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PREFACE

‘ Reading Nietzsche was a matter of course for intellec-
tually inclined high school students when I was growing up in Greece.
I am convinced today that almost none of us understood much of
what we read, and I suspect that almost none of us enjoyed it very
much either. At least in that respect, therefore, it was a relief to arrive
in America as a college student in the mid-sixties, for I soon realized
not only that no one expected me to bring Nietzsche’s name up
at judicious points in my conversation but also that I could not
have even if I had wanted to, since I could find no connections be-
tween his concerns and the topics that were a matter of course in my
new situation.

It was, then, with serious misgivings that, as a graduate student at
Princeton University, I found that I had been assigned, quite by
chance, to assist the late Walter Kaufmann in a course he offered on
Niztzsche and existentialism. But my misgivings soon gave way to a
new interest, mixed at the same time with a deep sense of bewilder-
ment. On the one hand, I found that there were parts of Nietzsche
which I liked, admired, and wanted to think about. On the other,
there were parts which seemed to me at best incomprehensible and at
worst embarrassing and better forgotten, or at least tactfully over-
looked.

At that stage, still suspicious of my new interest, I read two
important books. Kaufmann’s Nietzsche: Philosopher, Psychologist,
Antichrist showed me that being interested in Nietzsche was not
being interested simply in a raving, ranting anti-Semitic, pro-Aryan
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irrationalist. Not all my doubts were removed, and some, particularly
about Nietzsche’s views of women, still disturb me after all these
many years. Nevertheless, Kaufmann’s book convinced me that
Nietzsche could be read. At the same time, Arthur Danto’s Nietzsche
as Philosopber convinced me that Nietzsche should be read. I still recall
the heady enthusiasm with which, in Danto’s book, I recognized an
author with ideas of great importance for the problems with which I
was engaged at the time. To both these books, and to their authors
personally, I am deeply indebted and grateful.

The Department of Philosophy at the University of Pittsburgh,
which was considering me for a position in 1971, was scheduled to of-
fer an undergraduate course on existentialism, though it was having
some difficulty finding someone to teach it. This was an appointment
I was eager to have, and so I expressed the willingness (though I did
not, in so many words, claim the ability) to take that assignment. De-
voting most of my attention, and most of the semester, to Nietzsche, I
was able to teach the course in good conscience and with some suc-
cess. This allowed me to keep my interest in Nietzsche alive while I
was mostly concerned with problems in the history of ancient Greek
philosophy. This combination made it possible, and in fact necessary,
for me to apply to Nietzsche’s texts the same approaches to reading
which I had been taught, and continued, to apply to the texts of Plato
or the pre-Socratics. The practice and the content of what follows
may occasionally make my background apparent. For it, though he
may find this preface a peculiar place to see himself acknowledged, I
want to express my thanks to Gregory Vlastos.

More recently an interest in questions of literary theory caused
me to read a number of German and, particularly, French authors on
Nietzsche. I found Gilles Deleuze’s Nietzsche et la philosophie and
Sarah Kofman’s Nietzsche et la métaphore particularly important for
me, and [ have tried to engage with the views of these and other writ-
ers from France in the body of this work. In general, I found that my
questions were often similar to theirs. Though my answers have been
different on many occasions, they have, I think, been no more differ-
ent from theirs than they have been from the answers given to such
questions by authors writing in England and America.

In 1978-79 I was a visiting fellow at Princeton University while
on sabbatical leave from the University of Pittsburgh, and had the ad-
ditional financial aid of the National Endowment for the Humanities.



ix | Preface

During that year I wrote an essay on the eternal recurrence, which is
no# incorporated in this book. I am grateful to all three institutions
for their support.

“Richard Rorty’s ideas about which aspects of that essay to bring
into the foreground and which to put aside were crucial to my con-
ception of the general project of which this book is the product.
Rorty continued to talk to me about issues connected, directly or in-
dirzctly, with Nietzsche, and his suggestions about the penultimate
draft of the book were invaluable. David Carrier and David Hoy,
who have discussed Nietzsche with me on many occasions as well,
also read the complete manuscript and generously gave me their ideas
for improving it, as did my colleague Shelly Kagan.

' Many other friends have listened to me go on about Nietzsche.
These include Annette Baier, Donald Baxter, Paul Bové, Donald
Crawford, Margreta de Grazia, Paul Guyer, Gilbert Harman, Jane
Katselas, Richard Schacht, Hans Sluga, Robert Solomon, Tracy
Strong, Charles Taylor, James Van Aken, and Kate Wininger. Thomas
Laqueur and Bernd Magnus have been particularly generous with
their time, ideas, and good will. All these friends have been patient
and kind. Many of them also often proved me wrong. But I suppose
that even in a book about Nietzsche I can be Socratic enough to be-
lieve that they thereby made the book, and myself, better than we
would otherwise have been.

- Susan Glimcher, who was the first to read the completed manu-
script, not only also proved me wrong but, in addition, persuaded me
that, every now and then, I might conceivably be right. This is a dif-
ferent benefit, but it is equally crucial. I don’t know what I would
have done without it.

- The main bulk of this text was written during the academic year
1983-84, while I was a visiting scholar at the University of Pennsylva-
nia, with the generous support of the John Simon Guggenheim Me-
morial Foundation, which I would like gratefully to acknowledge.

" I must finally thank Lindsay Waters of Harvard University Press
for his long-standing interest in my writing and for his encourage-
ment of my work.

Versions of Chapters 5 and 6 originally appeared in The Philo-
saphical Review, after receiving generous comments from that jour-
nal’s editors. An article that was published in Nietzsche-Studien and an
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essay that will appear in the Proceedings of the Fifth Jerusalem Philo-
sophical Encounter, held in 1983, contain material that has been in-
cluded in Chapter 2. I am grateful for permission to reproduce these
writings in what follows. Grateful acknowledgment is made to Random
House, Inc. for permission to quote from the copyrighted works of
Friedrich Nietzsche, translated by Walter Kaufmann and R. J. Holl-
ingdale. Acknowledgment is also made to Viking Penguin, Inc. for
lines quoted from The Portable Nietzsche, edited and translated by Walter
Kaufmann. Copyright 1954 by The Viking Press, Inc. Copyright re-
newed © 1982 by Viking Penguin, Inc. Reprinted by permission of
Viking Penguin, Inc.
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And I understood that all these materials for
a work of literature were simply my past life.
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INTRODUCTION

Nietzsche mev1tably confronts his readers with two
séts of paradoxes. One set is contained within his writing. It belongs
t¢ the content of his work, and it includes, for example, his view of
the will to power, the eternal recurrence, the nature of the self, and
the immoral presuppositions of morality. This set of paradoxes is part
of what interpretations of Nietzsche’s work aim to understand. The
other set is generated by his writing. It is a product of his work, and it
puts the very effort to understand him, to offer an interpretation of
his views, mcludlng the first set of paradoxes, into question. This
book, which is an effort to offer such an interpretation, is therefore
also an effort to come to terms, so far as this is possible, with both sets
of paradoxes.

These paradoxes are not unrelated to one another. On the con-
trary, a single view that Nietzsche holds straddles both kinds and
shows that the distinction between what his writing contains and
what it produces can be at best provisional. This view is perspectiv-
ism, Nietzsche’s famous insistence that every view is only one among
many possible interpretations, his own views, particularly this very
one, included. But if the view that there are only interpretations is it-
self only an interpretation, and therefore possibly wrong, it may seem
to follow that not every view is after all an interpretation and that
Nietzsche’s position undermines itself.

Perspectivism is a particular view which Nietzsche holds and
which he discusses explicitly in his works. The paradox it presents is
therefore part of the content of his writing, and as such it must be ad-
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dressed by all attempts to interpret his thought. It is part of the object
at which the interpretation of Nietzsche is directed. At the same time,
however, perspectivism generates two problems that seem also to un-
dermine the very attempt to produce such an interpretation. Perspec-
tivism, thus, is both something that must be understood and some-
thing that suggests that understanding may be impossible.

The first problem is that Nietzsche, as I have said, holds a number
of positions which he seems to accept in all seriousness. Does he or
does he not, then, think that his views of the self, of morality, or of
history, many of which are themselves at least apparently paradoxical,
are true? If he does, how can this possibly be consistent with his view
that all views are only interpretations? If he does not—that is, if he
does not think that his views are true—why does he make the effort to
present them in the first place?

Faced with this dilemma, some authors choose to emphasize what
they consider Nietzsche’s “positive” views and to overlook his per-
spectivism and its apparent implications. Others, by contrast, concen-
trate on the perspectivism and ignore such views or construe them
negatively, as efforts, that is, merely to undermine the positions of
others. In either case, perspectivism presents a serious challenge to the
principles according to which an interpretation that aims to proceed
coherently and to attribute a coherent position to Nietzsche must be
presented.

But there is also a second and perhaps more difficult problem. If
every view is only an interpretation, and if, as perspectivism holds,
there are no independent facts against which various interpretations
can be compared, what is the object at which the many interpreta-
tions that we consider interpretations of Nietzsche are directed? How
can we even know that all these discussions and texts are interpreta-
tions of the same thing? And what relationship do they bear to one
another? If perspectivism is correct, and, as it seems to claim, every in-
terpretation creates its own facts, then it may seem impossible to de-
cide whether any interpretation is or is not correct. And if there is
nothing of which all these are the interpretations, then the very idea
of interpretation, which seems to require at least that there be some-
thing there to be interpreted, begins to appear itself suspect. Finally, a
serious question is raised about the status of Nietzsche’s own writing,
which often consists explicitly of interpretations of phenomena
which, like morality, he thinks we have taken too long for granted.
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Each of the chapters that follow examines one of the paradoxical
positions that Nietzsche holds. Their titles are all quotations from
Nietzsche’s texts. Each chapter, therefore, is an interpretation of its ti-
tle, and as such it aims to constitute an instance of the sort of interpre-
tation which, as the chapters collectively try to show, is consistent
with Nietzsche’s perspectivism, and which is mainly directed at mak-
irg his views plausible. The question of their truth is left to further
ir.terpretation.

T accept Nietzsche’s view that there are no facts that are indepen-
dent of interpretation and that are therefore capable of providing the
common object of which all interpretations are interpretations. I also
accept his view that there is, accordingly, no neutral standard which
determines in every case which of our interpretations is right and
which wrong. But [ also think—and so, I believe and argue, does
Nietzsche—that some interpretations are better than others and that
we can even know sometimes that this is the case. This is one of the
two themes that are central to the interpretation of Nietzsche which I
develop in this book.

