates, as well as the whole of 
Christian morality, were founded on a fundamental error.  35   

 The final irony here is that Socrates realized as much and actually—albeit 
inadvertently—warned Athens of his mistake. This is, in fact, Nietzsche’s 
final word on Socrates, and it is apparently meant to trump all previous 
attempts to interpret the final words of this enigmatic ironist. Acknowl-
edging (to himself) the error of his ways, Socrates arranged for his demise. 
As cover for his scheme, he assured his friends and admirers that nothing 
had changed, that even now, following his turn to poetry ( Phaedo,  61c), he 
would face his death precisely as he had indicated a genuine philosopher 
must and would do. As it turns out, however, he conducted this ruse in such a 
way as to alert discerning physiologists to his secret. In addition to engineer-
ing the verdict and sentence he eventually received, Socrates also delivered 
a performance worthy (and symptomatic) of his decadence. He concluded 
this performance, moreover, with a valediction that no self-respecting phys-
iologist could ignore or dismiss. Acknowledging his (and Crito’s) debt to 
the healer Asclepius, he divulged his negative estimation of the value of life. 

 To be sure, Nietzsche does not mean to suggest that Socrates  intended  to 
sound the alarm. What is more likely is that Socrates could not help himself. 
Having carried his clever ruse nearly to completion, he suddenly “uncovered 
his head” and uttered the vengeful words that (should have) called into 
question his entire enterprise ( Phaedo , 118a).  36   Like all philosophers, that 
is, Socrates produced an “involuntary and unconscious memoir” (BGE 6), 
which Nietzsche alone has discerned and digested. In producing this “mem-
oir,” Socrates provided a clue that only now has been deciphered, a caution 
 against  the self-misunderstanding that gave rise to the “improvement-mo-
rality”  and  the idol of “the dying Socrates.” In  Twilight , Nietzsche wishes to 
reply:  Message received . 

 Thus We Willed it 

 But there is still more to Nietzsche’s affirmation of Socrates. For reasons that 
we may never fully appreciate, the “music-practicing Socrates” was (and still 
is) received as playing a very different tune. Instead of connecting the dots 
between his pathological devotion to reason and the unchained narcissism 
he displayed at and after his trial, his most influential disciples and heirs have 
focused instead on what they have learned to interpret as his composure, 
his serenity, and his courage in the face of death. According to Nietzsche, 
even Plato failed to receive this final lesson,  37   despite recording faithfully the 
increasingly erratic performance of his beloved teacher (BGE 191). For that 
matter, of course, Nietzsche too initially refused to acknowledge this word 
of caution. Earlier in his career, he expressed his wish that Socrates had  not  
divulged his secret contempt for life, precisely because he, Nietzsche, was not 
yet able to reconcile these final words with the image of Socrates he preferred 
at the time (GS 340). These final words were sufficiently disconcerting, he 
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56 Daniel Conway

allows, that they prompted him to disqualify Socrates from “belonging to a 
still higher order of spirits” (GS 340). 

 Before this (unintended) word of caution could be received as such, an apt 
recipient needed to emerge and step forward. This apt recipient would need 
to possess a unique set of skills and experiences, such that he or she could 
detect the plebeian  ressentiment  lurking at the core of a seemingly noble life 
and endeavor. The ideal recipient also would need to possess unusual stores 
of strength, vitality, cunning, and pluck, for he or she would be obliged to 
stand, virtually alone, in opposition to the received wisdom and cumulative 
authority of the Western moral tradition. As it turns out, the apt recipient 
in question, whom we now know to be Nietzsche, finally emerged as an 
inadvertent product of the “improvement-morality” in its most spiritually 
evolved historical incarnation, which we now know to be contemporary Chris-
tian morality. After failing miserably over a span of two millennia, that is, the 
Socrates-inspired “improvement morality” actually succeeded in  improving  
someone. It nearly killed him in the process, as he explains in  Ecce Homo , 
but he slowly recovered (EH “wise” 1–2). As his famous adage prescribes, 
moreover, he was made stronger throughout his convalescence, rebounding 
from his near-death experience to bear witness to the unusual modifications 
wrought in him by the “improvement-morality” (EH: “wise” 1–2). 

 As these things tend to go, of course, Nietzsche was improved in ways that 
were neither intended nor anticipated by the purveyors of the “improvement-
morality.” The most obvious example of an unintended modification is 
Nietzsche’s access to the enlarged, physiological perspective from which 
he now regards and affirms Socrates (EH: “wise” 1; TI “Morality as 
Anti-Nature” 6). According to Nietzsche, this perspective affords him a 
richer, more profound appreciation of the expansive economy of life itself, 
wherein  all  forms and modes of life are deemed worthy of affirmation. As 
he now explains, 

 We others, we immoralists, have, conversely, made room in our hearts 
for every kind of understanding, comprehending, and  approving . We do 
not easily negate; we make it a point of honor to be  affirmers . More and 
more, our eyes have opened to that economy which needs and knows 
how to utilize all that the holy witlessness of the priest, of the  diseased  
reason of the priest, rejects—that economy in the law of life which finds 
an advantage even in the disgusting species of the prigs, the priests, the 
virtuous.  What  advantage? But we ourselves, we immoralists, are the 
answer. 

 (TI “Morality as Anti-Nature” 6) 

 Although this passage makes no explicit reference to the Socrates-inspired 
“improvement morality,” I believe we may interpret “the disgusting species 
of the prigs, the priests, the virtuous” as a shorthand designation for its chief 
practitioners and proponents. In other words, what Nietzsche identifies here 
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Twilight of an Idol 57

as the “ diseased  reason of the priest” most likely encompasses the “misun-
derstanding” that underlies (and faults) the “improvement-morality” more 
generally (TI “Socrates” 11). 

 While his reasoning here is compressed, Nietzsche apparently means in 
this passage to nominate  himself , the only immoralist known to us (EH: 
“destiny” 2), as the basis for his affirmation of those “disgusting species” that 
he formerly sought to vanquish. In the person of Nietzsche, that is, we are 
invited to behold what he calls the “self-overcoming [ Selbstüberwindung ] of 
the moralist into his opposite [ Gegensatz ] ”  (EH “Destiny” 3). As an immor-
alist (i.e., the “opposite” of a moralist), apparently, he plans to expend the 
residual authority of morality in an effort to put morality itself permanently 
out of business.  38   In light of the “advantage” they represent, in fact, Nietzsche 
and his fellow immoralists now may affirm the “improvement-morality” in 
its entirety. They are now poised to “will backwards,” as Zarathustra puts it, 
and to join him in saying,  Thus we willed it . 

 This is not to suggest, however, that the writings of 1888 are cleansed of 
the violence that characterizes Nietzsche’s oeuvre. The grim, Dionysian fig-
ure of the timely harvester, so evocatively rendered in the interleaf epigraph 
to  Ecce Homo , looms over the entire enterprise. Affirmation, we learn in 
these writings, is not the opposite of negation, but its prelude. And despite 
his earlier “wish to be only a Yes-sayer” (GS 276), he now acknowledges 
that his service to life obliges him,  qua  immoralist, to administer “two nega-
tions,” which target, respectively, the “good” man and the “type of moral-
ity” that validates his goodness (EH “destiny” 4). Apparently, that is, the 
prerogative to negate is reserved for those select few who have learned to 
affirm. Having succeeded in harvesting all that remains vital in the ideal of 
“the dying Socrates”—primarily, as we have seen, by implicating this ideal 
in the historical production of “the first immoralist” (EH: “destiny” 2)—
Nietzsche sounds out this hollow idol and pronounces it ripe for destruction. 

 Upon affirming the “improvement-morality” that inadvertently produced 
him, Nietzsche has earned the prerogative, finally, to attend to its negation. As 
the first immoralist, he is tasked with steering the “improvement-morality” 
toward its final, logical conclusion. Emergent in excess of the normaliz-
ing strictures that are the stock-in-trade of the “improvement-morality,” he 
understands himself to be authorized to declare the “improvement-morality” 
itself to be immoral.  39   In doing so, presumably, he will avail himself of the 
insight conveyed by Socrates’ final words: The “improvement-morality” 
directly improves no one. Death alone provides the relief that is promised 
by the “improvement-morality” to its decadent, confused clientele. 

 Conclusion 

 Nietzsche’s readers may flinch from the narcissism that funds this state-
ment of affirmation. Some of his readers may recoil in horror from the 
brutality of the consequentialist logic that informs this obviously self-serving 
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58 Daniel Conway

theodicy. All of this illness, degeneration, and decay, so carefully docu-
mented by Nietzsche himself, just so that  he  could emerge to put an end 
to an “improvement-morality” that by all rights never should have begun? 
Even those readers who applaud Nietzsche’s campaign against morality may 
lament the waste, suffering, and indirection involved in the production of the 
first immoralist. Had Plato (and others) seen Socrates for the decadent plebe-
ian that he was, had they taken to heart the concerns raised by Aristophanes, 
we might have been spared the cultural growing pains associated with the 
long, ruinous career of the Socrates-inspired “improvement-morality.” 

 Nietzsche would understand these concerns, but he also would bid his 
readers to consider the bigger picture, which, thanks to him, has been consid-
erably enlarged. His belated emergence as an immoralist is but one instance 
of the inescapable logic of the “law of life,” which he elsewhere identifies 
as the law of “self-overcoming” [ Selbstüberwindung ] (GM III:27). To wish 
that things were otherwise would be to wish that life itself were otherwise. 
In this light, how could Nietzsche not be grateful to life for joining his fate 
to that of Socrates? And how could he not be grateful for Socrates himself?  40   

 Notes 

  1. Kaufmann’s Chapter 13 provides an exhaustive consideration of Nietzsche’s 
various encounters with Socrates. 

  2. See Nehamas (1985), pp. 30–36. 
  3. See Bertram, pp. 262–63; Kaufmann, pp. 391–411; Dannhauser, pp. 272–74; 

Nehamas (1985), pp. 24–41; Nehamas (1998), pp. 153–55; Acampora, pp. 77–109; 
and Anderson, pp. 13–16. 

  4. According to Bertram (pp. 262–64) and Hadot (pp. 169–70), Nietzsche was 
uniquely bound to Socrates by love and hate, respect and suspicion, honor and 
disappointment. Nehamas (1985) similarly maintains that Nietzsche’s “attitude 
toward Socrates” was “irreducibly ambivalent” (p. 30).

  5. An instructive survey of several of these contests is found in Acampora, Chapter 3. 
  6. According to Dannhauser, the quarrel between Nietzsche and Socrates “can 

scarcely be said to issue in a clear victory for Nietzsche . . . One would be hard 
put to make a list of desirable traits or characteristics present in Nietzsche and 
absent in Socrates” (pp. 272–73). Kaufmann similarly opines that Nietzsche “fell 
so pitifully short of Socrates’ serenely mature humanity that his very admira-
tion invites comparison with the mad, drunken Alcibiades in the  Symposium ” 
(p. 411). According to Nehamas (1998), Socrates more closely approximates 
Nietzsche’s sketch of one “who has turned out well” in  Ecce Homo  (pp. 152–53). 

  7. Here I follow Acampora, pp. 78–80. 
  8. Acampora instructively suggests that “[Nietzsche] will have to find a way to 

exceed [Socrates], to rise above him. He will have to offer a superior alternative” 
(p. 168). See also Nehamas (1988), pp. 154–56. 

  9. Plato, p. 67. 
  10. He offered a similar misquotation in GS 340, where he interpreted Socrates as 

saying “ ‘O Crito,  life is a disease ’.” Adumbrating his characterization of Socrates 
as a dissembler, Nietzsche there remarked that “[Socrates] had merely kept a 
cheerful mien while concealing all his life long his ultimate judgment, his inmost 
feeling” (GS 340). 

  11. I am indebted here to Porter, pp. 88–94. 
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Twilight of an Idol 59

  12. Although Nietzsche identifies his diagnosis of Socrates—“a typical decadent”—as 
one of “two decisive innovations” to be found in  The Birth of Tragedy  (EH: bt 1), 
this may be wishful thinking (or creative  Einlesung ) on his part. This adjustment to 
his profile of Socrates was more clearly suggested and previewed in the 1886 pref-
ace to  The Birth of Tragedy , where Nietzsche (rhetorically) asked, “That of which 
tragedy died, the Socratism of morality, the dialectics, frugality, and cheerfulness of 
the theoretical man—how now? Might not this very Socratism be a sign of decline, 
of weariness, of infection, of the anarchical dissolution of the instincts?” (BT AS 1). 

  13. Anderson instructively connects this Section in  Twilight  with Nietzsche’s discus-
sion of “optimism” in BT 14 (pp. 16–23, especially note 26). 

 14. See Nehamas (1988), pp. 130–33.
  15. According to Nietzsche, Socrates also ingratiated himself to some of the older 

nobles who, in the grip of decay, had become aware of their need to gain a 
measure of critical distance from themselves (BGE 212). Their lived experience 
of nobility—formerly known to them as simple, direct, undivided, immediate, 
unreflective, self-validating, and irreproachable—was slowly degenerating into 
an uncanny experience of self-doubt and self-estrangement, for which irony had 
become an increasingly useful balm. 

  16. One of the problems involved in assessing Nietzsche’s profile of Socrates is that 
he does not specify the particular virtue that his term, “self-mastery,” is meant 
to reference. He might have in mind  sôphrosynê  [ self-restraint  or  temperance ], 
which Socrates discusses at length in the  Charmides  and the  Republic  (see 
Lampert, Chapters 2–3), but which is not equivalent to or necessarily productive 
of justice; or he might mean  enkrateia  [ mastery  or  continence ]. If it is the latter, 
then Nietzsche’s Socrates would be involved in promoting an obviously deficient 
way of life, bereft of the “internal harmony” that nobles ordinarily would seek 
and expect to attain (See Kraut, Section 4). I am grateful to Jacob Howland for 
raising this question, to which I do not yet have a satisfactory answer. 

  17. See Hadot, pp. 165–67. 
  18. Later in  Twilight , Nietzsche devotes an entire chapter to “the ‘improvers’ of 

humankind” [ die ,,Verbesserer“ der Menschheit ], which, given the present con-
text, may be viewed as a critical engagement with the pathological strand of the 
legacy of Socrates. Seeking greater clarity and precision, Nietzsche distinguishes 
in this chapter between two approaches to the task of “improving” humankind. 
These two approaches have yielded two distinct kinds of morality, which he 
calls the  morality of taming  and the  morality of breeding  (TI “Improvers” 2). 
Nietzsche apparently has in mind the former kind of morality when he criticizes 
and ridicules the “improvement-morality” that he associates with the ideal of 
“the dying Socrates.” While he apparently prefers the latter kind of morality, he 
concedes that it too “found it necessary to be  terrible ” (TI “Improvers” 3) and 
arrogated to itself the “ right  to lie” (TI “Improvers” 5). 

  19. See Conway (2008), pp. 128–34. 
  20. See Conway (2012), pp. 294–99. 
  21. See Conway (2008), pp. 123–25. 
  22. See Conway (2008), pp. 131–34. 
  23. See Kaufmann, pp. 403–5; and Loeb, pp. 76–81. For an interesting account of 

the healing power of Socrates’s “voluntary death,” see Waterfield, p. 204. 
  24. See Hadot, pp. 147–50; Del Caro, pp. 75–89; and Porter, pp. 116–19. 
  25. Here I follow Bertram, pp. 266–67. See also Anderson, pp. 44–46. 
  26. Plato, p. 67. 
  27. I am indebted here to Nehamas (1998), pp. 151–53. 
  28. See Hadot, pp. 151–58. 
  29. Here we may be put in mind of Nietzsche’s suggestion that “ ‘objectivity’ ” should 

be “understood not as ‘contemplation without interest’ (which is a nonsensical 
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absurdity), but as the ability  to control  one’s Pro and Con and to dispose of 
them, so that one knows how to employ a  variety  of perspectives and affective 
interpretations in the service of knowledge” (GM III: 12). For my attention to 
this passage and my appreciation of its import, I am indebted to Ridley, pp. 
108–13; and Nehamas (1998), pp. 145–50. 

  30. See Bertram, pp. 286–88; and Hadot, pp. 165–70. See also Porter, pp. 99–105. 
The beguiling figure of the “genius of the heart” (BGE 295), which Bertram, 
Hadot, and Kaufmann all associate (on Nietzsche’s behalf) with Socrates, is 
more faithfully associated, I believe, with the “ruse” perpetrated by Socrates 
following his insight into the failure of his campaign to achieve (and prescribe) 
self-mastery. In short, the “genius of the heart” is what Socrates  pretended  to 
be as he arranged the terms of his own death. As we have seen, Nietzsche attri-
butes the success of this subterfuge to the decadence of Socrates’s companions 
and admirers, who were unprepared (and unwilling) to discern the difference 
between an authentic “genius of the heart” and an opportunistic pretender. 

  31. As with his affirmations of the ascetic priest, St. Paul, and Wagner, on which 
his affirmation of Socrates is modeled, he distinguishes himself from Socrates 
by attesting to his command of a more comprehensive—and, so, more 
welcoming—perspective. 

  32. Similar suggestions are advanced by Kaufmann, pp. 398–407; Nehamas (1985), 
pp. 24–34; and Anderson, pp. 43–46. 

  33. I am guided here by Bertram’s conjecture that Nietzsche deeply admired the ideal 
of self-mastery to which Socrates aspired (pp. 278–79). 

  34. Although Nietzsche provides very few details concerning the spread of this 
“misunderstanding,” his disparaging reference to “the Philistine moralism of 
the Socratic schools” (TI: “Ancients” 3) would seem to implicate (at least) the 
“ten schools” enumerated by Diogenes Laertius (pp. 19–21). See also Nussbaum, 
pp. 511–15; and Cooper, pp. 60–69. Nietzsche assigns a decisive role in the prop-
agation of this error to Plato, whose idealism “made it possible for the nobler 
spirits of antiquity to misunderstand themselves and to set foot on the bridge 
leading to the cross” (TI: “Ancients” 2). 

  35. See Hadot, pp. 165–68. 
  36. Plato, p. 67. 
  37. “Indeed, as a physician one might ask: ‘How could the most beautiful growth of 

antiquity, Plato, contract such a disease? Did the wicked Socrates corrupt him 
after all? Could Socrates have been the corrupter of youth after all? And did he 
deserve his hemlock?’ ” (BGE P2). 

  38. I discuss this point in greater detail in Conway (2014a), pp. 200–5; and Conway 
(2014b), pp. 288–92. 

  39. See Conway (2014a), pp. 207–13; and Conway (2014b), pp. 293–97. 
  40. Here I follow Nehamas (1988), pp. 154–55. Earlier versions of this chapter were 

presented at the University of New South Wales (2015) and to the Southwest 
Seminar in Continental Philosophy (2016). My thanks to all in attendance for their 
warm reception and insightful comments. Finally, I am grateful to Mark Conard 
for his excellent editorial suggestions and general stewardship of this project. 
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 I. Introduction to Subversion 

 Against his many intellectual enemies, Nietzsche deploys a variety of rhetor-
ical weapons. The marshalling of reasons for the frontal assault of logical 
argument is rarely among them. Rather, his tactical approach more often 
inclines toward indirect acts of subversion. He redefines or revalues tra-
ditional concepts,  1   employs allusive mockery,  2   or impugns his opponents’ 
motives.  3   This strategy of implicit engagement provides Nietzsche a measure 
of freedom that would be unavailable were he to confront his philosophical 
rivals head-on. The philosophers whose influence he is most eager to chal-
lenge regularly appeal to reasoned arguments to establish their positions, so 
direct engagement with the logical apparatus of their ideas would involve 
him in precisely the sort of analysis and refutation whose rational presup-
positions he is often at pains to undermine. The very method of Nietzsche’s 
opposition to the tradition fortifies his position even as it communicates his 
hostility to traditional modes of philosophic thinking. 

 That Nietzsche understood the effectiveness of irrational, or a-rational, 
rhetorical tactics is well known from his exposure in  On the Genealogy of 
Morals  of the linguistic dissembling of proponents of slave morality who 
apply virtue-words associated with merit and praise to those of their actions 
which, from the perspective of master morality, exhibit the vices of weakness, 
timidity, and groveling (GM 2.14).  4   That he employed similar rhetorical tac-
tics himself is also well known, most obviously perhaps from his redefining, 
and revaluing, the terms “good,” “evil,” and “bad” in Beyond Good and 
Evil 260 and the “First Essay” of GM. And to note a less familiar variation 
on this same theme, consider Nietzsche’s rhetorical trick of presenting the 
same deed or thought, often his own, in both moral and amoral terms. When 
addressing the importance of nutrition in  Ecce Homo , for example, after 
specifying the value of food in contributing to an individual’s acquisition of 
“moraline-free virtue,” he remarks, employing an amoral term, that when 
he was young he ate “ badly ,” which he then glosses, “morally speaking,” as 
“impersonally,” “selflessly,” and “altruistically” (EH “Clever” 1). Similarly, 
in his late preface to  The Birth of Tragedy , he refers to “the resolve to be so 

 Nietzsche’s Subversive Rewritings 
of  Phaedo -Platonism 
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scientific about everything” as, “morally speaking, a sort of cowardice and 
falseness,” but “amorally speaking, a ruse” (BT “Attempt” 1). Variations on 
the same trope even provide the opportunity for subversive humor, as when 
he writes in  Beyond Good and Evil  that “a curiosity of my type remains after 
all the most agreeable of all vices,” then immediately adds, “sorry, I meant to 
say: the love of truth has its reward in heaven and even on earth” (BGE 45). 
By shifting like this between moral and amoral descriptions of one and the 
same phenomenon Nietzsche suggests the substantive point that morality 
is a linguistic-conceptual interpretation of a morally neutral reality; and by 
suggesting this point rather than stating it explicitly and arguing for it, he 
side-steps the burden of proof while simultaneously introducing the idea 
into the stream of his readers’ way of thinking, which indirectly reinforces 
his occasional direct statements of the same idea. 

 All this is to say that Nietzsche often works against the tradition from the 
inside, as it were, by donning the mask of standard philosophical discourse, 
only to alter its features and thereby transform its original character. The 
resulting appearance is recognizable but somehow also unmistakably differ-
ent from the prototype. Playing mischievously in this way with concepts and 
terminology, Nietzsche upsets established hierarchies and unsettles his read-
ers’ expectations and assumptions. We might apply any number of labels to 
this rhetorical tactic of  reimagining  and  rewriting  one mode of discourse in 
the terms of another—linguistic manipulation, inversion, transvaluation—
but for the purposes of the present essay, I shall employ the term  subversion . 
In what follows I shall examine several instances of Nietzsche’s subversive 
reimaginings and rewritings of Plato’s dialogues, particularly those in which 
Plato offers prescriptive accounts of the nature of philosophy and the habits 
and practices of the ideal philosopher. 

 II. Reimagining the Dying Socrates 

 Nietzsche creatively subverted Plato’s texts right from the start of his career. 
In  The Birth of Tragedy , for example, he reimagined the philosophical 
meaning of the confrontation between “the dying Socrates” and the tragic 
 Weltanschauung  that the influence of Socratic philosophy undermined and 
ultimately overthrew. According to Nietzsche’s account, sometime during 
the late sixth century, the Greeks brought the Apollonian force of order and 
comforting illusion into vibrant union with the contrary Dionysian impulse 
toward irrationality and a pessimistic insight into the terrifying heart of 
reality. The tragic drama, and tragic culture more generally, was the result. 
Socrates came of age during the zenith of this period of Greek tragic culture, 
yet he opposed both the mode and the message of the tragic world-view. 
He privileged Apollonian harmony and understanding to the total exclu-
sion of the chaos and unreason of the Dionysian vision. The tragedians 
came to their tragic insights “only by instinct” (BT 13), Nietzsche explains, 
whereas Socrates deplored such lack of clarity and explicit understanding, 
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valuing consciousness and reason above all else; and whereas the tragedians 
accepted, and at times even affirmed, the bitter fact of human suffering, 
Socrates took it upon himself to “correct existence” (BT 13), or, in another 
formulation, to “heal the eternal wound of existence” (BT 18). An anomaly 
at the heart of the tragic age into which he was born, Socrates was the pro-
genitor of a new spirit. He was, in Nietzsche’s words, the first example of the 
“theoretical man” (BT 15), the ideal type of “Alexandrian culture,” which 
sets itself against myth and Dionysian art in the name of the scientific pursuit 
of knowledge by way of causal analysis, always with the optimistic hope to 
understand and even to correct being (BT 15, 17–18). 

 Socrates regarded his drive to understand and improve upon being as a 
divine mission imposed on him by Apollo. Therefore, he refused to shirk his 
duty or even to temper his actions in fulfillment of it. His commitment and 
intransigence motivated him to engage in public interrogations of men with 
a reputation for wisdom, and this led eventually to his trial, conviction, and 
execution, and, more relevant to the argument of this essay, to his conduct 
during and after his trial. Nietzsche speculates that Socrates willingly brought 
about his own death despite the fact that the Athenians would have been 
satisfied to exile him (BT 13). Thus he died a martyr to his anti-Dionysian, 
theoretical, optimistic cause. The shocking impact of this event, so unex-
pected and unnecessary, reverberates to this day, and Nietzsche suggests that 
Socrates anticipated this, even willed it to be so. In death, and indeed, in his 
particular manner of dying, even more than in his life, Socrates so altered the 
course of the development of Western culture that Nietzsche identifies him 
as “the one turning point and vortex of so-called world history” (BT 15). 

 As Nietzsche tells the story, the clear-headed and calm confrontation with 
death represented by “ the dying Socrates ” replaced the obscurities and ter-
rors inherent in the tragic vision of man to become “the new ideal . . . of 
noble Greek youths” (BT 13). Foremost among these young men was Plato, 
who, Nietzsche says, was particularly susceptible to the lure of the Socratic 
worldview, especially to its core of “optimistic dialectic.” Plato, in short, was 
seduced by the healing potential of  science , which, as implicit in the Socratic 
pursuit of knowledge through reason, seemed to promise freedom from the 
fear of death (BT 15). Socrates’s proto-scientific, optimistic dialectic would 
become the leitmotiv of the Platonic dialogue, and of Plato’s conception of 
the ideal philosopher. The enormous influence of Plato’s style of philoso-
phizing and writing was the means by which Socrates’s hostility to the tragic 
 Weltanschauung  and tragic art redirected history. 

 At this point in his analysis, precisely upon introducing Plato, Nietzsche 
is moved to reimagine the telos of the Socratic worldview and the trajectory 
of Western intellectual history inaugurated by Socrates’s distinctive style of 
philosophy. With reference to the ancient story that Plato began his creative 
life as a poet and tragedian, Nietzsche somewhat begrudgingly admits the 
artistic merits of the Platonic dialogues (identifying them as the precursor to 
the novel) and says that Plato was “constrained by sheer artistic necessity to 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a,
 S

an
 D

ie
go

] 
at

 0
4:

25
 3

0 
Ju

ne
 2

01
7 



66 Mark Anderson

create an art form that was related to those forms of art which he repudiated” 
(BT 14). In short, try as he might to subordinate his youthful poetic-tragic 
tendencies to the dialectical requirements of philosophy as practiced by his 
master, Plato’s artistry could not itself be mastered. This recognition leads 
Nietzsche to speculate that the superficially anti-tragic force of Socrates’s 
influence may after all be compatible with tragic insight and art, that we 
might even be permitted to imagine an “artistic Socrates” (BT 14). 

 Drawing on Schopenhauer’s metaphysics, Nietzsche insists that causal 
explanations apply only to phenomena; they cannot reach the thing in 
itself.  5   Causality and causal explanations operate horizontally, as it were, 
along the surfaces of things as they appear to us; causes do not arise ver-
tically from, nor do causal explanations penetrate vertically to, the Will, 
which Schopenhauer identifies as the one true reality that objectifies itself as 
the multiplicity of phenomena. Therefore, the man of science, the theoretical 
man stamped in the mold of Socrates, having followed unto exhaustion the 
endless chain of causes, must conclude that although causal relations bind 
one thing to another through the influence of natural laws, the things them-
selves as well as the laws remain forever mysterious in their essences. We 
make use of them, but we do not know them. Indeed, we  cannot  know them, 
for they operate behind, beneath, or within the phenomena to which alone 
science provides access. Thus science, like the dialectical logic at its core, in 
the course of every investigation inevitably “coils up . . . and finally bites 
its own tail,” at which point one attains, or returns to, the “tragic insight” 
that theoretical knowledge can neither fathom being nor correct existence. 
Reason is not, after all, a panacea. Only art, including myth as a form of art, 
can protect one from the sufferings consequent on existence or soothe the 
pain of one already suffering (BT 15). 

 Nietzsche’s vision of an artistic Socrates passing through science to return 
to tragic insight was no arbitrary fantasy. He was directly inspired by Pla-
to’s portrait of the dying Socrates in the  Phaedo . Early in this dialogue, the 
philosopher’s friends, gathering round him on the last day of his life, inquire 
into the significance of his writing poetry in prison, specifically of his ver-
sifying Aesop’s fables and composing a hymn to Apollo. Socrates explains 
that he has often been visited in dreams by a figure urging him to practice 
 mousikê , which is to say those arts presided over by the Muses. He had 
always assumed that the dream was encouraging him to continue engaging 
in philosophy, which he regards as the supreme form of  mousikê ; but now, 
he admits, he does not want to die without being certain that he has obeyed 
the admonitions of his recurring dream. Therefore, he is trying his hand at the 
common forms of the Muses’ arts (Phd. 60c-61c). Nietzsche picks up on this 
enigmatic turn to art in Socrates’ otherwise thoroughly unartistic life, and 
from this he imagines Socrates wondering whether “there is a realm of wis-
dom from which the logician is exiled,” and whether “art is even a necessary 
correlative of, and supplement for science.” This is the specific inspiration of 
his imagining the possibility of “the birth of an ‘artistic Socrates’ ” (BT 14). 
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Nietzsche’s Subversive Rewritings of  Phaedo -Platonism 67

 Nowhere in Plato does Socrates explicitly state such radical misgivings 
concerning the power of dialectic to know the truth and orient men to the 
good. Nowhere does he suggest that in the end we may have to turn to art 
as a remedy for those epistemic, ethical, or existential wounds that science is 
powerless to understand or to heal. There is only this hint—if we may be per-
mitted even to consider Socrates’s dream a hint of this particular insight—in 
the  Phaedo . This “music-practicing Socrates” that Nietzsche proposes as the 
symbol of the culture in which tragedy has been reborn upon the realization 
of the limits of logic and science is a product of his own creative reading of 
Plato’s  Phaedo . By reimagining the argument of Plato’s text, or the course of 
Western intellectual history inspired by Plato’s portrait of the dying Socrates, 
Nietzsche subverts the hierarchy according to which, in Plato as well as in 
the culture his life’s work helped to summon into being, science is superior to 
art, which also subverts the traditional ideal according to which philosophy 
is more closely allied to science than to art.  6   

 III. Platonism Inverted 

 In a notebook entry from the end of the period during which he composed 
 The Birth of Tragedy , Nietzsche wrote, “Simply to acknowledge the fact: 
 Socrates  is so close to me that I am almost continually fighting with him.”  7   
It may be that Nietzsche was  too  close to Socrates, for in his early period he 
shows no indication of recognizing the significance of the difference between 
Socrates and Plato. Yet, as we have seen, the dying Socrates of Nietzsche’s 
concern is thoroughly bound up with Plato, and with Plato’s  Phaedo  in par-
ticular. Plato himself notes early in the  Phaedo  that he was not present on the 
day that Socrates died (Phd. 59b), which might at least motivate suspicions 
concerning the historicity of his account of the day’s events and conversa-
tion. And his calling attention to the incompleteness of Socrates’s arguments 
for the immortality of the soul (Phd. 84c, 107b), as well as his undermining 
of Socrates’s distinction between the philosopher’s concern with  logoi  and 
the poet’s concern with  mythoi  (Phd. 61b5, 61e2, 70b6, 114d8), might also 
suggest that Plato as author is aiming at a goal distinct from that of his 
protagonist, Socrates. Ultimately, it is difficult to determine whether in  The 
Birth of Tragedy  Nietzsche’s actual opponent is the historical dying Socrates 
or Plato’s portrait of the dying Socrates in the  Phaedo , for his account draws 
on material some of which might plausibly be traced back to the historical 
figure, some of which we have no good reason to believe to be anything 
other than Plato’s own invention. Be this as it may, we can say with con-
fidence that, in one way or another, the  Phaedo  was on Nietzsche’s mind 
throughout his career, from beginning to end.  8   

 In the  Phaedo , Plato expresses his standard metaphysical dogma in its 
most radically anti-naturalist form. Unlike the  Republic , in which he gives 
the body its due (the philosopher-kings, after all, are drawn from the warrior 
class, who engage in gymnastic and military training), in the  Phaedo , Plato 
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68 Mark Anderson

repeatedly condemns the body as the source of all that is bad. Indeed, one of 
the central themes of the dialogue is the philosopher’s concentrated efforts 
to separate his soul from his body as thoroughly as possible while alive, by 
way of the ascetic discipline of “purification” ( katharsis ), until he attains the 
actual and complete separation of death. This extreme and uncompromis-
ing expression of tendencies that appear in mitigated form elsewhere in the 
dialogues has been so influential that it may be useful to distinguish it from 
more moderate manifestations of related Platonic propensities, to which end 
I designate it “ Phaedo -Platonism.” This is the distinctive version of Platonism 
that Nietzsche has in mind when he labels Christianity “Platonism for ‘the 
people’ ” (BGE “Preface”), a phrase he deploys with reference to Platonic 
purity and Socrates’s death—and thus indirectly to the  Phaedo —and which 
has as a background Nietzsche’s associating both Christianity and Platonism 
with an exaggerated reaction to desire involving extirpation and castration 
rather than mastery and economizing (WP 383), which also derives more 
obviously from the  Phaedo  than from any other Platonic dialogue.  9   

 In another note from his early period, Nietzsche referred to his own phi-
losophy as “inverted Platonism.”  10   This stress on Plato rather than Socra-
tes makes perfect sense in context, for in this particular note Nietzsche is 
concerned with ontology (rather than with ethics or existential value judg-
ments), which he would more readily associate with Plato the dogmatic 
metaphysician than with Socrates the quizzical dialectician. Plato includes 
in his ontology both being and becoming, but he privileges the former as 
“true” and “really real” while disparaging the latter as mere “appearance” 
or “phenomenon.” Nietzsche would later reject this Platonic distinction, the 
ontology as well as the implied value judgment, but in this note he accepts 
both terms in order to privilege appearance over being in radically, and sym-
metrically, anti-Platonic fashion. “The further removed from true being,” 
he writes, “the purer, the more beautiful, the better it is.” The references 
to purity, beauty, and goodness are no doubt intended to recall Plato’s 
 katharmos ,  kalon , and  agathon , and, by associating these with appearance 
rather than being, Nietzsche turns traditional Platonic rankings of value on 
their head. He goes so far as to state his aim ( Ziel ) as “life in appearance” 
( Schein ) rather than, like Plato, striving to transcend appearance into reality. 
Nietzsche’s inverted Platonism, then, is an early manifestation of an intellec-
tual tendency to which, as we shall see, he would give expression through-
out his career: rather than reject Platonism outright, he often employs its 
conceptual apparatus, structural organization, and intellectual assumptions 
precisely in order to subvert the overall doctrine from the inside out. 

 IV. Rewriting Socrates’s Last Words 

 By the time Nietzsche completed his first specifically philosophical work, 
 Human, All Too Human , he had thoroughly rejected traditional conceptions 
of being as well as the Platonic distinction between reality and appearance 
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(if not all forms of this distinction). In this way, he entered into his so-called 
“middle period.” This phase culminated, just prior to the profound depar-
ture of  Thus Spoke Zarathustra , in  The Gay Science , near the end of which 
he takes up once again the theme of the dying Socrates as presented in Plato’s 
 Phaedo . 

 Nietzsche’s portrait of Socrates’s death in GS 340 (entitled “The dying 
Socrates”) differs from his reimagining in  The Birth of Tragedy  in that there 
is no trace of hope that Socrates’s theoretical optimism might lead beyond 
the dead-end of science to a regeneration of art. Socrates is here a thoroughly 
negative figure, and the focus is not on his poetry as inspired by his dream’s 
commanding him to practice  mousikê . Instead, Nietzsche concentrates on 
Socrates’s final, enigmatic, words. His interpretation of their significance 
is meant to expose the old philosopher as the paradigmatic life-denier, a 
No-saying figure for whom Nietzsche’s antipathy only deepens throughout 
the remainder of his career. 

 As reported at the end of the  Phaedo , some minutes after drinking his 
poison in prison, and just seconds prior to dying, Socrates addressed an old 
friend, saying, “O Crito, we owe a rooster to Asclepius. So offer it and do 
not neglect it” (Phd. 118a). One hardly knows what to make of these words, 
and Plato provides no clear guidance for interpreting them. Nietzsche’s own 
imaginative reading is inspired by the general thrust of the content of the 
 Phaedo  together with the nature and function of the god Asclepius. I have 
already characterized  Phaedo -Platonism as the most unyielding version of 
Plato’s metaphysically oriented anti-naturalism. In the  Phaedo  the soul is not 
only ranked above the body ethically, ontologically, and epistemologically, 
as is usual in Plato, but the body is relentlessly condemned as the source of 
all ignorance, vice, and the impure drudgery of reincarnation. In contrast, 
the soul is the source of knowledge, virtue, and potential liberation from 
the cycle of rebirth. In  The Gay Science  Nietzsche characterizes Socrates’s 
hostility to the body as a form of weakness, and he infers the root cause of 
Socrates’s condition from the fact of his concern with Asclepius. Asclepius 
was the god of healing, to whom the Greeks sacrificed in hopes of, or in 
gratitude for, relief from illness or suffering. With this in mind, Nietzsche 
takes Socrates’s last words to imply that he regarded life as a sickness for 
which death is the cure. Indeed, he even  rewrites  Socrates’s last words as, “O 
Crito,  life is a disease .” In his version of Socrates’s “ridiculous and terrible” 
utterance Nietzsche finds evidence of a gloomy fact about the man himself. 
Socrates, he concludes, was a pessimist. More, he was a pessimist because he 
“ suffered from life .” And worse still, Socrates wanted, even needed, revenge 
for his suffering. With a stunning lack of magnanimity for the psychological 
well-being of his friends, and indeed for all those who would later encoun-
ter and grasp the implication of his last words, Socrates gave voice to “his 
ultimate judgement,” a verdict against embodied mortal life in favor of the 
immortality of the pure, disembodied soul. But since according to Nietzsche, 
there is no incorporeal soul of the sort that might live eternally beyond the 
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confines of the physical world (BGE 12), Socrates’s position collapses into a 
gruesome form of life-denial. 

 Plato passed this Socratic denial of life on to Christianity in the guise of 
 Phaedo -Platonism, and the West has labored under its debilitating assump-
tions for two millennia since. When Nietzsche introduces his doctrine of Eter-
nal Return and his figure of Zarathustra in the final two sections of  The Gay 
Science , immediately following his account of “the dying Socrates,” his inten-
tions are clear: he concludes the book by introducing a counter-movement to 
the life-denial and nay-saying of the Socratic-Platonic-Christian worldview. 
In short, Nietzsche reimagined and rewrote Socrates’s last words in order to 
make their meaning, and their historical significance, explicit,  11   for only by 
understanding the corruption at the core of the Platonic-Christian  Weltan-
schauung  will we be able to subvert and finally overcome it,  12   and only by 
imaginatively conceiving a novel type of philosophical figure will we tran-
scend the Socratic ideal into a superior philosophy of the future. 

 V. Spiritual Pregnancy Naturalized 

 I shall return to the  Phaedo  for the final two examples of Nietzsche’s reimag-
ining and rewriting of Plato’s work, but the next example centers on the 
 Symposium  and  Phaedrus . In the seventh and eighth sections of the “Third 
Essay” of  On the Genealogy of Morals  (“What is the Meaning of Ascetic 
Ideals?”), Nietzsche writes at length of the nature of the philosopher,  13   and 
although he masks the fact, his discussion throughout engages with, and 
subverts, Plato’s account of the philosopher in Diotima’s speech in the  Sym-
posium  and Socrates’s second speech in the  Phaedrus . Nietzsche’s allusions 
to these two dialogues, once noted, are unmistakable, but as he directs his 
readers’ attention to Schopenhauer and the Buddha, mentioning Plato and 
Socrates only in passing, scholars have failed to notice the actual focus of 
his attention. Nietzsche doubtless covered his tracks by design, for, as I have 
noted, he understood the value of indirect communication, and he employs 
the technique particularly during his late period. 

 Nietzsche introduces his discussion of the philosopher by way of a con-
sideration in GM 3.6 of aesthetics, and more specifically of Schopenhauer’s 
adoption of Kant’s conception of the beautiful. The analysis of beauty is pre-
cisely the context in which Diotima situates her speech in the  Symposium , 
and it also appears in the culmination of Socrates’s speech in the  Phaedrus  
concerning philosophical madness. In the  Symposium , Diotima engages 
with Socrates first by objecting to his claim that the god Eros is good and 
beautiful. Eros, she insists, is neither beautiful nor ugly, neither good nor 
bad. Rather, he is a lover of the beautiful (Symp. 204a-b), and he loves the 
good by way of the beautiful (Symp. 206a-b). Socrates’s mistake, Diotima 
explains, was to regard Eros as a passive object of love rather than as an 
active lover, which is what he is (Symp. 206c). Similarly, Nietzsche objects 
to the Kantian-Schopenhauerian account of beauty on the grounds that it 
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Nietzsche’s Subversive Rewritings of  Phaedo -Platonism 71

regards the work of art as a passive object of aesthetic contemplation rather 
than from the perspective of the artist actively striving to create a beauti-
ful work. The artist himself is not disinterested, as Kant and Schopenhauer 
would have it, and as Eros would be if he were merely the beautiful object 
of others’ interest; rather, the artist is seeking something, most interestedly, 
just as Eros is in search of the beautiful. In the  Phaedrus,  too, the beautiful 
is an object of the lover’s passionate interest. Beauty inspires love in those 
who behold it in physical form (Phdr. 249c-252b), and who, by way of lov-
ing properly, which is to say philosophically, overcome the lust for physical 
satisfaction and thereby transform their love into virtue (Phdr. 252c-256e). 
This transformation mirrors Diotima’s account of the so-called “ladder of 
love” (Symp. 209e-212a). 

 This particular manifestation of interest in the beautiful introduces 
another point of contact between GM 3.7–8 and Plato’s two great erotic 
dialogues, namely the matter of sensuality. Nietzsche concludes his discus-
sion of aesthetics in section six with reference to Schopenhauer’s concern 
to liberate himself from the lure of “ sexual  ‘interestedness’,” and he begins 
section seven by noting Schopenhauer’s personal animosity toward “sexu-
ality,” “woman,” and “sensuality.” Moreover, he concludes his discussion 
of the nature of the philosopher at the end of section eight by returning 
to Schopenhauer’s treatment of “sensuality” and “sexual excitement.” His 
point throughout is that Schopenhauer hoped to overcome sensuality by 
way of contemplation of the beautiful. Thus Nietzsche situates his discus-
sion of the philosopher, from beginning to end, in precisely the same set-
ting as Diotima’s treatment of philosophy in the  Symposium  and Socrates’ 
account in the  Phaedrus , namely eros, sexual desire, and the philosopher’s 
aim to subdue the sexual impulse, the most recalcitrant and dangerous 
of desires, to liberate himself from the distracting lure of physicality and 
thereby to realize his proper end. 

 Despite these contextualizing similarities, Nietzsche intends to subvert the 
substantive core of the Platonic account. When he concludes his discussion 
by denying that Schopenhauer could ever “overcome” sensuality through 
aesthetic contemplation, insisting instead that at most sensuality can be 
“transfigured” into something other than “sexual excitement” (GM 3.8), he 
is providing a specifically non-Platonic example of his generally anti-Platonic 
point. He develops this point at length when, near the beginning of section 
seven, he introduces the theme of the “peculiar philosophers’ irritation at 
and rancor against sensuality” and writes that 

 Every animal—therefore  la bête philosophe , too—instinctively strives 
for an optimum of favorable conditions under which it can expend 
all its strength and achieve its maximal feeling of power; every ani-
mal abhors, just as instinctively and with a subtlety of discernment that 
is “higher than all reason,” every kind of intrusion or hindrance that 
obstructs or could obstruct this path to the optimum (I am  not  speaking 
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72 Mark Anderson

of happiness, but its path to power, to action, to the most powerful 
activity, and in most cases actually its path to unhappiness). 

 (GM 3.7) 

 This passage engages directly with Plato’s account of the philosopher in the 
 Symposium , subverting several of Diotima’s specific claims. I shall relate 
these one by one. 

 Early in her account Diotima addresses the object of the lover’s love of beau-
tiful things, and she concludes that all people love the good and desire to 
possess it forever because, she says, whoever possesses the good attains hap-
piness, and this is the one final goal at which all men aim (Symp. 204d-206b). 
Nietzsche explicitly denies this. The philosopher, according to his account, 
seeks the highest outlets of his proper activity and power, which may well 
lead to his  unhappiness . 

 Diotima claims that not just humans but “all the animals”—footed animals 
and winged animals (Symp. 207a), the weakest and the strongest animals 
(ibid.), specifically non-human animals (Symp. 207c)—long to give birth 
in beauty for the sake of attaining the only type of immortality available 
to mortals, namely reproduction of offspring (Symp. 206c-208b). The phi-
losopher, however, is different from animals and most humans, for he is 
pregnant in his soul, and he approaches immortality through ascending the 
ladder of love to attain an intellectual vision of the Form of Beauty itself, 
which is “unalloyed, pure, and unmixed, not infected with human flesh and 
coloring and so much other mortal nonsense” (Symp. 210a-212b). Nietzsche 
disputes this account too, arguing instead that all animals, including the 
philosophical animal, aim to discover and institute those highest conditions 
of their lives that conduce to an increase of their feelings of power and the 
discharging of their strength. This is anything but a rejection of “human 
flesh” and “mortal nonsense”; it is rather a recognition that mortal human-
ity is man’s highest possible condition. More, it amounts to an  affirmation  of 
that condition. Indeed, Nietzsche glosses his point by remarking that having 
attained his “optimal condition,” the philosopher “does  not  deny ‘existence,’ 
he rather affirms  his  existence  .  .  .” This is in contrast to Diotima’s (i.e., 
Plato’s) denial of existence by way of a misguided asceticism that rejects the 
value of “a face or hands or anything else that partakes of the body” (Symp. 
211a), which devalues, in short, the entire physical world for the sake of an 
illusory metaphysical realm of pure ideas. 

 Diotima’s philosopher aims to generate arguments ( logôn ) about virtue 
(Symp. 209b), and to acquire learning ( mathêma ) about, and knowledge 
( gnôi ) of, the Beautiful (Symp. 211c-d) by ascending the ladder of love 
through the exercise of pure unaided reason. Nietzsche’s philosopher, on 
the other hand, is guided by natural instinct, which is “higher than all rea-
son.” Thus, whereas Plato distinguishes the philosopher from the other ani-
mals who desire the good by attributing to him alone the superior aim of 
transcending his animal-physical condition into rational knowledge of, and 
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Nietzsche’s Subversive Rewritings of  Phaedo -Platonism 73

perhaps the unification of his rational element with, an incorporeal meta-
physical realm,  14   Nietzsche assimilates the philosophical animal to all the 
other animals by attributing to him a corporeal end attained through animal 
instinct. 

 Moving on now from Nietzsche’s engagement with the  Symposium  in 
GM 3.7, we find that in the first part of section eight he turns to Socrates’s 
second speech in the  Phaedrus —delivered as an act of purification (Phdr. 
243a), a theme which calls the  Phaedo  to mind  15  —before returning to the 
 Symposium  and the theme of spiritual pregnancy. Continuing his account 
of the object of the philosophical animal’s striving, Nietzsche writes that the 
philosopher seeks “the air of the heights through which all animal being 
becomes more spiritual and acquires wings.” The philosopher’s asceticism, he 
adds, is of the cheerful variety “of an animal become fledged and divine . . .” 
Note the emphasis on acquiring wings ( Flügel bekommt ,  flügge gewordnen ), 
which is central to Socrates’s account of the soul of the philosopher in the 
 Phaedrus  (e.g., Phdr. 246b-e; 248e-249d; 251b; 256a-e). Note also the use 
of “spiritual” and “divine,” these terms recalling the  Phaedrus , according to 
which the winged soul, more than anything that pertains to the body, has a 
share in divinity (Phdr. 246d). Yet Nietzsche’s divinely spiritual winged ani-
mal does not aspire to gaze from the rim of heaven upon the immaterial really 
existing beings that inhabit the metaphysical realm beyond (Phdr. 247c-d). 
Rather, he seeks the freedom from distractions, the clarity of mind and high 
spirits, the physiological calm, and the burgeoning insight required by the 
thinker and writer who would accomplish his intellectual-creative task. 

 Recall Nietzsche’s contradicting the claim of the  Symposium  by insisting 
that the philosopher seeks the “path to [his] optimum,”  not  happiness. Sim-
ilarly, in this section alluding to the  Phaedrus , he insists that the poverty, 
humility, and chastity that philosophers often employ to attain the “condi-
tions of their best existence, their  fairest  fruitfulness” are  not  virtues. In the 
 Phaedrus , philosophical lovers resist the lure of sexuality by obeying the 
superior elements of their minds and liberating that part of the soul that is 
the source of virtue, and in doing so, they lead happy lives and acquire wings 
after death (Phdr. 256a-b). It is no easy task, and Plato allegorizes the effort 
required as a charioteer struggling against a brutish winged horse that lusts 
after sexual pleasures (Phdr. 254a), yanking violently on the horse’s bit to 
check his prideful passion ( hubris ) (Phdr. 254e). For Nietzsche, there is no 
such superior part of the mind, not anyway in the sense of an original source 
of rational insight into true virtue. The Nietzschean philosopher comes to 
his fairest fruitfulness and attains his winged state by following his “dom-
inating instinct,” which, like Plato’s charioteer, but without the suggestion 
of rationality, must “put a check on an unrestrained and irritable pride or a 
wanton sensuality.” 

 I have quoted just above Nietzsche’s reference to the philosopher’s “fruit-
fulness” ( Fruchtbarkeit ), which we might also translate as “fertility.” And 
this brings us back to Nietzsche’s engagement with the  Symposium . Recall 
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74 Mark Anderson

that Diotima claims that everyone is pregnant, in body and soul alike 
(Symp. 206c), though some are more pregnant in soul than in body (Symp. 
208e-209a). These, she says, are the philosophers, men who desire to give 
birth to practical wisdom ( phronêsis ) and the rest of virtue, and who, when 
in the company of a beautiful partner, finally deliver the ideas with which 
they had been pregnant for so long. She also claims that ideas about virtue, 
and virtuous deeds, are the best sort of offspring, for they are more beautiful 
and more immortal than human children (Symp. 208e-209c). Nietzsche’s 
philosopher has his “periods of great pregnancy” too, as well as his “states of 
great spiritual tension and preparation,” which he nurtures with his “mater-
nal instinct.” He, too, has something “growing in him” that will secure his 
“little immortality” more surely than would any human “children.” But in 
the womb of his mind there are no thoughts of Platonic virtue. The Nietz-
schean philosopher, like every great artist, carries within him an “evolving 
work,” and, who knows, it may even have to do with “the ordering and 
regulation of city-states and pre-urban dwellings” (Symp. 209a), like the first 
essay of Nietzsche’s own  Genealogy . If so, however, its account of “moder-
ation and justice” (ibid.) will read like a subversion of the Platonic account. 

 That in GM 3.7–8 Nietzsche intends to reimagine and rewrite Plato’s 
account of the philosopher in the  Symposium  and  Phaedrus  is demonstrated 
by the similarities of structure, theme, and vocabulary, as laid out above. 
In sum, for Plato the love of the beautiful leads the philosophers among 
animals and rational humans to transcend the sexual impulses of the body, 
ascend on the wings of the soul to a vision of true Beauty and real being, 
and give birth to virtue, which results in happiness in this life and immor-
tality in the afterlife. For Nietzsche, on the other hand, the love of beauty 
does not overcome sensuality, nor is it the philosophical animal’s business 
to transcend his physicality. Rather, his spiritual pregnancy is induced and 
nurtured by instinct, which leads the philosopher to adopt the physical con-
ditions of his optimum of strength, and thus “floating above life” on the 
wings of his smoothly functioning body and cheerful mood, he gives birth to 
his naturalist anti-Platonic ideas as written in his books, through which his 
name survives and he acquires a philosopher’s and artist’s form of immor-
tality. The subversive similarities are unmistakable. That Nietzsche conceals 
his intentions by diverting his readers’ attention from Plato to Schopen-
hauer and the Buddha is consistent with his description of the  Genealogy  in 
 Ecce Homo  as “uncannier than anything else written so far” in “expression, 
intention, and the art of surprise,” and in places even “ calculated  to mislead” 
(EH “Books” GM). 

 VI. Rewriting Socrates’s Last Words Again 

 Nietzsche wrote several short books the year after he published his  Geneal-
ogy . In one of these works,  Twilight of the Idols , he returns quite explicitly 
to the subject of the dying Socrates as portrayed by Plato in the  Phaedo , and 
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Nietzsche’s Subversive Rewritings of  Phaedo -Platonism 75

specifically to the implications of Socrates’s last words. As he had done in 
 The Gay Science , Nietzsche rewrites these words to express his own imagi-
native interpretation of their meaning and significance, but in the interval he 
had developed a new and deeper account of Socrates’s “disease.” Introducing 
his primary theme in the first section of the chapter entitled “The Problem 
of Socrates,” Nietzsche writes that as Socrates died he said, “To live—that 
means to be sick a long time: I owe Asclepius the Savior a rooster” (TI “Soc-
rates” 1). In the final section of this same chapter, returning to an idea he 
had proposed in  The Birth of Tragedy , namely that Socrates wanted to die, 
Nietzsche rewrites Socrates’s last words yet again. Now, however, there is 
no indication that Socrates willed his own death for the sake of martyrdom 
to his cause of theoretical optimism, hoping by the shock of his execution to 
convert even more young Greeks to his way of thinking than he had already 
done while alive. Rather, Socrates wanted to die because he understood the 
fact of his sickness and longed at last to be rid of it. Nietzsche makes his 
point by attributing to Socrates the following revealing declaration: “Soc-
rates is no physician; here death alone is the physician. Socrates himself has 
merely been sick a long time” (TI “Socrates” 12). 

 Nietzsche has a word for Socrates’s sickness: decadence. In general terms, 
decadence indicates a “decline” and “degeneration” of the human animal, 
and one indication that Socrates was a declining type is the fact that he saw 
“a problem in the value of life” (TI “Socrates” 2). Value judgments for or 
against life, Nietzsche explains, “can . . . never be true.” They certainly can 
never be known to be true. But they may serve as symptoms of the phys-
iological and psychological health of those who issue them. A man, after 
all, is a living organism. Therefore, his condemnation of life amounts to a 
self-condemnation. But what sort of creature condemns itself? A  suffering  
creature, a  sick  creature, which is to say, a  decadent  creature.  16   

 Nietzsche relates an ancient story according to which a physiognomist 
who visited Athens diagnosed Socrates as full of “bad vices and appe-
tites,” to which Socrates replied, “You know me, sir!” (TI “Socrates” 4).  17   
Nietzsche’s gloss on this exchange is that Socrates suffered from an “anarchy 
of the instincts,” which he regards as a symptom of decadence (TI “Socra-
tes” 5). “To  have  to fight the instincts,” he says, “is the formula of deca-
dence” (TI “Socrates” 11). Socrates did have to fight his instincts, and his 
chosen method of resistance amounts for Nietzsche to yet another expres-
sion of his decadence. Socrates struggled to impose order on his instincts 
through insight into virtue arrived at by dialectic, the search for reasons 
and proofs in opposition to instinct and authority (TI “Socrates” 4–5), 
and he struggled in this way because he suffered from a “hypertrophy of 
the logical faculty” (TI “Socrates” 4). Socrates’s exaggerated faith in rea-
son, his inflated sense of the value of logic, is as decadent as his anarchic 
instincts. Then there is the “equation” he hit upon as a formulation of the 
rational cure of his self-diagnosed illness, “reason = virtue = happiness.” As 
“opposed to all the instincts of the earlier Greeks” (TI “Socrates” 4), this 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a,
 S

an
 D

ie
go

] 
at

 0
4:

25
 3

0 
Ju

ne
 2

01
7 



76 Mark Anderson

characteristically Socratic equation is sufficient in Nietzsche’s mind to justify 
his claim that Socrates was “pseudo-Greek, anti-Greek” (TI “Socrates” 2).  18   
Nietzsche reminds his readers that he first identified Socrates (and Plato) in 
these terms in  The Birth of Tragedy , and, indeed, his analysis in  Twilight of 
the Idols  recalls elements of his earlier account. In section thirteen of  The 
Birth of Tragedy , Nietzsche refers to the “hypertrophy” of Socrates’s “logical 
nature,” and in the following section he condemns the optimistic Socratic 
maxims “Virtue is knowledge; man sins only from ignorance; he who is vir-
tuous is happy,” in which we can easily read the equation “reason = virtue = 
happiness.” 

 From the beginning to the end of his career, Nietzsche blames Socrates 
(and Plato) for the demise of the best period of Greek culture. The terms of 
his analysis shift somewhat, as for example from “Socrates as Alexandrian 
theoretical man” to “Socrates as decadent”; but the substance remains the 
same. The hyper-rationalist, moralizing, anti-natural, life-denying perspec-
tive of Socratic philosophy, inherited and radicalized by Plato, overwhelmed 
the tragic orientation of earlier Greek philosophy and cult, leading ulti-
mately to their replacement by a naively optimistic dialectical philosophy 
and the otherworldly religious orientation of Christianity. Plato’s portrait of 
the dying Socrates in the  Phaedo  is the central node from which these two 
dead-end avenues branch, the locus of all those “anti-Greek” forces that 
brought the tragic age of the Greeks to an end. Hence Nietzsche’s proclivity 
periodically to reignite the struggle against  Phaedo -Platonism: he recognized 
this doctrine as the mightiest foe on the field on which the battle for the soul 
of the philosopher, and indeed for western culture in general, has been, and 
must continue to be, waged. 

 VII. Philosophical Purification Naturalized 

 I have raised doubts about whether Nietzsche really was always fighting 
with Socrates, suggesting that from the beginning his dispute was with Plato 
and Plato’s portrait of Socrates every bit as much as with the historical Soc-
rates, if not in fact more. Nietzsche eventually seems to have had glimpses of 
this fact himself. In a postcard sent to a friend not long after he completed 
work on the  Genealogy , he speculated that “perhaps this old Plato is my true 
great adversary?”  19   I have argued that this is at least partially the case with 
respect to Nietzsche’s analysis of the dying Socrates in  The Birth of Tragedy , 
and certainly the case in the seventh and eighth sections of the Third Essay 
of  On the Genealogy of Morals . Given that we have no way of knowing 
whether Socrates’s enigmatic last words were actually spoken by the man 
himself or fabricated and put into the character’s mouth by Plato, it may well 
be true also of his analyses of Socrates’s debt to Asclepius in  The Gay Science  
and  Twilight of the Idols . And to come to the final example of Nietzsche’s 
reimagining and rewriting of Plato’s texts, it seems to me that Nietzsche is 
engaging with Plato, and specifically, once again, with Plato’s portrait of the 
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Nietzsche’s Subversive Rewritings of  Phaedo -Platonism 77

ideal philosopher in the  Phaedo , in  Ecce Homo , particularly in the chapter 
“Why I Am So Clever.” 

 Nietzsche wrote  Ecce Homo  to explain himself to his readers, to say, as 
he put it, “ who I am ” (EH “Preface” 1). It may well be that in every one of 
his works Nietzsche writes above all about himself, and more specifically 
about his life and activities as a philosopher. But  Ecce Homo  is the one book 
that he dedicated explicitly to this task. Similarly, in the  Phaedo , Socrates is 
moved to offer a “defense” of his calmness in the face of his impending death 
(Phd. 63b, 63e-64a), which amounts to a defense of his life and activities 
as a philosopher. His defense begins with his famous assertion that “those 
who engage philosophy correctly . . . practice nothing other than dying and 
being dead” (Phd. 64a; cf. 67e), which practice he sums up with the word 
“purification.” As we have seen, philosophical purification involves the phi-
losopher’s purging himself of concern with, and dependence on, the physical 
body in order to identify as closely as possible with the incorporeal soul. 
Since death is the literal separation of the soul from the body (Phd. 64c, 
67d), and purification is the practice of approaching this state as nearly as 
possible while alive (Phd. 67c-d), the philosopher engaged in purification is 
always training for death. He should, therefore, not only  not  grieve, but he 
should be  happy  when confronted with the prospect of actually entering the 
state that he has been approximating throughout his life as a philosopher. 

 In  Ecce Homo ’s “Why I Am So Clever,” Nietzsche reimagines the phil-
osophical purification characteristic of  Phaedo -Platonism through his 
descriptions of his own practice of philosophical self-discipline. It would not 
be misleading, and in fact I shall argue that it is quite appropriate, to regard 
EH “Clever” as Nietzsche’s account of a  naturalized version of Platonic puri-
fication . To summarize the matter for now in a general way, whereas Plato 
in the  Phaedo  concentrates on the separation of the soul from the body in 
radically ascetic terms, presenting the body in particular as an impediment 
to the philosophical life (Phd. 66c-e), Nietzsche in EH “Clever” attributes 
every success of his philosophical pursuits to physical states and conditions. 
The loving detail with which he describes his own activities is everywhere 
on the surface of his account and is therefore impossible to miss. But since 
his allusions to Plato are as suppressed as those in GM 3.7–8, one must read 
closely to detect them. 

 As Nietzsche writes of Schopenhauer and the Buddha more than of Plato 
in GM 3.7–8, so in EH “Clever” he writes about Christianity and “ideal-
ism” without mentioning Plato at all. Of course, he is concerned to under-
mine the influence of Christianity, but we need not take this to imply that 
Plato is not on his mind. In the chapter “What I Owe to the Ancients” from 
 Twilight of the Idols  (written within weeks of  Ecce Homo ), Nietzsche calls 
Plato “pre-existently Christian” and labels Plato’s philosophy “idealism” 
(TI “Ancients” 2). Moreover, the contrast between the “true world” and the 
“apparent world” that he condemns in the second section of the preface 
to  Ecce Homo  derives more evidently from Platonic philosophy than from 
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78 Mark Anderson

Christian theology.  20   That Nietzsche is thinking of Plato is suggested also 
by the fact that in EH “Clever” he employs terms and ideas that recall GM 
3.7–8, which, I have argued, alludes to Plato throughout. For example, the 
question he poses in section one concerning the best method “to attain your 
maximum of strength” recalls his account in GM 3.7 of the philosophical 
animal’s striving for “an optimum of favorable conditions under which it 
can expend all its strength and achieve its maximal feeling of power,” which 
I have quoted above, and which I have shown to be replete with allusions to 
Plato. His mention of “spiritual pregnancy” in section three not only echoes 
his discussion of this phenomenon in GM 3.8, but it is in itself an unmistak-
able allusion to Plato’s  Symposium . And finally, his description of himself in 
section nine as one who never sought honors, women, or money is a restate-
ment of his description of the philosopher in GM 3.8 as one who avoids 
“fame, princes, and women,” in which he situates his anti-Platonic discus-
sion of spiritual pregnancy. These facts alone suggest that Nietzsche intends 
to allude to Plato throughout EH “Clever,” despite his withholding his name. 
That he is also specifically concerned with the  Phaedo , and even more spe-
cifically with the philosophical purification at the core of  Phaedo -Platonism, 
is suggested by the following facts. 

 Nietzsche begins  Ecce Homo , in “Why I Am So Wise,” by playing with the 
oppositional states of life and death, as Plato does throughout the  Phaedo .  21   
The very first claim he makes about himself is that he is dead (as his father), 
while at the same time living (as his mother) (EH “Wise” 1). Later, he says 
that he is “merely my father once more,” for he is his father’s “continued 
life after an all-too-early death” (EH “Wise” 5). Given this extraordinary 
condition, Nietzsche is “a decadent” (EH “Wise” 1–2), but he is simultane-
ously “the opposite,” namely, “healthy” (EH “Wise” 2). Indeed, this “ dual  
series” of opposite states and experiences is “repeated in [his] nature in every 
respect” (EH “Wise” 3). 

 Nietzsche’s point in stressing his experience of constantly cycling through 
these various series of opposite states, beginning with the opposition of life 
and death, is that he has  learned from them . His experience of being both 
alive and dead has provided him “freedom from all partiality in relation 
to the total problem of life,” also “a dialectician’s clarity  par excellence ,” 
and, most importantly, “the know-how . . . to  reverse perspectives ,” which 
prepares him for the world-historical task of a revaluation of values (EH 
“Wise” 1). 

 All of this is very Platonic, but with a subversive twist. Platonic purifi-
cation is training for dying and being dead through a living imitation of 
death, which separates the soul from the body to the extent this is possible 
for one still alive, precisely in order to attain knowledge (or to prepare one 
to acquire knowledge in the post-mortem state). Nietzsche stresses being 
dead while alive, which enables him to separate from the perspective of the 
healthy man to look toward the opposite perspective and thereby to acquire 
insight into life, and in this way to develop his philosophy. The structural 
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similarities between the purification characteristic of  Phaedo -Platonism and 
Nietzsche’s self-conception are striking, but the subversive differences are 
striking as well. Unlike Socrates in the  Phaedo , Nietzsche does not look 
forward to his actual death (much less  will  it, as we have seen him insist that 
Socrates willed his own death). To the contrary, he developed his philosophy 
from his “will to health, to  life ” (EH “Wise” 2). His aim is not to separate his 
soul from his body, for of course he does not believe in a soul that can exist 
independently of the body. His “training” (EH “Wise” 1) is not the training 
for death of spiritual purification, with its constant ranking of the soul over 
the body; it is rather a matter of physical, bodily, health, and thus a training 
and experience in the best practices of physiology (EH “Wise” 2, 6). 

 In contrast to the life-denial of  Phaedo -Platonism, exemplified by Plato’s 
version of Socrates’s last words, Nietzsche’s philosophy amounts in sum to 
“the great Yes to life” (EH “Wise” 3). He concludes EH “Clever” by con-
trasting himself with “the men who have so far been honored as the  first ,” 
men, he says, who “are monsters of sickness and vengeful instincts . . . and 
revenge themselves on life” (EH “Clever” 10). These are the very terms in 
which Nietzsche is accustomed to characterize Socrates, as we have seen.  22   
And when in this same chapter he denounces the harmful lies of the concepts 
“God,” “soul,” “virtue,” “sin,” “beyond,” “truth,” and “eternal life,” he obvi-
ously has Plato in mind (among these concepts, only “sin” has a ring more 
distinctively Christian than Platonic). Indeed, Plato—and more specifically 
the philosophical purification at the heart of  Phaedo -Platonism—is on his 
mind throughout this chapter.  23   

 In EH “Clever” 9, Nietzsche discusses his famous exhortation, derived 
ultimately from Pindar, to  become what you are . Surprisingly, however, he 
insists that to attain this end “one must not have the faintest notion  what  
one is” (EH “Clever” 9). Indeed, one must make a point of keeping the 
dominant task of one’s life clear of the “whole surface of consciousness,” 
pushing it instead “deep down,” into what today we would call the subcon-
scious (ibid.). Thus, submerged in the depths, beyond the reach of reason, 
one’s great “organizing ‘idea’ ” is worked on by, and begins to operate as, 
“instinct.” Note the thoroughly anti-Platonic implications of this program, 
which we may sum up in the maxim, “Do  not  know thyself.”  24   Whereas 
purification in the  Phaedo  is centered in the soul, its capacity for reason 
and its search for knowledge, Nietzsche’s “ self-discipline ” operates on the 
purely physiological level of animal instinct and the “self-preservation” of 
corporeal “fitness.” This not-knowing oneself may lead the man whose high-
est condition is actualized through “self-preservation” and “selfishness” to 
wander astray from his path into “neighbor love” and “living for others.” 
But this would be only a temporary diversion down a “side road,” which 
would actually function as a “protective measure” operating in the service 
of “self-concern” and “ self-love ” (EH “Clever” 9). 

 In EH “Clever” 8, Nietzsche attributes the healthy individual’s inclina-
tion toward self-concern to an “instinct of self-defense.” In particular, his 
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80 Mark Anderson

“instinct of self-preservation” manifests most fully in his separating him-
self from all those situations and conditions of life that might impede the 
development and expression of his highest personal potencies. He wants 
“[n]ot to see many things, not to hear many things, not to permit many 
things to come close.” He wants, in short, “to separate [himself] from any-
thing that would make it necessary to keep saying No.” Here we have the 
separation characteristic of Platonic purification as reflected in Nietzsche’s 
anti-Platonic mirror. Rather than separate the soul from his body for the 
sake of spiritual well-being, Nietzsche would separate his body from the 
causes and conditions of physiological “impoverishment” and “energy 
 wasted .” The end of all this determined self-concern, this “higher-protection” 
manifested by “instinct,” is the ripening and leaping forth in perfection of 
that which is growing in the healthy individual loyal to his dominant task 
(EH “Clever” 9). These allusions to pregnancy bring us back even more 
unambiguously to Plato. 

 The content of EH “Clever” 3 connects directly to the theme of separa-
tion in section eight and the allusions to gestation and parturition in section 
nine, the connection being interrupted by an interlude addressing varieties 
of “recreation” (to which I shall return). In this section, Nietzsche writes 
that “any kind of stimulus from the outside” must be avoided by one in the 
state of “profound tension to which pregnancy condemns the spirit.” More, 
when in the condition of “spiritual pregnancy,” he says, one must employ “a 
kind of walling oneself in” as an “instinctive precaution.” The “fertility” to 
which Nietzsche alludes here is the gestational period of his own “work,” 
which is to say his ideas as recorded in his books, which he discusses one 
by one in the following chapter. Thus, as in the case of his allusions in the 
 Genealogy  to spiritual pregnancy in the  Symposium , Nietzsche suggests in 
 Ecce Homo  that he gives birth not to insights into, and enactments of, Pla-
tonic virtue, but to anti-Platonic, immoralist treatises. 

 Whether or not Platonic virtue can be summed up in a single concept—
wisdom, say, or justice—it is most definitely bound up with the proper 
ordering of the soul, which in places Plato likens to health (e.g.,  Republic  
444c ff). In the famous section on the hatred or mistrust of reason (misology) 
in the  Phaedo , he associates a proper attitude of trust in reason and argu-
ment ( logos ) to the health of one’s soul (Phd. 90e). Nietzsche, in contrast, is 
concerned in EH “Clever” with outlining the conditions of the health of his 
body, with a stress in section two on “physiology” (which is to say, knowl-
edge of  physis , or nature), as opposed to the Platonic stress on an “idealist” 
 psychology  (which is concerned with knowledge of  psychê , or soul). And in 
an even more radically anti-Platonic fashion, Nietzsche attributes his finally 
coming “to reason” to his “sickness” (EH “Clever” 2), by which he means 
those actual physical “torments that go with an uninterrupted three-day 
migraine, accompanied by laborious vomiting of phlegm” (EH “Wise” 1). 
Indeed, it was during a “long period of sickness” in and around 1879 that 
Nietzsche “turned [his] will to health . . . into a philosophy” (EH “Wise” 1). 
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Nietzsche’s Subversive Rewritings of  Phaedo -Platonism 81

 I have noted that Plato indicates in the  Phaedo  that he was not pres-
ent for Socrates’s final conversation and death. He puts this information 
into the mouth of the narrator of the dialogue, Phaedo, who, in the course 
of supplying the names of all those who were in attendance, reports that 
“Plato . . . was sick” (Phd. 59b). But this is to say that Plato himself makes a 
point of informing his readers that he did not witness the events of Socrates’s 
last day, including any conversation that may have taken place among those 
who were present. If this is his way of intimating that the long conversation 
recorded in the  Phaedo  is his own invention, then we may say that from his 
sickness Plato derived no affirmative will to life, like Nietzsche, but rather 
the life-denying and radically anti-natural philosophy of  Phaedo -Platonism. 

 Nietzsche’s anti-Platonic, naturalized version of Platonic spiritual purifi-
cation amounts to attending diligently to attitudes and activities that might 
appear “small things” to the undiscerning eye, “matters of complete indiffer-
ence.” But these apparently small things, namely, “nutrition, place, climate, 
recreation, the whole casuistry of selfishness,” are in fact “inconceivably more 
important” than all the grandiose idealist concepts in which Platonic phi-
losophers (and Platonizing Christian theologians) have traditionally sought 
the “divinity” of human nature (EH “Clever” 10). “Why I Am So Clever” is 
in fact dedicated to assessing the value of these minutiae in detail, particu-
larly their contribution to the philosopher’s “animal vigor” (EH “Clever” 2), 
through which he attains his maximum of strength. Section one focuses on 
nutrition, section two on place and climate, sections three through seven on 
recreation, and eight and nine on selfishness as self-defense. Taken together, 
these practices constitute a naturalized version of purification that upends 
Platonic purification as a route to metaphysical knowledge and empowers 
Nietzsche to “know a few things  more ” as a philosopher (EH “Clever” 1). 
All this is to say that we may read significant stretches of the first two chap-
ters of  Ecce Homo  as Nietzsche’s reimaging and rewriting of one of the cen-
tral themes of Plato’s  Phaedo . As we have seen him do with the  Symposium  
and  Phaedrus  in GM 3.7–8, in  Ecce Homo  Nietzsche borrows elements of 
the structure and conceptual apparatus of Plato’s text in order to subvert 
them from the inside to suit his own anti-Platonic perspective. 

