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Introduction


Yes, as everyone knows,


meditation and water are wedded forever.

H. Melville, Moby-Dick
1


The direct continuity Nietzsche’s work paradoxically has with Christianity, his great enemy, has often been highlighted by contrasting the figure of Jesus that Nietzsche saves in the pages of The Antichrist with the theological construction used by Paul, or even more significantly, by substantiating the definition of ‘fifth Gospel’ that the philosopher himself reserves for his troubled masterpiece, Thus Spoke Zarathustra. However, in my view there has been little emphasis on the concept of the ‘gift’ and the complex and articulated dynamics that Nietzsche presents as the guiding thread of his book.2

This is both a literary and a philosophical ploy, as crucial to understanding Zarathustra – but also by extension the entire last phase of Nietzsche’s thought – as for the aforementioned continuity that this thought has with Christianity. This can be understood in particular if one reads Zarathustra’s gift together with the renewed love at the heart of the ‘fifth Gospel’, as its expression and dynamics. As said, more than a concept, one should in fact speak of dynamics, that is the ‘dynamics of giving’ that explicitly involve the ethical level (just think of the obvious reference to the speech entitled ‘On the Bestowing Virtue’), but which primarily concerns the ontological concept of the later Nietzsche. The ‘ethical’ reflection, if anything, comes from the latter as a consequence of the nihilistic diagnosis of the present and the tension to overcome it.

The theme of the gift is absolutely central to Zarathustra and, accompanying the reader throughout the entire work, from the Prologue to the fourth part added in 1885, it is the key to understanding the will to power and the possible resolution of the chaotic conflicts and problems within its dynamics. In as much as they are grafted onto the relationship between will and love, that is, onto the link fundamental to Nietzsche’s reflection (but I would say to Christianity in general from Augustine onwards),3

the gift and its associated dynamics reveal that ‘impossible law’ that restores meaning to the world in the age of ‘the death of God’. The new love that replaces compassionate love is in fact the will to power oriented towards the Übermensch (Over-man): a will that is capable of re-giving meaning to the world, and that shows itself as a ‘will to create’ in that it imposes the path to overcoming upon the chaotic character of the becoming. Outside of this ‘guidance’, the will to power remains a permanent expression of the Chaos of eternity and responds exclusively to the preservation and continuous strengthening of the acquired positions.4


However, as well as enabling us to grasp the scope of the revolutionary action that Nietzsche intends to carry out in the wake of the Gospel message by rethinking love as the engine and end of will, the function of the gift is fundamental to understanding multiple aspects of the pars construens of Nietzsche’s philosophy. In particular, through the dynamic of giving introduced by Nietzsche in Zarathustra it is possible to understand the meaning of the ‘transvaluation of all values’, as well as the axiological conception that is the basis of his reflections on passive and active nihilism.

The gift also describes the genesis and role of knowledge for Nietzsche. Zarathustra’s gift is in fact a gift of wisdom (Weisheit) – a good that must be given, shared, so that the appropriate consequences can come from it. A gift that transforms the receiver from within. Like all gifts, it can be accepted or rejected, but it is precisely because it is a gift that it always ‘scandalizes’, that is, it puts the donee before an alternative whose outcome is not in the least immaterial.

However, around the figure of the gift it is also possible to reconstruct the Nietzschean concept of community, interpersonal relations, and the definition of their relationship. Fellow travellers, friends, companions, guests, simple listeners, all emerge from Zarathustra in their role precisely in relation to the act of receiving and giving. The phases that at first seem simply functional to the narrative take on a different and more complex meaning in Zarathustra if read in the light of the dynamics of giving that Nietzsche introduces as a tool for revealing the developments and processes to be corrected and overcome, and as a promoter of relational models that are effective and functional to the realization of the infinite aspiration to the Over-man.