- The second central theme around which my reading revolves con-
cerns what I will call Nietzsche’s aestheticism. Aestheticism is con-
nected with perspectivism in two ways. First, it provides at least part
o the motivation for perspectivism. Nietzsche, I argue, looks at the
world in general as if it were a sort of artwork; in particular, he looks
at it as if it were a literary text. And he arrives at many of his views of
the world and the things within it, including his views of human be-
irgs, by generalizing to them ideas and principles that apply almost
intuitively to the literary situation, to the creation and interpretation
o literary texts and characters. Many of his very strange ideas appear
significantly more plausible in this light. The most obvious connec-
tion, of course, is supplied by our common view that literary texts can
be interpreted equally well in vastly different and deeply incompati-
- ble ways. Nietzsche, to whom this currently popular idea can in fact
bz traced, also holds that exactly the same is true of the world itself
and all the things within it. This view, as we shall see, motivates his
perspectivism as well as aspects of his doctrine of the will to power, of
the eternal recurrence, of the nature of the self, and of his objections
to morality.

Nietzsche’s aestheticism is also connected with perspectivism in
another way. The philology of the world, which I mentioned above,
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not only provides him with a literary model for many of his views but
also motivates him to create what we may well call a literary product.
Nietzsche’s positive thinking consists not so much in the specific
ideas with which the individual chapters that follow are concerned
(though it does certainly include such views) as, even more important,
in the presentation, or exemplification, of a specific character, recog-
nizably literary, who makes of these philosophical ideas a way of life
that is uniquely his. The fact that this character is unique, that it is not
described in a traditional sense, and that it is produced in a way that
prevents it from ever being a model for direct imitation allows Nietz-
sche, as we shall see, to persist in his perspectivism without being
obliged to construct positions that are merely negative. In fact his re-
markable approach to these problems undermines any easy distinc-
tion between what constitutes a positive and what a negative view. It
therefore helps to account for Nietzsche’s essentially ambiguous rela-
tion to the philosophical tradition.

Nietzsche’s irresolubly equivocal relation to philosophy is the
subject of Chapter 1, which also touches on some questions that ap-
pear later in the book. The ambiguity of this relation is reflected per-
fectly in Nietzsche’s attitude toward Socrates, which is neither purely
positive nor purely negative but irreducibly ambivalent. Nietzsche re-
alizes that his project is very similar to the project of Socrates and
therefore, in his own eyes at least, to the various projects that have
characterized philosophy. He therefore also realizes that it runs the
risk of appearing, and indeed of being, one more philosophical project
of the traditional sort. This problem is created for Nietzsche by what
he considers Socrates’ dogmatism, his effort to present his views and
values not simply as his own, suitable for himself and for those who
may be like him, but as views and values that should be accepted by
everyone on account of their rational, objective, and unconditional
authority. Nietzsche’s perspectivism, however, prevents him from
presenting any of his views, even perspectivism itself, in this manner.
Yet it is not clear how one can argue for a position, as Nietzsche often
clearly wants to do, and yet not suggest that this position s, to use the
only possible term in this context, true.

Is Nietzsche, then, trapped in an impasse of his own creation? I
suggest that Nietzsche’s effort to resolve this problem involves partly
his adoption of a vast, and so far largely unnoticed variety of literary
genres and styles: his purpose is in this way to make his presence as an
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individual author unforgettable to his readers. I do not argue that this
is the only reason why style is so important to Nietzsche’s writing,
nor do I claim‘that my view can even try to account for the important
question why Nietzsche adopts particular styles for particular works.
I do not even examine his style in any detail. What I claim is simply
that his stylistic variations play a crucial philosophical (or, from his
point of view, antiphilosophical) role in his writing.

- Generally, Part I, entitled “The World,” discusses Nietzsche’s lit-
erary model, his conception of the world as a text, and the method-
ological problems of interpretation. Chapter 2 deals explicitly with
perspectivism and introduces its artistic and literary basis. It examines
some of the self-referential difficulties that confront the view that all
views are interpretations, and it tries to show to what extent such dif-
ficulties can be avoided. The chapter argues that perspectivism does
nopt 1mply that any interpretation is as good as any other. In the pro-
cess it also offers a characterization of those whom Nietzsche calls
“free spirits” and who realize that all is in fact interpretation, and yet
find in this realization not an obstacle to producing new ideas and val-
ues but a spur toward it.

In Chapter 3 I discuss that aspect of Nietzsche’s view of the will to
power that identifies each object in the world with the sum of its ef-
fects on every other thing and construes everything else in turn as the
sum of further such effects. In order to account for the difficulty that
this view faces when it asserts that there are effects without things,
properties without substances, and activities without agents, I appeal
once again to Nietzsche’s literary model and argue that literary ob-
jects, and in particular literary characters, are constituted simply as
séts of features or effects that belong to no independent subjects. In ad-
dition (and this is true of the general as well as the literary case), fea-
tures are grouped together as aspects of a particular subject always
from some specific point of view. Different points of view, proceeding
from and manifesting different interests and values, result in different
groupings and therefore in different ob)ects There is no absolute an-
swer to the question which grouping is the best (or which grouping
accurately reflects the nature of things themselves), because there is
no background set of values that must be unconditionally accepted by
all. Nietzsche believes that interpretation reveals the value depen-
dence of various points of view and that therefore it also shows that
what we often take as facts are the products of earlier, and forgotten,



6 | Introduction

values and interpretations. At the same time, our own interpretations
of these earlier values embody and carry forth the interests and values
through which we are most likely to thrive.

But if this is true, can Nietzsche’s own interpretation, or geneal-
ogy, of morality, which reveals the specific needs and values presup-
posed and intentionally obscured by Christianity, possibly be cor-
rect? Does not this genealogy simply manifest one further partial and
arbitrary point of view? What then entitles Nietzsche to claim, as he
seems to do, that Christianity is to be rejected? Genealogy generates
this paradox even as it reveals the paradox which Nietzsche believes
Christianity itself constitutes. This problem is the subject of Chapter
4, which discusses Nietzsche’s view that the radical asceticism praised
by Christianity directs the faithful to aim at nothing short of their
own annthilation. Yet, Nietzsche argues, to the extent that Christian-
ity has succeeded in persuading its followers to pursue this self-
destructive end, it has also succeeded in preserving them; for horrible
and self-defeating as this aim may be, it is still an aim. And an aim is
precisely what the people for whom Christianity was originally de-
signed have needed as much as they have lacked: “a will to nothing-
ness, an aversion to life, a rebellion against the most fundamental pre-
suppositions of life . . . is and remains a will” (GM, 111, 28).

Can Nietzsche claim that he has revealed the most basic and ob-
jectionable features of Christianity and not also imply at the same
time that both his revelations and his accusations are correct? And if
he does so, does he not then violate his own perspectivism and fall
back into the dogmatic tradition from which he wants to escape?

These are the questions that Part II, entitled “The Self,” examines.
In particular, it asks how Nietzsche proposes to present views of his
own if the picture of the world, of knowledge, of interpretation, and
of philosophy which Part I attributes to him is at all correct. At this
point the second aspect of his aestheticism—the fact that his product
as well as his model is literary—takes on central importance.

Chapter 5 discusses the eternal recurrence, which, in my opinion,
has little if anything to do with the nature of the universe, as many be-
lieve. Nietzsche, I argue, does not claim that the history of the world
repeats itself in an eternal cycle, or even that it is possible that it might
do so. Rather, he believes that the world and everything in it are such
that if anything in the world ever occurred again (though this is in fact
impossible) then everything else would also have to occur again. This
is so because Nietzsche accepts the view that the connections that
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censtitute everything in the world, and in particular the connections
that constitute each person out of its experiences and actions are abso-
lutely essential to that person. Everything one does is equally crucial
to who one is. If, then, we ever were to be given a second life, it would
necessarily have to be identical to the life we have had so far; other-
w'se there would be no reason to consider it our life in the first place.
The eternal recurrence is therefore not a theory of the world but a
view of the ideal life. It holds that a life is justified only if one would
want to have again the same life one had already had, since, as the will
ta power shows, no other life can ever be possible. The eternal recur-
rence therefore holds that our life is justified only if we fashion it in
such a way that we would want it to be exactly as it had been already.

This view, which once again depends on Nietzsche’s literary model,
inzroduces two further dimensions of his thought. The first is
Nietzsche’s immoralism. For all that I have said, I could be perfectly
willing to live my life over again, to have it changed in no respect
whatsoever, and thus satisfy his conception of the ideal life, and yet I
cquld be deeply repulsive from a moral point of view. Nothing Nietz-
sche writes precludes this from being a consequence of his view. The
second dimension, which is connected with the idea that a life is some-
thing to be fashioned, is Nietzsche’s emphasis on the process of be-
coming who one is. This is the topic of Chapter 6.

The self, according to Nietzsche, is not a constant, stable entity.
On the contrary, it is something one becomes, something, he would
even say, one constructs. A person consists of absolutely everything
ore thinks, wants, and does. But a person worthy of admiration, a
person who has (or is) a self, is one whose thoughts, desires, and ac-
tions are not haphazard but are instead connected to one another in
the intimate way that indicates in all cases the presence of style. A self
is just a set of coherently connected episodes, and an admirable self, as
Nietzsche insists again and again, consists of a large number of power-
ful and conflicting tendencies that are controlled and harmonized.
Coherence, of course, can also be produced by weakness, mediocrity,
and one-dimensionality. But style, which is what Nietzsche requires
and admires, involves controlled multiplicity and resolved conflict. It
still, however, does not seem to require what we generally consider
moral character.

What are Nietzsche’s ideal people like? How can we become like
them? These questions, and their connections to Nietzsche’s immor-
alism, are discussed in Chapter 7. I offer an account of Nietzsche’s slo-
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gan, “Beyond good and evil,” which takes it to claim that the qualities
we consider moral and immoral are, like everything else in the world,
essentially connected to one another. Their character and value are,
therefore, once again a matter of perspective. And I argue that any ef-
fort to attribute to Nietzsche a positive view of human conduct, con-
sisting perhaps of a description of the right kind of life or of a set of
principles for becoming the sort of person he admires, is bound to fail.
The reason for this is that Nietzsche does not believe that such a
kind of life or person exists. That is, he does not believe that there ex-
ists a single proper kind of life or person. He thinks, as we shall see,
that admirable people are one and all what he calls “individuals.” But
the very notion of an individual is one that essentially refuses to be
spelled out in informative terms. To give general directions for be-
coming an individual is surely as self-defeating as is offering general
views when one believes that general views are all simply interpreta-
tions. And this, of course, provides another reason why Nietzsche
does not have anything like a traditional positive moral view. Nietz-
sche solves this double problem by refusing to offer any descriptions
of what an ideal person or an ideal life would be like. We must not
suppose that the eternal recurrence is such a description: many types
of life are perfectly compatible with satisfying its general conditions.
Instead, Nietzsche exemplifies through his own writings one way
in which one individual may have succeeded in fashioning itself—an
individual, moreover, who, though beyond morality, is not morally
objectionable. This individual is none other than Nietzsche himself,
who is a creature of his own texts. This character does not provide a
model for imitation, since he consists essentially of the specific ac-
tions—that is, of the specific writings—that make him up, and which
only he could write. To imitate him directly would produce a carica-
ture, or at best a copy—something which in either case is not an indi-
vidual. To imitate him properly would produce a creation which,
making use of everything that properly belongs to oneself, would also
be perfectly one’s own—something which is no longer an imitation.
Nietzsche’s effort to create an artwork out of himself, a literary
character who is a philosopher, is then also his effort to offer a posi-
tive view without falling back into the dogmatic tradition he so dis-
trusted and from which he may never have been sure he escaped. His
aestheticism is, therefore, the other side of his perspectivism. This is
the central claim of the interpretation of which this book consists.
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This interpretation concerns primarily the texts Nietzsche com-
posed in the 1880s, beginning with Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1883-
1885), through Beyond Good and Evil (1886), the fifth book of The
Gay Science (1887), On the Genealogy of Morals (1887), The Case of
Wagner (1888), The Twilight of the Idols (1888), and The Antichrist
(1888), to Ecce Homo (1888) and the notes collected posthumously un-
der the title The Will to Power (1883-1888).