 VIII. Conclusion: Nietzsche Behind Plato’s Mask 

 I have quoted from the postcard on which Nietzsche identified Plato as his 
“true great adversary.” Here I add that he followed this observation with 
the remark, “But how proud I am to have such an adversary!” That he 
wrote this note within a month of finalizing the text of  On the Genealogy 
of Morals  is testimony to the fact that despite his references to Christianity 
throughout (and to the Buddha, too, in the sections I have discussed), his 
most fundamental concern was with Plato—and  Phaedo -Platonism in par-
ticular. The note suggests as well that he had finally begun to distinguish 
between Plato, Plato’s character Socrates, and the historical Socrates. From 
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82 Mark Anderson

the beginning of his career he had written of the dying Socrates as if he 
were writing of the man himself rather than of Plato’s creation, and in fact 
he never really completely abandoned this approach (as is evident from the 
chapter “The Problem of Socrates” in  Twilight of the Idols ). Yet this note 
from 1887 suggests that at least on occasion late in his career he remarked 
and reflected on the distinction. Nor is this note the only suggestion. In 
 Beyond Good and Evil , the work that immediately preceded his  Genealogy , 
Nietzsche observes that “Plato took the whole Socrates only the way one 
picks a popular tune and folk song from the streets in order to vary it into 
the infinite and impossible—namely, into all of his own masks and mul-
tiplicities.” He suggests, moreover, that “the Platonic Socrates” is nothing 
other than “Plato in front and Plato behind and Chimaera in the middle” 
(BGE 190). The expression “Platonic Socrates” is telling, for it implies that 
Nietzsche recognized that the character one encounters in the dialogues is 
distinct from the historical original. This is not to say that there is no relation 
between the two. Of course there is, and Nietzsche implies as much when 
in this same section of BGE he attributes doctrine to the historical Socrates 
that we know best by way of the character Socrates who appears in the Pla-
tonic dialogues. But more important for our purposes than this distinction 
between versions of Socrates is the distinction between these versions and 
Plato. Plato deploys the character Socrates as a mask, Nietzsche says. The 
suggestion is that in his dialogues Plato intentionally hides himself behind 
the features of various Socratic ideas, perspectives, modes of argument, and 
items of conceptual terminology, with the aim of manipulating them in such 
a way as to communicate his own non-Socratic (though not, admittedly, 
 anti -Socratic) philosophy. This is a model for what I have suggested that 
Nietzsche does with Plato, especially in his later works. At times, he explic-
itly disagrees with Plato and states the terms of his dispute unequivocally. At 
other times, however, he employs Platonic terminology and conceptual rela-
tionships (as between, for example, sensuality, beauty, spiritual pregnancy, 
and philosophical insight) for decidedly anti-Platonic ends. Thus, whereas 
sometimes he outright denounces the terms and characteristic positions of 
Platonic philosophy, he also sometimes subtly reimagines and rewrites Pla-
to’s texts, which subverts them as thoroughly as full-throated denunciation, 
and, considered as to their rhetorical force, perhaps even more effectively. 

 In the preface to  Beyond Good and Evil , Nietzsche writes of “Platonism 
in Europe” as a “monstrous and frightening mask” behind which some great 
thing stalks the earth. What did Nietzsche think he had detected behind the 
mask of European Platonism? The “dogmatists’ philosophy,” he suggests, 
was “a promise across millennia.” But a promise of what? Plato was one 
such dogmatist. So, again, what exactly is the object, or the content, of the 
promise lurking behind the mask of dogmatic Platonism? Nietzsche does 
not say. There is the suggestion implied by his remark that the “fight against 
Plato . . . has created in Europe a magnificent tension of the spirit the like of 
which [has] never yet existed on earth.” Since Nietzsche admits that he feels 
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Nietzsche’s Subversive Rewritings of  Phaedo -Platonism 83

in himself “the whole need of the spirit and the whole tension of the bow,” 
it is not unlikely that he intends to suggest that  he himself , as “the last dis-
ciple and initiate of the god Dionysus” (BGE 295), as friend of Zarathustra 
(BGE “From High Mountains: AFTERSONG”), and as founder of the most 
thoroughly anti-Platonic philosophy so far, is the great thing lurking behind 
the mask of Platonism.  25   The suggestion would not be inappropriate, for as 
Nietzsche is one who “instinctively needs speech for silence and for burial 
in silence and who is inexhaustible in his evasion of communication,” he is 
one of those “profound spirit[s]” who “needs a mask” (BGE 40). Despite his 
silence and evasiveness, Nietzsche communicates the spirit of his philosophy 
most profoundly whenever he dons the Platonic mask from behind which 
to reimagine, rewrite, and ultimately subvert the life-denying anti-naturalist 
philosophy of  Phaedo -Platonism. 

 Notes 

  1. See, for example, his account of “good” and “evil” throughout the “First Essay” 
of GM. 

  2. He mocks the Englishman’s striving for happiness in TI “Maxims” 12. 
  3. He attributes Kant’s distinction between “a ‘true’ and an ‘apparent’ world” to 

his being “an underhanded Christian” in TI “Reason” 6. 
  4. Nietzsche mostly likely learned of this rhetorical technique of linguistic sub-

version from Thucydides, who analyzed the phenomenon in his history of the 
Peloponnesian War. (That he was familiar with the relevant section is evident 
from his reference in WS 31 to Thucydides’s account of the civil war on Corcyra, 
at the conclusion of which the historian shares his observations on linguistic 
subversion.) In a famous passage describing the behavior of men during peri-
ods of  stasis  (civil war or revolution), Thucydides remarks that in such circum-
stances, men regularly “changed the value of words with respect to deeds,” and 
he provides as examples their revaluing the relations between “unreasoning 
recklessness” and “loyal courage” or “cautious delay” and “masked cowardice” 
(3.82.3–4). (For my translation, particularly the expression “value of words,” I 
rely in part on John T. Hogan, “The ἀξίωσις of Words at Thucydides 3.82.4,” 
 Greek, Roman, and Byzantine Studies  21 (1980), 139–149. I intentionally apply 
a specifically Nietzschean spin to arrive at the translation “value.” Translations 
from the Greek throughout this essay are my own.) 

  5. Nietzsche labels the thought that causal explanations generate knowledge “a 
profound  illusion ” (BT 15). For Schopenhauer’s argument, see in particular  The 
World as Will and Representation , Book 1, sections 4–7, and Book 2, sections 
24–27. 

  6. Herman Siemens has written that in  The Birth of Tragedy , Nietzsche “revises 
the  Phaedo .” See “The first Transvaluation of all Values: Nietzsche’s  Agon  with 
Socrates in  The Birth of Tragedy ,” in  Nietzsche and Ethics , Gudrun von Tevenar, 
ed. (Bern: Peter Lang, 2007), 171–196. There is nothing objectionable in the 
image of  revision , but I prefer  reimaging  and  rewriting  because, to my ear, they 
have a more appropriately radical ring. 

  7. Daniel Breazeale, ed. and tr.,  Philosophy and Truth: Selections from Nietzsche’s 
Notebooks of the Early 1870s  (Amherst: Humanity Books, 1990), 127. The note 
is from 1875. 

  8. By the time he completed  The Birth of Tragedy , Nietzsche had taught the  Phaedo  
at least four times. He taught the work primarily to Pädagogium students, so 
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84 Mark Anderson

the focus most likely was more on grammar than deep philosophical issues. But 
as anyone who has taught a text repeatedly to young students well knows, one 
learns much more about the work, and thinks more deeply about it, than one 
shares in class. The close reading of a text required in order to teach it well, even 
at an introductory level, is an ideal preparation for writing about it with subtlety 
and in detail. Nietzsche taught the  Phaedo  at least two more times before he 
retired. (I write “at least” because, apart from teaching the  Phaedo  specifically, 
Nietzsche taught general courses on the dialogues, in which he may or may not 
have attended particularly to the  Phaedo ). 

  9. Since Nietzsche’s subversion of Plato’s account of the nature of philosophy and 
the ideal philosopher is a central theme of this essay, one might expect some 
treatment of the  Republic  and its famous figure of the philosopher-king. I omit 
the  Republic  because there is no evidence that Nietzsche was particularly inter-
ested in the dialogue. As I have noted in the body of this essay, the  Republic  
differs from  Phaedo -Platonism in (among other things) acknowledging the value 
of the body to at least some extent. This not to deny that recognizable elements 
of  Phaedo -Platonism appear in the  Republic  (the central metaphysical sections 
are obviously at least compatible with  Phaedo -Platonism). 

  10. KSA 7:7[156]. The note was written sometime between the end of 1870 and 
April of 1871. 

  11. For indications that Nietzsche may also have noted Socrates’s last  act , which is 
more obscure even than his last words, see Mark Anderson,  Plato and Nietzsche: 
Their Philosophical Art  (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), 133–138; hereafter PN. 

  12. Paul Loeb has revealed in great detail the many traces of the  Phaedo  in Nietzsche’s 
presentation of his doctrine of the Eternal Return in  The Gay Science , as well 
as his extending and reinforcing these traces in  Thus Spoke Zarathustra . See 
Paul Loeb’s,  The Death of Nietzsche’s Zarathustra  (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2010), 32–84. 

  13. Sections nine and ten concern the philosopher as well, but specifically in the con-
text of the origin of philosophy, not of the nature of the philosopher in general. 

  14. That humans alone possess a distinctively rational element,  logismos , is clear 
from Symp. 207b-c. That humans alone can attain knowledge of, and, perhaps, 
unify with the metaphysical, is evident from the terms of Diotima’s account of 
the ladder of love. 

  15. Also reminiscent of the  Phaedo  is the association between purification and 
Socrates covering and uncovering his head (Phdr. 237a, 243a-b). See the refer-
ence in note 11 above on Socrates’s last act. 

  16. For this line of reasoning, I rely on section 15 of  The Antichrist . 
  17. Although Nietzsche does not make the connection, this exchange recalls Socrates 

wondering in the  Phaedrus  whether he is “some monster . . . more tangled and 
inflamed than Typhon” (Phdr. 230a). 

  18. I overlook the social-political element in Nietzsche’s analysis of Socrates’s dec-
adence because (a) it has little relation to those other parts of his work that 
I discuss in this essay, and (b) it strikes me as misguided, as I have attempted 
to demonstrate in my “Socrates as Hoplite,”  Ancient Philosophy  25 (2005), 
273–289. 

  19. Postcard to Paul Deussen, 16 November 1887 (KGB 954). 
  20. Similarly, in TI “True World,” the Christian version of this distinction is merely 

a development of the original Platonic version. 
  21. See in particular Plato’s “argument from opposites” to the effect that the soul is 

immortal (Phd. 70c-72d). 
  22. See in particular TI “Socrates” 1. 
  23. Having begun my analysis in this paragraph with EH “Clever” 10, in what fol-

lows I work systematically through the other sections of this chapter in reverse 
order. 
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Nietzsche’s Subversive Rewritings of  Phaedo -Platonism 85

  24. In GS 335, which concludes with the cry, “We . . . want to  become those we are ,” 
Nietzsche writes that “the maxim ‘Know thyself!’ addressed to human beings by 
a god, is almost malicious.” 

  25. That Nietzsche has himself in mind in the Preface of BGE is not a novel insight, 
yet there is no agreement among scholars concerning the specific implications 
of his references and allusions to himself. For the most recent example of an 
attempt to address the matter, an attempt which, like others before it, has failed 
to generate scholarly agreement, see Maudemarie Clark and David Dudrick,  The 
Soul of Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil  (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2012). 
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 Nietzsche’s vision of what philosophy is, has been, and might become is 
indebted to the figure of Anaximander, the first Greek philosopher said to 
have put his thoughts into writing. As I hope to show, such talk of indebt-
edness is highly problematic, an insight that Nietzsche achieved in part by 
meditating on this enigmatic figure “at the boundary stone of Greek phi-
losophy.” While beginning with a deep fascination, he eventually makes 
it his task to overcome both the metaphysical and moral philosophy (to 
employ much later terms) that Anaximander inscribed in the Western tra-
dition. Beginning with his lectures on the pre-Platonic philosophers, reach-
ing a point of intensity in Zarathustra’s account of philosophy as a form 
of madness, and presupposed in the  Genealogy ’s argument that thinking 
in terms of credit and debt is the oldest stratum of human thought, the 
Milesian philosopher haunts Nietzsche’s writing and thinking. This essay 
explores these three crucial moments of his engagement with an emblematic 
thinker of Greece’s tragic age. As a preliminary, in order to get a sense of the 
importance of Anaximander for Nietzsche’s project of thinking “the inno-
cence of becoming [ die Unschuld des Werdens ],” let us consider Nietzsche’s 
articulation of this last phrase, which he employs at least twelve times in his 
writings. Perhaps the fullest development of this idea is in  Twilight of the 
Idols , so I quote at length: 

 Today . . . when we immoralists especially are trying with all our might 
to remove the concept of guilt ( Schuld ) and punishment from the world 
and to purge psychology, history, nature, the social institutions and sanc-
tions of them, there is no more radical opposition than the theologians, 
who continue to infect the innocence of becoming with “punishment” 
and “guilt” [ Schuld ] by means of the concept “moral world order.” 
Christianity is a hangman’s metaphysics . . . . 

 (T “The Four Great Errors” 7) 

 Why should becoming not be thought innocent? Why suppose it involves 
guilt or debt? Anaximander appears to offer an answer. So let us read the 
one sentence said to survive from his writings. In Nietzsche’s version and 

 Nietzsche and Anaximander 

 The Innocence of Becoming, 
or Life Without a Mortgage 

 Gary Shapiro 

 4 
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Nietzsche and Anaximander 87

commentaries, it is an exemplary positing of a “moral world order.” The 
quotation is provided by Simplicius, the 6th-century CE commentator on 
Aristotle. I provide it both in Nietzsche’s German translation and in an 
English version of that translation (later we will have to consider the Greek 
text and an apparent omission in Nietzsche’s version): 

  Woher die Dinge ihre Entstehung haben, dahin müssen sie auch zu 
Grunde gehen, nach der Notwendigkeit; den sie müssen Büsse zahlen 
und fur ihre Ungerechtigkeiten gerichtet warden, gemäss der Ordnung 
der Zeit.  

 Whence things have their origin, there they must also pass away 
according to necessity; for they must pay penalty and be judged for 
their injustice, according to the ordinance of time. 

 The relevant words of Simplicius’ presumed quotation in Greek are 

 κατά τό χρεών . διδοόναι γαρ αμτά δίκην καί τίσιν άλληλοισ κατά την του 
χρόνου τάξιν 

 “Enigmatic proclamation of a true pessimist, oracular inscription [ Orake-
laufschrift ] over the boundary stone of Greek philosophy: how shall we 
interpret you?”  1   Nietzsche asks in  Philosophy in the Tragic Age of the 
Greeks  (PTG). The boundary stone is so old, so oracular, so enigmatic, that 
a few words should be said about its source. Simplicius, a 6th-century CE 
commentator on Aristotle’s  Physics , attributes the sentence to Anaximander, 
adding “as he says in somewhat poetic language.” It is Simplicius’s comment 
on the style of the sentence and his attention to its specific wording that 
lead scholars to believe that he is quoting directly rather than paraphrasing. 

 On Nietzsche’s reading, Anaximander appears to say that any form of 
separate, individual existence, any coming to be, whether in the form of flour-
ishing, decay, or dull persistence, is a presumption, an injustice that must be 
made good by its eventual death, disappearance, or destruction. Becoming 
or coming into being is  never  innocent on this account. So if Anaximander 
does embody the beginning of Western philosophy, if this first thinker of the 
arché or principle has (as Nietzsche will suggest) formulated the arché of 
philosophy itself, then he is indeed the perfect foil for another thinker who 
will declare the innocence of becoming. Perhaps there is nothing more central 
to Nietzsche’s entire body of thinking and writing than his attempt to free 
human beings from a powerful sense of guilt, indebtedness, and a rage against 
the ravages of time. Although Anaximander has left us at most one sentence, 
along with later testimonies about his views and (what we would now call) 
scientific researches, for Nietzsche he casts a giant shadow over twenty-five 
hundred years of thought. A large shadow is a sign of influence, but it may 
also obscure something significant. And Nietzsche was always an analyst of 
shadows, as well as the self-designated celebrant of the “great noon.” 
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88 Gary Shapiro

 Anaximander Among the Pre-Platonic Philosophers 

 In the early 1870s, Nietzsche gave a series of lectures on “The Pre-Platonic 
Philosophers” at the University of Basel, where he was a professor of Greek 
and Latin philology. Nietzsche was working with his own questions of 
where he was to situate himself with respect to the demands of philology and 
philosophy. This was not just a question of institutionally overt disciplinary 
practices, but an indication of the turbulence of his emerging vocation. The 
material in these lectures, full of detailed references and quotations, was later 
rewritten in a more accessible form known in English as  Philosophy in the 
Tragic Age of the Greeks .  2   Given conventional categories (which are more 
recent than many suppose), it may seem eccentric that Nietzsche includes 
Socrates in this group, rather than separating him from the “pre-Socratics.” 
At the time that Nietzsche wrote, the “pre-Socratic” rubric had not been 
firmly established, and we will see reasons that he found his chosen narrative 
parameters to be illuminating. 

 In the lectures, it is clear that Nietzsche regards Anaximander as a greater 
thinker than Thales, traditionally the first Greek philosopher and regarded 
as one of the Seven Sages of Greece. As he wrote to his friend Erwin Rohde, 
“I treat Anaximander, Heraclitus, and Parmenides as the main figures in 
that order . . . I name Thales as the forerunner of Anaximander” (PPP185). 
Very briefly, for now, Nietzsche takes Anaximander to be the deeper thinker 
because he goes beyond Thales’s claim that all is water to ask what the source 
or origin of water is. Anaximander names it as the  apeiron , or the Unlim-
ited. The Unlimited is truly originary (not merely first) because it is the 
ever-productive source of whatever emerges into a specific form or identity. 
Unlike Thales and Anaximenes, he is not simply a theorist of the elements, 
but a philosopher seeking their ground. Nietzsche is quite clear about the 
distinction between temporal priority and order of rank: 

 The quest for philosophy’s beginnings is idle, for everywhere in all 
beginnings we find only the crude, the unformed, the empty and the 
ugly. What matters in all things is the higher levels. 

 (PTG 30) 

 Now let us look more closely at the aspects of Anaximander’s thought that 
Nietzsche finds especially striking. 

 Writing 

 It may seem obvious that philosophers put their thought into writing and 
typically into prose. However, Nietzsche’s lectures on the pre-Platonics are 
bookended by the figures of Thales and Socrates. The first left no writings 
that any ancient author mentions, let alone records, while the second was 
deeply suspicious of the written medium; Plato famously details Socrates’s 
animadversions in the  Phaedrus . Early in his lectures, Nietzsche cites the 
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Nietzsche and Anaximander 89

testimony of Themistius on Anaximander’s book “On Nature [ physis ]”: 
“[he] was the first of the Greeks whom we know who ventured to produce 
a written account on nature. Previously writing in prose was cause for crit-
icism and was not customarily practiced by the earlier Greeks” (PPP 31). 
No less originary than Anaximander’s thought was his writing. We might 
say that he dared to bring his “books” into being, while foreseeing that 
they, like all particular existences, must tragically disappear. Nevertheless, 
so far, a few traces still remain. It was this written form, Nietzsche avers, 
that set a series of questions for the next generations of Greek thinkers, 
having to do with how things arise, change, and perish. In PTG, Nietzsche 
is even more emphatic about the power of inscription. While we have an 
image of Thales (stories and doxography), Anaximander actually speaks 
to us: he “writes exactly as one expects a typical philosopher to write 
when alienating demands have not yet robbed him of his innocence and 
naiveté. That is to say, in graven stylized letters, sentence after sentence the 
witness to fresh illumination, each the expression of time spent in sublime 
meditation.” Citing the one (presumably) surviving sentence, Nietzsche 
characterizes the written thoughts as having a “lapidary impressiveness” 
(PTG 45). We could say that Anaximander discovered the true medium of 
philosophy. 

 Nietzsche is not explicit about what the “alienating demands” are that 
can handicap a philosopher’s writing. We can imagine that he is speaking 
of demands to satisfy religious or political authorities, to preserve one’s life 
by self-censorship of unconventional teachings, meeting the requirements 
of a patron or institution that employ the thinker, or needing to sustain 
oneself by marketing one’s teachings and skills (from Sophists to university 
professors). 

 All modern philosophizing is political, policed by governments, churches, 
academies, custom, fashion and human cowardice, all of which limit it 
to a fake learnedness. Our philosophy stops with the sigh “if only” and 
with the insight “Once upon a time.” 

 (PTG 38–9) 

 On Nietzsche’s account (supported by more recent scholarship), the term 
“philosopher” did not yet exist in Anaximander’s time. His predecessor 
Thales was one of the Seven Sages or  sophoi  of Greece, and Nietzsche relates 
 sophos  to  sapio  (Latin) and several Greek words that indicate taste, in the 
sense of sharp and acute taste and knowledge; at this stage, “philosopher” 
does not yet denote wisdom in the sense that involves quietude and ascet-
icism, but not productive activity or  techne  (PPP 8). So a philosopher, to 
use the term retrospectively, is an individual who will speak and write in 
a way that sharply gives a specific, unexpected twist to linguistic and con-
ceptual norms. Just a few years after his lectures, Nietzsche was writing in 
his  Unmodern Observations  about what he saw as the execrable taste of 
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90 Gary Shapiro

writers like D.F. Strauss, Eduard von Hartmann, and other contemporaries. 
They are so vulgar and opportunistic, flattering the low taste of their time, 
that their work, as Nietzsche demonstrates, can be read as self-parody. In 
contrast what the early Greek philosophers invented “was the archetypes of 
philosophical thought. All posterity has not made an essential contribution 
to them since” (PTG 31). 

 Knowing Nietzsche’s later development, we think of his own writing, both 
prose and poetry, and his claim to have mastered a unique range of literary 
styles and forms (EH “Books” 4). More specifically, we should think of his 
command of the aphorism, which can be seen as a hyper-development of the 
sayings (often misleadingly designated fragments) of Anaximander, Heracli-
tus, and others. Writing is not and can never be a transparent medium for 
transmitting thought. Language always presupposes a given structure of hab-
its and customs, even a metaphysics; as a philologist, Nietzsche emphasizes 
the last in  Beyond Good and Evil  when he writes of the different notions of 
action and subjectivity built into the grammar of the Indo-European and 
Ural-Altaic languages (BGE 20). Philosophical writers should absorb the 
lessons of Anaximander and Heraclitus. While drawing on common lin-
guistic resources, they will produce texts strikingly at odds with convention, 
texts that provoke readers to interrogate their own prejudices and supposed 
knowledge. They will write “for all and none,” using their sharp taste to 
recruit a few thoughtful readers. Zarathustra’s speech “On Reading and 
Writing” expresses this intensely: 

 Of all that is written, I love only that which one writes with one’s 
own blood. Write with blood, and you will discover that blood is 
spirit . . . Whoever knows the reader will do nothing more for the reader. 
Another century of readers and the spirit itself will stink. 

 (Z I 7) 

 The concatenation of blood, spirit, and a discerning sense of smell recalls 
Nietzsche’s understanding of  sophos  as sharp taste, a taste sharp enough to 
be cruel. And here we might recall the etymological connection of cruelty 
with  cruor  (Latin: blood). Nietzsche is sometimes described as an aphoris-
tic writer. While I have argued elsewhere that it would be a serious failure 
of taste (in his sense) to describe all of his texts as collections of discon-
nected aphorisms, he does have a deep attraction to the form: “Aphorisms 
should be summits; and those to whom they are addressed should be tall and 
lofty.”  3   Not only does Nietzsche see Anaximander’s aphoristic writing as 
exemplary— on the basis of a single example!—but the very form of the aph-
orism calls to mind Anaximander’s originary thought. An aphorism is above 
all something bounded and limited; it constitutes itself (with the author’s 
help) as an individual, bounded text with a specific horizon ( horismos ). 
Every language worth speaking or writing has the capacity for indefinite 
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Nietzsche and Anaximander 91

variation, as we know from both structuralists and post-structuralists. Like 
the individual beings that issue from Anaximander’s Unlimited, aphorisms are 
unique ways of shaping, structuring, giving sense and tone, to the resources 
of a language. To this extent, Anaximander with his one surviving sentence, 
is one of the significant inspirations of Nietzsche’s own philosophical writ-
ing and stylistics. 

 Thinking 

 Anaximander may not be the first philosopher, on Nietzsche’s account; 
that honor can go to Thales, as in the tradition. Yet he may lay claim 
to being the first  originary  thinker, indeed, one of the very few in his-
tory. What makes him originary is his refusing to take for granted such 
notions as Thales’s conception of water as the primal stuff out of which 
everything is formed. Thales may have emancipated himself from myth 
and image in thinking, such as we find it in Homer, Hesiod, and other 
poets. Still, he assumes the fundamental status of water, as if no questions 
could be sensibly asked about how it comes to be, how it transforms itself 
into other elements and things, and how these might eventually pass away 
or revert to water. Anaximander went further than his fellow Milesian 
by seeking a fundamental principle or  arché , not simply a chronological 
beginning. The  apeiron , Nietzsche observes, anticipates the Kantian thing-
in-itself as “something that cannot be given any actual predicate from 
the actual world of Becoming” (PPP 33). “This was the incredible leap of 
Anaximander!” Nietzsche exclaims. It is not merely infinite in quantity 
or extension, as most earlier philosophers and scholars (including Aris-
totle) had supposed, but unlimited in the sense of escaping all determi-
nate characterizations. It can be “designated by human speech only as a 
negative” (PTG 47). It is Anaximander’s genius to stand at that intersec-
tion of thought and language that allows him to mark their farthest reach 
and their limits by acknowledging our own inability to impose limits. We 
might say that Anaximander invented metaphysics, although we would be 
speaking anachronistically, since even Aristotle’s so-labeled writings were 
apparently being marked out simply as the texts that come after his books 
on  Physics . No doubt inspired in part by the philosophies of Kant and 
Schopenhauer, Nietzsche dismisses later thinkers and scholars, beginning 
with Aristotle and the Aristotelians, who argue about what sort of mat-
ter or stuff the  apeiron  consists of. Anaximenes is supposed to have said 
it is air. Or is it intermediate between water and air? Air and fire? For 
Nietzsche, such questions show a failure to grasp Anaximander’s leap of 
thought. Thales had managed to think that everything is one, but all he is 
recorded as saying is that everything is water. “Thus, Thales had seen the 
unity of all that is, but when he went to communicate it, he found himself 
talking about water!” (PTG 45). 
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92 Gary Shapiro

 Being and Becoming 

 Consider once more the single sentence of Anaximander, in Nietzsche’s 
version: 

 Whence things have their origin, there they must also pass away accord-
ing to necessity; for they must pay penalty and be judged for their 
injustice, according to the ordinance of time. 

 The sentence seems to say that existence itself is an outrage, a transgression, 
an unjustified emergence or eruption from a primal condition or foundation 
that should never have been disturbed. Consequently, any such emerging 
thing must pay the penalty for its injustice by death, destruction, or disap-
pearance. It is the law of time itself that dictates and enforces this. We—and 
everything else—cannot escape paying our dues simply for being. 

 There is a preliminary question to ask about the accuracy of this transla-
tion (omitting even more complex questions about whether the sentence has 
been accurately transmitted from the 6th century BCE). It has been noted 
that the currently received version of the saying includes an additional word, 
 allelois ; including it would lead to a phrase such as “pay penalty to one 
another.” In partial defense of Nietzsche, we can note with Greg Whitlock, 
editor and translator of  The Pre-Platonic Philosophers , that earlier editions 
of Anaximander’s text had also omitted this word. While it was restored 
in a critical edition of 1838, throughout the 19th century, writers, includ-
ing Nietzsche, continued the omission (PPP 192). While restoring “to one 
another” does indeed make a difference in how we read the saying, there is 
no reason to think that Nietzsche was being willful or arbitrary in producing 
his version. Later we will ask whether the omitted “to one another” implic-
itly returns over a decade later in the  Genealogy ’s analysis of the apparently 
universal debtor/creditor relationship. 

 In PTG Nietzsche quickly refers us to Schopenhauer, “the only serious 
moralist of our century,” who “charges us with a similar reflection”: 

 The proper measure with which to judge any and all human beings is 
that they are really creatures who should not exist at all and who are 
doing penance [ Büsse zahlen , the same words as in Nietzsche’s transla-
tion] for their lives by their manifold sufferings and their death. What 
could we expect of such creatures? Are we not all sinners under sentence 
of death? We do penance for having been born, first by living and then 
by dying. 

 (PTG 46) 

 Especially in PTG, Nietzsche suggests that while Anaximander and Schopen-
hauer may not be logical in expanding a core moral judgment about the 
value of human life to cosmic dimensions, they are driven to this by an 
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Nietzsche and Anaximander 93

almost irresistible tragic pessimism concerning the human. The unjustified 
extension would itself be an instance of the  hubris  that the sentence attri-
butes to all beings. It is “human, all too human,” as Nietzsche will say a few 
years later. 

 Nietzsche’s response to Anaximander in these early writings presents the 
latter as the first originary philosopher. Sharing Thales’s emancipation from 
myth, image, and divine genealogy or narrative, he understood the implicit 
monism of Thales’s reported claim that all is water. Nietzsche reconstructs 
Anaximander’s thought as the realization that whatever the principle of 
being is, it must be something other than specific beings or even appar-
ently universal elements. This must be something unlimited, not anything 
that arises and passes away. Thus, he posed metaphysical questions that 
provoked the other pre-Platonic giants, Heraclitus and Parmenides. Why is 
there a multiplicity of things and why are they continually produced? Why 
is there (continuously) something rather than nothing?—as later thinkers 
like Leibniz and Heidegger have phrased it. Anaximander was able to pro-
voke such questions because he  wrote  of the Unlimited in a way that took 
account of the limits of language itself. In addition to the distinguished fig-
ure he must have cut as astronomer, geographer, and colonial pioneer, he 
articulated his thoughts in lapidary sentences of resonant words, like the one 
surviving saying. Nietzsche credits the tradition that he “displayed a truly 
tragic pride in his gestures and customs of daily living” (PTG 49). Finally, 
he raised the question of being and time in a way that made it absolutely 
imperative for thinking persons to come to terms with what we might now 
call, adopting a later vocabulary, the meaning of our finitude. At this point, 
Anaximander’s thought can appears to coincide with Schopenhauer’s great-
est insights, although Nietzsche only gestures at the genealogy that would 
link the  apeiron  to Kant’s thing-in-itself, and to Schopenhauer’s will. Perhaps 
most intriguingly, Nietzsche alludes briefly to the idea, attributed to Anaxi-
mander by tradition, that countless worlds emerge continuously from the 
 apeiron . He refers to this as a “mystic possibility eternal coming-to-be can 
have its origin only in eternal being” (PTG 50). In PPP he is more explicit, 
rejecting the view of some ancient and modern commentators that the many 
worlds exist simultaneously. 

 Correct are those propositions that guarantee that the world is destroyed, 
that the sea gradually wanes and dries out and that the earth is gradu-
ally destroyed by fire. Hence this world perishes, yet Becoming does not 
cease; the next world coming to be must also perish. Thus, countless 
worlds exist. 

 (PPP 37) 

 We can speculate that wrestling with this idea was one stimulus for 
Nietzsche’s thought of eternal recurrence and his intention to stamp becom-
ing with the form of eternity. Yet while in Anaximander’s vision, each world 
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94 Gary Shapiro

must pay a penalty for its presumption in existing, the succession of worlds 
or cycles in Nietzsche’s eternal recurrence is free of guilt. The process exem-
plifies the innocence of becoming—becoming without debt, penalty, or 
mortgage. 

 Zarathustra’s Anaximander: The Signature 
of Philosophical Madness 

 In  Thus Spoke Zarathustra , Nietzsche’s fictional teacher gives a long dis-
course on humans’ attempt to revenge themselves on time. Eventually, he 
will offer an antidote to this disease of revenge in the thought of eternal 
recurrence. The talk is first sparked by Zarathustra’s meeting with a hunch-
back as he is about to cross “the great bridge” (a bridge to a deeper insight, 
perhaps? He will first articulate the idea of eternal recurrence a few chap-
ters later, when he speaks “On the Vision and the Riddle”). The title of 
this chapter, “On Redemption [ Von der Erlösung ],” already announces that 
it has to do with paying debts and being released from them. “ Erlösung ” 
denotes both moral and economic redemption; one can be said to redeem 
oneself from moral or religious sin, as one can be said to redeem a mone-
tary debt or a pawned watch. Both Anaximander’s Greek and Nietzsche’s 
translation employ words that can designate both moral guilt and a debt of 
money, goods, or services, to use our more recent terms (Greek:  tisis ; Ger-
man:  Büsse ; English: penalty/dues/debt). 

 The dramatic situation is set up by Zarathustra’s dialogue with the hunch-
back, who entreats him to make right his disability and those of others. The 
situation is obviously reminiscent of Jesus’s miracles of healing in the Gospels 
(which occupy more space there than his moral teachings). The supplicant 
tempts Zarathustra with the idea that he could seize this fleeting opportunity 
by the forelock (alluding to the ancient figure of winged  kairos  who must be 
caught in this way as he flies by). Refusing this plea, Zarathustra makes sev-
eral progressively deeper observations. First, he says that even folk-wisdom 
testifies that those with disabilities like the hunchback’s would not be well-
served by miraculous healing; their spirit is so entwined with their bodily 
conditions that a cure would rob them of their spirit. Second, turning to his 
disciples, he argues that it is not only those who are visibly and physically 
deformed who are injured. The human scene appears to him as a battlefield 
of fragmented individuals, with loss, atrophy, or elephantine enlargement 
of their talents and aptitudes. All are in need of redemption by the hunch-
back’s standard. “ ‘I find man in ruins and scattered as over a battlefield or a 
butcher-field.’ ” Third, Zarathustra launches into a more philosophical dis-
course which begins by noting that apparently all humans are resentful of 
the ravages of time, whether discernible on their bodies or not. All feel that 
injuries have been done to them, that time has marked them irreversibly, if 
only by robbing them of their best moments (see “The Tomb Song”). 
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Nietzsche and Anaximander 95

 What would true redemption be? How can all accounts finally be settled? 
The most fundamental problem is the human sense of imprisonment, its con-
viction that the past has marked us forever, that “ ‘the will cannot will back-
wards; that it cannot break time and time’s covetousness, that is the will’s 
loneliest melancholy.’ ” Time is greedy. We hear an echo of Anaximander’s 
saying, in which the ordinance of time inexorably demands payment of the 
penalty. It is the loneliest melancholy, a melancholy that is generally implicit 
and inarticulate, a suffering that perhaps expresses itself for most humans in 
their frequent interior monologues beginning “if only . . .” and nostalgically 
looking back to the vanished “once upon a time.” This condition rises to 
tragic expression and statement only in the tragic formulations of heroic sol-
itary thinkers like Anaximander and his philosophical descendants. No lon-
ger blaming the gods, their family, neighbors, or cities, no longer lamenting 
the misfortunes of chance, they comprehend the will’s situation in terms of 
the ultimate relation of Being and Becoming. Zarathustra’s and Nietzsche’s 
response depends on comprehending the depth of this insight and putting 
into words (at least) the project of overcoming it. Redemption can now 
be defined in terms that do not involve a necessary surrender and sacrifice 
“according to the ordinance of time”: 

 To redeem those who lived in the past and to recreate all “it was” into a 
“thus I willed it”—that alone should I call redemption. 

 In Zarathustra’s long discourse (addressed still to his disciples), he does not 
yet lay out his own prescription—eternal recurrence and  amor fati— for 
redeeming the will. The next two chapters tell us of his reluctance to utter 
his most significant thought. The silence will be broken only a little later, 
as he recounts the vision and riddle that seized him on his sea voyage. For 
now, he explains the way in which inarticulate resentment and vengefulness 
become increasingly embedded in human attitudes, practices, and institu-
tions. Beginning as mere folly, this disposition goes on to acquire spirit, and 
eventually crystallizes as madness. At the conclusion of this extraordinary 
narrative, I believe, he paraphrases the crucial sentence of Anaximander to 
demonstrate the mad revenge fantasy of philosophy. There are several stages 
in this development which should be considered. Zarathustra is offering a 
story. He explains a temporal process in which humans turn their passions 
against time itself. We might say that he constructs a genealogy of Anaxi-
mander’s thought that shows how it establishes itself and resonates down 
through the centuries. I quote at length: 

 This indeed, this alone, is what  revenge  is: the will’s ill will against time 
and its “it was.” 

 Verily, a great folly [ Narrheit ] dwells in our will; and all men are 
under a curse insofar as this folly has acquired spirit [ Geist ]. 
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96 Gary Shapiro

  The spirit of revenge , my friends, has so far been the subject of man’s 
best reflection; and where there was suffering, one always wanted pun-
ishment too. 

 For “punishment” is what revenge calls itself; with a hypocritical lie 
it creates a good conscience for itself. 

 Because there is suffering in those who will, inasmuch as they can-
not will backwards, willing itself and all life were supposed to be—a 
punishment. And now cloud upon cloud rolled over the spirit, until 
eventually madness preached, “Everything passes away; therefore every-
thing deserves to pass away. And this too is justice, this law of time that 
it must devour its children.” Thus preached madness. 

 “Things are ordered morally according to justice and punishment. 
Alas, where is redemption from the flux of things and from the punish-
ment called existence?” Thus preached madness. 

 (Z II:20) 

 Let us consider these modalities of the revenge against time one by one. 
Earlier in the same lengthy speech, Zarathustra described the will as a pris-
oner, struggling in vain against the imprisoning irreversibility of time (we 
might be reminded here of Pascal’s image of humankind as a collection of 
prisoners awaiting their execution while watching others being killed off 
one at a time). He adds that “every prisoner becomes a fool [ Narr ].” Prison-
ers grasp at straws and hope for miraculous pardons or reprieves. Perhaps 
some imagine that death will liberate them from their suffering, and a few 
might attempt to hasten their deaths through self-destruction. Other fools 
lash out at whatever or whomever they can, aiming at the satisfaction of 
revenge. Unlike the very few prisoners who might successfully escape from 
jails of stone, steel, and concrete, none of these fools can free themselves 
by such actions. Foolish rebellion and resistance to the “ordinance of time” 
only intensifies “wrath and displeasure [ Ingrimm und Unlust ].” Foolishness 
is self-defeating. 

 Foolishness is not the only option. While the prisoner’s great foolishness 
dwells in his will, it may acquire spirit [ Geist ]. What does this mean? Some 
readers might be puzzled by Nietzsche, the great critic of religion (it seems) 
speaking of spirit. As elsewhere in his work, his perspective on  Geist  is one 
based in immanence. Spirituality, as Nietzsche understands it, is a mode of 
self-organization that permits complex adjustments, experiences, and new 
forms of thought and behavior. At times, Nietzsche suggests that spirituality 
can arise even in the inorganic world.  4   Consider the analogy of the prisoner 
again. Some prisoners move past foolish rebellion and revenge fantasies to 
accepting their own responsibility; they come to engage in what we now call 
a mindful practice of working on themselves. They might adopt a religion 
that encourages meditation, self-reflection, and disciplinary practices (yoga, 
“personal growth,” and so on). It should sound strange that Nietzsche calls 
this acquisition of spirit “a curse for everything human.” He seems more 
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Nietzsche and Anaximander 97

tolerant of the prisoners’ foolishness than of their spirit. Perhaps the thought 
goes something like this. The foolish rebel is still exercising will and recog-
nizes his condition as oppressive. The spiritualized or “born again” prisoner 
accepts confinement (of the body and the will) and devises ways of living 
within it. He acquires the spirit of revenge. Nietzsche gives his most detailed 
analysis of the spirit of revenge in  On the Genealogy of Morality . Growing 
from the foolish  ressentiment  of those too powerless to exact actual revenge, 
the spirit of revenge (as in “slave morality”) begins to invent a narrative that 
assigns blame, believes in eventual punishment for the “evil” and reward 
for themselves, the “good” who refrain from evildoing. After laying out this 
distinction in the  Genealogy ’s first essay, Nietzsche traces the variations and 
heritage of this virus of  ressentiment  in his dissections and vivisections of 
religions and moralities. In the extreme development, they believe that they 
themselves are to blame for their own suffering. 

 Worst of all, this spirit of revenge can lead to madness ( Wahnsinn ). Let 
us read once more Nietzsche’s paraphrase of Anaximander, carefully placed 
in quotation marks to indicate, as Simplicius did, that someone actually 
said this: “eventually madness preached, ‘Everything passes away; therefore 
everything deserves to pass away. And this too is justice, the law of time that 
it must devour its children.’ Thus preached madness.” Clearly, Zarathus-
tra wants us to understand this as a citation. It is very close to his earlier 
translations of the famous saying. The main difference is the metaphor of 
time devouring its children, which draws on the ancient myth of Kronos’s 
pedo-cannibalism. So Zarathustra has presented a series of intensifications 
in the human rage against time: folly, the spirit of revenge, madness. Now, 
if Anaximander has the primary position that Nietzsche attributes to him 
in the earlier writings we have examined, if he is the truly originary thinker 
who provokes the responses of the other great pre-Platonic giants, Hera-
clitus and Parmenides, then the  Wahnsinn  attributed to this thought is not 
simply an individual, idiosyncratic psychic disturbance, but can be taken as 
a sign of the derangement of philosophy itself. It is not simply a thought or 
a disposition, but a public teaching and preaching. This impression is inten-
sified when we recall Nietzsche’s earlier suggestion that the deep history of 
philosophy from Anaximander to Schopenhauer is dominated by this idea. 

 As Zarathustra develops his critique of the thought, the preaching of mad-
ness sounds increasingly like Schopenhauer’s doctrine that the only form of 
redemption available to humans is abandoning the will. Nietzsche’s alter ego 
sees this as a completely consistent consequence of Anaximander’s “preaching,” 
and at the same time a confirmation of the extremity of philosophy’s madness: 

 “Can there be redemption if there is eternal justice? Alas the stone  It was  
cannot be moved: all punishments must be eternal too.” Thus preached 
madness. 

 “No deed can be annihilated: how could it be undone by punish-
ment? This, this is what is eternal in the punishment called existence, 
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98 Gary Shapiro

that existence must eternally become deed and guilt again. Unless the 
will should at last redeem itself, and willing should become not willing.” 
But, my brothers, you know this fable of madness. 

 As long as we continue to will, we will suffer. Every new deed brings suffer-
ing. Every satisfaction is temporary and simply leads to further desires that 
embroil us in a hopeless, endless series of such desires, a bad infinite with no 
terminus. Nietzsche saw this madness flourishing in the late 19th century, 
not only in the growing popularity of Schopenhauer’s thought itself, but 
in its vulgarization in writers like Eduard von Hartmann, whom he wittily 
skewered in his  Unmodern Observation  on history. In his preface to the 
 Genealogy , Nietzsche voices his fear of a Euro-Buddhism that would draw 
on these teachings. 

 I expect that the reader is familiar with Zarathustra’s radical response to 
the teachings of madness, summarized in his claim: 

 I led you away from these fables when I taught you “The will is a cre-
ator.” All “it was” is a fragment, a riddle, a dreadful accident—until the 
creative will says to it “But thus I willed it.” Until the creative will says 
to it, “But thus I will it, thus shall I will it.” 

 This foreshadows the teaching of eternal recurrence, which Zarathustra will 
not fully embrace until he has arrived home on his mountain top and endured 
the ordeal from which he awakes in “The Convalescent.” His answer to 
Anaximander and the madness of philosophy perhaps involves a twist on 
the Milesian’s teaching of “countless worlds.” By willing the continuous and 
recurring production of all that I am, have been, and will be, existence will 
no longer be a punishment. Fully realizing and teaching this will finally free 
Zarathustra to die. He repeatedly anticipates his own death in Nietzsche’s 
narrative. Why does he hold back? I suggest that his hesitation can be under-
stood in terms of Anaximander’s dilemma. He must come to a place where 
he knows that his death is not simply a punishment for his existence, and he 
cannot reach that place until he has achieved a different understanding of 
Being, Becoming, and Will than that imposed by the madness of more than 
two millennia of philosophy. Following Paul Loeb’s original and convincing 
arguments, I believe that “The Seven Seals,” the final chapter of Part Three 
of  Thus Spoke Zarathustra , marks the place and time of the hero’s death (the 
title alludes to the seven seals which are broken at the end of the world in the Bib-
lical  Apocalypse ). This may seem counter-intuitive for two reasons. On the 
one hand, the narrative seems to continue with Part Four, where Zarathustra 
is alive and well. On the other, the tone of “The Seven Seals” is rhapsodic, 
celebrating his effortless gliding through and over limitless expanses of sea 
and sky and his “marriage” with eternity. On the first point, Paul Loeb has 
plausibly suggested that Part Four, which was added later and printed pri-
vately, can be taken as an interlude in the preceding action or a supplement 
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Nietzsche and Anaximander 99

whose placement resembles that of the Greek satyr play, which followed 
the presentation of three tragedies.  5   Second, Zarathustra has good reason 
to celebrate his death once he has liberated himself from the madness of 
philosophy and can will his recurrence. 

 Anaximander and the Oldest Social Relationships: 
Nietzsche’s  Genealogy  

 Debtors and Creditors 

 So far, I have considered Nietzsche’s understanding of and response to 
Anaximander’s saying in the translations and paraphrases that he has 
provided. Yet, as noted earlier, these omit one word,  allelois , perhaps best 
rendered as “to one another.” The omission is probably not deliberate, but 
we have no way of confirming this. Nietzsche not only omits the word in 
the texts examined so far, but ignores its implications. Including  allelois  
in the sentence would lead to this reading: “Whence things have their ori-
gin, there they must also pass away according to necessity; for they must 
pay penalty  to one another  and be judged for their injustice, according to 
the ordinance of time” [my emphasis]. Nietzsche’s engagements with the 
saying, so far, seem to assume that penalties are simply exacted from each 
individual existent, that the account is settled for each one with its passing 
away. If anyone or anything could be said to receive the penalty on this 
reading it would be the Unlimited itself. This would cohere with Nietzsche’s 
development of the idea of an infinite unpayable debt to the Christian God 
(in the  Genealogy ’s second essay). Yet it would not do justice to the saying’s 
apparent teaching on justice: all individual beings must pay their debts or 
their dues  to one another . However, it is this phrase that perplexes recent 
scholarship on Anaximander. I will not enter its controversies, but I will 
hazard a suggestion as to how Nietzsche may be responding to this aspect 
of the famous saying. 

 Whether with specific intent or not, Nietzsche recognizes the pervasive-
ness of a debtor/creditor economy in the  Genealogy . 

 The feeling of guilt, of personal obligations, had its origin, as we saw, in the 
oldest and most primitive personal relationship ( Personen-Verhältnis ), 
that between buyer and seller, creditor and debtor: it was here that one 
person first  measured himself  against another . . .; here it was that the 
oldest kind of astuteness developed; here, likewise, we may suppose, did 
human pride, the feeling of superiority in relation to other animals, have 
its first beginnings. Perhaps our word “man” ( manas ) still expresses 
something of this feeling of self satisfaction: man designated himself as 
the creature that measures values, evaluates and measures, as the “val-
uating animal as such.” 

 (GM II:8; compare Z I.15) 
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100 Gary Shapiro

 Nietzsche describes the earliest forms of human thought and practice as 
involving a measured exchange in which one person (might it be a group?) 
must pay a debt, that which is owed, to another. The debt might be paid in 
terms of money, a specified amount of produce, showing respect “owed” to 
a sovereign, or by suffering a certain degree of cruelty inflicted by the cred-
itor. Eventually, Nietzsche will explain how the creditor-debtor economic 
and social structure is absorbed and transformed in the worship of tribal 
ancestors, the emergent authority of the community or state, and the figure 
of the absolute God of monotheism. 

 For Nietzsche, the human itself is understood as debtor and creditor. 
It is surprising that Nietzsche’s philosophical etymology of “ Mensch ” 
(“human”)—almost Heideggerian in its daring, however opposed to Heide-
gger in its content—has generally escaped notice. Appealing to Sanskrit 
( manas ) rather than Greek to uncover an original meaning, he extends the 
critique of measure involved in Zarathustra’s withering condemnation of the 
“last humans” with their regulated, insured, and securitized lives.  6   

 Is Nietzsche finally paying more attention to the “to one another [ allel-
ois ]” that he had (we suppose) inadvertently or even carelessly omitted from 
his first translations? Could there already be an implicit recognition of the 
 allelois  in  Zarathustra , in so far as the speech “On Redemption” sees the 
entire human scene as a battlefield, a site of contests that kill and maim? 
Such conflicts arise when some feel that they have not been given what 
they are owed (land or respect for example). Does Zarathustra’s paraphrase 
intentionally fail to provide some recognition of the “to one another”? The 
question may be poorly posed, since Zarathustra is not claiming the sen-
tence as Anaximander’s, and he consistently praises the creative power of 
giving meaning, and retaining independence from scholarly or institutional 
interpretation. 

 In any case, the  Genealogy ’s analysis begins with the debts humans owe 
to one another, and depicts the human condition as defined by relations of 
credit and debt. To assume or be born into economic debt (I’ll presuppose an 
initial distinction between economic and moral debt, which Nietzsche will 
complicate) is most obviously to take on an obligation concerning property, 
products, or service, whether paying a home mortgage or annually turning 
over a share of one’s crops to a feudal lord. Monetary debt is only one form 
of owing; in Nietzsche’s economic anthropology, taxes logically precede 
money. Slightly less obvious is the fact that in taking on a debt one has mort-
gaged one’s future. You must pay your debt, usually on a schedule of some 
kind, and that means arranging your life so as to make repayment possible. 
Clearly (as is evident from cases like “underwater” mortgages and extreme 
student debt), such mortgaging of the future may engulf all or the best part 
of a life. Repaying is not only amortizing the debt (finally killing it) but 
can also be a form of “slow suicide” (to borrow a term from “On the New 
Idol”). As the song has it, sometimes it feels like “I owe my soul to the com-
pany store.” Debtor/creditor relations are generally asymmetrical. Nietzsche 
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Nietzsche and Anaximander 101

nowhere adopts the naïve idea that the primal relation of creditor/debtor 
begins with virtually equal participants, as in certain crude, barter-oriented 
theories. 

 As Nietzsche well knew, and as more recent commentators emphasize, 
Miletus—the city of Thales, Anaximander, and Anaximenes—was a com-
mercial hub and a busy port. The sage Thales was known for his acute 
business sense, as in the anecdote that has him cornering the olive oil market 
by drawing on his meteorological research. Historians of philosophy fre-
quently observe that this business atmosphere helps us to understand how 
Anaximander could have used concepts such as debt, penalty, exchange, and 
restitution to explain both the cosmos and human affairs. 

 When the debt is internalized as guilt, an internalization that Nietzsche 
takes to be an inevitable consequence of civilization, then redemption 
becomes more fraught. And as civilization’s power increases and the internal 
debt becomes infinite in magnitude and an infinite god becomes the univer-
sal creditor, the lender of last resort, the debt/guilt will be redeemed only 
through a free act of the creditor—“redemption.” Nietzsche calls this way 
of thinking madness. When history becomes the story of contracting such 
debt or incurring such guilt, it becomes “world-history,” a unifying theme 
to the human story hinged on the question of redemption. Short of such 
redemption the world is in a fragile, unstable state. As one of Nietzsche’s 
touchstones, Ralph Waldo Emerson puts it in opening his essay on “Gifts,” 
possibly with a nod to Anaximander: 

 It is said that the world is in a state of bankruptcy, that the world owes 
the world more than the world can pay, and ought to go into chancery, 
and be sold.  7   

 Nietzsche’s theologico-political deconstruction of Christianity is well known. 
He offers another, if less obvious yet complementary perspective on the 
human condition as a debtors’ prison in which we are always already “pay-
ing our dues” or “doing time.” In this perspective, it is not only Christianity, 
that odd confluence of Rome and Judea, which enforces and institutionalizes 
the unredeemable debt/guilt. Philosophy itself (at least the main lines of its 
history and practice), which we might have looked to for liberation from 
religious illusion, turns out to be complicit in deforming the sense of futu-
rity by interpreting the very fact of human temporal existence as involving 
a debt that can be repaid only through the debtor’s destruction. Nietzsche’s 
phrase “ die Unschuld des Werdens ,” designating a condition of freedom, is 
usually translated as “the innocence of becoming.” More to the point for our 
purposes is “becoming without a mortgage.” 

 Nietzsche described the crisis of his and our time as a crisis of debt. “I 
live on my own credit,” he wrote in  Ecce Homo , presumably meaning that 
his entire life was a promissory note that could be redeemed only by the 
posthumous success of his thought (EH, Preface 1). In  On the Genealogy 
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102 Gary Shapiro

of Morality , usually considered his most systematic book, he constructs a 
narrative explaining how human beings have come to be overwhelmed indi-
vidually and collectively, internally and externally, by a sense of debt so great 
that it could be repaid only through a miracle. Nietzsche’s well-known anal-
ysis of the priests (credit officers of psychic debt, themselves indebted) and 
of the transformations of the ascetic ideal (various ultra-long-term credit 
plans) are developments of his political economy of debt and credit. With-
out retracing the entire story, let us recall some of its steps. Debt ( Schuld ) 
is at first a simple but pervasive social and economic fact. This primordial 
debt is already inscribed in all forms of exchange and in all social bonds. 
The human, the  Mensch , Nietzsche says, is the one who measures, draw-
ing on an etymology from the Sanskrit  manas  (I am told by scholars that 
this derivation is not impossible). This measuring is a measuring of debt. 
Once measured, a debt might be repaid in various ways; if no money or 
acceptable objects are available, ancient law allowed that the creditor might 
torture or mutilate the debtor to gain what was deemed to be an equivalent 
amount of cruel joy. As a result of the amazing and catastrophic change by 
which humans came to live in relative peace, they adopted a morality that 
restricted their instincts, forcing them into an internalized life in which they 
were responsible to a higher power for transgressions and even temptations 
to transgression. This was the first “great event” in what Nietzsche calls 
“major history” ( Hauptgeschichte ). The newly civilized measured their own 
guilt and indebtedness, making bumbling efforts to repay the constantly 
increasing debt that is civilization’s price, finally concocting the mad religion 
of Christianity, in which the holy one sacrifices himself to  redeem  ( erlösen ) 
the debt, another term that migrates from elemental economics to spiritual 
religion. Yet this repayment comes to be seen as generating a new debt to 
the redeemer, and so we spiral into greater and irredeemable indebtedness 
and guilt. 

 Debt and debt management shape political time. While much of Nietzsche’s 
argument in the  Genealogy  is well known, exploring it with an emphasis 
on the question of debt or guilt ( Schuld ) demonstrates how they contrib-
ute to his earth-oriented challenge to “so-called world-history.” Nietzsche’s 
understanding of history as a process of the production, accumulation, 
and accounting of debt is a theory of how the debt machine constructs a 
future restricted to training and disciplining humans to make restitution. 
It is a theory of time, ultimately of theologico-political time, and one, he 
claims, that has infected the philosophical tradition from its beginnings. The 
church comes to see  Schuld  as irredeemable without Christ’s intervention. 
Yet the redeemer ( Erlöser ) finally serves only to remind us of the enormity 
of the debt, and those who have not glimpsed the Nietzschean  Unschuld des 
Werdens , or “unmortgaged becoming” will die still “owe their soul to the 
company store.” If Nietzsche repeatedly revisits Anaximander and the first 
recorded sentence of Western philosophy, he does so in order to offer us a 
way out of our millennia-old debt crisis. 
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Nietzsche and Anaximander 103

 Notes 

 1.  Philosophy in the Tragic Age of the Greeks  (PTG), trans. Marianne Cowan 
(Chicago, 1962), 45–46. 

 2. The text of lectures is now available in English as  The Pre-Platonic Philosophers  
(PPP), ed. and trans. Greg Whitlock (Urbana, 2001). 

 3. Thus Spoke Zarathustra, “On Reading and Writing.” 
 4. Cf. KSA 13.37, 11.157, 11.255. 
 5. Paul Loeb,  The Death of Nietzsche’s Zarathustra  (Cambridge, 2010). 
 6. Heidegger’s explication of Anaximander’s saying is fascinating in its intention 

to eliminate all economic concepts from the sentence. See “The Anaximander 
Fragment” in  Early Greek Thinking , trans. David Farrell Krell and Frank 
Capuzzi (New York, 1975). Heidegger uses the term  Spruch  which is probably 
best translated as “saying” rather than “fragment.” I have attempted to diag-
nose Heidegger’s complex reading in “Debts Due and Overdue: Beginnings of 
Philosophy in Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Anaximander” in  Nietzsche, Genealogy, 
Morality: Essays on Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy of Morality , ed. Richard 
Schacht (Berkeley, 1994). 

 7. Ralph Waldo Emerson,  Essays: First and Second Series , ed. Douglas Crane (New 
York, 1990), 303. 
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 Nietzsche’s occasionally articulated admiration of Buddhism, along with his 
anticipation that Buddhist thought would soon draw European people to it, 
has elicited a considerable amount of attention from comparative philoso-
phers in recent decades. A good deal of this attention has come from East 
Asian and particularly Japanese scholars, such as Kenji Nishitani and Abe 
Masao, who variously contended that, despite what the late 19th-century 
visionary believed, Zen offers a more compelling solution to nihilism than 
Nietzsche does. Even more recently, Andre van der Braak has attempted to 
bolster this position by recruiting ancient and medieval Indian and Chinese 
Buddhist thinkers like Nāgārjuna and Linji Yixuan into the Zen efforts to 
overcome nihilism.  1   Historically, however, Nietzsche’s acquaintance with 
Buddhism, quite limited in scope even for its time, was restricted to mostly 
early South Asian Theravāda. But even here, scholars such as Robert G. 
Morrison have attempted to argue that Nietzsche’s estimation of Buddhism 
as a laudable but ultimately life-denying kind of nihilism was wrong, and 
that more affinities existed between the figures of the enlightened sage and 
the  Übermensch  than Nietzsche estimated.  2   When one looks over some of 
Nietzsche’s observations about Buddhist thought and particularly about the 
figure of the Buddha himself, one can at times understand why those who 
represent different schools of the tradition become so intrigued. “I could,” 
Nietzsche once wrote in a fragment from the early 1880s, “become the Bud-
dha of Europe, but admittedly an antipode for the Indian one.”  3   Even more, 
he speculated that a “European Buddhism might perhaps be indispensible.”  4   
And yet, at the same time in his published works, as is well known to all the 
above-mentioned authors, he openly worries that “a new Buddhism, a Euro-
pean Buddhism” will bring upon the cultural complexes of the continent a 
weakening of the mind and a debilitating form of nihilism.  5   The seemingly 
irresolvable ambivalence that Nietzsche articulates about the Buddha and the 
religious movement he founded spans practically all of his writings, and while 
Nietzsche’s references to Buddhism are sparse, they betray profound curiosity 
with and concern about the values the tradition represents to him. 

 It should not be thought, of course, that Nietzsche ever studied Buddhist 
or any other Asian philosophical heritage extensively. As is everywhere 

 The Pivot of Nihilism 

 Buddha Through Nietzsche’s Eyes 

 Douglas L. Berger 

 5 
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The Pivot of Nihilism 105

acknowledged by now, the single title Nietzsche owned on Buddhist thought 
by Hermann Oldenberg seems to have been utterly unmarked; Nietzsche 
never consulted with his lifelong acquaintance and former Schulpforta 
classmate Paul Deussen about Indian philosophical thinkers in their cor-
respondence; he very rarely cites anything from translations of Buddhist 
texts; he took Schopenhauer to be more or less a reliable authority on 
Brāhmiṇical (“Hindu”) and Buddhist philosophies despite an ever-growing 
body of 19th-century professional Orientalist literature on them.  6   And 
still, Nietzsche’s fascination with Buddhism, when he gives expression to it, 
appears to be persistently poignant and of widely cultural significance. He 
tends to view Buddhism as a unique “type” of nihilism, one admirable for 
both its rejection of world-transcending religious ideas such as God, souls 
and immortality and for its refusal to resort to moralistic dogmatism as a 
safeguard against the loss of meaning in life. In Nietzsche’s view, Buddhism 
had to occupy a unique position at the culmination of an already long phil-
osophical and ascetic heritage in India in order to embrace these commit-
ments as courageously and “honestly” as it did. In this regard, Nietzsche 
finds in the figure of Buddha a kind of kindred historical spirit. On the other 
hand, Buddhism’s ultimate idealization of  nirvāṇa , the “extinguishing” of all 
desirous attachment to life, was the fateful step to decadence that Nietzsche 
wished to warn Europe against in its own historical encounter with nihilism. 
One could, then, walk with the Buddha down the road of nihilism up to a 
point, but at a crucial moment most pivot away in order to re-enter and 
reaffirm life in the world. The Buddha, as Nietzsche would have it, shows 
us both how nihilism can triumph and how it can lead to disaster, and this 
makes him, in the final analysis, an indelibly important figure in Nietzsche’s 
thinking and works. 

 Obviously, Nietzsche’s appropriation of Buddhism into a narrative of 
European thought that makes nihilism its present transformational stage, 
apart from totalizing the tradition according to a basically Schopenhauerian 
trope, reveals the degree of self-preoccupation involved in his estimation. It 
reflects, as Wilhelm Halbfass pointed out long ago, not so much Nietzsche’s 
interest in Buddhism as a unique and diverse heritage, but more his “deep 
and passionate concern about modern man and the destiny of Europe.”  7   
Nietzsche overtly expressed, however, a general disdain for professionalized 
European Indological scholarship in the 19th century.  8   He did not regard 
Buddhism as a merely ossified body of texts only to be considered through 
philological analysis, but rather as a living tradition that challenged forego-
ing European values. Nietzsche’s stance toward Buddhism, then, should be 
considered a hermeneutically open and not a closed-minded one. Perhaps 
then we can, instead of becoming too preoccupied with Nietzsche’s relative 
unfamiliarity with Buddhist thought in South and East Asia in general or 
with the degree of “European” interests that prompted his assessments of it, 
ask the more interesting question of whether his depictions of Buddhism are 
reasonable ones. Did early Buddhists really reject ideas of transcendence and 
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106 Douglas L. Berger

shed what Nietzsche would consider the stigmas of absolutistic standards of 
good and evil? Did they see themselves as adjudicating already ancient philo-
sophical and religious views and thus as shaping a new destiny for their own 
civilization? And, above all, what should we make of Nietzsche’s portrayal 
of the Buddhist conception of  nirvāṇa  as the culmination of “nihilistic” ten-
dencies? In what follows, we shall see that Nietzsche’s perspectives on early 
Buddhist values are at times vaguely insightful and suggestive, especially 
with respect to the ways in which Buddhist texts envision how its principles 
mediate between contesting philosophical and axiological views then at odds 
in South Asia. Still, in weighing the merits of their own principles and even 
the ideal of  nirvāṇa , the early Buddhists vehemently reject the characteriza-
tion of their tradition, even among ancient contemporaries, as “nihilism,” 
but instead famously see their prescriptions for life as forging a “middle 
path” ( majjhimā praṭiipadā ) between extreme forms of self-indulgence and 
self-denial. For its early advocates and practitioners, then, Buddhism was 
itself already precisely a pivot away from nihilism, not a triumphant emer-
gence from nihilism, or worse, as Nietzsche imagined it, a fateful embrace of 
it. For the aforementioned commentators on Zen, and particularly as Zen is 
mediated through 20th-century Kyōto school frameworks, there is more jus-
tification for comparative approaches that highlight Buddhism as a conquest 
over an axiologically nihilistic orientation. But when South Asian Buddhist 
thought is placed in the spotlight instead of East Asian Zen, what is often 
too curtly overlooked by comparativists is exactly that both the historical 
Buddha himself and his early advocates vehemently deny that Buddhism is 
a nihilism of any sort to begin with. But most telling, as we shall see, is how 
Buddhists conceive of what they call “nihilism.” Indeed, what Nietzsche calls 
nihilism, the Buddhists label as the error of “eternalism,” but what early 
Buddhists called “nihilism” was precisely the kind of life, and philosophical 
commitments, that Nietzsche largely valorized. A clear explication of this 
latter contrast should be sufficient to demonstrate that early South Asian 
Buddhist and Nietzschean thought cannot viably be seen as philosophical 
allies. 

 Nietzsche’s Buddha: The Admirable but Weak-Willed Nihilist 

 Nietzsche adopts wholesale the Schopenhauerian conception of Buddhist 
 nirvāṇa  as “nothingness” and a “denial of the will to live” already in  The 
Birth of Tragedy . In the first culminating section describing the salvifically 
life-affirming power of Dionysian art, he asserts that it steers the spectator 
of tragedy clear from the “danger of a Buddhistic longing for a negation of 
the will.”  9   This association of  nirvāṇa  with “nothing” is a constant theme, 
surviving into his mentions of it fifteen years later in  On the Genealogy of 
Morals . It should be noted that the Buddhist version of the “ascetic ideal,” 
the turning away from worldly attachments that the historical Buddha 
embraced, Nietzsche posited, did not merely infect his greatest ideas, but 
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The Pivot of Nihilism 107

even his everyday attitudes. This is evidenced, Nietzsche surmises, by the 
Buddha’s calling the birth of his son Rahula “a fetter.”  10   Buddhism, that is, 
should be considered a decadent form of human thought because its ulti-
mate rejection of sensuous desire, worldly attachment and creative activity, 
even, as it were, in its most basic and elemental manifestations, make of 
 nirvāṇa  or final release form worldly life a logical outcome of its values. In 
this respect, Buddhism, as a life-denying tradition, is very close to Chris-
tianity, for, as Nietzsche says in  The Joyful Science , they both suffer from 
“an extraordinary malady of the will” ( einer ungeheuren Erkrankung des 
Willens ).  11   He speculates in  The Antichrist  that early Buddhists took this 
turn toward decadent life-denial because they were “races” that had become 
“kind, gentle” and over-spiritual, and which feel pain too easily.  12   

 And yet, as Michael Hulin has astutely pointed out, Nietzsche does not 
simply maintain a reductionist approach to Buddhism, and one can observe 
as Nietzsche’s writings mature a certain “softening” of attitudes toward even 
those notions on Buddhism that initially repelled him the most.  13   This obser-
vation does appear to obtain with respect to Nietzsche’s appreciation of the 
different resonances of the idea of “nothingness” in Buddhist thought and its 
larger ramifications for its axiology. At moments in his late notes, pondering 
the “most scientific hypothesis” of the “eternal recurrence,” for example, 
Nietzsche plays with the degree to which seeing nature as without beginning 
or end reveals its “aim- and meaninglessness,” and this could be the very 
“extreme form of nihilism” that a “European Buddhism” could “compel.”  14   
That is to say that, as he puts it, the Buddhist concept of causality, which 
Nietzsche does not elaborate on, implies in any case that the universe exists 
eternally, and so depicts the natural order as ultimately purposeless and 
should therefore be seen as a philosophically advanced form of nihilism.  15   
So, there does seem to be a subtle shift in Nietzsche’s assessment of precisely 
what kind of “nihilism” Buddhist thought represents. 

 The picture becomes still more complex when we turn to how Nietzsche 
measures the more broad-ranging cultural significance of Buddhist philos-
ophy as he understands it. Even in his inaugural work, Nietzsche associates 
“Buddhistic” and “Brahminic” religions with a culture of tragedy, which 
has overcome its optimistic faith in reason and eternal values, with such 
overcoming accompanied by a determination “to live resolutely.”  16   The 
early Buddhist thinkers (through, he presumes, their adoption of Sāṃkhya) 
attained to an “honest” atheism that transcends Christian conviction and 
yet is utterly consistent with the “ascetic ideal” five centuries before the 
emergence of Christianity.  17   This line of thought that depicts Buddhism as 
an historical precursor and yet superior in spirit to Christianity is continued 
in a most telling, if brief, way in  Ecce Homo . Here, Nietzsche declares that 
the laying aside of moralistic  ressentiment  by the Buddha makes his pre-
scription for life more of a “hygiene” and “physiology” than a religion, and 
thus clearly distinguishable from what he would classify as more vengeful 
kinds of “priestly” movements.  18   In notes of early 1888, Nietzsche further 
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108 Douglas L. Berger

diagnoses the reasons that Buddhism can demur from the moralism that 
Christianity maintains on behalf of the “underprivileged.” Buddhism, he 
argues, strides past good and evil by asserting that every act alike, rather 
than being “good” or “evil” in any absolute sense, is the pursuit of a desire 
and a means to continue to cling to existence, and since the overarching 
point of praxis in Buddhism is to be released from desires no matter what 
their content, the tradition demands no “revenge” against the society’s aris-
tocratic rulers and so requires no “enemy.”  19   Nietzsche dramatizes these 
points powerfully in  The Antichrist , where he concludes that, despite the fact 
that both Christianity and Buddhism are religions of decadence, Buddhism 
offers at least a superior way of being in the world for those still living, 
for it makes real happiness possible by promising nothing, while Christi-
anity promises a thousand things, including “justice,” and keeps none of its 
promises.  20   Hulin is certainly correct then when he claims that Nietzsche’s 
“domestication” of Buddhism is undertaken because “he needs it as a foil 
in his interminable polemic against Christianity.”  21   But this is not the whole 
story either, of course, because Nietzsche’s peculiar representations of Bud-
dhism also aid him in constructing a certain “type” of nihilism that is far 
more estimable in his view to foregoing “types” of priestly nihilism (Judaism 
and Christianity), but one that is still markedly, and even perilously, inferior 
to his own. What in Buddhism, apart from its already-reviewed formulation 
of final  nirvāṇa  as an ideal to be striven for, is so dangerous? 

 Simply put, Nietzsche sees Buddhism as dangerous because when, at the 
crucial moment that it has the inestimably rare opportunity to re-enter the 
dynamism and legislative power of life, it turns away from it. It is not enough, 
after all, to realize that, in constructing our frameworks of knowledge and 
values, these ordered and pseudo-enduring constructions are merely “fabri-
cations” and “lies.” According to Nietzsche’s narrative of Vedāntic thought, 
for which he credits the works of his former classmate Deussen, this rejection 
of convenient philosophical fabrications led ancient Indian thinkers to even 
deny the reality of the ego, a denial that students of Buddhism will recognize 
as well, a “triumph,” he says that is perfectly fastidious in its “mockery” of 
“reason.”  22   But this very purity of spirit falls into the fateful philosophers’ 
trap of pretending that there is such a thing as a “pure, will-less, painless, 
timeless knowing subject” that does not actively interpret and will in the very 
act of seeing.  23   We must also realize that these fabricated frameworks that we 
construct are “lies that make life possible,” since it is precisely such “error” 
that is a “condition” of life.  24   Now, like other priests, in their own particular 
way of embodying the ascetic ideal, Buddhists only apparently turn away 
from worldly entanglements, but in actuality gain something. By focusing 
on the eradication of pain and not the moral legislation of others, Buddhism 
“prescribes life in the open, a life of travel, moderation” and understands 
goodness as “health,” and thus, despite what they may say, actually makes 
service to the ego a “duty.”  25   So far, so good; all of this, combined with a long 
history of cultivating philosophical skepticism toward the ideas of God and 
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The Pivot of Nihilism 109

“sin” make Buddhism, for Nietzsche, “the only really positive religion to be 
found in history.”  26   Setting all this into motion makes the Buddha, further-
more, a genuine “physician of souls.” But still, for one thing, as the portrayal 
comes to a head in  The Antichrist , the oversensitivity to pain that grounds 
the motives of Buddhism must be fundamentally a “hatred of reality,” an 
“anguish” and a tendency to become “deprecated by the self-preservative 
instinct.”  27   This anguish makes Buddhism in the long run a “tired” and “pas-
sive” form of nihilism that cannot muster the “enhanced power of spirit” 
necessary for the revaluation of values that Europe must face.  28   Buddhism 
refuses, that is, to return to the world of will, perspective, judgment, legisla-
tion and creativity with the strength of spirit that would enable it to suffer its 
losses and ennoble human beings in the effort. This sentiment is fully given 
expression in  Beyond Good and Evil , where Nietzsche says that “no longer 
like Buddha and Schopenhauer, under the dominion and delusion of moral-
ity,” he represents “the most world-approving, exuberant and vivacious man” 
who not only tolerates the world but wills it again and again throughout 
eternity, for others certainly, but also for himself, because he “always requires 
himself anew—and makes himself necessary.”  29   

 And it is at this pivotal juncture that the distinction between “weak” and 
“strong” forms of pessimism is so meaningful. Nietzsche first makes this 
distinction in the preface to the second edition of  The Birth of Tragedy . 
There, he characterizes a pessimism of weakness as “a sign of decline, decay, 
degeneration, weary and weak instincts—as it once was in India and now 
is, to all appearances, among us, ‘modern’ men and Europeans.”  30   By con-
trast, a pessimism of strength is “an intellectual predilection for the hard, 
gruesome, evil, problematic nature of existence, prompted by well-being, by 
overflowing health, by the fullness of existence.”  31   Now, as Ivan Soll pointed 
out, this distinction does not actually have so much to do with a variance of 
“descriptive” or “evaluative content” in the two pessimisms, for they both 
find the world predominantly and inevitably painful and life as lacking in 
any overarching, objective meaning.  32   Even in  The Birth of Tragedy , the 
difference between these kinds of pessimism really comes down to how 
Schopenhauer thought tragedy was intended to inspire a “denial of the will 
to live,” while Nietzsche found in it a special artistic form, combining the 
Dionysian and Apollinian aesthetic sensibilities in a triumphant justification 
of life, even with all its pain. But here, in the mid-1880s, Nietzsche is overtly 
locating the “pessimism of weakness” in ancient India. In the case of Bud-
dhism, its causes are frequently identified in the philosopher’s  corpus  with, 
as we have already seen, the “over-spiritualized” and “too sensitive” attitude 
towards pain that focuses all the practitioner’s efforts around avoiding it, 
preventing it, eliminating its root cause in “desire” and turning away from 
it in a lifestyle of “moderation.” Nietzsche just as consistently claims in his 
late writings that, in Buddhism’s case, this hypersensitivity and aversion to 
pain are rooted in diet; the prolific consumption of rice and strict vegetarian-
ism mandated by Buddhist practice lead to “narcotic modes of thought and 
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110 Douglas L. Berger

feeling,” indolence and faint-heartedness in the face of suffering.  33   In any 
event, these central tenets of Buddhism that make of suffering not something 
to be joyfully embraced, affirmed and triumphed over but the fundamental 
problem of life that is to be solved, or better, dissolved with the eradication 
of desire, make the teaching, for all its merits, one that Europe must in its 
coming battle with nihilism forge past, and not accede to. 

