

[image: ]




OTHER TITLES IN SCHOCKEN’S
What They Really Said SERIES




What Freud Really Said by David Stafford Clark

What Jung Really Said by E.A. Bennet

What Darwin Really Said by Benjamin Farrington





[image: ]




Copyright © 2000 by Robert C. Solomon and Kathleen M. Higgins

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions.
Published in the United States by Schocken Books, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, and simultaneously in Canada by Random House of Canada Limited, Toronto. Distributed by Pantheon Books, a division of Random House, Inc., New York.
Originally published in hardcover by Schocken Books, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, in 2000.

Schocken and colophon are registered trademarks of Random House, Inc.

Grateful acknowledgment is made to the following for permission to reprint previously published material: Viking Penguin: “Twilight of the Idols,” “The Antichrist” and “Thus Spoke Zarathustra” by Friedrich Nietzsche, and “Nietzsche Contra Wagner” by Friedrich Nietzsche, edited by Walter Kaufmann, from THE PORTABLE NIETZSCHE, edited and translated by Walter Kaufmann. Translation copyright © 1954 by The Viking Press, renewed 1982 by Viking Penguin Inc. Reprinted by permission of Viking Penguin, a division of Penguin Putnam Inc. Random House, Inc.: Excerpts from THE GAY SCIENCE by Friedrich Nietzsche, translated by Walter Kaufmann. Copyright © 1974 by Random House, Inc.; excerpts from ON THE GENEALOGY OF MORALS by Friedrich Nietzsche, translated by Walter Kaufmann. Copyright © 1967 by Random House, Inc. Reprinted by permission of Random House, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Solomon, Robert C.
What Nietzsche really said / Robert C. Solomon and Kathleen M. Higgins.
p.     cm.
Includes bibliographical references.
eISBN: 978-0-307-82837-8
1. Nietzsche, Friedrich Wilhelm, 1844–1900.   I. Higgins, Kathleen Marie.   II. Title.
B3317.S6155 2000
193—dc21                 99-33796

www.schocken.com

v3.1





for Frithjof Bergmann
and Karsten Harries




Contents


Cover

Other Books in This Series

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Acknowledgments

Nietzsche’s Works

Introduction: “How to Philosophize with a Hammer”



1. Rumors: Wine, Women, and Wagner

2. Faced with a Book by Nietzsche

3. Nietzsche Said, “God Is Dead”

4. Nietzsche’s War on Morality

5. Nietzsche Ad Hominem (Nietzsche’s “Top Ten”)

6. Nietzsche’s Virtues

7. Nietzsche’s Affirmative Philosophy


Conclusion: Nietzsche’s Opening of the Modern Mind

Nietzsche’s Bestiary: A Glossary of His Favorite Images

Notes

Bibliography

About the Authors




Acknowledgments

We would especially like to thank Cecilia Cancellaro for encouraging us to take on this project and for her support throughout. We want to thank Jennifer Turvey for seeing the book through in its final stages and our agent Melanie Jackson for her continuing advice. We would also like to thank our various editors and publishers who have allowed us to pillage our previous and present writings on Nietzsche, in particular, Richard Schacht and Terry Moore at Cambridge University Press (Richard Schacht, ed., Nietzsche’s Postmoralism, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999), Richard Schacht again, Nietzsche, Genealogy, Morality: Essays on Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy of Morals (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1994), Bernd Magnus and Cambridge University Press again (The Cambridge Companion to Nietzsche, ed. Bernd Magnus and Kathleen Higgins), and Tom Rollins at The Teaching Company (The Will to Power: The Philosophy of Friedrich Nietzsche, 24 video/audio lectures, 1999). We would like to thank Random House and Viking for their kind permission to quote from Walter Kaufmann’s translations of Nietzsche’s central texts.