- Icite and discuss passages from Nietzsche’s earlier works, all of
which are naturally important in their own right. But these works are
not my central concern. I realize that my practice leaves many ques-
tions about Nietzsche’s development unanswered, for whole books
could be written not only about these questions but also about the
views Nietzsche expressed in these works. In reply I can only claim
that whole books, different from mine, could also be written about
the very same texts on which I have chosen to concentrate.

Some justification for my relying on The Will to Power may
ke considered necessary. I am aware that these notes do not consti-
tute a “work” in any traditional sense: the idea to publish them and
even their very arrangement, which has necessarily imposed some ini-
tial (but in my view ultimately defeasible) interpretations of their
sense, came not from Nietzsche himself but from Elizabeth Férster-
Nietzsche after her brother’s death. But this collection has become,
for better or worse, an integral part of Nietzsche’s literary and phllo-
sophical work, and it has been instrumental in forming our reactions
to him over the past eighty years. It has often been claimed that its in-
fluence has been for the worse and that many views would never have
been attributed to Nietzsche had his published work been given the
priority that by rights belongs to it. Iam not sure that in fact the situa-
tion is quite so simple. To be sure, some views were attributed to
Nietzsche only on the strength of his notes. But sometimes, as in the
case of the cosmological version of the will to power, this depended
on unsatlsfactory readings of a number of notes and not on the “na-
ture” of these notes themselves. But such misreadings show little
about the status and priority of Nietzsche’s notes. Nietzsche’s anti-
Semitism, for example, was for years attributed to him on the basis of
his published texts—equally misinterpreted. Other scholars find in
the notes views that are inconsistent with some of Nietzsche’s pub-
lished positions. This is sometimes true. But once again, this has no
implications about priority. In any case, the notes that constitute The

i
[
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Will to Power, along with the rest of the material from Nietzsche’s un-
published Nachlass, bear roughly the same relationship to his pub-
lished works as a whole that these works bear to one another: there
are as many inconsistencies within the latter group as there are within
the former; and these are as many, or as few, as one might reasonably
expect from an author who wrote as much as Nietzsche did over such
a short span of time.

The point is that there can be no single answer to the question of
priority. Nietzsche is an author, a public figure, and all his writings
are relevant to his interpretation. The importance we attach to any
part of his work cannot depend on general principles about which is
essentially primary and which necessarily follows. The importance of
each text depends on the specific contribution that text makes to our
construction of a coherent and understandable whole. It must be de-
termined separately in each individual case. This principle (if the term
is at all appropriate) would have been quite acceptable to the author
whom this book constructs. And to the apparently natural objection
that such a principle depends on conceptions of coherence and on val-
ues regarding understanding that cannot be objectively justified, this
author would reply that, really, this is not an objection at all.
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1 | The Most
Multifarious
Art of Style

The nineteenth century dislike of Realism is the
‘ rage of Caliban seeing his own face in a glass. The
; nineteenth century dislike of Romanticism is the
rage of Caliban not seeing his own face in a glass.

Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray

Works on Nietzsche, the present one included, con-
vertionally begin with some commonplaces about his style. Among
these the most elementary is that Nietzsche’s thinking is inseparable
from his writing and that coming to terms with his style is essential to
understanding him at all. But this commonplace has been interpreted
in & vast number of ways, and each of these has given rise to strikingly
diflerent readings of his thinking as well as of his writing.

In the coarsest sense, to say that Nietzsche’s style is important is
to say that his writing is unusual and idiosyncratic. This in turn is just
to say that his works do not exhibit the features we have been accus-
torned to expect of philosophical treatises. And, forgetting that philo-
sophical treatises themselves have been written in the most various
styles imaginable, this has often been taken to show that Nietzsche’s
works are not, in some sense, philosophical.! So the view that Nietz-
sche was really a poet and not a philosopher, perhaps originated and
certainly encapsulated in Stefan George’s verse “It should have sung,
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not spoken, this ‘new soul,”” came to be popular, and havoc was
wreaked both upon poetry and upon philosophy.2

T. S. Eliot’s youthfully patronizing view was only slightly more
sophlstlcated Eliot realized that the “literary” quality of Nietzsche’s
writing could not be separated from the “philosophical” content of
his thought, but he thought that by mixing elegance and precision,
Nietzsche hurt both:

Nietzsche is one of those writers whose philosophy evaporates
when detached from its literary qualities, and whose literature owes
its charm not alone to the personality and wisdom of the man, but
to a claim to scientific truth. Such authors have always a peculiar in-
fluence over the large semi-philosophical public, who are spared the
austere effort of criticism required by either metaphysics or litera-
ture, by either Spinoza or Stendhal; who enjoy the luxury of con-
founding, and avoid the task of combining, different interests.?

The serious discussion of Nietzsche’s style begins with attention
to his use of the aphorism, a genre that Nietzsche employed at least
partly because of his admiration for the pre-Socratic philosophers and
for the French moralists, and of which he remains one of the great
masters.* Aphorisms, of course, are not systematic, not discursive,
and not argumentative; also, for the most part they are much more
difficult to interpret than they at first appear.® And for most of
Nietzsche’s earlier English-speaking readers (those at least who tried
to read him “philosophically”), the aphorism constituted the essence,
as well as the essential weakness, of his project. “Nietzsche’s work,”
Crane Brinton wrote in a passage that is characteristic of many, “con-
tains a great variety of ideas, sometimes mutually contradictory, difh-
cult if not impossible to reduce to a ‘system,” made still more bewil-
deringly varied by the aphoristic form in which they are cast.”®

In stark contrast to Brinton, and as part of his effort to vindicate
Nietzsche’s reputation among the English-speaking public, Walter
Kaufmann treated the aphorism much more positively. Kaufmann
also located the aphorism at the heart of Nietzsche’s writing, and he
too was disturbed by its fragmentary nature. In fact he thought that
Nietzsche’s “sketch of the style of decadence” in section 7 of The Case
of Wagner may have been, perhaps inadvertently, “the best critique”
of his own style: “What is the mark of every literary decadence?”
Nietzsche writes. “That life no longer resides in the whole. The word
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becomes sovereign and leaps out of the sentence, the sentence reaches
ou: and obscures the meaning of the page, and the page comes to life at
the expense of the whole—the whole is no longer a whole. This, how-
ever, is the simile of every style of decadence: every time there is an
anarchy of atoms.”” Kaufmann was nevertheless determined to show
thzt Nietzsche’s aphorisms are ultimately unified, that behind them
“tkere is a whole philosophy” (p. 74). In order to accomplish this, he
interprets the aphoristic style as an expression of Nietzsche’s philo-
sophlcally grounded ob]ectlons to system bulldlng and of his prefer-
ence for posing questlons rather than for giving answers: “Nietzsche,”
Kaufmann writes, “is, like Plato, not a system-thinker, but a problem-
thinker” (p. 82). He then argues that Nietzsche transcended the limi-
tat:ons of the style of decadence by putting it into the service of what
Kaufmann calls his “experimentalism”: this is an attitude which essen-
tially involves “the good will to accept new evidence and to abandon
prévious positions, if necessary” (p. 86). Each aphorism is therefore,
for Kaufmann, an “experiment.” And even if not all of Nietzsche’s ex-
periments confirm the same theory, they are still unified by his “intel-
lecrual integrity,” which “makes each investigation a possible correc-
tive for any inadvertent previous mistakes. No break, discontinuity,
or ‘nconsistency occurs unless there has been a previous error or there
is an error now . . . His ‘existentialism’ prevents his aphorisms from
being no more than a glittering mosaic of independent monads”
(p- 91).

- Kaufmann’s is an effort to find an underlying unity, at least of
method and attitude if not of doctrine, behind Nietzsche’s aphorisms.
Directly opposed to any such effort is the more recent reading of
Sarah Kofman, who also complicates our picture of Nietzsche’s style
by paying serious attention to his use of metaphor as well as to the
aphorism. Kofman attributes to both these features of Nietzsche’s
writing a single, apotropaic function. “Metaphoric style,” she writes,
“isl‘aristocratic’; it allows people of the same kind [race] to recognize
each other; it excludes the member of the herd as inappropriate, foul
smelling: to speak commonly is to become vulgar.”® And like meta-
phor, aphoristic writing too “wants to be understood only by those
who are related by a common set of refined impressions; it wants to
repel the profanum vulgus and to attract the free spirits” (p. 166). But
. what is even more important, according to her view, is that both met-
aphor and aphorism constantly resist all attempts at a final, definitive
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interpretation. Each stretch of Nietzsche’s text provides us with an in-
definite number of possible and conflicting interpretations. Kofman
emphasizes just those features of the aphorism that Kaufmann, in his
attempt to find the unity underlying Nietzsche’s fragmented style,
tends to underplay. She even offers, as a compliment, what can only
be considered another version of Brinton’s earlier criticism: “The
aphorism, because of its discontinuous character, disseminates mean-
ing; it is an appeal to a pluralism of interpretations and to their renewal:
nothing is immortal except movement” (p. 168).

By the nineteen-thirties Heidegger had already initiated an inter-
pretive task that bears some similarity to Kaufmann’s project. Instead
of emphasizing the published works, however, Heidegger insisted
that Nietzsche’s central thoughts are all to be found in The Will to
Power, a posthumously published selection from his notes. “What
Nietzsche himself published during his creative life was always fore-
ground . . . His philosophy proper was left behind as posthumous un-
published work.”® According to Heidegger, Nietzsche’s thought in
The Will to Power constitutes the final stage in the development and
“overcoming” of Western philosophy, or metaphysics. And doubtless
in order to underscore the symmetry between the beginning and the
end of what he took to be a single enterprise, in order to underline the
irony that binds the readers of the pre-Socratics and of Nietzsche to-
gether, Heidegger introduced a new notion into the reading of Nietz-
sche—the notion of the fragment: “What lies before us today as a
book with the title 7he Will to Power contains preliminary drafts and
fragmentary elaborations of that work. The outlined plan according
to which these fragments are ordered, the division into four books,
and the titles of these books also stem from Nietzsche himself.”1° For
Heidegger the task in reading Nietzsche is to reconstruct his real
thought, in which Western philosophy culminates and through which it
ends, from these surviving fragments.