 As mentioned in the opening of this essay, contemporary scholars who 
have inquired into both Nietzsche’s reception of South Asian Buddhism and 
those who wish to create some comparative bridges between Nietzschean 
and early Buddhist thought have tended towards a reconciliation of their 
views. For all his exceptional interpretive critiques of Nietzsche’s hermeneu-
tic treatment of Buddhism, Hulin at some points suggests that Nietzsche’s 
attitude about Buddhist nihilism would have been different had he distin-
guished between strict monastic Buddhism and lay practice, for which dietary 
and moral restrictions are far more lenient.  34   Morrison’s sometimes strained 
reading goes so far as to suggest that the elimination of desire was not really 
the aim of Buddhist practice, but instead they strove for a transformation 
of desire that would enable individuals to “overcome themselves,” that is, 
to overcome their enslavement to appetite, something that Nietzsche could 
endorse. These various attempts at rapprochement may not, it seems to me, 
be able in the end to eradicate the differences between Nietzschean and early 
Buddhist ideals. It is impossible, given all that Nietzsche writes, to imag-
ine that the  Übermensch  could remain a mendicant who cultivates infinite 
compassion for all beings. And it is just as impossible to cast the Buddhist 
 arhant  or  bodhisattva  as a creative artist who takes it upon herself to auton-
omously legislate and enunciate values for the future of civilization, at least 
as Nietzsche envisions this. But rather than delve into this contrast directly, it 
will be more informative and interesting to concentrate on Nietzsche’s basic 
characterization of Buddhism as a “type” of nihilism that commendably 
shuns ideas of transcendence and morality given the scholastic wisdom it has 
cultivated, but in the end regrettably fully embraces life-denial in its world-
less  nirvāṇa . As we focus on this issue, comprehending what early Buddhists 
themselves said about nihilism, or their formulation of what nihilism is, will 
shed the most light on the intellectual relationship between “the awakened 
one” and the “philosopher with a hammer.” What we will find quite readily 
when we undertake this inquiry will be that what early Buddhists took to 
be nihilism was in fact the very kind of life the Nietzsche, with important 
qualifications to be sure, idealized, namely the world-inhabiting life of con-
stant flux and the affirmation of powers of vitality. In denying that they were 
“nihilists,” it was this world-enmeshed affirmation of impermanent physical 
life that the Buddhists took to be nihilism. Now, the Buddhists also rejected, 
and here is what Nietzsche complimented them for, the notion of an endur-
ing soul that had to be liberated from bodily existence. But the Buddhists 
did not call this latter kind of spiritualism nihilism, but rather described it as 
the error of “eternalism.” This fundamental irreconcilability of Buddha’s and 
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The Pivot of Nihilism 111

Nietzsche’s conceptions of nihilism and the stark contrast that this irrecon-
cilability entails for what kind of human life they respectively valued seem 
to drive a wedge between their thought that no subtleties of comparative 
prodding can smooth over in any credible way. 

 The Buddha’s Middle Path and the Life of Will as Nihilism 

 Given the Buddha’s own life story, whether partly mediated through the 
early  Discourses  of the Pāli scriptures or in the legendary 2nd-century biog-
raphy  Buddhacārita , it is surely tempting to represent the founder of the 
tradition as someone who “overcame” nihilism after a prolonged period of 
extreme and fruitless asceticism. Giving in to this temptation has been, in 
part, what has prompted modern scholars to argue that there is more affinity 
between Buddhist and Nietzschean thought than at first meets the eye. But 
taking this tack runs up against a stubborn motif of early Buddhist texts 
and philosophical reflection, namely that the advocates of the tradition in 
this period rejected the idea that Buddhism was a nihilism of any sort and 
insisted that nihilism, as they understood it, was not to be “overcome” but 
avoided. Though nihilism may have been a stage that Siddhārtha Gautama 
passed through in his own journey toward enlightenment, early Buddhists 
do not believe it to be a necessary feature or stage of either a person’s or a 
civilization’s life, but instead an intellectual and spiritual error that, far from 
being inevitable, is best ruled out from the beginning. 

 The very first discourse of the Pāli scriptures, the  Dhammacakkapavat-
tana  ( Turning the Wheel of Dharma )  Sutta  identifies two “extremes” ( antā ) 
that represent alternative ways to view and live in the world. The first is 
“pursuit of sensual enjoyment” ( kāmasukhallikānuyoga ), and, while prac-
ticed by “common people,” it is ultimately grounded in the philosophical 
conviction that no permanent soul exists ( natthitā ) that will survive bodily 
death, and so one should enjoy oneself while one can.  35   The other extreme 
is called “pursuit of ascetic self-mortification” ( atthakillamathānuyoga ), 
which affirms the existence of an eternal soul ( atthitā ) and so dedicates 
those who renounce the life of the home to practices that supposedly liberate 
this soul from impermanent physical existence.  36   It is especially important to 
note, as mentioned above, that both of these supposedly “extremist” ways 
to live are, the Buddha pleads, “not to be followed” ( na sevitabbā ). We shall 
return to why these errant ways of living, particularly the “nihilist” way, 
should not be followed shortly. But it is important, with regard to early 
Buddhist thinking, to take stock of which of these “extremes” is dubbed 
“nihilist” and why. Because the hedonic materialist specifically denies the 
existence of a putative entity, that being an “eternal soul,” his conviction is 
called by the Buddha the view of “non-existence” ( natthitā ).  37   This should 
not confuse us into thinking that one who holds that an eternal soul does 
exist ( atthitā ) is correct because of the mere positivity of the thesis, for such 
a view is considered by Buddhists to be demonstrably and even obviously 
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112 Douglas L. Berger

false, particularly, the Buddhist philosophical commentaries assert, because 
no one ever experiences such an eternal self. But why, in that case, does the 
Buddha call someone who believes that only the physical body constitutes 
a person a “nihilist?” 

 According to the early Buddhist framework, “nihilism” ( natthitāvāda ) is 
also often labeled “the doctrine of annihilationism” ( ucchedavāda ). In the 
simplest sense,  ucchedavāda  represents, as noted, the belief that any given 
individual’s existence and consciousness is terminated upon their bodily 
death. But much more than this is involved. The  Acela Sutta  clarifies that 
the annihilationist holds that, because physical matter, including the physical 
matter the makes up the body, undergoes constant change, and so what we 
consider a “person” is always in flux, the effects of an individual’s deeds do 
not in any literal way fall on the same individual who initiated the actions 
leading to them.  38   There is at once a basic philosophical mistake in such a 
perspective on personhood as well as a practical attitude that undermines 
the very possibility of moral life. The philosophical problem is that the 
denial that the effects of an agent’s acts fall on the agent is tantamount 
to a more general a-causlism, as it implies that causal processes cannot be 
intelligibly discerned or tracked in nature or conduct. More importantly, 
believing in  ucchedavāda  would uproot any motive for a person to observe 
moral norms. As the well-known 1st-century Abhidharma interpretation of 
the Buddhist “no-self” theory, the  Milindapannha , elaborates, an adherent 
of “annihilationism” would defend his theft of a neighbor’s mangos in a 
courtroom by saying that the “person” who stole the fruit is not the same 
“person” who was accused of the crime, and so the defendant should not be 
convicted.  39   “Annihilationists” are, owing to their wayward conception of 
causality, thus given to simply enjoying the hedonic pleasures of life without 
worrying about their consequences, about moral duties or about what kinds 
of conduct do or don’t lead to peace of mind. 

 Now, the corrective to the annihilationist position, for early Buddhists, 
was not to affirm the substantial and enduring existence of the person or 
agent, for this would be a concession to the “eternalists” and their concep-
tion of the enduring soul. Instead, annihiliationism is exposed as an errant 
set of beliefs and practices by rightly comprehending the nature of causal-
ity. This “right view” of causality was called by the Buddha “causally con-
ditioned co-arising” ( paticcasamuppada ).  40   The most general idea of this 
formula in early Theravāda literature had to do with causal regularity, the 
linkage of certain causes with certain effects and the absence of those very 
effects in the absence of their causes.  41   It is indeed this very kind of causal 
regularity that underwrites the Buddha’s “Four Noble Truths,” which claim 
that pain is always caused by desire, and so if one eliminates desire, one will 
eliminate the most difficult kind of suffering of life, the suffering we feel 
about our own impermanence and the impermanence of all we hold dear. 
More specifically, “causally conditioned co-arising” is for the Buddha the 
“twelve-limbed” ( dvādasāńga ) chain of rebirth, beginning with persistent 
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The Pivot of Nihilism 113

ignorance of the nature of things, proceeding to a persistent clinging to sen-
sation, desire and action and resulting in the persistent iteration of rebirth 
and redeath in the world.  42   It is because psychophysical life can be under-
stood as a consistent connection of causes and effects that one individual’s 
deeds can be distinguished from those of another individual, that moral 
responsibility can be tracked through the deeds of persons and that we can 
arrive at an understanding of what kinds of conduct will bring us happiness 
and unhappiness. The insight into psychophysical causation will certainly, 
early Buddhist thinkers maintain, disabuse us of the illusions of an “eternal 
soul,” for it will show that all of our states of sensation, thinking, feeling and 
acting are dependent on bodily processes and contact with the world, and so 
none of our experience can be attributed to some immaterial “soul.”  43   At the 
same time, however, the causal regularity of  paticcasamuppada  itself cannot 
be doubted, for if it were false, then all justifications for both moral life and 
Buddhist practice would simply fall apart. Given the early Buddhists’ intel-
lectual context and framework, then, it is the correct analysis of causality 
that will prevent us from becoming nihilists.  44   

 What the nihilist, as the early Buddhists conceive of one, does not under-
stand in particular about psychophysical life is how “volitional formations” 
( sańkhārā ) not only persist but also accrete in the passage of time, and how, 
in virtue of this process, they perpetuate the rebirth cycle. We are not, after 
all, merely sensing and feeling bodies, but also the kinds of creatures that, 
in response to the things and persons in our environment, build up attitu-
dinal and actional habits. These habituated likes and dislikes, attractions 
and aversions, loves, hatreds and indifferences lead us to act in increasingly 
characteristic ways as time proceeds, acquisitively pursuing in some cases, 
avoiding or battling in others and ignoring still other experiences as unim-
portant to us. The constitution of these  sańkhārā  will be unique to each indi-
vidual, of course, depending on her past. The two most important features 
of these psychophysical “formations” from the standpoint of our inquiry 
are their volitional, or willing, nature and their key role in facilitating the 
process of rebirth. The  Suttas  of the  Saṃyutta Nikāya  directly define mental 
formations as the six kinds of volition ( cetanā ) that are associated with each 
sense, seeing, smelling, hearing, tasting, touching, and inner states of feeling, 
and that these volitions are sparked by the body’s contact with things.  45   
These complexes of volition, which are also classified into bodily, verbal and 
mental formations of will, ossify into psychological dispositions, and this 
is precisely what is meant by  sańkhārā .  46   Now, when a certain individual 
dies with a remainder of unresolved, unfulfilled or un-pacified desires still 
festering, it is precisely these leftover complexes that, with her persisting 
attachments to the world and life, cause the birth of another individual who 
inherits them. The character of the new individual’s life, their environing cir-
cumstances, bodily makeup, desires, attitudes, aims, moral character and so 
on will all depend on the specific quantities of “light” and “dark”  kamma  or 
“intended deeds” that have accreted through these volitional formations.  47   
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114 Douglas L. Berger

It is because intentions and deeds have different degrees of moral value, with 
those manifesting egoistic and acquisitive desires being “impure” ( akuśala ) 
and those that are selfless, generous and compassionate being “pure” ( kuśala ) 
that  kamma  of respectively “light” and “dark” admixtures forms. And so, 
because they do not understand the nature of causality and how causality 
operates in persistent psychophysical habits that can lead to either greater or 
lesser degrees of happiness, “annihilationists” flagrantly disregard morality. 
And it is for the same reason, the Buddha insists, that “annihilationists” do 
not accept the reality or appreciate the gravity of the rebirth process, having 
no regard for the extent to which merely pleasure or power-seeking conduct 
will, in the long run, cause both frustration for oneself and others in this life 
and bring about even further, and inestimable, difficulties for sentient beings 
in future generations. If there is, so to speak, “nothing” beyond the present 
moment or present life, the will of the body, senses, words and ideas shall 
make a chaotic havoc out of life. 

 Nietzsche was not wrong in saying, as was shown above, that Buddhists 
did ultimately think of both “good” and “evil” deeds as habituated attach-
ments to worldly existence. It was for this reason that he concluded Bud-
dhists exhibited, especially for an otherwise ascetic movement, a remarkable 
lack of moralistic  ressentiment  toward the “aristocratic” classes compared 
to Christianity. Indeed, Nietzsche often included in this evaluation the 
observation that Buddha himself came from the aristocratic warrior class 
to begin with. However, the fact that Buddhists aimed for release from all 
desirous attachments did not imply that they showed no preference for 
intentions and deeds they considered moral over those they considered 
immoral. They excoriate the “annihilationists” frequently precisely because 
of their dismissal of morality out of a rejection of consequences. Moreover, 
it should be stressed, the pinnacle of Buddhist cultivation is the elimination 
of volitions ( cetanā ), and through this elimination the dissolving of “men-
tal formations” ( sańkhārā ). The elimination or “extinguishing” ( nirvāṇa ) 
of these volitional complexes, the “wills,” of a person will bring an entire 
heritage of causally connected rebirths to an end, and with that, liberation 
from rebirth. Those, on the other hand, who, whether out of ignorance or 
willfully, proliferate the continued consolidation and even new formation 
of volitional complexes shall continue, as the Buddha vividly says, to “tum-
ble down the precipice of birth, aging and death, they tumble down the 
precipice of sorrow, lamentation, pain, dejection and despair. They . . . are 
not freed from suffering.”  48   

 It is surely the case that the Buddhists saw themselves, in denouncing the 
doctrines of “eternalists” and “annihilationists,” as contesting with other 
schools of philosophical thought and praxis and thereby establishing some 
kind of “middle ground” between them. As Hulin rightly notes, Nietzsche, 
probably due to the mischaracterizations of other 19th-century Orientalists, 
exaggerates the age of Indian civilization and with it the representation of 
how the Buddhists triumphed over nihilism at a culmination of that long 
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The Pivot of Nihilism 115

history.  49   Indeed, the earliest generations of Buddhists are closer to the begin-
ning of the “age of the ascetics” ( śramana ) than they were to the beginning of 
it as a matter of history. But what is of greatest import to us in the context of 
this inquiry is the stance that Buddhists took to what they considered to be 
“nihilism.” To them, nihilism was the naturalistic rejection of causal continu-
ity, of moral consequences and of rebirth that prompted people to value only 
the present of their present lives. We will not try here to adjudicate which of 
these two seminal, transformative figures, the Buddha or Nietzsche, had the 
“correct” interpretation of nihilism. But, given Nietzsche’s well-known skep-
ticism about the “reality” of regular causation, his rejection of the “good” 
and “evil” dichotomy as anything more than the shifting historico-cultural 
ideas of those vying for power, his spurning of “spiritualistic” ideas like that 
of the afterlife and his council for human beings to willfully embrace their 
earthly and painful lives, it is not hard to imagine that, had their chrono-
logical lives on the world stage been somehow reversed, Siddārtha Gautama 
would have branded Nietzsche a “nihilist” too. But Buddhism, he may have 
in these hypothetically reversed historical circumstances argued, does not 
take human beings through and past this “stage” of nihilism in their indi-
vidual or collective civilizational lives, but rather helps them see the errors 
of nihilism so it can be avoided. The diametrically apposed conceptions of 
nihilism, and therefore, the sharply contrasting ideals for life espoused in 
early Buddhist and Nietzschean thought should give anyone who wishes 
to find affinities between them much pause. For all the great limitations of 
Nietzsche’s own comprehension of Buddhism, his perspicacity regarding the 
underlying motives of their different philosophical orientations made him 
perhaps a better judge of his relationship to Buddhism than some modern 
comparativists. For while he had, in his own mind, sound reasons for admir-
ing the tradition, he saw all too well that the  arhant  and the  Übermensch  
were most definitely not after the same goals in life. 

 Nietzsche and Early Buddhism: The Questions 
of Influence and Resonance 

 The present volume highlights Nietzsche’s relationship to other great phi-
losophers, and attempts to gauge which earlier philosophers influenced 
Nietzsche and which later philosophers he in turn influenced. In light of all 
that we have examined here, there is little danger in saying that the figure 
of Buddha and the tradition of early Theravāda, at least as far as Nietzsche 
understood them, did exercise some influence on his works. We can see him 
wrestling with what he believed to be the relative strengths and weaknesses 
of the Buddha’s teaching for his entire active philosophical life. He surely 
envisions Buddhism as fitting into his overall picture of the “ascetic life” but 
definitely as an atypical representative of it, especially to the extent that it 
seemingly rejects the transcendental ideas of God and the moralistic absolute 
dualism of “good” and “evil.” He strongly suspects that the Buddhist ideal of 
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116 Douglas L. Berger

 nirvāṇa  is the quintessential manifestation of decadent world and life-denial, 
but comes over time to appreciate that some senses of “nothingness” in the 
Buddhist tradition, especially those which represent the universe as eternal 
and therefore not tending toward any teleological end, have some affinity 
with the way he sometimes thinks of “eternal recurrence.” He unquestion-
ably considers Buddhists nihilists, but finds them to be entirely laudable ones 
right up until the point where they ultimately refuse to willfully embrace the 
pain of existence and reassert themselves in the world of competing powers. 
Most importantly, the Buddha and his teachings provide Nietzsche with 
a template for an historical and transformational “type” of nihilism that 
surpasses “priestly” forms of nihilism but in its turn is surpassed by his own 
vision. With the possible exception of Epicurus, no other historical philoso-
pher could fulfill this role, or manifest this “type” of nihilism as the Buddha 
could. None of this entails that Nietzsche had a studied familiarity with or 
a reliable understanding of early Buddhist thought. The evidence suggests 
not merely that he could claim neither of these, but that the resources were 
abundantly available to him for have learned far more about South Asian 
Buddhism than he bothered to. In comparison to other seminal 19th-century 
Continental thinkers, Hegel read a much greater volume of Orientalist lit-
erature than Nietzsche, and Nietzsche was not in his own systematic reflec-
tions influenced by Brāhmiṇical or Buddhist thought to anywhere near the 
degree that Schopenhauer had been. But none of these circumstances obvi-
ates the fact, as said earlier, that the Buddha and his teachings remained 
important for Nietzsche from at least the late 1860s right up until the most 
unfortunate breakdown of his active life in 1889. One need not, after all, 
accurately or completely understand a set of ideas in order to be heavily 
influenced by them oneself.  50   The Buddha was, in many senses of the term, 
a pivotal figure in Nietzsche’s construction of nihilisms old and new, ancient 
Indian and Greek and modern European. 

 As was also mentioned at the beginning of this essay, modern scholars 
such as Nishitani Kenji, Abe Masao, Andre van der Braak and certainly 
Graham Parkes in this volume have, given the unique classical and recent 
contours of East Asian Buddhist thought, far more viable grounds to argue 
for areas of substantive philosophical dialogue between Nietzsche and Zen. 
But, given what we have covered here, far less affinity seems to obtain 
between ancient South Asian and Nietzschean thought, perhaps even less 
than Nietzsche himself believed. One need look no further for the great 
divergence between early Buddhist values and those of Nietzsche than their 
respective definitions of “nihilism,” their assessments of the possibilities of 
willing and the projects of their ideal figures, the mendicant renouncer and 
the creative world-affirmer, to appreciate the starkness of these differences. 
Indeed, even those facets of Buddhism that Nietzsche admired may well not 
have as closely approximated his avowed ideals as he hoped. True enough, 
the early Buddhists did not believe in one divine being, one heaven, one 
hell and one afterlife; instead, they everywhere proclaimed the existence 
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The Pivot of Nihilism 117

of many of each. True, the Buddhists advocated compassion even for evil-
doers, but that did not prevent them from devoting vast bodies of texts to 
finely detailing the distinctions between deeds of moral merit and deeds 
of unqualified impurity, all for the purpose of persuading monks and lay-
people to choose the former. True, the Buddhists rejected the idea that the 
universe was created by any divine being for any specific human-centered 
purpose, but this did not prevent them from believing that certain acts 
would eventually bring woe on every person who did them and certain 
other acts were signs of objectively verifiable virtue for any human being 
who did them. While it is certainly possible to entertain great admiration 
for both the Buddha and Nietzsche, and mostly for very different reasons, 
it is simply too much of a stretch of the hermeneutic imagination, even one 
which makes all the appropriate qualifications, to envision them as philo-
sophical or practical allies. 
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annihiliationist’s belief that there is nothing whose existence persists for more 
than one instant; see Bodhi (2005) 356–7. 
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 Introduction 

 Nietzsche claimed to have understood the character of Epicurus differently 
from everybody else. However, he was not alone in the nineteenth century 
in employing the name of ‘Epicurus’ to signal the need for a reformation of 
philosophy in accordance with Epicurean principles of living. For Marx, 
writing in the 1840s, and in defiance of Hegel’s negative assessment, Epi-
curus is the ‘greatest representative of the Greek enlightenment’,  2   whilst for 
Jean-Marie Guyau, writing in the 1870s, Epicurus is the original free spirit: 
‘Still today it is the spirit of old Epicurus who, combined with new doctrines, 
works away at and undermines Christianity’.  3   For Nietzsche, Epicurus is 
one of the greatest human beings to have graced the earth and the inventor 
of ‘heroic-idyllic philosophizing’ (WS 295). In this essay, my main focus is 
on the figuration of Epicurus we encounter in Nietzsche’s middle period 
writings. Nietzsche’s interest in Epicurus, which is most prominent in these 
writings, is, on the face of it, curious: what interest does he have in a phi-
losopher of antiquity who was an egalitarian, offered what Cicero called a 
‘plebeian’ philosophy, and who espoused a simple-minded hedonic theory of 
value? These are all positions we would expect Nietzsche to have no truck 
with. And yet, in the middle period, he is full of praise for the figure of Epi-
curus. In his appreciation, Karl Jaspers notes that one enters the garden of 
Epicurus in order, having overcome oneself, to abandon it once again, and 
this neatly captures something of the character of Nietzsche’s attachment to 
Epicurus in the course of his intellectual development.  4   

 Like the other nineteenth-century interpreters I have referred to, Nietzsche 
is acutely aware that Epicurean doctrine has been greatly maligned and mis-
understood in the history of thought. One commentator on Epicurus’s philos-
ophy speaks of the ‘slanders and fallacies of a long and unfriendly tradition’ 
and invites us to reflect on Epicurus as at one and the same time the most 
revered and most reviled of all founders of philosophy in the Greco-Roman 
world.  5   Since the time of the negative assessment by Cicero and the early 
Church Fathers, ‘Epicureanism has been used as a smear word—a rather 

 Nietzsche and Epicurus 
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general label indicating atheism, selfishness, and debauchery’.  6   As Nietzsche 
observes in  The Wanderer and His Shadow:  

 Epicurus has been alive in all ages and lives now, unknown to those 
who have called and call themselves Epicureans, and enjoying no repu-
tation among philosophers. He has, moreover, himself forgotten his own 
name: it was the heaviest burden he ever cast off. 

 (WS 227) 

 Two aphorisms from  Assorted Opinions and Maxims  reveal the importance 
Epicurus holds for Nietzsche in his middle period. In the first Nietzsche 
confesses to having dwelled like Odysseus in the underworld and says that 
he will often be found there again. As someone who sacrifices so as to talk 
to the dead, he states that there are four pairs of thinkers from whom he 
will accept judgement, and Epicurus and Montaigne make up the first pair 
he mentions (MOM 408).  7   In the second aphorism Epicurus, along with 
the Stoic Epictetus, is revered as a thinker in whom wisdom assumes bodily 
form (MOM 224). The point is perhaps obvious: philosophy is not sim-
ply sophistry or mere  paideia , but an incorporated practice that enables 
the individual to negotiate and affirm the most demanding and challenging 
questions of existence, including, notably, such tests of the self as the fact of 
our mortality and the question of how to live. 

 In this essay, I propose to build up a portrait of Nietzsche’s figuration 
of Epicurus in his middle period writings by providing exegeses of the key 
aphorisms in which he appears. My contention is that an ethos of Epicu-
rean enlightenment pervades Nietzsche’s middle period texts with Epicurus 
celebrated for his teachings on mortality and the cultivation of modest plea-
sures. Although Nietzsche privileges the scientific interpretation of the world 
in the first volume of  Human, All Too Human , which leads him to question 
the Socratic schools of antiquity and the primacy they accord to ethical 
questions (HAH 7), in the second volume of the text,  Mixed Opinions and 
Maxims , he stresses that he wishes to see natural history—conceived as ‘the 
history of the wars and victories of moral-spiritual force in opposition to 
fear . . . indolence, superstition, folly’—narrated in such a way that the con-
nection with ‘spiritual-physical health and maturity’ is made clear (MOM 
184). Nietzsche is not, then, seeking the conquest of ethics by science, as the 
positivist reading of HAH would have it, but rather a synthesis of naturalism 
(in the form of natural history) and ethics. 

 It’s in the second volume of HAH that important references to, and por-
traits of, Epicurus are to be found. For Nietzsche, Epicurus’s teaching can 
show us how to quieten our being and so help to temper a human mind 
that is prone to neurosis. Nietzsche is attracted to the Epicurean empha-
sis on the modesty of a particular type of human existence. He admires 
Epicurus for cultivating a modest existence and in two respects: first, in 
having ‘spiritual-emotional joyfulness ( Freudigkeit ) in place of frequent 
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Nietzsche and Epicurus 123

individual pleasures’, as well as ‘equilibrium of all movements and pleasure 
in this harmony in place of excitement and intoxication’ (HH II, p. 400; 
see also KSA 8, 41 [48]), and, second, in withdrawing from social ambition 
and living in a garden as opposed to living publicly in the marketplace.  8   
As Nietzsche stresses, ‘A tiny garden, figs, a bit of cheese, and three or four 
friends besides—this was luxuriance for Epicurus’ (WS 192).  9   Nietzsche is 
appreciative of what one commentator has called the ‘refined asceticism’ we 
find in Epicurus, which consists in the enjoyment of the smallest pleasures 
and the disposal of a diverse and delicate range of sensations.  10   

 We can note at the outset something of the character of Nietzsche’s partic-
ular appreciation of Epicurus: it is not Epicurus the atomist that he focuses 
attention on, but Epicurus the ethicist, that is, the philosopher who teaches a 
new way of life by remaining true to the earth, embracing the fact of human 
mortality and denying any cosmic exceptionalism on the part of the human. 
For Epicurus, philosophy proves vital to achieving health of one’s soul. As 
he writes in the letter to Menoeceus: 

 Let no one delay the study of philosophy while young nor weary of it 
when old. For no one is either too young or too old for the health of the 
soul. He who says either that the time for philosophy has not yet come 
or that it has passed is like someone who says that the time for happiness 
has not yet come or that it has passed.  11   

 It is the strength of the Epicurean attachment to the world that Nietzsche 
will capture in his conception of heroic-idyllic philosophizing, and it is also 
encapsulated well by the young Marx when he writes that ‘Epicurus is  sat-
isfied  and  blissful in philosophy ’;  12   that ‘embodied in him are the serenity of 
thought satisfied in itself’.  13   

 Although the extent of the influence of Epicurus’s philosophy on Nietzsche, 
especially evident in the middle period texts, has been neglected in recent 
appreciation of Nietzsche, it was fully recognized by A. H. J. Knight in, of all 
dates, 1933. At a time when National Socialism was enlisting Nietzsche as a 
crude philosopher of war, Knight had the foresight to see in Nietzsche some-
thing quite different and sought to reveal to his English-speaking audience 
the extent of Nietzsche’s commitment to a philosophy of peace, goodwill, 
and serenity. Indeed, one of Nietzsche’s texts from the middle period,  The 
Wanderer and His Shadow , closes with the idyllic motto, ‘Peace all around 
me and goodwill to all things closest to me’ (WS 350). Knight recognizes 
that for Epicurus and Nietzsche philosophy is what today, in the wake of the 
work of Pierre Hadot, we would call ‘a way of life’. As he notes, Epicurean 
philosophy and Nietzsche’s philosophy share many of the same principles. 
He refers to Epicurus’s definition of philosophy as a ‘daily occupation of 
discourse and thought in order to attain a blissful life’, that is, they both see 
philosophy as essentially a practical affair, with its chief concern being the 
health of the soul.  14   Both Epicurus and Nietzsche are educators and despise 
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124 Keith Ansell-Pearson

the mere erudition of the scholar. They are both liberators of human life 
from religious superstition and mystification, and both place ethics at the 
centre of philosophy (even physics, or the study of nature and natural causes, 
is to be placed in the service of ethics). 

 Let me now highlight some key features of Epicurean doctrine. I will then 
examine how Nietzsche interprets and positions Epicurus in his middle 
period writings. I will conclude with a section on the reception of Epicurus 
we encounter in Nietzsche’s late writings. 

 Epicurean Teaching 

 The teaching of Epicurus is centred on the study of nature, and this is its first 
and most fundamental principle. But Epicurus does not restrict himself to 
being a philosopher-scientist simply producing a doctrine of physics. Rather, 
he wishes to be a teacher, and to this end he produces a summary of his sys-
tem so as ‘to facilitate the firm memorization of the most general doctrines, 
in order that at each and every opportunity [his readers] may be able to 
help themselves on the most important issues, to the degree that they retain 
their grasp on the study of nature’.  15   According to one commentator, Epi-
curean arguments ‘have a clear therapeutic intent: by removing false beliefs 
concerning the universe and the ways in which the gods might be involved 
in its workings, they eliminate a major source of mental trouble and lead us 
towards a correct and beneficial conception of these matters’.  16   Moreover, 
as Foucault shows, Epicurus has an ‘ethopoetic’ appreciation of knowledge, 
which is a mode of knowledge that provides an  ethos . In the Epicurean 
texts knowledge of nature is called  phusiologia , which is a ‘modality of 
knowledge ( savoir ) of nature insofar as it is philosophically relevant for the 
practice of the self’ (see Epicurus,  Vatican Sayings  45).  17   Epicurus opposes 
knowledge as  paideia , which is a cultural learning that aims at glory and is 
little more than a kind of boastful knowledge. Foucault notes that Epicurus 
rejects this mode of knowledge as a culture of boasters, one mainly devel-
oped by concocters of words that seek admiration from the masses. The 
knowledge Epicurus promotes is one that prepares the self for the events of 
a life. Foucault explains: 

 . . . what does  phusiologia  do instead of producing people who are only 
pompous and inconsistent boasters? It  paraskeuei , that is to say it pre-
pares . . .  Paraskeue  is the equipping, the preparation of the subject and 
the soul so that they will be properly, necessarily, and sufficiently armed 
for whatever circumstance of life may arise . . . it is the exact opposite 
of  paideia .  18   

 The knowledge that is  phusiologia  serves to provide the individual with 
boldness and courage, what Foucault calls a kind of intrepidity, a prepared-
ness that enables the individual to stand firm not only against the (many) 
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Nietzsche and Epicurus 125

beliefs that others seek to impose on him, but also against the hazards of life 
and the authority of those who wish to lay down the law: ‘Absence of fear, 
a sort of recalcitrance and spiritedness if you like: this is what  phusiologia  
gives to the individuals who learn it’.  19   This means that, strictly speaking, 
 phusiologia  is not a branch of knowledge ( savoir ), but rather a knowledge 
( connaissance ) of nature, of  phusis , to the extent that this knowledge serves 
as a principle of human conduct and as the criterion for setting individuals 
free.  20   The aim of this knowledge of nature is to transform the subject, one 
that is originally filled with fear and terror before nature to one that is a free 
subject able to find within itself, ‘the possibility and means of his permanent 
ad perfectly tranquil delight’.  21   

 For Epicurus, then, the mind has a tendency to live in fear of nature, to 
be overly and unduly anxious about existence, and is easily led astray by 
religious teachings that tempt the person to embrace metaphysical-moral 
doctrines, that is, doctrines that fail to appreciate that there is a natural 
causal order and that we, as human beings, are fully implicated in it. On 
Epicurean teaching the natural world is an order of things devoid of design, 
agency, intention, and revelatory signs. For Epicurus, what is needed for the 
popularization of philosophy are ‘simple principles and maxims’, ones that 
can aid the mind to readily assimilate, when occasions necessitate, the core 
doctrines derived from the study of nature: ‘. . . it is not possible’, he writes, 
‘to know the concentrated result of our continuous overview of the universe 
unless one can have in oneself a comprehensive grasp by means of brief max-
ims of all that might also be worked out in detail with precision’.  22   Epicurus 
states clearly the aim of the exercise: it is to bring calm to one’s life, in which 
one has a mind that is all too quickly agitated by our being in the world and 
by the things that afflict us. We need, then, to observe things in accordance 
with our sense perceptions and in accordance with our actual feelings, and 
‘so that we can have some sign by which we make inferences both about 
what awaits confirmation and about the non-evident’.  23   

 From these basic philosophical principles, Epicurus builds up a philoso-
phy of nature that is highly novel and far-reaching, anticipating much mod-
ern scientific thought, as well as ecological thought.  24   For example, he wants 
us to appreciate the following key insights and to then to adopt them as 
part of a practice of wisdom: (a) first, nothing comes into being from what 
is not, for if it did, ‘everything would come into being from everything, with 
no need of seeds’; (b) second, when something disappears, it is not destroyed 
into nothing, since if it was all things would have been destroyed, ‘since that 
into which they were dissolved does not exist’; (c) third, the totality of what 
exists has always been just like it is now at present and like it will always 
be simply because there is nothing else than what there is, that is, nothing 
for it to change into: ‘.  .  .  there exists nothing in addition to the totality, 
which could enter into it and produce the change’.  25   The ‘totality’ of which 
he speaks is made up of bodies and void. Our sense perception, he argues, 
testifies to the former, and it is through sense perception that we infer by 
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126 Keith Ansell-Pearson

reasoning what is not evident, namely, the void: if this did not exist (space 
and intangible nature), then bodies would be devoid of a place to be in and 
to move through, and it is obvious that they do move. The principles of 
bodies are atomic in nature, and here we refer to the composition of bodies, 
in which some exist as compounds and some as things from which the com-
pounds are made. The elements out of which things are made are ‘atomic 
and unchangeable’ in that they are not destroyed into non-being but ‘remain 
‘firmly during the dissolution of compounds, being full by nature and not 
being subject to dissolution in any way or fashion’.  26   

 Even when he is outlining the details of his physics, as in the letters to 
Herodotus and Pythocles, Epicurus never tires of drawing attention to the 
blessedness that comes from knowledge, by which he means knowledge 
of nature, including meteorological phenomena. The task is to strip the 
workings of the natural world of the activity of the gods and to free it of 
agency and teleology. This is an aspect of the teaching that impresses itself 
upon Nietzsche as when he calls for the de-deification of nature and the 
naturalization of humanity (GS 109), as well as, on a more practical and 
mundane level, the need to avoid the danger of ‘spiritual unfreedom’ in the 
face of the ‘beautiful chaos of existence’: this takes place when we allow in 
through the back door, and in our interpretation of the things that happen 
to us in a life, providential design and goodness. In interpreting the fortunes 
that strike one in life, and bestowing a significance on them, the danger is 
that we will allow back into our lives the intentions or designs of the gods, 
be it some kind of petty deity who has our best interests at heart or even, 
says Nietzsche, the gods of Epicurus (the ones that are most indifferent to 
our existence). The solution Nietzsche proposes to our predicament is in 
accordance with the teaching of Epicurus: to leave the gods in peace and ‘rest 
content with the supposition that our own practical and theoretical skill in 
interpreting and arranging events has now reached a high point’ (GS 277). 
In addition, we can acknowledge that good old chance sometimes plays 
with us: ‘now and then chance guides our hand, and the wisest providence 
could not think up a more beautiful music than that which our foolish hand 
produces then’ (ibid.). 

 In the Epicurean teaching natural phenomena admit of a plurality of 
explanations, but in spite of this plurality—say, with respect to explaining 
lightning, thunder, the formation of clouds, the waning and waxing of the 
moon, the variations of the length of nights and days, and so on—the task 
is to ascertain natural causes, and in this respect knowledge of celestial phe-
nomena has no other end ‘than peace of mind and firm conviction’ (see letter 
to Pythocles). Epicurus states clearly and emphatically: 

 For in the study of nature we must not conform to empty assumptions 
and arbitrary laws, but follow the promptings of the facts; for our life 
has no need now of unreason and false opinion; our one need is untrou-
bled existence.  27   
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Nietzsche and Epicurus 127

 The enjoyment of life assumes a distinctive character in Epicurus. In the 
letter to Menoeceus, Epicurus seeks to identify what the study of philoso-
phy can do for the health of the soul and on the premise that, “pleasure is 
the starting-point and goal of living blessedly.”  28   Epicurus stresses that he 
does not mean the pleasures of the profligate or of consumption; rather, 
the task is to become accustomed to simple, non-extravagant ways of liv-
ing. Although Epicurus regards  voluptas  as the highest good, in which we 
can take delight in all that nature has provided to stimulate pleasure, it is 
an error to suppose that for him happiness is to be found “simply in eat-
ing, drinking, gambling, wenching, and other such pastimes.”  29   Nietzsche 
seems to have fully appreciated this point. The key goal for Epicurus is to 
liberate the body from pain and remove disturbances from the soul. Cen-
tral to his counsel is the thought that we need to accustom ourselves to 
believing that death is nothing to us; our longing for immortality needs to 
be removed: “. . . there is nothing fearful in life for one who has grasped 
that there is nothing fearful in the absence of life”.  30   What appears to be 
the most frightening of bad things should be nothing to us, “since when 
we exist, death is not yet present, and when death is present, then we do 
not exist”.  31   The wise human being “neither rejects life nor fears death. 
For living does not offend him, nor does he believe not living to be some-
thing bad”.  32   If, as Epicurus supposes, everything good and bad consists 
in sense-experience, then death is simply the privation of sense-experience. 
The goal of philosophical training, then, is freedom from disturbance and 
anxiety in which we reach a state of psychic tranquillity ( ataraxia) : the 
body is free from pain, and the soul is liberated from distress. Several com-
mentators note that the Greek word  hedone  could just as well be translated 
as delight or joy, denoting the sweetness of life and not simple-minded 
sensualist gratification.  33   

 Let me now turn to Nietzsche’s interest in Epicurus. I propose to explore 
his various readings and encounters with Epicurus and Epicurean teaching. 
It can be noted that Epicurus is a frequent reference in Nietzsche’s pub-
lished and unpublished writings after 1872, with his name appearing over 
150 times in dozens of passages, and this is twice as often as Democritus.  34   
Epicurus comes to eclipse Democritus in importance for Nietzsche: not the 
Epicurus who invented the swerve and that so impressed the young Marx, 
but the inventor of the ‘heroic-idyllic’ mode of philosophizing. 

 As James Porter observes, there is not one Epicurus in Nietzsche’s think-
ing; Epicurus sometimes assumes the role of a figure of thought, and on 
other occasions is a literary device, ‘capable of taking on different colors 
according to the requirements of the moment’.  35   In Nietzsche’s late writings, 
such as  The Anti-Christian , Epicurus is depicted as a decadent, indeed, a 
‘typical’ decadent (AC 30),  36   and in one note Nietzsche informs his readers 
that he has presented such terrible images of knowledge to humanity that 
any Epicurean delight is out of the question and only Dionysian joy is suffi-
cient: he has been the first to discover the tragic. 
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128 Keith Ansell-Pearson

 In the neglected middle period texts, however, the picture is quite different 
with Nietzsche drawing heavily, if selectively, on the example of Epicurus 
and core aspects of Epicurean teaching. The question is: for what ends and 
for what ultimate purpose does he do this in these texts? To answer this 
question, we need to understand further something of the set of concerns 
and anxieties he has in his middle period. My contention is that these have 
not been sufficiently attended to in the literature, so that we fail to under-
stand the extent to which an ethos of Epicurean enlightenment informs these 
texts. 

 How the Teaching of Epicurus Helps to Temper 
the Human Mind 

 Although Nietzsche’s thought is moving in a number of directions in his 
middle period texts, an overriding aim he has at this time is to employ 
philosophical science to temper mental and emotional excess. The task, as 
Nietzsche sees it, is to help cool down the human mind. He writes in 1878: 

 . . . shouldn’t we, the  more spiritual  human beings of an age that is visibly 
catching fire in more and more places, have to grasp all available means 
for quenching and cooling, so that we will remain at least as steady, 
harmless, and moderate as we are now, and will thus perhaps become 
useful at some point in serving this age as mirror and self-regulation? 

 (HH 38) 

 Epicurean philosophy can play a key role here. Along with science in general, 
it serves to make us ‘colder and more sceptical’, helping to cool down ‘the 
fiery stream of belief in ultimate definitive truths’, a stream that has grown 
so turbulent through Christianity (HH 244). In interpreting Epicureanism as 
a philosophical science that tempers emotional and mental excess Nietzsche 
is following a tradition well established in nineteenth-century thought that 
appreciates this point. Marx, for example, notes that the method of sci-
entific explanation ‘aims only at the ataraxy of self-consciousness, not at 
knowledge of nature in and for itself’.  37   As Lange notes in his  History of 
Materialism  (1866), a text that deeply impressed the young Nietzsche: ‘The 
mere historical knowledge of natural events, without a knowledge of causes, 
is valueless; for it does not free us from fear nor lift us upon superstition. 
The more causes of change we have discovered, the more we shall attain the 
calmness of contemplation; and it cannot be supposed that this inquiry can 
be without result upon our happiness’.  38   If we can come to regard change in 
things as necessarily inherent in their existence, we free ourselves from our 
natural terror at this order of change and evolution. If we believe in the old 
myths, we live in fear of the eternal torments to come; if we are too sensible 
to believe in these torments, we may still apprehend the loss of all feeling 
which comes with death as an evil, as if the soul could continue to feel this 
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Nietzsche and Epicurus 129

deprivation. As every student of philosophy knows, death for Epicurus is an 
affair of indifference precisely because it deprives us of all feeling. As Lange 
glosses Epicurus: ‘So long as we are, there is as yet no death; but as soon as 
death comes, then we exist no more’.  39   If events can be explained in accor-
dance with universal laws, with effects attributable to natural causes, an 
important goal of philosophy can be attained and secured, chiefly liberation 
from fear and anxiety. 

 In  The Wanderer and his Shadow  Nietzsche describes Epicurus as ‘the 
soul-soother ( Seelen-Beschwichtiger ) of later antiquity’ who had the won-
derful insight that to quieten our being, it is not necessary to have resolved 
the ultimate and outermost theoretical questions (WS 7). To those who are 
tormented by the fear of the gods, for example, one may point out that if the 
gods exist, they do not concern themselves with us and that it is unnecessary 
to engage in ‘fruitless disputation’ over the ultimate question as to whether 
they exist or not. Furthermore, in response to the consideration of a given 
hypothesis, half belonging to physics and half to ethics, and that may cast 
gloom over our spirits, it is wise to refrain from refuting the hypothesis; 
instead, one may offer a rival hypothesis, even a multiplicity of hypotheses. 
To someone who wishes to offer consolation—for example, to the unfortu-
nate, to ill-doers, to hypochondriacs, and so on—one can call to mind two 
pacifying formulae of Epicurus that are capable of being applied to many 
questions: ‘firstly, if that is how things are they do not concern us; secondly, 
things may be thus but they may also be otherwise’ (ibid.). 

 Nietzsche’s middle period writings are marked, then, by an Epicurean 
enlightenment. What appeals to Nietzsche about Epicurus is the emphasis on 
a refined egoism, the teaching on mortality, and the general attempt to liber-
ate the mind from unjustified fears and anxieties. The Epicureanism we can 
find in Nietzsche in his middle period indicates his preference for individual 
therapy and self-cultivation over large-scale social transformation and polit-
ical revolution. It seems certain that at this time he sought to found a philo-
sophical school modelled on Epicurus’s garden. In a letter of 26 March 1879, 
he asks his amanuensis Peter Gast: ‘ Where  are we going to renew the garden 
of Epicurus?’ ‘Our age’, Nietzsche writes at one point in  Dawn , ‘no matter 
how much it talks and talks about economy, is a squanderer: it squanders 
what is most precious, spirit’ (D 179). Nietzsche succinctly articulates his con-
cern in the following manner: ‘Political and economic affairs are not worthy 
of being the enforced concern of society’s most gifted spirits: such a wasteful 
use of the spirit is at bottom worse than having none at all’ (ibid.). Today, he 
goes on to note, everyone feels obliged to know what is going on every day to 
the point of neglecting their own work or therapy and in order to feel a part of 
things, and ‘the whole arrangement has become a great and ludicrous piece of 
insanity’ (ibid.). The therapy Nietzsche is proposing in  Dawn  is, then, directed 
at those free spirits who exist on the margin or fringes of society and seek to 
cultivate or fashion new ways of thinking and feeling, attempting to do this 
by taking the time necessary to work through their experiences. 
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130 Keith Ansell-Pearson

 The view that Epicureanism advocates an apolitical posture is in need 
of some refinement. It might be suggested that the philosophy of Epicurus 
offers an alternative way of organising communities, promoting practices—
such as justice, friendship, and economic co-operation—that are genuinely 
useful to people’s needs, and of eliminating all that promotes false concep-
tions of values and places our happiness in danger.  40   It is the case, how-
ever, that Nietzsche appropriates Epicureanism for the ends of an ethical 
reformation Although he anticipates ‘numerous novel experiments’ taking 
place in ‘ways of life and modes of society’ (D 164), his model at this time for 
the practice of self-cultivation is Epicurus’s garden. Once the free spirits have 
healed themselves and undergone their convalescence, they can then educate 
society as forces of culture and serve as an inspiration for social change and 
human transformation. 

 The Inventor of Heroic-Idyllic Philosophizing 

 In each of the different main stages of his intellectual development, Nietzsche 
comes up with a striking conception of philosophy. In his early period, he 
urges philosophy to hold on to the sublime, since it is the sublime, he thinks, 
that enables us to distinguish between what is great and what is small, and 
so to appreciate what is rare, extraordinary, and stupendous. Here the phi-
losopher is seen as an abnormality and outsider. In the late period, and as is 
well known, philosophy is defined as legislation and creative positing, and 
the philosopher is a lawgiver who declares, ‘Thus it shall be!’ In the middle 
period, Nietzsche offers a conception of ‘heroic-idyllic philosophizing’ with 
the philosopher conceived as a figure of great sobriety and extraordinary 
serenity. 

 The reality of the ‘heroic-idyllic’ struck Nietzsche with the force of a rev-
elation. In a note from July–August 1879 he writes, for example: 

 The day before yesterday, toward evening, I was completely submerged 
in Claude Lorrainian delights and finally broke into lengthy, intense 
crying. That I had still been permitted to experience this! I had not 
known that the earth could display this and believed that good painters 
had invented it. The heroic-idyllic is now the discovery of my soul; and 
everything bucolic of the ancients was all at once unveiled before me 
and became manifest—up to now, I comprehended nothing of this. 

 (KSA 8, 43 [3]) 

 In  The Wanderer and his Shadow , Nietzsche depicts an idyllic scene entitled 
‘ Et in Arcadia ego ’, involving looking down ‘over waves of hills, through fir-
trees and spruce trees grave with age, towards a milky green lake’ (WS 295). 
Whilst cattle graze on their own and gather in groups, the narrator of the 
aphorism experiences ‘everything at peace in the contentment of evening’. 
Whilst looking upon the herders in the field, he witnesses mountain slopes 
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Nietzsche and Epicurus 131

and snowfields to the left and, high above him to the right, two gigantic, 
ice-covered peaks that seem to float in a veil of sunlit vapour: ‘everything 
big, still and bright’ (ibid.). The beauty of the whole scene induces in him an 
experience of the sublime, ‘a sense of awe and of adoration of the moment 
of its revelation’; involuntarily, as if completely natural, he inserts ‘into this 
pure, clear world of light’, free of desire and expectation, with no looking 
before or behind, Hellenic heroes, and he compares the feeling to that of 
Poussin and his pupil (probably Claude Lorrain), at one and the same time 
heroic and idyllic, noting to himself that some human beings have actually 
 lived  in accordance with this experience, having ‘enduringly  felt  they existed 
in the world and the world existed in them’ (ibid.).  41   Epicurus is singled out 
for special mention. 

 The title of this aphorism is borrowed from two paintings of Poussin and 
was also adopted by Goethe as the motto of his Italian journey (1829). In 
fact, Poussin’s paintings were inspired by Guercino (Giovanni Francesco 
Barbieri) and his painting of around 1618–22 entitled ‘Et in Arcadia ego’. 
This painting depicts the discovery of death in Arcady, a region of Greece 
thought to be an earthly paradise: we see two shepherds gazing out of a 
wood at a skull that has been placed on a masonry plinth, and underneath 
the skull, the inscription ‘Et in Arcadia ego’ can be read. Such words seem 
to be intended as a message spoken by death itself, ‘I, Death, am also in 
Arcady’.  42   Poussin’s first painting, bearing the same title, dates from 1627–8, 
and the second painting, with the same title, from 1638–9. In the first paint-
ing, which features a skull and two shepherds (but also flanked by a young 
shepherdess and a river god), the main motif is, once again, the recognition of 
human mortality. In the second version of the painting, from a decade later, 
a sarcophagus now lies in the centre of the picture and the scene depicted is 
much more allegorical. Although still a painting about the discovery of death 
in Arcadia, the foreground depiction of details such as the skull is omitted, 
and instead, we are presented ‘with subtle allusions that do not disturb the 
atmosphere of contemplative but cheerful relaxation’.  43   In the second paint-
ing, the words ‘Et in Arcadia ego’ are no longer uttered by death itself, but 
might be the lament of a girl who has died young and who is buried in the 
sarcophagus: ‘I, too, was once in Arcady’. This is how the Abbé Dubos inter-
preted the painting in the early eighteenth century, and this interpretation 
then exerted an influence on writers and poets such as Schiller and Novalis, 
where the words are employed as a stock phrase, being adopted in verses 
that sing longingly of the possibility of a better world and of resignation to 
the fact of having missed it.  44   

 There are several striking things about Nietzsche’s turn to, and portrait 
of, the idyllic. First, we can note the contrast with his earlier critique of the 
idyll in  The Birth of Tragedy , where it is equated with the superficial and 
the optimistic (BT 8, 19). Second, in his depiction of the heroic-idyllic scene, 
the reality of death is completely absent from it. What might be inform-
ing Nietzsche’s decision to leave death out of the picture is the Epicurean 
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132 Keith Ansell-Pearson

inspiration that the fear of death has been conquered and death is nothing 
to us.  45   Thus, Nietzsche does not wish the image of the tombstone to cast 
a shadow over the idyll he is focusing our attention on: for this reason, it is 
both heroic and idyllic. And third, for Nietzsche the idyll is not in any inac-
cessible celestial heavens but belongs in this world and is within our reach, 
and what takes place after death does not concern us anymore.  46   Nietzsche 
writes in  Dawn : ‘. . . the after-death no longer concerns us! An unspeakable 
blessing . . . and once again, Epicurus triumphs!’ (D 72) 

 The ‘heroic-idyllic’ is heroic, then, at least in part, because conquering 
the fear of death is involved and the human being has the potential to walk 
on the earth as a god, living a blessed life; and it’s idyllic because Epicurus 
philosophized, calmly and serenely, and away from the crowd, in a garden. 
In  Human, All Too Human , Nietzsche writes of a ‘refined heroism’ ‘which 
disdains to offer itself to the veneration of the great masses .  .  . and goes 
silently through the world and out of the world’ (HH 291). This is deeply 
Epicurean in inspiration: Epicurus taught that one should die as if one had 
never lived. As I have already noted, there is a modesty of human existence 
in Epicurean teaching that greatly appeals to the middle period Nietzsche. 
What seems key in the aphorism I am focusing attention on in this section, 
WS 295, is the extent to which there is a deep attachment to the world and 
largely on account of the experience of the moment and its revelation: the 
heroic-idyllic figure in the landscape neither looks backward nor forward, 
but is firmly attached to the present moment and free of the reactivity of 
desire and the anxiety of expectation. 

 To what extent does the heroic-idyllic seek a refuge from the city and from 
public life? One commentator on Poussin argues that the idea of retreat 
can be interpreted in different ways in relation to his work.  47   One implies 
an evocation of a Golden Age, with the theme of fertility or of a classical 
pastoral. Here distance is achieved by setting the subject in the classical 
world, and so remote from the everyday world. Another is the depiction of 
figures that symbolize philosophical cum spiritual retreat; and then, finally, 
in the sense of a psychological state of withdrawal, ‘there is the idea of an 
internal retreat from everyday demands in order to achieve “tranquillity of 
mind” ’.  48   It has been argued that the cult of retreat from public life, and 
preferably in the country, was one of the standard topoi in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, and that both Epicureanism and Stoicism inspired this 
retreat. There are classical sources for this inspiration, such as Virgil’s second 
 Georgic  and Horace’s second  Epode , with the advocacy of the retreat being 
taken in humanist Italy by Petrarch, for example. In the country is to be 
found peace, true freedom, and tranquillity. Some writers assume an austere 
and Stoic vein by advocating a heroic type of retreat from city and country, 
celebrating renunciation and strenuous endeavour, whilst other writers of 
the time adopt a softer, more Epicurean vein by emphasizing the advantages 
of  otium  (relaxation and enjoyment) .   49   

 But what of Nietzsche’s appeal to the heroic-idyllic and search for his own 
Epicurean garden: is this too a simple mode of retreat from the city and from 
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Nietzsche and Epicurus 133

the public world? Nietzsche certainly prizes the securing of places of sanctu-
ary so as to foster contemplation and solitude, and he’s also in favour of an 
ethics of  otium.  As Gary Shapiro has noted, as a place of refuge and solitude, 
the garden provides for Nietzsche congenial conditions for the work of the 
philosopher as well as a model for the care of the self.  50   Although the need 
to cultivate one’s garden may have an echo of Voltaire’s  Candide , as Shapiro 
points out, this does not have the goal, as Nietzsche has, of fostering new 
types of humans or  Übermenschen . 

 For Nietzsche the garden of Epicurus does not represent, as might be 
supposed, a retreat from existence, but is for him a place where one can 
find the time necessary to undertake the labours of the free spirit. The 
Epicurean attachment of life entails a specific mode of being in the world, 
a new attunement to nature as a source of pleasure, removing oneself from 
the false infinite and stripping away various disabling phantasms such 
as the idea of immortality with its regime of infinite pleasures and eter-
nal punishments. There remains a strong and firm desire for life, but, as 
Nietzsche points out, this voluptuous appreciation and enjoyment of life 
is of a modest kind: it is modest in terms of the kinds of pleasure it wants 
from existence and cultivates, and in terms of its acknowledgment of the 
realities of a human existence. This is a happiness that Nietzsche appreci-
ates and admires, seeing it as the essential component of the heroic-idyllic 
mode of philosophizing in which the mind’s illusions about the world 
are stripped away and one is left with a way of being in the world that 
brings true pleasure since the mind has been liberated from the terrors, 
superstitions, and phantoms that disturb it. Epicurus is one of the first 
naturalists, since he speaks about nature rather than the gods and wants 
us to focus our attention on this. This, then, is a philosophy as a project of 
demystification, with the human being living a modest life. This Epicurean 
way of life and of being in the world is based on a free-spirited search 
for knowledge, and this might be the reason why even the late Nietzsche, 
who is critical of Epicurus, can continue to write of an Epicurean ‘bent 
for knowledge’ that does not easily let go of the questionable character 
of things (GS 375). 

 Epicurus and Death 

 Nietzsche would not have us dwell unnecessarily on death. For Schopen-
hauer, philosophy is motivated by wonder and astonishment at the world, 
quickly followed by dismay: wonder at the world that it is and at its con-
tingency, and then recognition of its dreadful character. Philosophy, he says, 
“starts with a minor chord”.  51   Philosophical astonishment is qualified by 
the recognition of wickedness, evil, and death as essential features of the 
world: “Not merely that the world exists, but still more that it is such a mis-
erable and melancholy world . . .”  52   By contrast, Nietzsche tells us that he 
would rather have human beings think about life than death: “It makes me 
happy that human beings do not want at all to think the thought of death! 
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134 Keith Ansell-Pearson

I should like very much to do something that would make the thought of 
life even a hundred times more appealing to them” (GS 278). Indeed, it is a 
striking feature of Nietzsche’s texts how little there is in them on the subject 
of death. There are key moments in a text where the topic is deliberately not 
even mentioned or referred to. We should, then, encourage human beings to 
think much more about life than they do about death, and so as to deprive 
life of much of its morbidity. For Epicureans, it is vitally important that 
we think about death correctly or adequately, since it is an integral part of 
what it is to live a good life. Implicit in this conception is the idea that one 
can stop fearing death by thinking clearly and adequately. For Epicurus, the 
fear of death emanates from false opinions and false value judgments, and 
the therapeutic task of improvement is an intellectualist one. According to 
Hadot, overcoming our fear of death is also a “spiritual exercise” in which 
the exercise becomes the awareness of the essential finitude of existence that 
gives an infinite value to every instant of existence. If we persuade ourselves 
that each new day that dawns will be our last one, then we can welcome each 
unhoped for hour with gratitude.  53   

 In her  Therapy of Desire , Martha Nussbaum explains well the nature of 
Epicurus’s intervention in a society ‘that values money and luxury above 
the health of the soul’, and in which ‘every enterprise is poisoned by the 
fear of death, a fear that will not let any of its members taste any stable joy, 
but turns them into the grovelling slaves of corrupt religious teachers’.  54   As 
Lucretius has it: 

 . . . fear of death 
 Induces hate of life and light, and men 
 Are so depressed that they destroy themselves 
 Having forgotten that this very fear 
 Was the first cause and source of all their woe.  55   

 In his middle period, Nietzsche picks up the Epicurean doctrine on death 
and puts it to critical effect. For Nietzsche, our religions and moralities do 
not wed us to the earth as a site of dwelling and thinking; rather, we consider 
ourselves ‘too good and too significant for the earth’, as if we were paying it 
only a passing visit (D 425). Several aphorisms in  Dawn  consider humanity’s 
misguided dream of an immortal existence.  Dawn  211 is an especially witty 
aphorism in which Nietzsche considers the impertinence of the dream. He 
notes that the actual existence of a single immortal human being would be 
enough to drive everyone else on earth into a rampage of death and suicide 
out of being sick and tired of it! He adds: 

 And you earth inhabitants with your mini-notions of a few thousand 
mini-minutes of time want to be an eternal nuisance to eternal, universal 
existence! Is there anything more impertinent! 

 (D 211) 
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Nietzsche and Epicurus 135

 Nietzsche champions Epicurus as a figure who has sought to show mankind 
how it can conquer its fears of death. Identifying the goal of a good life with 
the removal of mental and physical pain, Epicureans place ‘the eradication 
of the fears of death at the very heart of their ethical project’.  56   As a thera-
peutic philosophy, Epicureanism is a philosophy that aims to procure peace 
of mind, and an essential task here is to liberate the mind from its irrational 
fear of death. It seeks to do this by showing that the soul does not survive 
the body and that death is not and cannot be an event within life. 

 In the letter to Menoeceus, Epicurus seeks to identify what the study of 
philosophy can do for the health of the soul and on the premise that “plea-
sure is the starting-point and goal of living blessedly.”  57   Epicurus stresses 
that he does not mean the pleasures of the profligate or of consumption; 
rather, the task, is to become accustomed to simple, non-extravagant ways 
of living. The key goal for Epicurus is to liberate the body from pain and 
remove disturbances from the soul. Central to his counsel is the thought that 
we need to accustom ourselves to believing that death is nothing to us; our 
longing for immortality needs to be removed: “. . . there is nothing fearful in 
life for one who has grasped that there is nothing fearful in the absence of 
life”.  58   The wise human being ‘neither rejects life nor fears death. For living 
does not offend him, nor does he believe not living to be something bad’.  59   

 Nietzsche finds in Epicurus a victory over pessimism in which death 
becomes the last celebration of a life that is constantly embellished.  60   This 
last of the Greek philosophers teaches the joy of living in the midst of a 
world in decay and where all moral doctrines preach suffering. As Richard 
Roos puts it, “The example of Epicurus teaches that a life filled with pain 
and renunciation prepares one to savour the little joys of the everyday better. 
Relinquishing Dionysian intoxication, Nietzsche becomes a student of this 
master of moderate pleasures and careful dosages”.  61   In Epicurus Nietzsche 
discovers what Roos calls aptly an “irresistible power” and a rare strength of 
spirit, and quotes Nietzsche from 1880: “I found strength in the very places 
one does not look for it, in simple, gentle and helpful men  .  .  . Powerful 
natures dominate, that is a necessity, even if those men do not move one fin-
ger. And they bury themselves, in their lifetime, in a pavilion in their garden” 
(KSA 9, 6 [206]).  62   Nietzsche recognizes in Epicurus what he calls in one 
note a “refined heroism”, and here the thought seems to centre on conquer-
ing the fear of death, of which Nietzsche says he has little (KSA 8, 28 [15]). 

 There are gaps, potentially significant ones, in Nietzsche’s appreciation 
of Epicureanism as a philosophy of life and death. For example, he never 
subjects to critical analysis the effectiveness of Epicurus’s arguments, but 
simply assumes that the rediscovery of the certainty of death within mod-
ern science, along with the demise of the Christian afterlife, is sufficient to 
eliminate mortality as a source of anguish. But the triumph of the Epicurean 
view that we are mortal and need not live in fear of an afterlife is not nec-
essarily a triumph for the Epicurean view that we should not fear death: 
one can eliminate fear of the afterlife by exposing it as a myth, but this does 
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136 Keith Ansell-Pearson

not liberate us from the fear of extinction. To his great credit, this is some-
thing Schopenhauer clearly appreciated.  63   Nietzsche does not make it clear 
whether he thinks the Epicurean arguments suffice to console us for the fact 
of our mortality, though there are places in his corpus, such as book five 
of  Dawn , where he appears to be offering new post-religious consolations, 
such as the consolation we can gain from the recognition that as experimen-
tal free spirits the sacrifices we make of our lives to knowledge may lead to 
a more enlightened humanity in the future: others may prosper where we 
have not been able to. 

 The Happiness of the Afternoon of Antiquity  64   

 Nietzsche writes in 1882 that he is proud of the fact that he experiences the 
character of Epicurus differently from perhaps everybody else: ‘Whatever I 
hear or read of him, I enjoy the happiness of the afternoon of antiquity’. In 
this aphorism, entitled ‘Epicurus’, Nietzsche writes: 

 I see his eyes gaze upon a wide, white sea, across rocks at the shore that 
are bathed in sunlight, while large and small animals are playing in this 
light, as secure and calm as the light and his eyes. Such happiness could 
be invented only by a man who was suffering continually. It is the hap-
piness of eyes that have seen the sea of existence become calm, and now 
they can never weary of the surface and of the many hues of this tender, 
shuddering skin of the sea. Never before has voluptuousness ( Wollust ) 
been so modest. 

 (GS 45)  65   

 As Monika Langer has recently noted in her interpretation of this aph-
orism, although clearly a paean of sorts to Epicurus, Nietzsche does not 
elaborate on the origin or nature of his happiness and suffering, but rather 
tacitly encourages the reader to consider various possibilities. In the end 
she argues that Nietzsche is reading Epicurus as a figure who, whilst stand-
ing securely on firm ground, gazes at the sea and is able to enjoy the pos-
sibility of the uncertainty it offers. She writes, ‘Literally and figuratively he 
can float on the sea’.  66   Epicurus is depicted as the antithesis of modernity’s 
shipwrecked man, since his liberation and serenity are such that he can 
‘chart his course or simply set sail and let the wind determine his way’.  67   
Although he might suffer shipwreck and drown or survive he does not 
live in fear of dangers and hazards: ‘In taking to the sea he might lose his 
bearings and even his mind’. In contrast to modern man, who is keen to 
leave behind the insecurity of the sea for the safety of dry land, ‘Epicurus 
delights in the ever present possibility of leaving that secure land for the 
perils of the sea’.  68   

 However, this interpretation misses the essential insight Nietzsche is devel-
oping into Epicurus in the aphorism. Rather than suggesting that the sea 
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Nietzsche and Epicurus 137

calls for further and continued exploration, hiding seductive dangers that 
Epicurus would not be afraid of, Nietzsche seems to hold to the view that 
Epicurus is the seasoned traveller of the soul who has no desire to travel 
anymore and for whom the meaning of the sea has changed. Rather than 
serving as a means of transportation or something that beckons us towards 
other shores, the sea has become an object of contemplation in the here 
and now. It is something to be looked at for its own sake and in a way that 
discloses its infinite nuances and colours. The scene Nietzsche depicts is one 
of Epicurean illumination or enlightenment: Epicurus is not estranged from 
nature and recognizes his kinship with animals and the elements of nature. 
Rather than deploying his contemplation of the sea to bolster his own ego 
(thinking of his own safety or taking pride in fearlessness), Epicurus aban-
dons his sense of self altogether so that he can open himself up to the sea 
of existence, and perhaps here we find an alternative to Dionysian ecstasy, 
entailing a more peaceful and less grandiose loss of the self into the  Ur-Eine . 
Unlike Christ, Epicurus does not walk on the water but floats serenely on 
the sea, buoyed up by it and even cradled by it, happy with the gifts life has 
to offer, and existing beyond fear and anxiety, even though he is opening 
himself up to troubling realities, such as the approach of death and his per-
sonal extinction: ‘We are born once and cannot be born twice, but we must 
be no more for all time’.  69   As Langer rightly notes, the imagery deployed in 
the aphorism is striking: far from evoking boredom, the serenity of Epicurus 
signals a kind of ecstatic bliss.  70   

 There is much in this aphorism, however, that merits careful exegesis and 
that, in the end, remains elusive. Why is the sea ‘white’?  71   What is the role 
being played by the animals depicted at the heart of the scene? What does 
Epicurus suffer from, and why does he suffer continually? Let’s note that 
the ‘afternoon of antiquity’ refers to the specific cultural horizon that char-
acterizes the moment of Epicurus within the history of philosophy: it is 
not the dawn of the emergence of philosophy with the pre-Socratics, and 
neither is it the dark period that philosophy is plunged into with the rise 
of Christian morality. The mention of sunlight is significant since it makes 
the entire scene clearly visible to anyone who looks upon it; the roll of the 
waves is obvious to anyone who cares to look and who is not suffering from 
myopia or a similar affliction, and so it is up to individuals to gaze on the 
world and attain a standpoint on existence beyond fear and anxiety. We are 
to learn from animals since they are tethered to the present moment and do 
not live in anticipation of death and the anxiety this anticipation generates 
for human beings. Epicurus might be suffering from physical ailments—we 
know these were acute at the end of his life—but he is also surely suffering 
from the anxiety of existence. However, Nietzsche sees the philosophical 
task as essentially a practical one, namely, that of conquering such anxiety, 
becoming serene in the process and, like a child playing with a kaleidoscope, 
appreciating, even being enchanted by, the many shades of colour that char-
acterize existence. 
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138 Keith Ansell-Pearson

 In  The Gay Science  45, Nietzsche makes a specific contribution to our 
understanding of Epicurean happiness or  ataraxia . According to the portrait 
of Epicurus he provides, this happiness is hard-won and has a precarious 
character, being inseparable from suffering: the sea of existence has become 
calm but, as one commentator has put it, ‘its continued calmness cannot be 
guaranteed, and the ‘shuddering skin of the sea’ is a constant reminder of the 
turmoil that may return’.  72   

 Late Nietzsche 

 In the late writings, Epicurus becomes for Nietzsche a much more complex 
psychological case. In  Beyond Good and Evil , he notes that Epicurus may 
well have worn a mask and have been superficial out of profundity: “Deep 
suffering makes us noble; it separates. One of the subtlest forms of cam-
ouflage is Epicureanism and the display of a certain brave aesthetic taste 
that treats suffering casually and resists all things sad and deep. There are 
‘cheerful people’ who make use of cheerfulness because it causes others to 
misunderstand them—they  want  to be misunderstood” (BGE 270). 

 Nietzsche is now interpreting Epicurus as a philosophical figure whose 
doctrine conceals an aversion to aspects of reality and an inability to affirm 
life at its most terrible and questionable. This explains why, I think, Nietzsche 
is keen to insist that for him “Epicurean delight” is out of the question and 
only “Dionysian joy” is sufficient (KSA 11, 25 [95]; WP 1029). This charac-
terization informs the basic contrast Nietzsche provides in  The Gay Science  
370 between the human being who is richest in the fullness of life (“the Dio-
nysian god and human being”) and the one who suffers most and is poorest 
in life; the former can afford the sight of the terrible and questionable, as 
well as the terrible deed and  luxury  of destruction and negation; the latter, 
however, needs first and foremost goodness in thought and deed. Nietzsche 
contends that those who are poorest in life are the ones who need mildness 
and peacefulness, as well as logic, or the “conceptual understandability of 
existence”, since this gives calm and confidence, providing a “warm narrow-
ness that keeps away fear and encloses one in optimistic horizons” (GS 370). 
It is insight into this type, Nietzsche confides, that enabled him to  gradually  
learn to understand Epicurus, “the opposite of a Dionysian pessimist; also 
the ‘Christian’ who is actually only a kind of Epicurean . . .” (ibid.) 

 Epicurus has now become an ambivalent figure for Nietzsche, then, and 
we are presented with an essential contrast between “Epicurean delight” 
and “Dionysian joy”. What has changed in Nietzsche’s thinking? To begin 
with, we can note that Nietzsche’s later thinking directs its critique at forms 
of philosophy that espouse contemplation as the goal of intellectual activity. 
Consider in this regard a note from 1885–6, which runs: 

 As a great educator, one would have to scourge such a race of “blessed 
people” mercilessly into unhappiness. The danger of dwarfing, of relaxation 
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Nietzsche and Epicurus 139

is present at once:—against Spinozistic or Epicurean happiness and 
against all relaxation in contemplative states. 

 (KSA 12, 1 [123]; WP 911) 

 Nietzsche, then, is suspicious of all attempts to attain philosophical beat-
itude through contemplative states since he thinks they represent a nihil-
istic flight from existence into a pure realm of being free of pain and free 
of appreciating the rich ambiguity of existence. The “tragic” is for him 
essentially what allows for a greater attachment to life and signifies the 
affirmation of life beyond good and evil: it wants and affirms the total 
economy of life. Several notes from the final period of his output make 
this clear, as do several key aphorisms from the published corpus (e.g. GS 
370). Nietzsche seeks what he calls a “pessimism of strength”, in which 
one has a penchant for the “terrible and questionable” because of what one 
is (terrible and questionable): “the  Dionysian  in will, spirit, taste” (KSA 
13, 11 [228]; WP 1020). This is, Nietzsche confides, an “experimental phi-
losophy” in which the possibilities of the most fundamental nihilism are 
anticipated, but in which there is no halting at a negation of existence but 
rather a crossing over to a “Dionysian affirmation of the world as it is”, 
an affirmation that wants “the eternal circulation”, “the same logic and 
illogic of entanglements”. To stand in a Dionysian relationship to existence 
is to practise  amor fati , in which the difficult, cruel, painful, even detestable 
aspects of existence cannot be thought away (KSA 13, 16 [32]; WP 1041). 
For Nietzsche to attain real height, one has to grasp that everything that 
actually happens does so as it ought to happen, and this means that every 
kind of imperfection, and the suffering it gives rise to, are part of the highest 
desirability (KSA 13, 11 [30]; WP 1004). For Nietzsche, the highest joy in 
existence, which for him is Dionysian, is to be had on the basis of this kind 
of affirmation of life. 

 Dionysian joy is tragic for Nietzsche because it takes place in the midst 
of pain and suffering, which are to be seen as great stimulants of life. The 
decadent type for Nietzsche is someone who wants a world only of pleasure 
and contentment, a world without pain and becoming. For Nietzsche, for 
“vital thinkers, still thirsty for life” (BGE 10), “a life that is free from prob-
lems to solve, riddles to guess, or new worlds to discover, could not possibly 
be worth living, since it would be a life devoid of challenges for the seekers 
of knowledge”.  73   Thus, to prefer “a handful of ‘certainty’ to a whole wag-
onload of beautiful possibilities . . . a certain Nothing than . . . an uncertain 
Something . . . this is nihilism, and the sign of a despairing, mortally weary 
soul” (BGE 10). In his late writings Nietzsche seems to imply that Epicurus 
was, ultimately, such a weary soul. 