Nietzsche’s Works



	The Birth of Tragedy, Out of the Spirit of Music*
	   
	1872



	Untimely Meditations
	   
	 



	    “David Strauss, the Confessor and the Writer”
	   
	1873



	    “On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life”
	   
	1874



	    “Schopenhauer as Educator”
	   
	1874



	    “Richard Wagner in Bayreuth”
	   
	1876



	Human, All Too Human, A Book for Free Spirits
	   
	1878



	Human, All Too Human II
	   
	1879



	Daybreak, Thoughts on the Prejudices of Morality
	   
	1881



	The Gay Science
	   
	1882



	Thus Spoke Zarathustra, A Book for All and None
	   
	1883–85



	Beyond Good and Evil, Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future
	   
	1886



	On the Genealogy of Morals, A Polemic
	   
	1887



	The Case of Wagner: A Musician’s Problem
	   
	1888



	Twilight of the Idols, or How One Philosophizes with a Hammer
	   
	1889



	The Antichrist
	   
	1895**



	Nietzsche contra Wagner: Out of the Files of a Psychologist
	   
	1895**



	Ecce Homo, How One Becomes What One Is
	   
	1908**



	The Will to Power***
	   
	 





* In second edition (1886) title changed to The Birth of Tragedy, or Hellenism and Pessimism.

** Date of publication; written in 1888.

*** Edited by others; published posthumously.




Introduction:
“How to Philosophize with a Hammer”


Regarding the sounding out of idols, this time they are not just idols of the age, but eternal idols, which are here touched with a hammer as with a tuning fork; there are altogether no older, no more convinced, no more puffed-up idols—and none more hollow. That does not prevent them from being those in which people have the most faith …

—from Twilight of the Idols1



HERE AT THE END of the twentieth century, Friedrich Nietzsche has become one of the most talked about philosophers in history. Unfortunately, he has not also become one of the best understood. Myths and rumors continue to swirl around his legacy, some of them concerning his sex life, his politics, his mental health, many of them supposedly cutting to the heart of his philosophy—the “will to power,” his attack on religion and morality, and the infamous Übermensch (super-man). What Nietzsche really said gets lost in a maze of falsehoods, misinterpretations, and exaggerations. But he is such an exciting and insightful thinker, not to mention a mesmerizing writer, that it is well worth our while—and a treat—to really understand him.

Getting down to what Nietzsche really said, however, is no simple matter. He was not one of those philosophers who set out with a carefully plotted plan and pursued it faithfully to its completion. He was not a systematic philosopher: he railed against the attempt to make philosophy into a system, calling it “a lack of integrity.” We cannot squeeze all of Nietzsche’s varied observations and insights into a single coherent mold without losing not just the charm but the essence of what he was trying to do. Nietzsche wrote in aphorisms, short paragraphs, and cryptic allegories, carefully arranged but nevertheless disjointed and purposively disorienting. He wanted to shock us, surprise us, make us see matters from different angles, different perspectives, in different ways. Much of his writing consists of quick guerrilla-style attacks on a broad variety of established positions—moral, metaphysical, social, and religious—and some of the leading figures of both his past and present. Nietzsche aims in different directions, now attacking this position, now attacking its opposite. Such strategies may look like contradiction, but they are not. These multiple campaigns represent the many different “skirmishes of an untimely man,” as he describes his onslaughts in Twilight of the Idols.

Michel Foucault, one of the more illustrious Nietzscheans of this century, insisted that there was no single Nietzschean philosophy, and that our question should be, “What serious use can we make of Nietzsche?” The word serious is an attempt to close off frivolous misinterpretation and prevent the careless pillaging of Nietzsche’s texts. Nevertheless, Foucault’s point is that there is no single consistent account to be given of what Nietzsche really said without consideration of the various uses we make of him. But even when we agree that use shapes interpretation, that does not mean that we should not try to be faithful to Nietzsche’s words, his stated intentions, his ambiguities, even his inadequacies.

Therefore we will not attempt in this book to squeeze Nietzsche into a suit that does not fit him. We would like to dispel the myths and rumors, present some helpful hints and guidelines for reading his works—a delightful but also difficult and dangerous adventure. We want to suggest, at least, the complex, subtle, and sometimes genuinely ambivalent nature of Nietzsche’s various campaigns against the monumental forces of Christianity and morality and his various attacks on such individuals as Socrates, Schopenhauer, and Wagner. We will bring in some of Nietzsche’s heroes and nemeses to show how this self-consciously eccentric and “untimely” thinker placed himself in the long history of Western thought. But, most important, we want to emphasize Nietzsche’s affirmative philosophy, his positive suggestions, along with his famously misunderstood doctrines and his enthusiasms. To think of Nietzsche as nothing but negative, “the great destroyer,” is to misunderstand him profoundly. Nietzsche himself would insist that the essential thing is to say yes to philosophy, and to life.