In Spurs: Nietzsche’s Styles, Jacques Derrida radicalizes the notion
of the fragment in order to undermine the Heideggerian, hermeneuti-
cal project of capturing Nietzsche’s real thought. “The very concept
of fragment,” Derrida writes, “since its fracturedness is itself an appeal
to some totalizing complement, is no longer sufficient here.”!! To
construe anything as a fragment, Derrida argues, is at the same time to
envisage the whole of which it is a part. But Nietzsche’s textual frag-
ments are for him sentences that essentially lack a context, a whole to
which they belong, and to which an appeal is necessary if we are to in-
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terpret them. In his well-known discussion of the sentence “I have
forgotten my umbrella,” which was found among Nietzsche’s papers,
Derrida claims that the sense of fragments, as he construes them, is in
principle undecidable. Joining Kofman, he refuses even to attempt to
attribute a definite interpretation to this sentence. He denies that
there is a determinate thought lurking within or behind it, and he ten-
tatively suggests that this may also hold true of “the totality of
Nietzsche’s text.”1? In fact Derrida claims that precisely because they
lack a context, fragments also lack style, for style depends on the exis-
tence of interconnections among pieces of language that, insofar as
they are interconnected, are no longer fragments in his sense. This is
why, despite his emphasis on Nietzsche’s writing, Derrida concludes
that even if one knows the meaning of the terms constituting a frag-
ment one still lacks the ablhty to offer an interpretation of it.13

. A strikingly similar view of Nietzsche’s style (or rather of its ab-
sence, since, as I have said, style involves organization, interconnec-
ticns, and dependences) is held by Arthur Danto, who writes:
“Nietzsche’s books give the impression of having been assembled
rather than composed. They are made up, in the main, of short, pointed
apﬁorisms, and of essays seldom more than a few pages long . . . And
any given aphorism or essay might as easily have been placed in one
volume as in another without much affecting the unity or structure of
either.”1# The very same point, Danto believes, holds true of
Nietzsche’s books themselves. Ultimately, according to his view,
Nietzsche’s works can be read in almost any order without making a
great difference to what one learns from them. As a matter of fact,
Danto does not allow this theoretical view of Nietzsche’s writing to
prevent him from offering a systematic and, to a serious extent,
chronological interpretation of Nietzsche’s thought. Nevertheless,
his attitude toward Nietzsche’s style aligns him with Derrida, even if
the two approaches are at a slight angle to one another.

Toward the end of Spurs Derrida writes, “If there is going to be
style, there can only be more than one” (p. 139). This statement re-
calls the fact that in order to identify an author’s style, we must distin-
guish it from the style of at least one other, and this may suggest that
there is no such thing as style but only, so to speak, a difference be-
tween various texts.

' Derrida’s important comment raises a further issue which is abso-
lutely crucial to the reading of Nietzsche presented in this book, for it
brings to mind a point that has not emerged at all in my overview of
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discussions of Nietzsche’s writing. This is the fact that, during his
very short productive life Nietzsche depended, beyond the aphorism,
the metaphor, and the fragment, on a truly astounding variety of
styles and genres. It is remarkable that, in a secondary literature essen-
tially concerned with questions about the pluralism of interpretation,
Nietzsche’s stylistic pluralism has been almost completely over-
looked. Once this pluralism has been noticed, however, the issue of its
function can no longer be avoided. It becomes necessary to ask a num-
ber of new questions about Nietzsche’s style—questions that are dif-
ferent from others that have already been asked—and to offer new an-
swers concerning its importance.

The aphorism may be at least superficially the most striking of
Nietzsche’s styles, but it is only one style among many. Primarily it
characterizes, not always adequately, the works of Nietzsche’s middle
period: Daybreak, Human, All-Too-Human, and The Gay Science,
books 1-4. Parts of Beyond Good and Evil and The Twilight of the Idols
consist of aphorisms, and Zarathustra is undeniably fond of them. But
the notion of the aphorism cannot begin to capture the style of the
notes (which is not to say the “fragments”) that constitute The Wi/l to
Power and a large part of the rest of Nietzsche’s unpublished work.
The Birth of Tragedy depends on the form of the scholarly treatise,
even though part of its aim is to demonstrate the limitations of schol-
arly or scientific (wissenschaftlich) discourse, and despite its obvious
departures from some of the central requirements of that genre.!s Un-
timely Meditations, and a number of other works from Nietzsche’s
early period, are essays in a most classical sense. Thus Spoke Zarathus-
tra is notoriously difhicult to classify; it has been variously called
“epic,” “dithyrambic,” and “evangelical.” But whatever it is, it cer-
tainly is not aphoristic. Though, like all of Nietzsche’s books, it con-
tains many aphorisms, it embodies a complex narrative structure in
the course of which the character of Zarathustra develops radically.!¢
Beyond Good and Ewvil is neither a failed philosophical treatise nor a
collection of short, unrelated essays. The structure of this deeply uni-
fied text cannot even begin to become apparent until it is read as a sus-
tained monologue through which a definite and striking personality
is exhibited or perhaps constructed. The connections between its 296
sections, its nine parts, and the concluding “Aftersong” (a poem) will
remain obscure unless they are construed conversationally and, in a
classical sense, dialectically. The same is true of the magnificent fifth
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book of The Gay Science and, to a lesser extent, The Twilight of the
Idols. On the Genealogy of Morals returns to the form of the scholarly
philological treatise, though Nietzsche again exploits the genre for his
own purposes. Nevertheless, the work is deeply and carefully organ-
ized, rivaled only by Beyond Good and Evil in the control it man-
ifests.’” The Case of Wagner, Nietzsche Contra Wagner, and The Anti-
christ depend on at least some of the features of the polemical
pamphlet, while Ecce Homo plays with the form of the autobiogra-
phy. Finally, we must not leave out Nietzsche’s lyric, epigrammatic,
and dithyrambic poems or the vast number of letters, all of which be-
long to his writing as surely as every one of his aphorisms.

- In this form my remarks cannot possibly illuminate the style or
structure of any of these works, nor are they meant to do so. Their
point is simply to recall the vast variety of Nietzsche’s styles and to
suggest that any treatment of his writing that concerns only the aph-
orism, even if this is supplemented by the figure of the metaphor and
by the notion of the fragment, is bound to be incomplete. Nietzsche
himself was always aware of this feature of his writing and wrote
about it using a crucial trope to which we shall have to return: “T have
many stylistic possibilities—the most multifarious art of style that has
ever been at the disposal of one man” (EH, 111, 4).

The question with which I am concerned is not the question why
Nietzsche uses this rather than that particular style on each particular
occasion, though this question is, of course, important in its own
right. No specific discussion of any individual work of his can pro-
ceed, in my opinion, without confronting that issue directly. It is no
accident, for example, that On the Genealogy of Morals combines the
form of the scholarly treatise, to which dispassionate argument and
reasoned comparison of alternative viewpoints has always been essen-
tial, with some of the most vehement and outrageously partisan lan-
guage. The reason for this, crudely put, is that Nietzsche wants to
show that interpretation, which is what genealogy also is, is essentially
value laden and polemical, and that even dispassionate argument is a
special case of such polemics. In particular, he wants to suggest that
some particular instances of dispassionate argument are simply efforts
to mask their own partial and partisan nature.

Nevertheless, such important questions are not the ones with
which I am directly concerned here. My interest in Nietzsche’s style is
much more general and abstract. My question addresses not the style
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of individual works or passages but the fact that he shifts styles and
genres as often as he does. It addresses not so much his style but, as he
puts it himself, his “stylistic possibilities.” My answer, as I shall try to
show in detail, is that Nietzsche’s stylistic pluralism is another facet of
his perspectivism: it is one of his essential weapons in his effort to dis-
tinguish himself from the philosophical tradition as he conceives it,
while at the same time he tries to criticize it and to offer alternatives to
it.

As a matter of fact, Nietzsche’s stylistic pluralism was noticed by
Kaufmann, who discusses it briefly. But Kaufmann’s account repli-
cates his view of the aphorism in particular, since he insists on taking
this genre as the essence of Nietzsche’s style. Just as aphorisms are for
him “experiments” aiming “to get to the objects themselves” beyond
“concepts and opinions” (p. 85), so Nietzsche’s various styles are
themselves part of the same effort to try, in various ways, to get things
right once and for all: “Involuntarily almost, Nietzsche is driven from
style to style in his ceaseless striving for an adequate means of expres-
sion. Each style is characteristically his own, but soon found inad-
equate, and then drives him to another newer one. Yet all the experi-
ments cohere because they are not capricious. Their unity one might
call existential” (p. 93).

We must thoroughly reject the view that Nietzsche’s many styles
reflect his effort to find a single “adequate means of expression,” since
he himself writes, almost as if he had anticipated this interpretation,
that “the demand for an adequate mode of expression is senseless”
(WP, 625). Far from being directed toward getting to “the things
themselves,” the very idea of which Nietzsche radically repudiates,
his many modes of writing are directly connected to his view that
“facts are precisely what there is not, only interpretations” (WP, 481).
We must not, however, simply assume that Nietzsche’s stylistic vari-
ety is just another expression of the pluralism and indeterminacy
which, according to the readings of Kofman and Derrida, characterize
each single individual aphorism or fragment. Though Nietzsche’s
writing as a whole supports his perspectivism, it does not do so by be-
ing itself beyond interpretation, by failing to have a determinate
structure, form, or meaning.

The connection between Nietzsche’s stylistic pluralism and his
perspectivism is more subtle and oblique. His many styles are part of
his effort to present views without presenting them as more than
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views of his own and are therefore part of his effort to distinguish his
practice from what he considers the practice of philosophers so far.

In order to make clear the relationship between Nietzsche’s styles,
his perspectivism, and his distrust of traditional philosophy as he con-
ceives of it, we must ask the two questions that inevitably face a seri-
ous examination of Nietzsche’s style, but that have been obscured by
the almost exclusive attention the aphorism has received so far. In-
stead of turning directly to this genre and to the other few figures that
have occupied previous writers, let us take a step back and ask, first,
why it is that the aphorism has in fact loomed so large in earlier discus-
sions, and second, why it is that Nietzsche depends on such an unusu-
ally large variety of styles and genres in his philosophical writing.

