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Preface

Nietzsche’s current fashionableness among scholars and intellectuals owes much to Martin Heidegger and the “post-modernists,” most of whom acknowledge or display their indebtedness to him in turn. Postmodernists, though, generally fail, as nearly everyone fails, to distinguish between Nietzsche and his antirationalist, nihilistic shadow. Thus they fall victim to his irony. Few interpreters have noticed that, and in what sense, Nietzsche ultimately came not to bury the love of wisdom in its rags but to revive or resurrect it into a new splendor.

This brief volume is not meant to provide an apodictic, scholarly proof or the last word on Nietzsche. Rather, this study indicates the type of close reading, and especially certain key questions, necessary to a fitting, dialectical confrontation with Nietzsche’s new nobility. Hitherto, even the best commentators have neglected to focus on Nietzsche’s nobility and follow his esoteric treatment thereof through its most disconcerting, Platonic-Socratic twists and turns. If successful, the following work will serve as a candle for bold spelunkers navigating the darkest tunnels in the Nietzschean labyrinth.

Thereafter, the best explorers will find their way, unassisted, through the rest of the maze and enjoy a glimmer of the almost dazzling radiance of philosophy.

The key to comprehending this somewhat odd, unconventional book is also the key to unriddling Nietzsche himself. The concealed heart of the mature Nietzsche’s activity, which evidently no one has ever quite grasped, yet in terms of which everything else can be put into proper context, can be encapsulated in a single sentence. He resurrects religion in a strange new form in order to destroy its seductiveness; shakes philosophy to its eyeteeth, smashes its imposing structures and hallowed doctrines, renders it radically dubious, precisely in order to make it radically possible again; and combines philosophy and religion so as to make clear their insuperable incompatibility. He demolishes constructively, and he joins asunder.

The parts of this study draw their intelligibility from the whole. The reader who halts before the end will, so to speak, comprehend nothing. In the terse, introductory chapter below, the issue comes to light as the agon between philosophy and poetry. The second chapter develops this issue through an extended, passage-by-passage analysis of chapters 1 and 2 of Beyond Good and Evil, where Nietzsche critically treats philosophy per se. In this chapter of the book, an attempt is made to indicate what a careful perusal of the aphorisms in context should involve. The third and final chapter, concerning religion, increasingly presupposes that the reader has already completed the close reading and initial considerations. Accordingly, the third chapter proceeds more directly toward crucial questions and reflections. Thus by the end of the book the text is condensed and moves rather rapidly. The circle back to the agon with poetry does close, though as much by systematic adumbration as by explication. Finally, the appendix might shed light on the relation between Zarathustra’s seductive poetry and the philosopher’s noble soul.

The compactness at the end should offer advantages to Nietzsche’s preferred readers, who may find the complete outlines of a deeply unorthodox interpretation from within provocative, but prefer not to have all the dots connected in advance. For “no one can so well understand a thing and make it his own when he learns it from another as when he discovers/invents it himself” (Renè Descartes, Discourse on Method, Part VI; cf. first two sentences of Part V). The optimal pattern for such readers would be illumination followed by groping, followed by illumination on a higher plane. Such readers, steeped in Nietzsche’s writings and in Plato’s, will grasp the utility of intentional exaggerations, jokes, poses, riddles, and red herrings. They will appreciate the value, for thought, of surprising jolts, sudden shifts, and studied silences. If each chapter below concludes, following the author of Thus Spoke Zarathustra and Beyond Good and Evil, with an unexpected turn and paradox, such is the nature of philosophic education.

The venerable works and lectures of Heidegger, Leo Strauss, and Karl Löwith so heavily influenced the interpretation offered here that only a blanket acknowledgment can do them any justice. One might call it my highest aspiration to become a duly grateful and worthy student of them all and hence, as Nietzsche taught, a disciple of none.

Geneva

Summer, 2001



“To cheat oneself out of love is the most terrible deception. It is an eternal loss for which there is no reparation.”

—Søren Kierkegaard
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