Nietzsche wrote many books. Which of those many books one chooses to emphasize will skew one’s interpretation considerably. For example, the relatively philological and aesthetic content of his early Birth of Tragedy, the conscientious polemic of On the Genealogy of Morals, and the intentionally blasphemous The Antichrist of Nietzsche’s later years all present very different Nietzsches. “What Nietzsche really said” depends in part on what one reads and how one interprets what one reads. (Nietzsche insists: “There are only interpretations.”)

Nietzsche also wrote many notes, most of which he never published, nor intended to publish. If one focuses on these unpublished notes (as Martin Heidegger, for example, chose to do), one can come up with a very different Nietzsche than the one that emerges from the works Nietzsche himself intended to present to the world. Nietzsche scholarship has gone through many fads of interpretation, with the focus ranging from his scattered comments on women to his supposedly monolithic preoccupation with “the will to power.” Nietzsche’s unpublished early essay “On Truth and Lie in a Nonmoral Sense” has come to assume definitive importance in postmodernist literary criticism, and Nietzsche’s unpublished plans for a systematic work have stimulated many imaginative but farfetched “reconstructions.”

Nietzsche’s life, like that of the earlier “existentialist” Søren Kierkegaard, was illustrious only in his soul, his mind’s interior, and in what he produced. His life, the actual day-to-day details of how he lived and suffered, strikes virtually every reader as unenviable, even miserable. Nietzsche was born on October 15, 1844 in a small German town, Röcken. His father, a Lutheran minister, died when Nietzsche was only four years old. He was raised by his mother, grandmother, and two very religious maiden aunts. As a student, Nietzsche displayed obvious brilliance, even genius (a term much abused in the nineteenth century). He was made a professor of philology (classics) in the university at Basel at the age of twenty-four, served briefly as a medical orderly in the Franco-Prussian War in 1870, and resigned his university post after little more than a decade of teaching because of poor health. He spent the rest of his life largely alone, perched in some of the most spectacular landscapes in Europe.

Nietzsche never married. He suffered from excruciating headaches and chronic insomnia. Nevertheless, he started writing and publishing his remarkable books in the early seventies and despite his infirmities reached a veritable writing frenzy in his late thirties, finishing several books in his last productive year. In 1889, while in Italy, he collapsed on the street in a deranged mental state and suffered the first of a debilitating series of seizures and strokes. This ended his writing career, at the age of forty-four. He lived another decade, at first under the tender care of his mother, but later subject to the manipulative management of his proto-Nazi sister, Elisabeth. He died in August of 1900, in the first summer of the new century.

In large measure, Nietzsche’s life was his work. As one prominent commentator has written, his life is literature.2 To be sure, Nietzsche the man created Nietzsche the author, but it is the author who is most real to us. In what follows, accordingly, we will not be concerned with Nietzsche’s life except by way of refuting some of the most scandalous myths and rumors about him (in chapter 1, “Rumors: Wine, Women, and Wagner”). What will concern us are his guiding themes and campaigns and his published books (which we will introduce in modest detail in chapter 2, “Faced with a Book by Nietzsche”).3 Chapters 3 and 4 concern two of Nietzsche’s most notorious and persistent campaigns, against Christianity (although we will argue that Nietzsche’s position is considerably more nuanced than a simple rejection) and against Judeo-Christian morality. Chapter 5 takes a look at one of Nietzsche’s more outrageous rhetorical devices, his use of the ad hominem argument—that is, an argument directed against the person and the person’s character and circumstances as a way of understanding (or undermining) his or her philosophical doctrines. We catalogue, in the form of two “top ten” lists, Nietzsche’s heroes and role models on the one hand, and his favorite targets on the other. In chapter 6, we consider Nietzsche’s own character, or at least the character of the person he wanted to be (and urges us to be). We interpret Nietzsche’s philosophy as a version of “virtue ethics,” and so, accordingly, we consider Nietzsche’s virtues. Finally, Nietzsche’s philosophy is so often presented as mere critique—as purely critical and destructive—that we close the book with a discussion of Nietzsche’s affirmative philosophy and his insistence on “saying yes to life.” Chapter 7 develops a detailed presentation of some of his more positive and enthusiastic ideas: for example, his celebration of fate (amor fati) and his now famous conception of eternal recurrence. The conclusion summarizes Nietzsche’s influence and legacy. In an appendix (“Nietzsche’s Bestiary”) we present some of Nietzsche’s most striking images.
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Rumors:
Wine, Women, and Wagner