- The second question, as we just saw, may suggest that the relation-
ship between Nietzsche’s various works replicates the relationship be-
tween his individual aphorisms. One may take this either as a sign
that Nietzsche is striving for the methodological monism that Kauf-
mann attributes to him or as an indication that the radical pluralist
reading of Kofman and Derrida is after all correct. Either alternative
may in turn provoke the suspicion that Nietzsche’s sketch of “literary
decadence” does after all apply to his own writing, though not every-
one would agree that what Nietzsche describes there is decadence or
that decadence is necessarily something that must be avoided. But it
also raises the possibility that only self-deception or, as Jaspers
thought,8 his inevitable involvement with self-contradiction allowed
Nietzsche to write, thinking obviously of himself, that “this alone is
fitting for a philosopher. We have no right to isolated acts of any kind:
we may not make isolated errors or hit upon isolated truths. Rather
do 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,
oe sun” (GM, Pref., 4). Should we simply overlook statements like
tgis? Should we accept them as evidence that Nietzsche’s thinking
cznnot be coherently described? Should we try to account for them
by subordinating Nietzsche’s changing masks to his search for his one
true face? Or can we interpret them in a new way, distinct from these
more or less traditional approaches?

- To provide such an interpretation we must return to the first of
our two questions. One obvious reason for the central place of the
aphorism in previous discussions of Nietzsche’s style is the fact that
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his aphorisms are so very good. But this fact, though it may account
for the prominence of the aphorism, cannot by itself account for the
almost universal blindness to his many other styles, modes, and man-
ners. To offer an explanation of this more complicated phenomenon
we must turn to yet another feature of Nietzsche’s writing, a feature
that remains remarkably constant from the time of The Birth of Tragedy
to that of Ecce Homo and that itself constitutes a traditional rhetorical
trope: the figure of exaggeration or hyperbole. This single most perva-
sive feature of his writing, which attracts a certain kind of reader to
him, repels another, and causes still a third to alternate between com-
prehension and blankness, between exhilaration and despair, and so

ultimately to pass him by, may also explain why the aphorism has
dominated all discussions of Nietzsche’s writing so far.

Nietzsche’s writing is irreducibly hyperbolic. It is, for example,
one thing to claim that Greek tragedy came to its end through the dra-
mas of Euripides, that the genre was exhausted by them, that tragedy
had nowhere to go after Euripides wrote.?® It is quite another to
write, and to mean, as Nietzsche does, that “Greek tragedy . . . died by
suicide . . . tragically” (BT, 11), that Euripides actually killed it, and
that he used and was used by “aesthetic Socratism as the murderous
principle” (BT, 12). It is one thing to be suspicious of the notion of
truth and to question whether a general theory of truth and knowl-
edge is possible or even desirable. It is quite another to ask, “What in
us really wants truth? . . . Suppose we want truth: why not rather un-
truth? and uncertainty? even ignorance?” (BGE, 1). We accept, often
as a necessary evil, the fact of human cruelty. But how can we come to
terms with the view that “to see others suffer does one good,.to make
others suffer even more: this is a hard saying but an ancient, mighty,
human, all-too-human principle . . . Without cruelty there is no festi-
val: thus the longest and most ancient part of human history teaches”
(GM, 11, 6)? Voltaire, for one, was certainly not a friend of Christian-
ity. But how much in Voltaire compares to Nietzsche’s statement,
chosen almost at random, “I call Christianity the one great curse, the
one great innermost corruption, the one great instinct of revenge, for
which no means is poisonous, stealthy, subterranean, small enough—I
call it the one immortal blemish of humanity” (4, 62)? Humility has
never been a central character trait of the great figures in the history
of philosophy, art, or science. But even among them, the tone of the
Preface to The Antichrist or of the whole of Ecce Homo is remarkable
for its stridency.
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These few instances are not even the beginning of an elementary
listing of the hyperbolic in Nietzsche. I am merely using them to call
t¢ mind how often passages like these confront his readers and how
difficult it is to know quite how to react to them. I want them to bring
out what may well be the most consistent and the most conspicuous
faature of his writing, the fact that Nietzsche, as he very well knew,
skouts: “The spell that fights on our behalf, the eye of Venus that
charms and blinds even our opponents, is the magic of the extreme, the
seduction that everything extreme exercises: we immoralists—we are
the most extreme” (WP, 749).

Nietzsche’s aphorlsms, like most of the rest of his writing, are often
therbohc Hyperbole is in fact particularly well suited to the apho-
ristic style because it helps the aphorism attract attention and, in its
startlingness, reveals quite unexpected connections. But the aphorism
is an essentially isolated sentence or short text, and precisely because
of its isolation it disarms the hyperbole as, at the very same time, it
highlights it. This, for example, is just what happens in section 260 of
The Gay Science: “Multiplication table—One is always wrong, but
wi:th two truth begins.—One cannot prove the case, but two are irre-
futable.” The aphorism has bracketed the hyperbole it prevents it
from functioning as part of a continuous narrative or, more impor-
tait, as a premise in an argument. The spaces that separate aphorisms
from one another also act as frames that magnify the power of exag-
geration within them but don’t allow it to penetrate beyond their
confines. It is just this simultaneous foregrounding and neutralizing
of hyperbole in the aphorism that has tempted Nietzsche’s readers so
far to concentrate almost exclusively on that genre: doing so has en-
abled us to avoid having to come to terms with hyperbole in its own
right. But since this figure of speech is much more common in Nietz-
sche than the aphorism, we can no longer refuse to face it directly. We
must therefore ask why Nietzsche relies so heavily—sometimes to the
peint of buffoonery—on this most unscholarly of tropes.

Precisely because hyperbole is unscholarly, it may be tempting to
think, as many have, that Nietzsche has nothing serious to say. One
can therefore react to his writing with indifference and simply let it
pass by. A second reaction to Nietzsche, based on an awareness that
he is concerned with serious and important problems, is indignation.
Such questions, one might think, should never be asked in Nietzsche’s
manner; his way of putting them can make them appear to be irre-
sponsible efforts to undermine just what cannot, and should not, be
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undermined. And finally there is the complicated reaction involved in
critical or uncritical discipleship, which is produced by Nietzsche’s
uncanny ability to captivate totally at least part of his audience.

It is remarkable how these obvious reactions to hyperbole bring
to mind the one figure in the history of philosophy with whom
Nietzsche never ceased to be involved in a highly complicated, deeply
equivocal relationship, a figure who prompted, by very different
means and with catastrophic results for his person though not for his
character, exactly the same range of reactions—the figure of Socrates.
It is, I now want to suggest, within the context of the confrontation
between Nietzsche and Socrates, along with everything else which
Nietzsche took Socrates to represent, that we shall find the answers to
the questions we have asked.

In Plato’s Euthyphro, for example, Socrates has a conversation
with a2 man who unself-consciously declares himself to be an expert
on religious matters, and who is willing and eager to discourse at
length on the question of the nature of piety. Euthyphro is a religious
seer who is engaged in a highly controversial and apparently impious
legal action against his father, having accused him of murder. It is cru-
cial in reading the dialogue to note that Euthyphro explicitly agrees
with Socrates that unless he knows very well what piety is, he cannot
be justified in pressing such an unusual suit. And it is also important
to remember that, as Plato is very careful to make clear, it is not Socra-
tes but Euthyphro himself who begins the conversation, Euthyphro
who volunteers his expertise, Euthyphro who offers to instruct Socra-
tes on the nature of piety, and Euthyphro, of course, who fails time
after time to answer Socrates’ seemingly elementary questions con-
cerning the topic on which he has presented himself as expert. Despite
all this, it is also Euthyphro himself who, after a number of unsuccess-
ful attempts to say what constitutes piety, is still blithely confident
that he has the necessary knowledge and shrugs Socrates off with a
transparent excuse that shows how little he cares for Socrates’ con-
cerns, how totally untouched this conversation has left him. Having
acted up to that point as if he had all the time in the world, he now
suddenly responds to Socrates’ repeated question by abruptly cutting
the conversation off: “Some other time, Socrates,” he says; “right now
Iam in a hurry to go somewhere, and I really must be going” (15¢3-4).

By contrast, Plato’s Meno shows how Socrates’ questions can be
perceived as a threat. The wealthy, respectable Anytus, who was even-
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tually to be one of the plaintiffs in the trial that cost Socrates his life,
also wants to stop talking with him. But he does so with a threat of his
-own that shows he does not at all think Socrates is to be shrugged off.
On the contrary, Anytus takes Socrates very seriously indeed and is
ursettled by what he takes as Socrates’ attack on the virtue of the
great Athenians and on the ability of the democratic city to impart
virtue to the children of its citizens. For Anytus, Socrates puts into
question everything that he, a staunch democrat, has always stood for
without second thought. “Socrates,” he says as he leaves, “I think you
are too eager to speak ill of people. My advice to you, if you would
take it, is to be careful. It is everywhere easier to come to a bad rather

than to a good end, and this is even more true here in Athens. But [ ex-
pect you already know all this yourself” (94e3-95at).

Before we turn to discipleship, which introduces a further com-
plication of its own, we must note that the similarity in the reactions
Socrates and Nietzsche often produce in their audience is not acciden-
tal. The exasperation Socrates produced in his contemporaries was
dcubtless due in part to his radically new philosophical interests, his
new and still unclear way of doing philosophy; and the same is true,
to some extent, of Nietzsche. But this is only a small part of the reason
for the parallel; the important factor lies elsewhere.

Consider, for example, Plato’s Laches, in which Socrates is about
to discuss whether it is good for young men to learn how to fence. Be-
fore the conversation on this rather trivial topic begins in earnest,
N:cias, a famous general and Socrates’ friend, warns the company:

I don’t think you know what it is like to get involved in a discussion
with Socrates. Whatever the subject you begin with, he will continue
to press the argument and he will not stop until he has made you
give a general account of yourself. You will have to account not
only for your present mode of life, but also for everything that you
have done in the past. And even when he has made you do all this,
Socrates will not let you go until he has examined each question
deeply and thoroughly. (187e6-188a3)

Nietzsche’s project is essentially similar to and overlaps the pro-
ject of Socrates, so described. Both Nietzsche and Socrates are intensely
personal thinkers, actively engaged in changing, in one way or an-
other, the moral quality of the life of the people around them, though
thzy pursue their goals in radically different ways. Socrates constantly
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employs everyday situations in order to show that they all involve
deep and serious issues of the sort that today we consider philosophi-
cal. Nietzsche always raises just such abstract philosophical issues
only to drop them suddenly in his readers’ laps as questions that im-
mediately affect their everyday lives. While the Laches transforms a
discussion of fencing into a consideration of courage, virtue, and the
good life, Beyond Good and Evil begins with questions concerning the
notion of truth, the possibility of certainty, the issue of freedom and
necessity, and other traditional philosophical problems, and develops
all of them into questions about the moral character of the person
who, like most of us today, is more or less convinced by the traditional
answers to them. More accurately perhaps, Nietzsche tries to show
how often and how unsuspectingly his readers have given answers to
such questions, sometimes not even aware that these are questions at
all and that these answers shape their everyday life. But what he cen-
trally objects to is not the specific answers these questions have been
given but the very assumption that they are to be answered, and per-
haps even asked, at all.