 We might see, as Schopenhauer did, the Epicurean quest for  ataraxia  as 
akin to the Buddhist attainment of Nirvana.  74   This is how one commenta-
tor has seen the Epicurean philosophy, entailing the attainment of the high-
est enjoyment in the removal of all vivid sensations, including pain, desire, 
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140 Keith Ansell-Pearson

and activity.  75   However, the garden of Epicurus is not an idyll that seeks 
escape from being or that refuses to acknowledge the terrible character of 
existence. As another commentator on Nietzsche’s reception of Epicurus 
has put it, Epicurus’s view of death and denial of immortality, ‘affirms the 
most terrible character of existence as one of the first principles of the 
good life’.  76   It is even suggested that we find in Epicurus a conception of 
human existence and the world that is more finite and hence more terrible 
than Nietzsche’s (Epicurus lives without the consolation—if that is what it 
is—of eternal recurrence). Moreover, Epicurus’s remaining true to the earth 
‘was not pathologically conditioned by his desire to put an end to suffering 
and pain’; rather, it is the case that his ‘insight into the unity of truth and 
appearances arose out of a profound recognition of human finitude’.  77   In 
Epicurean  ataraxia , we encounter the calm of strength and nothing of the 
calm of weakness. Far from being the repose of the deepest sleep, such 
 ataraxia  is ‘an awakening of the active forces of life, an affirmation of the 
world as an aesthetic outpouring’.  78   This is to say that for the Epicurean 
 ataraxia  ‘is a direct experience of the intrinsic pleasure of life itself, of the 
active forces of a life form freed from the reactive force of desire’.  79   We now 
directly participate in the blessed life of the gods, ‘dwelling in the divine 
state of forbearance from reaction’.  80   There is no rancour towards life in 
Epicurus, only profound gratitude. 

 Nietzsche shares in this attitude of gratitude towards life. In addition, 
though, he has a rich appreciation of the complex character of the tur-
bulent nature of existence. This is why he insists, I think, on the eternal 
recurrence of ‘war and peace’ (GS 285). For Nietzsche, it is decadent to 
suppose that we can attain a life of permanent delight and free of the need 
to grow through the pain of existence and the stimulus to life such pain 
gives rise to. As Nietzsche recognizes as early as the first edition of  The 
Joyful Science , if one desires to diminish and lower the level of human 
pain, one has at the same time to want to diminish and lower the level of 
our capacity for joy. Nietzsche is of the view that ‘new galaxies’ of joy are 
available to us (GS 12). 

 There are weaknesses in Nietzsche’s later appreciation of Epicurus. It is 
odd that Nietzsche should accuse Epicurus of nihilism and of pursuing noth-
ingness when it is clear that much of the latter’s thinking was directed at 
what one might call an incipient nihilism of his time, as when in the letter 
to Menoeceus, he takes to task the wisdom that declares it is good not to 
be born and once born to then pass through the gates of death as quickly as 
possible. The kind of intense appreciation of life Epicurus sought to cultivate 
in his disciples is one that most of us experience rarely and indeed some only 
experience at the end of life, when life is about to vanish or disappear. In 
his middle period writings, Nietzsche has these insights into the Epicurean 
appreciation of life and is awestruck by the fact that, as he puts it, some 
human beings, such as Epicurus, have ‘enduringly felt they existed in the 
world and the world existed in them’ (WS 295). 
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 Introduction 

 On the face of it, there’s much that divides Hume and Nietzsche. Hume’s 
adherence to a universalist system of ethics founded on utility, for example, 
would be (or was) abhorrent to Nietzsche (“Man does not strive for plea-
sure; only the Englishman does”  2  ). Further, Hume had great faith in the 
methods and principles of the natural sciences, albeit as they were recon-
ceived through empiricism and moderate skepticism. Nietzsche, on the other 
hand, had a very complicated relationship to the sciences. As a last example, 
Hume falls comfortably into the Western philosophical and intellectual tra-
dition. He uses arguments, he argues linearly, he writes philosophical essays 
and treatises, and thus, he responds in kind to his predecessors and contem-
poraries. Hume was a revolutionary thinker in many ways, but he still had 
unquestioned faith in the value of truth and in the pursuit of truth. That 
faith, of course, fell under Nietzsche’s scalpel (or hammer) in his attempt to 
revalue all values. 

 In recent years, however, there has been a great deal of discussion about 
Nietzsche as a naturalist,  3   and because of this, the commonalities between 
Nietzsche and Hume in their naturalism have finally started to be recognized. 
As Peter Kail notes: “. . . in the recent rehabilitation of Nietzsche as a natu-
ralistic philosopher, Hume is used as the main point of reference.”  4   Further, 
in addition to this shared project of attempting to reconceive of human 
beings in naturalistic terms, there is a notable similarity  5   in the approaches 
of Hume and Nietzsche in their attempts to free humanity from the yoke 
of religious belief.  6   That is, both Hume and Nietzsche seek a naturalistic, 
anti-metaphysical account of humanity based in their own brands of phi-
losophy, as well as in psychology and history/genealogy. In order to achieve 
this, each gives a naturalistic, psychological, historical/genealogical critique 
of religious belief and/or religious values, as well as what might be called a 
negative moral evaluation of religion (especially Christianity). In this essay, 
I seek to explore the parallels, overlaps, and divergences in their treatments 
of religion. 

 Nietzsche and Hume on the 
Genealogy and Psychology 
of Religion  1   

 Mark T. Conard 
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Nietzsche and Hume on the Genealogy and Psychology of Religion 147

 Naturalism and God 

 The issues of naturalism and the existence of God are for Hume and 
Nietzsche enormously complex (as they would be for most thinkers). I can 
only touch on them briefly here to indicate their importance and complexity. 

 A. Naturalism 

 Again, as already noted, in recent scholarship, philosophers have attributed 
some form of common naturalism to Hume and Nietzsche. Both Nietzsche 
and Hume reject the rationalist picture of human beings as somehow different 
from the rest of nature (as immaterial minds distinct from material bodies, 
for instance); they reject any kind of extra-natural explanations for natural 
phenomena; they both reject the picture of human beings as essentially ratio-
nal; they’re both committed to reintegrating humanity into nature.  7   

 Hume and Nietzsche do, however, diverge on the role that the natural 
sciences play in their versions of naturalism and on the relationship between 
philosophy and those sciences. The subtitle to Hume’s  Treatise  is: “Being an 
Attempt to Introduce the Experimental Method of Reasoning into Moral 
Subjects.” He believes that every other subject of inquiry is ultimately 
founded upon his “Science of Man,” since if we don’t know how knowledge 
is possible or understand the limits of our knowledge, our researches into 
other subjects may well be in vain. He says: “And as the science of man is 
the only solid foundation for the other sciences, so the only solid foundation 
we can give to this science itself must be laid on experience and observa-
tion.”  8   The only method for our investigations into the science of man, and 
by extension into the other sciences, is the naturalistic one of experience 
and observation. He affirms his skeptical commitments, claiming that “the 
essence of the mind being equally unknown to us with that of external bod-
ies, it must be equally impossible to form any notion of its powers and qual-
ities otherwise than from careful and exact experiments, and the observation 
of those particular effects, which result from its different circumstances and 
situations.”  9   However, this skeptical conclusion applies to all our researches: 

 But if this impossibility of explaining ultimate principles shou’d be 
esteem’d a defect in the science of man, I will venture to affirm, that ‘tis 
a defect common to it with all the sciences, and all the arts, in which 
we can employ ourselves, whether they be such as are cultivated in the 
schools of the philosophers, or practis’d in the shops of the meanest 
artisans. None of them can go beyond experience, or establish any prin-
ciples which are not founded on that authority.  10   

 Our inability to observe, grasp, know the ultimate “springs and principles” 
of nature is due precisely to the limitations of our knowledge to experience 
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148 Mark T. Conard

and observation, and so it affects our investigations into the natural sci-
ences equally with our philosophical enquiries into the scope and nature 
of knowledge itself. Thus, for Hume, there is a deep continuity between the 
natural sciences and philosophy, both in their experimental methods and in 
the limits of their reach. 

 Nietzsche, on the other hand, had, as I noted above, a complicated and 
nuanced take on the sciences, such that he didn’t plainly accept scientific 
method as the path to empirical truth, or as a means for revealing it. He 
did indeed flirt with the idea that science is the proper avenue for under-
standing the world in his early so-called “positivist” phase. Further, there 
are a few scholars, like Maudemarie Clark and Brian Leiter, who attribute 
this position to the mature Nietzsche.  11   However, as Christopher Janaway 
aptly puts it: “Nietzsche cannot simply assume scientific practice as a fixed 
and unproblematic paradigm for his inquiry into values, since he regards 
scientific practice as imbued with the very values he spends most of his time 
calling into question.”  12   That is, the pursuit of truth by the sciences (all  Wis-
senschaften ) is as much driven by, tainted with, onto-theology as is religion 
itself. 

 This deep questioning of the ultimate motives of science is what makes 
Nietzsche’s naturalism the more extreme of the two. Hume clearly realized 
the religious underpinnings of so many of the philosophical and scientific 
positions of his contemporaries (Newton, Descartes, Locke, Clarke, for 
example); consequently, his aim was to deflate those theological foundations 
by pointing out the fact that we’re animals and as such a part of the natural 
world. However, no one in Hume’s era could have conceived of the nihilism 
that humanity would be threatened with as we began to absorb that truth 
(if Nietzsche’s diagnosis is correct). 

 B. God 

 There is a terrific amount of disagreement in the literature about Hume’s 
position and commitments regarding religious belief. Some read him as a 
fideist, that is, someone who finds no theoretical or rational justification for 
belief in God, but who nevertheless accepts such a belief based in faith, and 
who thus embraces theism. Another, more common, interpretation reads 
Hume as a minimal deist who posits the existence of a creator intelligence 
on the basis of the order we perceive in the world.  13   

 There are still others, such as Paul Russell, who go further and claim that 
Hume rejects the design argument and thus that he’s not even a minimal 
deist. In  The Riddle of Hume’s Treatise , Russell argues, quite persuasively 
in my view, that Hume’s thinking is hostile not only to organized religion, 
but also to religious belief generally.  14   While the anti-religious character of 
much of Hume’s later work is well noted, his  Treatise  is widely thought not 
to have anything to do with religion. Russell, on the contrary, argues that 
the book is fundamentally irreligious in nature. An important part of that 
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argument is setting the work in its historical and philosophical (and reli-
gious) context. Doing so allows us to see that many of Hume’s arguments, 
which for us seem to have no religious import, were meant to be contribu-
tions to ongoing debates amongst Hume’s contemporaries and immediate 
predecessors regarding theism. On the one side of these debates were the 
Newtonian theists, such as Locke, Samuel Clarke, and Newton himself.  15   
On the other side were the great atheists, Hobbes and Spinoza.  16   Russell 
shows that Hume sided with the latter on all the relevant issues. Indeed, 
Hume’s own contemporaries realized and attacked the irreligious, atheistic 
implications of his arguments.  17   

 While Hume offers arguments that can be understood as attempting to 
prove, minimally, that all the arguments for God fail; and, maximally, that 
God doesn’t exist,  18   or that the idea of God is meaningless; Nietzsche, on the 
other hand, doesn’t offer such arguments since, he claims, he doesn’t even 
take the idea of God seriously. As he says in  Ecce Homo : “ ‘God’, ‘immor-
tality of the soul’, ‘redemption’, ‘beyond’—without exception, concepts to 
which I never devoted any attention, or time; not even as a child. Perhaps 
I have never been childlike enough for them.”  19   For example, in  Human, 
All Too Human , he asks rhetorically: “[W]hat thinker still has need of the 
hypothesis of a God?”  20   In  Beyond Good and Evil , he says: “Perhaps the day 
will come when the most solemn concepts which have caused the most fights 
and suffering, the concepts ‘God’ and ‘sin’, will seem no more important to 
us than a child’s toy and a child’s pain seem to an old man . . .”  21   

 Consequently, it can reasonably be argued that both Hume and Nietzsche 
reject the Western conception of God, which then puts them each in a posi-
tion to account for religious beliefs and values on naturalistic grounds. 

 Hume’s Naturalistic, Historical Account of Religious Belief 

 In the  Natural History of Religion , Hume gives a naturalistic, historical 
account of the origin of religious belief in human nature and the human 
condition.  22   Since he has undermined any theoretical foundation for belief in 
God (and perhaps shown the very idea of God to be meaningless), he’s now 
in a position to explain how and why, given the creatures we are, we come 
to believe in an invisible superior being. Note that Hume is concerned with 
the epistemology of belief: what are the mechanisms by which one comes to 
a particular belief? Is the belief justified, i.e., grounded in experience? Is the 
belief avoidable if it’s not justified? 

 Hume argues, first, that polytheism precedes monotheism, and, second, 
that it’s our negative emotions (mainly), stirred by the vicissitudes of nature 
and fate to which we are subject, that first give rise to the conception of a 
deity: 

 Agitated by hopes and fears [i.e., the “ordinary affections of human 
life”] . . . especially the latter, men scrutinize, with a trembling curiosity, 
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150 Mark T. Conard

the course of future causes, and examine the various and contrary events 
of human life. And in this disordered scene, with eyes still more disor-
dered and astonished, they see the first obscure traces of divinity.  23   

 In other words, Hume is arguing here that people don’t originally come to 
religious belief via any kind of evidence or rational arguments about the 
world. That comes later, in our attempts to justify what we’re driven to 
believe via “the ordinary affections of human life.” 

 Hume goes on to give an account of the transition from polytheism to 
monotheism: 

 In proportion as men’s fears or distresses become more urgent, they still 
invent new strains of adulation; and even he who outdoes his prede-
cessor in swelling up the titles of his divinity, is sure to be outdone by 
his successor in newer and more pompous epithets of praise. Thus they 
proceed; till at last they arrive at infinity itself, beyond which there is no 
farther progress.  24   

 For Hume, then, our conception of an infinite deity, the greatest of all con-
ceivable beings, does not arise from any rational contemplation of the order-
liness of nature or the cause of the universe. It springs rather, and again, from 
our terrors about the world and our fragile existence. 

 Late in the book, Hume notes that “it was the chief business of the scepti-
cal philosophers to show that there was no more foundation” for mythology 
and polytheism than there is for a “systematical, scholastic one.” In a passage 
that surely refers to Hume’s own method in the  Natural History , he says that 
Cotta, a skeptic in Cicero’s De Natura Deorum, says 

 refutes the whole system of mythology by leading the orthodox gradu-
ally, from the more momentous stories, which were believed, to the more 
frivolous, which everyone ridiculed: From the gods to the goddesses; 
from the goddesses to the nymphs; from the nymphs to the fawns and 
satyrs.  25   

 Insofar as Hume first attempts to refute the theoretical arguments, then 
argues that monotheism derives from polytheism, and shows that polythe-
ism has its origins in our negative emotions, he thereby leads his theistic 
contemporaries to paganism and irrationality, which they all ridiculed, and 
thus he, Hume, follows the same pattern as Cotta. 

 Part of Hume’s struggle against religion of course included a rejection of 
the picture of human beings that traditional Western religions (and philos-
ophy) paints: a Platonic/Christian/Cartesian image of an immaterial (and 
thus immortal) soul that is ontologically distinct from the body and the rest 
of material nature. Hume’s naturalism commits him to a vehement denial of 
this dualistic understanding of humanity. Consequently, and in conjunction 
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Nietzsche and Hume on the Genealogy and Psychology of Religion 151

with his attacks on religion, Hume has now at least prepared the way for a 
new “science of man” based on the “experimental method” that reintegrates 
man into nature. He’s gone some way in constructing such a science himself, 
for instance, in a) giving a physicalist account of human nature and eras-
ing the difference between mind and matter; b) creating a natural continu-
ity between humanity and other animals;  26   c) denying libertarian free will; 
d) embracing necessitarianism (or compatibalism). 

 Nietzsche’s Genealogical Account of Religious 
Beliefs and Values 

 While Hume and Nietzsche take a similar approach in appealing to history 
or genealogy and psychology, and to our most basic instincts, fears, etc., in 
offering an explanation of religious phenomena, Nietzsche is less concerned 
with belief than he is with values: how one measures or esteems or weighs 
or finds meaningful life, the body, nature, oneself, one’s fellow man. For 
Nietzsche, the truth or falsity of beliefs, and thus the taking to be true of 
belief, is of little weight in comparison to whether the belief is life-promoting 
or life-denying; that is, it is of little weight in comparison to the value(s) 
that the belief springs from or implies and the psychological and ultimately 
physiological state (health or sickness; strength or weakness) from which it 
derives. Of course, when we talk about “religious values” in this context, we 
mean (primarily) Judeo-Christian morality, since this system is Nietzsche’s 
main target. Further, while Hume gives a historical/psychological account of 
how we came to believe in an invisible superior being, Nietzsche goes further 
and gives an account of the value-inversion that accompanies such belief: 
how Christian life-denying, self-destructive values came to dominate over 
healthier, more noble values of the ancients.  27   

 A. How Genealogy Works 

 The story of how Nietzsche employs genealogy is familiar. He examines 
certain religious values (the ascetic ideal, pity, the bad conscience) that are 
a central part of our moral outlook on the world; we’ve been indoctrinated 
with them for thousands of years, and the dominant interpretation, which 
seems unquestionable to us, is that these are the highest values. They are 
what ennoble us, make us blessed and worthy of God’s grace. Nietzsche 
then seeks to give an alternate interpretation of the origin, development, 
and history of these values. His interpretation is meant to expose what was 
hidden by the dominant interpretation, and in a way that undermines that 
entrenched view. Nietzsche’s interpretation is meant to be superior to the 
dominant one precisely because it explains features/elements of the values 
and their history that the dominant interpretation can’t. 

 So, for example, in the second essay of the  Genealogy , Nietzsche explores 
moral phenomena such as guilt and the bad conscience. These, we believe, 
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152 Mark T. Conard

are marks of our sinfulness before God. Further, they’re crucial elements of 
our specialness, our distinction from the animals, our having been created in 
God’s image. For, what is a being without a conscience, who doesn’t feel guilt 
at wrongdoing, but a monster? Nietzsche then shows how those phenomena 
derive from our all-too-human, animal natures. 

 There are disagreements amongst scholars regarding some important fea-
tures of Nietzsche’s genealogy. For example, there are questions regarding 
the justification of the genealogical interpretation that Nietzsche posits, 
whether it’s meant to be true, whether one interpretation can be better than 
another and why; how, in general, genealogy squares with perspectivism.  28   

 B. Values as Life-Promoting or Life-Denying 

 The question of the value of values is likewise a very familiar element of 
Nietzsche’s thinking. He claims that there are healthy, noble ways of under-
standing ourselves and thus of valuing our lives and the world. Christian 
morality, however, contains an unhealthy, unnatural depiction of the divinity 
and an unhealthy, unnatural system of valuation. For example, in  Twilight  
he says: 

 When we speak of values, we speak with the inspiration, with the way 
of looking at things, which is part of life: life itself forces us to posit 
values; life itself values through us when we posit values. From this it 
follows that even that anti-natural morality which conceives of God as 
the counter-concept and condemnation of life is only a value judgment 
of life—but of what life? Of what kind of life? I have already given the 
answer: of declining, weakened, weary, condemned life.  29   

 As another example,  The Antichrist  is centrally concerned with the value of 
Christian values: 

 Wherever the theologians’ instinct extends,  value judgments  have been 
stood on their heads and the concepts of “true” and “false” are of neces-
sity reversed: whatever is most harmful to life is called “true”; whatever 
elevates it, enhances, affirms, justifies it, and makes it triumphant, is 
called “false.”  30   

 Hume and Nietzsche share the same estimation of the ancients, particularly 
the Greeks, and their values in comparison to Christianity and its morality.  31   
Hume states generally: 

 Where the deity is represented as infinitely superior to mankind, this 
belief, though altogether just, is apt, when joined with superstitious ter-
rors, to sink the human mind into the lowest submission and abasement, 
and to represent the monkish virtues of mortification, penance, humility, 
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and passive suffering, as the only qualities which are acceptable to him. 
But where the gods are conceived to be only a little superior to mankind, 
and to have been, many of them, advanced from that inferior rank, we 
are more at our ease, in our addresses to them, and may even, without 
profaneness, aspire sometimes to a rivalship and emulation of them. 
Hence activity, spirit, courage, magnanimity, love of liberty, and all the 
virtues which aggrandize a people.  32   

 There’s a strong kinship between Hume and Nietzsche represented here: 
both writers consider ancient values and virtues (“activity, spirit, courage, 
magnanimity, love of liberty”) to be healthy and natural, and both consider 
Christian values and virtues (“mortification, penance, humility, passive suf-
fering”) to be slavish. 

 In a passage that could easily be mistaken for one written by Nietzsche, 
Hume compares the sentiments of Brasidas, “that generous and noble Spar-
tan,” with those of Saint Bellarmine: 

 Brasidas seized a mouse, and being bit by it, let it go.  There is nothing 
so contemptible , said he,  but what may be safe, if it has but courage to 
defend itself . Bellarmine patiently and humbly allowed the fleas and 
other odious vermin to prey upon him.  We shall have heaven , said he, 
 to reward us for our sufferings: But these poor creatures have nothing 
but the enjoyment of the present life . Such difference is there between 
the maxims of a Greek hero and a Catholic saint.  33   

 The former shows generosity of spirit in releasing the small creature that 
has attacked him because it has shown courage, whereas the latter displays 
patience and humility and allows himself to be attacked, certain as he is that 
his sufferings will be rewarded in the afterlife. Again, ancient Greek values 
tend to be healthy and life-affirming, while Christian morality is unhealthy 
and life-denying. 

 In the  Genealogy , in the midst of his discussion of the development of 
guilt and bad conscience from our animal natures and from self-torture, 
Nietzsche claims: 

 That the conception of gods  in itself  need not lead to the degradation of 
the imagination that we had to consider briefly, that there are  nobler  uses 
for the invention of gods than for the self-crucifixion and self-violation 
of man in which Europe over the past millennia achieved its distinctive 
mastery—that is fortunately revealed even by a mere glance at the  Greek 
gods , those reflections of noble and autocratic men, in whom  the animal  
in man felt deified and did  not  lacerate itself, did  not  rage against itself! 
For the longest time these Greeks used their gods precisely so as to ward 
off the “bad conscience,” so as to be able to rejoice in their freedom of 
soul—the very opposite of the use to which Christianity put its God.  34   
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154 Mark T. Conard

 Hume and Nietzsche share the view that religious belief in itself need not be 
unhealthy and slavish. Rather, it’s the outlook and the values associated with 
belief in the deity that makes that belief either life-affirming or life-denying. 

 C. The Inversion of Values 

 As I noted above, Nietzsche goes further than Hume by discussing the inver-
sion of values, how the noble values of Hellenistic antiquity were corrupted 
or overthrown by those of Judeo-Christianity. In the first essay of the  Geneal-
ogy , he gives an account of the original development of the two opposed value 
systems, master and slave morality, without initially tying it to any historical 
period or peoples. The masters, out of overflowing health and strength, des-
ignated themselves as good, and everything unlike themselves, the weak and 
sickly, as bad, though without any sense of moral condemnation. The slaves, 
as weak, passive creatures, unable to fight openly against the oppression of 
the masters, developed a deep, seething  ressentiment , and as their first value 
creation in reaction to those stronger than themselves, labeled the masters 
“evil,” and, almost as an afterthought, called themselves “good,” and these 
labels did indeed involve moral condemnation. The slaves wanted to stop 
the masters and make them accountable for their actions. They themselves 
wanted to rule, to become masters.  35   

 Nietzsche then goes on to tie this story to the historical past by naming 
the Romans the masters and the Jews the slaves: 

 [T]he Romans were the strong and noble, and nobody stronger and 
nobler has yet existed on earth or even been dreamed of . . . The Jews, 
on the contrary, were the priestly nation of  ressentiment par excellence , 
in whom there dwelt an unequaled popular-moral genius . . . 

 Which of them has won  for the present , Rome or Judea? But there can 
be no doubt: consider to whom one bows down in Rome itself today, as 
if they were the epitome of all the highest values—and not only in Rome 
but over almost half the earth, everywhere that man has become tame or 
desires to become tame:  three Jews , as is known, and  one Jewess  (Jesus 
of Nazareth, the fisherman Peter, the rug weaver Paul, and the mother of 
the aforementioned Jesus, named Mary). This is very remarkable: Rome 
has been defeated beyond all doubt.  36   

 The slaves overthrew the more noble and healthy values of antiquity by 
making the masters submit to their own morality, by condemning the mas-
ters’ active, healthy lives under that morality. 

 In  The Antichrist , Nietzsche tells a different part of the inversion story and 
gives his account of the genealogy of the corruptive and unhealthy nature of 
Christianity. He claims there that the actual message of Jesus had nothing 
to do with guilt, sin, judgment, or resurrection. Rather, Jesus offered “A new 
way of life,  not  a new faith.” He knew that “it is only in the practice of life 
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that one feels ‘divine’, ‘blessed’, ‘evangelical’, at all times a ‘child of God’.”  37   
However, Jesus died such an ignominious death on the cross that his fol-
lowers were afraid that such a death might represent the refutation of their 
cause. It had to be reinterpreted as something necessary, something with a 
meaning. In finding a meaning for his death, his followers then introduced 
the notions of guilt and judgment: 

 Jesus could not intend anything with his death except to give publicly 
the strongest exhibition, the  proof  of his doctrine. But his disciples were 
far from  forgiving  this death—which would have been evangelic in 
the highest sense—or even from offering themselves for a like death in 
gentle and lovely repose of the heart. Precisely the most unevangelical 
feeling,  revenge , came to the fore again. The matter could not possi-
bly be finished with this death: “retribution” was needed, “judgment” 
(and yet, what could possibly be more unevangelical than “retribution,” 
“punishment,” “sitting in judgment”!)  38   

 Nietzsche identifies Paul as the disciple responsible for corrupting the orig-
inal message of Christ: 

 Paul, with that rabbinical impudence which distinguishes him in all 
things, logicalized this conception, this obscenity of a conception [the 
resurrection], in this way: “ If  Christ was not resurrected from the dead, 
then our faith is vain.” And all at once the evangel became the most 
contemptible of all unfulfillable promises, the  impertinent  doctrine on 
personal immortality. Paul himself still taught it as a  reward .  39   

 When one preaches immortality and a transcendent God-judge, one “places 
life’s center of gravity not in life but in the ‘beyond’— in nothingness —one 
deprives life of its center of gravity altogether.”  40   In this way, claims Nietzsche, 
Paul erases the original message of Jesus and the actual history of early 
Christianity and perverts them into an unhealthy, unnatural, life-denying 
ideology of hatred, guilt, sin, and immortality. 

 The Differences Between Humean and Nietzschean Genealogy 

 There are similarities in Hume’s and Nietzsche’s genealogical accounts of 
religious belief, for example, in their discussions of the deification of mor-
tals in polytheism and of the transition from polytheism to belief in one 
infinite deity.  41   Further, they both have naturalistic, anti-metaphysical aims 
in doing genealogy. As Hoy notes: “Nietzsche will use genealogy to destroy 
metaphysics altogether. Genealogy itself becomes a way to do nonmetaphys-
ical philosophy.” He then states regarding Hume: “Hume’s own method 
of experimental reasoning is also intended to consign metaphysics to the 
flames . . .”  42   
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156 Mark T. Conard

 That being said, there are (perhaps sharper) differences in their uses of 
the method. One of the most prominent differences is the tone of their 
respective presentations of their genealogies. Hume is the cool, objective 
scientist saying radical things in a calm voice (and sometimes couching 
them in irony or hiding them in insincerity).  43   Nietzsche, on the other hand, 
is the iconoclast, the one who philosophizes with a hammer, the one who 
shocks and outrages. He means to provoke. (Hume would’ve been locked 
up or worse if he’d written like Nietzsche.) Janaway argues that Nietzsche’s 
agonistic approach is necessary for his purposes: “Nietzsche’s inflamma-
tory rhetoric in the  Genealogy  is a deliberately contrived tool to provoke 
the reader’s affects, and . . . this provocation is a vital part of the revalua-
tion of values Nietzsche seeks.”  44   Hume and Nietzsche agree that we don’t 
come to our beliefs and values through rational reflection; rather, they arise 
from psychological, physiological, and cultural sources (and more about 
this below). Consequently, Nietzsche concludes, those beliefs and values 
can’t be properly exposed and examined, much less eradicated, unless the 
reader is moved at the level of the affects which give rise to them in the 
first place: “It seems clear that the revaluation of values Nietzsche seeks,” 
says Janaway, “is not just a change in judgments but a revision at the level 
of affects too. After we have learned not to make judgments using ‘good’, 
‘evil’, ‘right’, and ‘wrong’, we finally may come, says Nietzsche,  to feel dif-
ferently  (D 103).”  45   

 As the jolly, moderate skeptic that Hume was, Nietzsche’s approach 
wouldn’t have appealed to him, especially since, as a thinker committed 
to his Newtonian-inspired science of man, Hume’s method was bound to 
be that of an objective, empirical researcher. Indeed, Hume also believed 
religious beliefs and values were unhealthy and dangerous. In that vein, one 
could argue that Hume was being as violent as he dared be; that his con-
temporaries were as shocked and offended as they needed to be to get the 
message.  46   

 However, the sharpest difference between Hume and Nietzsche in this 
context is that Hume did not at all share Nietzsche’s ultimate goal—the 
revaluation of all values. Nietzsche believed that Western European culture 
was decadent and filled with  ressentiment , infected as it was through and 
through with Christian values and a Christian worldview. For him, it wasn’t 
enough to undermine Western religion. What was needed was an entire cul-
tural upheaval—and hence the need to revalue  all  values. Hume, on the 
other hand, had a conservative view of ethics and social values. For him, 
the typical Western understanding of the source and foundation of ethics 
(whether in God or reason) was completely mistaken. Our values derive 
from a subjective source, our passions, says Hume. That being said, and for 
the most part, the ethical values that derive from those passions are many 
of the usual suspects (benevolence, justice, truthfulness, fidelity, etc.), and 
these are virtues precisely because they prove useful to social cohesion.  47   
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Indeed, far from wanting to upend society in an aggressive, confrontational 
way (like Nietzsche), Hume was keen to recommend and foster those social 
virtues that make polite company possible: 

 [T]he eternal contrarieties, in  company , of men’s pride and self-conceit, 
have introduced the rules of  GOOD-MANNERS  or  POLITENESS ; in 
order to facilitate the intercourse of minds, and an undisturbed com-
merce and conversation. Among well-bred people, a mutual deference is 
affected: Contempt of others disguised: Authority concealed: Attention 
given to each in his turn: And an easy stream of conversation main-
tained, without vehemence, without interruption, without eagerness for 
victory, and without any airs of superiority. These attentions and regards 
are immediately agreeable to others, abstracted from any consideration 
of utility or beneficial tendencies: They conciliate affection, promote 
esteem, and extremely enhance the merit of the person, who regulates 
his behavior by them.  48   

 These sharp differences between the two thinkers are likely reflected in their 
personalities: Hume, the convivial and sociable Scotsman, loved friendly 
social intercourse and so valued the virtues that made it possible; whereas 
Nietzsche, the shy, lonely, recluse, displayed much contempt for his contem-
porary society and the values ingrained therein. 

 Psychology and Physiology of Religious Belief and Value 

 A. Hume on the Psychology and Physiology of Religious Belief 

 Hume’s “science of man” finds kinship with what Richard Schacht labels 
Nietzsche’s “philosophical anthropology.” Both are deeply interested in dig-
ging into and understanding the psychological and physiological roots of 
intellectual, cultural, philosophical, metaphysical phenomena and experi-
ences. Hume believes in a common human nature,  49   such that he claims 
the same passions, instincts, fears, and hopes are in all of us, and Nietzsche 
disagrees with him sharply on that point. Nonetheless, methodologically, 
Nietzsche is Hume’s heir: 

 Hume, an even closer philosophical cousin [to Nietzsche than Spinoza], 
wrote  A Treatise of Human Nature , proclaiming in his introduction to 
it that “there is no question of importance, whose decision is not com-
priz’d in the science of man,” understood as inquiry into “the principles 
of human nature,” by way of “a cautious observation of human life”; 
and Nietzsche may well be conceived as undertaking to follow his lead, 
both in principle and in practice.  50   
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158 Mark T. Conard

 As part of that “science of man,” Hume argues that religious beliefs originate 
in passions, instincts, fears, and hopes, and so he appeals to both psycholog-
ical and physiological conditions. In the  Natural History , he says: 

 It must necessarily, indeed, be allowed, that, in order to carry men’s 
intention beyond the present course of things, or lead them into any 
inference concerning invisible intelligent power, they must be actuated 
by some passion, which prompts their thought and reflection; some 
motive, which urges their first enquiry. But what passion shall we here 
have recourse to, for explaining an effect of such mighty consequences? 
Not speculative curiosity, surely, or the pure love of truth. That motive 
is too refined for such gross apprehensions; and would lead men into 
enquiries concerning the frame of nature, a subject too large and com-
prehensive for their narrow capacities. No passions, therefore, can be 
supposed to work upon such barbarians, but the ordinary affections 
of human life; the anxious concern for happiness, the dread of future 
misery, the terror of death. The thirst of revenge, the appetite for food 
and other necessities.  51   

 Again, as noted above, we don’t come to our beliefs through rational reflec-
tion. Rather, their origin is some “passion,” which for Hume is a species 
of impression: “Those perceptions, which enter with most force and vio-
lence, we may name  impressions ; and under this name I comprehend all our 
sensations, passions and emotions, as they make their first appearance in 
the soul.”  52   Hume is concerned with the phenomenal appearance of these 
contents of our experiences, and so he names them “perceptions,” but by 
including sensations, passions, and emotions, it’s clear that that phenome-
nal experience has a deep physiological root. In other words, we could say, 
those elements which motivate our belief, our passions, in this case certain 
psychological states—anxious concern, dread, terror, thirst, appetite—have 
physiological origins. As Hoy notes: “This move back to the body is typical 
of both Hume’s and Nietzsche’s use of genealogy.”  53   

 Yandell claims that for Hume “a natural belief will be (a) irreducible 
to others (or basic), (b) shared by every human being, and (c) understood 
in the same way by every human being.” Such beliefs include those in “an 
external world, causal connections, and personal identity. (Belief that there 
are other minds seems also a natural, albeit absent, candidate.)”  54   However, 
Hume notes that while religious belief is to be found all around the world 
and in every age, it’s neither universal nor uniform in content. He concludes 
from this: 

 It would appear, therefore, that this preconception [belief in God] 
springs not from an original instinct or primary impression of nature, 
such as gives rise to self-love, affection between the sexes, love of prog-
eny, gratitude, resentment; since every instinct of this kind has been 
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found absolutely universal in all nations and ages, and has always a pre-
cise determinate object, which it inflexibly pursues. The first religious 
principles must be secondary; such as may easily be perverted by various 
accidents and causes, and whose operation too, in some cases may, by an 
extraordinary concurrence of circumstances, be altogether prevented.  55   

 Yandell argues, then, that: 

 The religion-relevant propensities at times compete in certain ways with 
the natural propensities [those that produce natural beliefs]. When they 
do so, they oppose, if they do not endanger human nature itself, for 
they threaten to weaken those propensities and hence make intellectual 
anarchy more of a live option than it otherwise would be.  56   

 To repeat, all our beliefs have deep psychological and physiological roots. 
Some beliefs—like those in an external world or personal identity—are nat-
ural and necessary. Other beliefs, religious beliefs included, are not natural 
and are unnecessary, and some of these, religious beliefs again included, are 
dangerous. Consequently, people like Newton, Locke, and Clarke have a 
non-rational belief in God, one that is unnecessary and dangerous, that they 
then try to justify via rational argument. 

 B.  Nietzsche on the Psychology and Physiology 
of Religious Belief and Value 

 As is well known, Nietzsche, likely more so than any other major philoso-
pher, digs into the psychological roots of philosophical, moral, and religious 
beliefs and values. In the first lines of “What is Religious” in  Beyond Good 
and Evil , he announces his intentions and recognizes what he takes to be the 
uniqueness of his approach: 

 The human soul and its limits, the range of inner human experiences 
reached so far, the heights, depths, and distances of these experiences, the 
whole history of the soul  so far  and its as yet unexhausted possibilities—
that is the predestined hunting ground for a born psychologist and lover 
of the “great hunt.” But how often he has to say to himself in despair: 
“One hunter! alas, only a single one! and look at this huge forest, this 
primeval forest!”  57   

 Nietzsche agrees with Hume that we don’t understand our philosophical 
and religious beliefs by examining the theoretical arguments we provide for 
them. Rather, we have to venture deep into the “soul,” that “primeval for-
est,” in order to find their true origins and meaning. Clearly, Nietzsche takes 
himself to be the one hunter, the “born psychologist,” and believes himself 
to be the only one who has dared to take this approach. 
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 In the second section of “What is Religious,” Nietzsche begins an exam-
ination of Christian beliefs and values by claiming that “the faith demanded, 
and not infrequently attained by original Christianity” is (or resembles) “a 
continual suicide of reason.” Putting Christianity on the proverbial couch, 
he goes on to say that: “From the start, the Christian faith is a sacrifice: a 
sacrifice of all freedom, all pride, all self-confidence of the spirit; at the same 
time, enslavement and self-mockery, self-mutilation.”  58   

 Nietzsche is of course no dualist, and in an earlier section of  Beyond Good 
and Evil , he discusses the possibility of revising the “soul-hypothesis,” so 
that “such conceptions as ‘mortal soul’, and ‘soul as subjective multiplicity’, 
and ‘soul as social structure of the drives and affects’, want henceforth to 
have citizens’ rights in science.”  59   In the second essay of the  Genealogy , he 
provides a masterful discussion of the original development of the soul in 
early humans. When we came to live together in social groups, our violent 
animal instincts could no longer be freely expressed outwardly. Rather, they 
were internalized, vented against ourselves: “All instincts that do not dis-
charge themselves outwardly  turn inward —this is what I call the  internal-
ization  of man: thus it was that man first developed what was later called 
his ‘soul’.”  60   The suppression of our animal natures turned us into suffering, 
brooding, sick creatures, but because of this, humans—and indeed the earth 
itself—become interesting for the first time. 

 All this is to say that, as the soul is inseparable from the body, so psychol-
ogy is deeply intertwined with physiology. Thus, the third section of “What 
is Religious” begins: “Wherever on earth the religious neurosis has appeared 
we find it tied to three dangerous dietary demands: solitude, fasting, and 
sexual abstinence.”  61   That is, psychologically deformed religious beliefs and 
values (such as those of Christianity) are tied to conditions of, and demands 
made upon, the body. In the  Genealogy , Nietzsche says that “Man’s ‘sinful-
ness’ is not a fact, but merely the interpretation of a fact, namely of physio-
logical depression—the latter viewed in a religio-moral perspective that is no 
longer binding on us.”  62   And throughout  The Antichrist , Nietzsche discusses 
the “sickness” of Christianity: “Nobody is free to become a Christian: one is 
not ‘converted’ to Christianity—one has to be sick enough for it,” he says.  63   

 Nietzsche then generalizes these insights into two broad psycho-physiological 
categories: health and sickness, strength and weakness, life in ascension 
and life in decline. In “Skirmishes of an Untimely Man,” in  Twilight , he 
claims, “Every individual may be scrutinized to see whether he represents 
the ascending or the descending line of life.”  64   He then goes on to discuss 
Christian morality as symptomatology: “Disgregation of the instincts! Man 
is finished when he becomes altruistic.” Self-denial and self-debasement indi-
cates that an individual is weak and sick and lacks self-worth; indeed, that 
he or she disvalues life itself: 

 ‘Nothing is worth anything, life is not worth anything’. Such a judg-
ment always remains very dangerous, it is contagious: throughout the 
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morbid soil of society it soon proliferates into a tropical vegetation 
of concepts—now as a religion (Christianity), now as a philosophy 
(Schopenhauerism).  65   

 This idea that Christianity represents life in decline is one of the central 
motifs of  The Antichrist . For example, Nietzsche compares Christianity to 
Buddhism, which “belong together as nihilistic religions—they are religions 
of decadence,” he says. But Buddhism is “a hundred times more realistic,” 
insofar as it recognizes its own decadence and prescribes methods to com-
bat it. These palliative measures are not to be found in Christianity. On the 
contrary, Christianity favors, promotes, encourages its own decadence. In 
that religion: 

 The body is despised, hygiene repudiated as sensuality; the church even 
opposes cleanliness . . . Christian too is a certain sense of cruelty against 
oneself and against others; hatred of all who think differently; the will 
to persecute. Gloomy and exciting conceptions predominate; the most 
highly desired states, designated with the highest names, are epileptoid; 
the diet is so chosen as to favor morbid phenomena and overstimulate 
the nerves.  66   

 Finally, in his more sweeping moments, Nietzsche describes both ascension 
and decline in terms of will to power. In  The Antichrist , he says: “Life itself 
is to my mind the instinct for growth, for durability, for an accumulation of 
forces, for  power : where the will to power is lacking there is decline.”  67   He 
goes on to say: “Wherever the will to power declines in any form, there is 
invariably also a physiological retrogression, decadence.”  68   

 Conclusion: The Natural and the Extra-Natural 

 As I discussed above, Hume and Nietzsche converge in their attacks on 
Western monotheistic religion, particularly Christianity. They both embrace 
naturalism, attempting to undermine any supernatural explanation of 
humanity and to place humans back amongst the animals. They both appeal 
to history, employing the genealogical method, to show the true origins and 
development of religion and religious moral phenomena. Last, as part of 
that genealogy, they both seek to unearth the psycho-physiological roots of 
religious (and religious moral) belief and values. In all these ways, Nietzsche 
is Hume’s philosophical heir. 

 All that being said, Hume might well be one of the atheists standing 
around in the marketplace who mocks the madman in his search for God, as 
Nietzsche describes it in  The Gay Science  125. The madman says he’s seek-
ing God, and “he provoked much laughter” in “those who did not believe in 
God.” They respond: “Has he got lost? asked one. Did he lose his way like 
a child? asked another. Or is he hiding? Is he afraid of us? Has he gone on 
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a voyage? emigrated?—Thus they yelled and laughed.” That is, according to 
Nietzsche, the early modern scientists and Enlightenment philosophers who 
followed them, with their completely naturalistic picture of the world and 
humanity, happily undermined the concept of the transcendent (whether 
God or Platonic forms), without understanding or anticipating the conse-
quences of that action: they didn’t foresee that all our previous values built 
or dependent upon that transcendent would likewise be undermined. Fur-
ther, they didn’t grasp that our previous beliefs and values were so degener-
ate and sick that they devalued and slandered everything natural, such that 
the world humanity would be left with was the previously despised, hated, 
valueless natural world of Christianity. That is, they didn’t understand or 
anticipate the nihilism that would follow from the destruction of the old 
ideals. 

 What’s more, Nietzsche claims, the very search for truth, which means 
estimating truth as the ultimate value or ideal, that drives scientists and 
philosophers, is imbued with the same onto-theology that was the heart of 
Western religion. Nietzsche says: 

 [I]t is still a  metaphysical  faith upon which our faith in science rests . . . 
even we seekers after knowledge today, we godless anti-metaphysicians 
still take our fire, too, from the flame lit by a faith that is thousands of 
years old, that Christian faith which was also the faith of Plato, that God 
is the truth, that truth is divine.  69   

 The faith in truth is one of the last vestiges of Western religion, one of the last 
shadows of God, that we have yet to expose, so Nietzsche includes himself 
in the category of those who still have that faith, even though the problem 
had dawned on him. 

 So, yes, Nietzsche is Hume’s heir in the ways mentioned above, but Hume 
did seem to have that unquestioned faith in truth that Nietzsche found so 
problematic. Further, because no one in Hume’s time could have yet caught 
sight of the nihilism caused by the death of God, Hume was content to do 
his part to reintegrate humanity back into nature, to leave man amongst the 
animals (and of course we really couldn’t have expected him to do more; 
to do as much as he did, given his era, showed great courage). At times, 
Nietzsche writes as if this is his goal as well (and at one point it might well 
have been). In GS 109, he says: “When will we complete our de-deification 
of nature? When may we begin to ‘ naturalize ’ humanity in terms of a pure, 
newly discovered, newly redeemed nature?” 

 But Nietzsche saw the great importance of the next step: once humanity 
has been divested of its supernatural illusions and re-naturalized, we have 
to understand how humans have become more than nature in the past, and 
how we might do so once again in life-affirming ways. He wants to investi-
gate and show us how great and noble human beings, those who, as he sees 
it, justify humanity, become possible again. 
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 As much as anyone, Schacht has made us aware of the “double move-
ment” of Nietzsche’s genealogy and his philosophical anthropology. He says: 

 [Nietzsche] further desires to shed light on the origins of our humanity, 
in general and also in some of its more remarkable forms, with a view 
to attaining a more comprehensive perspective upon them by means of 
which we might at once arrive at a better understanding of what he calls 
“the type Mensch,” and also discern “what might yet be made of man.”  70   

 Schacht goes on to discuss the three arguments of the three essays of the 
 Genealogy  and shows that Nietzsche’s intent in each case is not simply to 
uncover the roots of religious and moral phenomena in an effort to under-
mine them. Rather, Nietzsche’s goal, as I said, is to show how humanity 
became more than nature with an eye towards examining how that might 
happen again in healthy ways. 

 Thus, Hume and Nietzsche are kindred souls in their mistrust of, and 
attacks upon, Christianity. However, the difference of the 130 or so years 
separating them made it impossible for Hume to be as honest and blunt in 
his forays as he might have wanted to be, and Hume’s path-breaking natu-
ralism gave Nietzsche the hindsight and perspicacity required to understand 
and appreciate the revolution in values that Hume couldn’t have under-
taken, or even anticipated, but which he nevertheless helped begin. 

 Notes 

  1. My thanks to Doug Berger and David LaRocca for their very helpful comments 
on an earlier draft of this essay. 

  2. Friedrich Nietzsche,  Twilight of the Idols , “Maxims and Arrows,” trans. Walter 
Kaufmann, in  The Portable Nietzsche , ed. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Viking, 
1968), 12. 

  3. Important discussions of Nietzsche as a naturalist can be found in: Craig Beam, 
“Hume and Nietzsche: Naturalists, Ethicists, Anti-Christians,”  Hume Studies , 
Vol. 22, No. 2, November 1996; Christoph Cox,  Nietzsche: Naturalism and 
Interpretation  (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999); In Keith Ansell 
Pearson, ed.,  A Companion to Nietzsche  (West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 2006) 
see Clark and Dudrick, “The Naturalisms of Beyond Good and Evil,” Christa 
Acampora, “Naturalism and Nietzsche’s Moral Psychology,” and Christopher 
Janaway, “Naturalism and Genealogy”; Christopher Janaway,  Beyond Selflessness  
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007); Brian Leiter, “Nietzsche’s Naturalism 
Reconsidered,” in ed. Gemes and Richardson,  The Oxford Handbook of 
Nietzsche  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009); P.J.E. Kail, “Nietzsche and 
Hume: Naturalism and Explanation,”  Journal of Nietzsche Studies , No. 37, 2009; 
Richard Schacht, “Nietzsche’s Naturalism.”  Journal of Nietzsche Studies , Vol. 43, 
No. 2, 2012; Richard Schacht, “Nietzsche’s Naturalism and Normativity,” in 
 Nietzsche, Naturalism, and Normativity , ed. Janaway and Robertson (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2012). 

  4. Peter Kail, “Hume and Nietzsche.” in  The Oxford Handbook of Hume , ed. Paul 
Russell (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 755. In exposing the overlap 
of Hume and Nietzsche in this regard, philosophers such as Kail and Brian Leiter 
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have laid the groundwork for my own discussion in what follows. Kail’s essay 
includes a section on “Genealogy and Religion as a Natural Phenomenon,” so 
my discussion is particularly indebted to his piece. 

  5. The similarities were, until fairly recently, unnoticed, largely because, as Craig 
Beam notes, “Hume and Nietzsche have been appropriated by radically dif-
ferent philosophical traditions. Nietzsche has been read as a precursor of such 
Continental movements as existentialism and postmodernism, while Hume has 
been claimed as a precursor by Anglo-American analysts and logical positivists.” 
Craig Beam, “Hume and Nietzsche: Naturalists, Ethicists, Anti-Christians,” 299. 

  6. In Nietzsche’s  Nachlass , there are nineteen mentions of David Hume in sixteen 
passages, most of them hardly more than a sentence. Further, the only work 
of Hume’s that Nietzsche owned and likely read was a German translation of 
the  Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion  (see Thomas H. Brobjer,  Nietzsche’s 
Philosophical Context  (Urbana: University of Illinois Press), 206). As with some 
other important thinkers, Nietzsche likely derived his understanding of Hume 
secondhand from sources such as Friedrich Lange and Schopenhauer. Thus, it’s 
likely that there wasn’t much direct influence of Hume on Nietzsche, and the 
commonalities we discover between them are rooted in their mutual embrace of 
naturalism. 

  7. This last example comes with an asterisk, which will be explored below. 
  8. David Hume,  A Treatise of Human Nature  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2000), 4. 
  9.  Ibid ., 5. 
  10.  Ibid ., 5–6. 
  11. See Clark’s  Nietzsche on Truth and Philosophy  (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1990). See Leiter’s “Nietzsche’s Naturalism Reconsidered.” In his “Hume 
and Nietzsche,” Kail hints in this direction, though he doesn’t go into a detailed 
discussion of it. 

  12. Janaway, “Naturalism and Genealogy,” 350. 
  13. Thus attributing to Hume Philo’s position in Dialogue XII. 
  14. This is also true of Yandell, although he is antagonistic towards Hume’s position, 

while Russell is sympathetic towards Hume. See Yandell’s  Hume’s “Inexplicable 
Mystery”: His Views on Religion  (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1990). 
Gaskin also sees Hume as fundamentally irreligious, although he attributes to 
him an acceptance of a minimal form of the design argument. See Gaskin’s 
 Hume’s Philosophy of Religion  (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 1978). Early 
on, Penelhum takes the same position, but he later (wisely, in my view) concludes 
that Hume didn’t accept the design argument. See his  Themes in Hume: The Self, 
the Will, Religion  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), especially chapters 9 
and 10. 

  15. Russell notes that it’s important to separate the Newtonian experimental method, 
which Hume embraces, from the substance of Newton’s positions, which sup-
ported Newton’s theism and which Hume rejected. 

  16. There’s much debate in the literature concerning Spinoza’s religious commit-
ments. Suffice it to say that his monism and necessitarianism are completely at 
odds with Western monotheism, such that he was labeled an atheist by many of 
his own contemporaries, and a century later, by Hume’s as well. 

  17. See Russell’s  The Riddle of Hume’s Treatise  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2010), Chapter 2: “ ‘Atheism’ and Hume’s Early Critics,” in which he discusses 
the charges of atheism that Hume faced after the release of the  Treatise  from 
Reid, Beattie, and the anonymous author of  A Specimen of the Principles con-
cerning Religion and Morality Etc.  (amongst others). Hume responded to the 
charges leveled in the  Specimen  with his  A Letter from a Gentlemen to His 
Friend at Edinburgh . 
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  18. In a fascinating passage in  The Riddle of Hume’s Treatise , Russell argues that 
Hume’s skepticism regarding the existence of external objects amounts to an 
argument that God doesn’t exist. To see this, recall Descartes’s claim that God 
can’t be a deceiver because of his infinitely perfect nature. Hume argues that 
we’re necessarily deceived about the existence of external bodies. That is, we’re 
naturally led to believe they exist, when there’s no justification at all for that 
belief. Russell says: “This argument, suitably supplied with premises that were 
widely accepted by Hume’s theologically orthodox contemporaries [i.e., the 
Cartesian notion that God can’t be a deceiver], leads directly to the conclusion 
that God is a deceiver or—if God cannot be a deceiver—that God does not 
exist.” (Russell,  Riddle of Hume’s Treatise , 286) 

  19. Friedrich Nietzsche,  Ecce Homo , trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Random 
House, 1967), “Why I Am So Clever,” 1. However, one can doubt the historical 
accuracy, if not the sincerity, of this since God, et al. are a regular presence in 
his work—often as the subject of critique and ridicule. Is Nietzsche here being 
disingenuous or just polemical? 

  20. Friedrich Nietzsche,  Human, All Too Human , “Of First and Last Things,” trans. 
R.J. Hollingdale (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 28. 

  21. Friedrich Nietzsche,  Beyond Good and Evil , trans. Walter Kaufmann (New 
York: Random House, 1966), 57. Also: “That we find no God—either in history 
or in nature or behind nature—is not what differentiates  us , but that we experi-
ence what has been revered as God, not as “godlike” but as miserable, as absurd, 
as harmful, not merely as an error but as a  crime against life .” Nietzsche,  The 
Antichrist , trans. Walter Kaufmann, in  The Portable Nietzsche , 47. 

  22. David Couzens Hoy notes that “more notable British philosophers are also gene-
alogists,” and that “Nietzschean genealogy is like British genealogy in being a 
form of what Hume called ‘experimental reasoning’, formulating hypotheses 
about what causes could have led to given effects,” though he quickly notes 
the prominent differences between the two. I discuss some of these differences, 
and the differences between genealogy and history more broadly, below. (David 
Couzens Hoy, “Nietzsche, Hume, and the Genealogical Method,” in  Nietzsche, 
Genealogy, Morality: Essays on Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy of Morals , ed. 
Richard Schacht (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), 251–252.) 

  23. David Hume,  Natural History of Religion , ed. J.C.A. Gaskin (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2009), 140. 

  24.  Ibid ., 155. Note the similarity with Nietzsche’s argument in the  On the Genealogy 
of Morals , trans. Walter Kaufmann and R.J. Hollingdale (New York: Random 
House, 1969) II, 19 and 20. 

  25. Hume,  Natural History , 175. 
  26. See, for example, the section “Of the Reason of Animals” in  An Enquiry Concerning 

Human Understanding  (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1993). 
  27. Beam notes that “Hume’s position requires recourse to some sort of Nietzschean 

hypothesis, which can explain how (and why) natural or noble values came 
to be inverted.” He goes on to suggest that “Hume could have developed a 
Nietzschean theory of value-inversion, if he had made use of his ideas about mal-
ice and envy to explain the origins of the Christian doctrine that he, along with 
Nietzsche, regarded as slavish and anti-natural.” Beam, “Hume and Nietzsche,” 
311, 312. 

  28. Schacht’s  Nietzsche, Genealogy, Morality  Part II, “Genealogy and Philosophy,” 
provides a good primer on many of these issues. 

  29. TI, “Morality as Anti-Nature,” 5. 
  30. A, 9. 
  31. As Peter Kail notes: “Hume thinks asceticism is a natural concomitant of mono-

theism and is one reason why he prefers polytheism. The representations of 
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ancient gods provide models for heroes to emulate . . . and are more conducive 
to toleration . . . Nietzsche and Hume here are on the same page.” Kail, “Hume 
and Nietzsche,” 763. 

  32. Hume,  Natural History , 163–64. 
  33.  Ibid ., 164. 
  34. GM, II, 23. 
  35. GM, I, “ ‘Good and Evil’, ‘Good and Bad’.” 
  36.  Ibid ., 16. 
  37. A, 33. 
  38.  Ibid ., 40. 
  39.  Ibid ., 41. 
  40.  Ibid ., 43. 
  41. See footnote #18 above. These accounts are similar, though not at all identical. 
  42. Hoy, “Nietzsche, Hume, and the Genealogical Method,” 252–53. Peter Kail has 

a helpful discussion of the distinction between genealogies that vindicate and 
genealogies that destabilize or undermine what they account for. “Hume and 
Nietzsche,” 761–64. 

  43. “Nietzsche does not imitate Hume’s detached, observational tone or the British 
pretension to neutral, value-free description.” (Hoy, “Nietzsche, Hume, and the 
Genealogical Method,” 252) 

  44. Janaway, “Naturalism and Genealogy,” 345. 
  45.  Ibid ., 347. 
  46. Penelhum says: “When Hume wrote the  Dialogues , he would have been con-

fronted with a near universal consensus that some belief in God was intellectu-
ally indispensable, and that atheism could not be seriously entertained.” Thus, 
Hume is “a twentieth-century person before his time in religious matters—faced, 
however, by an audience which he could see to be unable to draw the ultimate 
consequences of Philo’s arguments.” Consequently, Penelhum concludes, “Hume 
makes Philo inconsistently espouse the domesticated theism that he judged to 
be the limit the process of secularization could reach in his contemporaries. The 
purpose of all the ironies and Sceptical poses would then not be to disguise this 
inconsistency from those who could perceive it, but emphasize and explain it.” 
(Penelhum,  Themes in Hume , 220–21). 

  47. “Thus, in whatever light we take this subject, the merit, ascribed to the social 
virtues, appears still uniform, and arises chiefly from that regard, which the 
natural sentiment of benevolence engages us to pay to the interests of mankind 
and society. If we consider the principles of the human make, such as they appear 
to daily experience and observation, we must,  a priori , conclude it impossible 
for such a creature as man to be totally indifferent to the well or ill-being of his 
fellow-creatures, and not readily, of himself, to pronounce, where nothing gives 
him any particular byass, that what promotes their happiness is good, what 
tends to their misery is evil, without any farther regard or consideration.” David 
Hume,  An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals  (Indianapolis: Hacket 
Publishing, 1983), 49. 

  48.  Ibid ., 68. My thanks to Doug Berger for bringing this crucial difference between 
Hume and Nietzsche to my attention. 

  49. Though not one that is unchangeable, as Kail notes. “Hume and Nietzsche,” 766. 
  50. Schacht, “Nietzsche and Philosophical Anthropology,” in  A Companion to 

Nietzsche , ed. Ansell-Pearson, 115. 
  51. Hume,  Natural History , 140. 
  52. Hume,  A Treatise of Human Nature , 1. Hume there describes the difference 

between impressions and ideas as “the difference betwixt feeling and thinking.” 
  53. Hoy, “Nietzsche, Hume, and the Genealogical Method,” 266. Hoy’s example in 

this passage differs a bit from what I’m talking about. He says: “Characteristically 
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[Hume] . . . tries to explain away a misanthrope like Plutarch’s Timon by asserting 
that Timon did not really lack the feeling of humanity, but was simply suffering 
from a bad spleen.” However, this example is given in the context of the discus-
sion of the health or sickness of the body in relation to one’s interpretations. 

  54. Yandell,  Hume’s “Inexplicable Mystery” , 76 and 79. 
  55. Hume,  Natural History , 134. 
  56. Yandell,  Hume’s “Inexplicable Mystery” , 82. 
  57. Nietzsche,  Beyond Good and Evil , “What Is Religious,” 45. 
  58.  Ibid ., 46. 
  59. BGE, “On the Prejudices of Philosophers,” 12. 
  60. GM, II, 16. 
  61. BGE, “What is Religious,” 47. 
  62. GM, III, 16. 
  63. A, 51. Also: “Sickness is of the essence of Christianity.” ( Ibid ., 52) 
  64. TI, “Skirmishes of an Untimely Man,” 33. Conway says that “Nietzsche . . . moves 

beyond good and evil by translating his critical philosophy into the vocabulary 
and categories of symptomatology: ‘healthy’ versus ‘sick’ replaces ‘good’ versus 
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 Of all the philosophic names associated with Nietzsche, the name of Kant 
is perhaps the most complicated. Part of this, inevitably enough, has to do 
with the complexities of Kant’s thought, the architectural dynamics of which 
makes invoking Kant a challenge for any thinker, including Martin Heide-
gger who dedicated two volumes to Kant, arguably framing his  Being and 
Time  thereby and matching his engagement with Nietzsche.  1   In addition, to 
name other philosophers who typically connect Nietzsche and Kant, there is 
Theodor Adorno, as well as Jean-François Lyotard, Gilles Deleuze, but also 
Jean-Luc Nancy and so on. Even without a thematic focus on Kant, there is 
also traditionally the question of Nietzsche and the problem of truth as Jean 
Granier expresses this in his book-length study, in the wake of Abel Rey’s 
own earlier investigations articulated with respect to the natural sciences/
physics; as well as the chemist Alwin Mittasch’s several studies of Nietzsche; 
and, very broadly, Hans Vaihinger on ‘fictionalism’ both in Kant and in 
Nietzsche (in addition to ‘will’ and interpretation as these latter emphases 
find expression in many later German readings, such as that of Friedrich 
Kaulbach, Günter Abel, Volker Gerhardt and others).  2   

 Reading Nietzsche in connection with Kant requires that one pay atten-
tion to the “critical philosophy” as Kant spoke of his own critique as a 
whole. But which Kant? And perhaps above all, which Critique? Intriguing, 
but this can obscure attention to the range of Kant’s philosophic influence 
on Nietzsche’s thought; the early Nietzsche takes his own point of departure 
in his very first book from Kant’s  Critique of Judgment , i.e., as the German 
title  Urteilskraft  makes explicit: the critique of the ‘power’ of judgment as 
Nietzsche invokes the ‘science of aesthetics’ in the very first line of  The Birth 
of Tragedy .  3   

 To this one must add, noting that there is a considerable literature on 
Nietzsche and the Kantian thing in itself, the significance of different 
philosophical approaches to reading Nietzsche and Kant, ranging from 
 analytic  readings  4   to what are now named  historical  readings,  5   all by con-
trast with the  continental  readings already invoked above.  6   In any case, 
Nietzsche is concerned in his first book with nothing less than the focus of 
Kant’s critical philosophy as such, even indeed at the transcendental level;  7   

 Nietzsche’s Critique 

 Reading Kant’s Critical Philosophy 

 Babette Babich 
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170 Babette Babich

i.e., he’s concerned with the possibility of knowledge as such, including, 
most saliently, as he tells us: the question of science as such, an sich. 

 That Nietzsche also takes this reference to science in terms of the theory 
of knowledge is clear, but it is also elusive at the same time, given the subject 
matter—the “birth of tragedy,” inasmuch as Nietzsche poses this question 
as a philologist at the very time that today’s theoretical approach to Grae-
cist philology but also the very standardization of the texts of Aeschylus 
and Sophocles, the constitution of the standard listing of the fragments of 
the pre-socratic philosophers was crystallized as we know the disciplinary 
source materials of Classics today  8   and not as a theater or literary critic, as 
some have been inclined to read him in terms of the tradition of mimesis 
and Aristotelian poetics, but the very theoretical approach to the problem 
of antiquity. For Nietzsche, our scientific challenge as scholars is to pose the 
question of a particular art form, literally a musical form, as he regarded it, 
which has fallen silent (the “birth” of tragedy is notoriously concerned with 
the “death” of tragedy) and of which we have only the barest remnants: 
fragments of texts, traditions referred to in other texts, but lacking in every 
case any complete or extant exemplar. 

 We lack any instantiation of a tragic work of art, so Nietzsche argues, 
because we lack the culture and its cult, that is to say the religious context, 
including the temporal framework, the geographic as well as political con-
text of the work:  9   the where and how of the art work as a working event, 
which is to say, tragedy as such. As Nicole Loraux has carefully analyzed, 
with regard to the theater of Dionysus, Nietzsche, at the end of his  The Birth 
of Tragedy , underscores the importance of adverting to its setting, in its later 
context, literally, physically  a-polis , outside the city,  10   describing both the 
locative space and the time of the tragic work of art as the condition for 
staging ancient Greek music drama. To grasp this constellation of elements, 
including the question of voice, as Loraux puts it, or else of the “spirit” of 
music as Nietzsche writes of this,  11   is the substance of scientific, aesthetic 
investigation. And investigations or “experiments,” as Nietzsche also wrote 
of scholarly inquiry, are inherently hermeneutic,  12   which is to say that such 
investigations are inherently critical ones in Kant’s foundational sense and 
cannot simply be read out of extant handbooks. (Today this would be the 
Wiki-effect or the Google method, to be noted in the section below.) 

  The Birth of Tragedy  invokes the nostrum of optimism in the guise of the 
expectations of and hopes for logic, and Nietzsche ties this insight into what 
turn out to be Kant’s own limits of sensibility, namely the phenomenal realm. 
Here we note Nietzsche’s invocation of Kantian architectonic in the context 
of a discussion of Kant’s own problem, the problem of what reason, of itself, 
can know with any certainty. Nietzsche invokes no less explicit a reference 
than what Kant himself called his Copernican inversion of science, as the 
“circle of science.” (Later Nietzsche will be yet more nominally explicit, 
including a reference to Copernicus and nihilism in GM III:25.) Further, he 
uses the language of “boundary points on the periphery” and the survey of 
the same in the contrast of the limited and the limitless, which is emphasized 
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Nietzsche’s Critique 171

in Kant’s  Prolegomena  in order to answer David Hume’s skepticism pre-
cisely by limiting the claims of science to the “bounds of sense,” that is to 
say, and in other words, by restricting such claims to the phenomenal by 
contrast with the noumenal qua unknowable, not just for the nonce (this is 
Kant’s great genius even beyond Nietzsche’s critique) but  an sich . Nietzsche’s 
point here is that just this resolution, deployed via the insuperability of the 
antinomies and when carried to its furthest consequences, only carries one 
further into the irresoluble. As Nietzsche writes in his first book: 

 Great men, universally gifted, have contrived, with an incredible amount 
of thought, to make use of the paraphernalia of science itself, to point 
out the limits and the relativity of knowledge generally, and thus to deny 
decisively the claim of science to universal validity and universal aims. 
And their demonstration diagnosed for the first time the illusory notion 
which pretends to be able to fathom the innermost essence of things 
with the aid of causality. 

 (BT §18) 

 The  locus classicus  of Nietzsche’s invocation of Kant here, together with 
Schopenhauer, himself, like Nietzsche, no less a Kantian, circumscribes 
Nietzsche within the ambit of Kant’s thought. Here, too, is the first hint in 
Nietzsche’s published writing of his engagement with nihilism as a conse-
quence of just this Kantian  tour de force , the same engagement that recurs 
in Nietzsche’s discussion of Heinrich von Kleist in terms of the problems 
that then follow for the prospect of the future (what may I hope?) in the 
 Untimely Meditations , a concern with nihilism that continues throughout 
his philosophy.

In  The Birth of Tragedy , Nietzsche highlights the names of his two great 
forbears, “ Kant  and  Schopenhauer ,” (BT §18, Nietzsche’s emphasis) to out-
line the inherently nihilistic consequences of their victory for nothing less 
than a theory of knowledge founded on the notion of the synthetic  a priori  
as such. The fatal charm for Nietzsche is “concealed in the essence of logic” 
(BT §18). As Nietzsche had already observed two sections earlier: “science, 
spurred by its powerful illusion, speeds irresistibly toward its limits where 
its optimism, concealed in the essence of logic, suffers shipwreck.” (BT §15) 

Nietzsche thus invokes the “bounds” or peripheral limitations of “the 
land of truth,” as Kant speaks of this land surrounded by “a wide and stormy 
ocean, the native home of illusion . . . deluding the adventurous seafarer ever 
anew with empty hopes, and engaging him in enterprises which he can never 
abandon and yet is unable to carry to completion” (CPR, B295 A236). The 
Kantian image of limit, temptation and deception—“many a fog bank and 
many a swiftly melting iceberg” (ibid.) includes the prospect of departing 
upon a “wide and stormy ocean,” whereby venturing “on this sea” and tak-
ing leave of the “land of truth,” one may embark upon the “territory of pure 
understanding, including its inalterable limits” [unveränderlichen Grenzen], 
limits Kant says sealed by nature itself.13
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172 Babette Babich

 Although Nietzsche invokes Socrates,  pars pro toto , as a name to desig-
nate the philosophic enterprise as such, the faith that underlies the project of 
Kant’s Critique is “the faith in the explicability of nature and in knowledge 
as a panacea.” (BT §17) Again, with reference to Kant, Nietzsche employs 
the same epithets repeated three sections later to invoke these same “noble 
and gifted men,” who in this earlier section are capable of compassing “e’re 
half their time” (BT §15) what others might not see and who, were that 
description insufficiently distinctive, are concerned with nothing other than 
the bounds of knowledge. (Nietzsche thus invokes Kant’s own coordination 
in his  Prolegomena  (§58) of both the limits of boundary conditions of sensi-
bility and limitless and indeed infinite extension within the same bounds).  14   

 Nietzsche’s critique of critique qua technique, deployed to engage and thus 
to use the constraints of reason, i.e., its own limits, reflecting these same limits 
against themselves and hence as a source of knowledge, can now be seen as 
a critique of nothing other than knowability as such, or, in Kant’s terminol-
ogy, as a critical critique of pure reason. Here Nietzsche’s reference is worth 
quoting once again, now adding the context of the second complete sentence: 

 For the periphery of the circle of science has an infinite number of points; 
and while there is no telling how this circle could ever be surveyed com-
pletely, noble and gifted men nevertheless reach, e’re half their time and 
inevitably, such boundary points on the periphery from which one gazes 
into what defies illumination. When they see to their horror how logic 
coils up at these boundaries and finally bites its own tail—suddenly the 
new form of insight breaks through, tragic insight which, merely, to be 
endured requires art as a protection and remedy. 

 (BT §15) 

 Nietzsche’s reference to Kant, although explicit, is allusive, and his refer-
ences to Kant become even more plain in his later work. But that said, one 
ought not claim consensus among Nietzsche (much less among Kant) schol-
ars on the topic of Nietzsche’s engagement with Kant. 

 Nor is the absence of consensus surprising, as most Nietzsche scholars 
manage to read only some of Nietzsche, discarding or overlooking the rest 
of the body of his work as a whole, beginning to be sure and rather conspic-
uously (although that may be beginning to change) by dismissing his earliest 
writings, starting with not merely the  Birth of Tragedy , but Nietzsche’s writ-
ing on quantitational rhythm (the ‘spirit’ of music), as well as lyric poetry and 
indeed what Nietzsche would call the ‘pre-Platonic’ (in explicit contrast with 
what has become the now-dominant conventionality of  pre-Socratic ) phi-
losophers, a conceptual ordering of the foundations of philosophy which is 
difficult for us to see as we now read these Pre-Socratic philosophers through 
the lens of, in English, Kirk and Raven (and now, Schofield), and by way of 
the German coordination of the textual founding tradition of antiquity in 
the work of Nietzsche’s contemporary Diels and his student Wilhem Kranz.  15   
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Nietzsche’s Critique 173

 I. Nietzsche on Knowledge and the “Royal Road” of Science 

 It is essential to emphasize the breadth of the term science or  Wissenschaft , 
as Nietzsche uses the term in the context of his 19th century, as indeed does 
everyone else in that era, starting of course with Kant, and even into the 20th 
century, famously including Max Weber, the author of  Science as Vocation .  16   
Science, here obviously as the reference to Weber makes plain, would also 
include the science of “politics,” and includes a range of academic disciplines 
from logic and mathematics to both the natural and the human or social 
sciences as well as aesthetics and the theoretical study of art, as well as (or 
as Goethe’s Faust famously says, “even”) theology.  17   In just this broad sense, 
Nietzsche’s critical “problem” is the “question of science.” 

 Karl Jaspers articulates Nietzsche’s “problem of science” via scientific meth-
odology (Jaspers 1997, 172ff), in explicitly Kantian (or at least neo-Kantian) 
terms,  18   as a key element in philology given the rigorously research orienta-
tion of Friedrich Ritschl who was, along with Otto Janz, Nietzsche’s teacher 
at both Leipzig and then in Bonn. On Jaspers’s report, in addition to the cadre 
of philologists surrounding him, Ritschl’s seminar was visited by 

 non-philologists, including even numerous medical men, [who] participated 
in it with a view to learning ‘method’ . . . the art of distinguishing the real 
from the unreal, the factual from the fictitious, demonstrable knowledge 
from mere opinions, and objective certainty from subjective preference. 

 (Jaspers 1997, 30) 

 Regarding the “scientific limit concept,” Heinrich Rickert (1896) had distin-
guished between the different traditions of science, and in good Diltheyan 
fashion had emphasized science’s common reference to reality [ Wirklich-
keitswissenschaft ]. In advance of Rickert, Nietzsche had emphasized the 
formal and methodic component of science in terms of its extraordinary 
efficacy while reflecting that and after all the success of science could well 
be “otherwise” (GS §46); and in his own discussion of Nietzsche and Kant, 
Hans Vaihinger emphasizes that Nietzsche remains steadfast in his acknowl-
edgement of science and contingency.  19   

 In his “On the Benefits and Disadvantages of History for Life,” Nietzsche 
affirms the significance of  method  for  science as science , by which he means 
both history and philology but no less the physical sciences as well (UM 2, 
KSA 1, 295), going on to argue in  Human, All-too-Human  that “the scientific 
spirit is founded upon the insight into method” (HH 1, §635; cf. §278).  20   
In this same methodic context, Nietzsche also articulates his own reserves 
contra method, almost as the anarchic philosopher of science Paul Feyera-
bend (1975) claimed the methodology of being “against method”; and both 
Nietzsche and Feyerabend were suspicious of method and just for the sake 
of science as such. Like Nietzsche, then, Feyerabend calls for greater histor-
ical sensitivity, a hermeneutic attention to context which would increase the 
rigor of scientific historiography.  21   For Nietzsche, it is “[not] the triumph of 
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174 Babette Babich

science that distinguishes our 19th century but rather the triumph of scien-
tific method over science” (KSA 13, 15 [51], 442). 

 Nietzsche’s use of the language of the “high” or “royal road of science” 
echoes Kant’s terminology. The point of speaking of the  high  or  royal road  is 
its very security, from attack from the same ‘marauders’ Kant also names as 
a tribe of skeptics. And the proof of such security or certainty is in the pud-
ding, as Kant writes in the first line of the second preface to the first Critique: 

 Whether the treatment of such knowledge as lies within the province of 
reason does or does not follow the secure path of a science, is easily to 
be determined from the outcome. 

 (Kant CPR, Bxiii) 

 Kant’s reference here presupposes a full course of reflection prior to the 
second edition, including the reflections of the  Prolegomena to any Future 
Metaphysics That May be Able to Come Forth as a Science .  22   As Kant writes 
in the Critique: “In the earliest times to which the history of human rea-
son extends, mathematics, among that wonderful people, the Greeks, had 
already entered upon the sure path of science” (CPR, Bxii). 