NIETZSCHE IS NOW the most often cited philosopher in the Western tradition. His name gets dropped in novels and movies, from Hermann Hesse’s Steppenwolf and Milan Kundera’s The Unbearable Lightness of Being to Blazing Saddles and A Fish Called Wanda. The literature about and against Nietzsche is voluminous, but despite a great deal of good scholarship in the past half century, old myths and prejudices remain prominent in the public consciousness. The infamous ad hominem argument, “Nietzsche was crazy, so don’t take anything he wrote seriously,” can still be heard in some philosophy seminars. Nietzsche’s supposedly right-wing political views continue to be cited and abused in intelligent street conversation, and Nietzsche’s supposed hatred of women is so well established as a bulwark of patriarchy that it is accepted even by those who should know better. Nietzsche’s alleged affiliation with Hitler and the Nazis survives fifty years after Walter Kaufmann debunked that vile association; and Nietzsche’s imagined love of raw, brute power remains a staple of quasi-philosophical college lore.

In order to even begin to make some headway into the question of what Nietzsche really said, it is first necessary to say with some confidence what he did not say, what he did not do, what did not motivate him, what he did not think. We begin, therefore, with thirty rumors about Nietzsche, many of them prominent mainly among those who condemn him without reading him, but others common even among his more enthusiastic readers. Let us begin with:

Rumor # 1. Nietzsche Was Crazy

It is true that Nietzsche suffered from mental illness at the end of his life. For his last ten years, from 1889 until his death in 1900, he was utterly incompetent (in the clinical sense), and during this time he did not write at all. Some scholars claim to detect some craziness in his last book, Ecce Homo, but what is interpreted as impending insanity (and the key word here is impending) is much more convincingly understood as ironic, self-mocking genius. Those who attempt to make the case that Nietzsche was already mad typically interpret Nietzsche’s hyperbole and bombast as indications of delusions of grandeur. For example, Nietzsche entitles the chapters of Ecce Homo, “Why I Am So Wise,” “Why I Am So Clever,” “Why I Write Such Excellent Books,” and “Why I Am a Destiny.” But Nietzsche was a masterful and uninhibited wit, and irony as a form of philosophizing had its precedents. Socrates, considering the oracle’s pronouncement that he was the wisest man in Athens, announced to everyone who would listen (including the jury that would condemn him) that he was the wisest only because he knew that he was completely ignorant. Nietzsche’s implicit comparison with Socrates is hardly modest, but pseudo-self-aggrandizement hardly counts as “crazy.”

Nietzsche, while in Turin, in January 1889, is said to have “collapsed” into madness when he saw a horse being beaten by its driver. He walked up to the horse, attempted to protect it by hugging it, and lost consciousness. After he was taken back to where he was staying, Nietzsche wrote some peculiar letters to friends, who, consequently, became worried about his sanity. The letter that resulted in his institutionalization was written to Jakob Burckhardt, who had been Nietzsche’s colleague while he was a classics professor in Basel. This letter, dated January 6, 1889, began.


Dear Professor:

In the end I would much rather be a Basel professor than God; but I have not dared push my private egoism so far as to desist for its sake from the creation of the world. You see, one must make sacrifices however and wherever one lives.…1



Nietzsche’s writing in the voice of God the Creator, who has restrained his egoism enough to be content in that role, distressed Burckhardt. He showed it to another of Nietzsche’s friends, Franz Overbeck, who had also received a letter from Nietzsche, this one signed “Dionysus” and claiming “I am just having all anti-Semites shot.”2 Overbeck went to Turin and took Nietzsche to a nursing home in Basel, eventually arranging for his hospitalization in an asylum in Jena (in the eastern part of Germany). Nietzsche was released a short while later into the care of his mother. After her death responsibility for him fell to his sister Elisabeth, who moved him to Weimar and quite literally put him on display for visitors in her efforts to develop a cult around him and his philosophy. These efforts were sufficiently successful that she later got Hitler interested in Nietzsche’s writings.

Nietzsche may have been “crazy,” in the vernacular sense, in the last years of his life, but this does not mean that he was mentally ill before 1889. But even if he displayed symptoms of mental disturbance (and how many of history’s great philosophers have not been neurotic, at least?), one must nevertheless admit that much of what he says, though often extreme, is hardly insane.