Socrates of course always pursues his goal personally and in con-
versation, while Nietzsche is the most writerly of philosophers. Soc-
rates believes that not enough questions have been asked, while Nietz-
sche is afraid that too many answers have been given. Socrates
considers self-knowledge at least the beginning if not the very content
of the good life, while Nietzsche denies that in Socrates’ sense there is

—gither a self that can be known or a knowledge that cancapture it. Soc-
rates thinks that_action must be grounded in objective value, while
Nietzsche urges that values are created through actions. Socrates con-
siders explicit and articulate rational understanding the greatest and
most distinguishing human achievement, while Nietzsche laments
that “the task of incorporating knowledge and making 1t instinctive is
only beginning to dawn on the human eye and is not yet cieariy dis-
cernible” (GS, 211; cf 71, VI, 3) Finally, irony, which in Socrates’ case
consists of saymg “too little,” functions for him just as hyperbole,
which is saying “too much,” functions for Nietzsche.

Despite Nietzsche’s claims to have found his antipode in Ernest
Renan (“It is so neat, so distinguished to have one’s own antipodes!”
BGE, 48) and Paul Rée (GM, Pref., 4), his real antipodes are constituted
b ther than Socrates. Nietzsche disagrees with Socrates, issue
for issue, on every question about the content and the method of phi-
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losophy, yet he is engaged in exactly the same effort of affecting peo-
ple’s lives: the two are constantly and directly competing with one an-
other. Socrates and Nietzsche are inextricably joined by their
common efforts, but each is inevitably repelled by the direction the
other wants life to take as a result of his influence.

It is, then, just this personal, Socratic element in Nietzsche’s pro-
ject that accounts for his exaggerated, swaggering, polemical, self-
conscious and self-aggrandizing, un-Socratic style. Both desperately
need their audience’s attention. Socrates tried to secure it in conversa-
tion, through his ironic humility, his arrogant self-effacement, which
draws people either unsuspectingly or angrily into argument—but
which in either case draws them in. Nietzsche attempts to attract at-
tention through his thick style, which is often insulting and in bad
taste, but which never lets his readers forget that the argument they
ar= getting involved in is always in more than one sense personal.
Both Socrates and Nietzsche often fail in their efforts and have no ef-
fect at all; but as long as they even manage to upset their audience,
they have already partly won the contest: in such situations, any at-
tention is better than no attention at all. Hence, for Nietzsche the su-
preme irony of Socrates” death: “Socrates wanted to die: not Athens,
but he himself chose the hemlock; he forced Athens to sentence him”
(11, 111, 12).

- In one instance Nietzsche argues that it is extremely difficult to
translate Aristophanes, Petronius, and Machiavelli into German, and
in the course of his argument discusses at least ten different authors
(EGE, 28). What he says about these authors and about the inherent
limitations of the tempo of German is often wrong-headed and even
sily, especially since he writes that German is “almost incapable of
presto” in a passage that itself is a wonderful instance of that very tempo.
How are we to react to a passage like this? Should we argue with
Nietzsche about these authors, even if only to show how wrong and
silly he is? But to do so it is necessary to read them; and if we have read
them already, it is necessary to read, or at least to think about them
again. These, however, are some of Nietzsche’s favorite authors, and
to have them read is exactly what he wants to accomplish in the first
p-ace; thus he establishes common ground with his audience, even if
this proceeds from and results in disagreement. Perhaps we might
even come to agree with him on some point; but even if we don’t, we
end up reading what Nietzsche has read, and we now have that read-
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ing in common with him. The one reaction Nietzsche cannot tolerate
is indifference, and this is what his use of hyperbole is designed to
eliminate. Like Socratic irony, it often fails to accomplish its end, and
some people are particularly unsusceptible to it. But the aim is the
same in both cases, and the effect the two tropes are intended to have
is identical.

We can now return to discipleship, the third reaction both Socra-
tes and Nietzsche often provoke. The greatest manifestations of the
will to power, to use Nietzsche’s term, are to be found in the greatest
intellectual achievements, in the arts and religion, in science, moral-
ity, and philosophy. Artworks, scientific theories, religious views,
moral, political, and philosophical systems embody and carry forth a
particular individual’s picture or interpretation of the world, the val-
ues, and the preferences through which that individual can best live
and flourish. The greatest among such individuals succeed in estab-
lishing their pictures and preferences as the world within which, and
the values by means of which other people come to live their lives, often
unaware that these are not given facts but the products or interpreta-
tions of someone else. Great intellectual achievements, especially
those that are embodied in texts or in other enduring works that re-
quire reinterpretation, are immense because, as Nietzsche sees it, their
influence is constantly renewed. It is true that, so to speak, every time
we look at the map of Europe we see the will to power that was mani-
fested in Napoleon, who remained throughout one of Nietzsche’s
greatest heroes, and who will continue to affect history indefinitely.
But for Nietzsche, someone like Socrates is even more important: in
addition to inserting himself into history once, he keeps reentering it
and constantly renewing and modifying his previous effects every
time he is, as he has been so far, read again by a new generation.

Nietzsche may have had a naive view of the importance of writ-
ing, an exaggerated sense of the effects of the activity for which he
himself was best suited. But the fact remains that of the roughly 120
proper names that appear in Beyond Good and Evil, well over a hun-
dred are the names of authors, artists, scientists, and fictional charac-
ters. In order to depict the bloody vengefulness of Christianity in On
the Genealogy of Morals Nietzsche, instead of even alluding to the In-
quisition or the Crusades, prefers instead to quote St. Thomas’ de-
scription of heaven and hell and Tertullian’s anticipation of the Sec-
-ond Coming of Christ (GM, I, 15). His physical imagery is directly
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cennected with what, in Blake’s words, we might appropriately call
“the mental fight,” the only fight Nietzsche ever seriously envisages
ard in which he engages; in fact we might say that the more violent
his imagery becomes, the more abstract is the fight in which he is in-
volved (cf., for example BGE, 29-30). His writerliness is nowhere
more evident than in his advice on how to come to understand the
“common” people (BGE, 26). He believes, of course, that “choice hu-
man beings” must isolate themselves from the vulgar; but he also be-
lieves that if they are “destined for knowledge, they must come to see
what such people are like and that they must “go down, and above all

.. ‘inside.” ” But instead of recommending any of the obvious ways
ot doing so, Nietzsche writes that what is necessary for coming to
know what most people are like is reading. He mentions two kinds of
authors who must be read in this connection: first, cynics, who recog-
nize what is vulgar in themselves, detest it, but still need to make their
feelings plain; second, authors like Galiani, who also know how com-
mon they are but love their vulgarity, wallow in it, and write in order
to celebrate it. Both kinds of authors, Nietzsche claims, are describing
the same set of features, one to praise it and one to put it down. From
their different attitudes we are to derive a stereoscopic image of com-
monness and vulgarity and thus complete “the long and serious study
of average people” (cf. CW, Pref.). Writing, the chapters that follow
will try to show, always remains both the main model and the main
okject of Nietzsche’s thinking.

In discussing Nietzsche’s attitude toward Socrates’ importance, I
clzimed that Socrates is read by every new generation of Western
readers. But this is inaccurate, since Socrates never wrote anything
himself and consequently cannot be read. It is rather Plato, or Plato’s
Socrates, who is continuously read and reread. For Nietzsche, Socra-
tes was enabled to exercise his will to power on the course of our
thought simply (if this is at all the appropriate word) by virtue of cre-
ating a single disciple who in turn created the Socrates with whom we
have all become more or less familiar (cf. BGE, 190). This is one more
irony that Nietzsche, who devoted his life to writing, cannot possibly
have missed. Nor could we have missed the final irony involved in the
fact that so many of Plato’s dialogues show Socrates failing to con-
vince the people with whom he is talking of the correctness of his ap-
proach and failing to have any effect on their lives. Time after time
Sacrates fails to reach the knowledge he seeks and to persuade his lis-
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teners that this knowledge, or at least the knowledge that this knowl-
edge is lacking, is essential for the good life. Yet it is just in being
shown to fail to change the mind and life of those who talk to him
that Socrates has succeeded in changing the mind and life of all those
who have read the Platonic dialogues, and of many others besides.

This double irony, in addition to the combination of attraction
and repulsion we have already discussed, may perhaps account for
what I take to be the irreducibly ambivalent attitude of Nietzsche to-
ward Socrates. Without being able to give this very complicated sub-
ject the necessary attention, I want to resist the two most common
current views of their relationship. Walter Kaufmann argues that
“Nietzsche, for whom Socrates was allegedly a ‘villain,” modelled his
conception of his own task largely after Socrates” apology” (p. 391).
Werner Dannhauser, by contrast, has replied that for Nietzsche “the
quarrel with Socrates is part of a vast historical drama which he re-
counts and which features Socrates as the first villain and Nietzsche
himself as the final hero.”2° Both views are too unequivocal. They
take sides too easily on an issue about which it is not clear that there
are sides to be taken at all.

Socrates’ task, as I have described it, is in fact the same as
Nietzsche’s; this, as Kaufmann claims, ties them to one another. But
their method of pursuing it, and the direction in which they pursue it,
as well as a further, more important feature of their approach which I
shall presently discuss, are fundamentally opposed; this makes Socra-
tes, if such a straightforward term is at all appropriate here, a “villain”
in Nietzsche’s eyes. Socrates, however, is a villain not for the indepen-
dent reasons Kaufmann discusses but precisely because his task and
Nietzsche’s are one and the same. Nietzsche, as I have said, is always
in direct competition with Socrates, and their relationship, like the re-
lationship between many great opponents, is inescapably ambiguous.
It is best captured in the lines from Wilde with which this chapter be-
gins. What is ambivalent in Nietzsche’s attitude toward Socrates is
not his rage or his enmity: these are always there. What is necessarily
ambivalent is his reaction to the gnawing question whether the pro-
truding eyes that stare back at him when he squints at Socrates’ por-
trait may not be his own, whether in looking at Socrates he may not
after all be looking into a mirror.

Zarathustra at one point tells his disciples: “You may have only
enemies whom you can hate, not enemies you despise. You must be
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proud of your enemy: then the successes of your enemy are your suc-
cesses too” (Z, 1, 9; cf. GM, 111, 15). In Beyond Good and Evil (p. 210)
Nietzsche discusses Socrates in a manner that shows that at least
sometimes he thinks of him as an enemy in just that way. Yet it is very
difficult to find the pride that Zarathustra commands us to take in our
eaemy in Nietzsche’s writing that Socrates was “plebs,” “ugly,” hardly a
Greek, a “criminal” and “decadent,” a wanton of the instincts, a “buf-
foon who got himself taken seriously,” that he was vengeful and repel-
lent (though also a great “erotic”), a “misunderstanding,” and a true
disease (77, III). What is it then about Socrates and the tradition which
he represents that forces Nietzsche to despise him as well as to hate
him, to disdain him as well as to admire him? Why is Nietzsche so sus-
picious of Socrates? The answer to this question returns us to our dis-
cussion of Nietzsche’s style, which we have left aside, and provides an
answer to the second of our two questions about Nietzsche’s writing.