 In addition to the challenges of attributing originality (or dependency) to 
this or that nation, as Nietzsche echoes in his  Philosophy in the Tragic Age 
of the Greeks , Kant’s discussion here may also shed light on Nietzsche’s 
mariner metaphors: 

 But it must not be supposed that it was as easy for mathematics as it 
was for logic—in which reason has to deal with itself alone—to light 
upon, or rather to construct for itself, that royal road. On the contrary, 
I believe that it long remained, especially among the Egyptians, in the 
groping stage  .  .  . The history of this intellectual revolution—far more 
important than the discovery of the passage round the celebrated Cape of 
Good Hope—and of its fortunate author, has not been preserved. But the 
fact that Diogenes Laertius, in handing down an account of these matters, 
names the reputed author of even the least important among the geomet-
rical demonstrations, even of those which, for ordinary consciousness, 
stand in need of no such proof, does at least show that the memory of the 
revolution, brought about by the first glimpse of this new path, must have 
seemed to mathematicians of such outstanding importance as to cause it 
to survive the tide of oblivion. A light came on for the first person who 
gave a demonstration of the isosceles triangle (be it Thales or some other). 

 (Kant CPR, Bxii)  23   

 Nietzsche’s reflections in his  The Birth of Tragedy  reprise the metaphor com-
bining roads, revolutionary insights and limits, but also as already noted, he 
uses the mariners’ allusion to sea journeys of discovery along with the perils 
of shipwreck, the very same peril Kant had hoped to avoid by attaining 
the security of the high road or “sure path.” Nevertheless, and for all the 
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Nietzsche’s Critique 175

emphasis on sure foundations, as Nietzsche writes in  Daybreak , Kant’s criti-
cal undertaking has not succeeded in putting “modern philosophers onto any 
firmer or less treacherous ground.”(D iii)  24   The problem, as Nietzsche sees 
it, lies in the reflexive ‘peculiarity’ of the Kant’s instrumental use of reason: 

 That [reason] should critique its own usefulness and suitability? That 
the intellect itself should “know” its own value, its own capacity, its own 
limitations? 

 (D iii) 

 For Nietzsche, behind every philosophy is a personal confession, and behind 
Kant’s critique there is less a drive for “certainty” or “truth” than (as Kant 
also affirmed) an effort “to level and make firm the ground for these majestic 
moral structures ( Critique of Pure Reason  II, p. 257)” (D iii) Again, Nietzsche 
contends in “We Scholars” in  Beyond Good and Evil  that Kant’s epistemolog-
ical project is morally, indeed theologically, inspired. (Cf. BGE 210) Nietzsche 
goes on to argue that one must look beyond the sheer scope of what is 
achieved by “philosophical laborers after the mode of Kant and Hegel” 
(BGE 211), here counting off what is less specific to Hegel’s own range than 
to Kant “in the realm of logic or political (moral) thought or art” (ibid.). 

 Beginning with the first section of  The Birth of Tragedy  and in the sec-
ond of his  Untimely Meditations , Nietzsche underscores the dangers of the 
Kantian distinction between the apparent and the real, the phenomenal and 
noumenal world. It is thus as “philosophers” of what Nietzsche will later call 
the “dangerous perhaps” (note here the emphatic contrast with the language 
of Vaihinger’s more neutral “as if”) that Nietzsche argues that Kant and 
other critical thinkers  sense

 that under the reality in which we live and exist, there lies hidden a 
second and completely different reality, and that this surface reality is 
therefore an appearance. 

 (BT §1) 

 The abyss yawns in the effort to know that ‘second’ and ‘completely dif-
ferent reality,’ which is an impossibility on Kant’s critical terms, the same 
critical terms corresponding to the Humean connexion between cause and 
effect, which is here to say the gulf between the empirical contingent and the 
logically necessary. In his first book, anticipating the third of his  Untimely 
Meditations , “Schopenhauer as Educator,” Nietzsche describes the nihilism 
that follows from the sliding of the noumenal realm beneath the world of 
appearances as attesting to 

 the gigantic horror which overcomes the human being who has lost 
his footing amidst the cognitive forms of the phenomenal world as the 
principle of reason in any of its forms threatens to collapse. 

 (BT §1) 
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176 Babette Babich

 For Nietzsche, the rectifying justification [ Rechtfertigung ] of art lies in its 
power to harmonize this dangerously dissonant recognition, providing 
an ultimately “metaphysical comfort” (BT §8) Thus, Nietzsche character-
izes that comfort in terms of both critical as well as romantic idealism.  25   
Thus, the genesis of the tragic work of art is revealed as a  necessary  
response to the sight into the chaotic heart of Being, in Nietzsche’s words, 
as the ancient Greek’s insight into “what is,” i.e., “into the terrible anni-
hilation of supposed world history together with the cruelty of nature” 
(BT §7). 

 The yawning nothing, as it were, at the bottom of things as sheer appear-
ance is one ‘objective’ meaning of nihilism, while the other meaning may 
correspond more subjectively to the nauseating effects of the insight into 
this abyss, leading either to the tragic lethargy of absurdity or else the deadly 
consequences of what Nietzsche names the “Buddhistic” abnegation of the 
will. This association adds a bit of light to Nietzsche’s 19th-century char-
acterization of Kant as the “great Chinaman of Königsberg” (BGE §210).  26   
For Nietzsche, who also intended this as a reference to what he termed 
the “mandarin” character of this same tradition,  27   writing that Kant was 
“merely a great critic,” elaborates his program for “the philosophers of 
the future,” clarified as “critics in body and soul,” by which he means to 
refer to the daring of their “experiments” with knowledge but not less with 
themselves. Thus, the point here is less about the literality of abusing Kant 
with a certain name than it is about taking critique further than Kant, as 
Nietzsche sought to take it, which meant, of course, that Nietzsche had 
no trouble conceding the spirit of the criticism of those who “decree, as 
is popular nowadays: ‘Philosophy itself is criticism and critical science.’ ” 
(BGE §210) 

 The critical point contra the superficial critique of critique is method-
ologically precise and goes back to one of Nietzsche’s earliest reflections on 
philology and its relation to philosophy, no less to his very critical reflection 
on knowledge and its instrumentality, a device often rendered in classically 
Goethean fashion as an  Optik :  28   “critics are instruments of the philosopher 
and for that very reason, being instruments, a long way from being philoso-
phers themselves” (BGE §210). 

 Nietzsche describes his own reading of the musical “birth” of tragedy out 
of “the real truth of nature” in related terms as an expression of nothing less 
than the same  nihilistic  consequences of the tension between art (the science 
of aesthetics with which he begins) and Kantian epistemology, which itself 
includes an aesthetic component. For Nietzsche, 

 the real truth of nature and the lie of culture that poses as if [ als ob ] it 
were the only reality is similar to that between the eternal core of things, 
the thing-in-itself and the whole world of phenomena [ Erscheinung-
swelt ]. 

 (BT §8) 
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Nietzsche’s Critique 177

 After Kant, but also after Schopenhauer, how are we to bear the nihilistic 
insight of tragic knowledge? This is the heart of the “problem of science” in 
Nietzsche’s first book. The insight is specifically epistemological. Nietzsche 
writes in notes from 1870 that it is the insight that “perfect knowledge is 
 impossible ” (KSA 7, 3 [10], 62). At the same time, Nietzsche’s practical 
point in this conjunction refuses to forget that, however one ambitions to 
take the “leap” of faith, the vault itself is inevitably fatal just because the 
issue is inherently a matter of life  and  death, with the consequence that 
for Nietzsche the religious remedy as a leap, like its antecedent in Pascal’s 
wager, remains as fundamentally nihilistic as the problem it is meant to 
solve—i.e., and in Nietzsche’s sense, it is dedicated to the “beyond” that lies 
on the other side of life: “The purpose of science is to annihilate the world” 
(KSA 7, 3 [11], 62). 

 Nietzsche argues that philosophical nihilism is the rigorously epistemo-
logical legacy of Kant’s  Critique of Pure Reason . As Nietzsche expresses 
this point in Schopenhauerian terms in his  Nachlass : “Pessimism is the con-
sequence of the knowledge of the absolute illogicality of the world order” 
(KSA 7, 3 [51], 74). Thus, the “danger” of philosophical nihilism is the inev-
itable companion of “every thinker whose starting point is Kantian philos-
ophy, provided,” as Nietzsche writes, “that in his sufferings and his desires 
he is a strong and complete human being, not merely a clattering machine 
that cogitates and calculates.” (SE §3) Nietzsche cites the poet Heinrich von 
Kleist’s own meditation on the philosophical problem of nihilism: 

 ‘We cannot decide whether what we call truth is really truth, or whether 
it only appears to be such. If the latter is the case, then the truth we 
collect here is  nothing  upon our death, and all our efforts to procure a 
possession that will follow us to the grave are in vain.’ 

 (Kleist in Nietzsche, SE §3) 

 Quite apart from the separate question of understanding “the problem of 
science itself [ das Problem der Wissenschaft selbst ] . . . —science conceived 
for the first time as problematic, as question-worthy [ fragwürdig ]” (BT §ii), 
Nietzsche’s self-avowed project of putting science itself in question cannot 
but set the critically scientific thinker in a no-man’s domain without an 
orienting horizon. Nietzsche’s critical audacity here as he sees it himself is 
that he undertakes, for the first time, to put  logic as such , i.e.,  the very idea 
of science  in question, and this initial project, if we then add the paradoxes 
of arithmetic and geometry (and today we can even add relativistic and 
quantum physics, as well as the problems of self-reference in logic and set 
theory) leads to further foundational questions. The Nietzsche who writes 
in the third essay of  On the Genealogy of Morals  (and here the allusions 
to Kant could not be clearer) that “[s]ince Copernicus, man seems to have 
got himself on an inclined plane—now he is slipping faster and faster away 
from the center into—what? Into nothingness? Into a ‘penetrating sense of 
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178 Babette Babich

his nothingness’ ” (GM III: 25). As Nietzsche here continues to argue, it is 
by means of the same Kantian philosophy against which the critics of the 
danger of nihilism had risen that 

 since Kant, transcendentalists of every stripe have once more won the 
day . . . Kant showed them a secret path by which they may, on their own 
initiative and with all scientific respectability follow their heart’s desire. 

 (GM III: 25)  29   

 To make the point still more plainly, Nietzsche concludes by summarizing 
the logic of Kant’s ‘secret’: ‘ “There is no knowledge: consequently—there 
is a God”: what a new  elegantia syllogismi ! What a triumph for the ascetic 
ideal!—’ (Ibid.) 

 II.  Critique. Promises, Law and Debt: Nobility 
and the Sovereign Individual 

 Several scholars have importantly drawn attention to Nietzsche and Kant 
on morality.  30   Other scholars point to Kant’s  Perpetual Peace ,  31   still others, 
most notably Michel Foucault, refer to parallels with Nietzsche and Kant’s 
late essay on anthropology.  32   

 In particular, Hans Vaihinger argues that Nietzsche draws upon the Kant 
of the second Critique,  33   just as Rose Pfeffer contends that Vaihinger does in 
seeking to make her case for the relevance of the third Critique.  34   But contra 
Pfeffer, Vaihinger’s reading of Nietzsche’s references are hardly limited to the 
second Critique, even allowing that the emphasis of his philosophy of “as 
if” (“fictionalism”) is that Nietzsche draws the ultimate practical or applied 
consequences of Kant’s critical turn. For Vaihinger: 

 Nietzsche expressly invokes Kant: “when Kant says ‘reason does not 
derive its laws from nature but prescribes them to nature,’ this is, in 
regard to the concept of nature, completely true.” This sentence of Kant, 
as we can infer from other occasional references to it, had made a great 
impression upon Nietzsche: it is just this “creative” “active” force of the 
mind, its “inventive, poetic, and falsifying” activity that Nietzsche, as we 
shall see, repeatedly emphasizes. There is, then, much more of Kant in 
Nietzsche than is generally imagined. 

 (Vaihinger 2013–2014, 7) 

 Vaihinger highlights Nietzsche’s invocation of Kant’s notion of “regulative 
fictions” (Vaihinger 2013–2014, 5),  35   noting that error has its advantages 
“for ‘life’ ” (as we might say). Vaihinger argues that Kant emphasizes that 
the one singularly positive indication of the metaphysical is to be found in 
our understanding of the sheer possibility of a maxim that can determine the 
grounds of action of a rational being, namely the “ ought .”  36   
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Nietzsche’s Critique 179

 By contrast with his first book on tragedy, and indeed, as contrasted 
with every one of his texts, even including his  Thus Spoke Zarathustra , 
Nietzsche’s  On the Genealogy of Morals  is arguably the most read, certainly 
the most commented upon of his texts for scholarly purposes and interests, 
since it spans the concerns of analytically minded readings and those of con-
tinentally informed approaches. Nevertheless,  On the Genealogy of Morals  
is, like all of Nietzsche’s texts, full of turns and confounding details—the 
entirety of which is quite explicitly antagonistically framed as “A Polemic” 
[ Eine Streitschrift ], as Nietzsche describes it in the subtitle of the text; it is 
written, that is to say, to follow his earlier (and rather less cited)  Beyond 
Good and Evil: Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future .  37   If Nietzsche’s dis-
cussion of the noble tends to elude most readers (which means, as these 
are covalent terms, that his discussion of the slave morality is also a subtle 
one, liable to misrenderings), his discussion of the sovereign individual is 
also challenging as it appears in the second essay of the  Genealogy , there 
reprising the structure of the first essay on the oppositional notions of good/
bad and good/evil, conceived first linguistically and then in terms of values 
and valuations, and is now translated into the terms of debt and obligation, 
contract or law. It is in this latter context that Nietzsche raises the question 
of the sovereign individual and we ought here to ask:  what is the sovereign?  

 The question is to be posed afresh, as to date, most readings of  On the 
Genealogy of Morals  tend not to reflect upon the challenge of Nietzsche’s 
“sovereign individual” conceived as Nietzsche presents him to us.  38   In the 
context of the bonds one makes for oneself (and breaks, as we also suppose 
in accord with one’s own prerogative), as one gives one’s word, precisely 
as only one who  can  hold himself to his own word, is a human being with 
the  right  to make a promise as only such a human being is  able  to keep the 
promises he makes. 

 Here, we note the plainly Kantian dimension underlying Nietzsche’s dis-
cussion of the promise. Kant’s own example concerns the moral right to 
make a promise one has every confidence of not being able to keep, prom-
ising to repay, in order to gain, in the case of Kant’s example, the financial 
advantage of a loan: 

 He sees that nothing will be loaned him if he does not firmly promise 
to repay it at a certain time. He desires to make such a promise, but he 
has enough conscience to ask himself whether it is not improper and 
opposed to duty to relieve his distress in such a way. Now, assuming 
he does decide to do so, the maxim of his action would be as follows: 
When I believe myself to be in need of money, I will borrow money and 
promise to repay it, although I know I shall never do so. 

 (Kant 1959, 40) 

 Both Kant and Nietzsche concur that what is at issue is not the promise per 
se, whether one promises this or that, promises truthfully or untruthfully, or 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a,
 S

an
 D

ie
go

] 
at

 0
4:

25
 3

0 
Ju

ne
 2

01
7 



180 Babette Babich

if we like, and if we prefer the language of Alasdair MacIntyre’s  After Virtue  
(1981),  honorably  or  dishonorably  (a more Athenian or even Macedonian 
style of promising). Rather, what is at stake is what Nietzsche calls the “right 
to make promises” (GM II: 2). 

 As Kant puts it: 

 The universality of a law which says that anyone who believes himself to 
be in need could promise what he pleased with the intention of not ful-
filling it would make the promise itself and the end to be accomplished 
by it impossible; no one would believe what was promised to him but 
would only laugh at any such assertion as vain pretense. 

 (Kant 1959, 41) 

 For his part, Nietzsche argues in  On the Genealogy of Morals  that only the 
sovereign individual has the “right” to make promises just and precisely in 
the context of what is required for anything to hold in Kant’s terms, “as a 
universal law of nature,” because only sovereign individuals can hold them-
selves to their word in spite of nature, that is, despite external or empirical 
contingency: “they know themselves strong enough to maintain it in the 
face of accidents, even ‘in the face of fate.’ ” (GM II: 2) Nietzsche’s argument 
is that one must have the “right to make promises,” by contrast with “the 
feeble windbags who promise without the right to do so . . . [or] the liar who 
breaks his word even at the moment that he utters it.”(GM II: 2)  39   Nietzsche 
uses the same phrasing in his earlier  Beyond Good and Evil . 

 Nietzsche’s reflections on Kant are quite explicit in  Beyond Good and Evil : 
 Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future , a subtitle highlighting Nietzsche’s 
longstanding concern with the future, and thus and again with the keeping 
of promises, that is, standing security for oneself. Indeed, Nietzsche’s earlier 
text includes a reflection on nothing other than the categorical imperative 
itself, expressed in terms of 

 the Tartuffery of old Kant, equally stiff and decent, with which he entices 
us into the dialectic by-ways that lead (more correctly mislead) to his 
“categorical imperative”—makes us fastidious ones smile, we who find 
no small amusement in spying out the subtle tricks of old moralists and 
ethical preachers. 

 (BGE §5) 

 Nietzsche calls his reader to consider the extent to which “the abstrusest 
metaphysical assertions of a philosopher” have “grown out of” him [or her], 
to use Nietzsche’s tree-and-fruit metaphor for morals and convictions: “it is 
always well (and wise) to first ask oneself: ‘What morality do they (or does 
he [or she]) aim at?’ ” (BGE §6) As Nietzsche proceeds, he also invokes the 
categories, writing that “Kant was first and foremost proud of his Table of 
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Nietzsche’s Critique 181

Categories: with it in his hand he said: ‘This is the most difficult thing that 
could ever be undertaken on behalf of metaphysics’ ” (BGE §11). 

 Nietzsche’s engagement with Kant is typically expressed in terms of 
legitimacy—indicting the very idea of synthetic  a priori  judgments  an sich , i.e., 
in terms of their possibility for us. That is to say,  speaking epistemologically : 

 Kant asked himself: How are synthetic judgements  a priori  possible?—
and what really did he answer? By means of a means (a faculty): but 
unfortunately not in four or five words, but so circumspectly, venerably, 
and with such an expenditure of German profundity and flourishes that 
the comical  naiserie allemande  involved in such an answer was over-
looked. 

 (BGE §11) 

 Nietzsche’s argument, with his allusion to comedy at the explicit expense of 
German philosophy, moves to the cutting cruelty of parody with such speed 
that we hardly know how to take him: 

 ‘By means of a means (faculty)’—he [Kant] had said, or at least meant to 
say. But, is that—an answer? An explanation? Or is it not rather merely 
a repetition of the question? How does opium induce sleep? ‘By means 
of a means (faculty),’ namely the  virtus dormitiva , replies the doctor 
in Moliere,  Quia est in eo virtus dormitiva, Cujus est natura sensus 
assoupire . 

 (BGE §11) 

 The passage is relevant for the sovereign individual and the current reflec-
tion on promising in  On the Genealogy of Morals : 

 it is high time to replace the Kantian question, “How are synthetic judg-
ments  a priori  possible?” by another question, “Why is belief in such 
judgments necessary?”—in effect, it is high time that we should under-
stand that such judgments must be believed to be true, for the sake 
of the preservation of creatures like ourselves; though they still might 
naturally be false judgments! Or, more plainly spoken, and roughly and 
readily—synthetic judgments  a priori  should not “be possible” at all; 
we have no right to them; in our mouths they are nothing but false 
judgments. 

 (BGE §11) 

 Like the preconditions for the possibility of synthetic  a priori  judgments, 
what is at stake when it comes to promising concerns everything needed, 
rightfully that is, for Nietzsche more than a matter of the categorical imper-
ative but in order to have the right to make a promise to begin with. 
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182 Babette Babich

 For Nietzsche, what makes the sovereign individual sovereign is his free-
dom, in every Hobbesian sense: thus, the sovereign individual defies fate; he is 
able to promise in the ‘face of fate,’ as Nietzsche says; and for the routine, con-
tingent, average individual, such a promise should not ‘be possible’ at all. But 
in terms of the necessary presupposition in order to have the right to make a 
promise, the right to give one’s word in the first place, the sovereign individual 
must, simply in order to be sovereign, be possessed of the power required to be 
 able  to keep his or her word. And to say this is to say that there are no excuses, 
nothing that comes between what one promises to do and what one does. 

 For both Kant and Nietzsche, the right to make such a promise, or indeed 
to subscribe to the rule of law or contract, requires the capacity of mem-
ory. As Nietzsche writes here, humankind must first make something of 
humankind itself in order to be calculable, and for this purpose humanity 
has needed to develop a memory in order “to remember five or six ‘I will 
nots’ in connection with which one has given one’s promise in order to live 
within the advantages of society” (GM II: 3) But in addition to the general 
animal tendency to forget, Nietzsche writes about the forgetfulness of days 
torn from the rolls of time, out of which forgetfulness memory floats back 
again, “settling,” and it is a very interesting formulation Nietzsche has here 
speaking if history and life, into “the human lap.” (UH, §1) If Freud learns of 
the unconscious from Nietzsche, Nietzsche’s memory is written on the winds 
of the psyche, unlike the pent-up pressures of Freud’s hydraulic metaphor. 
And like the wind, a memory can be blown away altogether: 

 “I did that,” says my memory. “I could not have done that,” says my 
pride, and remains inexorable. Eventually—the memory yields. 

 (BGE §68) 

 In another parallel with Kant, Nietzsche’s reflection on nobility traces the 
values of this world, of worldliness, characterized in terms of its smallness or 
triviality. In this way Nietzsche’s Zarathustra calls for a ‘new’ kind of nobil-
ity (Za III: “Of Old and New Tables,” §12). Today, we tend to suppose that 
class is a matter of money, nobility a matter of popular esteem and recogni-
tion; hence, to be well-born is to be famous and vice versa. But by contrast 
to such an all-too-common vision of nobility, Nietzsche’s Zarathustra urges: 

 O my brothers, I dedicate and direct you to a new nobility: you shall 
become procreators and cultivators and sowers of the future—verily, 
not to a nobility that you might buy like shopkeepers with shopkeepers’ 
gold; for whatever has its price has little value. 

 (Ibid.) 

 Nietzsche here, like Kant, speaks of esteem in terms he calls noble and what 
Kant regards as beyond the estimation of the worth of things, beyond mar-
ket price.  40   

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a,
 S

an
 D

ie
go

] 
at

 0
4:

25
 3

0 
Ju

ne
 2

01
7 



Nietzsche’s Critique 183

 III. Aesthetics and Judgment: Art, Life and Affirmation 

 Kant’s influence on Nietzsche via the third Critique may be said to be the 
least contested, textually, source-critically, conceptually; and many com-
mentators, including those who focus explicitly on Kant’s influence on 
Nietzsche, have dedicated the greater part of their reading to the third Cri-
tique.  41   Many who take this approach are well advised from the start, as 
noted above, by Nietzsche’s own emphasis in his first book, as well as by 
the source-critical scholar, Thomas Brobjer, who underscores the relevance 
of Kant for Nietzsche in terms of textual influence, but who also proceeds 
to underline the trouble for source scholarship inasmuch as “[t]here is no 
work by Kant in Nietzsche’s library and Nietzsche almost certainly never 
owned any work by Kant” (Brobjer 2008, 37). The similarly source-crit-
ical  Nietzsche Dictionary  author, Carol Diethe, argues that it is certain 
that Nietzsche “mentions Kant’s third Critique in the notebook he kept in 
Chur (1877) when he visited the library there to work on  Human, All Too 
Human ” (Diethe 2013, 214). 

 Nietzsche concurs with Kant on the notion of free play, precisely where he 
can also have found agreement with both Schiller and Schopenhauer. But it 
is not only here, as Nietzsche also finds the power of judgment, the power, 
that is also to say, of being able to make a judgment, at the heart of his own 
science of classical or ancient philology. Nevertheless, and as already noted 
with respect to Lyotard, most commentators look to Nietzsche on Kant and 
beauty, and here the key concern is Nietzsche’s critique of Kant’s notion of 
disinterested interest;  42   this is found most notably in Heidegger’s Nietzsche 
lectures on the  Will to Power as Art  (1980). 

 It is intriguing to note that the question of Nietzsche and aesthetics in 
connection with Kant can be addressed in a number of ways, not all of 
which can be engaged here.  43   Instead the rest of this essay will return to the 
original point of departure, taking up the question of the “science of aes-
thetics” as Nietzsche poses it in his first book. The relevance of the aesthetic 
for Nietzsche also extends to the question of the artist, as Nietzsche made 
this his own. In speaking of aesthetics, Nietzsche distinguished between the 
spectator and the artist and called upon his readers ‘to become the poets’ of 
their lives. 

 By regarding the question of the supposed person of Homer as author 
hermeneutically,  44   Nietzsche recovers the literally ‘subjective’ foundations of 
the ‘objective’ question that is the very Kantian matter of “aesthetic” judg-
ment. Hence, Nietzsche raises the question of style, the distinctively critical 
or reflexive question of scholarly judgment or “taste,” as a  scientific  ques-
tion. Nietzsche’s ultimate insight is that the same “scientific” and “artistic” 
(that is to say, specifically  aesthetic )  confidence , justifies the argument of the 
discipline on either side of the even then longstanding debate on the question 
of the identity of the individual poet Homer, or else the collective expression 
of the folk voice. In this spirit, Nietzsche cites Josef Widman’s description of 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a,
 S

an
 D

ie
go

] 
at

 0
4:

25
 3

0 
Ju

ne
 2

01
7 



184 Babette Babich

his own work, writing in his preface to  Human, All Too Human , “my writ-
ings have been called a schooling in suspicion [ eine Schule des Verdachts ]” 
(HH i).  45   Nietzsche never abandons this stylistic insight into the fundamen-
tally  aesthetic  basis of classical philology and accordingly, of the foundation 
of science as a whole. Hence, Nietzsche begins  The Birth of Tragedy  by 
invoking the “science” of aesthetics as such, and in his  Thus Spoke Zarathus-
tra  he recalls both his inaugural lecture and the beginning emphasis of his 
first book, where he cautions his readers (thereby echoing Kant’s critical 
philosophy of the power of judgment): “But all of life is a struggle of taste 
and tasting” ( Z :II “Of the Sublime”).  46   

 More than discussions of distinction or suspicion, style and taste, 
Nietzsche’s relation to the Kant of the third Critique is itself a critical one 
and turns on the distinction Nietzsche makes between a  spectator’s  aes-
thetics and an  artist’s  aesthetics. But Nietzsche has Schopenhauer in mind 
as well, to the extent that Nietzsche challenges the notion of “disinterested 
interest” deployed by both thinkers to characterize specifically aesthetic 
judgment. Nietzsche highlights the  personal  life circumstances that make 
all the difference for the aesthetic sensibilities of Schopenhauer, who found 
beauty a kind of calming influence. 

 It is worth returning to the third essay of  On the Genealogy of Morals  for 
Nietzsche’s account of Schopenhauer’s very personal reasons for advanc-
ing Kant’s definition of beauty as what gives us “pleasure without inter-
est” (GM III: 6), in contrast with Stendhal’s “ promesse de bonheur ” (ibid.). 
Challenging Kant by quoting him and then repeating him: “ ‘The Beautiful,’ 
Kant said, ‘is what pleases without interest.’ Without interest!” Nietzsche’s 
emphasis foregrounds the role of interest, less by arguing for it than by 
observing the self-pleasing circularity of assuming its exclusion. 

 By citing Stendhal’s “promise of happiness,” Nietzsche focuses on Stend-
halian pleasure to such a nuanced pitch that many authors use the word 
Dionysian as code for the erotic. Alexander Nehamas is not guilty of sub-
stituting the term Dionysian for the erotic but titles his own philosophy of 
art and beauty with Stendhal’s  Only a Promise of Happiness , and offers a 
finely observed discussion of Nietzsche’s critique of Kantian disinterest, as 
this same disinterest remains standard for aesthetic judgment to this day.  47   

 For Kant in the third Critique, following Aristotle’s original practical 
deployment of the notion of the “good,” an interest in anything corresponds 
to an advantage to be derived from it, and this point will remain with 
Nietzsche in his understanding of plebian or common valuation. By con-
trast, Kant refers to Hume’s invocation of taste, not in terms of valuation, 
but in terms of pure esteem: 

  Taste  is the faculty of estimating an object or a mode of representation 
by means of a delight or aversion  apart from any interest . The object of 
such delight is called  beautiful . 

 (Kant CJ, 50) 
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Nietzsche’s Critique 185

 Nietzsche challenges the very possibility of either delight or aversion apart 
from interest: 

  Our  ideas,  our  values,  our yeas and nays ,  our  ifs and buts,  grow out of 
us  with the necessity with which a tree bears fruit—related and each 
with an affinity to each, and evidence of  one  will,  one  health,  one  soil, 
 one  sun. 

 (GM iv) 

 Here, the organic interest that is the very genealogy of all our valuation is 
what allows Nietzsche to decide between Kant and Stendhal: 

 If our aestheticians never weary of asserting in in Kant’s favor, that, 
under the spell of beauty, one can  even  view undraped female statues 
“without interest,” one may laugh a little at their expense . . . 

 (GM III: 6) 

 Here, the question becomes very complicated and art historians and philos-
ophers of art are set scrambling, needing to abjure the Marxists’ interests 
and the feminists’ interests, in order to keep the grounds of publication 
venues and discussions clear of the kind of messy confession that is involved 
in Nietzsche’s critique. But it is Kant who looms behind the question of 
judgment here.  48   

 To conclude, it is worth noting Matthew Rampley’s 2000 study,  Nietzsche, 
Aesthetics and Modernity . Rampley emphasizes the sublime reading between 
Lyotard and Nietzsche, in the context of Nietzsche’s reading critique of Kant, 
invoking the “dissonance of the modernist sublime” (Rampley 2000, 237), 
with its classically modernist promise of resolution (that is, redemption by 
contrast with Lyotard’s defining insight into the postmodern condition of 
dissonance, which is perpetually unresolved). Rampley goes on to refer to 
Nietzsche’s notion of the will to power as do many other scholars.  49   But 
Rampley emphasizes that “both Lyotard and Nietzsche celebrate the loss 
of the real,” no longer as “an object of mourning and melancholy but cele-
brated as an emancipatory occasion.” (Ibid.) Just this celebration (honored 
perhaps as Alexander Nehamas also seeks to do with reference to Stendhal 
and the very idea of the erotic) rewards further attention both in terms of 
Nietzsche’s response to the nihilism that followed from Kant but also as 
a reply, in the light spirit of life, to those scholars who continue to find in 
Nietzsche the heavy spirit of nihilism. 

 Notes 

  1. Heidegger 1980 explicitly aligns Nietzsche and Kant. 
  2. See Granier 1966, Mittasch 1944, Rey 1927, Vaihinger 1911 as well as Dickopp 

1970 and Kaulbach 1980, Simon 2000 in addition to Grimm 1977 and Gerhardt 
2013–2014. 
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186 Babette Babich

  3. To be sure, this also corresponds for Kant to the very design of the scientific 
question as a question, as he characterizes this in terms of what he also calls his 
Copernican Revolution (CPR Bxiii). For a discussion linking the first and third 
Critique, not by way of Nietzsche but Heidegger, see Kerszberg 1997. 

  4. See Riccardi 2010 as well as Bailey 2003, Conard 2001, Doyle 2004, Gemes 
2009, Hill 2003, Risse 2005, among many others. 

  5. See, for example, Houlgate 1993, Stack 1983. 
  6. See for further representation: Allison 1985. 
  7. See, for instance, Salaquarda 1985. 
  8. Nietzsche was a contemporary of Hermann Diels and was originally designated 

by Hermann Usener as being especially suited, given his expert knowledge of 
Diogenes Laertius, to work with Diels on the project of what would become the 
 Doxographi graeci . See Rößler 2007, especially 374–375 and cf. Laks 2010. For 
an overview with further references in English, see Babich 2014. 

  9. Cf. Nietzsche 1913. 
  10. See Loraux 2002, esp. her chapter two. See further, the chapters on ancient Greek 

music, rhythm and cult in connection with Nietzsche’s  The Birth of Tragedy  in 
Babich 2013. 

  11. See on this, again, Babich 2013. 
  12. I discuss this in a related context in Babich 2014. 
 13. See Strong and Gillespie 1988, including Harries’ first chapter (1998) articu-

lated, to be sure, without reference to Kant: “The Philosopher at Sea.”
  14. George Stack also notes the relevance of the  Prolegomena  for Lange’s reading 

of Kant. Stack 1983, likewise Hill 2003, along with many others, also points to 
Nietzsche’s early familiarity with Kant’s  Prolegomena . 

  15. See further, Babich 2014. 
  16. See Weber 1946 as well as Weber 1949. See, for discussion of Nietzsche and 

Weber, Eden 1989, Owen 1994, and Warren, 1988. 
  17. See Babich 2006a. 
  18. For a discussion of this distinction with respect to Nietzsche, see Crowell 1999. 
  19. See Vaihinger 2013–2014. 
  20. Nietzsche’s German phrasing here is: “ auf der Einsicht in die Methode beruht 

der wissenschaftliche Geist .” (MM 1, §635; cf. §278). Not irrelevant here, espe-
cially in connection with hermeneutics in general and Hans-Georg Gadamer in 
particular, is Natorp 1910. 

  21. On Feyerabend and Nietzsche, see Bearn 1986 as well as Babich 1994 48ff., 
Babich 1995 and yet more broadly, Kremer-Marietti 2007. Helmut Heit and oth-
ers have begun to address the conjunction, but Feyerabend himself highlighted 
his lack of sympathy for Nietzsche (expressed in personal communication, writ-
ten and spoken, with the author). Beyond the refusal of coordination expected 
from the famously iconoclastic Feyerabend, the then-historical background 
context (Lukács/Popper) for Feyerabend’s refusal limits the family resemblance 
between Nietzsche and Feyerabend. 

  22. Here, the full title of Kant’s  Prolegomena  can clarify the meaning of “science” 
for Nietzsche, not least because Kant refers to Diogenes Laertius in the context 
of the same “formal” insight Nietzsche invokes in his own discussion of Thales’s 
metaphor for water. 

  23. Luce Irigaray, among others, such as Howard Caygill, David B. Allison, but also 
Tracy B. Strong and Michael Gillespie, calls our attention to nautical metaphors, 
albeit without invoking Nietzsche’s contextual reference to Kant. 

  24. See, for further discussion, Babich 2014, 95–97. 
  25. This is what Nietzsche means by an “artist’s aesthetics.” For further references 

to the literature on this theme and for discussion, see Babich 2005. 
  26. See, for a different discussion with respect to Kant (and being Chinese), 

Palmquist 1996. Stephan Brand details Nietzsche’s several references to Kant as 
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Nietzsche’s Critique 187

the Chinaman of Köngisberg with reference to Nietzsche’s allusions to Goethe 
and the oriental overall in Brand 2007, esp. 330–331. 

  27. The term continues with to be used as a term of reference for the German aca-
demic community, with some significant influence in Ringer 1969. 

  28. The present author discusses this in some detail with respect to science as such 
an “instrument” but also with reference to Nietzsche’s further allusions to Kant 
with regard to his critical demands of the same instrument, in Babich 1994, 
158ff and see too Grimm 1977. 

  29. Here, of course, Nietzsche reference to the transcendentalist’s “heart’s desire” 
echoes the start of his preface (GM i) with its allusion to the New Testament: 
“Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also” (Mt 6:21). 

  30. See, among many others: Ansell-Pearson 1991, Bailey 2003, and Simon 2000. 
  31. See Drolet 2013. Also related in this context, although focused on ethics and duly 

oriented to the analytic mainstream as an engagement as much with Korsgaard 
as Nietzsche, is Risse 2005 and no one less than Martha Nussbaum 1997. 

  32. See Foucault’s introduction to his translation of Kant’s  Anthropologie du point 
de vue pragmatique  in English as Foucault 2008. Nick Zangwill 2013 also makes 
this connection, as does Alan Schrift, more critically and with express reference 
to the Kant of the first Critique in connection with Foucault in Schrift 1995, 
79ff. For a range of the complex constellation of Nietzsche’s neo-Kantian recep-
tion, see Seth Taylor’s account of Nietzsche’s historical reception in German 
expressionism (1990). Stack 2005 argues for a connection with Kant’s anthro-
pology via Lange. And see, for a contextualization of Kant’s definition of the 
human and Nietzsche’s inversion of this definition, Emden 2008, 178f. 

  33. Vaihinger 2013–2014. 
  34. See Pfeffer 1972, 178. 
  35. Vaihinger goes on to cite Nietzsche’s declaration that “untruth” is a condition of 

life, contrasting it with another of Nietzsche’s claims: “My basic concept is that the 
‘unconditioned’ is a regulative fiction, to which reality must not be ascribed” 11. 

  36. “I mean how the ought (which however has never yet taken place) should deter-
mine its activity and can become the cause of actions, whose effect is an appear-
ance in the sensible world” Kant,  Prolegomena , § 53. 

  37. It is instructive to note that David Allison 2001 had meant to include a discus-
sion of Nietzsche’s  Beyond Good and Evil  but that he did not succeed. Reader’s 
guides of  Beyond Good and Evil  certainly exist, yet given the relationship of the 
book to both its immediate antecedent, which is nothing less than  Thus Spoke 
Zarathustra , and its complex connection with  On the Genealogy of Morals , it 
remains a difficult book, if only in its scope. 

  38. This is hardly to say that there is any lack of serious and scholarly discussion 
of the question, only and much rather that Nietzsche’s terms can escape some 
of our more traditional conventionalities. See, for example, White 1997. For 
an analytic reading in the context of a collection informed by Kant’s notion of 
autonomy, see Ridley 2009 and, in the same volume, Gemes 2009, as well as, 
similarly from an analytic perspective which he, idiosyncratically enough, opts 
to designate as “continental,” Leiter 2011. And for a discussion of Nietzsche’s 
sovereign individual in the context of political theory, see Owen 2007. 

  39. This is a complex topic. I offer a preliminary discussion of some of these com-
plexities in Babich 2006b. 

  40. Later: “Go your  own  ways! And let the people and peoples go theirs—dark ways, 
verily, on which not a single hope flashes anymore. Let the shopkeeper rule where 
all that still glitters is—shopkeepers’ gold” (Za Of Old and New Law-Tables §21). 

  41. See, for example, Bowie 1990 and further, Hill 2003 who draws upon Swift’s 
1999 translation of Nietzsche’s “The End of Teleology,” which develops into 
Swift 2005. Swift’s book proclaims “no shortage” of readings linking Nietzsche 
to Kant’s  Critique of Pure Reason , although referring for this claim to “Wilhelm 
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188 Babette Babich

Würzer, Urs Heftrich and Jean Luc Nancy,” who “have considered aspects of 
the  Critique of Judgment .” Swift 2005, 106. Swift’s study follows in the steps of 
Nancy, Jean Luc. “Nietzsche’s Thesis on Technology in  Looking After Nietzsche , 
edited by A. Rickels. Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990, 19–. See, 
too, the contributions to Himmelmann 2005. 

  42. Many scholars draw attention to this critical conjunction in Heidegger 1980. 
See, for example, Jeffrey Librett’s Afterword in Courtine 1983, 207. 

  43. See, for example, to draw on the range of the current century, in addition to 
those cited below, Kaplama 2013 and Urpeth 2000. 

  44. Cf., further Babich 2014. 
  45. Ricoeur is commonly cited as the author of this epithet, but he takes it from 

Nietzsche, framing him among the names (antecedent) of Marx and (subse-
quent) of Foucault. 

  46. Cf. Babich 2012 for a discussion of Nietzsche and Hume’s “Of the Standard of 
Taste.” 

  47. See Nehamas 2007 and see too, Zangwill 2013. 
  48. Cf. Nehamas 2007, 75f. 
  49. Inasmuch as most other references emphasize the more pragmatic concerns 

(like Ansell-Pearson 1991 or epistemological, like Abel 1984, or very broadly 
Dickopp 1970), Rampley highlights Nietzsche’s creative or aesthetic emphasis, 
as we also see this in Nietzsche’s encomium to the creative legislative power of 
the philosophers of the future: “Their knowing is a  creating , their creating is a 
legislation, there will to truth is— will to power ” (BGE 211). Cf., for a discussion 
that argues for the limitations of this association by tracking Lyotard’s move 
toward Levinas and then to Kant, Schrift 1996. 
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 The typical story that Nietzsche chanced upon Schopenhauer’s writing almost 
magically in the  Antiquar Rohn  bookstore on Blumengasse 4 in Leipzig in 
October of 1865 is an apocrypha begun by Nietzsche himself.  1   Nietzsche 
actually encountered Schopenhauer in Karl Schaarschmidt’s lecture course 
“ Allgemeine Geschichte der Philosophie ” at the University of Bonn the pre-
vious summer, wherein the professor’s syllabus indicates a lengthy reading of 
Schopenhauer’s criticism of Kant.  2   Nietzsche’s notes on this lecture records 
on its fifty-ninth page: “ Kritik der Kantische Philosophie / von A. Schopen-
hauer .”  3   No less a self-constructed apocrypha is Nietzsche’s abrupt and 
complete break with Schopenhauer. In December 1876, Nietzsche writes 
to Cosima Wagner: “Would you be amazed if I confess something that has 
gradually come about, but which has more or less suddenly entered my con-
sciousness: a disagreement with Schopenhauer’s teaching? On virtually all 
general propositions I am not on his side; when I was writing on Schopen-
hauer, I already noticed that I had left behind everything concerning dogma; 
for me what mattered was the  human being .”  4   Although Nietzsche would 
doubtless retain at least a measured respect for Schopenhauer the person 
throughout his life, the sincerity of this passage is questionable for three 
reasons.  5   First, it is plain that Nietzsche already had important doubts about 
Schopenhauer’s dual-aspect metaphysics and his reliance upon ‘poetic intu-
ition’ to prove it, doubt that is expressed in his never-published essay “ Zur 
Schopenhauer ” nearly a decade earlier. Second, seeing that the Wagners and 
their friends were themselves well-known and longtime Schopenhauerians, 
it would be more probable that Nietzsche’s confidential declamation to 
Cosima was realized long before it was spoken.  6   Finally, the story depends 
upon Nietzsche’s early writing actually  being  Schopenhauerian (in the words 
of his close friend Erwin Rohde, “a worthy expansion and further devel-
opment of Schopenhauer’s work”  7  ) and his later writing actually  being  
anti-Schopenhauerian. 

 So the typical narrative—that Nietzsche was an out-and-out disciple of 
Schopenhauer from October 1865 until the mid-1870s and then an out-
and-out opponent immediately after 1876—is not only too broad, but inac-
curate.  8   Fortunately, a host of recent scholars have reframed the influence 

 Nietzsche and Schopenhauer 

 “For Me What Mattered was 
the Human Being” 

 Anthony K. Jensen 
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194 Anthony K. Jensen

of Schopenhauer more critically. The most comprehensive reinterpretations 
represent some of the best Nietzsche scholarship in four languages: Christo-
pher Janaway,  9   Sossio Giametta,  10   João Constâncio,  11   and Jörg Salaquarda.  12   
All are in the rare position to be considered authorities on both figures, and 
all take carefully contextualized approaches. Other interpreters challenge 
particular aspects of the Schopenhauer-Nietzsche relationship by claiming 
that the  Birth of Tragedy  itself shows a deep dissatisfaction with Schopen-
hauer.  13   And there have been a host of other studies that examine carefully 
the dynamic position Nietzsche takes vis-à-vis Schopenhauer on questions 
of compassion and pessimism,  14   individuation,  15   epistemology,  16   art and 
music,  17   and language.  18   Where they agree is the claim that Nietzsche’s 
engagement with Schopenhauerian philosophy was nearly always critically 
nuanced rather than either blindly fanatical or recklessly denunciatory. 

 What I wish to address here is a play on what Nietzsche suggested to 
Cosima Wagner was the key point of departure: not Schopenhauer the 
human being, but Schopenhauer’s view of the human being. What is at stake 
specifically is a seeming disjunction between Schopenhauer’s doctrine of the 
‘inner’ world of the human being as a ‘Will to Life’ and Nietzsche’s claim 
that everything in the world, including human beings, would be considered 
‘Will to Power’ and nothing else. “Only where life is, there is also Will: not 
Will to Life, but—as I teach—Will to Power!” (Z II, “On Self-Overcoming”). 
Contrary to what Nietzsche seems to say here, I argue that the terms are 
hardly simple contraries of each other: a similar vision of will aimed at two 
different ends, one replacing the other. Instead, I argue, they are two wholly 
disparate characterizations, not only in terms of their content but in terms 
of their form: Schopenhauer’s is an ontological claim about the world and 
the self, whereas Nietzsche’s is a symbolic description that generalizes what 
can possibly be experienced. 

 Metaphysics and Naturalism 

 In “ Zur Schopenhauer ” (1868), under the influence of F.A. Lange, Kuno 
Fischer, and a debilitating chest injury incurred during his comically inept 
military training,  19   Nietzsche sets forth the criticisms of Schopenhauer’s 
metaphysics as follows: 1) Schopenhauer stayed too close to Kant in main-
taining the unthinkable character of the ‘thing-in-itself’. 2) What Schopen-
hauer does say about the ‘thing-in-itself’, i.e., the Will, is only born with 
the help of a poetic intuition, by which it is allegedly apprehended but not 
known. 3) Despite the failure of representing the Will, Schopenhauer illicitly 
ascribes to it representational predicates like unity, freedom, etc. 4) That 
while it is  possible  that the unconceptualizable Will is the thing-in-itself, any 
“decent thinking” would have to stress that this was only a possibility and 
not a necessity, absent a “moment of genius that will place on his lips the 
word that offers the key to that script, visible to all and yet unread, which 
we call the world.”  20   
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Nietzsche and Schopenhauer 195

 Nietzsche is rather unfair in the first and second criticisms.  21   Schopenhauer 
certainly pushes the boundaries of Kantian rationality—often enough to his 
own detriment—to include a distinctly anti-Enlightenment irrational force 
at the very heart of his worldview. Kant’s phenomenal-noumenal dualism 
is profoundly transfigured into a  dual-aspect  pan-enthentic theory of meta-
physics wherein all is one but looked at through two lenses: one, the every-
day phenomenal experience through the four-fold root of sufficient reason, 
the other, a non-intellectual apprehension or  Auffassung  that takes place in 
the non-spatial determination of introspection. In other words, the world 
as described by Schopenhauer is equally will and representation depend-
ing on how one views it (WWR II, §1). Because we are ourselves things-
in-themselves, as Schopenhauer often reminds us, we have a ‘secret-path’ 
into the castle of the World as Will via precisely this mode of introspection: 

 In consequence of all this, on the path of  objective knowledge , thus 
starting from  representation , we shall never get beyond the representa-
tion, i.e., the phenomenon. We shall therefore remain at the outside of 
things; we shall never be able to penetrate into their inner nature, and 
investigate what they are in themselves. So far I agree with Kant. But 
now, as the counterpoise to this truth, I have stressed that other truth 
that we are not merely the  knowing subject , but that  we ourselves  are 
also among those realities or entities we require to know, that  we are 
ourselves the thing-in-itself . Consequently, a way  from within  stands 
open to us to that real inner nature of things to which we cannot pen-
etrate  from without . It is, so to speak, a subterranean passage, a secret 
alliance, which, as if by treachery, places us all at once within the fortress 
that could not be taken by attack from without. 

 (WWR II, 18) 

 Thus, while the Will cannot be understood via conventionally rational means, 
the kind of introspection that would provide an apprehension of the self is 
simply not the same kind of apprehension that the inspired genius alone 
can achieve for a temporary but mystical, self-abnegating consciousness of 
the world as such, for which the word ‘ Anschauung’  is reserved (WWR I, 
§34).  22   Not solely the Schopenhauerian triumvirate of the genius, artist, and 
saint, who do indeed have extraordinary modes of experience, but even the 
everyday person can at least get an inkling of the Will by analogy with his 
introspection about his own volitional states. It is not a naturalistic mode 
of representational thinking, to be sure, but Nietzsche is wrong to conflate 
introspection with poetic intuition or ‘ Anschauung’ . 

 The third argument is Nietzsche’s best and will have important conse-
quences for his mature view of the self. For even if introspection into our 
mental states gives us a presentation of volitional states, to claim that that 
presentation presents what we actually  are  produces two important concep-
tual problems. First, according to Schopenhauer himself, all representations 
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196 Anthony K. Jensen

involve the transformation of the raw data of experience into intelligible 
units. Representations of whatever lies outside representation are there-
fore signs or symbols that indicate what lies outside representation but 
cannot be presumed to be identical to it.  23   This allows us all the human 
benefits of knowledge, but, as with Kant, prevents us from knowing things 
in-themselves. Therefore, whatever we apprehend, even if it is ourselves seen 
from the inside, we will still run into at least the minimal transformation 
involved in apprehending the inner world, if not causally or even spatially, 
then at least temporally (WWR I, §2). Insofar as there is a moment at which 
the apprehension of an inner state begins and a moment at which it ends, 
that apprehension cannot said to escape at least that level of conscious trans-
formation and is therefore to be considered phenomenal—despite Schopen-
hauer’s protestations to the contrary. 

 Second, whenever we purport to think about what we have apprehended 
in this mode, we step outside that mode itself. To apprehend a volitional 
state  as  desire or aversion is already to have demarcated it in a way that 
supersedes the original self-apprehension. As Nietzsche would later write 
against Schopenhauer, any representational description of a volitional state 
“presupposes that I  compare  my present state with other states that I have 
seen in myself, in order to determine what it is: and because of this retro-
spective comparison with other types of ‘knowing’, this present state has 
absolutely no ‘immediate certainty’ for me” (BGE 16). To reflectively think 
about our mental states, then, requires importing concepts that cannot have 
taken place within that so-called immediate apprehension of one’s inner 
self. What Nietzsche indicates in the third argument of “ Zur Schopenhauer ” 
is that predicates like unity and freedom, when applied to the Will, are 
un-apprehensible in themselves. Unity, for Schopenhauer, involves identi-
cal temporal origin, end, and duration as well as spatial impenetrability, 
which of course depend upon the a priori intuitions of time and space. 
Freedom, for Schopenhauer, involves claims about a thing or action’s spon-
taneity or conditionality, which requires a priori the intuition of causality. 
But space, time, and causality, for Schopenhauer, are of course precisely the 
forms of representation said to be avoided in the special non-discursive, 
non-representational apprehension of one’s self. 

 Nietzsche’s third early criticism leads directly to his fourth. Schopenhau-
er’s dual-aspect theory holds that the normal way of knowing is perfectly 
naturalistic, in the sense of being constrained by the limits of the experientia-
ble. In normal experience, objects are understood spatially, temporally, and 
causally; therefore, the most perfect way of knowing phenomenal objects 
would be by means of natural science (WWR I, §14). That which lies outside 
the boundaries of science, according to Schopenhauer himself and by this 
definition of naturalism, cannot therefore be known or communicated by 
rational discourse.  24   That other, ‘secret’ way into the self via apprehension, 
if we granted the possibility of non-spatial apprehensions at all, would be 
by definition a supra-naturalistic mode. This is what Nietzsche, in the fourth 
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Nietzsche and Schopenhauer 197

criticism, likens to a “moment of genius” and contrasts to “decent thinking,” 
by which he means, even in 1868 and deeply under the influence of F.A. 
Lange, naturalistic thinking. 

 Will and Intellect 

 Just as Schopenhauer’s dual-aspect theory resists ontological dualism, so too 
does he think there is one inner self that can be viewed in two ways. Persons 
are their non-material intellects every bit as much as they are their material 
brains (WWR II, §1). Both are different degrees of objectification of the sin-
gle Will that is not only the essential nature of ourselves but also ultimately 
of everything there is. This one Will is individuated into particular acts of 
willing by means of the intellect, which cognizes that constant striving of 
the one Will into phenomenally distinct acts of willing for/against some par-
ticular end. The intellect’s activity, though it is an objectification of the one 
Will, therefore operates distinctly from the affects of the Will, over which it 
holds the power of observation and some indirect control. Individual acts 
of willing are more fundamental and primal expressions of the one Will, 
whereas intellect is primarily an instrument of representation by means of 
its individuating activity that humans have developed to serve those acts of 
willing (WWR I, §25). 

 Nietzsche shares Schopenhauer’s general view of the primacy of the 
non-cognitive, though the specifics are quite different due in part to his 
more restrictive view of epistemological naturalism. Instead of relying on 
Schopenhauer directly, Nietzsche here follows an important distinction made 
by the contemporary Schopenhauerian thinker Julius Bahnsen, with whom 
he had a complex relationship.  25   In his  Zum Verhaltniss zwischen Wille und 
Motiv ,  26   Bahnsen argues that since we cannot have empirical experience of 
the one Will, since there is no transcendental necessity to positing a single 
substrate underneath multiple individuated acts of will,  27   and since differ-
ent people react differently at different times and places to the same stim-
uli, human behavior is far better explained by a multiplicity of naturalistic 
drive-wills than a single metaphysical Will that is only objectified in those 
particular expressions.  28   

 Nietzsche, too, holds the view that since natural experience is the only 
justifiable means by which to adjudicate judgments, we cannot seriously 
maintain Schopenhauer’s “secret path” into the self. “This ‘apparent  inner  
world’ is treated according to the very same forms and procedures as the 
‘outer’ world” (NF November 1887-March 1888, 11[113]; KSA 13, 53). If 
the experience of the self would have to be identical in form (though admit-
tedly focused in a different direction) as any everyday experience of external 
objects, then we must omit from serious consideration the possibility of 
apprehending the self in any non-spatial, non-temporal, and non-causal way, 
i.e., in any supra-naturalistic way. Therefore, the only self which we can 
defensibly experience, then, would have to be a conceptually articulated self, 
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198 Anthony K. Jensen

which leaves us with Schopenhauer’s own representational self as materially 
embodied volition and cognition. 

 Since, however, we hardly experience an entirely harmonious or cohesive 
set of mental operations in the acts of introspection, Nietzsche thinks that the 
self must be  thought of  as a conflictual dynamic of willing-activities (the rea-
son for my italics will become clear in the next section). Schopenhauer holds, 
as a sort of answer to the Kantian transcendental unity of apperception, 
that the Will must be posited as a single ubiquitous oneness that underlies 
the variously articulated pluralities we experience. Without recourse to any 
transcendental argumentation, and in conscious displacement of Schopen-
hauer’s one Will as the fundament for a series of volitional expressions, 
Nietzsche stops at the level of those expressions as the basement, so to say, 
of what can be known about the self. In a passage of declared opposition 
to Schopenhauer’s  Ur-Eine , “willing strikes me as above all something  com-
plicated , something that is a unity only in word” (BGE 19), a plurality of 
feelings toward which and away from which we are moved. Because we only 
experience those feelings as a sort of “social structure composed of many 
‘souls’ ” (BGE 19), we cannot justifiably speculate about some metaphysical 
substrate that unites them all. 

 The term “feelings” is incommodious and fails to express the range of 
physiognomic insight Nietzsche received through his reading in the contem-
porary life sciences.  29   Throughout his corpus, Nietzsche uses a variety of 
terms to describe the volitional constituents of the self: ‘ Triebe’ , ‘ Instinkte’ , 
‘ Affekte’ , ‘ unbewusste Motiven ’ ‘ Herrschafts-Verhaeltnissen ’ (BGE 19). The 
common denominator between these is that they are all non-rational moti-
vators for mental representations and human agency equally. Nietzsche thus 
disagrees plainly with Schopenhauer’s neat representational division of the 
rational and irrational aspects of the self through his dual-aspect theory. In 
its place, Nietzsche thinks that rational thinking collapses into non-rational 
functions in a way consistent with the findings of then contemporary life 
sciences (see BGE 16). Although it is ambiguous whether Nietzsche thinks 
non-rational drives oppose, replace, or simply are another set of names for 
what is traditionally labeled ‘thinking’,  30   his entwining of traditionally psy-
cho-physiological factors with intellectual factors parts ways from Schopen-
hauer’s much more Kantian picture of the logical imposition of the pure 
forms of the understanding onto the world. That is, for Schopenhauer, the 
intellect alone imposes form on the world, rendering experience phenome-
nal and logically discrete and making possible the scientific outlook upon 
the world. In Nietzsche’s writing, where thinking and willing are much 
more closely associated—if not identical: “since thinking is merely a rela-
tion between these drives” (BGE 36)—it is not simply the intellect but also 
these aimed drives, instincts, and motives that determine the way the world 
appears to us. “The apparent world, i.e., a world that is viewed according 
to values, ordered, and selected according to values [. . .]. The perspectival 
therefore provides the character of ‘what can appear’!” (NF Spring 1888, 
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Nietzsche and Schopenhauer 199

14 [184]; KSA 13, 370). The consequence of collapsing Schopenhauer’s 
mind-will dichotomy is that, for Nietzsche, no judgment can be considered 
a purely rational representation but will also express sub-rational drive-
aims. Therefore, drives, and not simply pure forms of intuition, render to us, 
in advance of any possible experience, the character of what can be experi-
enced. “Behind all logic [. . .] stand valuations [ Wertschätzungen ] or, stated 
more clearly, physiological requirements for the preservation of a particular 
type of life” (BGE, 3; KSA 5, 17). 

 The most famous expression Nietzsche employs to capture the internal 
intellectual-volitional activity is the term “will to power.” Consider one of the 
more noteworthy passages in the context of the volition-cum-representation 
role played by the will with respect, here, to historical interpretation. 

 Everything that occurs in the organic world consists of overpowering, 
dominating, and in their turn, overpowering and dominating consist 
of re-interpretation, adjustment, in the process of which their former 
‘meaning’ and ‘purpose’ must necessarily be obscured or completely 
obliterated. [. . .] But every purpose and use is just a sign that the will 
to power has achieved mastery over something less powerful, and has 
impressed upon it its own meaning of a use function; and the whole 
history of a ‘thing’, an organ, a tradition can to this extent be a con-
tinuous chain of signs, continually revealing new interpretations and 
adaptations, the causes of which need not be connected even amongst 
themselves, but rather sometimes just follow and replace one another 
at random. 

 (GM II, 12) 

 Here, in the middle of a discussion of the phenomenon of punishment, 
Nietzsche clarifies that our description of any thing, organ, or tradition 
is really an interpretation that expresses in symobls the dynamic wills to 
overpower and dominate. Our historical definitions of punishment, as he 
claims here, are not rational descriptions of what happens or even what one 
consciously wants to happen in the act of punishing, but an expression of 
particular power-wills to overturn previous definitions. Historical accounts 
are not rational descriptions but expressions of the historian’s drives. Such a 
discussion is valuable given what Nietzsche said about the formally identical 
methods involved in experiencing the outer and inner worlds: for if pun-
ishment cannot be defined for once and all in a way that corresponds in a 
perfectly adequate way to what punishment is outside of our interpretations 
of it, then what does that imply about our experience of our ‘selves’? 

 Self-Knowledge and Semiotics 

 We have seen that Nietzsche talks about the self in ways quite different 
than Schopenhauer. One cannot look at the self through two ‘aspects’ since 
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200 Anthony K. Jensen

one of those would breach the naturalistic barrier Nietzsche has erected 
around knowledge generally. For that reason, one cannot ascribe a single 
metaphysical ‘Will’ as the fundament of the self, since that would require a 
non-naturalistic mode of knowing. And for that reason, one cannot posit a 
sharp distinction between thinking and willing. And for that reason in turn, 
one cannot distinguish purely intellectual representations from non-rational 
drive-based expressions. Be all of that as it may, it seems that both Schopen-
hauer and Nietzsche are philosophers of ‘Will’ or ‘wills’, at least in the widest 
sense of those words. Their respective claims about what the Will or wills 
seek, however vague, are clearly antipodal—for Schopenhauer, Will seeks 
Life, and for Nietzsche, wills seek Power. But the Will or wills, for both, is 
primary in a way that reason is not. What I wish to suggest now is that the 
details of Nietzsche’s and Schopenhauer’s accounts are not only different or 
opposed in content, they are, in fact, on two different levels of discourse. I 
wish to suggest that by ‘Will to Life’ Schopenhauer is describing what he 
thinks the self actually is, and that, on the other hand, when Nietzsche talks 
about the self as a ‘Will to Power’ it is a discourse about how we symbolize 
something unknowable rather than what he thinks it actually is. 

 In at least four places, Nietzsche explicitly denies that a will comprises the 
primal substrate of the self. 

 “Will”: that is what our feeling imparts as a result of a process—thus 
it is already a  consequence  [ Wirkung ], and  not  the beginning and the 
cause 

 (NF Spring-Summer 1883, 7[25]; KSA 10, 250) 

 There aren’t any ‘wills’; that is only a simplified conception constructed 
by reason. 

 (NF Winter 1883–1884, 24[34]; KSA 10, 663) 

 “Willing”, as it is understood, means as little as “thinking”: it is a pure 
fiction. 

 (NF November 1887-March 1888, 11[114]; KSA 13, 54) 

 The “inner world” is full of phantoms . . . : the will is one of them. The 
will no longer moves anything, hence does not explain anything either—
it merely accompanies events; it can also be absent”. 

 (TI ‘Errors’, 3) 

 Such passages do not require interpreters to discard the concept of will-
ing in Nietzsche altogether. The first passage, after all, suggests that there 
are wills, only that they should not be thought of as primal. But these four 
passages should certainly give pause to incautious attributions, the kind of 
which abounds in Nietzsche studies. What these passages hold commonly 
is that we have no  direct  experience of any will, much less a will to power. 
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Nietzsche and Schopenhauer 201

What the words ‘will’, ‘wills’, ‘willing’, and their derivatives indicate is 
hardly, then, a ‘thing’, but, as Nietzsche says, a “simplified conception” or 
a “fiction” that doesn’t explain anything about what is actually going on 
inside the skin, since fictions cannot be considered causally efficacious.  31   

 Nietzsche is less than precise here, as simplified conceptions and fictions 
are by no means identical predicates: some fictions are complex, and some 
simplifications are non-fictional. Notwithstanding the ambiguity, the larger 
point is that our expression ‘will’ somehow fails to correspond to the real-
ity it is intended to designate. Accordingly, those who claim there is a will, 
Schopenhauer most prominently among them, are speaking beyond the lim-
its of naturalistic representation irrespective of whether or not the ultimate 
reality is, in fact, will. 

 Two questions follow from this. First: why do the representations fail? 
In brief, for the same reason that Nietzsche and Schopenhauer both think 
all representations fail to adequately correspond to things in themselves. 
Intellectual activities transform the effluvia of stimulations into experience 
a priori, ahead of our representing them, and in doing so render what some 
would call representations about objects in-themselves into symbolic expres-
sions. This does not impute to Nietzsche a sort of epistemological dualism, 
since he does not think epistemically meaningful ‘objects’ as such exist out-
side their symbolic expressions; indeed, the sum total of all we can ever 
know is presented to us in symbolic form. If, as we saw, Nietzsche holds that 
all descriptions of the ‘inside’ must be formally the same as those of the ‘out-
side’, then any description of the ‘internal’ states will mirror those of exter-
nal objects in their failure to adequately correspond to the real. Nietzsche 
says just this: “I maintain the phenomenality, too, of the  inner  world: every-
thing  of which we are conscious  is thoroughly cleaned-up, simplified, sche-
matized, interpreted [. . .]” (NF November 1887-March 1888, 11[113]; KSA 
13, 53). And Nietzsche says repeatedly that all descriptions of our expe-
rience of the ‘inner’ are “actually just words for the superlative grade of 
these precedents and drives,” just “names for extreme conditions” (D, 115). 
Indeed, “ This mental world ,  this symbol-world, is itself sheer ‘appearance 
and deception’ , just as every ‘thing of appearance’ already is” (NF April-June 
1885, 34[131]; KSA 11, 464). Therefore, to describe the ‘inner life’ of the 
self as will to power and to believe that that description refers to something 
about the reality of the ‘inner life’ as it really outside our representation of 
it—how we have “cleaned-up, simplified, schematized, interpreted” it—as 
such is a logical illegitimacy that plainly transgresses Nietzsche’s own epis-
temology. A more charitable interpretation would hold Nietzsche’s view of 
self-knowledge consistent with his general epistemological project. 

 The second question is: why, if Nietzsche thinks the designation ‘will’ is 
an oversimplified concept or fiction does he nevertheless write with perfectly 
brazen dogmatism about the world and the self being constituted essentially 
by will? Here, I would entreat care for Nietzsche’s language. Sometimes he 
uses the subjunctive mood within a conditional framework rather than a 
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202 Anthony K. Jensen

straightforward declarative sentence to suggest that will to power is the best 
designation but not necessarily one that corresponds adequately to the real 
‘inner life’. Consider perhaps the most often-recited passage about will to 
power: 

 Assuming that our world of desires and passions is the only thing ‘given’ 
as real, that we cannot get down or up to any ‘reality’ except the reality 
of our drives (since thinking is merely a relation between these drives): is 
it not permitted to make the experiment and to ask the question whether 
this “given” would not be  sufficient  for also understanding on the basis 
of this kind of thing the so-called mechanistic (or “material”) world? 
[. . .] Suppose, finally, we succeeded in explaining our entire instinctive 
life as the development and ramification of  one  basic form of the will—
namely, of the will to power, as  my  proposition has it . . . then one would 
have gained the right to determine  all  efficient force univocally as— will 
to power . The world viewed from inside . . . it would be “will to power” 
and nothing else. 

 (BGE 36) 

 Notice that this famous passage starts off with an assumption, not about 
the world, but about what we can know about it. The basement of our 
knowledge is what we can know about our drives, which themselves should 
only be considered the phenomenal expression of something ineluctable (See 
D 119; also NF Spring-Summer 1883, 7[25]; KSA 10, 250). He goes on in 
the passage to offer mechanism as a sufficient ground for explaining the 
connection between motives and acting, not because it is a true explanation, 
but on the grounds that it would be consistent with the contemporary use 
of drive-theory. If, and only if, we did that, “[w]e would be able to under-
stand the mechanistic world as a kind of life of the drives [. . .].” Nietzsche 
claims that a conscience of method demands that we make such an attempt, 
but it is merely one attempt among others. And ultimately, if, and only if, 
we carry this mechanistic explanation of drive activity to its most general 
conclusion, then “we would have earned the right to clearly designate  all  
efficacious force as:  will to power . The world, seen from the inside, the world 
determined and described with respect to its ‘intelligible character’—would 
be just this ‘will to power’ and nothing else—” (BGE 36). It is interesting to 
note that an earlier draft of BGE 36 from 1885 was written in the indicative 
mode, and much more emphatically at that: “ Diese Welt ist der Wille zur 
Macht—und nichts außerdem ! Und auch ihr selber seid dieser Wille zur 
Macht—und nichts außerdem!” (NF June-July 1885, 38[12]; KSA 11, 611). 
The change to the subjunctive ‘would be’ in the published version of BGE 
was purposeful and perhaps indicates Nietzsche’s resistance to speculating 
about a metaphysical entity at the core of existence and ourselves in def-
erence to positing a symbol that would at least depict generally the com-
mon observable affects a variety of expressions. The conditional form of his 
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Nietzsche and Schopenhauer 203

published articulation stands far more consistently with his view that any 
designation of our mental states will be at best a convenient symbol. That 
is, if we had to describe what we could know about the world with a single 
all-encompassing definition, then the phrase ‘Will to Power’ would be the 
best we could do. 

 Nietzsche’s claim in BGE 13 bears the same characteristic, even if writ-
ten in the indicative mode. “A living being wants above all else to release 
its strength; life itself is will to power.” Nietzsche spends a healthy por-
tion of his corpus articulating the different ways living beings discharge 
their strength—from the pseudopodia of amoeba reaching out to consume 
nourishment to the development of a guilt-conscience as a priestly weapon 
against the physically dominant. Provided Nietzsche’s critiques of both cau-
sality and superficial generalizations, talk of ‘all beings’ doing a single thing 
due to a single common cause cannot be taken as a referential description, 
but a useful fiction: a symbol. (On conceptual generalities, see TL 1; KSA 1, 
879f, and GS 335. On causality, see BGE 21.) Will is not a ‘thing’ that causes 
these variegated expressions, but a symbol that conveniently, if superficially, 
depicts their common character. That is, were one compelled to offer a single 
phrase that would intimate the common character of a relatively wide vari-
ety of appearances: ‘ Ein bestimmter Name für diese Realität wäre “der Wille 
zur Macht ” ’ (NF August-September 1885, 40[53]; KSA 11, 654). But even 
in a note like this, also written in the conditional and with the subjective 
‘ wäre ’, Nietzsche stresses that we cannot reach any sort of reality beyond 
appearances: “ Appearance , as I understand it, is the genuine and only reality 
of things” (NF August-September 1885, 40[53]; KSA 11, 654). 

 His claims about will to power in  Zarathustra  share the same status 
as a convenient but non-referential symbol. In the second book’s chapter 
“On Self-Overcoming,” Zarathustra outlines a wide number and variety 
of strivings, not all of which, as Nietzsche himself writes it, are consistent: 
“That I must be struggle and becoming and purpose and the contradiction 
of purposes—alas, whoever guesses my will guesses also on what  crooked  
paths it must walk” (Z II, ‘On Self-Overcoming’). That a single cause should 
lead to such “crooked paths,” would be one of the seductions of grammar 
that lead us to reflexively posit a unity behind every multiplicity. All of those 
different kinds of willing, intensities, and kinds of ends, which Nietzsche 
takes considerable time in this passage to differentiate, should not be 
reduced to a single ontological reality, as Schopenhauer does (GS 127). But 
as a generalization that articulates the common characteristics of those var-
ious manifestations, the term can well serve to illuminate those multifaceted 
expressions. “That is your entire will, you wisest ones, as a will to power” 
(Z II, ‘On Self-Overcoming’). 

 The term “will to power” should accordingly not be considered a ‘thing’ 
which gives rise to these differentiated acts, but a watchword, sign, or sym-
bol that summarizes and simplifies a multiplicity into a convenient but 
non-referential description.  32   As Nietzsche stresses: “Our drives are reducible 
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204 Anthony K. Jensen

to the will to power. The will to power is the last fact that we can get down 
to [ hinunterkommen ]” (NF August-September 1885, 40[61]; KSA 11, 661). 
Here, he does not say drives ‘are’ will to power; they can be reduced to it as 
a convenient symbol. Here, he does not say the will to power is what stands 
at the bottom of us, as a sort of Schopenhauerian fundament of life, but the 
last fact that could be identified before transgressing the boundaries of the 
knowable. The term is a “ Unifying Conception of Psychology ” a “meaning-
ful clarification,”—but “is it the ‘will’ of which Schopenhauer spoke, would 
it be the ‘essence of things’?. My proposition is this: that the  will  of all previ-
ous psychology is an unjustified generalization, that this will  does not exist ” 
(NF Spring 1888, 14[121]; KSA 13, 301). 

 With that said, it should be apparent that Nietzsche’s phrase “will to 
power” is not simply the inverse of Schopenhauer’s will to life. It is not an 
ontological reality at all that Nietzsche could even in principle claim to know 
unless he were to abandon entirely his own naturalistic epistemology for the 
melting ice of metaphysical speculation. Therefore, although Nietzsche often 
casts the term “will” as the essence of life and the self (see BGE 186 and 259 
as examples), as does Schopenhauer, and although Nietzsche does employ it 
causally as the reason why phenomena are they are, as does Schopenhauer, 
his is not the same  kind  of claim at all. Schopenhauer’s theory is ontological; 
Nietzsche’s is semiotical. Schopenhauer wants to unriddle the greatest mys-
tery of existence; Nietzsche wants to unriddle why people have historically 
made the claims they have about existence, why they use the language they do 
as they explore phenomena that they cannot know.  33   This allows Nietzsche 
himself to finally answer the second question we posed earlier: why use the 
phrase ‘will to power’ if it only names a symbolic generalization? Because 
there simply is no better way for a philosopher to speak. Nietzsche himself 
says precisely this. “The will to power. Consequence: if this representation 
[ Vorstellung ] is so  inimical  to us, why do we indulge it? Cheers to the pretty 
illusions [ Trugbildern ]! Let us be the deceivers [ Betrüger ] and embellishers 
[ Verschönerer ] of humankind! Actually  that  is really what a  philosopher  is” 
(NF Fall 1885, 43[1]; KSA 11, 700). 

 Self-Observation and Self-Expression 

 If the previous section demonstrated that will to power is not a concept that 
answers to Schopenhauer’s description of the essence of all things including 
the essence of the self, then what does Nietzsche actually say the self  is ?—
and how does that relate to Schopenhauer? Without recourse to a separate 
and non-empirical faculty of self-knowledge and with the warning that any 
descriptive claims whatsoever will remain simplified or fictitious concep-
tions, the barriers to self-knowledge, at least for now, seem insurmountable. 

  Self-Observation .—Man is very well defended against himself, against 
being reconnoitered and besieged by himself, he is usually able to 
perceive of himself only his outer walls. The actual fortress is inaccessi-
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Nietzsche and Schopenhauer 205

ble, even invisible to him, unless his friends and enemies play the traitor 
and conduct him in by a secret path. 

 (HH I, 491. See also BGE, 16; GS 335) 

 Notice the use and deliberate inversion of Schopenhauerian terminology 
here: we have for ourselves no secret path into the fortress of ourselves. But, 
playing with that terminology, Nietzsche imagines that our ‘friends and ene-
mies’ can somehow sneak us into ourselves. This, using Schopenhauer’s own 
metaphor, is the means Schopenhauer never envisaged to acquire knowledge 
about oneself: by the interaction of the expressed interpretative reports from 
other people. While we may not be in a position to experience our selves, 
we can experience the expressions of other people, and they us, by perfectly 
naturalistic empirical observation. 