Rumor # 2. Nietzsche Hated Women

Nietzsche’s alleged misogyny is still the target of routine feminist attacks, but the truth is that Nietzsche struggled with many of the same ideas feminists today have been grappling with. He recognized the importance of education in determining the specifics of gender roles, for example, and he suggested that men and women have different perspectives that affect their understanding of the world. Because he shares a number of concerns with our era’s feminists, a number of feminist thinkers are currently reinvestigating Nietzsche’s ideas about sex and gender.

It is certainly true that Nietzsche shared at least some of the male chauvinism of his times, and he was no doubt influenced by his mentor Arthur Schopenhauer, who made many disparaging comments about women. Nietzsche’s personal relationships with women were complex, but they do not betray signs of hatred so much as confusion. Twice he proposed marriage to women so early on in the relationship that he could not reasonably have expected an acceptance. A more likely diagnosis is that he panicked, that he sought relief rather than acceptance, that he did not really want to get married.

Despite his romantic record and his largely solitary lifestyle, Nietzsche was close friends with several women of exceptional talent. One of his would-be fiancées, Lou Andreas-Salomé, was an accomplished writer and critic in her own right, and the two developed an intimate friendship of great significance to both of them, although the romance itself lasted only a few months. In a famous photograph with Nietzsche and their mutual friend (and Nietzsche’s rival) Paul Rée, Lou is perched in a wagon, holding a whip over the two men. This picture is often “Exhibit A” in the case against Nietzsche for his sexism. But Nietzsche himself posed the picture, and we should not forget who holds the whip, nor the joking spirit in which the picture was made.

The photograph with Lou may have added a dimension of private humor (most likely black humor) to a scene in Thus Spoke Zarathustra that Nietzsche wrote shortly after their estrangement. This scene presents Nietzsche’s protagonist Zarathustra’s reporting of a conversation with an old woman, which concluded with her comment, “You are going to women? Don’t forget your whip.”3 As in the photograph, the whip is introduced here by a woman, and the scene is far more complex than the usual out-of-context quote would reveal. Given that Zarathustra has been rhapsodizing about his own fantasies of heterosexual love, the old woman’s suggestion hints that she does not think that women will participate so readily. Far from endorsing the naturalness of male control, the old woman presents the sexes as engaged in a power struggle that the male is by no means assured of winning.

Rumor # 3. Nietzsche Was a Nazi

First, the obvious: Hitler did not form the Nazi party (Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei) until 1919 and he did not ascend to power with it until 1933, several decades after Nietzsche’s death (in 1900). In the plainest sense, therefore, Nietzsche could not have been a Nazi. Nevertheless, there is a famous photograph (“Exhibit B”) of Hitler staring eyeball-to-eyeball at a bust of Nietzsche in the Nietzsche Archive in Weimar in 1934. But let us remind ourselves that there is little to support such suspicions of “backward causation.” Even if Hitler did accept or adopt some ideas of Nietzsche’s (and we have no evidence that he actually read much of Nietzsche’s work) it does not follow that Nietzsche is responsible for what Hitler did with those ideas. (Likewise, a philosopher such as Hegel is not responsible for the use of some of his political ideas by the Italian dictator and former philosophy professor Benito Mussolini, as Karl Marx was not responsible for the Soviet monster Joseph Stalin). To be sure, monstrous use was made of some of the ideas that Nietzsche defended—for example, eugenics, the project of manipulating human reproduction to produce the most desirable characteristics. But almost every intellectual of the period took eugenics seriously (including George Bernard Shaw in England). Hitler’s use of the gas chamber in the service of his own perverse plan to shape the species was not a strategy Nietzsche either suggested or imagined.

Nevertheless, it can be argued that even if Nietzsche was not a member of the Nazi party, many of his ideas and attitudes prefigured the views of the Nazis—notably, his more general views about race and human inequality, his celebration of power and “might makes right,” his championing of the Übermensch (super-man) and “master morality,” and his condemnation of the weak. But few of these doctrines, as they were presented by Nietzsche, mean anything like what the Nazis took them to mean. Nietzsche expressed his views on race, like his views on just about everything, in an uncensored fashion. He did believe that many character traits were inherited, including some that were acquired by generations of one’s ancestors adopting a certain way of life or developing a particular diet. But what he praised most was miscegenation, the mixing of the races, not the “racial purity” idealized by the Nazis. And although he thought the desirability of genetic endowments varied across the species, Nietzsche went out of his way to ridicule the Germans and their “Aryan” pretensions to racial superiority. The “blond beast” he famously refers to is just that—a lion, the “king of the jungle,” not the blond-haired German soldier of Nazi iconography. Whatever else he might have thought of them, Nietzsche did not think the Germans were either super-men or masters.