. We have seen that the answer to the question concerning the im-
portance of the aphorism in previous discussions of Nietzsche’s style
it that the aphorism makes it much easier to come to terms with hy-
perbole, on which Nietzsche relies studiously and consistently.
Nietzsche’s hyperboles, as I have said, call attention to his writing and
engage his readers in a personal argument. This, it should be clear, is
not to say that hyperbole is merely a dispensable means of accom-
plishing an independently accessible goal: Nietzsche’s writing, and his
thinking, is essentially hyperbolic. We might vaguely define hyperbole as
a figure by means of which one says more than is strictly speaking ap-
propriate. But the standard by which how much is said is to be judged
is not given by a perfectly literal, perfectly accurate mode of expres-
sion that represents things just as they are. This standard is, rather,
given by what is usually expected in writings concerning the sorts of
philosophical problems with which Nietzsche is commonly con-
cerned. It is true that Nietzsche’s texts, compared to many other
philosophical works, often say too much; but this comparison leaves
open the possibility that the excess may after all be even more accu-
rate than the literal standard, which may itself come to be seen as
a trope in its own right, as a litotes or understatement. To this we
might add that Nietzsche’s self-aggrandizing, aristocratic, esoteric
manner also provides one further contrast with Socrates’ constant
szlf-effacement, which, even when it is perfectly ironic, succeeds in
raaking his personality appear to take second place to the general is-
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sues involved in his discussions. And this brings us back to the ques-
tion of why Nietzsche makes use of so many genres and styles in his
various writings.

I have already mentioned Nietzsche’s view that (as we shall see in
more detail in later chapters) the will to power is manifested in the
ability to make one’s own view of the world and one’s own values the
very world and values in which and by which others live. This is ex-
actly what he thinks Plato and Socrates, whom we can here consider a
single character, have accomplished. But if this is so, then Nietzsche,
for whom “the objective measure of value” is “solely the quantum of
enhanced and organized power” (WB 674), should not find Socrates
objectionable in the way and to the extent that he does. He may well
disagree quite strongly with the content of Socrates’ views and with
the specific values he has imposed upon the world. But this does not
account either for his vitriolic attitude or for his constant effort not
only to disagree with Socrates but also, somehow, to expose him.

Nietzsche is so suspicious of Plato and Socrates because he be-
lieves that their approach is essentially dogmatic. He attributes to
them the view that their view is not simply a view but an accurate de-
scription of the real world which forces its own acceptance and makes
an unconditional claim on everyone’s assent. This, we shall see, is one
of Nietzsche’s most central criticisms of philosophers, of whom he
takes Plato and Socrates to be emblematic. Apart from objecting to
their specific ideas, he objects even more to the fact that philosophers
“are not honest enough in their work,” that they write as if they had
reached their ideas in an objective and disinterested manner, motivated
only by the search for truth. But according to him these same philos-
ophers “are all advocates who resent that name, and for the most part
even wily spokesmen for their prejudices which they baptize
‘truths’—and very far from having the courage of the conscience that
admits this, precisely this, to itself; very far from having the good taste
or the courage which also lets this be known, whether to warn an en-
emy or friend, or, from exuberance, to mock itself” (BGE, 5).

It is in the interest of dogmatic approaches to hide their specific
origins; in this way they are enabled to make universal claims. This is
one of the reasons, as we shall see, why Nietzsche engages in the prac-
tice he calls “genealogy,” for genealogy reveals the very particular,
very interested origins from which actually emerge the views that we
have forgotten are views and take instead as facts. Genealogy reveals
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beth these origins and the mechanisms by which the views in ques-
tion try to conceal them. This is notoriously true of morality: “A mo-
rdlity, a mode of living tried and proved by long experience and test-
ing, at length enters consciousness as a law, as dominating—And
therewith the entire group of related values and states enters into it: it
becomes venerable, unassailable, holy, true; it is part of its develop-
mient that its origin should be forgotten—That is a sign that it has be-
céme master” (WP, 514; cf. BGE, 202). Having an origin is being part
of history, and this implies that it is at least possible also to have an
erd. It is just this possibility that, according to Nietzsche, dogmatism
must render invisible, since it aims to be accepted necessarily and un-
cenditionally—not as the product of a particular person or idiosyn-
cracy but as the result of a discovery about the unalterable features of
the world.

Nietzsche’s opposition to dogmatism does not consist in the para-
doxical idea that it is wrong to think that one’s beliefs are true, but
only in the view that one’s beliefs are not, and need not be, true for
everyone. His own “new philosophers” have just that attitude regard-
ing their beliefs:

" Are these coming philosophers new friends of truth? That is prob-
-able enough, for all philosophers so far have loved their truths. But
they will certainly not be dogmatists. It must offend their pride, also
their taste, if their truth is supposed to be a truth for everyone—
which has so far been the secret wish and hidden meaning of all dog-
matic aspirations. “My judgment is my judgment”: no one else is
easily entitled to it—that is what such philosophers of the future
may perhaps say of themselves. (BGE, 43)

Like every other writer Nietzsche too wants his audience to accept his
views. Though he launches a sustained and complicated attack on the
notions of truth and knowledge, it would be absurd to claim that he
writes so as not to be believed. The point of his attack, as we shall see
ir later chapters, is different and is directed at the conditions under
which views are accepted as true. He wants to be believed, but not un-
conditionally; even more, he does not want to appear to want to be be-
lizved unconditionally. That is, he wants to avoid engaging, and to be
perceived as engaging, in what he often calls “metaphysics.” Both dog-
matism and metaphysics are, like everything else according to his
view, manifestations of the will to power. But what distinguishes

|
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them from other similar manifestations and allows him to attack
them is that they are, as he thinks, self-deceptive. They are attempts to
project one’s own views on the world, and they are just as much at-
tempts to hide precisely this projection from themselves as well as
from their audience. They lack “the courage of the conscience” that
either in warning or in mockery admits that the view being projected
is nothing more than a reading onto the world of the conditions un-
der which its own author can thrive, and which need not be the right
conditions for anyone else: “We seek a picture of the world in that
philosophy in which we feel freest; i.e., in which our most powerful
drive feels free to function. This will also be the case with me!” (WP,
418). Accepting a view is therefore not simply a question of assenting
to a set of propositions, as the matter is sometimes put. It also involves
accepting the values that are the preconditions of that view and the
mode of life that is implied and made possible by those values. And
since Nietzsche believes that there is no mode of life that is proper, de-
sirable, or indeed possible for everyone, he also holds, very consis-
tently, that there is no set of views that commands universal assent by
virtue of depending merely on the features of the world in itself or of
human beings as such.

At this point, however, Nietzsche is faced with an urgent prob-
lem. He wants, on the one hand, to distinguish himself from Socrates
and from the philosophical tradition. One way in which he might
have achieved this goal would have been to refrain from writing any-
thing that might in any conceivable manner be construed as philo-
sophical—the only certain method for accomplishing this purpose be-
ing to refrain from writing altogether. But this is not, and cannot be,
Nietzsche’s way. Refraining from writing, assuming that this was
something he had any choice about, would not simply have distin-
guished him from the tradition; it would have prevented him from be-
ing related to it in any way. But Nietzsche also wants, on the other
hand, to criticize that tradition and to offer views of his own which,
in their undogmatic manner, will compete with other views. Yet this
procedure always involves the risk of falling back into the philosophi-
cal tradition after all. We can think of philosophy as a mirror in which
those who belong to it are reflected, while those who are not reflected
are totally irrelevant to it. Wilde’s image of the rage of Caliban applies
to Nietzsche, then, in one more way. Can Nietzsche maintain the am-
biguous relationship to philosophy he clearly wants to have? Or are
his only choices either to be part of it or else to pass it by totally?
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What are those authors to do who want to produce views about
the world but who also want to warn their readers that what they are
reading is no more than one author’s approach? And what, even more
urgent, is an author to do who wants to make the point that all writ-
ihg is of this nature? An obvious solution to the problem, of course, is
simply to admit that the view one is presenting is just that—that it is
simply one’s own interpretation. Nietzsche does precisely this when,
having attacked the mechanistic interpretation of physics, he presents
his own hypothesis of the will to power and concludes, “Supposing
that this is also only interpretation—and you will be eager enough to
make this objection?—Well, so much the better” (BGE, 22). e

- This strategy, however, faces two serious difficulties. The first,
which Ishall discuss in the next chapter, is that it may prove to be self-
refuting. If the view that everything is an interpretation is itself an in-
terpretation, and therefore possibly false, it may follow that all is not -
after all interpretation. The second difficulty is that this strategy may
be self-defeating in a less formal sense. Constantly to repeat the phrase
“This is only my mterpretatlon as one’s sole concession to this anti--
dogmatlc orientation would soon rob it of all credibility. The quahﬁ-
cation would simply make no difference to what was being asserted: it
would become an empty gesture. Had Nietzsche made this admission .
more frequently than he did, he would have defeated his purpose as
surely as Socrates, who made his admission only once (Apol. 20c-23c),
would have defeated his own goal had he pointed out as a matter of
course that his interlocutors lacked just that knowledge of which they
were, wrongly, so confident and proud. o—

~ Nietzsche’s central problem as an author, therefore, is that he
wants his readers to accept his views, his judgments and his values as
much as he wants them to know that these are essentially bis views, bis
]udgments and his values. At least some of his preoccupation with the
problem of his proper audience (cf. GM, Pref., 8; A, Pref.) springs
from his desire to have as readers only those who will always be aware
of the nature of his views, and of all views in general. He is constantly
resisting the dogmatic self-effacement that is directed at convincing an
tudience that the views with which they are presented are not their
cuthors’ creations but simply reflections of the way things are.
Though Nietzsche wants to avoid the opposite extreme, which takes
views as simply the creations of their authors, he also wants his read-
ers to know that accepting a particular view is not so much a result of
obligation as a product of choice. And though this choice is not dictated
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by considerations that are absolutely binding, it is still difficult, com-
plex, and in no obvious sense arbitrary.

The will to power which Nietzsche sometimes calls “afirmative”
is a will to power that affirms itself as such, that sees itself as a view of
the world by which its author and perhaps some other people can live
their lives (cf. Z, II, 13). But how is such an acknowledgment to be
made? Making it explicitly, as we have seen, soon prevents it from be-
ing believable; not making it at all immediately collapses the approach
into dogmatism and masks its will to power. Is it then impossible to
present a view as true, by which one can live, without also presenting
it as a view that is true necessarily, by which all must live? Nietzsche, I
think, is afraid that he may not have finally resolved this difficult
problem. This is why he suspects that his task may not after all be so
very different from the task of Socrates. And since these are attitudes
he has toward himself, they account not only for his irreparably di-
vided feelings toward Socrates but also for his own equivocal relation
to philosophy, and for the irreducible ambiguity of his own position
within it.