 In non-metaphorical terms, Nietzsche spells out precisely this: “What  oth-
ers  learn from us, want from us, fear from us and pursue is the original mate-
rial of our minds: foreign judgments about things. That gives us our  picture 
of our self  [. . .] Our own drives appear to us only under the interpretation of 
other drives” (NF Fall 1880, 6[701]; KSA 9, 212).  34   To be clear, this hardly 
means we have the power to observe in others a metaphysical substrate 
like the will to life or the alleged ontological will to power. The observa-
tions of others and our observations of them must stand entirely within the 
epistemological limits of Nietzsche’s naturalism. What we observe is not 
those expressions per se, but our experience of those expressions, experi-
ence, which, as we say, is determined by what we call the volitional drives 
that constitute interpretations. So, although we cannot see strength itself or 
virtue itself any more than we can see an organism striving for life or power, 
we can certainly observe through our subjective facticities those acts that 
a particular society calls strength and virtue, strivings for life or power. So 
too is the self for Nietzsche observable in its outward expressions through 
our subjective facticities, even though it is nothing that can be observed as a 
subsistent thing outside of those multifarious expressions. This makes good 
sense of Nietzsche’s famous claim about the lightning flash as a metaphor 
for the self in  On the Genealogy of Morals , that “there is no ‘being’ behind 
the doing, effecting, becoming; ‘the doer’ is simply poetically ascribed to the 
doing—the doing is everything” (GM I, 13).  35   Whether valuing, interpreting, 
growing, being attracted to or being averse from, whether loving or hating, 
giving or receiving, hoping, praying, destroying, or whether any other num-
ber of everyday expressions of the organism are identified as such—which 
names are already to be considered necessarily non-referential symbolic gen-
eralizations of a diverse array of non-identical experiences—it is the expres-
sion of a self we can observe within the limits of our observational capacities. 

 Conclusion 

 What concerned Nietzsche most about Schopenhauer’s philosophy, at least if 
what he wrote to Cosima Wagner is true, was the human being. The human 
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206 Anthony K. Jensen

being, for both Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, was an entity thrown into 
the world and yet identical to it in the sense that the essence of the world 
is the essence of the person and vice versa. To know the world would be to 
know the person and vice versa. Nietzsche, from early on, sensed the illicit 
epistemological move by which Schopenhauer believed one could introspect 
about the true inner character of both self and world. For Nietzsche, the 
supra-naturalistic side of Schopenhauer’s dual-aspect theory was the first 
domino to fall, one which led to the collapse of the metaphysical one-world 
Will as well as self as the intellectual objectification of that one-world 
Will. Staying grounded not just in the world but in the embodied mode of 
empirical experience, Nietzsche rejects the possibility of a non-perspectival, 
non-interpretive knowledge of things-in-themselves and thereby the possi-
bility of an immediate introspective apprehension into what the self truly is 
independent of our representations of it. But just here, directly out of a wres-
tling with Schopenahuer’s view of the self that had lasted throughout his 
career, does Nietzsche posit his own. Through the intersubjective interpre-
tations of the wide swath of our expressions—nothing less than everything 
we say and do—we ourselves get at least a symbolic inkling, albeit a highly 
interpreted inkling, of what we are. Nothing beyond the full range of expres-
sions can be observed, and therefore, no ‘thing’ claimed to be the substrate of 
those expressions can be observed either. “ L’effet ,  c’est moi ” (BGE, 19). And 
while we ‘are not’ will to power necessarily, it is a fair enough generalized 
symbol that summarizes those many expressions in a single phrase. 

 Notes 

  1. “One day I found this book [Schopenhauer’s  The World as Will and Representation ] 
at the antique store of old Rohn, and took it in hand though it was fully foreign 
to me. I know not which daemon whispered to me: ‘take this book home with 
you’ ” KGW I/4, 513. 

  2. One can see the notes on this lecture at the Goethe-Schiller Archive in Weimar, 
Signatur GSA 71/41. Credit for this discovery goes to Wilhelm Metterhausen, 
whose typewritten  Friedrich Nietzsches Bonner Studienzeit 1864/5  still sits in 
the university archive at Bonn. For a discussion, see Figl (1991), 89–100. 

  3. For a discussion of Schaarsmidt’s lectures and their influence, see Broese (2004), 
18–24. Broese’s findings have important consequences for Nietzsche’s early 
understanding of Kant, too, that have not yet been sufficiently acknowledged. 

  4. KSB 5, 210. Nietzsche confirms that 1876 was the year he began to break from 
Schopenhauer in a note from 1887. See KSA 12, 354. 

  5. Ivan Soll was one of the first to challenge Nietzsche’s report of Schopenhauer’s 
influence in Anglophone scholarship. See Soll (1998), 104–31. 

  6. Worth mentioning is the reaction of Nietzsche’s boyhood friend and future 
founder of the  Schopenhauer Jahrbuch  and  Schopenhauer Gesellschaft , Paul 
Deussen. “But what is this?—You no longer hold close to Schopenhauer,— You, 
my MYSTAGOOGOS und Proteuangelist! [sic]—that is inconceivable, not pos-
sible.—Here’s what I say: Nietzsche must turn back!—” Letter from Deussen 
to Nietzsche of October 14th, 1877, Nr. 996; KGB II/6.2, 730. Given such a 
reaction, it is perhaps understandable that Nietzsche kept any criticisms under 
his hat. 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a,
 S

an
 D

ie
go

] 
at

 0
4:

25
 3

0 
Ju

ne
 2

01
7 



Nietzsche and Schopenhauer 207

  7. Recorded in Janz (1978), I, 463. 
  8. Heidegger’s attempt to force both Schopenhauer and Nietzsche into a story 

about the development of thought—a development that of course leads inex-
orably to himself—is a prime example of how misunderstanding this influence 
leads to a general misinterpretation of Nietzsche’s thinking. Because Nietzsche 
is destined to be the last metaphysician of the West, Heidegger is inclined to 
portray his relationship with Schopenhauer as a ‘master-disciple’ relationship 
whereby the disciple’s task is to surpass the master in a moment of inspired 
liberation. More seriously, though supporting the same narrative, Georg Simmel 
(1907) and Walter Kaufmann (1950) rely overmuch on the early similarity 
and later dissimilarity of general philosophical themes between Nietzsche and 
Schopenhauer, without acknowledging the sorts of minute breaks in formulation 
that take place throughout Nietzsche’s career. The biographer Curt Paul Janz, 
on the other hand, relies too much on the published biographical record in 
order to suggest that Nietzsche’s circle of friends precluded a serious diremption 
from Schopenhauerianism until he arrived in the new philosophical environs in 
Sorrento. Janz (1978), I, 430–5. 

  9. In addition to several articles of his own, Janaway’s introduction and collection 
of material in his 1998 volume set the research agenda throughout at least the 
Anglophone world. 

  10. Giametta (2008). Giametta’s work, especially with Colli and Montinari, has 
been severely underappreciated in Anglophone scholarship. 

  11. Among many recent pieces in multiple languages, see his (2013a); and on 
Schopenhauer specifically, his (2011). 

  12. Salaquarda’s work was prolific. The single best collection of his work on the 
relationship in question is his (2007). 

  13. Taylor (1988), 45–73; Barbera (1994), 217–33; and Porter (2000), 57–73. A 
noteworthy examination, too, is Staten (1990), 192–8. 

  14. An exemplary analysis of their competing claims about happiness, pessimism, 
and life-affirmation can be found in Reginster (2012), 349–66. For Nietzsche’s 
critique of morality in the context of Schopenhauer more generally, see the 
illuminating volume by Birnbacher & Sommer (2013), especially the pieces by 
Georges Goedert and Jakob Dellinger. 

  15. See Nabais (2006), 76–94. 
  16. See Clark (1988), 37–78; Sousa (2012), 39–61. See also my (2012): 326–341. 
  17. See Soll (1988), 79–115; Han-Pile (1999), 213–44; Came (2006), 41–57. 
  18. Constâncio (2012), 53–64. See also the many fine chapters in his and Maria João 

Branco’s anthologies  As the Spider Spins: Essays on Nietzsche’s Critique and Use 
of Language  (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2012) and  Nietzsche on Instinct and Language  
(Berlin: de Gruyter, 2011). See also Crawford (1988). 

  19. See Schlechta (1939), 289–300, and also Janaway’s translation in the appendix 
to his (1988). At the time of his convalescence, Nietzsche was reading, among 
other things, Kuno Fischer,  Immanuel Kant: Entwicklungsgeschichte und System 
der kritischen Philosophie  (Mannheim: Basserman Verlag, 1860) and F.A. Lange, 
 Geschichte des Materialismus und Kritik seiner Bedeutung in der Gegenwart  
(Leipzig: Iserlohn, 1866). 

  20. “ Zur Schopenhauer ” can be found at BAW 3, 352–61. These four criticisms are 
enumerated at BAW 3, 354f. For an alternate reading of these four criticisms, see 
Giametta (2006), 126, who finds these criticisms consistent with  GS  99. 

  21. Sandro Barbera has argued persuasively that Nietzsche borrowed these criti-
cisms, with their infelicities, from the contemporary critical accounts of scholars, 
above all Rudolf Haym. One of Haym’s main criticisms is that Schopenhauer’s 
system depends upon conflating romantic poetry and naturalistic representa-
tion. Barbera (1995), 126–30. 
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208 Anthony K. Jensen

  22. On which, see my (2012): 326–41. 
  23. For a succinct account of Schopenhauer’s theory of representation as it pertains 

to Nietzsche’s, see Constâncio (2012), 53–64. 
  24. The character of Nietzsche’s naturalism if, of course, a hotly debated topic. I 

treat it here minimalistically as a set of claims limited to what is tractable by 
means of the methods of natural empirical sciences of Nietzsche’s day. 

  25. For what, to my knowledge, is the only thorough discussion of Bahnsen, see my 
(2016a). 

  26. Bahnsen (1870). 
  27. Ibid., 9. 
  28. Ibid., 18. 
  29. Several recent studies have appeared on the topic. Among the more comprehen-

sive, see, Moore & Brobjer (2004); Heit et al. (2011); and Emden (2014). For my 
own contribution to how his reading of Helmholtz and F.A. Lange in particular 
transformed Nietzsche’s notion of the self, see my (2016b). 

  30. For a full account of these ambiguities, see my (2016c). 
  31. There is, of course, a host of interpretations of these notions in Nietzsche. 

Among those I follow most closely are Simon (1984); Müller-Lauter (1999); and 
Stegmaier (2000). 

  32. The fact that Nietzsche sometimes speaks of the will to power as merely one 
will—and not a privileged one—among many others should further caution us 
against interpreting it as the single ontological and psychological reality behind 
all appearances. See, for example, his list of various wills at NF Summer-Fall 
1884, 26[295]; KSA 11, 228. 

  33. A number of Nietzsche scholars hold this position, though it is still a minority 
view in Anglophone research. See, among others, Simon (1984), 17–33, as well 
as his more complete and quite highly regarded (1989). See also Barbera (1995), 
126f; and Stegmaier (2000), 41–69. Among the few English speakers, this line 
is represented principally by Constâncio (2013b), 145–64; as well as my own 
(2016b). 

  34. Constâncio (2013b), 150ff features a fine analysis of this passage in the context 
of intrapersonally communicated signs. 

  35. Robert Pippin has offered helpful resources for understanding what he calls 
an “expressivist” account of the self. “Nietzsche is not denying that  there is  a 
subject of the deed; he is just asserting that it is not  separate , distinct from the 
activity itself; it is ‘in’ the deed” Pippin (2006), 138. 
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 If it has been established that Nietzsche uses Emerson—has found uses for 
or ways of employing Emerson’s writing in his own work—the question of 
this essay becomes  how?  What does this case of use mean specifically for 
our understanding of Nietzsche’s work, and while we’re at it, more gener-
ally for the nature of engaging another’s work in the composition of one’s 
own prose? If we, like Nietzsche, are close readers of Emerson (and in turn, 
intimate readers of Nietzsche), then a reply to such questions may benefit 
from seeking out this shared source, in effect, to see what Emerson may have 
to say about our use of writing as such, especially insofar as we quote it, 
borrow it, transform it, and are inspired by it. 

 In  Philosophy the Day After Tomorrow , a book whose title seems a 
re-writing of and allusion to Nietzsche’s subtitle for  Beyond Good and Evil: 
Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future , and is, in fact, an appropriation, or 
perhaps better, a knowing repurposing of Nietzsche’s phrase “the man of 
tomorrow and the day after tomorrow,” Stanley Cavell has offered a defini-
tive, summative remark about his sense of Nietzsche reading and recompos-
ing Emerson’s work: “I have claimed on various occasions that Nietzsche, 
early and late, can be seen punctually to be rewriting certain of Emerson’s 
sentences, sometimes to similar, sometimes to different, effect.” 1  It is as much 
to the notion of Nietzsche’s early, ongoing, and disciplined interest in Emer-
son as to the nature of the qualification about the scope of that study that 
I will attempt to parse in what follows. And even after scores of scholars 
have explored and articulated the characteristics of Nietzsche’s reading of 
Emerson, the sheer fact of it never ceases to amaze and impress—perhaps 
especially for the first-timer, just coming to learn of the influence. Temper-
amentally as well as ideologically, the match may seem inauspicious—even 
fabricated, fanciful, forced. And yet, we are invited to wonder after super-
ficial resemblances and deeper affinities. How much, indeed, did Nietzsche 
integrate his inspiration from the writer in whose worked he claimed to have 
“felt so much at home,” 2  whose skills he praised as befitting one of the “mas-
ters of prose,” 3  and from whose writing he sussed sufficient intimacy and 
affection to claim him—alone among all philosophers—a “soul brother”? 4  

 Since so many able scholars have generated admirable works of philosoph-
ical nuance and probing intellectual history that address Nietzsche’s reading 

 Emerson Recomposed 

 Nietzsche’s Uses of His American 
‘Soul-Brother’ 

 David La Rocca 

 10 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a,
 S

an
 D

ie
go

] 
at

 0
4:

25
 3

0 
Ju

ne
 2

01
7 



212 David La Rocca

of Emerson, and his subsequent reliance on and occasional adaptation from 
the latter’s works, I imagine the present essay to find its purpose and useful-
ness first, to be sure, in the spirit of appreciating those accomplishments by 
acknowledging them, but also—with more intrigue—to find in the occasion 
a chance to reflect on some of the ways in which one writer may come to  use  
another writer’s prose and ideas—and in this case, the special provocation of 
Nietzsche’s cherished reading of Emerson. How exactly does such use present 
itself to us as readers—as inheritors of Nietzsche (on his own terms) and Emer-
son (on his own terms), and also as critics who are prompted to consider this 
one-directional late nineteenth-century pulse that radiated from the American 
to the German? To what extent does the report of this influence come as a 
scandal or as an insight, and how might we come to know it as part and parcel 
of the writing of philosophy’s history, that is to say, how the field understands 
itself as philosophy, and who may be said to claim participation in it? 

 1. Textual Variations on the Use of Work by Others 

 These foregoing questions stir our attention to the nature of influence  as 
such . For how precisely do we account for the impact of one philosopher’s 
ideas on another’s? In rudimentary form, we find these variations on the uses 
of work (by one author from another): 

 a. Direct Quotation—as a form of appropriation that marks itself for all to 
see and know, setting the source material between the printer’s symbols 
(“ ”), and also by way of typographical emphasis (i.e., with the printer’s 
 italics ). Here a reader can spot, unequivocally, the presence of work 
by one author  in  another’s work. The general purpose of such direct 
quotation is often the seeking of evidence and support, both of which 
regularly come with the tacit proviso that either the cited prose says it 
better than one can manage to say, or that the cited prose arrives with 
an authority the author lacks but wishes to situate—through an act of 
borrowing—within her argument. 

 i. This sort of direct appropriation takes on a sly bit of indirection, 
however, when we consider the issue of translation. So often we are 
meant to take care in attributing work to an author that may in fact 
more properly be said to be the work of a translator. Consider the 
revelatory differences in the rendering even of book titles—where 
one reads  Remembrance of Things Past , another reads  In Search of 
Lost Time . In our present case, we are curious not just to know what 
of Emerson’s work Nietzsche read, but more crucially, to study how 
Emerson’s writing is re-constituted in the German prose Nietzsche 
read, and which he avidly annotated. 

 b. Commonplace books are not—despite their names—treated as a com-
mon part of an author’s oeuvre; this is the case in Nietzsche’s work, in 
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Emerson Recomposed 213

Emerson’s, and for so many other writers. Instead, as in Emerson’s work-
ing life, they are more regularly regarded as a kind of “savings bank” 
from which an author may withdraw on a suitable occasion. 5  Most of 
such material may remain untouched and unknown by readers during 
an author’s working life, while in posterity it may take on new meanings 
as a sort of record of what appealed to a writer at a given time—in effect 
becoming a chronicle of potential interests and influences. As George 
J. Stack tell us: “Nietzsche’s attentive and enthusiastic response to the 
writings of Emerson was not merely a phenomenon of his youth. For he 
read and reread them over a twenty-six year period [roughly from 1862 
to 1888] and specifically copied out quotations from Emerson’s essays 
in preparation for the composition of  Thus Spoke Zarathustra .” 6  

 i. The readerly habit of inscribing marginalia makes up a fitting ancil-
lary practice to commonplacing, for a reader may leave the text 
where it lay, and yet make some indication of its importance (under-
lining, blocking, mark-making with various symbols and, of course, 
notes in the margins). 

 c. Allusion and paraphrasing signal important departures from direct cita-
tion and stimulate the need for readers who are familiar with the material 
being alluded to or paraphrased. While Nietzsche does directly quote 
words, sentences, and passages from Emerson, it is in the much vaster 
domain of allusion and paraphrase that many scholars have set their 
considerable analytical skills—for it is in those moments when Nietzsche 
 transforms  Emerson’s text and makes it his own that most captivates and 
summons us to take genuine stock of what we think we mean by the influ-
ence of one writer on another, and in this case, of this particular author 
on Nietzsche. How much of the allusion or paraphrase “is Emerson,” and 
how much did Nietzsche do to “make Emerson his own”? This is allusion 
and paraphrase in their best—most intellectually honest—senses. 

 d. Plagiarism presents a less forthcoming, more vexing aspect of these vari-
ations. Even if an idea—which we find expressed in identifiable prose—is 
paraphrased, there may be occasions when its core contribution is too 
distinctively another’s to claim as one’s own. If the words are, in fact, 
legitimately paraphrased, are the  ideas  that animate them plagiarized, and 
thereby does that status delegitimate the words? “Our very abstaining 
to repeat and credit the fine remark of our friend,” Emerson tells us, “is 
thievish.” 7  Readers and critics must endlessly consider when an appropri-
ation goes too far in eclipsing its origins. But then, what would going too 
far entail? A word-for-word theft or its abstracted but still identifiable 
animating force? Nietzsche’s use of Emerson is no different and calls upon 
us to ask—and to wonder—what it means to quote without acknowl-
edgment, to cite without permission. Can a single sentence ever be writ-
ten  without  strict mental indebtedness? If not, then where do we begin 
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214 David La Rocca

assigning the ownership of ideas and their expression? Is authorship itself 
an unacknowledged intellectual kleptomania? Such questions turn us, or 
return us, to the task—perhaps a largely unarticulated one—of finding the 
boundaries that divide one thought from another. 

 2. The Power Which They Communicate Is Not Theirs 

 Lionel Trilling once remarked that Nietzsche’s “admiration of Emerson is 
always an engaging surprise.” 8  To be sure, partly the predication of Emerson 
as an influence on Nietzsche (at all) gets us thinking anew about Nietzsche 
(we may ask incredulously: “Nietzsche, Friedrich Nietzsche was a devoted 
reader of Emerson? And more to the point, “Nietzsche emulated and adapted 
 Emerson’s  thinking?”), but also, and interestingly, such questions and such 
admissions prove to be chaperons to a new view of Emerson. As Cavell writes 
in the first line of his essay “Old and New in Emerson and Nietzsche”: “It 
is rarely apparent to me initially what has taken me back, or on, to a text of 
Nietzsche; but for some years it has become familiar to me that, however I 
get there, what I find eventually takes me further back to Emerson.” 9  And 
so as we read in Nietzsche—to consider how he was reading and appropri-
ating Emerson—we also return to Emerson with Nietzsche in mind (as his 
reader). Our responses to this interactive, intertextual exchange yield myriad 
replies, for example, how we get to Nietzsche’s work with careful attestations 
of affinity (such as we find in George Stack’s analysis, and beforehand in 
Stanley Hubbard—who explored Nietzsche’s personal, annotated copy of 
the  Essays  [ Versuche ]), and confirmations of divergence (as we discover in 
David Mikics’s study; in Cavell’s, where he notes that “we had better remind 
ourselves that for each resonance between Nietzsche and Emerson there are 
differences to be articulated, of varying magnitudes [. . .]”; 10  and earlier in 
Walter Kaufmann’s skeptical acknowledgment of Emerson’s influence—“one 
would never mistake a whole page of Emerson for a page of Nietzsche.” In 
1974, and thus well before the vanguard of contemporary scholarship on this 
topic had appeared, Kaufmann suggested that “those who have written on 
this subject have exaggerated the kinship of these men,” and if we are wise, 
so the insinuation goes, we too will see that “the differences are far more 
striking.” 11 ) Still, in this case of influence, likeness  and  dissimilarity prove 
Trilling’s observation: both are an “engaging surprise.” 

 An entire chapter, indeed, a full monograph, could be devoted to a thor-
ough bibliographical review of the secondary literature that addresses Emer-
son’s presence in Nietzsche, in some form or other. Such scholarly tracings, 
compare-and-contrasts, and close readings present results that are often as 
haunting as they are illuminating. (Cavell’s “Old and New” quoted above 
is an orienting and stimulating place to begin such research.) I will instead 
make occasion (below, in Section 3) to adduce some of the most prominent 
points in the primary literature—that is, in this case, in Nietzsche’s writing—
when Emerson’s influence is invoked after some fashion in the foregoing 
schematic of appropriation. But first, it may be worth pausing to note that 
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Emerson Recomposed 215

while readers are likely to find a familiar, even intuitive, taxonomy of types 
in the sketch above—some ways and means for how we go about using the 
work of another in our own work—it may be instructive (and also fit into 
the patterning that Cavell notes—where Nietzsche returns us to Emerson in 
unique ways) to consider what  Emerson  has to say about the “uses of great 
men,” in particular, how it seems that every author is positioned to be a 
benefactor of some other author. But how? And to what effect? 

 In reading Emerson with Nietzsche in mind—that is, in part, with an 
awareness that Nietzsche himself may have read the same words of Emer-
son’s we now consider—we always have about us a doubleness of meaning 
and reference: namely, that as we read Emerson’s remarks, say from “Uses 
of Great Men” (the lead essay in  Representative Men  [1850] 12 ), about the 
nature of attraction, influence, and creation in an author’s work, we also—
at the same time—must account for Nietzsche’s responses (varied as they 
are) to what he read in Emerson. Thus, to be plain, we find in “Uses of 
Great Men,” as elsewhere, Emerson at work for himself and, as it were, for 
us—for his readers, Nietzsche among them. These are metacritical moments, 
then, occasions when the text is aware of itself as created—in this case, as a 
comment on the “Uses of Great Men” that comes to be used by its readers, 
some of them, perchance, illustrious readers and writers on their own terms. 
Furthermore, as part of this metacritical, self-referential relation, in present-
ing Emerson’s prose—that Nietzsche read—on the subject of writing and 
reading, the nature of composition and constitution, I will, no doubt, have 
to rely on the various forms adduced above (quotation, allusion, et al.). This 
is the cyclical, renewing process that appears to underwrite all attempts at 
thinking through the distinctiveness of Emerson’s prose, and the uniqueness 
of, as Cavell puts it, “one of Emerson’s two great readers of the nineteenth 
century (the other being Thoreau),” namely, Friedrich Nietzsche. 13  

 What are “great men” for? What do they help us do? For one, Emerson 
contends, they facilitate perception, but they do so not by amplifying their 
own egos—or our own—but by diminishing them. In short, the greatness of 
such men is not in their individuality so much as in their capacity to look 
beyond it. (We may need to pause here long enough to acknowledge the 
fustiness of the words “greatness” and “men,” and then forgive ourselves for 
going on with them, appreciating their provincialism in time and place even 
as we deliberate over how they might be translated efficaciously and afresh 
into our contemporary debates.) Though “Emerson” as a name, as a short-
hand for an American philosophy, is customarily regarded as synonymous 
with the exaltation of the individual, individuality, and individualism, his 
account of “great men”—and more precisely the  uses  of them by us—comes 
squarely in our liberation from their individuated identities. They are not 
advocates and emblems for their own greatness, but instead heuristics for a 
perception of the greatness that lies  beyond them , and perhaps within our-
selves. “Other men,” Emerson reports, “are lenses through which we read 
our own minds.” In the company of writing by others, “[t]rue genius will not 
impoverish, but will liberate, and add new senses.” In this way, “[w]hat is 
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216 David La Rocca

good is effective, generative; makes for itself room, food, and allies.” Emerson 
here characterizes our relation—a reader’s relation—to the work of others: 

 We are as elastic as the gas of gunpowder, and a sentence in a book, or 
a word dropped in conversation, sets free our fancy, and instantly our 
heads are bathed with galaxies, and our feet tread the floor of the Pit. 
And this benefit is real, because we are entitled to these enlargements, 
and, once having passed the bounds, shall never again be quite the mis-
erable pedants we were. 

 Such enlargement, such maturation derives from our intimate engagement 
with what we read. The reader is not a foreigner to the text but its honored 
guest, and in that hospitality is greeted to a new horizon of thinking. Emer-
son finds this special relationship emerge again and again, but so often only 
by way of representative writers and figures: 

 Mankind have, in all ages, attached themselves to a few persons, who, 
either by the quality of that idea they embodied, or by the largeness of 
their reception, were entitled to the position of leaders and law-givers. 
These teach us the qualities of primary nature,—admit us to the consti-
tution of things. 

 Importantly though, and easily missed given the rhetoric of reception sur-
rounding Emerson’s legacy, when it comes to famous men, great men, superior 
authors, we are to appreciate what they say, not simply revel in who they are. 
As Emerson characterizes the point: “The power which they communicate is 
not theirs. When we are exalted by ideas, we do not owe this to Plato, but to 
the idea, to which, also, Plato was a debtor.” Plato, in short, is a representative 
of or for an idea, not for himself. The medium is  not  the message; the medium 
is an agitating force, a generative instigator, and above all, a representative. 

 Sword and staff, or talents sword-like or staff-like, carry on the work of 
the world. But I find him greater, when he can abolish himself, and all 
heroes, by letting in this element of reason, irrespective of persons; this 
subtilizer, and irresistible upward force, into our thought, destroying 
individualism; the power so great, that the potentate is nothing. 

 No man, in all the procession of famous men, is reason or illumina-
tion, or that essence we were looking for; but is an exhibition, in some 
quarter, of new possibilities. Could we one day complete the immense 
figure which these flagrant points compose! The study of many individ-
uals leads us to an elemental region wherein the individual is lost, or 
wherein all touch by their summits. 

 Emerson describes such men as “a collyrium to clear our eyes from egotism” 
and thus a clarifying force that “enable[s] us to see other people and their 
works.” “Thus we feed on genius, and refresh ourselves [. . .].” Consequently, 
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Emerson Recomposed 217

“[w]e need not fear excessive influence. A more generous trust is permitted.” 
The great writers, then, are not dictators and tyrants; they have not arrived 
to whip us with their achievements and embarrass us for our lack of them. 
Rather, as liberators, as agents of generativity, they are to be trusted, to be 
followed, for after all, they are not advocating celebration of themselves but 
enjoining us to a shared task, a common perception. Consequently, Emer-
son contends that instead of living in radical asymmetry to achievements of 
exalted minds, “society is a Pestalozzian school: all are teachers and pupils 
in turn. We are equally served by receiving and by imparting.” 14    

 The usefulness of writers is, paradoxically, in how their distinctive 
contributions—the authority of their authorship; the definite nature of their 
identities—are liberating. We are given back to ourselves (anew, or perhaps 
for the first time) by way of such writers. This is the peculiarity of Emerson’s 
sense of being a “representative” (man, of man, for man). Such a representa-
tive it at once very much herself and yet for that reason may become strangely 
de-personalized. One suspects that the name for this in our time is “celebrity.” 
The representative stands for herself but not as we customarily do: instead of 
attempting to bulk out and reinforce her traits and characteristics, she looks 
past herself. The representative, as America’s 44th President has been wont 
to say, becomes a site upon which people can impose what they want or need 
to see; he, himself, has written of his status this way: “[. . .] I serve as a blank 
screen on which people of vastly different political stripes project their own 
views.” 15  The representative is thus read and appropriated accordingly; his 
status as a cipher involves his participation as well as our own. He is hardly 
a “self-made man”—but a man constituted by the impressions he makes and, 
in turn, the ones we make upon him (even if the latter are, as Barack Obama 
says, projections—perhaps not realities so much as confessions of desire or 
need or, in the lexicon of his legacy, hope). 16  Obama reminds us that who a 
representative is—on a personal level—is beside the point; as an identifiable 
locus for our (diverse) projections, he does not become (more) transparent 
but increasingly, perhaps frustratingly, opaque. 17  And yet, that opacity is the 
liberating gift; it makes the reading possible, it turns us back to our own 
thoughts. The authored item—whether it be a book or a film performance 
or a political career—is a text under consideration. In these and many other 
cases, the representative is truly a collyrium clearing our eyes of egotism. 

 Nietzsche’s youthful discovery—and passionate emulation—of Emerson 
should draw our attention, for in his American elder, the young German was 
finding a way forward in thinking: how to have thoughts, how to articulate 
them. Nietzsche-as-a-teenager would copy out passages of Emerson’s prose 
(in parity with the habits of commonplacing), and then, more auspiciously, 
he would attempt to render his own sort of “essays” in a similar vein. This 
mode or method of imitation is at once highly productive and highly con-
sequential, for in it the acolyte is simultaneously training by means of and 
being liberated from the instruction. 

 Still, such tutelage does not come easily. And it involves what Cavell calls 
variously the “paradox of reading” and the “paradox of writing”—the 
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218 David La Rocca

former being “that to understand from a work of a certain ambition how 
to read it is already to have understood how to read it” and the latter being 
“that to find how to write a work of a certain ambition is already to have 
found it written; all its words are the words of others.” 18  Is this good news 
or bad? A bit of both, perhaps, for in these paradoxes we achieve the relief 
of comprehension but must also be daunted by what it would mean to create 
a work of one’s own. The lesson of the paradoxes seems the lesson Emer-
son proposes in “Uses of Great Men,” namely, to give up on the project of 
egotistic authorship, and instead “[s]erve the great” in their representative-
ness, or in one’s own representative role, which, in the wake of the para-
doxes, means serving the ideas that animate great minds, perhaps including 
one’s own (however lesser it may be). Theories of genius—Emersonian and 
Nietzschean—ought to make themselves known at this point, for, again, we 
would not equate genius with sheer intelligence, but with the perception of 
intelligent things and thoughts (that “gleam of light,” such as it is). 19  

 Thus, finding a way forward in one’s own writing— because  one has read 
something that has inspired one to write—means admitting that such work 
is  already written  (by others). The discovery, if at first disparaging, may 
give way to a logical incentive and intuitive motivation to quote the work 
of others. The difficulty of writing, then, is not just in having new thoughts 
(what would those be?) but in expressing them better than others have and, 
failing that, in quoting creatively. In lieu of some fresh offering, why would 
we be ashamed to undertake bringing attention to what has been said, been 
written, especially if it has been said and written  better  than one might 
achieve? A quoter can at least take credit for noticing, and if the presentation 
of quotations is sufficiently artful—one thinks of masterful instances such as 
Montaigne’s  Essays  and Robert Burton’s  Anatomy of Melancholy —there is 
no reason for chagrin. Such noting and noticing may become synonymous 
with reading, and when the reader is a young and gifted Nietzsche (arguably 
a genius in the conventional as well as the Emersonian sense), the effects of 
quoting, commonplacing, paraphrasing, and alluding may simply come to 
be known as the  Gesamtausgabe der Nietzsches Werke . 20  

 3.  Felicitous Capacities for Digestion, Incorporation, 
and Expression 

 Book-length studies of Emerson’s effect on Nietzsche’s thinking are natu-
rally, for their size and ambition, justified in drawing out themes, topics, 
and problems that may have radiated from Emerson to Nietzsche. We see 
this approach in George Stack’s pursuit of similarities and David Mikics’s 
disciplined account of the places the two authors diverge; Michael Lopez 
has addressed power as a shared theme of their work, while George Kateb 
reveals his sustained interest in self-reliance and its variants. Cavell has traced 
a remarkable etiology of Nietzsche’s influence on American and European 
thought—namely, that insofar as Nietzsche is translating certain of Emerson’s 
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Emerson Recomposed 219

ideas, and in so far as those ideas are warmly and energetically welcomed by 
American and European audiences, it goes to show that Emerson is “given 
back” to “the culture he helped to found” by one of his finest readers; here, 
in Freudian imagery, America’s “repression” of Emerson lays the ground 
for Emerson to “return” to its shores—and Nietzsche may be counted, on 
this reading, as one of the principle delegates of this re-emergence. 21  More 
recently, in  American Nietzsche: A History of an Icon and his Ideas , Jennifer 
Ratner-Rosenhagen has conducted a capacious investigation into Nietzsche’s 
influence in America, on American thought, by studying the many ways in 
which Nietzsche’s work underwent a transatlantic translation over the course 
of the twentieth century. And all these fine studies (no doubt exemplars) are 
but a handful of the robust researches conducted on the subject of Emerson’s 
impact on the development of Nietzsche’s ideas and his writing. 22  

 While these studies, and their accomplished counterparts, provide extended, 
nuanced assessments of the relationship Nietzsche had with Emerson’s books, 
we may be served—especially those just coming to the communion, or con-
sidering it seriously for the first time—by adducing some of the more overt 
instances of Nietzsche’s invocation of Emerson. It is almost always of interest 
to learn what one esteemed writer thinks of another cherished stylist, and this 
case appears to be no different. 

 a. With Nietzsche, one may begin at the beginning. Instead of a case in which 
a writer  belatedly  discovers an affinity and affection for an author (and 
perhaps regrets with chagrin the “alienated majesty” of coming to such 
work late), Nietzsche was a close student of Emerson’s work early in life, 
in his teenage years, and stretching out from there for decades. 23  Given 
Nietzsche’s precocious and prodigious intellectual gifts, it is perhaps not 
surprising that essays such as “Fate and History” and “Freedom of the 
Will and Fate”—written when he was seventeen, in March and April of 
1862—are nevertheless, despite his youth, full of penetrating insight and 
bold stylistic flourishes. While the very titles of these early essays seem 
casual assemblages of Emerson’s favored topics, culled from the very titles 
of his own essays, the content of the arguments bears even more evi-
dence of Nietzsche’s astute reading of Emerson—not just re-telling the 
American’s story of thought, but challenging it and constituting his own. 
We find the young scholar directly addressing the paradoxes and tensions 
that lie, for example, at the heart of our thinking of freedom of the will 
and fate. 24  At the time he was composing these early essays of his own, 
Nietzsche was reading Emerson in German translation, in particular, G. 
Fabricus’s 1858 translation of  Essays: First Series  ( Versuche , 1841) and 
 Essays: Second Series  ( Versuche , 1844), and E. S. von Mühlberg’s 1862 
translation of  The Conduct of Life  ( Die Führung des Lebens , 1860). 
For quick reference between Nietzsche’s titles and those established by 
Emerson, we can recall that “History” is the lead essay of Emerson’s 
 Essays: First Series  and “Fate” the lead essay of  The Conduct of Life . 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a,
 S

an
 D

ie
go

] 
at

 0
4:

25
 3

0 
Ju

ne
 2

01
7 



220 David La Rocca

 b. One of the most prominent and sustained invocations of Emerson by 
Nietzsche appears in  Untimely Meditations  (1876), somewhat oddly, in 
“Schopenhauer as Educator.” The oddness can be noted on several fronts, 
not least that it seems one of Nietzsche’s ambitions for the essay is to 
negatively critique Schopenhauer as educator and find room for offer-
ing up Emerson as a more favorable tutor. James Conant has expertly 
traced these and other aspects of Nietzsche’s coupling of Schopenhauer 
and Emerson, arguing, in part, that Emerson’s understanding and treat-
ment of the concept of exemplarity and the exemplar was decisive for 
Nietzsche, young and old, from early to late. 25  As Conant points out, 
Nietzsche’s essay has puzzled readers precisely because it barely men-
tions Schopenhauer, and its denouement is squarely reliant on passages 
from Emerson’s “Circles”—sentiments from which are meant to offer 
the essay’s concluding and summative claims. Conant corrects an initial 
impression that Emerson’s import is merely tacked on as an afterthought 
by saying that “Emerson’s sentences haunt the entire essay. Countless 
passages in ‘Schopenhauer as Educator’ echo passages from Emerson.” 
Among them: the “concepts of genius, exemplariness, culture, animality, 
timidity, shame, custom, humanity, trusting oneself, conformity, longing, 
a circle of duties, and a higher self [. . .] a handful among a seemingly 
endless number [. . .].” 26  Though Emerson only makes a formal appear-
ance at the essay’s conclusion (viz., in the form of direct quotations), his 
ideas permeate the entire effort and argument of Nietzsche’s iconic essay 
on teachers and their would-be students. 

 The structure of “Schopenhauer as Educator” is a clinic on the ways that 
Nietzsche read Emerson (as per my quick taxonomy in Section 1). It is not 
that Nietzsche was reaching about at the end of his essay and settled for 
slapping on a few lines from Emerson that were ready to hand. Far from 
being an ad hoc addendum, and as Conant argues, Emerson’s ideas  per-
vade  “Schopenhauer as Educator”—and much else of Nietzsche’s writing. 
Consider, then, the relevance of Conant’s bold proviso, in which he objects 
to Arthur Danto’s characterization of Nietzsche’s writing methodology. 
Where Danto claims that Nietzsche’s work seem “assembled rather than 
composed,” Conant inverts the emphasis to say they are “ composed , rather 
than assembled, and indeed composed with an exquisite degree of care.” 27  
Not incidentally, Danto’s remarks about Nietzsche are commonly leveled at 
Emerson: that his work is made up of “short, pointed aphorisms,” that “any 
given aphorism or essay might as easily have been place in one volume as in 
another,” and the “books themselves [. . .] do not exhibit any special struc-
ture as a corpus.” So Emerson and Nietzsche may be said to be brethren in 
this regard as well. As great a mind as Hannah Arendt sustained the conde-
scension that famously was expressed by Matthew Arnold that Emerson is 
not a philosopher because “[h]e cannot build; his arrangement of philosoph-
ical ideas has no progress in it, no evolution; he does not construct a philos-
ophy,” and later added, in case we missed it: “he does not combine them into 
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Emerson Recomposed 221

a system, or present them as a regular philosophy.” 28  “What Emerson and 
Montaigne have most obviously in common,” Arendt wrote, “is that they 
are both humanists rather than philosophers, and that they therefore wrote 
essays rather than systems, aphorisms rather than books. (This, incidentally, 
was the reason why Nietzsche, the black sheep among the philosophers, likes 
Emerson so much.)” 29  To Arnold, and those of who find company with him 
on this assessment, Cavell has written in antagonistic reply: 

 But immediately, to imagine that Emerson could challenge the basis of 
the argument of the  Critique of Pure Reason , I would have to imagine 
him to be a philosopher—would I not? I would have, that is to say, to 
imagine his writing—to take it—in such a way that it does not miscon-
ceive Kant but undertakes to engage him in dispute. I like what Matthew 
Arnold has to say about Emerson, but we ought no longer to be as sure 
as Arnold was that the great philosophical writer is one who builds a sys-
tem; hence that Emerson is not such a writer on the grounds that he was 
not such a builder. We are by now too aware of the philosophical  attacks  
on system or theory to place the emphasis in defining philosophy on a 
product of philosophy rather than on the process of philosophizing. 30  

 And then we have Nietzsche himself who wrote, in the years just following 
Emerson’s death: “As it is, in Emerson we have lost a philosopher.” 31  So it 
was not Nietzsche who had trouble with Emerson’s credentials, nor with 
the criteria—professionally derived or not, historically based or not—that 
would disconfirm or otherwise disqualify his membership in the pantheon 
of philosophers, of great writers and thinkers. 

 While Cavell marshaled his critique in defense of Emerson, Conant count-
ers Danto as part of his apology for Nietzsche—along similar lines that 
aim to dissolve condescension and dismissiveness concerning his status 
and capacity as a writer of consecutive prose, and against any critics who 
would view Nietzsche as slapdash and haphazard in his reading and in his 
composition: 

 Nietzsche says that the worst readers are those ‘who proceed like plun-
dering soldiers [. . .] picking up only those few things they can use [. . .] 
and blaspheming the whole’ (HH, II:I:137), and that the best readers 
are those who patiently develop an eye for the whole and know that 
reading must be practiced as an  art —an art that ‘has been unlearned 
most thoroughly nowadays.’ 

 (GM P:8) 32  

 Skeptics of Emerson’s deep and abiding influence on Nietzsche—even some-
one as familiar with Nietzsche’s language as translator Walter Kaufmann 
expressed sincere doubt, a doubt, though, perhaps owing more to his lack 
of familiarity with  Emerson’s  language—may feel admonished by Nietzsche 
himself. To achieve a more genuine sense of how Nietzsche read Emerson, we 
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222 David La Rocca

must take care in reading Nietzsche; we cannot, as it were, perform a keyword 
search for “Emerson” or scan Nietzsche’s oeuvre for direct quotations from 
the American, or even partial phrases, or adroit paraphrases, or syntactically 
re-ordered aphorisms, in order to assess the extent of impact. As Conant per-
suasively contends, Emerson’s relative lack of mention in “Schopenhauer as 
Educator” should not dissuade the  artful  reader—who has become familiar 
with the work of both Emerson and Nietzsche—that his presence in that essay 
is ubiquitous and inescapable, and thus essential, which is to say, constitutive. 

 c. When Nietzsche was writing  The Gay Science , in 1881, he was read-
ing Emerson. And this book—the title of which bears resemblance to 
Emerson’s self-description as a “professor of the Joyous Science” 33  and 
which begins with an epigraph from Emerson’s “History” 34 —seems a 
fitting place to consider how Emerson’s effect in the body of the text 
may not always be as overtly felt as in the title and epigraph, but may 
instead be integrated, digested, incorporated to the point where it is 
no longer apparent (or perhaps even present in the form of claims that 
would be foreign to Emerson’s tone and temper). To follow after these 
possibilities—and to study their implications—I turn again to Emerson 
to take stock of the radical ways in which readers may draw from their 
sources, and consequently reply to the demands for nuanced—“artful”—
reading by the inheritors of such texts. 

 In “Plato; or, the Philosopher,” 35  the chapter that follows “Uses of Great 
Men” in  Representative Men , Emerson addresses the nature of Platonic 
authorship—both in a literal sense (did he write all the works we attribute to 
him?), and in a more speculative sense concerning the very nature of original 
composition (what does it mean to write one’s own thoughts?—a question 
with especial gravity given Plato’s chosen genre, the dialogue, which culti-
vates the impression that he is not speaking). Consider Emerson’s response 
to the “vexing question concerning his reputed works”: 

 Plato, too, like every great man, consumed his own times. What is a 
great man, but one of great affinities, who takes up into himself all 
arts, sciences, all knowables, as his food? He can spare nothing; he can 
dispose of everything. [.  .  .] Hence his contemporaries tax him with 
plagiarism. But the inventor only knows how to borrow [. . .]. When we 
are praising Plato, it seems were are praising quotations from Solon, and 
Sophron, and Philolaus. Be it so. Every book is a quotation; and every 
house is a quotation out of all forests, and mines, and stone quarries; 
and every man is a quotation from all his ancestors. 

 There is much else in Emerson’s essay that elaborates on and enriches these 
crucial figures and tropes of authorship, but we may stand contented to focus 
on the metaphors that define the author’s uses of work by others. Here we are 
told how he “consumes” the “food” of his own times, including all the things 
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Emerson Recomposed 223

said by others, and things written by them; 36  later in the essay, Emerson will 
add a complementary image of transforming materials: “As a good chimney 
burns its smoke, so a philosopher converts the value of all his fortunes into his 
intellectual performances.” To build a fire, if also to build a house, one must 
collect suitable timber: selection and ordering, as with grammar, are the very 
activities of creation. In this gathering, acquisitive position, then, the author is 
said to “borrow” and make use of “quotation.” And his fire may burn so hot, 
so cleanly, that he may (intentionally or inadvertently) hide his sources—after 
all, the well-built fire, or well-made chimney, does not share its telltale sign 
(its smoke), and therefore conceals the substance that made the fire possible 
(its wood). As we read above, “[w]hat is good” for the reader is material that 
is “effective, generative; makes for itself room, food, and allies.” For these 
reasons, Emerson might be featured as a herald for our times—a patron saint 
of the creative commons and open-access catalogues online—for borrowing 
and quoting well (like reading well) is an  art , a radical and creative amend-
ment and enrichment, not an outright stealing. The inventor-borrower-quoter 
does not attempt to pass off the work of another as her own, but shows her 
work after it has “passed through the fire of thought.” 37  

 One instinct for tracing influences is to give credit where credit is due, 
as if there were a first occasion when a thing was thought or written and 
it belonged to that person. Emerson’s account is instructive, if for nothing 
else, because he reminds us that even Plato—whose work has been said 
to be the source of thought (even Emerson says “Plato is philosophy, and 
philosophy, Plato”) and all subsequent thought little more than “footnotes” 
to it—needed footnotes! Emerson is reminding us that “Plato absorbed the 
learning of his time,—Philolaus, Timaeus, Heraclitus, Parmenides, and what 
else; then his master, Socrates [. . .].” All this is to say that we ought not to 
be preoccupied with origins—with originality for its own sake—but with 
what is done with these materials, raw or realized, borrowed or beautified. 

 The “ideas of the time are in the air, and infect all who breathe it,” Emer-
son writes in “Uses of Great Men,” and it is worth pausing to appreciate how 
Emerson may be an influence on Nietzsche aside from direct quotation, even 
direct reading. Emerson was by some estimates the most famous American 
writer at the time of his death in 1882; and when Nietzsche described him 
soon after, as mentioned above, he confirmed his assessment of the writer’s 
status: “As it is, we have lost a philosopher in Emerson.” Emerson’s radius of 
domestic and international influence was wide, varied, and so diverse that it 
could not—cannot—be exhaustively traced, though such inquiries are still of 
ongoing, contemporary interest. 38    It is thus not a counterfactual to this point 
to find proof that Nietzsche never read Emerson’s phrase “professors of the 
Joyous Science”—as some kind of inspiration for  The Gay Science ; rather, 
the coincidence of the phrases, their shared intimations, and most especially, 
their common point of reference (the medieval poet-troubadours who made 
music and danced) become our signs for inquiry. And aside from the title, 
what is to be said for the wild, frenzied, lyrical book itself? In keeping with 
Conant’s helpful reorientation to the pervasiveness of Emerson’s presence in 
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224 David La Rocca

“Schopenhauer as Educator,” and in the wake of Emerson’s thoughts about 
authorship vis-à-vis Plato, a book such as  The Gay Science , like so many in 
the Nietzsche corpus, may be assessed not just for its occasional quotations, 
allusions, and anecdotal gestures toward the American, but for its under-
lying and abiding digestion of Emerson’s thinking. Then we find Nietzsche 
as a reader and a radicalizer of his self-appointed tutor’s work. Still, if such 
resonances prove too thin, too insubstantial, or simply too conjectural, then, 
as we find in close readings of texts and concepts—such as with Cavell on 
 Human, All Too Human , Conant on “Schopenhauer as Educator,” and in 
the investigations of so many others: Buell, Dumm, Friedl, Goodman, Kateb, 
Lopez, Mikics, Stack, et al.—Nietzsche’s affinity and affection for Emerson, 
and his radical adoption and transformation of his work, is apparent in 
varying degrees of insight and surprise. 39  

 4. The Published and the Unpublished 

 The notion of influence, as it pertains to the effect one writer may have on 
another, then, can seem to resolve itself in an estimation of the extent to which 
things—prose, poetry, passages of all sorts—appear similar or dissimilar. The 
scholar notes how words are in common, how phrases are shared; likewise, 
the scholar points out deviations, perhaps inversions and contradictions. This 
generic description applies in the case of Nietzsche’s reading of Emerson, and 
commences with those moments of adolescent re-writing—brief essays in 
which the young Nietzsche appears to attempt an emulation at once of style 
and substance, of topic and temperament. But then, as the young Nietzsche 
becomes the formidable, epoch-changing world philosopher (familiar by 
name, and perhaps idea, even to nonphilosophers!—much like Emerson), how 
are we to account for Emerson’s sustained influence on his German acolyte? 
We may hazard to say that as Nietzsche became cleverer, more artful—in his 
reading and his writing—so too did his practice of reflection and refraction. 
As he matured, Nietzsche’s reading of Emerson may have remained as focused 
and direct as it was in his youthful experiments, and yet his expanding talents 
for transformation and translation leave us with less superficial evidence. We 
are, then, perhaps less likely to discover Emerson’s effect on the surface of the 
text—by way of direct quotation and invocation, as we find periodically in 
“Schopenhauer as Educator,”  The Gay Science , and  Twilight of the Idols  40 —
than in the very structure and sense of Nietzsche’s prose, in the philosophical 
propositions and commitments he espouses (and excoriates). Of his lifelong 
reading of Emerson’s books, we may say—as Emerson says of Plato’s experi-
ence with others—he “ground them all into paint.” 

 As a writer, one could hardly hope for a more astute reader than the phi-
lologist and philosopher, Nietzsche; in this respect, Nietzsche is  Emerson’s  
benefactor; this is especially evident if we hue closely to Cavell’s narrative 
of Emerson by the country whose philosophy he helped found. 41  So as we 
become curious about Nietzsche’s love of Emerson’s writing, we may be 
confounded how that love came to express itself—especially if one regards 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a,
 S

an
 D

ie
go

] 
at

 0
4:

25
 3

0 
Ju

ne
 2

01
7 



Emerson Recomposed 225

Nietzsche’s philosophical commitments to be not just foreign, but distinctly 
 at odds  with Emerson’s. Consequently, the very taking up of the question 
how and to what extent we may claim that Nietzsche has re-written or 
recomposed Emerson depends on one’s prior understanding of the two 
writers—for example, what one has read of them. Do you arrive at these 
texts recognizing the sympathies that are said to abide? Or does the connec-
tion seem forced, contrived, and unsuccessfully defended? 

 We can find in Emerson a tutor on the habits of re-writing, for it would 
seem that all writing is always already re-writing. In the essay “Quotation 
and Originality,” 42  from 1868, Emerson would herald the pervasiveness—
and ineluctability—of the first term in this concatenation, and disabuse us 
of our proud claims to the second. The best we can hope for is to achieve 
originality  by means of  quoting. Enacting this truth, then, we encounter the 
last line of the essay: “The divine gift is ever the instant life, which receives 
and uses and creates, and can well bury the old in the omnipotency with 
which Nature decomposes all her harvest for recomposition.” To be sure, 
for most of us, our contributions will be slender reeds (in posterity, easily 
missed—lost in the field of other reeds, or simply felled by the force of wind, 
and trampled under the broad, hurried foot of history), but these will be 
reeds, nonetheless, that exist by the fortune of past resources and for future 
purposes. All writing is thus most honestly regarded as an act of recomposi-
tion (however well or poorly it might stave off decomposition). 

 The goal of isolating Nietzsche’s praise of Emerson’s work is not to give 
Emerson credit, as it were, for some of Nietzsche’s thoughts. There is no 
motive to embarrass Nietzsche, or ourselves as readers, by an ungrateful 
accusation of wonton thievery—even if from a mind worth stealing from; 
rather, the impetus is to understand and appreciate how it is one may go 
about reading and re-writing, quoting and incorporating, the thought of 
another. “Whoever expresses to us a just thought makes ridiculous the pains 
of the critic who should tell him where such a word had been said before.” 43  
In his reading of Emerson, Nietzsche may become something of a guide or 
guru to our comprehension of reading well. For, as Emerson reminds us to 
our favor, “[i]t is as difficult to appropriate the thoughts of others, as it is to 
invent.” Recomposition, it turns out, is composition. 

 If a writer is blessed by originality, or by force of will achieves it, Emerson 
suggests that such “[o]riginal power is usually accompanied with assimilat-
ing power [. . .].” As this year’s tree borrows from the decay of dead arboreal 
ancestors and will in turn become the nutriment for future forests, so the 
writer draws from old pages to create her new ones; and if she’s lucky, in 
time, her pages will become a resource for another writer. Nietzsche’s peren-
nial reading in Emerson’s books suggests that he found satisfying intellectual 
company; Emerson’s status as the author of such works may almost come to 
seem secondary in the light of Emerson’s own remarks: 

 If an author give us just distinctions, inspiring lessons, or imaginative 
poetry, it is not so important to us whose they are. If we are fired and 
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226 David La Rocca

guided by these, we know him as a benefactor, and shall return to him 
as long as he serves us so well. [. . . T]he worth of the sentences consists 
in their radiancy and equal aptitude to all intelligence. They fit all our 
facts like a charm. We respect ourselves the more we know them. 

 In Nietzsche’s case we find ample reason to suggest that, as Emerson puts 
it, “[g]enius borrows nobly.” That is, Nietzsche’s recomposition—however 
we come to define the nature and parameters of that activity—of Emerson’s 
ideas is done with admirable transformation. “The nobler the truth or sen-
timent,” Emerson suggests, “the less imports the question of authorship.” In 
this light, Nietzsche  joins  Emerson,  participates  in the lineage of his think-
ing. Nietzsche is then not so much plucking flowers from Emerson’s garden 
to fashion some new anthology of his own as he is sunning and fertilizing 
the ground of Emerson’s prose. Hence the benefaction. 

 As readers of Nietzsche, we become an audience to his art of quotation—and 
his talent for recomposition of the material he reads. “We are as much informed 
of a writer’s genius by what he selects as by what he originates. We read the 
quotation with his eyes, and find a new and fervent sense [. . .]. As the journals 
say, ‘the italics are ours.’ ” Emerson intuits and calls us out on the deepest claim 
of our use of italics: that we mean for our readers to believe the  emphasis  
says something about what we see, what we want to say (Nietzsche does this, 
for example, in his quotation from Emerson’s “Circles” in “Schopenhauer as 
Educator”). We let the source speak for itself but then—by way of emphasis—
siphon off for ourselves some of the credit; we stand in congratulations for our 
perception and should hope our clever act of quotation will stand up to our 
audience’s judgment, and perhaps even solicit its praise. 

 What Emerson and Nietzsche share, of course, is that both of them are the 
beneficiaries of the long and sweeping tides of intellectual history. Nietzsche 
did not  only  read Emerson. And likewise, Emerson did not only read Plato. 

 Our knowledge is the amassed thought and experience of innumerable 
minds: [.  .  .] we but quote them. Goethe frankly said, ‘What would 
remain to me if this art of appropriation were derogatory to genius? 
Every one of my writings has been furnished to me by a thousand dif-
ferent persons, a thousand things: wise and foolish have brought me, 
without suspecting it, the offering of their thoughts, faculties, and expe-
rience. My work is an aggregation of beings taken from the whole of 
nature; it bears the name of Goethe.’ 

 Even as Goethe’s works bear the name of Goethe, and reveal in diverse ways 
the sources and inspirations for his thought under that title, it may be said 
that for those who read Nietzsche without a knowledge or appreciation for 
his reading—and love of—Emerson, something of his work remains unsee-
able, incomprehensible. Plutarch is credited as the source of an anecdote 
in which Alexander chides his illustrious tutor, Aristotle, by stating, with 
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Emerson Recomposed 227

jealous regard for the things he learned: “You have not done well to publish 
your books of oral doctrine; for what is there now that we excel others in, 
if those things which we have been particularly instructed in be laid open 
to all?” 44  Aristotle replied to the leader with calming caution—and a bit 
of mischievousness—that his doctrines are “in fact both published and not 
published.” 45  The “art of appropriation” demands more than merely being 
shown what is there; it requires that a reader perceive what is  not there —in 
short, what is possible  beyond  the text yet  because  of the text. 

 With Aristotle’s reply in mind—and Cavell’s depiction of the paradoxes of 
writing and reading—there is another sense to glean in the case of Nietzsche’s 
work, namely, that, in a way, for a reader unfamiliar with Emerson,  Nietzsche’s  
works are published and not published. We have Nietzsche’s works before us, 
and yet we are still learning to read them—and how to read them  with  Emerson, 
or in some sense as a reply to and use  of  Emerson. We may already be in the 
habit of reading Nietzsche with an awareness of his intellectual debts to Plato, 
Socrates, Kant, Schopenhauer, and other usual suspects, but when Emerson is 
presented for a reader’s consideration, the same text of Nietzsche’s may change, 
may read differently.  We  may read it differently.  (The italics are our own.)

 What happens to Nietzsche’s writing, then, when we whisper his familiar-
ity with and dedication to the American sage? Partly, we are given Emerson’s 
works anew, or again, which is to say, we are presented with Nietzsche’s 
illuminating and exemplary reading of his writing. That gift also comes with 
the recognition that Nietzsche read Emerson very well, which means, among 
other things, that he learned (perhaps from Emerson) how to read Emerson; 
as Nietzsche had to create his readers, so it appears did Emerson. Nietzsche 
digested Emerson’s thinking enough to absorb it, and thereafter to make 
of it what he needed (beyond quickly identifiable signs—whether they 
be quotation marks or footnotes). Nietzsche, like Emerson’s other skilled 
nineteenth-century reader, Henry David Thoreau, showed that quotations 
do not always appear between a pair of double-apostrophes, but may simply 
become the lifeblood of thought itself. In every line of prose by the artful 
inheritor we may find a bit of the ancestor’s sense and sentiment. Still, to 
the extent that one remains dismissive of Emerson’s effect on Nietzsche’s 
thought—or put another way, skeptical of Nietzsche’s use of Emerson’s 
writing—aspects of Nietzsche’s own work remain unpublished. 

 Notes 

  1. Stanley Cavell, “Henry James Returns to America and to Shakespeare,” in 
 Philosophy the Day after Tomorrow  (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
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  2. From the notebooks Nietzsche kept during the composition of  The Gay Science  
(Musarion edition, vol. XI). 
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 Friedrich Nietzsche and Bernard Williams were pessimists about humanity’s 
future. Their pessimism was grounded in the shared conviction that certain 
philosophical views about metaphysics, truth, and morality once widely 
believed have now irrevocably and rightfully collapsed. Each offered a nat-
uralistic diagnosis of these implosions. However, they didn’t share prog-
noses of the consequences they expected to follow from these events, and 
they didn’t share recommendations about what to do about those conse-
quences. Nietzsche tried, with uncertain success, to accomplish something 
extraordinary—to replace metaphysics, absolute truth, and morality out-
right. Williams tried, arguably with greater success, to accomplish something 
less ambitious—to pick through the detritus of our ruined metaphysics, epis-
temology, and morality for pieces that might be reused for more modest 
undertakings. 

 Although neither was despondent, it’s hard not to conclude that Nietzsche’s 
mature works are both more outraged and more cheerful than Williams’s 
writings. Nietzsche spoke from within a culture over which religion still 
reigned; hence his outrage. But he also expected a great deal from us; hence 
his cheerfulness. He diagnosed the problems that religion and religiously 
minded philosophy posed, glimpsed some of the contours of the nihilism 
that were to come in the wake of exposing those problems, but remained 
confident that he at least could foresee a way forward. Williams expected 
less from us, in part because, living a hundred years after the collapses that 
Nietzsche initially diagnosed, he was witness to nihilism’s consequences. He 
spoke from inside the nihilism that Nietzsche predicted, with greater first-
hand knowledge of its debilitating implications and less confidence that we 
will manage to get through it. 

 In this essay, I argue for the claims just made by focusing discussion around 
two dilemmas that Williams introduces, the first about naturalism and the 
second about truth.  1   I argue that Williams correctly acknowledges the 
Nietzschean roots of these dilemmas and shows that Nietzsche risks being 
impaled on one of the horns of each of them. I also argue that he underes-
timates the strength of Nietzsche’s proposed resolutions to the dilemmas. 

 Nietzsche and Bernard Williams 

 Pessimism, Naturalism, and Truth 

 Rex Welshon 

 11 
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232 Rex Welshon

 Naturalism and Metaphysics 

 Nietzsche and Williams both advocate naturalism, and they agree that one 
of its best uses is as an acid for corroding certain metaphysical views and 
certain claims about truth. But a problem lurks with using naturalism to 
accomplish these destructive goals. In “Nietzsche’s Minimal Moral Psy-
chology,” Williams notes that naturalist criticisms of cultural idols always 
risk eating away too much or too little from those idols (2002, pp. 22–23; 
2006b, pp. 301–302). On the one hand, naturalism dissolves too much when 
it reduces all phenomena to physics or biology, for thus understood it ignores 
culture and convention, both of which are essential and irreducible compo-
nents of human ethology. On the other hand, naturalism dissolves too little 
when it builds into what counts as natural the same substantive elements of 
metaphysics, truth, or morality that have always been parts of their philosoph-
ical self-image. Naturalism thus faces a dilemma, the  naturalism dilemma : if 
its reductive powers are so caustic that knowledge, truth, and value simply 
liquefy before our eyes, then naturalism is hopeless; and if it does no more 
than whitewash metaphysical, alethic, and moral phenomena as they’ve come 
down to us, then naturalism is useless. The trick to defusing the dilemma is to 
identify a kind of naturalism intermediate between a hopeless reductionism 
that so alters its target phenomena that they’re unrecognizable and a use-
less non-reductionism that doesn’t change the phenomena enough. Williams 
rightly acknowledges that Nietzsche is sensitive to the naturalism dilemma, 
but he fails to recognize the subtlety of Nietzsche’s answer to it. 

 One of Nietzsche’s recurring interests is to “translate man back into 
nature” (BGE 230). Knowledge must turn its back once and for all on the 
errors, falsifications, and mystifying drivel that most philosophical and reli-
gious peddlers have routinely sold. We must instead “stand before the  rest  of 
nature, with intrepid Oedipus eye and sealed Odysseus ears, deaf to the siren 
songs of old metaphysical bird catchers who have been piping to him all too 
long, ‘you are more, you are higher, you are of a different origin!’ ” (BGE 
230). It might be inferred from such passages that Nietzsche’s naturalism is 
thorough and that he advocates eliminating all of what philosophy has ever 
said and turning every investigation into the human condition over to the 
sciences. However, this is not at all what he advocates. 

 Nietzsche never bothers to define “naturalism” or “nature,” so we’ll have 
to do it ourselves. Understand “nature” to refer to all of the causally effi-
cacious phenomena (objects, properties, processes, states, events, systems) 
that are found in the spatio-temporal world, including all of the physical, 
geological, chemical, biological, physiological, psychological, sociological, 
ecological, and other entities, features, and products of the earth. And under-
stand “naturalism” to refer to the philosophical position according to which 
the domain of the causally efficacious is exhausted by nature so understood. 

 The kind of naturalism just introduced is  substantive  naturalism. Sub-
stantive naturalism affirms that philosophy and empirical science share the 
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Nietzsche and Bernard Williams 233

same domain—that is, they both quantify over the kinds of things, proper-
ties, processes, and events studied by the sciences. Substantive naturalism is 
distinct from two other kinds of naturalism.  Ontological  naturalism claims 
that philosophy and the sciences share the same ontology, where an ontol-
ogy is the set of categories (e.g. object, property, process, event, state, and 
system) that an empirical view is prepared to talk about in its theories. The 
distinction between substantive and ontological naturalism can be exposed 
by noting that even if ontological naturalism is accepted, there may be more 
than one particular substantive domain consistent with it. So, for instance, 
one might grant that all scientific theories must accept that there are pro-
cesses and events and yet disagree about which processes and events count 
as natural and which as unnatural. In some views, the soul might be counted 
as unnatural, while in others, Nietzsche’s included, the soul might be counted 
as a natural process. Finally,  methodological  naturalism is the view that phi-
losophy and empirical science have the same explanatory goal of discovering 
knowledge, and that philosophy and the sciences share the same types of 
methods and explanations. Nietzsche’s naturalism is consistently substantive 
and ontological, and while he fully accepts the first conjunct of methodolog-
ical naturalism, he only qualifiedly agrees that philosophy and the sciences 
share all of the same types of methods and explanations.  2   As now argued, 
the nature of his ambivalence towards the second conjunct of methodological 
naturalism indexes his nuanced solution to the naturalism dilemma. 

 Nietzsche thinks that scientists and philosophers each contribute to the 
views of the other, and each suffers when advances made by the other are 
ignored. As a direct implication of this commitment, he accepts certain sci-
entific hypotheses. But he’s noticeably selective, enthusiastic about dynami-
cal proposals in physics and biology, ambivalent about evolutionary theory, 
and unreservedly hostile to mechanism, atomism, and materialism and any 
scientific hypothesis or explanation presupposing them.  3   

 Among other things, Nietzsche agrees with science that we must “aban-
don belief in simple causalities precisely where everything seems so easy to 
comprehend and we are the fools of appearance. The ‘simplest’ things are 
 very complicated  . . .” (D 6). Second, he respects scientific methods because 
they induce mental hygiene: they are “what is essential, as well as being the 
most difficult, as well as being that which has habit and laziness against it 
longest” (A 59). Third, the sciences’ reliance on sensory perception makes 
them uniquely commendable. Consider  Twilight of the Idols , “ ‘Reason’ in 
Philosophy” 3: 

 We possess scientific knowledge today to precisely the extent that we 
have decided to  accept  the evidence of the senses—to the extent that 
we have learned to sharpen and arm them and to think them through to 
their conclusions. The rest is abortion and not-yet-science: which is to 
say metaphysics, theology, psychology, epistemology. 
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 Metaphysics, epistemology, psychology, and theology all pretend to make 
discoveries about the world but actually do nothing more than fabricate 
fictions. The result of these pretensions is the gallery of metaphysical fan-
tasies and perversions that philosophers spend their time admiring: the 
vaporous division between the real and apparent world that warrants a 
concocted ontology of substances, forms, and things-in-themselves; illusory 
epistemological capacities—rational intuition, certainty, and Aristotelean 
logic, among others—whose apparent ownership is proof of our citizen-
ship in the real world and whose use allows us to discern its character; a 
topsy-turvy mirror psychology comprised of ghostly souls, self-substances, 
and other transcendental inhabitants of the real world; and magical kinds of 
causality—free will being the most obvious example—to connect these “real 
world” apparitions to the much more real apparent world. 

 Nietzsche pours naturalistic acid over all of these enterprises, expecting 
them to fully disincorporate in the process (in a modern idiom, he’s an elim-
inationist about them). In their place, he recommends a number of empirical 
speculations and even a few substantive scientific hypotheses. One of his 
most sweeping speculations is the reduction of all forms of causality to one, 
discussed at  Beyond Good and Evil  36. Here, Nietzsche moves from moral 
and psychological levels through to the biological level of explanation, argu-
ing that a “conscience of method” implies that a single form of causality is 
applicable at every level of explanation. Everything that a living organism 
does or has, from the noblest virtue to the exchange of mitochondria across 
cell walls, is a symptom or ramified development of “a kind of instinctive life 
in which all organic functions are still synthetically intertwined along with 
subject-regulation, assimilation, nourishment, excretion, and metabolism” 
(BGE 36). This generalization about every form of causality at the biological 
level underwrites his rejection of teleological causality, final causality, formal 
causality, and all of the other variant causalities fancied by metaphysical and 
religious merchants. We should instead entertain the hypothesis that  every  
form of causality can be consolidated into one: “one has to risk the hypoth-
esis whether will does not affect will wherever ‘effects’ are recognized—” 
(BGE 36). He concludes by offering his own candidate: “suppose all organic 
functions could be traced back to this will to power .  .  . then one would 
have gained the right to determine all efficient force univocally as—will to 
power” (BGE 36).  4   

 Given how little he says about it, Williams may well have shared the dis-
comfort that many experience when confronted with Nietzsche’s reliance 
on power as an explanatory category. Consider that while he concedes that 
Nietzsche diagnoses certain aspects of certain social problems in terms of 
power, Williams refrains from attributing to Nietzsche a power-based solu-
tion to any of these problems, suggesting instead that Nietzsche lacks a 
sufficiently “rich vocabulary of social explanation” (2006a, p. 313) and that 
no power-based prognosis can hope to be satisfactory. Similarly, he else-
where argues that while “new perspectives and new interpretations involve 
an increase in power,” it is not the case that “an increase in power can serve 
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as a  criterion  of what interpretation or outlook we should adopt” (2006c, 
p. 327). Hence, increasing our social power is not, according to Williams, 
part of any decision procedure for determining which action we should pur-
sue. Were Nietzsche’s understanding of power exhausted by social power 
or were its use as a decision procedure its only explanatory function, these 
criticisms might be more telling. But neither is the case. As now argued, one 
of Nietzsche’s paradigmatic uses of the category of power—perhaps  the  par-
adigmatic use of power in his work—is entirely consistent with substantive 
naturalism and is, moreover, plausibly explanatory. If so, then Williams’s 
aversion is under-motivated. 

 We know that during the late 1870s and 1880s, Nietzsche read exten-
sively in biology, physiology, and physics, and that he admired, among oth-
ers, Friedrich Lange’s  History of Materialism , the anti-materialist work of 
Roger Boscovich (an astronomer-physicist-mathematician-philosopher), 
and Wilhelm Rolph’s and Wilhelm Roux’s writings on evolution, biology, 
and physiology.  5   As far as his philosophical reflections go, Nietzsche is not 
particularly interested in the details discovered by scientists or the scientific 
disciplines they represent; his philosophical interest lies instead in certain 
general features that he gleans from reading this disciplinary work. We focus 
on one such bundle, the functional characterization of bodily systems, the 
ever-changing interplay between parts of an organism, and the dynamic 
structure of the functioning body. 

 Consider, then, the similarity between what Roux says in  The Battle of the 
Parts of the Organism  and some of Nietzsche’s mature reflections about the 
human organism. Roux argues that physiology investigates self-organizing 
dynamic systems whose components at every level of size and every order 
of complexity—from molecules to cells to tissues to organs—process stim-
uli and struggle for sustenance and space. Components that enhance the 
organism’s adaptation to the external environment tend to survive the 
intra-organismic battle; those that don’t do not last. Since each part is a 
component whose particular function is partially determined by the organ-
ism’s overall functioning, transitory equilibria develop and dissolve in ser-
vice of the organism’s larger projects. And since the organism and all of its 
components are embedded in an environment that is itself constantly chang-
ing, whatever internal equilibria emerge are, in turn, continuously subjected 
to ongoing external perturbation and disruption. Organisms flourish in a 
changing environment only when they control some of that environment’s 
parts, and they can do that only if they self-regulate and self-govern, that 
is, only if they are comprised of intra-individual processes and systems that 
adjust to other each other so that they can adjust the internal milieu to the 
external environment.  6   

 Nietzsche frequently suggests his own version of this kind of dynamic and 
embedded physiology. KSA 11 37[4], from 1885, is representative: 

 what is more astonishing is the  body : there is no end to one’s admiration 
for how the human  body  has become possible; how such a prodigious 
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alliance of living beings, each dependent and subservient and yet in a 
certain sense also commanding and acting out of its own will, can live, 
grow, and for a while prevail, as a whole—and we can see this does  not  
occur due to consciousness! For this ‘miracle of miracles’, conscious-
ness is just a ‘tool’ and nothing more—a tool in the same sense that the 
stomach is a tool. The magnificent binding together of the most diverse 
life, the ordering and arrangement of the higher and lower activities, the 
thousand-fold obedience which is not blind, even less mechanical, but a 
selecting, shrewd, considerate, even resistant obedience—measured by 
intellectual standards, this whole phenomenon ‘body’ is as superior to 
our consciousness, our ‘mind’, our conscious thinking, feeling, willing, 
as algebra is to the times tables. 

 Nietzsche’s version of a dynamic embedded physiology is, admittedly, idio-
syncratically described, but it is fully consonant with thinking that the body 
is a hierarchically structured, self-organized, self-regulating, non-linear 
dynamic organism.  7   Among other things, Nietzsche agrees that organisms 
are  dynamic  and  self-organizing  complexes;  8   that these self-organizing com-
plexes or systems are  hierarchically structured  so that some constituent ele-
ments command while others obey;  9   and that these self-organizing systems 
are  self-regulating  and engage in  self-originating  motion and behavior.  10   For 
Nietzsche, as for Roux, the body comprising a person, as much as the per-
son thus comprised, is a battleground of causally coupled self-regulating 
processes, systems, tissues, and organs, each playing a role in satisfying phys-
iological functions that are themselves self-regulating and competing with 
other such functions. 

 Even the cognitive abilities we prize most as those that are uniquely human 
and noble—rationality, logic, and consciousness—are for Nietzsche part of 
this self-regulative regime: 

 the ‘apparatus of nerves and brain’ is  not  constructed this subtly and 
‘divinely’ so as to bring forth thinking, feeling, willing at all. It seems to 
me, instead that precisely this thinking, feeling, willing does not require 
an ‘apparatus’ but that the so-called apparatus, and it alone, is the thing 
that counts. 

 (KSA 11 37[4]) 

 The nervous system and its brain is a “centralizing apparatus” (KSA 11 
27[19]) and the “whole of  conscious  life, the mind including the soul, includ-
ing the heart, including goodness, including virtue . . .” works in the service 
“of the  enhancement of life ” (KSA 13 11[183]). Characterizing the central 
nervous system as a complex, dynamic system of interacting processes for 
enhancing life is so compelling for Nietzsche that he suggests that we might 
even rehabilitate the old philosophical term “soul” as a term that refers anew 
to a “subjective multiplicity” or a “social structure of the drives and affects” 
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Nietzsche and Bernard Williams 237

(BGE 12). In this refitting, “soul” again refers, but now to something natural 
rather than something abstract or transcendental, as in past philosophy and 
theology. Of course, given this new referent, a new account of nothing less 
than our entire human form of life is implied: “When the new psychologist 
puts an end to the superstitions which have so far flourished with almost 
tropical luxuriance around the idea of the soul, he practically exiles himself 
into a new desert and a new suspicion” (BGE 12). 