We will discuss Nietzsche’s supposed celebration of power shortly, but let us say firmly here that it has nothing to do with the infamous “might makes right” argument that is put forward by Thrasymachus in Plato’s Republic and is often associated with Niccolò Machiavelli, the sixteenth-century polemicist and consultant to princes. Nietzsche famously criticizes weakness, but it is mainly spiritual weakness that he has in mind, not political powerlessness.

Perhaps most important of all in the list of differences between Nietzsche’s views and the Nazis’ was the fact that Nietzsche was no anti-Semite. Indeed he became an anti-anti-Semite. (Consider the flamboyant letter to Overbeck when his sanity broke.) Nietzsche’s sister, Elisabeth, is the manipulative presence behind the Nietzsche-Nazi myth. She was indeed sympathetic to the growing fascist cause and married to a notorious anti-Semite of whom Nietzsche thoroughly disapproved. (He had even refused to attend their wedding.) It was she, years after her brother’s death, who invited Hitler for his “photo-op” at the Nietzsche Archive. Elisabeth took over Nietzsche’s literary estate after his incapacitation, and she even published apocryphal books and “editions” of Nietzsche’s notes under his by-then famous name. With her husband, Bernhard Förster, she tried to found a “pure” Aryan colony in the jungles of South America. (It failed.)

Unfortunately, Elisabeth’s political views became firmly attached to Nietzsche’s name, and the association survived even the exposé of her forgeries and misappropriations of Nietzsche’s works. Yet we can say with confidence, that Nietzsche was no Nazi and that he shared virtually none of the Nazis’ vicious ideas about the “Thousand Year Reich” and the superiority of the German race. Indeed, Nietzsche famously declared himself “a good European” and lamented the fact that his native language was German. He spent virtully his entire adult life, from his professorship in Switzerland through his voluntary exile in and around the Alps, until his last moments of sanity in northern Italy, outside of Germany. Throughout his career he ridiculed the folly of taking German military victories as signs of cultural superiority. The fact that many German soldiers in World War I carried Nietzsche’s Zarathustra in their backpacks is a great and tragic irony.

Rumor # 4. Nietzsche Hated Jews

Germany has a long history of anti-Semitism, dating back (at least) to the Middle Ages. Jews were the target of hostility from the Christian majority long before Hitler and his concentration camps. It is much to Nietzsche’s credit, then, living where he did and surrounded by anti-Semites, that he refused to share their intolerance and came to openly denounce anti-Semitism.

Nevertheless, Jews were the subject of many of Nietzsche’s reveries. For a German Christian to speak of Jews, especially when his tone is so often ironic and cutting, is to invite charges of anti-Semitism. Nietzsche’s mistaken reputation as a Nazi and a fascist aggravates the complaint, and the fact that Nietzsche is so often quoted out of context provides evidence for those who would claim that he, like many Germans of his time, hated Jews.

In fact, many of Nietzsche’s comments stemmed from his scholarly, historical interests. As a philologist, he was interested in both the origins of Christianity in Judaism and the complex relation between the Jews and the Greeks, particularly around the time of Philo of Alexandria and Saul of Tarsus (Saint Paul). As a student of what we would now call anthropology, he was also interested in the comparison of societies, the “Jewish race” included. As a moral historian he was deeply interested in the role of the Jews in the development of Western morality.