More generally, it can be said that within the ‘fields of meaning’ in Zarathustra, the metaphor of giving takes on the function of connecting the key concepts that guide Nietzsche’s affirmative philosophy. The ‘death of God’, the ‘will to power’ and the tension to the Übermensch, but also what is increasingly problematic to integrate into Nietzsche’s project, namely the ‘doctrine of the eternal recurrence of the same’ (which can only be understood within an organic concept of time and therefore according to the overall ontological concept), all find an articulation – albeit still enigmatic and yet to be unravelled – in the gift.

This is a concept that leads to the Chaos des Alls (Chaos of All) as a general character of the world and therefore to a continuous becoming from which comes the possibility of the happening of the forms of being that we experience in their ‘actuality’. A Gegebenheit (giveness) that finds an echo, of course, in our own throwness (Geworfenheit), in the sacredness of an unfathomed provenance that we can investigate precisely in the form of a continuous devotion to/giving of this eternal and inexhaustible becoming in the multiple forms of being.

The crucial links that Nietzsche leaves seemingly abandoned to themselves – if anything, linked together by solutions that are always problematic and revisable – therefore find composition and solution in the articulated dynamic of giving, but above all through the understanding of the particular character of ‘Zarathustra’s gift’ described by Nietzsche.

Without any pretension to completeness with respect to the interpretation of Thus Spoke Zarathustra as a whole – for it would be an enterprise of a completely different kind5

– the course I propose here clarifies some crucial conceptual knots in Nietzsche’s work and thought, but at the same time opens a broader perspective yet to be explored.

Oneglia, September 2019


1

The dynamics of giving



Timeo Danaos et dona ferentes.

Virgil, Aeneid, II, 49

Give to take

Every gift awaits a repayment. Both Marcel Mauss1

in his fundamental essay The Gift and Emile Benveniste in his important and equally fundamental etymological research2

highlighted it very well. In the ‘giving’ that accompanies a ‘gift’ there is always a ‘taking’, a future ‘compensation’, for the gift given. Never is the giving free from the intention to take, and it is for this reason that the gift arouses that fear of obligation that always ‘scandalizes’ the donee: it exhorts them to accept and therefore to the escalation that follows, or it pushes them to reject that future obligation and therefore to deny the relationship offered, or reasserted, by the donor. In every giving there is always an inherent wanting to take – it is significant that, like in all Indo-European languages, the root of the verb ‘to take’ and of the verb ‘to give’ is the same: *do-.3


The gift implies a ‘duty’, a debitum for the person who receives it, just as it does for they who place themselves in the position of rejecting the gift itself; but what force contained in the gift makes the donee feel obliged to respond, whether it be a refusal to reciprocate or an adherence to the ‘exchange’? The ‘value’ of the gift that involves and requires an adequate response is not so much in the thing itself that is donated, but in the essence of the donor. Referring in particular to the Maori culture, Marcel Mauss maintains that in the objects given there is a ‘soul’ that binds them to the donor.4

The donated thing preserves within itself the hau, or vital essence, of the donor and it is this force inherent in it that makes it return to the origin from which it came. Mauss extends this reading to universal law, that is to the innate structure present in every human being. This conclusion was criticized by Lévi-Strauss, for example, who saw it as a scientifically unsustainable extension,5

probably due to his desire to leave areas of shadow that are unexplainable or are ascribable to an aura of mystery and magic to which Mauss was particularly susceptible. Beyond the criticism made by Lévi-Strauss and the different solutions proposed,6

the highlighting of a sort of force or ‘spirit of the gift’ that activates a given dynamics cannot in any way be set aside, since therein lies the essence of the gift itself. In the dynamics of giving, one cannot but highlight a certain ‘force’ inherent in the gift that binds it to the donor and to the relationship within which the dynamics takes place. It is therefore in the relationship, or rather in the process that is the relationship itself, that the ‘force’ that Mauss evokes in reference to Maori culture must be sought.

Through the gift I want to affirm my worth, not the value of the gift, and – what is more – I want that
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