 We can see, then, that Nietzsche approves of some naturalizing projects. 
But any inference from his endorsement of these naturalizing scientific proj-
ects to his endorsement of all other naturalizing scientific projects would 
ignore his outright rejection of many of the scientific undertakings and sci-
entists of his day and his ambivalence towards others. He is, for example, 
unconditionally hostile to materialism, atomism, and mechanism and to any 
philosophical or scientific view that presupposes them.  11   His opposition to 
these doctrines is similar to criticisms of them developed by Roger Bos-
covich, who argues that materialism makes atoms nothing more than cor-
puscles or little ball bearings. Such accounts must, according to Boscovich 
and Nietzsche, be replaced with a dynamic account in which atoms are 
non-extended inertial centers of forces surrounded by a dynamic field of 
other such centers of forces.  12   Lange’s  History of Materialism  (1866) also 
had a significant impact on cultivating Nietzsche’s hostility to materialism 
and mechanism. With Lange, Nietzsche argues that mechanistic materialism 
cannot explain natural phenemona because it describes them incorrectly, at 
best, and, at worst, offers descriptions of illusions. A mechanistic account 
“wants nothing but quantities; yet force is to be found in quality. Mech-
anistic theory can thus only  describe  processes, not explain them” (KSA 
12 2[76] = WP 660). Hence, there are no mechanistic  explanations . But 
those mechanistic descriptions of processes and events presuppose concepts 
that systematically  mis -describe what they’re supposed to be describing. For 
mechanistic concepts comprise nothing more than static mathematical for-
mulae applied to dynamic processes. Mechanistic science “permits counting, 
calculating, weighing, seeing, and touching, and nothing more” (GS 373), a 
restriction that follows from its decision to “operate only with things that 
do not exist: lines, planes, atoms, divisible time spans, divisible spaces” 
(GS 112). Hence, not only are there no mechanistic explanations, so too 
are there no mechanistic descriptions of  processes  or  events . At best, then, 
mechanism might describe  substance  and  matter  and properties thereof. But 
Nietzsche has his doubts even about this best case, for he also argues that 
there is neither substance nor matter and that at the basal level all that exists 
are dynamic events, processes, and systems.  13   Since the domains of entities 
over which mechanistic, atomistic, and materialistic sciences quantify are 
alike empty, it falls out that none of them describe, much less explain, any-
thing at all. 

 Nietzsche’s pickiness about science is best displayed in his ambivalent 
response to Darwin and evolutionary science. For all of his disapproving 
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238 Rex Welshon

clucking about Darwin and evolutionary science, Nietzsche clearly and 
repeatedly endorses the eroding effect that evolutionary explanations have 
on the pretensions to natural design that philosophers are predisposed to 
discover. Evolutionary explanations warrant replacing  all  explanations that 
use designs, goals, ends, and purposes with explanations that use only the 
natural processes of organismic reproductive success and the phenotypic 
properties associated with it. Of course, these phenotypic explanations must 
in turn be explained as the result of some genotypic processes that have 
cross-generational inheritance as a result. On this score, Nietzsche, with rare 
exceptions, agrees consistently and wholeheartedly with evolutionary theory 
(even if his concurrence is supplemented by what appears to be an unfortu-
nate Lamarckism).  14   

 It is hard to overstate just how pervasive evolutionary arguments are in 
Nietzsche’s mature work.  15   Take some matter of interest to philosophers—
the nature of thought, logic, truth, knowledge, or mathematics, the processes 
of perception, conceptualization and categorization, the metaphysical cate-
gories of substance, the real world, identity, causation—and you will find in 
Nietzsche’s mature work one deflationary and vaguely evolutionary expla-
nation after another, all of them berating mistaken commitments to under-
standing these matters in otherworldly philosophical terms and all of them 
recommending that we re-direct our attention to the role these matters play 
in preserving individuals and the species  Homo sapiens .  16   The structure of 
these genealogical arguments across the various instances is more or less the 
same. From a premise that  a priori  reason is a condition of existence or pres-
ervation for humans and a corollary that some specific product of  a priori  
reason is likewise a condition of existence or preservation, Nietzsche infers 
that the specific product is either fictitious or unlikely to be true or cannot 
be assumed to be true.  17   In their place, we should consider what role these 
apparent products have in sustaining the individuals who express them. 

 Moreover, even if he doesn’t use terminology from contemporary evolu-
tionary science, Nietzsche also recognizes distinctions between adaptations, 
co-opted by-products, and co-opted adaptations, and he sometimes uses the 
distinctions as a wedge to pry apart the aspects of Darwin’s thinking with 
which he agrees from those with which he disagrees.  18   Let it be accepted that 
 adaptations  are inherited adaptive phenotypes.  19   Given the genus, different 
species of adaptations can then be identified.  Fixed adaptations  are adapta-
tions that are currently adaptive and have always served the same adaptive 
function. Others— spandrels  or  co-opted by-products— are currently adap-
tive and served no adaptive function at the time they first emerged (they were 
instead neutral by-products of some other adaptation(s)).  20   Still others—
 co-opted adaptations— are currently adaptive and served a distinct adaptive 
function at the time they emerged.  21   Co-opted by-products and adaptations 
jointly comprise  exaptations . 

 On occasion, Nietzsche displays an astute understanding of the difficulties 
attached to assigning adaptive functions to a phenotype and of the difference 
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Nietzsche and Bernard Williams 239

between fixed adaptations and exaptations. In  On the Genealogy of Mor-
als , Essay II, section 12, he argues that the social practice of punishment 
has no single function and that trying to distil from its current functions 
some original function is plagued with indeterminacy. But he establishes 
this point with a completely general, philosophical and evolutionary, argu-
ment: “The cause of the origin of a thing and its eventual utility, its actual 
employment and place in a system of purposes, lie worlds apart; whatever 
exists, having somehow come into being, is again and again reinterpreted to 
new ends, taken over, transformed, and redirected by some power superior 
to it . . .” (GM II 12). Original function, if there even was one, simply can-
not be inferred from current function: “However well one has understood 
the  utility  of a physiological organ .  .  . this means nothing regarding its 
origin. . . . [O]ne has always believed that to understand this demonstrable 
purpose, the utility of a thing . . . was also to understand the reason why it 
originated—the eye being made for seeing, the hand being made for grasp-
ing” (GM II 12). On the contrary, “the entire history of a ‘thing’, an organ, 
a custom can in this way be a continuous sign-chain of ever new interpre-
tations and adaptations” (GM II 12). In short, Nietzsche supports the claim 
that it is likely that no physiological functions are fixed adaptations but are 
instead exaptations, either spandrels or co-opted adaptations. 

 Nietzsche couples this discernment concerning kinds of adaptations with 
the suspicion that evolutionary theory is incomplete because it is funda-
mentally  reactive  rather than  active , that is, it emphasizes the impact of the 
external environment on the organism so much that the organism’s inter-
nal milieu engaged with that external environment is forgotten. Evolution-
ary theory “would rather be reconciled even to the absolute fortuitousness, 
even the mechanistic senselessness of all events than to the theory that in all 
events a  will to power  is operating” (GM II 12). He calls this preference a 
“democratic idiosyncrasy” and claims that it has “taken charge of all phys-
iology and theory of life—to the detriment of life, as goes without saying, 
since it has robbed it of a fundamental concept, that of  activity ” (GM II 12). 
Given its commitment to a single direction of causation from external envi-
ronment to internal environment, evolutionary theory’s fundamental reac-
tivity is inevitable: 

 one places instead ‘adaptation’ in the foreground, that is to say, an activity 
of the second rank, a mere reactivity; indeed, life itself has been defined 
as a more and more efficient adaptation to external conditions (Herbert 
Spencer). Thus the essence of life, its  will to power , is ignored; one over-
looks the essential priority of the spontaneous, aggressive, expansive, 
form-giving forces that give new interpretations and directions. 

 (GM II 12) 

 This is one of Nietzsche’s central disagreements with Darwinian evolu-
tionary theory: it makes organisms and their sub-organismic systems and 
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240 Rex Welshon

processes nothing more than passive vehicles of “mere reactivity” to the 
external environment and thereby neglects the “essence of life,” namely, the 
aggressive, assimilative, and form-giving energies—that is, will to power—
that an organism uses to shape the external environment just as much as the 
external environment shapes it. 

 Although Nietzsche’s understanding of Darwinian evolutionary theory is 
in some ways a caricature and in other ways simply mistaken, his conjectures 
that systems can have diachronically variable functions, that some adapta-
tions are exaptations, and that organisms are both vehicles for reproduc-
tion of particular genetic codes and active agents in biological, social, and 
cultural environments, are all significant.  22   For he is advocating that Dar-
win’s views be supplemented with two hypotheses, first, that the organism 
is internally dynamic and self-regulating, and, second, that this internally 
sourced regulating activity is best explained by attributing to it the func-
tion of expansion, assimilation, and appropriation—the will to power. These 
recommended supplements remind us that organisms and their embedding 
environment are, as dynamic systems theory puts it,  causally coupled  and 
that an organism’s internal milieu must be included in any explanation of 
its behavior: “life is not the adaptation of inner circumstances to outer ones, 
but will to power, which, working from within, incorporates and subdues 
more and more of that which is ‘outside’ ” (KSA 12 7[9] = WP 681). 

 Because he doesn’t acknowledge Nietzsche’s dynamicism, Williams misses 
some of what is unique about Nietzsche’s brand of substantive and ontologi-
cal naturalism. He agrees that Nietzsche tries to navigate between the horns of 
the naturalism dilemma, but he doesn’t have much of an idea about how this 
might be accomplished. Part of an explanation for this gap is, as noted above, 
that Williams’s discussion of Nietzsche’s use of the categories of power and 
will to power is too limited. Once power and will to power are embedded in a 
dynamic naturalistic framework as explanatory categories, the almost instan-
taneous connotative associations with oppressive socio-economic power over 
others—associations that routinely present a barrier to understanding what 
Nietzsche is usually up to when he talks about power—can immediately be 
defused. In this dynamic framework, “power” refers paradigmatically at the 
level of organismic activity. Power describes, first, an organism’s self-initiated 
and outwardly directed efforts to appropriate, assimilate, incorporate, and 
subdue the external environment and, second, that organism’s self-initiated 
and inwardly directed efforts to regulate and discipline its interaction with 
that external environment. As we’ve seen, this paradigmatic use is easily gen-
eralized to lower levels, such as the behavior of cells, tissues, and organs, and 
to higher levels, such as the behaviour of groups of organisms. 

 Nietzsche’s acceptance of and subsequent commitment to dynamic nat-
uralism helps explain his agreement with certain scientific theories, his 
opposition to certain other scientific theories, and his ambivalence about 
still other scientific theories. More, that same dynamic naturalism provides 
everything he needs to avoid both horns of the naturalism dilemma. He 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a,
 S

an
 D

ie
go

] 
at

 0
4:

25
 3

0 
Ju

ne
 2

01
7 



Nietzsche and Bernard Williams 241

rejects the segregation of the world into two types of stuff—the mechanical 
and material physical world and the willfull and non-mechanical spiritual 
world—and proposes as a replacement of that bifurcated world a domain of 
hierarchically structured dynamic processes of various levels of complexity. 
Nietzsche’s naturalism thus avoids both the consequence that everything 
dissolves and the consequence that things remain as they’ve always been. 
Immaterial souls, materialist atoms, substances, free wills, transcendental 
subjects, and inert and law-abiding mechanical things are, it’s true, elim-
inated. But the fictional entities on both sides of the real/apparent world 
distinction dreamt up by those intent on proving our extra-natural origin are 
replaced by dynamic processes, and our presumed transcendental unique-
ness is replaced by the deflationary admission that we, too, are as natural as 
dirt. Nietzsche thus navigates between the dilemma’s two horns by recon-
figuring traditional categories inside the scope of an overarching dynamic 
ontology where possible and, where it isn’t, by eliminating traditional cat-
egories incompatible with that dynamic ontology. He then uses this wedge 
to plow through the science of his day, separating what can either be main-
tained as is or reconfigured in a way compatible with his dynamicism from 
what must be left for the birds.  23   

 Perspectivism and Truth 

 In  Truth and Truthfulness , Williams assesses the relativism debate that has 
plagued research in the humanities and some of the social sciences since 
the 1980s, and he presents a genealogy of truthfulness as a partial solution 
to the problems relativism poses to intellectual work. We focus here on his 
assessment of the relativism wars. This stultifying debate gets off the ground 
only because of our own good intellectual intentions. When we undertake 
intellectual work, we invariably assume that our goal is to find the truth 
about some issue. However, in searching for the truth about some matter, 
we often discover that there is nothing more to be found than an interleafing 
network of different views about it. The truth of the matter dissolves in front 
of our inquiring minds, and we end up concluding that there is no single 
truth of the matter. Let’s call this the  truth dilemma  and state it as follows: 
the more effort we invest in trying to discover the truth about an issue, 
the more likely it becomes that we’ll discover that there isn’t a single truth 
about the issue.  24   Williams and Nietzsche both accept the second horn of the 
dilemma that there is not a single truth about many issues. But generalizing 
from this dilemma yields a seemingly pernicious view,  alethic relativism , 
which is the claim that all statements are true only indexed, or relative, to 
a perspective. Alethic relativism is anathema to many, Williams included. 
Nietzsche, on the other hand, is not one of the many: he embraces alethic 
relativism consistently, and his confidence is warranted in part because he 
thinks he has the wherewithal to reject its leveling conclusion that every 
relatively true statement is as good as the next. 
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242 Rex Welshon

 Williams rightly acknowledges (2006c, pp. 322–324) that Nietzsche’s 
work from  Human, All Too Human  onwards is the principal historical prec-
edent and most compelling philosophical justification for much of the con-
temporary handwringing about truth, truthfulness, and alethic relativism. 
As Williams effectively shows, Nietzsche exhibits an ongoing and consistent 
philosophical commitment to exposing the truth dilemma and to inhabit-
ing and exploring the chaotic intellectual environment it uncovers. How-
ever, contrary to what Williams claims here and in  Truth and Truthfulness , 
Nietzsche’s thesis of perspectivism provides everything he needs to avoid 
both the mind-numbing consequences of alethic relativism and the presump-
tions of alethic absolutism. 

 Nietzsche’s perspectivism conjoins a psychological genetic claim about 
the mechanisms of belief acquisition and two epistemological claims, the 
first about the justification of beliefs so acquired, and the second about the 
truth of those beliefs.  Genetic perspectivism  claims that the process of belief 
formation is always indexed to perceptual, interoceptive, interpretive, and 
evaluative loci.  Warrant perspectivism  claims that the justification of beliefs 
indexically formed is likewise indexed to perceptual, interoceptive, interpre-
tive, and evaluative loci.  Alethic perspectivism  claims that the truth of index-
ically formed beliefs, like their justification, is also indexed to perceptual, 
interoceptive, interpretive, and evaluative loci. (Hence, as understood here, 
alethic perspectivism is equivalent to alethic relativism.) 

  Daybreak  117 provides an introduction to and some brief argumentative 
support on behalf of perspectivism: 

 My eyes, however strong or weak they may be, can see only a certain 
distance, and it is within the space encompassed by this distance that I 
live and move, the line of this horizon constitutes my immediate fate, in 
great things and small, from which I cannot escape. Around every being 
there is described a similar concentric circle, which has a mid-point and 
is peculiar to him. Our ears enclose us within a comparable circle, and 
so does our sense of touch. Now, it is by these horizons, within which 
each of us encloses his senses as if behind prison walls, that we  measure  
the world, we say that this is near and that far, this is big and that small, 
this is hard and that soft: this measuring we call sensation—and it is all 
of it an error! According to the average quantity of experiences and exci-
tations possible to us at any particular point of time one measures one’s 
life as being short or long, poor or rich, full or empty: and according to 
the average human life one measures that of all other creatures—all of 
it an error! If our eyes were a hundredfold sharper, man would appear 
to us tremendously tall; it is possible, indeed, to imagine organs by vir-
tue of which he would be felt as immeasurable. On the other hand, 
organs could be so constituted that whole solar systems were viewed 
contracted and packed together like a single cell: and to beings of an 
opposite constitution a cell of the human body could present itself, in 
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Nietzsche and Bernard Williams 243

motion, construction and harmony, as a solar system. The habits of our 
senses have woven us into lies and deception of sensation: these again 
are the basis of all our judgments and “knowledge”—there is absolutely 
no escape, no backway or bypath into the  real world ! We sit within our 
net, we spiders, and whatever we may catch in it, we can catch nothing 
at all except that which allows itself to be caught in precisely  our  net. 

 Note the three inferences that Nietzsche derives from genetic perspectivism: 
first, all pretensions to absolute or objective knowledge are mistaken; sec-
ond, the “real” world is forever beyond us; and, third, everything we believe 
is false. The first and third of these inferences in particular are directly rele-
vant, for if the first is true, then that’s because warrant perspectivism is true, 
and if the second is true, then that’s because alethic perspectivism is true.  25   
Hence, Nietzsche commits himself to the claim that genetic perspectivism 
implies both warrant perspectivism and alethic perspectivism. 

 It is tempting to infer from passages such as  Daybreak  117 that genetic 
perspectivism is the result only of pre-conscious neural scaffolding of sen-
sory perception.  26   But elsewhere Nietzsche makes it clear that the causal 
sources of perspectivism extend to non-sensory features of experience such 
as interoceptive states (headaches, hunger, thirst, and so forth) and affective 
states such as emotions, moods, and drives.  27   The qualitative and affective 
character of conscious experience thus likewise contributes to the perspec-
tivity of our embodied and embedded epistemological standpoint: “all our 
sensations of value (i.e., simply our sensations) adhere precisely to qualities, 
i.e., to our perspective ‘truths’ which belong to us alone and can by no 
means be ‘known’! .  .  . [T]o demand that our human interpretations and 
values should be universal and perhaps constitutive values is one of the 
hereditary madnesses of human pride” (KSA 12 6[14] = WP 565). Since it is 
thus content  plus  qualitative character  plus  affect  plus  drives that together 
comprise even the most basic kinds of conscious experience, each and every 
belief—and so too each and every candidate token of knowledge—is satu-
rated with perspectival evaluation. Nietzsche famously sums the view up as 
follows: “It is our needs that interpret the world; our drives and their For 
and Against. Every drive is a kind of lust to rule; each one has its perspective 
that it would like to compel all the other drives to accept as a norm” (KSA 
12 7[60] = WP 481).  28   

 Given genetic and warrant perspectivism, there are no instances of dis-
interested justification. Even the standards against which justification is 
routinely measured—logic and reason—are indexed to their utility for 
helping us survive: “trust in reason and its categories, in dialectic, there-
fore the valuation of logic, proves only their usefulness for life, proved by 
experience . . .” (KSA 12 9[38] = WP 507).  29   Expecting neutral reason to 
generate knowledge is a “demand that we should think of an eye that is 
completely unthinkable, an eye turned in no particular direction, in which 
the active and interpreting forces, through which alone seeing becomes 
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seeing  something , are supposed to be lacking” (GM III 12). Rather, the 
perspectival scaffolding of conscious experience and the perspectival evalu-
ation embedded in our beliefs together imply that the epistemological ideal 
of neutral reason is imaginary: 

 How far the perspective character of existence extends or indeed whether 
existence has any other character than this; whether existence without 
interpretation, without ‘sense,’ does not became ‘nonsense’; whether, on 
the other hand, all existence is not essentially actively engaged in inter-
pretation—that cannot be decided even by the most industrious and 
most scrupulously conscientious analysis and self-examination of the 
intellect; for in the course of this analysis the human intellect cannot 
avoid seeing itself in its own perspectives, and only in these. We cannot 
look around our own corner: it is a hopeless curiosity that wants to 
know what other kinds of intellects and perspectives there might be; 
for example, whether some beings might be able to experience time 
backward, or alternately forward and backward (which would involve 
another direction of life and another concept of cause and effect). 
But I should think that today we are at least far from the ridiculous 
immodesty that would be involved in decreeing from our corner that 
perspectives are permitted only from this corner. Rather has the world 
become ‘infinite’ for us all over again, inasmuch as we cannot reject the 
possibility that it may include infinite interpretations. 

 (GS 374)  30   

 Here, the claim is that even if we can think of intellects that are disinterested 
and unbiased, we can’t ourselves occupy their perspective longer than the 
time it takes to entertain the thought experiment. We simply cannot live 
inside a view from the nowhere of disinterested and unbiased reason. 

 Since the standard analysis of knowledge as justified true belief presup-
poses a standard of justification that is disinterested and unbiased, it imme-
diately falls out that there is no knowledge. In its place, Nietzsche offers his 
perspectivist alternative, according to which belief acquisition and knowl-
edge justification consist instead in multiplying perceptual, cognitive, and 
affective responses to the world, refining them, cultivating them, compar-
ing one to others, discarding some while highlighting others depending on 
context, and being able to “control one’s Pros and con” (GM III 12). In 
brief, given the perspectivity of belief acquisition and warrant, he advo-
cates perspectival knowledge: “In so far as the word ‘knowledge’ has any 
meaning, the world is knowable; but it is  interpretable  otherwise, it has 
no meaning behind it, but countless meanings.—‘Perspectivism.’ ” (KSA 12 
7[60] = WP 481). Again: “There is  only  a perspective seeing,  only  a perspec-
tive ‘knowing’; and the  more  affects we allow to speak about one thing, the 
 more  eyes, different eyes, we can use to observe one thing, the more complete 
will our ‘concept’ of this thing, our ‘objectivity,’ be” (GM III 12). 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a,
 S

an
 D

ie
go

] 
at

 0
4:

25
 3

0 
Ju

ne
 2

01
7 



Nietzsche and Bernard Williams 245

 Perspectivism, in turn, underwrites genealogy. Williams correctly recog-
nizes that while some genealogies are historically accurate, others are not 
(2002, pp. 20–22, 31–35). More importantly, he correctly understands that 
a good genealogy does not require historical accuracy. For Nietzsche and 
Williams alike, genealogy is instead a reconstruction, an anti-“just-so” story 
that explains a particular phenomenon by “deriving the functional from 
what is not functional or is functional only at a lower level” (2002, p. 34). 
In this way, genealogy explains the development of some complex phenom-
enon in an un-mysterious way because “it does not appeal to intentions or 
deliberations or .  .  . already purposive thought; and the motivations that 
are invoked in the explanation are ones that are agreed to exist already” 
(2002, p. 34). Genealogies are, in addition, unapologetically perspectival, 
for some of them seek to vindicate the phenomenon for which they are 
offered, while others seek to undermine the phenomenon for which they are 
offered (see 2002, pp. 36–38). Nietzsche’s own namesake genealogy,  On the 
Genealogy of Morals , is pretty clearly an undermining genealogy rather than 
a vindicatory one, for its goal is to demonstrate how the social institution 
of moral values developed from and emerged out of their contraries—how 
guilt developed from the bad conscience, how universal goodness emerged 
out of  ressentiment , and how truth precipitated out of a lack of truthfulness. 
Once his various genealogical manoeuvres expose the inglorious roots of 
moral values, Nietzsche expects his readers to reassess their reflexive genu-
flecting to them. 

 Both warrant perspectivism and genealogy are inconsistent with any posi-
tion that stresses the role of unbiased, disinterested reason in belief acquisi-
tion and knowledge justification or, equivalently, that holds that every belief 
infused by perspectival interests is degraded and cannot, for that reason, 
even be a candidate for knowledge. Since the epistemological ideal of dis-
interested, unbiased reason is also the foundation of science (and, for that 
matter, many other intellectual pursuits as well), it follows that traditional 
accounts of science are built on an epistemological non-starter. Using reason 
to discover objective truths, even if, counterfactually, they were to be out 
there to be discovered, can therefore no longer be the primary function of 
science. The proper function of science is, instead, to make discoveries about 
ourselves, our perspectives, and our needs and desires: “Let us introduce the 
refinement and rigor of mathematics into all sciences as far as this is at all 
possible, not in the faith that this will lead us to know things but in order to 
 determine  our human relation to things. Mathematics is merely the means 
for general and ultimate knowledge of man” (GS 246). The key epistemolog-
ical question for Nietzsche is, then, not “How do we eliminate bias in order 
to gain knowledge of the world?” but “Which biases are worth having for 
gaining knowledge of ourselves and our relations to the world and which 
are not?”  31   

 Scientists of Nietzsche’s day come in for repeated criticism for ignoring 
this point. He accuses them of colluding with asceticism, decadence, and 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a,
 S

an
 D

ie
go

] 
at

 0
4:

25
 3

0 
Ju

ne
 2

01
7 



246 Rex Welshon

Christianity (GM III 23–27). Scientists, unlike philosophers, try  not  to be 
characterized by their work: their fanatical attention to minute details in 
the construction of experiments, in tiny differences of collected data, and 
their strict adherence to mechanical and mathematical methods together 
make them impersonal observation machines, disengaged from their own 
scientific activity. Nietzsche thinks this attitude is pathological and deca-
dent (in his technical sense of the term as being contrary to life), for by 
restricting their attention to experiments and data collection, scientists try 
to generate a kind of pervasive non-reflexivity about the value of their and 
others’ scientific work for human life. And by trying to become objective 
observation machines, scientists try to drain themselves of affective and 
evaluative engagement with the world, and in so doing, they emulate the 
self-mortifying elements of asceticism. 

 Science’s reliance on the evidence of sensory experience is, of course, pref-
erable to religion’s pathological fear of reality and its tyrannical imposi-
tion of campaigns of fear-based moral codes. Nevertheless, science remains 
stained with the colors those codes impart on whatever they touch, both in 
its institutional and methodological asceticism and, as is now argued, with 
its replacement faith in universal, absolute truth. Nietzsche holds that sci-
ence is as much a faith-based undertaking as religion: 

 science also rests on a faith; there is simply no science ‘without presup-
positions.’ The question whether  truth  is needed must not only have 
been affirmed in advance, but affirmed to such a degree that the princi-
ple, the faith, the conviction finds expression: ‘ Nothing  is needed  more  
than truth, and in relation to it everything else has only second-rate 
value.’ 

 (GS 344) 

 The scientist’s faith in truth is a self-deception, albeit a necessary one: given 
their antecedent decadence, scientists must have faith in  something  universal—
truth—in order to justify their belief that their investigations are important. 

 Just as relying on the evidence of sensory experience is an improvement 
over fearing reality, so too truth is a significant improvement over other 
objects of faith, in large part because, as the truth dilemma reveals, its pur-
suit leads inevitably both to questioning what truth is and to investigating 
whether it has the value it has been assumed to have. Our investigations into 
truth will, he thinks, usually lead to the realization that truth is not absolute 
but relative, not objective but unavoidably perspectival, not unbiased but 
thoroughly tinted with our engagement in life. Acknowledging truth’s per-
spectivity in turn leads to doubting that truth has the value it has ordinarily 
been thought to possess: 

 The falseness of a judgment is for us not necessarily an objection to a 
judgment; in this respect our new language may sound strangest. The 
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Nietzsche and Bernard Williams 247

question is to what extent it is life-promoting, life-preserving, species-pre-
serving, perhaps even species-cultivating. And we are fundamentally 
inclined to claim that the falsest judgments (which include the synthetic 
judgments a priori) are the most indispensable for us; that without 
accepting the fictions of logic, without measuring reality against the 
purely invented world of the unconditional and self-identical, without 
a constant falsification of the world by means of numbers, man could 
not live—that renouncing false judgments would mean renouncing life 
and a denial of life. 

 (BGE 4) 

 Again: 

 The most strongly believed a priori “truths” are for me—provisional 
assumptions; e.g., the law of causality, a very well acquired habit of 
belief, so much a part of us that not to believe in it would destroy the 
race. But are they for that reason truths? What a conclusion! As if the 
preservation of man were a proof of truth! 

 (KSA 11 26[12] = WP 497) 

 In these passages, Nietzsche’s relativizing proclivities are on full display. 
But, now, if truth is not absolute, not objective, and not unbiased, then the 
troubling consequences of alethic relativism confront us directly. If truth 
is relative or indexed to a perspective, then it appears that any statement 
whatsoever is true so long as it is affirmed by someone and is true in his or 
her perspective, and, since one can always find some perspective in which a 
statement is true, it falls out that one statement is as good as another, even 
if the two statements are contradictories. 

 Nietzsche correctly thinks that the leveling conclusion doesn’t follow, and, 
therefore, that perspectival truth may yet have some value as an epistemo-
logical standard. He affirms, and with good reason, that even if alethic per-
spectivism indexes truth to perspectives, some perspectival truths are better 
than others. For even if there are no statements that are true  outside  of 
any perspectives, there are, he sometimes suggests, statements that are true 
 across  many human perspectives, and perhaps also some statements that are 
true across  all  perspectives. What they are is a matter of debate. Nietzsche 
occasionally flirts with the idea that some statements of logic are candi-
dates.  32   But he continuously denies that there are many other candidates, 
and he routinely argues that the claims offered up by philosophers, logi-
cians, and most of the scientists of his day are among the  most  implausible 
candidates.  33   

 So, even if Nietzsche’s perspectivism does not require deriding all scien-
tific perspectives, it does imply that scientific perspectives are not the only 
perspective to take on a topic. It likewise implies that scientific truths are 
not the only truths about a topic and that the presumption that scientific 
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248 Rex Welshon

truths are the only truths about a topic is arrogant. As he notes, there may 
be infinite perspectives to adopt when studying the phenomena that science 
studies (GS 374), and some distinctly non-scientific perspectives may enrich 
our lives otherwise than the ways afforded by scientific perspectives. Gener-
alizing, we may say that as with scientific perspectives, so with all other per-
spectives to which the truth of a statement might be indexed: each distinct 
perspective is, potentially at least, a perspective to which a statement’s truth 
may be indexed and many distinct perspectival truths may enrich our lives 
in some manner even if some do not. 

 For reasons that are less than persuasive, Williams thinks that Nietzsche’s 
alethic perspectivism is too strong. As an example, he claims (2002, p. 10) 
that Nietzsche is just wrong when he says that “facts are precisely what 
there are not, only interpretations” (KSA 12 7[60] = WP 481). But there 
is no reason to reject Nietzsche’s alethic perspectivist claim that there are 
no facts, for his claim that there are no facts is equivalent to the claim that 
there are no statements that are true because they picture facts absent media-
tion by a perspective. Likewise, Williams claims that many “everyday truths 
can readily and reasonably be counted as facts” (2002, p. 10). Again, how-
ever, to the extent that Nietzsche accepts Williams’s category of “everyday 
truths,” he may do so consistently with alethic perspectivism, for all that an 
alethic perspectivist need say about such a claim is that the truth of these 
everyday statements is indexed to perspectives that many people share. The 
alethic perspectivist need not oppose the claim that there are many shared 
perspectivally true statements; she need only oppose the claim that shared 
statements are made true by extra-perspectival facts.  34   Williams conflates 
these distinct claims and so fails to appreciate the subtlety of this aspect of 
Nietzsche’s alethic perspectivism. 

 Williams also appears to think that if he’s to be taken seriously as a phi-
losopher, Nietzsche has to agree with a view of truth that looks a lot like 
contemporary deflationary views of truth. But this isn’t right: alethic per-
spectivism is a consistent and viable, if unusual, view, and Nietzsche sticks 
to it throughout the mature period and sometimes defends its more unusual 
consequences against criticism.  35   Moreover, even if Williams is right that 
the strong version of alethic perspectivism attributed to Nietzsche here is 
implausible, that implausibility is not a result of its eschewing facts. After 
all, facts are every bit as redundant in the disquotational theory of truth that 
Williams invokes against Nietzsche as they are in Nietzsche’s alethic perspec-
tivism.  36   Indeed, eschewing facts in disquotational theories of truth is one of 
its primary improvements over a correspondence theory of truth. But even 
outside the bounds of a disquotational theory of truth, facts are unneeded in 
almost every other philosophical discussion they’re thrown into, whether as 
a truth-maker in a correspondence theory of truth, or as a way of defending 
scientific method against pragmatic deflation, or as a category required for 
combatting relativism. Hence, whether the discussion at hand is embedded 
in a Tarski-inspired disquotational view of truth or a Nietzsche-inspired 
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Nietzsche and Bernard Williams 249

perspectivist view of truth, facts are a complete non-issue because no phil-
osophical account of truth other than the correspondence theory requires 
them and even the correspondence theory can be restated without them (by, 
for example, replacing facts with states of affairs). Invoking them in an argu-
ment against one of the consequences of alethic perspectivism, as Williams 
does, is therefore misguided. 

 Finally, while it is undeniable that Nietzsche is unclear about what a per-
spective is, and while he is equally unclear about how many perspectives 
there are, one thing is apparent: his alethic perspectivism is actually  more  
extreme than Williams recognizes. For, contrary to Williams’s claim that a 
perspective is a “large-scale world-view or system of values” (2006c, p. 326), 
Nietzsche is prepared to accept the existence of perspectives of many sizes 
and at many levels of generality and specificity. This variability of perspective 
size and level immediately implies clashes between different perspectives not 
only of the same size or at the same level, but also between perspectives of 
different sizes and at different levels. Williams fears that alethic perspec-
tivism entails that all truth claims level out with each other. But that’s not 
the real danger. Perspectivism’s real danger is that truth claims shatter into 
incommensurate perspectival shards. Nietzsche is well aware of this risk 
but remains untroubled, for he thinks that the challenge—and thrill—of 
living truthfully is confronting this consequence directly and assuming the 
hard task of organizing and ordering the conflicting perspectival truths into 
something new, interesting, and perhaps unique. 

 Conclusion 

 Nietzsche’s views on dynamic naturalism and perspectival truth are exotic. 
But that strangeness is one of the reasons that he remains cheerful even in 
the face of impending nihilism. As I read his works, Nietzsche’s enthusiasm 
for exploring new landscapes of scientific and philosophical discovery never 
wavers and actually increases over time. Dynamic naturalism and alethic 
and warrant perspectivism together underwrite his adventurer’s sense of 
excitement, the first ontologically, the second epistemologically. Liberated 
from static two-world metaphysics and ossified theories of knowledge and 
truth, Nietzsche engages a newly disclosed world, an impossibly complex 
and pervasively entangled “monster of energy” (KSA 11 38[12] = WP 1067). 
He recognizes that the ill-fitting philosophical concepts and logico-mathe-
matical models we’ve used to understand this energetic monster have to be 
replaced wholesale with a naturalized dynamic ontology and an appropri-
ately chastened epistemology that acknowledges and accounts for our being 
one, but only one, of the world’s many entangling elements. 

 Williams reflects on the century of intellectual flailing that has followed in 
the wake of the initial flush of excitement about these newly revealed intellec-
tual waters. He, more than Nietzsche, recognizes some of the risks that accom-
pany setting out on these waters, and he uses his historical discernment and 
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250 Rex Welshon

honed distinction-making skills to temper some of Nietzsche’s over-eagerness. 
So, where Nietzsche embraces dynamicism as an overarching explanatory 
hypothesis, Williams takes care to note that the reductionism that comes with 
any such naturalist view can, if we’re not careful, lead to drowning out entire 
regions of our cultural and social ethology. And where Nietzsche accepts the 
turbulent implications of alethic perspectivism, Williams remains cautious, 
not quite ready to jump in without wearing a lifesaver of facts. But, as argued 
here, Nietzsche’s views actually help assuage some, if not all, of Williams’s 
worries. 

 Notes 

  1. Another obvious debt that Williams owes to Nietzsche is on the subjects of 
morality and moral psychology. For discussion, see Clark (2000). 

  2. I therefore disagree with Brian Leiter (2002), who argues that Nietzsche is a 
consistent methodological naturalist. For other discussions of Nietzsche’s nat-
uralism, see Brown (2004), Cox (1999), Janaway and Robertson (2012), Leiter 
(2013), and Schacht (2012). Papineau (1993) and Strawson (1985) provide good 
philosophical introductions to naturalism. 

  3. Nietzsche’s assessment of many aspects of today’s science and many character-
istics of today’s scientists would likely be just as ambivalent as his assessment of 
his own scientific contemporaries and the kinds of science they produced. As a 
consequence, it is best to view Nietzsche’s naturalism as relaxed or liberal rather 
than as strong or strict. McDowell (2008) marks the distinction between strong 
and relaxed naturalism; Strawson (1985) marks the distinction between strict 
and liberal naturalism. 

  4. Two points may be made parenthetically. First, I interpret BGE 36 transpar-
ently, that is, as stating Nietzsche’s actual views. Clark (1990) argues against a 
transparent interpretation. Second, whether reducing all forms of causality to 
will to power is plausible outside of organic domains is, of course, a source of 
long-standing disagreement among Nietzsche scholars. But that dispute can be 
sidestepped here because our interests do not intersect with unpacking causality 
in physics and inorganic chemistry. 

  5. For details, see Brobjer (2008). 
  6. For further details about Roux’s dynamic physiology and similarities between 

Roux’s views and those of Nietzsche, see Moore (2002, 2004) and Müller-Lauter 
(1978). Salaquarda (1978) and Stack (1983) discuss Lange’s influence on Nietzsche. 

  7. An  organized system  is a set of entities structured to realize a function or main-
tain a particular configuration. A  self-organized system  is a set of entities struc-
tured to realize a function or maintain a particular configuration and whose 
structure is not imposed by an external cause. Organization in general and 
self-organization in particular are  global  properties of groups of entities rather 
than  local  properties of each of those entities. Some self-organized systems, such 
as a magnetized hunk of iron, are static; others, such as the Bernard phenom-
enon of rolling columns of rising hot water, are dynamic. A  dynamic  self-orga-
nized system is a self-organized system whose configuration or function is in 
constant motion or is constantly changing. A  linear  dynamic system, such as 
throwing a baseball, is one whose causal outcomes are roughly proportional to 
causal inputs; a  nonlinear  dynamic system, such as global warming, is one whose 
causal outcomes are disproportional to causal inputs. Nonlinear processes are 
the result of positive and/or negative feedback loops. A  feedback loop  occurs 
when the results of some node in a causal process feed back into an earlier 
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Nietzsche and Bernard Williams 251

node of that very causal process. A feedback loop is  positive  when what feeds 
back augments or amplifies the causal process; a feedback loop is  negative  when 
what feeds back limits or cancels the causal process. Positive feedback engenders 
instability; negative feedback engenders stability. The conjunction of positive 
and negative feedback loops comprise  regulation . 

  8. Organic processes incessantly develop “greater complexity, sharp differentia-
tion . . . by virtue of which dominant, shaping, commanding forces continually 
extend the bounds of their power and continually simplify within these bounds” 
(KSA 12 7[9] = WP 644). Again: “To understand what life is, what kind of 
striving and tension life is, the formula must be applicable to trees and plants 
as well as to animals .  .  . All expanding, incorporating, growing is a striving 
against what resists . . . What do the trees in a jungle fight each other for? For 
‘happiness’?—For power . . .” (KSA 13 11[111] = WP 704). 

  9. The body is an “aristocracy” between different “cells and tissues,” systems and 
organs, a structured self-regulatory and self-governing community characterized 
by a pervasive “division of labor” between its internal parts such that “the higher 
type is possible only through the subjugation of the lower until it becomes a 
function” (KSA 12 2[76] = WP 660). Again: “. . . there must be commanding 
(and obeying) all over again right down to the smallest units, and only when 
then command is dissected into a vast number of tiny sub-commands can the 
movement take place, which commences  with the last and smallest  obeying 
structure” (KSA 11 27[19]). Again, “we gain the correct idea of the nature of 
our subject-unity, namely as regents at the head of a communality, also of the 
dependence of these regents upon the ruled and of an order of rank and division 
of labor as the conditions that make possible the whole and its parts” (KSA 11 
40[21] = WP 492; see also KSA 11 25[430] and KSA 11 26[276]). 

  10. Nietzsche notes, for example, that “the creature most capable of  regulating  
itself,  disciplining  itself, judging—with the greatest excitability and even greater 
self-control—always survives” (KSA 11 25[427]); see also (KSA 11 36[29] = WP 
646). 

  11.  Materialism  is the view that matter exhausts existence.  Matter  is the substance of 
what exists. Traditionally, matter is ascribed properties of extension, hardness, 
impenetrability (or indivisibility), mobility, and inertia.  Atomism  is the compati-
ble but distinct view that matter reaches a minimum extension in microscopic bits 
that are impenetrable, indivisible, changeless, and without structure.  Materialist 
atomism  is, then, the conjunctive view that material atoms and aggregations of 
material atoms and their properties exhaust existence.  Mechanism  is a particular 
type of materialist atomism according to which the explanation of the behavior 
of atoms and aggregations of them must be accomplished using only mechani-
cal terms. A  mechanical explanation , in turn, is an explanation that provides a 
mathematical analysis for phenomena that makes them predictable law-abiding 
events of matter in motion. 

  12. The affinity between this view and certain of Nietzsche’s ontological views is 
apparent and has been discussed by others. See Anderson (2012) and Poellner 
(1995, especially chapter 2). For discussion of Nietzsche’s dynamicist power 
ontology, see, among others, Poellner (1995), Richardson (1996), and Welshon 
(2004, 2014). 

  13. See, for example, KSA 11 38[12] = WP 1067; KSA 12 10[138] = WP 639; KSA 
13 11[134] = WP 559; KSA 13 14[79] = WP 635; KSA 13 14[86] = WP 636; KSA 
13 14[152] = WP 515. 

  14. Lamarckism is the thesis that adaptive phenotypes can be acquired within a 
generation and bestowed upon subsequent generations. I think, as does Clark 
(2013), that Nietzsche can be exonerated of the Lamarckism charge. See Welshon 
(2014). For an opposing view, see Schacht (2013). 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a,
 S

an
 D

ie
go

] 
at

 0
4:

25
 3

0 
Ju

ne
 2

01
7 



252 Rex Welshon

  15. Kaufmann (1975), Schacht (1983), and Smith (1986) all grasp the importance 
of these deflationary explanations. 

  16. On  perception , see KSA 12 9[38] = WP 507 and KSA 12 2[95] = WP 505; on  truth , 
see KSA 11 34[253] = WP 493; on  knowledge , see BGE 4; KSA 11 26[127] = 
WP 496; KSA 11 36[19] = WP 494; KSA 13 14[122] = WP 480, among many 
others; on  logic , the  law of identity , and the  law of non-contradiction , see GS 
111 and BGE 3, among many others; on the  intellect , see, for example, KSA 11 
26[137] = WP 498; on  causality , see KSA 11 26[12] = WP 497; on the  categories 
of pure reason  and the law of non-contradiction, see KSA 13 14[152] = WP 515; 
on the  real world , see KSA 12 9[38] = WP 507; on  substance , see GS 111. 

  17. Nietzsche overstates the case. It is equally plausible that since preservation or 
existence are better served by accurate representations than by inaccurate ones, 
it is more likely that preservation or existence conditions are not fictions than 
that they are, and more likely that representations presupposing those condi-
tions are true than that they are not. This kind of scientific realism claims that 
the best scientific theories are the most likely to help us survive precisely because 
they are true. See Poellner (1995, pp. 138–162), for development of this criticism 
of Nietzsche. 

  18.  Survival phenotypes  are phenotypes that enhance an organism’s chances of sur-
viving to mating age, and  competitive phenotypes  are phenotypes that enhance 
an organism’s chances of mating . Adaptive phenotypes  are phenotypes that are 
naturally selected for, that is, they are either survival or competitive phenotypes. 
 Maladaptive phenotypes  either lower an organism’s chances of surviving to mat-
ing age or lower that organism’s chances of mating itself and are, therefore, 
selected against. Still others— neutral phenotypes— neither enhance nor inhibit 
survival and mating and are neither selected for nor selected against. In order for 
phenotypic differences to be subject to natural selection, they must, of course, 
have a genetic basis, for even if it is the genotype as phenotypically implemented 
by an organism in an environment that is what natural selection acts upon, what 
is inherited from parent to offspring is the genetic code for the phenotype. And 
of all phenotypes, only a subset of them is genetically coded for and inheritable. 
Hence, noninherited phenotypes, since they are epigenetic, are evolutionarily 
epiphenomenal. 

  19. Human adaptations include bipedalism, opposable thumbs, and skin pigmen-
tation. Of course, there are also  maladaptations , which are inherited maladap-
tive phenotypes, and  nonadaptations , which are inherited phenotypes that are 
neither adaptations nor maladaptations Nonadaptations include wisdom teeth, 
male nipples, little toes, chins, navels, and baldness. Maladaptations include sleep 
apnea, Huntington’s chorea, hemophilia, and, perhaps, color blindness. Compare 
adaptations and maladaptations to adaptive and maladaptive non-inherited 
phenotypes. If one person climbs mountains and loses his life before reproduc-
ing and another climbs mountains and does not lose her life before reproducing, 
the first person has a maladaptive phenotype but does not, for all that, have a 
maladaptation. Similarly, the dramatic increase in average human height over 
the last one hundred years that has resulted from better nutrition does not imply 
that our genotype has changed. After all, improved nutritional practices are not 
inherited. 

  20. After Gould and Lewontin (1979). For more details on Nietzsche’s develop-
ment of these ideas, see Forber (2013). An example of a co-opted by-product is 
the human ability to read. It is currently adaptive, but the brain’s evolutionary 
changes were already set when reading was invented, so whatever they were 
once adaptive for they were not adaptive for reading. 

  21. Feathers are a paradigmatic co-opted adaptation: originally an adaptation to aid 
thermal regulation, they only later became an adaptation for flying. 
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Nietzsche and Bernard Williams 253

  22. For some of the various ways that Nietzsche caricatures and misunderstands 
Darwin’s views and evolution, see Johnson (2010, 2013) and Richardson (2004). 

  23. In this way, Nietzsche’s use of naturalism is similar to his use of genetic 
empiricism—what he calls ‘sensualism’—as a kind of heuristic principle or reg-
ulative hypothesis (“Sensualism, therefore, at least as a regulative hypothesis, if 
not as a heuristic principle” (BGE 15). Just as genetic empiricism/sensualism is 
easily falsified when it’s interpreted as an empirical claim, so naturalism risks 
being shown false the first time it cannot provide a plausible deflationary expla-
nation of some phenomenon. But Nietzsche advocates genetic empiricism as a 
guiding principle and not an epistemological doctrine, and he may likewise avail 
himself of naturalism as a strategic guiding principle that urges us to look at the 
world again through a different perspective but does not pretend to forecast 
the results to follow. For further discussion of Nietzsche’s use of sensualism, see 
Riccardi (2013) and Small (1999). 

  24. Williams puts the dilemma as follows: 

 “On the one hand, there is an intense commitment to truthfulness—or, at 
any rate, a pervasive suspiciousness, a readiness against being fooled, an 
eagerness to see through appearances to the real structure and motives that 
lie behind them. . . . Together with this demand for truthfulness, however, . . . 
there is an equally pervasive suspicion about truth itself: where there is such 
a thing; if there is, whether it can be more than relative or subjective or some-
thing of that kind; altogether, whether we should bother about it, in carrying 
out our activities or in giving an account of them” (TT, p.1). 

  25. Nietzsche’s rejection of the real world is connected to what is known as the 
 falsification thesis . We do not consider this claim here. For discussion, see Clark 
(1990), Hales and Welshon (2000), and Welshon (2014), among others. 

  26. For more on the scaffolding of conscious experience in Nietzsche’s philosophy 
of mind, see Anderson (2002, 2012), Katsafanas (2005, 2013), Riccardi (2013), 
Schacht (1983), and Welshon (2014). 

  27.  Genealogy of Morals  III 12 famously makes the more inclusive point: 

 “But precisely because we seek knowledge, let us not be ungrateful to such 
resolute reversals of accustomed perspectives and valuations . .  . to  want  
to see differently, is no small discipline and preparation of the intellect for 
its future ‘objectivity’—the latter understood not as ‘contemplation with-
out interest’ (which is a nonsensical absurdity), but as the ability  to con-
trol  one’s Pro and con and to dispose of them, so that one knows how to 
employ a  variety  of perspectives and affective interpretations in the service 
of knowledge .  .  . There is  only  a perspective seeing,  only  a perspective 
‘knowing’; and the  more  affects we allow to speak about one thing, the 
 more  eyes, different eyes, we can use to observe one thing, the more com-
plete will our ‘concept’ of this thing, our ‘objectivity,’ be” (GM III 12). 

  28. Without affective and qualitative aspects, perspectivism cannot get off the 
ground, for it is only qualitative character and affective character that con-
tribute to basic conscious experience its interest- and evaluative-relativity (see 
Poellner 2007). Even if Nietzsche is not particularly forthcoming about how 
this contribution occurs, it is clear that he thinks that even sensory perception 
is imbued with evaluative content. Lacking a description of any mechanism, 
we may suggest on his behalf that the affective/qualitative character of basic 
conscious experience  discloses  and thus  enables  its evaluativity. That even basic 
conscious experience is suffused with evaluative character is, of course, a crucial 
element of perspectivism. As a consequence, evaluative character is implied by 
biological need: “The apparent world, i.e., a world viewed according to values; 
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ordered, selected according to values, i.e., in this case according to the view-
point of utility in regard to the preservation and enhancement of the power of 
a certain species of animal. The perspective therefore decides the character of 
the ‘appearance’!” (KSA 13 14[184] = WP 567). Again: “The world seen, felt, 
interpreted as thus and thus so that organic life may preserve itself in this per-
spective of interpretation. Man is not only a single individual but one particular 
line of the total living organic world. That he endures proves that a species of 
interpretation (even though accretions are still being added) has also endured, 
that the system of interpretation has not changed. ‘Adaptation’ ” (KSA 12 7[2] = 
WP 678). Some perspectives are, thus, evaluative interpretations that are phylo-
genetically implanted codes or blueprints for particular kinds of appropriation 
and assimilation rather than others. But even if there are genetically encoded 
perspectives, perspectives also operate not only over individuals but classes of 
individuals. These latter perspectives are inherited not genetically, but socially 
and culturally. 

  29. See also KSA 12 9[89] = WP 517; KSA 12 9[97] = WP 516; KSA 12 9[144] = WP 
521; KSA 13 14[152] = WP 515. 

  30. See also GM III 12; TI “How the Real World at Last Became a Myth”; KSA 12 
5[22] = WP 522; KSA 12 9[38] = WP 507; KSA 12 9[106] = WP 569; KSA 12 
9[144] = WP 521; KSA 13 14[93] = WP 568; KSA 13 14[105] = WP 514; KSA 
13 14[152] = WP 515; KSA 13 14[184] = WP 567 for similar claims. 

  31. This way of thinking about science reappears in the twentieth century in the 
work of Quine. One of the central points of Quine’s naturalized epistemology 
is the impossibility of avoiding cognitive bias (Quine 1953, 1969). His meaning 
holism and rejection of the analytic/synthetic distinction together entail rejecting 
the traditional foundationalist project and its ideals of objectivity and objective 
knowledge. Instead, all knowledge is situated at a time and in a place, and all 
knowledge is permeated by pragmatic considerations, by bias, by perspectives. 

  32. BGE 4; KSA 11 26[12] = WP 497; KSA 12 5[22] = WP 522. 
  33. As with truth, so with warrant: even if justification is indexed to a context 

or perspective, there may be cross-perspectival justification practices that can 
themselves be submitted to cross-perspectival adjudication, thus undermining 
queasiness about epistemological warrant being indistinguishable from individ-
ual preference. Hence, even if relativistic, warrant perspectivism is consistent 
with rejecting the claim that every reason for believing something is as good as 
the next. 

  34. Of course, the debate doesn’t end here. Someone opposed to alethic perspectiv-
ism—that is, an alethic realist—will immediately ask why a particular perspec-
tive is shared across people. Nietzsche’s answer to that question is, typically, 
that we share survival or existence conditions. The alethic realist is likely then 
to defend the non-perspectival truth of claims about those survival and existence 
conditions. 

  35. For instance, in BGE 14 he acknowledges that perspectivism implies that phys-
ics is perspectival, and he accepts that it is an “interpretation.” At KSA 11 
26[12] = WP 497, he acknowledges that all what are assumed by philosophers 
to be  a priori  truths are instead provisional assumptions for our way of thinking. 

  36. A disquotational theory of truth is any theory of truth that accepts Tarski’s 
Convention T: ‘ p ’ is true if and only if  p . 
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 Some people think music a primitive art because it has only a few notes and 
rhythms. But it is simple only on the surface; its substance on the other hand, 
which makes it possible to interpret this manifest content, has all the infi nite 
complexity that’s suggested in the external forms of other arts and that music 
conceals. There is a sense in which it is the most sophisticated art of all. 

 Wittgenstein,  Culture and Value , p. 8–9 

 Within all great art there is a wild animal: tamed . . . All great art has man’s 
primitive drives as its ground bass. They are not the melody . . . but they are 
what give the melody its depth and power. 

 Wittgenstein,  Culture and Value , p. 37–38 

 Given that Nietzsche has many severely critical things to say about Rous-
seau (as he does about almost everyone else), it is significant that there is 
a wide range of concerns where their positions are very close. We know, of 
course, that Nietzsche often excoriates Rousseau,  1   calling him: a “moral 
tarantula” (D preface 3  2  ); one of his “impossible ones” (TI—Skirmishes 1); 
a man of  ressentiment  (ibid 3 - see 6). He opens the “Skirmishes” section of 
 Twilight of the Idols  with a paragraph headlining Rousseau and comes close 
to ending it with a paragraph again devoted to him. He writes: 

 Rousseau—what did he really want to go back to [i.e.: “nature”]? Rous-
seau, this first modern human being, an idealist and a lowlife ( canaille ) 
in a  single  person who needed moral “worth” in order to stand the sight 
of himself. . . . This monster ( Missgeburt ) . . . I hate Rousseau  even  in 
the Revolution . . . 

 (TI “Skirmishes” 49) 

 One can continue in this vein for some time. I shall consider the reasons for 
this distress towards the end of this essay. And yet, consider these facts: 

 Rousseau first finds a voice of his own in music, which he knew naturally 
and learns semi-formally after running away from Geneva at the age of 16.  3   

 The Obstinance of Voice 

 Rousseau and Nietzsche on Music, 
Language, and Human Association 

 Tracy B. Strong 
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The Obstinance of Voice 259

It shapes the account he gives of himself. The  Confessions  are from its first 
pages filled with music—the songs of his aunt Suzon, Swiss folk-songs that 
drive him to tears, a grandiose and disastrous concert he organized in Laus-
anne for a piece he composed at a time when he was almost completely igno-
rant of music and pretending to be an itinerant Parisian composer.  4   Indeed, 
in a somewhat Schopenhauerian mode, one might say that the whole style 
of the  Confessions  answers to music. As Bernard Gagnebin and Marcel Ray-
mond note, “his language will be meaningful, no matter what he means. The 
analogy to music is enlightening, if music can be thought to be essentially the 
art in which the manner of expression is completely coincident to that which 
is meant.”  5   In the  Dialogues: Rousseau Juge de Jean-Jacques , that strange 
work of an ecstatic author—he is literally beside himself as he has one of 
his personae interrogate the other—he has the character “Rousseau” say 
to the “Frenchman” of “Jean-Jacques” (who is the subject of the dialogue): 
“He was born for music. He discovered approaches that are clearer, easier, 
simpler and facilitate composition and performance . . . I have seen no man 
so passionate about music as he.”  6   

 Nietzsche was almost certainly unaware of Rousseau’s musical work. 
Compare, however, such considerations to these passages from Nietzsche. 

 God has given us music . . . so that we may be led by it upwards . . . The 
musical art often speaks to us more insistently than does poetry with 
words and seizes the most secret folds of the heart. 

 (WKG I-1, 305–306). Nietzsche writes this at age 12 

 When I think to myself that if only a few hundred of those of the next 
generation could take from music what I take, well then I would await 
a completely new culture. 

 Nietzsche to Rohde, 12/21/71 SB 3, 256–257 

 [Music] is that which reveals to us most clearly what masters we are in 
the rapid and subtle divination of feelings and empathizing ( Mitemp-
findung ). For, though music is an imprint ( Nachbild ) of an imprint of 
feelings, it nonetheless and in spite of this degree of distance and indef-
initeness often makes us participants in those feelings. 

 ( D  142) 

 Biographically, the parallels go further. Both men were musicians and 
composers, and both took great pride in their musical knowledge and skill. 
Both were on the outskirts of acceptable society, although the course of their 
journeys was different. Nietzsche started as a wunderkind of academe and 
ended as a solitary wanderer. Rousseau started almost autochthonically, as if 
born without a past. As with Nietzsche, however, Rousseau was first lionized 
by polite society, only to reject it and end up as an errant. Both were lives 
lived on the margins. 
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260 Tracy B. Strong

 Several further and more substantive parallels also immediately suggest 
themselves: 

 • With self-certainty and pride in every aspect of life, including many things 
of which one might be ashamed, as well as in the insistence that every-
thing is in every detail, both men compose autobiographies (EH and the 
 Confessions   7  ) in which they present themselves to the world, convinced 
that they can only be misunderstood. 

 • Neither writer, despite the fact that one inaugurates modernity and 
the second announces its end, has a theory of false consciousness, as if 
humans had an interior that was not visible, as if the body were not the 
picture of the soul. 

 • Both see as a central issue of modernity that the possibility of human 
association is greatly impoverished, perhaps to the point of disappear-
ance. As Nietzsche put it in  The Gay Science:  

 To say it briefly (for a long time people will still keep silent about 
it): What will not (henceforth) be built any more, cannot be built 
any more is—a society in the old sense of that word. To build that 
everything is lacking, above all the material. All of us are no longer 
material for a society; this is a truth for which the time has come. 

 (GS 356) 

 The passage easily calls to mind the conclusion of Rousseau’s  Discourse on 
the Origins of Inequality : “Here private individuals become equals again, 
because they are nothing . . . Here everything is returned . . . to a new state 
of nature different from the one in which we began, in that . . . this last one 
is the fruit of an excess of corruption.”  8   

 • Both, finally, wish to impress on their readers that for one to come to 
know oneself as a human being, one must only satisfy the conditions 
that there be other human beings in the world. 

 It is in their understanding of music that Rousseau and Nietzsche come 
together. Music is the least representational of the arts, the most portable, 
the most democratic, and thus the most human. All who speak can sing. 
Almost anyone, as Lauren Bacall reminds us, can whistle. Music stands out-
side structures of power and authority and constitutes the realm for which 
the adequacy of words is always a question. With all this in mind, I want here 
to focus on the question of music and voice in Nietzsche and Rousseau, espe-
cially as this relates to the question of the possibilities of human association. 

 Rousseau: The Self in Song 

 Despite his dubious beginnings as a musician, the concern with music 
sounds throughout Rousseau’s life. His first published work—the 1742 
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The Obstinance of Voice 261

 Project concernant de nouveaux signes pour la musique  (OC v 130)—was a 
proposal for a complete reworking of an entire language for a new system 
of musical notation that would, he averred, permit a more natural relation 
of the performer to the musical vocabulary.  9   

 There is considerable reason to believe that one of Rousseau’s writings in 
the early 1750’s—the  Essay on the Origin of Languages— is a working out 
of the material that was to have gone into the  Second Discourse , an essay 
which, when it reaches the question of the origins of human speech, merely 
gestures in its direction.  10   Importantly, the subtitle to the unpublished essay 
is “ in which something is said about melody and musical imitation .” Rous-
seau’s musical concerns are indeed constant. In 1762, having been banned 
from France and Geneva upon the condemnation of  Emile  and the  Social 
Contract , he takes up again the material he had contributed to the  Encyclo-
pedia  some 15 years earlier and composes an 800-page  Dictionary of Music  
as well as some important commentary on Gluck’s operas.  11   

 Like everything in Rousseau’s life, music is a subject of controversy. In the 
early 1750s, he becomes involved in two quarrels, which, while related to 
each other, need to be kept separate. The first is a celebrated dispute with 
Rameau about the relations of language and music.  12   For Rameau, music 
is an imitation of nature. It is only that: an imitation, laboriously arrived 
at, the product of work rather than of revelation. Rameau’s nature is the 
nature of geometry and physics.  13   Thus, music must be understood as a form 
of  representation , that is, as a construct of that which makes an image of 
nature apparent to us. And since music is the least plastic of the arts, it could 
only contribute to such representation, by  sounding like  a storm, or  adding  
dramatic effect to a dance.  14   

 Two elements stand out in contrast to Rousseau. First, for Rameau, truth 
is abstract and rests on formal relations. Secondly, truth is revealed only in 
illusion and artifice.  15   Rameau’s work is thus an attempt to place music into 
a broader physical context. Rousseau, on the other hand, tries to explain 
the aesthetic importance of music itself, as itself and without reference to 
anything that might underlie it or to a universe of which it would be a part.  16   
He understands music in relation to that which it  requires of us as human 
beings ; he thus places it in a context in which the aesthetic cannot be under-
stood except in terms of the moral and political.  17   

 The first quarrel with Rameau is a quarrel about the relation of music 
to human life. The second quarrel is about how music makes a human life 
available. This is to be understood as at the bottom of Rousseau’s arguments 
in the famous “ querelle des bouffons ,” which shook all Paris in 1752. The 
circumstances are as follows. An Italian opera company, actually on its third 
tour for France, presented Pergolesi’s  La Serva Padrona  at the Royal Acad-
emy of Music in Paris.  18   Italian  opera buffa  corresponded to much of what 
Rousseau was coming to think central to music, so much so that he would 
have the score of Pergolesi’s opera published at his own expense.  19   

 The success of the Pergolesi piece ignited a conflict that had been smol-
dering since the turn of the century:  20   the relation of music and song to 
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national languages. All Paris took sides. Baron Friedrich Grimm notes 
that political questions ceased being discussed.  21   Rousseau suggested 
that the  Ancien Régime ’s life was prolonged because of the diversion of 
attention away from the sins of the government. The philosophers of the 
Enlightenment—d’Alembert, d’Holbach, Grimm, Diderot, and Rousseau—
took position against the old music in the pro-Italian theater of the so-called 
Queen’s corner. In the theater across the square in the King’s (and Mme 
de Pompadour’s) corner were the supporters of French opera, including 
Rameau. What was at stake was on the one hand the human, the direct, the 
natural, and on the other spectacle, imitation, representation, and illusion 
for illusion’s sake: the popular against central power. In Rousseau’s hands, 
and especially in his brilliantly polemical  Lettre sur la musique française ,  22   
the argument is between human expression and controlled artifice, between 
freedom and power, autonomy and conformity. 

 It is a mistake to claim that the whole quarrel was misbegotten, as there 
was no reason to expect that  opera buffa  might properly be compared to 
 opera seria . Instead, the argument was about the place of music in shaping 
the terms of human association. French, Rousseau argues, is consonantal, 
non-rhythmic, harsh, and unmusical. The French are thus forced to rely on 
the piling up of pointless harmonies and devices that “the ear cannot endure 
and reason cannot justify. [They are] remains of barbarism and bad taste . . . 
like the portals of our Gothic churches which are the shame of those who 
had the patience to make them.”  23   Rousseau’s contention is that some lan-
guages were more musical than others and thus more conducive to human 
association. Rousseau seeks to establish a principle by which music might be 
judged in relation to human life. 

 For music to become interesting, for it to carry to the soul those feel-
ings which one was to arouse there, all the parts must come together 
to strengthen the expression of the subject in question. Harmony must 
only serve to render this more energetic; the accompaniment must make 
it more attractive with covering or disfiguring it; the bass line must, in 
a uniform and simple way ( marche ), so to speak guide the person who 
sings and the person who listens, without either noticing this.  In a word, 
the whole must convey at the same time but one melody to the ear and 
one idea to the soul .  24   

 This is not, as Robert Wokler argues, a preference for the unadorned 
melodic line.  25   It is closer to a requirement for what Nietzsche was to call a 
style. Such a musical unity can be achieved, writes Rousseau, in  opera , which 
he defined in his  Dictionary  as “a dramatic and lyric spectacle in which one 
tries to bring together all the charms of the fine arts in a representation of 
a passionate action in order to excite, by the means of agreeable sensations, 
both interest and illusion.”  26   Contemporary French ‘opera’, however, was 
on a wrong track. In order to create an adequate illusion, there is needed a 
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“creaking fairydom, a puerile racket of machines, and the fantastic image 
of things never before seen.” As a consequence, what disappeared is music 
itself. “One began to feel,” he writes, “as if the masterpiece of music was to 
make itself forgotten.”  27   

 Against this, and here we approach Nietzsche, Rousseau sets the tragedies 
of the ancient Greeks : “Their theater was a form of opera .”  28   We know this, 
argues Rousseau, because we know that their “language was so accented 
that the inflections of speech in sustained declamation formed between them 
substantial musical intervals.”  29   Rousseau understood in a general fashion—
quite astonishingly for the period—that ancient Greek was pitch-based such 
that syllables were intoned on different pitches. Today, thanks to work done, 
if still generally unacknowledged, by Nietzsche, we know that the Greeks 
used pitch rather than stress ictus.  30   Inside a word elements would rise or 
fall by as much as a fifth—this ictus was mandated particularly to each polis 
and was not a matter of choice. Nietzsche spends a great deal of time in his 
university lectures working out this claim scientifically. He is clear before 
writing  The Birth of Tragedy  that there is pitch ictus  inside  words in Ancient 
Greek (and thus not inside phrases).  31   

 Hence, Rousseau avers, spoken ancient Greek was, in effect, song, such 
that they had no need for a separate form called opera. We moderns, whose 
languages are not so musical, have had to invent special forms, hence lyric 
verse. Modern opera should then recover what had been obtained by Greek 
tragedy. The advantage of Italian opera is that it is close to what had been 
attained by the Greek tragedians, not in terms of subject matter, but in terms 
of the relation of language to music. (One should note, however, that this 
is not, as is often thought, a blanket preference for the Italian: Rousseau 
is clear that even Italian opera has “enormous faults” and “only instinct” has 
made possible what achievements they have managed.)  32   

 “The Greeks could sing while they spoke,”  33   says Rousseau. Note that 
Rousseau’s appeal to the ancients is not so much to discover rules for pro-
ducing drama as to find a principle, the  spirit  of that music and of its role 
in political association. He thereby reframed the question from one of art 
to one of politics. What might be the equivalent of Greek for modern times, 
for times in which languages are less musical? We may seek his attempt at an 
answer in another article of the  Dictionnaire , where he tells us that nothing 
is more affecting, more ravishing, more energetic in all modern music than 
the “ récitatif obligé ”—what I might translate as the “entailed recitative.” My 
term “entailed” seeks to render Rousseau’s claim that in this form of recita-
tive the “speaker ( récitant ) and the orchestra” are required “to be attentive 
and expected to pay attention to each other.” At that point, the “actor, agi-
tated, carried away by a passion that does not permit him to say everything, 
interrupts himself, stops, hesitates, during which times the  orchestra speaks 
for him , and the silences thus filled affect the listener infinitely more than 
if the actor had himself said all that the music gave to understand.”  34   In 
the  Fragments d’observations sur l’Alceste italien de M. Gluck , he says that 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a,
 S

an
 D

ie
go

] 
at

 0
4:

25
 3

0 
Ju

ne
 2

01
7 



264 Tracy B. Strong

“the spoken phrase is in some way announced and prepared by the musical 
phrase.”  35   It is when words fail the actor that music expresses itself.  36   It is 
when that which wants to be expressed in words but cannot be that music 
(as it were) speaks. For the French composer in particular,  37   music should 
not exactly be a supplement but a manner of “speaking,” of expressing, 
when one lacks words. More precisely, music can/should establish a space 
between that for which one has words and that for which one would wish 
to find one’s own words, words to which one would have a right, even if, in 
the end, they will always be insufficient. Rousseau notes that he is the only 
French composer who has used the  récitatif obligé  technique to confront 
this question (in a scene of the  Devin du village  and a part of  Pygmalion ).  38   
Rousseau’s concept of the  récitatif obligé  was not usual and not part of the 
then usual categories of recitative ( secco, accompagnato , nor even  obbli-
gato ). Colin’s part in scene VI of the  Devin  is not precisely  secco , although it 
is accompanied by the  basso continuo  but alternates with the full orchestra 
in short phrases; nor is it  obbligato  (or  accompagnato ), as it is not accom-
panied by the orchestra. What is of importance to Rousseau is the  dialogue  
between Colin and the orchestra, a mutual response of words and music.  39   

 What he is after leads us to the following conclusions. First, in the devel-
opment of the relation of music to the word, we find here that the interplay 
of music and the word can give the listener access to the emotions of the 
character without those having to be directly represented. The affective here 
is understood as an integral part of the cognitive experience. Secondly, this 
can only be achieved by the development of an integrated and continuous art 
form. The door is open here (and the Germans in particular were influenced 
by this work  40  ) to what Wagner will later claim for his work: “In my opera 
there is no difference between what is called declamation and song,”  41   that 
is, one does not have first music and then words, but the two are of a piece. 
Rousseau had anticipated this theoretical position as musical reality through 
his thoroughly innovative use of the  récitatif obligé .  42   

 Opera in fact provides the model of an ideal perfect state. In the entry 
 Opera  we find: 

 Suppose the King of France sent the actors and actresses of the  Opéra  to 
populate a desert island, and that he ordered them to only require what 
was necessary for life and to speak as they did in the theater. The chil-
dren who would be born would stutter out songs, and all the inflections 
of the voice would be measured. The sons of dancers would always walk 
in cadence, wherever they were going . . . If savage peoples neighboring 
the island were to come to this place, far from finding it ridiculous, I 
doubt not that they would admire the genius of the actors and consider 
them to be celestial intelligences. 

 [DM  Opera  917] 

 It is important to notice that this utopia is only made possible by the order 
of the king—Rousseau is clear that it will not happen of and in itself, that 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a,
 S

an
 D

ie
go

] 
at

 0
4:

25
 3

0 
Ju

ne
 2

01
7 



The Obstinance of Voice 265

it requires force to set it up and that to come into being it requires powers 
which make it impossible. Nietzsche saw the same when in  The Gay Science  
he writes as follows: 

 A few musical chords reminded me today of a winter and a house and 
am extremely solitary life. As well as the feeling in which I lived at that 
time: I thought that I might go on living that way forever. But now I 
comprehend that it was wholly pathos [i.e. transient and passive] and 
passion and thus comparable to this painful and bold music that was so 
certain there was some comfort. 

 (GS 45) 

 I note that for both Rousseau and Nietzsche, music provides the image of a 
utopia, collective and social in one case, personal in the other. For both, it is 
not actual, as for us, there is no natural song. 

 For the Greeks, the musicality of their language joined reason and emotion 
such that their plays needed nothing but the language; however, as Rousseau 
continues in the  Opera  article, given the deficits of our languages, we have 
need in our opera of “arias, choruses, symphony.” These deficits are at the 
heart of Wagner’s concerns in his design of the  Festspielhaus  in Bayreuth with 
its continental seating, double proscenium, and recessed orchestra pit (except 
for the violins, all players are under the stage), giving the sense of what Wag-
ner called a “mystic gulf” between the audience and the performance.  43   

 In all of his writings on the subject, Rousseau is at pains to show that 
music and language develop conterminously. “Melody is born with lan-
guage.”  44   The difference between melody and recitative thus disappears in 
language. Central here is Rousseau’s repeated insistence against Rameau 
that harmony was not basic. Harmony would mean that each person or 
group would be singing (and legislating) differently, as it were, and that unity 
or commonality would only come in the blend. This would not, in fact, be 
commonality, since the union would be different from each individual. No 
one, as it were, would be human. For Rousseau, both Lully and Rameau are 
confused about the proper relation of music and language. Lully takes the 
French language as a mechanical model for music. Rameau presumes that 
there is a universal physical form of music. Neither sees that music is not 
just a language, but a language that speaks to us precisely in those spaces 
for which we have not words, nor that the relation of music and language 
presupposes a moral and political quality to music which has to do with the 
place of speech and human voice in the human condition. And as music is 
the same for all, it constitutes the basis of our association. 

 Both music and speech are languages in that they speak to us. Rousseau’s 
use of the notion of language here is very broad—it refers to any articulated 
form of expression. All of this is important for an understanding of what it 
would mean to use language naturally or in an appropriate fashion. In the 
 Essai sur l’origine des langues , we read that the first expressions that humans 
used were “tropes,” a term of seventeenth-century rhetoric that signified the 
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266 Tracy B. Strong

displacement of a word on to some object that was not appropriate or nat-
ural to it; the meaning of the trope depended on this displacement.  45   Thus, 
language was figurative before becoming natural. 

 Rousseau’s initial claim is that language has a privileged position in human 
affairs, as it is the “first social institution.”  46   It thus has no origin except 
“natural causes.” Such causes lie in sight and hearing, in the senses that are 
the only “instruments by which one human can act on another.” What was 
communicated, he goes on to indicate in the next chapter, is not physical 
needs but moral ones, passions. If all we had were such needs, then gestures 
and sight would suffice for the human condition. As Rousseau develops this 
point, he gives a moral privilege to hearing, as opposed to sight. Language 
is the foundation of human relations, that is, of those relations in which we 
acknowledge the other as human, as like us. “A pantomime [of pain] without 
speech will leave you almost at ease; speech without gesture will wring tears 
from you.”  47   Importantly, he goes on to assert that it is not because we have 
ears that we have morality, but that our humanity uses ears and voice for 
its own purposes. The realm of physical necessity is insufficient to explain 
human association. 

 Next, the meaning of words is derived from human interaction and not 
from the imposition of sticker-names. (One thinks easily here of the first 89 
sections of the  Investigations  in which Wittgenstein is at pains to expand 
the slab model.) The argument is quite extraordinary. Rousseau gives us an 
example: 

 In meeting others a savage man will first be afraid. His fear will lead 
him to see these men as taller and stronger than he; he will give them 
the name of “giant.” After much experience he will have recognized that 
these supposed giants are neither taller nor stronger than he, that their 
stature did not correspond to the idea that he had first attached to the 
word “giant.” He will thus invent another name common to them and 
himself, for example, the name of “human” and will leave that of giant 
to the false object that had struck him during his illusion.  48   

 Rousseau then extends this to phrases. The following seems noteworthy. 
First, our fears in relation to the other lead us to misuse language, or more 
accurately, to respond to the desire to do away with the other; second, the lit-
eral or correct use of language is attained socially and through experience—it 
is learned; third, a correct use of language—meaning and being responsible 
to and for what one says—consists in coming to accept commonalties, a 
shared world, which one had first refused or not acknowledged. There is, 
one might say, five years of psychoanalysis between  giant  and  human . What 
is important is to realize that what makes the word “human” literally is the 
fact that is embodies the feeling of commonality with the other. Humanity is 
something achieved. Thus, although language is conventional it nonetheless 
has reality. Lastly, and most importantly, it does not appear that one can 
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The Obstinance of Voice 267

arrive at the literal or correct use of language without having the figurative 
or illusory use. The illusion is necessary to the capacity to develop the literal. 
And it is always retained along with our literal use. Our capacity for the 
literal depends on our capacity for the figurative. Our use requires that we 
can misuse. 