Nietzsche did have mixed feelings about Jews, as he did about most peoples, including the Germans, the English, and most Christians. We should remember, however, that he often characterizes Christianity as an offshoot of Judaism. What he finds objectionable in the Jewish moral outlook he usually finds in the Christian perspective as well. Some of his seemingly negative comments about Jews can be seen as barbs aimed at Christian anti-Semites, Nietzsche turning their own slurs back on them. For example, he describes Jesus as “too Jewish,” since he failed to recognize that “if God wished to become an object of love, he should have given up judging and justice first of all.… The founder of Christianity was not refined enough in his feelings at this point—being a Jew.”4

In the first book of On the Genealogy of Morals, similarly, he criticizes Judaism while describing Christianity as derivative and less creative. Nietzsche unmistakably refers to Jews when he introduces the idea of resentment (he uses the more general French term, ressentiment) giving birth to “slave morality.” “All that has been done on earth against ‘the noble,’ ‘the powerful,’ ‘the masters,’ ‘the rulers,’ fades into nothing compared with what the Jews have done against them.” Theirs is “an act of the most spiritual revenge.”5 Nietzsche grudgingly praises this boldly “creative” act, and he notes that any such race “is bound to become cleverer than any noble race.” And if the Jews are viewed as the defenders of “the people” (or “the slaves,” “the herd,” or “the mob”), Nietzsche writes, dripping with irony, then “no people ever had a more world historical mission.”6

Nietzsche is sharply critical not only of Judaism but of the entire sweep of Western history that followed. For Jews themselves, Nietzsche shows not malice but a strange fascination:


The Jews [as compared to the Romans] were the priestly nation of ressentiment par excellence, in whom there dwelt an unequaled popular-moral genius; one only has to compare similarly gifted nations—the Chinese or the Germans, for instance—with the Jews, to sense which is of the first and which of the fifth rank.7



If one is looking for anti-Semitism in Nietzsche’s life, one need not look far. His sister and brother-in-law of course, but also Nietzsche’s early hero, Richard Wagner—all were anti-Semites. And in Wagner’s case this was one of the reasons why Nietzsche turned against him.

Rumor # 5. Nietzsche Favored Eugenics

Again, if it were not for the Nazis, eugenics—the selection of “desirable” human characteristics for reproduction and the exclusion of “undesirable” characteristics—would probably not be a matter of ferocious debate. Among the nineteenth century’s proponents of eugenics were numbered virtually all the progressive thinkers of Europe, as we have mentioned; and the actual practice of eugenics, in the sense of choosing a mate with some thought toward the traits of one’s offspring, has taken place ever since men and women first noticed the connection between sex and babies. Of course, like any gain of human control over natural and hitherto uncontrollable processes—the prolongation of life, the preselection of sex in pregnancy, the ability to clone and artificially reproduce in laboratory conditions—it has its dangers and the potential for abuse. Yet the idea of minimizing debilitating and lethal birth defects and improving general intelligence and well-being is, except in deranged political agendas and extreme laissez-faire theologies, beyond rebuke, and current scientific research continues to make steps toward realizing such goals. Yes, Nietzsche favored breeding a race that was more intelligent, free-thinking, creative, and less resentful than the folks he saw all around him, but he had few practical ideas about how this would be implemented. Being childless, he obviously did not engage in the practice himself.

Rumor # 6. Nietzsche Was a Fascist

Nevertheless, even if Nietzsche was not a Nazi or an anti-Semite (so the argument goes), he was certainly a fascist. He attacked democracy and ridiculed the idea of equality. He believed in government by the strong (whether or not he would have claimed that “might makes right”) and he praised some of the most notorious tyrants in Western history, Napoleon for one, Cesare Borgia for another.

In fact, Nietzsche was apolitical, if “political” has to do with endorsing social movements, parties, or causes. He described political parties as a manifestation of humanity’s “herding” tendencies, and as being only negligibly distinct from one another. His “praise” for the cruel Borgia was an ironic put-down of Wagner’s character Parsifal, the “holy fool” who seeks the Holy Grail, and his comment deliberately outrageous: “Those to whom I said in confidence that they should sooner look even for a Cesare Borgia than for a Parsifal, did not believe their own ears.”8 Napoleon, we tend to forget, was chastised as a dangerous liberal in Germany, not as an autocrat. Several distinguished authors have labored to show that Nietzsche was in fact a political thinker, but the range of their views, from liberalism to authoritarianism, shows, even more clearly than the absence of any identifiable political doctrines in Nietzsche’s texts, that no coherent political viewpoint emerges from his work. Nietzsche attacks democracy and socialism, but he attacks with equal ferocity autocracy, tyranny, oligarchy, theocracy, nationalism, militarism, racism, intolerance, and political stupidity of all kinds. If he defends any kind of political notion, it is aristocracy, “the rule by the best,” a notion he shared, ironically, with his favorite target, Socrates. Also like Socrates, Nietzsche abjured personal involvement in politics and paid full attention to the question of individual virtue, what Socrates summarized as “the good of one’s soul.”