 How do we come to use language as human beings use it, as the source 
of our commonality and thus our difference? Most importantly, what is or 
can be the role of music in this process? Three ideas are to be avoided, if we 
are to understand this. Rousseau repeats this passage in three different texts. 

 Music acts more intimately [than simple noise] on us by in a sense arous-
ing in us feelings similar to those that might be aroused by another . . . 
May all nature be asleep, he who contemplates it does not sleep, and 
the art of the musician consists in substituting for the insensible image 
of the object that of the movements which its presence arouses in the 
heart of he who contemplates . . . he [the musician] will not represent 
objects [ des choses ] directly, but will arouse in the soul the same move-
ments that one might have in seeing them [Rousseau has been talking 
of storms and such].  49   

 First, whatever music does, it cannot lay claim to reproducing nature, but 
only of arousing the sentiments to which nature can give rise. Rousseau’s 
view of music is thus somewhat similar to a contemporary view of the rela-
tion of abstract painting.  50   Importantly, it is not in the nature of music to 
represent—here he anticipates Schopenhauer and thereby Nietzsche. Sec-
ondly, music functions here as language in its own right, a language that 
does not persuade but convinces, does not tell but calls: the musicality of 
language, as it were, is necessary for speech for which one is responsible. 
In melody we seek, writes Rousseau, to render the tone of the feelings.  51   
Third, the musicality of language will also have to grasp what a particular 
culture can hear—i.e., what a particular language experiences in the face 
of “nature.” Thus, Rousseau insists, for instance, that “our most touching 
melodies are vain noise to the ear of a Caribbean Indian .  .  .” and “Ital-
ians must have Italian airs.”  52   Language does not do this by imitating the 
cadences of a particular language, but as a voice calling to us, an interplay 
between an emotion transmitted and an emotion aroused.  53   Not everyone is 
called by the same song and voice; we are only called to that which we can 
acknowledge as our own. Lastly, the reliance has to be on the melodic voice, 
which may, once established, be supported harmonically. Most importantly, 
however, this passage gives us a sense as to what the art of the musician is: 
to make this happen. We need, as Nietzsche notes in  Richard Wagner in 
Bayreuth , the sorcerer. 

 I can thus summarize the claims made in the  Essay on the Origin of Lan-
guages . The centrality accorded by Rousseau to hearing requires a focus on 
his part on the concept of voice. It is in speaking that humans come together. 
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268 Tracy B. Strong

Language gives us a voice for which we seek appropriate words. Secondly, 
the centrality of voice in the construction of human association requires a 
focus on whether or not the words that are used actually carry the quality of 
the relationship that occurs. Language—the word  giant , for instance—car-
ries with it an emotional element, a feeling, which is  not added on  but is inte-
gral to sense and in fact constitutive of a relationship, or, as it can turn out, 
is a defense against such a relationship, out of fear. As the realization dawns 
that we share with, rather than fear, the other, another word is needed, one 
which carries and constitutes the proper relation. Next, the notion of voice is 
singular. It is experienced as a unity, what Nietzsche was to call a style. This 
is the key of Rousseau’s repeated claim that song and speech are originally 
the same. He wants our work—our opera—to be unified. Finally, Rousseau 
immediately sees the importance of all this as political in that the differences 
between the languages (vowel rich in the south and consonant heavy in 
the north) corresponds to the natural orientation towards public space. In 
the south they sing out of doors, a quality I cannot help but remember that 
Vachel Lindsay claimed in American politics for William Jennings Bryan. 

 The political implications are central to his concerns. In antiquity, such a 
harmony of words and music and public space was most evident in ancient 
Greece, where “eloquence preceded reasoning and men were orators and 
poets long before they were philosophers . . . In the ancient festivals all was 
heroic and grand. The laws and songs carried the same designation in these 
happy times; they sounded in unison in all voices, passed through all hearts 
with the same pleasure, everything adored the first images of virtue, and inno-
cence itself gave a gentler accent to the voice of pleasure.”  54   However, even 
in Greece, with the development of rationality forms became fixed, language 
became “colder and artificial.” “The study of philosophy” plays a central role 
in this linguistic transformation. By cultivating “the art of convincing, that of 
moving people emotionally was lost. Plato himself . . . jealous of Homer and 
Euripides condemned one and could not imitate the other.” With the conquest 
by Rome and the arrival of servitude, all was lost. “Greece in chains lost this 
celestial fire that burns only for free souls and could no longer find to praise 
tyrants the sublime tones with which it had erstwhile sung its heroes.”  55   Latin 
is a “deaf and less musical” language than Greek. 

 A society that has a language for political life will value eloquence over 
the use of public force. The only form of speech appropriate to a people to 
whom it can be said “such is my pleasure” is a sermon, and such people are 
taxed rather than assembled. In a society with no language for politics, no 
one can hear. In fact, their language will have degenerated to the point that 
no one will be able to be heard in public: there is no real public. 

 Herodotus read his history to the people of Greece assembled out of 
doors, and he met with universal applause. Nowadays an academician 
who reads a paper in public session can hardly be heard at the back of 
the hall.  56   
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The Obstinance of Voice 269

 This extraordinary analysis of Greece, complete with its Nietzschean con-
demnation of Plato, reveals a central quality that free society must have for 
Rousseau. There is to be no disjuncture between emotion and expression, 
between weeping and words, between meaning and saying. When the two 
are available to each other, there is no possibility to take the speaker as other 
than s/he is. Furthermore, this experience of availability only happens in a 
manner that makes it available in the same manner to any other person. The 
conditions of my freedom, as presented here musically, are the same condi-
tions as that of yours. 

 Nietzsche: The Song in the Self 

 In Rousseau, the art of the musician makes the commonality of our freedom 
available: at least, this is what is signaled by an opera that would be truly 
musical. We have little problem with such a democratic conclusion about 
Rousseau, even if we might resist the claim for music. Yet the notion of 
democracy has not been examined. It is, paradoxically perhaps, in Nietzsche 
that in pursuing the same questions, one can interrogate the idea of democ-
racy present in his work. However, in doing so, we will of necessity prob-
lematize the idea of democracy (and of nature). 

 As does Rousseau, Nietzsche sees music as central to our acknowledging 
our commonality with others. This had been the theme of  The Birth of 
Tragedy : tragedy, the activity by which the Greeks constituted themselves as 
Greek, was born of the “spirit of music.” In a more direct way in  Daybreak , 
he asks, “[H]ow is it possible to know another?” (D 174) He answers with 
reference to music: “It is that which reveals to us most clearly what mas-
ters we are in the rapid and subtle divination of feelings and empathizing 
( Mitempfindung ). For, though music is a copy ( Nachbild ) of a copy of feel-
ings, it nonetheless and in spite of this degree of distance and indefiniteness 
often makes us participants in those feelings.” Music here is a sign and is 
emblematic of the process by which we come to understand an other. 

 The understanding of music is related to what Rousseau says above about 
the “art of the musician.” The link between Rousseau’s musical theories, 
especially that of the monodrama and of the  récitatif obligé , and Nietzsche’s 
understanding clearly goes through Schopenhauer and Rousseau. In a later 
aphorism of  Daybreak,  Nietzsche in fact associates Schopenhauer and Rous-
seau as both “sufficiently proud to inscribe upon their existence the motto: 
 vitam impendere vero . And both again—how they must have suffered in 
their pride when they failed to make  verum impendere vitae !— verum  as 
each of them understood it—when their life ran along beside their knowl-
edge like a wayward bass which refuses to harmonize with the melody!”  57   
Nor is it difficult to find parallels in Wagner. In  Opera and Drama , Wagner 
writes: “In drama we must become knower through the feeling.” Later, he 
will oppose “older poetic speech” to the “speech of modern daily life.”  58   
Wagner’s  Art and Revolution  makes the same point as Rousseau about the 
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270 Tracy B. Strong

parallels of (eventual) modern opera and Greek drama. As Lacoue-Labarthe 
remarks: “The metaphysics of the language at work here is .  .  . basically 
Rousseauist.”  59   

 Pursuing these thoughts on a musical theoretical route would take us too 
long and far afield. I shall look rather at what Nietzsche says about tragedy. 

 For Nietzsche, tragedy has basic democratic elements. Nietzsche notes 
in the lectures  Introduction to the Tragedy of Sophocles  that tragedy grew 
out of lyric song, not out of epic. He differentiates Greek tragedy from that 
of contemporary Germany by remarking that the former was addressed to 
listeners, i.e., it was for the ear, whereas in the present world it is all for 
sight, i.e., it is spectacle. (He thus shares with Rousseau the emphasis on 
the auditory.) Tragedy grew from the music of the dithyramb, which, says 
Nietzsche, is “folksong and in fact especially from that of the lower classes. 
Tragedy has always contained a pure democratic character, as it springs 
from the people.”  60   

 One explores this as follows: the aim of  Schopenhauer as Educator  is to 
establish what is necessary for it to be possible for one to attach one’s heart, 
here to a great man. As he planned the essay, Nietzsche entertained the pos-
sibility of calling Schopenhauer the German  Zuchtmeister , he who brings 
one up or into line.  61   He finds Schopenhauer to be his own “exemplar.” 
An exemplar is what one recognizes as part of one’s self but which one is 
not yet, but to which one feels an obligation of becoming. It is the guide, 
one might say to “becoming what you are.” This relation is called “love.” It 
is a recognition that happens only occasionally, when “the clouds are rent 
asunder and we see, how we in common with all nature, press towards some 
thing that stands high over us.”  62   Although this relationship is explicitly said 
to be available to, indeed required of, all,  63   it is hard to obtain because “it is 
impossible to teach love.”  64   

 It is however the case that, if you will excuse me, what the world needs is 
love. “Never was the world . . . poorer in love . . . The educated classes . . . 
become day by day restless, thoughtless and loveless.” They have, in other 
words nothing to love, especially, Nietzsche notes, after “the waters of reli-
gion” that gave us the task of loving God have receded.  65   I take these consid-
erations to refer to the claim that there is increasingly nothing in the modern 
world for anyone to love—and that this is one of the reasons that philosophy 
has become impossible. 

 Nietzsche now wants to establish three claims. First, the question of love 
and philosophy—of education—is  not  one of self-recognition. The question 
is if it is possible to find exemplars that each can recognize as properly his 
or her own with the explicit knowledge that one is not (yet) the exemplar. 
It is thus not coming to know  how  you know yourself.  “Wie finden wir 
uns selbst wieder?”   66   It is a question of finding out how one will recognize 
something as one’s own find. Nietzsche explicitly rejects what one might call 
the artichoke model of the person, where one could discover the real person, 
the heart, by peeling away the inessential layers. The focus of  Schopenhauer 
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The Obstinance of Voice 271

as Educator  is on the future: on becoming what one is. Knowledge must be 
a form of becoming rather than recognition. But what one is has no being 
prior to its existence. 

 This is a complex theme in Nietzsche. In  The Birth of Tragedy , Nietzsche 
had argued against the Aristotelian notion of  anagnorisis , against, that is, 
the idea that the high point of tragedy came in the recognition of self by the 
protagonist. Such a moment, for Aristotle, occurs, for instance, when Oedi-
pus finally comes to the recognition of who he is and blinds himself. He sees 
rather than finds. Nietzsche argues against this that the essence of tragedy is 
transformation— Verwandlung— what he also calls transfiguration.  67   

 This experience is generally associated by Nietzsche with coming to know 
the place where one finds oneself, as if the self were a journey and not 
already at home. Famously, Nietzsche begins the preface to the  Genealogy of 
Morals  with “We are unknown to ourselves, we men of knowledge.” He con-
tinues by asking “how it could happen that we should ever find ourselves.”  68   
He goes on to intimate that what is wrong with humans is that none of us 
appear to have sufficient earnestness for “experiences” and that this is the 
case because we only care about “bringing something home.”  69   

 The question, then, is what has to be the case for one to find where one 
is. The first answer in the  Genealogy  is that one should not rush about with 
one’s only intention being to “bring something back home.” I take this to be 
related to the implied critique of Aristotle, which I take to govern  The Birth 
of Tragedy— Aristotle having held, in Nietzsche’s understanding, that who 
one was, was something that would be revealed at home, and that one’s task, 
willy-nilly, was to get back. So Oedipus recognizes himself at the end in the 
home of his parents, which, tragically, is also his home. Home, after all, is the 
place at which, when you go there, they  have to  let you in—which Robert 
Frost noted in “Death of the Hired Man” as a tepid consolation of necessity 
in an absence of freedom. 

 In Nietzsche’s understanding, the presumption in Aristotle is that one 
must encounter who one is, as if who one was needed only to be seen. (The 
key passage for Aristotle is the moment of recognition in  Oedipus the King. ) 
For Nietzsche, rather, “one  must  not look back towards oneself for each 
glance will become the ‘evil eye’.”  70   The governing trope in this situation is 
not looking back but oversight and love. One will have found oneself when 
one has lost oneself and been freed from what one is by love: “What have 
you . . . truly loved? What has pulled out your soul, mastered it and at the 
same time made it joyful?”  71   Love pulls us away from ourselves and dis-
solves the self into what Nietzsche here calls “Freedom.”  72   

 Love and freedom are linked. Love we know is learned. So how is free-
dom learned? The second claim in  Schopenhauer as Educator  is, whereas 
before freedom had been learned from exemplars, in the present day and 
age, most avoid such. (Nietzsche is quite clear that if there were such models, 
they would in principle be available to everyone.) Why, however, do most 
avoid such models—the ones that one might love, who are the principle of 
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272 Tracy B. Strong

freedom and finding? Nietzsche’s answer cannot detain us here but is the 
beginning of what will be a lifelong theme. He tentatively attributes this to a 
double fact: first, the pole of Christianity had triumphed over that of antiq-
uity, and, secondly, it is now in decline. People are now in a “vacillation,”  73   
drawn towards two incompatible poles by virtue only of having been hung 
between them. Nietzsche characterizes the contemporary world as always 
going nowhere in particular, as no destination is able to evince the quality of 
being satisfactory. It was from this condition, Nietzsche says, that he found 
release when he found an educator. 

 But such an educator, such love—the capacity for philosophy—is rare, 
almost non-existent. Why so? Nietzsche then ties this to a tendency in 
modern philosophy to moralize the world and morality in particular, to 
become a “reformer of life” rather than a philosopher.  74   The third point in 
 Schopenhauer as Educator  is thus a consideration of what is wrong with 
modern so-called philosophy. Nietzsche here approaches this question with-
out discussing the answer. He only asserts, with no real preparation, that the 
answer is that of Empedocles.  75   

 What did Empedocles signify for Nietzsche? Nietzsche’s admiration is 
important here in that Empedocles understands the world as the interac-
tion between love and hate. He thus sees even that which appears in the 
world as rational as resting on “profound irrationality.” This is for Nietzsche 
a political position that, however, was not to acquire the world-historical 
importance that that of Socrates became. The indication is that a philoso-
phy based on dynamics such as those of Empedocles could have provided a 
continuation of what had been achieved in the tragic age. Empedocles is a 
reformer of Greek life who stood as a possible opponent to Socrates. “With 
Empedocles . . . the Greeks were well on their way toward assessing correctly 
the irrationality and suffering of human existence; but thanks to Socrates, 
they never reached the goal.”  76   

 The important thing about this passage is that it adds an explicitly polit-
ical dimension to the analysis of  The Birth of Tragedy . Indeed, a possible 
subtitle for the  Birth  had been “Considerations on the ethico-political sig-
nificance of the musical drama” (WKG III-3, 101). It is worth remembering 
that  The Birth of Tragedy  is about how it is possible to remain Greek under 
conditions of historical change and that Nietzsche fully recognizes the cen-
trality of agonistic politics in Greece.  77   Had Empedocles carried the day, the 
Greeks would have seen that value and beauty may be found only  in  the 
world, not outside of the world, nor under the world, nor in abstract forms 
that give meaning to the world. We should rather look here, rather than run 
back out of the world to home. It is also the case, I think, that the reason that 
“we are unknown to ourselves” when we are men of knowledge is  because  
we are men of knowledge, i.e., that we are trying to locate where we find 
ourselves by means of knowledge. 

 Humans may seek to know, but they do not listen. They find nothing in 
the space of human activity. And thus, they are deafened by illusions that 
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The Obstinance of Voice 273

they have forgotten are illusions. Thus, his famous claim from “Truth and 
Lie in the Extra-Moral Sense” is a claim that what we need to be human does 
not depend on  knowing .  78   It is not precisely that we have too much knowl-
edge, but that what we have keeps us from  being.  Existence cannot be built 
on a foundation of knowledge; indeed, it cannot be  built  at all. “How  do 
we  find ourselves?” Empedocles, who would have provided the alternative 
to Socratic rationalist knowledge, is quietly recognized by Nietzsche to be a 
“democrat, who has social reform up his sleeve.” He is identified with “love, 
democracy and communal property.”  79   

 The discussion of  Erziehung— Education—has taken us to that of the self 
(how does one find oneself), to that of love, and, in a quiet way, to politics, a 
politics that has elements of democracy in it, in that the possibility of finding 
oneself in an exemplar is open to all. Nietzsche is quietly transforming or 
revealing the task of education to involve love of others in the world (and 
thus of the world). Later, in  Schopenhauer as Educator , Nietzsche writes as 
follows: 

 Everyone who recognizes himself as of a culture expresses himself on it 
in this manner: I see something higher and more human than I am above 
me;  help me, all of you, to reach it, just as I will help everyone who rec-
ognizes the same thing and suffers the same thing . By thus, at last, may 
again spring up the person who feels himself infinite in knowing and 
loving, in seeing and capacity, and who is completely of and in nature, 
as the judge and criterion of that which is. 

 (UB-SE 6 WKG III 1  p. 381; my italics) 

 Note the Empedoclean democratic community: “Everyone .  .  . all of 
you . . . I will help everyone.” The kind of being who can do this must be 
one who  loves . Nietzsche goes on to say that it is hard to place someone in 
this kind of fearless self-knowledge because, as we have seen, it is impossible 
to teach love. In “ love alone  does the soul win for itself not only the clear, 
analytical ( zerteilended ) and contemptuous view of itself but also gains the 
passion to overlook ( überschauen ) itself and to seek with all its might a 
higher self that is still hidden somewhere.” Nietzsche’s investigation of love 
is an investigation of what it means to be able to find something or someone 
to be an educator. Love conjoins clarity, analysis, and contemptuousness; 
these are combined with or lead to the passion to overlook itself and thereby 
seek that which it is not.  80   In love, for Nietzsche, one finds oneself not in 
oneself, but in overlooking oneself. Overlooking oneself is a combination of 
the qualities mentioned. 

 As Nietzsche remarks in  Richard Wagner in Bayreuth , love is what pro-
duces a transformation and the freedom of the self from the self to a life “set 
among the stars.”  81   If it is the case that the  Birth of Tragedy  was intended 
by Nietzsche as a critique of Aristotle and thus of the notion of identity as 
something that one has but does not know and comes to recognize, how 
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274 Tracy B. Strong

is  Verwandlung  achieved? What are the dynamics that Nietzsche found in 
tragedy other than the Aristotelian positing of  anagnorisis ? In the eighth 
chapter of  The Birth of Tragedy , he had tried to give some account of the 
kind of audience that the Greeks were for their theater. He will again use the 
notion of “overlooking” to describe this possibility. 

 A public of spectators as we know it was unknown to the Greeks: in 
their theaters, the terraced structure of the concentric arcs of the place of 
spectatorship ( Zuschauerraumes ) made it possible for everyone actually 
to overlook the whole world of culture around him and imagine in sated 
contemplation that he was a chorist.  82    [my italics]

 The word for overlook here is  übersehen , and it permits the same senses, I 
think, as the  überschauen  of the  Schopenhauer as Educator  text. Both words 
allow the double meaning of “survey” and “fail to see.” The audience is in 
“sated contemplation,” that is, there is nothing missing from what it is the 
audience for. During this time, it finds itself in the place of spectatorship. 
It knows that everything that is occurring before it cannot be affected by 
its actions. (As Shakespeare wrote: “Love is not love which alters when it 
alteration finds.”) This is what Nietzsche means by a dionysian state and the 
erotic origins of Dionysus are key. The spectator will not therefore, Nietzsche 
indicates, “run up on stage and free the god from its torments.” 

 The relations of audience and drama are analogous to the love relations 
to an educator. As characters, the actors on stage are in the presence of the 
audience but the audience is not in their presence. There is no way in which 
the audience can, as audience, compel the action on stage to acknowledge 
it—indeed, the educator who makes philosophy possible is in Nietzsche’s 
words “let loose” on the planet, as if on a great stage. (Nietzsche quotes here 
from Emerson’s  Circles ). Throughout  Schopenhauer as Educator , Nietzsche 
seeks to make available a position in which one might actually look at 
Schopenhauer. But it is precisely not a relation to an other. The theater of 
philosophy is made possible by love and oversight. 

 The audience in  The Birth of Tragedy  is in a Dionysian state; so also is 
the chorus. Through the chorus the audience is swept up onto the stage to 
contemplate the action but not to affect it. (The chorus never  does  anything 
in Aeschylean tragedy). Nietzsche writes: “The proceeding of the tragic cho-
rus is the dramatic protophenomenon: to see oneself [as embodied in the 
chorus] transformed before ones very eyes [as spectator] and to begin to act 
as if one had actually entered into another character” (BT 8). 

 My suggestion here is that what Nietzsche means by love in  Schopenhauer 
as Educator  is descriptive of the same state of affairs as is his analysis of the 
true spectator’s relation to tragedy. It involves being beside oneself and being 
brought to acknowledge, while beside oneself (hence the call for analytical 
clarity) that experience as one’s own experience. Being beside oneself is, I 
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The Obstinance of Voice 275

remind you, the literal meaning of ecstasy. This is why one can trace a pat-
tern from Eros to love and why education exemplifies both. 

 It is also central to this enterprise to recognize that Nietzsche intends to raise 
the question of the possibility of experiencing both tragedy and the “Exem-
plar” which makes education possible. In chapter 23 of  The Birth of Tragedy , 
he proposes a test parallel to the one that of  Schopenhauer as Educator : 

 Whoever wishes to test rigorously to what extent he himself is related 
to the true aesthetic listener or belongs to the community of the Socratic-
critical persons needs only to examine sincerely the feeling with which 
he accepts the  marvelous  ( Wunder ) on stage. 

 (BT 23) 

 This permits one to determine if one is able to understand myth, “the con-
centrated world-picture,” which as an “abbreviation of appearance cannot 
do without the marvelous.” 

 With this, we have, I hope, a beginning of the answer to the task Nietzsche 
sets us in  The Gay Science : “we must learn to love.” The reason that we must 
learn to love is not just that like all other human qualities, love is acquired 
rather than innate, but also that love is lost from the world—and hence 
are also education, freedom, philosophy, and politics. For these qualities to 
be available again, we must learn to love. The gates are guarded by fierce 
eunuchs. How are they to be opened? 

 The door was originally opened with what Nietzsche thought he saw in 
Wagner. And here a brief consideration of the last of the  Untimely Medita-
tions , “Richard Wagner in Bayreuth,” is helpful. Here Nietzsche names the 
possibility of encountering at any moment of one’s life “something higher 
than” oneself, whose claim one cannot nonetheless not deny, as it is “the 
sense of the tragic.” Wagner showed the possibility of this by finding or 
rather uncovering a relationship between “music and life” and “music and 
drama.” And it is this that Wagner bids to set right the ills of the day.  83   A 
similar test had been made by Rousseau in his  Dictionary  article on “ génie .” ’ 
It is the genius of the musician to “make silence itself speak; [to] render ideas 
as feelings . . .” To discover if one has genius, advises Rousseau, “run, fly to 
Naples” to hear the masterpieces of Italian opera. If, however, “the charms 
of this great art leave you unmoved, if you experience neither delight nor 
ravishment” then “vulgar man, do not profane the sublime name of genius. 
What would it matter to you to know it: you will never feel it.”  84   Nietzsche’s 
test is like Rousseau’s. They both resort to a test because there is no way 
to compel someone to come to the conclusions they advance—you have to 
experience them yourself. Nietzsche may have been distressed with what he 
understood of Rousseau’s views on morality but the two are remarkably 
similar in their understanding that reason and knowledge cannot be the 
basis of truly human relations. 
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276 Tracy B. Strong

 What is to be done? Language was “originally supremely adapted . . . to 
the [expression] of strong feelings.” Now, forced to “encompass the realm of 
thought” it is “sick”, “Man can no longer express his needs and distress by 
means of language; thus he can longer really communicate at all.” It is now 
the case that language drives us where we “do not really want to go.” In fact, 
it makes association for common action impossible. 

 In a passage that reflects the same concerns as Rousseau, Nietzsche writes: 

 As soon as men come to an understanding with one another, and to 
unite for a common work, they are seized by the madness of universal 
concepts, indeed even by the mere sound of words, and, as a conse-
quence of the incapacity to communicate, everything they do together 
bears the mark of this mutual misunderstanding, inasmuch as it does 
not correspond to their real needs but only to the hollowness of those 
tyrannical words and concepts: thus to all its other sufferings mankind 
adds suffering from convention, that is to say from a mutual agreement 
as to words and actions without a mutual agreement as to feeling.  85   

 The problem thus is in getting people “ to feel correctly ” — something anal-
ogous to what Rousseau had seen happening in the move from ‘giant’ to 
‘human’. And this is what the “music of our German masters” makes audi-
ble:  correct feeling . As with Rousseau, Nietzsche sees this as a “return to 
nature, while being at the same time the purification and transformation of 
nature; for the pressing need for that return to nature arose from the souls 
of men filled with love, and in their art there sounds nature transformed in 
love.” (Note: I read “ die in Liebe verwandelte Natur ”  not  as “nature trans-
formed into love”.) 

 What does this mean? If nature is by music transformed in love it means, 
given what we have seen about love in  Schopenhauer as Educator , that 
music opens the space which we can be called to. Nietzsche goes on to argue 
that “the soul of music now wants to create for itself a body, that  mousike  
“reaches out . . . to gymnastics.”  86   Right feeling thus occurs when a world 
comes into being in which the words we use no longer reflect our illusions. 
Such people, “the thousands in populous cities,” have what Nietzsche calls 
“incorrect feelings,” which “prevent them from admitting to themselves 
that they live in misery; if they wanted to make themselves understood by 
another, their understanding is as it were paralyzed by a spell . . . Thus they 
are completely transformed and reduced to helpless slavers for incorrect 
feelings.”  87   They are Rousseau’s “happy slaves” ( Social Contract  1, 4) and 
Thoreau’s men who live lives of “quiet desperation.” 

 In Wagner’s music, “all that is visible in the world wants to become more 
profound and more intense by becoming audible.”  88   Right feeling goes to 
the ear, not the eye, or, more accurately as Zarathustra claims, one must 
learn to “hear with one’s eyes.” This completes the operation of the chorus 
that I described above. Thus, later in the essay, “Wagner has forced music 
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The Obstinance of Voice 277

back into its primordial state in which it hardly yet thinks in concepts and 
in which it is still poetry, image feeling . . . Every word of these dramas has 
to be able to be sung.” Thus Wagner, “as the first to recognize the inner 
deficiencies of the spoken drama, presents every dramatic even in a three-
fold rendering, through words, gestures, music.”  89   The music transmits the 
fundamental impulses in the depths ( Innern ) of the persons represented in 
the drama directly to the souls of the listener . . . Language retreated from 
rhetorical expansiveness to the consistency ( Geschlossenheit ) and power of 
an expression of feeling ( Gefühlsrede ). 

 Wagner, Nietzsche concludes “does not want anything to be dumb.”  90   One 
final point to note here: Such an art will “enlighten the poor and lowly and 
melt the arrogance of the learned . . . [N]ow that it has come about, it must 
transform the very notion of education and culture in the spirit of everyone 
who experiences it; it will seem to him that a curtain has been raised on a 
future in which there are no longer any great and good things except those 
which all hearts share in common. The abuse ( Schimpf  ) which has hitherto 
clung to the word “common” will have then been removed from it.”  91   

 This is extraordinary. Wagner’s art—his music drama—has as its aim to 
make present the ordinary or common. The theme, I have argued, is central 
to the enterprise of Rousseau. For Rousseau and Nietzsche, it is achieved 
by virtue of that which music can require of human beings. What can this 
mean? I suggest the following. If it is the quality of music to give humans 
the possibility of being in common with each other, then it is the task of 
music to give them a world which has not relinquished itself either to the 
Socratic (i.e., to what we might now call skepticism), nor to the religious (as 
Nietzsche stigmatizes Kant and metaphysics in general). How does music do 
this? It does not, for either man, call us back to “origins”: it is not the voice 
of the primitive, nor even that which is prior to words, if there were such a 
thing. For both men, music rather gives understanding, even when it does 
not give us knowledge. Music is for humans the experience of being called to 
that for which we have to have words. I think this is what Nietzsche means 
when he (taking a term which appears also in Thoreau) refers to it as our 
“mother tongue.” 

 In what sense can this be said to be at all democratic? Clearly, not at all, if 
by democracy one means something like what, say, John Rawls means. Yet 
we have seen elements of something that we might call democratic in both 
Rousseau and Nietzsche. I think it would go something like this. Imagine 
that you have suffered terribly, from unrequited love, or love lost, or as a mar-
tyr whose ideal is perishing, or in any other of those ways that Nietzsche 
details in  The Gay Science  (337). The last thing you want is pity: “I know how 
you are feeling.” Such sympathy is of a categorical sort, it is not my suffering 
that is being referred to. “It is of the very essence of the emotion of pity,” 
writes Nietzsche, “that it strips away from the suffering of others whatever 
is distinctly personal.” Thus, when Nietzsche writes a paragraph later that 
“the path to one’s own heaven always leads through the voluptuousness of 
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278 Tracy B. Strong

one’s own hell” (GS 338), the important words are “one’s own.” Christian-
ity, one might say, has made categorical feeling all too accessible, a kind of 
banality—we all suffer as sinners, without it being my suffering. (This insis-
tence on the concrete first-person singular is at the root of the accusations 
that Nietzsche is a retrograde romantic.) 

 Wagner, as Nietzsche was to see, turned passion into banality. This 
means that the only way to recover passion, to recover authentic suffering, 
is to reject the banal, to become, as it were, of necessity an elitist. Hence 
Nietzsche’s appeals. Note here that Nietzsche’s discussion of order of rank 
has no real importance as a political matter. His interest, furthermore, is 
not in how many find their way beyond banality, because what counts is 
showing that meaning, or suffering, is meaning for me. If you suffer it must, 
as Whitman sang to us, count also as suffering for me. Love and friendship 
are what Nietzsche calls such a relation.  Anyone  can be better than they 
are—most avoid it. 

 What is the relation between suffering and understanding? Rousseau’s 
and Nietzsche’s answer is that we must first recognize the other as other, 
through and in fear, before we can come upon what is common, before you 
can say that you understand my suffering. What is crucial about this under-
standing, once it is earned, is not its truth (in the sense of accuracy), at least 
not immediately, but its truthfulness, its meaning, the relation it constitutes. 
However, the fact about such beings is that they cannot be salved by faint 
praise. The canons of evidence that you are like me, that we have found a 
star, are not ours to choose, but ours to perform. They are given to us by the 
possibility of having voice, a possibility that music, as voice, makes available 
to you and to me. The canons of evidence are ours to perform. 

 We—any of us, all those who are—are beyond the self-certainties of the 
bounded self. We ask not for whom the bell tolls, if only because we can 
hear it tolling. This gives a picture of philosophy as that of a journey to 
that to which we find ourselves called. This is the point about exemplars 
in Nietzsche and it is at the root of Rousseau’s important, if admittedly 
fragmentary, discussion of music and words in  Pygmalion . It is a way of 
considering philosophy. Others have done the same. It is an understanding 
in which we are not to go back to the world nor to ourselves, but in which 
we are called out by it. Plato expressed this as the movement to which one 
was constrained in the story of the Cave. Kant sees it in the experience of 
the ought which we encounter each time that we pause to reflect on what to 
do. For Rousseau, it is the “gentle voice of nature,” which he urges us to call 
us out, not to return to.  92   Nietzsche sees it as an attraction to the exemplar, 
as the finding of oneself as something one is not in something which one 
finds one’s own. Emerson, on whom Nietzsche draws, calls it a provocation, 
a calling forth. 

 What does it then mean to hear a voice? The voice one hears, in this 
picture of the philosophical path, is that which shows us that there is a 
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The Obstinance of Voice 279

passage, that which leads us to find words for ourselves which we have not 
yet. It is a voice lifted in song, given to us in what is called works, thus in 
our opera, at once a home for my self and uncanny— deinos— wondrous 
and fearful. 

 Notes 

  1. Indeed, a prominent Nietzsche scholar (Keith Ansell-Pearson) began his career 
with  Nietzsche Contra Rousseau  (1996). In addition, Katrin Froese (2002) finds 
a juxtaposition between Nietzsche’s pursuit of individuality and Rousseau’s 
focus on the good citizen. Neither deals with the issue in this essay. 

  2. Citations from Nietzsche are in the text with the following key: A  The Antichrist ; 
BGE  Beyond Good and Evil , BT  The Birth of Tragedy , CW  The Case of Wagner , 
D  Daybreak , EH  Ecce Homo , GM  On the Genealogy of Morals , GS  The Gay 
Science , HH  Human, All Too Human , NCW  Nietzsche Contra Wagner , SB 
 Sämtliche Briefe  (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1984), TI  Twilight of the Idols , UM  Untimely 
Meditations , WP   The Will to Power , WKG  Werke Kritische Gesamt Ausgabe  
(Berlin: De Gruyter 1966ff) by division and volume number for the Nachlass), 
Z  Thus Spoke Zarathustra . Translations by or revised by the author. 

  3. On Rousseau’s musical education, see Michel Termolle, “L’éducation négative 
dans l’apprentissage de la musique,” in Claude Dauphin (2004), pp. 131–143. 
See Bardez, Jansen and Baud-Bovy. 

  4. See Jacob. 
  5. See their “Introduction” to the  Confessions ,  Oeuvres complètes , volume i, 

p. xxxix. Rousseau will be cited from this edition [OC] by the name of the 
work and internal division, the OC, and page number. Translations are mine. 
See Didier (1985), chapter 5 and passim. See Simon. 

  6. Dialogues 2 OC i 872–873. See Gülke. 
  7. For a detailed comparison, see Sarah Kofman (1992). 
  8.  Discourse on the Origin of Inequality  (DOI) OC iii 191. 
  9.  Dissertation sur la musique moderne , OC i 168–171. 
  10. The discussion in Wokler (1987) and Rousseau (1993) seems to me conclusive. 
  11. The material on Gluck is OC v 129–134. See Hunt. 
  12. See Butler. For a discussion, see Strong (2010, 2011, 2012) and the material cited 

in these articles. See now also Simon. 
  13. Rameau (1980)  Lettre à M. D’Alembert , p. 125. See C. Kintzler’s comments in 

ibid., p. 19 as well as hers in Rousseau (1993), pp. 14–16. D’Alembert was to 
warn Rameau about his efforts to “find the principle of geometry in that which 
sounds ( le corps sonore )”. (“Elements de musique, Discours préliminaire,” cited 
in Rameau (1980), p. 30). 

  14. Thus, Rameau develops a mechanical correspondence between certain musical 
motifs and particular passions (e.g. chromatics represent sadness; enharmonics 
“bring disorder to the passions”). (Rameau, 1980, p. 101). See Kintzler (1991) 
pp. 369 ff (esp. p. 371 where the same passage is cited). Music represents pas-
sions. Here, Rameau’s operas (e.g.  Dardanus , 1739;  Les Indes galantes , 1735) 
were especially striking. 

  15. Kintzler (1983), p. 132. See Saisselin (1992), pp 41–48. 
  16. One thinks here, as Kinztler reminds us, of Aristotle. (Rousseau (1993), p. 24). 
  17. This difference has been noted by Jacques Derrida (1967), p. 280. Rameau was 

indifferent as to the co-originality of music and language. See “Nouvelles reflex-
ions sur le principle sonore” (Rameau, 1980), p. 117ff. 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a,
 S

an
 D

ie
go

] 
at

 0
4:

25
 3

0 
Ju

ne
 2

01
7 



280 Tracy B. Strong

  18. The site is important, as the opera had been already been produced at the 
Comédie Italienne in 1746. See Wokler, p. 255 n 47. See Fabiano, Reichenburg, 
and Launay. 

  19. Tiersot (1920), p. 123. 
  20. I say “ignited” as it was the work of Rousseau that set the match to the fuel. 

Diderot, for example, in  Les Bijoux Indiscrets  (1748) in Diderot, pp. 55–57 
gives us a charming exchange between an older composer called ‘Utmiutsol’ 
(thus a simple tonic chord) representing Lully and a more contemporary one 
named ‘Utremifasollatiututut’ (thus all the notes of the scale) who stands in for 
Rameau. He prefers the second but is without hostility to the first. Diderot gives 
the relation as follows (p. 55): « Ces deux auteurs originaux avaient chacun leurs 
partisans : les ignorants et les barbons tenaient tous pour Utmiutsol ; la jeunesse 
et les virtuoses étaient pour Utremifasolasiututut ; et les gens de goût, tant jeunes 
que barbons, faisaient grand cas de tous les deux. »—«Both of these composers 
had their own partisans : those who knew nothing and the greybeards were all 
for Utmiutsol ; youth and virtuosoes were for Utremifasollasiututut ; and those 
with taste, whether young or old, made a strong case for both. » 

  21. Cited in Snyders, 87. 
  22. OC v 289–330. 
  23. Ibid. p. 308. A similar judgment can be found in Montesquieu, p. 1021. 
  24. Ibid., pp. 251–252 [my italics]. 
  25. Wokler (1995). 
  26 . Dictionnaire de Musique , “ Opera ” OC v 948. Rousseau and the other philos-

ophes were in doing so arguing against those who had held that the mixture 
of poetry and music was to the harm of both. As Diderot wrote: “A great poet 
who is a great musician will do much better than one who is neither.” Denis 
Diderot, “Obsérvations sur le traité du mélodrame,” cited in Béatrice Didier, 
“Diderot and the Aesthetics of the Libretto,” in James Fowler, ed.  New Essays 
on Diderot  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), p. 223. 

  27. DM  Opera  OC v 954. Cf the discussion in Hobson (1982), pp. 257 ff. 
  28. DM  Opera  OC v p. 949. 
  29. Idem. 
  30.  Ictus  (“a blow,” from  icio”: “I hit,” or “strike”)  refers to the syllable or word to 

which attention is called. In modern Western languages (including Greek) this is 
done by stress; in Ancient Greek it was done by changing the pitch. See Nietzsche’s 
courses on this in WKG II-2,3,4 and e.g., the writings of Thrasybulos Georgiades, 
 Greek Music, Verse, and Dance  (New York: Da Capo Press, 1973); M. L.West, 
 Ancient Greek Music  (Oxford: Clarendon, 1992); Paul Allen Miller,  Lyric Texts 
and Lyric Consciousness  (London and New York: Routledge, 1994). See the 
important discussion of this issue and these and other texts in B. Babich, “Mousiké 
techné: The Philosophical Praxis of Music in Plato, Nietzsche, Heidegger,” in 
Robert Burch and Massimo Verdicchio, eds.  Gesture and Word: Thinking between 
Philosophy and Poetry  (London: Continuum, 2002), pp. 171–190 (expanded in 
her  Words in Blood Like Flowers  (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2004), as well as 
my article “The Tragic Ethic and the Spirit of Music,”  International Studies in 
Philosophy , 35/3. (April, 2004), 79–100). 

  31. See, e.g., WKG III-3 pp. 92–93 and the discussion below. 
  32. Lettre à M. Burney, OC v 445. 
  33. DM Récitatif OC v 1008. The theme recurs in e.g.  Fragments d’observations 

sur l’Alceste italien de M. Gluck , OC v 445. See also the editor’s appendix: 
‘Notes sur la musique grecque antique’ OC v 1658–1664. The Abbé du Bos and 
Abbé Batteux had made similar claims about the Greek language. DuBos wrote 
 Réflexions Critiques sur la Poésie et la Peinture  (1719). He argued for the idea 
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of “grands siècles,” which reshaped musical taste. He held a hedonist concept of 
art, admired the ancients, and focused on the importance of art for the spectator. 
Batteux took many of the same positions in  Les beaux-arts réduits au même 
principe  (1746). Both were influenced by Lockean sensationalism. 

  34. While much ink has been spilled, and over a long time, on this topic an infor-
mal but convincing entry to the topic might be Jacques Barzun, “Is Music 
Unspeakable?”  American Scholar  (Spring, 1996), pp. 193–202. 

  35.  Fragments d’observations sur l’Alceste italien de M. Gluck , OC v 448. 
  36. See the similar remarks by Perrin in Dauphin (2004), pp. 27–28. 
  37. One might maintain that Italian would offer more chances for true opera, whereas 

the poor composers who are condemned to French could only have recourse to 
the “melodrama” or the “monodrama.” Cf Catherine Kintzler (1991), p. 500. 

  38. DM  Récitatif obligé  OC v 1012–1013; It is in particular the sixth scene, 
“Je tremble en m’offrant à sa vue.” There is no spoken dialogue in  Le devin , a 
departure from standard French practice. It can be heard on YouTube (selection 
11 of  Le devin ). See Rita C. Manning, pp. 27–42. 

  39. See Rousseau, “Supplément à l’encyclopédie,” volume 4, p. 590–1, on line at 
http://artflx.uchicago.edu/. Rousseau notes in the very late (possibly as late as 
early 1778) “Lettre à M. Burney” that Gluck uses the “récitatif obligé” in his 
 Alceste  (1767, revised in French 1776) and elsewhere (“Lettre à M. Burney,” OC 
v 451). See Peter Branscombe, “Schubert and the Melodrama,” in Eva Badura-
Skoda and Peter Branscombe, eds.  Schubert Studies  (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1982), pp. 105–106. See also Verba (2004), esp. p. 315. For an 
overview of eighteenth-century French understandings of the different forms of 
 récitatif  (the author does not contradict Rousseau’s claim), see Dill, esp. p. 237. 

  40. Van der Veen, passim. 
  41. Wagner (1996a), p. 174. 
  42. See on this matter the interesting if short comparison of Rousseau’s  Pygmalion  

with the operetta of the same name by Rameau in Chua (1996), pp. 101–102. 
See Coignet and Istel. 

  43. “The spectral music sounding from the ‘mystic gulf’, like vapours rising from the 
holy womb of Gaia beneath the Pythia’s tripod, inspires him with that clairvoy-
ance in which the scenic picture melts into the truest effigy of life itself” (Wagner 
(1996b), p. 335). 

  44.  Du principe de la mélodie , in Wokler, p. 450. 
  45. See Bernard Lamy,  La rhétorique ou l’art de parler , see article on “Trope” 

(1675), which can be found at http://openlibrary.org/details/larhetoriqueoul00
lamygoog 119–135). See also the commentary in Starobinski, OC v. 

  46.  Essai sur l’origine des langues  [EOL] 1 OC v 375. 
  47. EOL 1 OC v 378. This is a direct attack on Diderot’s dramatic theory. 
  48. EOL 3 OC v 381 : See my (2001), Chapter Two; see Stanley Cavell,  The Claim of 

Reason  (Oxford: Clarendon, 1979), who remarks that Freud notes somewhere 
that our first experience of an other is one of fear. 

  49. DM  Imitation  OC v 861. See Robinson. The other references are in the arti-
cle on  Opera  and the first part of chapter 15 of ESOL. Cf Rousseau’s letter 
to D’Alembert, June 26, 1751 (R. A. Leigh, ed.,  Correspondance complète , ii, 
(Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 1965 ff), p. 160) where the same point is made. 

  50. Cf Fried, pp. 148–172. 
  51. DM  Expression  OC v 819. Nietzsche calls this  Stimmung . 
  52. OC v, p. 418. 
  53. Idem. See Hobson, last chapter. 
  54. Origine de la mélodie OC v pp. 333–334. 
  55. EOL 19 OC v 425. 
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  56. EOL 20 OC v 429. 
  57. D 459. The two mottoes translate as “dedicate life to truth” and “dedicate truth 

to life.” 
  58. Wagner (1995), p. 209ff. 
  59. Lacoue-Labarthe, p. 13. 
  60.  Einleitung in die Tragödie des Sophocles  WKG II 3  p. 11, 17. 
  61. WKG III 4  p. 411. 
  62. UM— Schopenhauer as Educator  [SE] 5 WKG III 1  p. 374. 
  63. UM—SE 5 WKG III 1  p. 378; UM-SE 7 WKG III 1  p. 401 (“The artist and philos-

opher . . . strike only a few and should strike all.”) For a revelatory discussion 
of this question in Nietzsche, see Stanley Cavell, pp. 49–54. See also Steven 
Mulhall, pp. 222–239. But see also Steven Affeldt, “The Ground of Mutuality: 
Criteria, Judgment and Intelligibility in Stephen Mulhall and Stanley Cavell,” 
 European Journal of Philosophy  6, 1 (April 1998), pp. 1–31. 

  64. UM-SE 6 WKG III 1 , p. 381. 
  65. UM-SE 4 WKG III 1  p. 362. 
  66. UM-SE iii 1 WKG III 1  p. 336. Nietzsche here is probably echoing the opening 

line of Emerson’s “Experience” “Where do we find ourselves?” 
  67. For a fuller discussion, see my “Aesthetic Authority and Tradition: Nietzsche 

and the Greeks,”  History of European Ideas  11 (1989), pp. 989–1007. See my 
 Politics without Vision: “Thinking without a Banister” in the Twentieth Century  
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013), Chapter Two. 

  68. GM preface 1 WKG VI 2  p. 259. 
  69. See the discussion in Tracy B. Strong (1990), Chapter Five; and Cavell (1989), 

pp. 24–26. 
  70. TI—Skirmishes 7, WKG VI 3  p. 109. 
  71. UM-SE 6 WKG III 1  p. 380. 
  72. “Pulled out” here calls to mind Emerson’s discussion of “provocation” in  The 

Divinity School Address . 
  73. UM-SE 2 WKG III 1  p. 340–341. 
  74. UM-SE 3 WKG III 1  p. 358. 
  75. In the next  Untimely Meditation , “Richard Wagner in Bayreuth,” Nietzsche links 

the name of Schopenhauer with that of Empedocles (and that of Wagner with 
Aeschylus, that of Kant with the Eleatics): UM-RWG 4 WKG III 1  p. 18. 

  76. Nietzsche, WKG IV 1  pp. 182ff. 
  77. WKG III 3 , p. 346. For a discussion of the political elements in  The Birth of 

Tragedy , see Strong (1995, 1989). 
  78. TL 1 WKG III 2  p. 374–5. 
  79. WKG IV 1 , p. 189, 195. 
  80. There is thus a parallel between the elements of love and the elements of the three 

kinds of history set forth in the preceding  Untimely Meditation . See UM-“Use 
and Misuse of History” 2 WKG III 1  pp. 260–261. 

  81. UB-RWG 11 WKG IV-1 p. 79, 81. 
  82. BT 8 III 1  pp. 55–56. 
  83. UM-RWB 4–5 pp. 213–214. 
  84. OC v DM  Génie.  
  85. UM-RWB 5, WKG IV 1  p. 215. Nietzsche echoes a passage in  Oper und Drama . 
  86. UM-RWB 5 WKG IV 1  p. 216. 
  87. Ibid. 
  88. Ibid., p. 223. 
  89. Ibid., p. 237. 
  90. UM-RWB 9 WKG IV 1  pp. 238–240. 
  91. UM-RWB 10 WKG IV 1  p. 249. 
  92. See Strong (2001) for the discussion of “nature.” 
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have appeared in Epoché, Afterimage, Liminalities, Transactions of the 
Charles S. Peirce Society, Film and Philosophy, The Midwest Quarterly, 
Nineteenth-Century Prose, The Journal of Business Ethics, Journalism, 
Media and Cultural Studies, The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 
and The Journal of Aesthetic Education. His latest monograph is Emer-
son’s English Traits and the Natural History of Metaphor (2013), and he 
edited Stanley Cavell’s Emerson’s Transcendental Etudes (2003), Estimat-
ing Emerson: An Anthology of Criticism from Carlyle to Cavell (2013), 
and The Bloomsbury Anthology of Transcendental Thought (2017). A 
Power to Translate the World: New Essays on Emerson and International 
Culture (2015), coedited with Ricardo Miguel-Alfonso, was published by 
Dartmouth College Press in Donald Pease’s “Re-mapping the Transna-
tional” series. He is also the editor of The Philosophy of Charlie Kaufman 
(2011), The Philosophy of War Films (2014), and The Philosophy of Doc-
umentary Film (2016). www.DavidLaRocca.org DavidLaRocca@Post.
Harvard.Edu

  Paul S. Loeb  is an Emeritus Professor of Philosophy at the University of 
Puget Sound. He is the author of  The Death of Nietzsche’s Zarathustra  
(Cambridge University Press, 2010). His current projects include a mono-
graph on Nietzsche’s theory of will to power and a collaborative transla-
tion, with David F. Tinsley, of  Thus Spoke Zarathustra  and  Unpublished 
Fragments from the Period of “Thus Spoke Zarathustra”  (Volumes 7, 14, 
and 15 of  The Complete Works of Friedrich Nietzsche  from Stanford 
University Press). 

  Gary Shapiro  is the Tucker-Boatwright Professor in the Humanities-Philosophy 
Emeritus at the University of Richmond. His writings include  Archaeol-
ogies of Vision: Foucault and Nietzsche on Seeing and Saying  (Chicago, 
2003),  Earthwards: Robert Smithson and Art After Babel  (California, 
1995),  Alcyone  (SUNY, 1991), and  Nietzschean Narratives  (Indiana, 
1989) and over fifty articles on a variety of philosophical topics. Shap-
iro’s book  Nietzsche’s Earth: Great Events, Great Politics  will appear in 
fall 2016 (Chicago). 

  Tracy B. Strong  is a Distinguished Professor of Political Science at UC San 
Diego. Strong has broad interests in political theory and in related fields 
in political science, aesthetics, literature, and other areas. He is the author 
of several books, including  Friedrich Nietzsche and the Politics of Trans-
figuration  (currently in its third edition),  The Idea of Political Theory: 
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Reflections on the Self in Political Time and Space , and J ean-Jacques 
Rousseau and the Politics of the Ordinary  (second edition), as well as 
the editor or co-editor of  Nietzsche’s New Seas ,  The Self and the Political 
Order, Public Space and Democracy , and  The One and the Many. Ethical 
Pluralism in Contemporary Perspectives . He has written numerous arti-
cles and essays in a variety of journals. His most recent book is  Politics 
Without Vision: Thinking without a Banister in the Twentieth Century  
(Chicago, 2012) [Winner of the David Easton Prize, 2013]. He is cur-
rently working on a book on music, language, and politics in the period 
that extends from Rousseau to Nietzsche. He has been the recipient of 
fellowships from the National Endowment for the Humanities and the 
Rockefeller Foundation, has been a Visiting Professor at the Juan March 
Instituto in Spain and Warwick University in England, and was a Fellow 
at the Center for Human Values, Princeton University (2002–03). From 
1990 until 2000, he was the editor of  Political Theory . 

  Rex Welshon  works in the areas of philosophy of mind, philosophy of neu-
roscience, epistemology, and the work of Friedrich Nietzsche. After fifteen 
years as Associate Dean of the College of Letters, Arts, and Sciences at the 
University of Colorado, Colorado Springs, he is now back in the faculty 
and currently Chair of the Philosophy Department and Interim Chair of 
the Economics Department. His publications include Philosophy, Neu-
roscience, and Consciousness (Acumen, 2011) and Nietzsche’s Dynamic 
Metapsychology: This Uncanny Animal (Palgrave-Macmillan, 2014). He 
is currently working on two projects, the first a book on the evolution of 
consciousness and the second a collection of essays about the Utah desert. 
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Abel, Günter 169, 188n48 
 Abhidharma 112 
 Acampora, Christa Davis 58n8; 

 Contesting Nietzsche  4, 58n5, 58n8 
 ad hominem 18, 20, 45 
 Adorno, Theodor 169 
 Aeschylus 170, 274, 282n75 
 alethic relativism 241, 242, 248–9 
 Allison, David B. 30n28, 186n22, 

187n36 
 allusions 13, 70, 77, 78, 80, 85n25, 

131, 174, 177, 181, 186n25, 
187nn27–8; and paraphrasing 213 

 Anderson, Mark 5, 59n13 
 Anaximander 4, 5, 86–102; being and 

becoming 92–4; metaphysics 91, 93; 
oldest social relationships 99–102; 
“On Nature [ physis ]” 89; thinking 
91; writing 88–91; Zarathustra 94–9 

 Ansell-Pearson, Keith 5, 28n1 
  The Antichrist  (A) 5, 10, 11, 12, 20, 

25, 32, 34n79, 123, 165n30, 166n37, 
167n63, 167n66, 233; Buddhism 107, 
108, 109; Christianity represents life 
in decline 161; Christian values 152; 
inversion story 154; “sickness” of 
Christianity 160; will to power 161 

 Aquinas, Thomas 2, 9, 19, 26 
 Arendt, Hannah 220 
 Aristotle 2, 4, 7, 9–35, 226; aesthetics 

34n74; criticisms of Plato 33n70; 
dialectical  endoxa  30n31; ethics 
34n80; “good” 184; Hegelian 
resistance 31n37; influence on 
Heidegger 30n36; ideal philosopher 
14–19; metaphysics 31n47; 
philosophical canon 14–35;  Physics  
87; reason and rationality 14–35; 
 Rhetoric  32n65; thinking 91; tragedy 
271, 273 

 Aristotle ideal philosopher 14–19 
 Aristotelian history of philosophy 9–35; 

Aristotle ideal philosopher 14–19; 
philosophy of the future 19–26; 
resisting Nietzsche’s inclusion 9–13 

 Aristotelian philosophers 14–18, 19, 21, 
22, 24, 26, 30n34, 34n77, 35n81 

 Arnold, Matthew 220 

 Babich, Babette 6, 187n27, 187n38, 
188n45, 280n30 

 Bahnsen, Julius 208n25;  Zum Verhaltniss 
zwischen Wille und Motiv  197 

 Barbera, Sandro 207n21 
 Beardsley, William 28n1 
 Berger, Douglas L. 5, 163n1, 166n48 
 Berry, Jessica 28n1 
 Bertram, Ernst 58n4, 60n29, 60n32 
  Beyond Good and Evil  (BGE) 10, 11, 

12, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25–6, 27, 32n53, 
33n67, 33n72, 55, 59n14, 60n29, 
60n36, 63, 64, 68, 70, 82, 83, 85n25, 
90, 109, 138, 139, 149, 159, 160, 
167n61, 175, 176, 179, 180, 181, 
182, 187n36, 188n48, 196, 198, 
199, 202, 203, 204, 205, 206, 211, 
232, 234, 237, 247, 250n4, 252n16, 
253n23, 254n32, 254n35; “On 
the Prejudices of Philosophers” 1, 
2, 3; “We Scholars” 175; “What is 
Religious” 159, 160 

 Beam, Craig 164n5, 165n27 
  The Birth of Tragedy  (BT) 27, 29n8, 

32n65, 45, 52, 53, 59n12, 59n13, 
63–4, 65, 66, 76, 83nn5–6, 83n8, 
131, 171, 172, 174, 175, 176, 
177, 186n10, 274, 275, 282n82; 
 anagnorisis  271, 273–4; audience 
274; Buddhism 106; criticisms 
45; danger of Kantian distinction 
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between apparent and real 175; 
dying Socrates 64, 67, 69, 75, 76; 
idyllic 131; music 269; nihilism 171; 
optimism 59n13, 170; pessimism 
109; pitch ictus inside words 263; 
Plato 76; politics 272; Schopenhauer 
194, 275; ‘science of aesthetics’ 169, 
184; Socrates 52–3, 59n12, 64, 67, 
69, 75, 76; theater of Dionysus 170 

 Blue, Daniel 28n1, 29n7 
 body 5, 25, 33, 72, 97, 160, 176, 235–6, 

242, 251n9, 260; Buddhism 112, 
113; Epicurus 127, 135; functioning 
235; health 166n53; Hume 150, 158; 
liberate from pain 127, 135;  Phaedo  
67–9, 77, 84n9;  Phaedrus  73–4; 
physical 77, 112; soul inseparable 
from 160; soul separate from 2, 77, 
78, 79, 80 

 Boscovich, Roger 235, 237 
 Brand, Stephan 186n25 
 Brobjer, Thomas H. 183;  Nietzsche’s 

Philosophical Context  6 
 Bryan, William Jennings 268 
 Buddha/Buddhism 5, 70, 74, 77, 

81, 104–17, 118n33, 118n40, 
118n44, 161, 176; East Asian 116; 
 Buddhacārita  111; European 98, 
104, 107; “Four Noble Truths” 
112; middle path and the life of 
will as nihilism 111–16; Nietzsche’s 
admirable but weak-willed nihilist 
106–11; Nietzsche and early 
Buddhism 116–17;  nirvāṇa  105, 
106–7, 108, 110, 114, 116, 138 

 Burton, Robert:  Anatomy of 
Melancholy  218 

 canon 9, 10, 13, 14–15, 19, 21, 22, 
28n5, 30nn32–4, 31n37, 31n41, 
32n52, 32n66, 33n67, 34n77 

 canon formation genre 33n68 
  The Case of Wagner  50 
 Cavell, Stanley 215, 217, 218, 220, 

221, 226, 229n37; “Old and New 
in Emerson and Nietzsche” 214; 
 Philosophy the Day after Tomorrow  
211, 227n1 

 Christianity 4–5, 12, 13, 19, 20, 26, 
29n23, 31n38, 34n74, 50, 54–55, 
56, 68, 70, 76, 77, 81, 84n20, 86, 99, 
101, 102, 107–8, 114, 121, 128, 135, 
137, 146, 152, 153, 155, 160, 161, 

162, 163, 165n27, 167n63, 272, 278; 
Judeo- 154 

 Cicero 121, 150 
 Clark, Maudemarie 32n53, 85n25, 148, 

250n4, 251n14 
 Clarke, Samuel 148, 149, 159 
 Conant, James 220–2, 224, 229n25 
 Conard, Mark 60n39, 163n1 
 Conway, Daniel 4, 167n64 
 co-opted adaptations 238, 239, 252n21; 

by-products 238, 252n20 

 D’Alembert, Jean le Rond 279n13 
 Dannhauser, Werner J. 58n6 
 Danto, Arthur 28n2, 28n3, 220, 221 
 Darwin, Charles 237–8, 253n22 
 Darwinism 11, 33n72, 40, 239, 240 
  Daybreak  (D;  Dawn ) 25, 31n40, 129, 

130, 132, 134, 136, 156, 174, 175, 
201, 202, 233, 242, 243, 258, 259, 
269282n57 

 death 40, 53, 54, 57, 59n22, 60n29, 
65, 78, 79, 81, 87, 92, 96, 98–9, 111, 
112, 127–9, 131–2, 177; Emerson 
221, 223; Epicurus 133–6, 137, 140; 
face of 41, 48, 55; fear of 42–6, 50; 
free 52; God 162; Jesus 155; near-
death experience 56; Socrates 68, 69, 
75, 77; terror 158; tragedy 170 

 debtors and creditors 99–102 
 decadence 47, 105, 108, 161, 245, 246; 

Socrates 42, 44, 45, 46, 48, 49, 50, 
51, 53, 55, 60n29, 75, 84n18 

 Deleuze, Gilles 31n37, 33n67, 169 
 Democritus 127 
 Derrida, Jacques 279n17 
 Descartes, Rene 9, 10, 14, 28n4, 30n35, 

32n48, 150, 165n18; “I think” 2 
 Deussen, Paul 105, 108, 206n6 
 Diderot, Denis 262, 280n20, 280n26, 

281n47 
 Diels, Hermann 172, 186n8 
 Diethe, Carol:  Nietzsche Dictionary  

183 
 DuBos Jean-Baptiste:  Réflexions Critiques 

sur la Poésie et la Peinture  280n33 
 Dudrick, David 32n53, 85n25 

  Ecce Homo  (EH) 10, 11, 12, 20, 22, 23, 
24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 32n65, 34n79, 
41, 46, 53, 56, 57, 58n6, 59n12, 63, 
74, 77, 78, 79, 80, 81, 84n23, 90, 
101, 107, 149, 260; “Why I Am So 
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Clever” 77, 78, 79–81, 84n23; “Why 
I Am So Wise” 78 

 Emerson, Ralph Waldo 6, 40, 211–26, 
227n17, 228n24, 278; “ Bruder-
Seele ” 227n4; “Circles” 219, 225, 
274;  The Conduct of Life  219;  Die 
Führung des Lebens  219;  The Divinity 
School Address  282n72;  Essays  
( Versuche ) 214, 219;  Essays: First 
Series  218;  Essays: Second Series  218; 
“Experience” 282n66; “Fate” 219; 
felicitous capacities for digestion, 
incorporation, and expression 218–23; 
“Gifts” 101; “History” 219, 221, 
228n27;  Journals  228n26; “Plato; or, 
the Philosopher” 222; power that they 
communicate is not theirs 214–18; 
“professor of the Joyous Science” 
221, 228n26; “Prospects” 228n26; 
“provocation” 282n72; published and 
the unpublished 223–6; “Quotation 
and Originality” 224;  Representative 
Men  215, 222; “The Scholar” 228n26; 
“system-making” 228n21; textual 
variation on the use of work by others 
212–14; “Uses of Great Men” 215, 
217–18, 222, 223 

 Empedocles 14, 272, 273, 282n75 
 Epicurus 4, 5, 7, 116, 121–40, 141n17, 

142n23; asceticism 141n9; death 
133–6; empiricism 142n23; Epicurean 
teaching 124–8; ‘happiness of the 
afternoon of antiquity’ 136–8; 
heroic-idyllic philosophizing 121, 
123, 127, 130–3; how his teaching 
helps to temper the human mind 
128–30; inventor of heroic-idyllic 
philosophizing 121, 123, 127, 130–3; 
late Nietzsche 138–40 

 Eternal Return/eterenal recurrence 2, 11, 
13, 20, 27, 28n3, 29n27, 70, 84n12, 
93–4, 95, 98, 107, 116, 140 

 European Buddhism 104, 107 
 evolution 128, 220, 233, 235, 237, 238, 

239, 240, 252n18, 252n20, 253n22 
 exaptations 238–9, 240 

 Fabricus, G.:  Essays: First Series  219; 
 Essays: Second Series  219 

 Feyerabend, Paul 173, 186n20 
 Fichte, Johann Gottlieb 9, 10 
 Fischer, Kuno 194, 207n19 
 fixed adaptations 238, 239 

 foolishness 96, 97 
 Foucault, Michel 33n67, 124, 142n20, 

178, 187n31, 188n44 
 freedom of the self 273 

 Gagnebin, Bernard 259 
 Gautama, Siddārtha 111, 115 
 Gast, Peter 129 
  The Gay Science  (aka  The Joyful Science ; 

GS) 10, 11, 22–3, 24, 25, 26, 32n65, 
33n72, 40, 55, 56, 57, 58n10, 69, 
70, 75, 76, 85n24, 126, 133, 134, 
136, 138, 139, 140, 144n64, 162, 203, 
205, 207n20, 221, 223, 224, 227n2, 
228n27, 237, 244, 245, 246, 248, 
252n16, 260, 265, 275, 278; Eternal 
Return 84n12; God 161 

 genealogical account of religious beliefs 
and values 151–7; differences between 
Humean and Nietzschean genealogy 
155–7; how genealogy works 151–2; 
inversion of values 154–5; Nietzsche’s 
151–5; values as life-promoting or 
life-denying 152–3 

 Gerhardt, Volker 169 
 Gluck, Christoph Willibald 261;  Alceste  

281n39 
 God 99, 100, 105, 108, 115, 147, 148–9, 

151–2, 153, 155, 156, 158, 159, 161, 
162, 165n19, 165n21, 166n46, 178, 
259, 270; existence 165n18 

 Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von 131, 
141n7, 173, 176, 186n25, 225–6 

 Gould, S. J. 252n20 
 Granier, Jean 169 
 “great sages” 42, 43, 44 
 Greek tragedy 64, 263, 270 
 Grimm, Friedrich 262 

 Hadot, Pierre 54, 58n4, 60n29, 123, 134 
 Halbfass, Wilhelm 105 
 harmony 123, 243, 262, 265, 268; 

Apollonian 64; internal 59n15 
 Haym, Rudolf 207n21 
 Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich 9, 10, 

14, 31nn37–8, 31n45, 33n68, 116, 
121, 175 

 Heidegger, Martin 9, 10, 13, 14, 28n3, 
29n24, 29n27, 30n36, 31n44, 32n52, 
93, 100, 103n6, 169, 185n1, 186n3, 
188n41, 207n8;  The Will to Power as 
Art  183 

 Heit, Helmut 186n20 
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 Heraclitus 2, 14, 34n74, 88, 90, 93, 97, 
223 

 heroic-idyllic philosophizing 121, 123, 
127, 130–3 

 Hesiod 19, 91 
 Homer 19, 34n80, 91, 183, 268 
 Horace:  Epode  132 
 Hoy, David Couzens 155, 158, 165n22, 

166n53 
 Hubbard, Stanley 214 
 Hulin, Michael 107, 108, 110, 114, 

118n33 
  Human, All Too Human  (HH) 31n40, 

68–9, 122, 123, 128, 132, 149, 
173, 183, 184, 205, 221, 223, 242; 
 Assorted Opinions and Maxims  122; 
 Mixed Opinions and Maxims  122; 
“On the Benefits and Disadvantages of 
History for Life” 173;  The Wanderer 
and His Shadow  122, 123, 129, 130 

 human mind 152; how Epicurus’s teaching 
helps to temper 122, 128–30 

 Hume, David 2, 4, 5, 7, 31n42, 32n48, 
146–63, 163n4, 164nn5–6, 164n14, 
164n16, 166n43, 166n53; anti-
Christianity 29n23; asceticism 165n31; 
atheism 164n17; cause and effect 
175;  Dialogues Concerning Natural 
Religion  6, 164n6, 166n46; differences 
between Humean and Nietzschean 
genealogy 155–7; genealogy and 
psychology of religion 146–67; God 
148–9; impressions and ideas 166n52; 
 Natural History of Religion  149–51; 
naturalism 146–8, 165n27; naturalism 
and God 147–9, 161, 163, 164n6; 
naturalistic, historical account of 
religious belief 149–51; psychology 
and physiology of religious belief 
157–9, 164n14; “Newtonian” method 
10, 164n15; reasoning 31n46, 165n22; 
skepticism of existence of external 
objects 165n18, 171;  A Treatise of 
Human Nature  147, 148, 157, 164n17, 
166n52; universalist system of ethics 
146; valuation 184 

 ictus 263, 280n30 
 immoralist 12, 56, 67, 58, 86 
 improvement morality 41, 49–51, 54, 

55, 56, 57, 58, 59n17 
 “the innocence of becoming” 5, 86, 87, 

94, 101 
 intellect and will 197–9 

 Janaway, Christopher 28n2, 33n73, 148, 
156, 194, 207n9, 207n19, 250n2 

 Janz, Curt Paul 207n8 
 Janz, Otto 173 
 Jaspers, Karl 28n3, 121, 173 
 Jenkins, Mark 28n1 
 Jensen, Anthony K. 6 
  The Joyful Science  107, 140;  see also 

The Gay Science  

  Kaccānagotta Sutta  118n44 
 Kail, Peter 146, 163n4, 164n11, 

165n31, 166n42 
 Kant, Immanuel 1, 2, 4, 6, 7, 9, 14, 

31n41, 35n82, 169–85, 186n22, 
186n25, 194, 195, 206n3, 226, 277; 
aesthetics and judgment 141n9, 
183–5;  Anthropologie du point de 
vue pragmatique  187n31;  apeiron  
91, 93; art, life, and affirmation 
183–5; autonomy 187n37; beautiful 
70–1;  Copernican Revolution  35n82, 
186n3;  Critique of Judgment  169; 
critique of pure reason 172;  Critique 
of Pure Reason  177, 187n40, 220; 
critique, promises, law, and debt 
178–82; dualism 195; Epicureanism 
141n9, 143n57; human 187n31; 
idealism 10, 32n48; knowledge 
and the “royal road” of science 
172–8, 196, 198; neo-Kantian school 
20, 35n82, 187n31; nobility and 
the sovereign individual 178–82; 
 Perpetual Peace  178; post-Kantianism 
35n82;  Prolegomena  171, 172, 174, 
186n13, 186n21, 187n35; rationality 
195; reasoning 31n46; ‘regulative 
fictions’ 178; Schopenhauer’s criticism 
193; science as “instrument” 187n27; 
scientific question 186n3; “a ‘true’ 
and an ‘apparent’ world” 83n3; unity 
of apperception 198 

 Kateb, Geoge 218 
 Kaufmann, Walter 13, 28n3, 34n80, 

58n1, 58n6, 60n29, 207n8, 214, 221, 
227n17, 228n26 

 Kaulbach, Friedrich 169 
 Kierkegaard, Søren 31n38, 31n42, 31n45 
 Knight, A. H. J. 123 
 Köselitz, Heinrich:  The Will to Power  

28n3 

 Laertius, Diogenes 60n33, 174, 186n8, 
186n21 
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 Lamarckism 238, 251n14 
 Lange, Friedrich (F. A.) 6, 128, 129, 

164n6, 186n13, 187n31, 194, 197, 
208n29, 235, 237, 250n6;  A History 
of Materialism  6, 128, 129 

 Langer, Monika 136, 137 
 LaRocca, David 6, 163n1 
 Leiter, Brian 28n2, 148, 163n4, 187n37, 

250n2 
 Lewontin, R. 252n20 
 life, philosophy of 28n3, 135 
 linguistic subversion 63n4 
 Locke, John 1, 9, 148, 149, 159, 280n33 
 Loeb, Paul S. 4, 84n12, 98–9 
 Lopez, Michael 218 
 Loraux, Nicole 170 
 Lully, Jean-Baptiste 265, 280n20 
 Lyotard, Jean-François 169, 183, 185, 

188n48 

 madness 70, 86, 95, 96, 97–8, 99, 101, 
243, 276 

 Marx, Karl 31n38, 31n41, 31n43, 31n45, 
121, 123, 127, 128, 185, 188n44 

 Masao, Abe 104, 116 
 McDowell, John 250n3 
 mechanistic 202, 237, 239; physics 

33n72 
 Menoeceus 123, 127, 135, 140, 141n9 
 metaphysics 1, 16, 21, 30n28, 72, 

73, 84n14, 86, 90, 178, 180, 181, 
198, 202, 204, 205, 270, 277; 
Anaximander 91, 93; anti- 146, 155; 
Aristotle 31n47, 33n70; comfort 176; 
Epicurus 125; faith 162; Kant 195; 
naturalism 194–7, 232–41; Platonic 
5, 67, 68, 81, 84n9; Schopenhauer 
66, 193, 194–7; Western 28n3, 
207n8; Will 197, 200, 206; Williams 
231, 232–41 

 Mikics, David 214, 218 
 Mittasch, Alwin 169 
 Montaigne, Michel de 31n39, 122, 141n7, 

144n74, 221, 228n20;  Essays  218 
 Morrison, Robert G. 104, 110 
 music 258–79; “spirit” of 170, 172, 

269;  see also  operas; Rousseau, Jean-
Jacques; self in song; Wagner, Richard 

  Nachlass  31n44, 118n28, 164n6, 177 
 Nancy, Jean-Luc 169, 187n40 
 National Socialism 123 
 naturalism 2, 3, 7, 20, 22, 28, 28n2, 

33n70, 33n72, 34n80, 74, 115, 122, 

146, 147–8, 155, 162, 163n3, 195, 
196, 197, 200, 201, 204, 205, 207n21, 
208n24, 249, 250, 250nn2–3, 253n23; 
anti- 67, 69, 83; and God 147–9; 
dynamic 240, 249; Epicurus 133; 
Hume 149, 150, 161, 163, 164n6; 
and metaphysics 194–7, 232–41; 
methodological 233; ontological 233; 
Quinean 33n72; strict and liberal 
250n3; strong and relaxed 250n3; 
supra- 197, 206; Williams 231–41 

 naturalistic, historical account of religious 
belief: Hume 149–51; natural and 
extra-natural 161–3 

 Nehamas, Alexander 13, 28n2, 58n4, 
58n6, 59n26, 60n28, 184, 185 

 Newton, Isaac 10, 32n48, 149, 156, 
159, 164n15 

 Nietzsche, Elisabeth Förster:  The Will 
to Power  28n3 

 Nietzsche, Friedrich: affirmation of 
Socrates 40–60; caricatures 253n22; 
“Fate and History” 219; “Freedom of 
the Will and Fate” 219; genealogical 
account of religious beliefs and 
values 151–5; immoralist 12, 56, 67, 
58, 86; inclusion into Aristotelian 
history of philosophy 9–13; “the 
innocence of becoming” 5, 86, 87, 
94, 101;  Introduction to the Tragedy 
of Sophocles  270; inversion story 
154; late and Epicurus 138–40; 
optimism 59n13; philosophy of 
the future 19–26; “problem” of 
Socrates 40, 41, 42, 46, 50, 51, 
54, 75, 82; sub-versive rewritings 
of  Phaedo -Platonism 63–85; “ Zur 
Schopenhauer ” 193, 194, 196; 
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