Nietzsche was interested in individuals and their self-realization, and he is concerned with great states, as he puts it, only insofar as they are capable of producing (a few) great individuals. The virtues Nietzsche praises are not political virtues, and it is of little interest to him whether they have political consequences. A philosopher who praises solitude and artistic creativity is not likely to have a sympathetic ear for the fascist rant of submerging one’s individuality in the State and conforming to its laws as a matter of spiritual necessity.

In line with his emphasis on individual self-realization, Nietzsche does have some socially relevant ideas, for example, about the nature of education and child rearing (although he had no children himself and spent very little time with any). He had harsh words for democracy, but so did Plato. His comments are not very different in their tone or temper from the routine complaints we hear today (from democrats) about uneducated and ignorant voters who are easily led astray by demagogues, about the irrationality of making delicate and important strategic decisions by majority vote, about the need for leadership and wisdom at the top rather than simply a popular mandate through polls. Yet despite his opposition to democracy, Nietzsche was the very opposite of a fascist. He was a true believer in individual initiative and originality, and if he believed in any politics at all it was a politics in which there would be no need to be “political.”

Rumor # 7. Nietzsche Adored Power

One of the best-known phrases from Nietzsche’s philosophy is “the will to power” (der Wille zur Macht). Nietzsche coined this expression as an alternative to pessimistic philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer’s “will to life,” the alleged motive of self-preservation that explained all beings’ continued efforts in life, despite the suffering involved. Nietzsche’s seeming celebrations of “will to power” are typically at the expense of Schopenhauer. As opposed to the pessimistic vision associated with “will to life,” Nietzsche posits that life is “will to power,” the enthusiastic drive to enhance vitality to act on the world (rather than reacting to it).

Not at all a modest author, Nietzsche often praised himself for discovering that human behavior is motivated by the desire for power. He did not, however, praise either the mechanism or many of its expressions, much less raw instances of power-mongering. Indeed, he claims, “Power makes stupid.”9 We might note that the German word for “power” is Macht, not Reich, indicating something more like personal strength than political might. One might think that Nietzsche’s own lack of political power suggests he would not have been familiar enough with it to adore it, but as Nietzsche would have been the first to point out, those without power are among the most likely to praise it



Rumor # 8. Nietzsche Believed That “All Is Permitted”


Rumor # 9. Nietzsche Was a Nihilist




Rumor # 10. Nietzsche Admired Barbarians



Rumor # 11. Nietzsche Drove Students to Murder



Rumor # 12. Nietzsche Was a Drunk, and He Took Drugs


Rumor # 13. Nietzsche Could Not Dance


Rumor # 14. Nietzsche Had No Sex Life


Rumor # 15. Nietzsche Had Syphilis


Rumor # 16. Nietzsche Hated Christianity



Rumor # 17. Nietzsche Was an Atheist








Rumor # 18. Nietzsche Condones Cruelty








Rumor # 19.
Nietzsche Was a Frustrated Composer




Rumor # 20.
Nietzsche Was in Love with Wagner’s Wife




Rumor # 21.
Nietzsche Was in Love with Wagner






Rumor # 22. Nietzsche Was a Relativist






Rumor 23. Nietzsche Was an Egoist





Rumor # 24. Nietzsche Praised War




Rumor # 25. Nietzsche Was a (Pre-) Postmodernist




Rumor # 26. Nietzsche Argued Fallaciously












Rumor # 27. Nietzsche Sees the Übermensch as an Evolutionary Goal




Rumor # 28.
Nietzsche Was an Irresponsible Historian




Rumor # 29.
Nietzsche Wrote Only in Disorganized Aphorisms



Rumor # 30.
Nietzsche, Who Insisted That the Philosopher Should Be an Example, Was Himself a Pathetic Example



OEBPS/images/Solo_9780307828378_epub_tp_r1.jpg
What

Nietzsche

Really

Said

ROBERT C. SOLOMON
and

KATHLEEN M. HIGGINS

SCHOCKEN BOOKS

NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/Solo_9780307828378_epub_L01_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/Solo_9780307828378_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
SCHOCKEN BOOKS

WHAT NIETZSCHE
REALLY SAID

ROBERT C. SOLOMON anD
KATHLEEN M. HIGGINS








OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