The problem of absolutism has another side. Is it possible to pre-
sent a view as true and admit that other views are true as well without
undermining one’s own position? Or must one who makes this ad-
mission fall into a vicious relativism that concedes that every view is
as true as every other? Nietzsche’s discussion of these issues in regard

. to morality shows that he does not take these two as the only alterna-

! tives. Many historians of morality, “mostly Englishmen,” he writes,
i “affirm some consensus of the nations, at least of tame nations, con-

cerning certain principles of morals, and then they infer from this
that these principles must be unconditionally binding also for you
and me; or, conversely, they see the truth that among different nations
moral valuations are necessarily different and then infer from this that
no morality is at all binding. Both procedures are equally childish”
(GS, 345).

With this we can finally return to the question of style, for we
now have what we need in order to account both for what I earlier
called the thickness, the self-consciousness, of Nietzsche’s writing and
for his constant shifting of genres. The dilemma I have been discuss-
ing applies to the effort to state explicitly that one has adopted a per-
spectivist position. Nietzsche’s highly original solution is to try to
avoid this dilemma by turning his attention to the manner in which
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he presents the views he considers his own interpretations and which
he'wants his readers to recognize as such. Nietzsche uses his changing
genres and styles in order to make his presence as an author literally
unforgettable and in order to prevent his readers from overlooking
the fact that his views necessarily originate with him. He depends on
many styles in order to suggest that there is no single, neutral lan-
guage in which his views, or any others, can ever be presented. His
constant stylistic presence shows that theories are as various and idio-
syncratic as the writing in which they are embodied. If the very same
style is used consistently over time, it becomes easy to think that
some views at least are independent of style, since it may appear that
they are presented in no style at all. Nietzsche’s shifting genres serve
to prevent this.?! They also suggest that the very distinction between
the content of a view and the manner in which that view is presented
is to be seriously questioned. As Arthur Danto has written in The
Transfiguration of the Commonplace, it is through the presence of style
thit “in addition to representing whatever it does in fact represent,
the instrument of representation imparts and impresses something of
its own character in the act of representing it, so that in addition to
knowing what it is of, the practiced eye will know how it was done.” I
don’t think that we need to be disturbed by Danto’s distinction be-
twzen what is represented and how the representation is accom-
plished because, as he goes on to write, “the structure of a style is. like'
the structure of a personality.”?? The distinction between “what is
said” and “how it is said” is not a useful one in this context. When !
I claim that we must pay attention to Nietzsche’s style, I am claim- *
ing only that his changing styles convey significant information to
his readers. The point is not that we must pay attention to the (ill-
characterized) “literary” aspects of his work but that in addition to
presenting his views, Nietzsche’s varying, self-conscious writing
enables the practiced reader always to be aware of who it is whose
views are being presented, what personality these views express and
constitute.

- Nietzsche’s many styles are therefore to be explained through his
relation to Socrates and to philosophy: they are an essential part of his
constant war against them. They are the means and products of his ef-
fort always to insinuate himself between his readers and the world.
His manner of writing is not an invitation to interpret him in an un-
ending number of ways but an ever-present reminder that if we are

I
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convinced by it, we are convinced by his writing, which is a product.,
of his own values, idiosyncracies, and goals, a product of himself. If
therefore we agree with his views, we must also be willing and able to
live with his values, his idiosyncracies, and his goals. This is why, /
though agreeing with a view may be a matter of choice, that choice is
neither easy nor arbitrary; it involves not only assenting to proposi-
tions but also fashioning a mode of life. If we cannot make that
choice, then we must accept the views of someone else, again with the
same understanding, or else we must make up our own views and our
own life. These tasks are all of exactly the same order of difhculty, and
Nietzsche wants to make that difficulty inescapably obvious. He ac-
complishes this by making, through his many styles, his own pres-
ence as an author impossible to overlook.

But Nietzsche’s views, whatever they are, are not simply there,
available for inspection. In order to know what they are we must first,
as L have already begun to do here, interpret his texts. And interpreta-_
tion itself, according to Nietzsche, 15 a highly personal and creative af-
fair: “Ultimately, the individual derives the values of its acts from it-
self; because it has to interpret in a quite individual way even the
words it has inherited. Its interpretation of a formula at least is per-
sonal, even if it does not create a formula; as an interpreter, the indi-
vidual is still creative” (WD 767).

The creativity of interpretation has implications in two direc-
tions. First, it is reflected inward, into the very content of Nietzsche’s
writing. Nietzsche’s style, as we have seen, makes a point of his per-
spectivism, of his view that his texts present only one among many
possible views. But this view urges on his readers a sort of person and a
mode of life in which that very view is itself manifested: “ “This is my
way; where is yours?’—thus I answered those who asked me ‘the way.’
For the way—that does not exist,” says Zarathustra (Z, I11, 11). One of
Nietzsche’s most central concerns, as we shall see in detail, is to out-
line a character type, a structure that can be embodied in a large num-
ber of particular characters. The main feature of this character type is
that each of the specific characters in which it is manifested is aware of
the fact that it too is only one among many possible characters. Apart
from being constantly asserted, and once again defeating its own pur-
pose, this fact can be expressed only through a distinctive style. The
actions and beliefs, the passions and desires, the preferences and values
of each character must be organized in the idiosyncratic, recognizable
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manner that reminds oneself as well as others that these are not dis-
crete, independent objects that can be chosen, discarded, or ex-
changed at will.

" A central theme of this book is Nietzsche’s aestheticism, his essen-
tial reliance on artistic models for understanding the world and life
and for evaluating people and actions. This aestheticism results from
his effort to bring style into the center of his own thought and to re-
peat once more what he took to be the great achievement of the
Greeks and the Romans: to make of “the grand style no longer mere
art but . . . reality, truth, life” (4, 59). We shall also see that Nietzsche
presents the character type I have mentioned not so much by describ-
ing it as by exemplifying it. He develops and commends a specific
character, which emerges from the interaction of what he writes with
how he writes it and which therefore essentially undermines the dis-
tinction between the form and the content of his work.

As I have already said, the distinction between style and content
on which this interpretation depends does not involve the problematic
distinction between the “what” and the “how.” It is only related,
though it is not identical, to the distinction between description and
exemplification, which I just mentioned, and which will become in-
creasingly important as the argument of the book progresses. Exclu-
sive attention to the “mere” content of Nietzsche’s writing has pro-
duced the caricatures of the Ubermensch, the master morality, and the
eternal recurrence, of which the secondary literature about him is
full. Exclusive attention to its “pure” form has naturally given rise to
the idea that Nietzsche has nothing of substance to say (except, per-
haps, that to look for substance is itself the greatest error). But the
character who is the product of his work, and of both its elements to-
gether, is both commendable and undogmatic, both someone we can
admire and someone we need not want to be. Nietzsche’s aestheti-
cism, therefore, his use of and emphasis on style, is itself part of his ef-
fort to undermine the distinction between form and content in life as
well as in Wrmng “One is an artist at the cost of regarding that which

all non-artists call * ‘form’ as content, as the matter itself.” To be sure,
then one belongs in a topsy-turvy world: for henceforth content be-

comes something merely formal—our life included” (WP, 818).
- But the creativity of interpretation is also projected outward, to-

ward the very different treatments that Nietzsche’s writing has re-
ceived and among which the present reading is only one. Brigid
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Brophy has described a characteristic look that animates the face of
some of Mozart’s admirers after the performance of one of his operas
as “a look which asserts ‘my Mozart.” ”2* This book cannot claim such
total possession; if it did, it probably could not have been written, and
it certainly could not have begun with this chapter. Nor again is it
written in the belief that the interpretation it offers is only one among
many equally true ones. But in view of what this introductory discus-
sion has claimed in regard to style and to discipleship, it may be better
to let the rest of the book speak for itself—though it can do so only in
a manner of speaking, and only to those who may find it engaging
enough to want to try to give it an interpretation of their own.

Nietzsche’s stylistic pluralism, then, is his solution to the prob-
lem involved in presenting positive views that do not, simply by vir-;
tue of being positive, fall back into dogmatism. It is his means of re-:
minding his readers that what they are reading is always Nietzsche’s |
own interpretation of life and the world. His many styles make it im- |
possible to get used to his presence and, as we do with many of the i/
things we take for granted, to forget it. They therefore show that his.f
positions are expressions of one particular point of view besides’
which there may be many others. They show his perspectivism with-;
out saying anything about it, and to that extent they prevent his view
that there are only interpretations from undermining itself.

If this is so, then perhaps it was neither self-deceptive nor self-
contradictory of Nietzsche to have written that everything a philos-
opher does must be evidence of “one will, one health, one soil, one
sun.” His many styles are all part of his single project to present an in-
terpretation that demands to be believed even as it says that it is only
an interpretation. This interpretation may not be one we like, but as
the passage just quoted goes on to ask, “Whether you like them, these
fruits of ours>—but what is that to the trees! What is that to us, to us
philosophers!” (GM, Pref., 2). What matters is not whether or not we
like an interpretation but whether the interpretation masquerades as
something that it is not. Nietzsche’s interpretations announce them-
selves as such. They transmit that information through the very
forms, the very styles, in which they are presented. Nietzsche’s styles
are therefore essential to our own interpretations of his interpreta-
tions, and they are, once again, in a strict sense indistinguishable from
the content of his views. What for Nietzsche was a necessary but con-
sistently overlooked feature in all philosophy became in his own case,
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through a lifetime of effort, a self-conscious achievement: he showed
that writing is perhaps the most important part of thinking. And
since he also believed that thinking “is an action” (WP, 458), we might
with some appropriateness attribute to him the hyperbolic view,
which this book aims to investigate, that writing is also the most im-
portant part of living.
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Belief in absolute values, illusory as it s, seems to
me a condition of life. But my friend’s gifts
measured themselves against values the relative
character of which seemed to lie open to him,
without any visible possibility of any other relation
which could have detracted from them as values.

Thomas Mann, Doctor Faustus

Two startling views form the basis of Nietzsche’s per-
spectivism: the first emerges through his vitriolic questioning of the
value of truth and knowledge, and the second is expressed in his noto-
rious statement that “facts are precisely what there is not, only inter-
pretations” (WP, 481). Both come into prominence in Nietzsche’s later
writings, though he had expressed doubts about the optimism of sci-
ence and the adequacy of language as early as The Birth of Tragedy (14-
15) and On Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral Sense. At that time, mainly

~under the influence of Schopenhauer and of his reading of Kant,
[ Nietzsche seems to have believed that there are some ultimate facts,
some noninterpretive truths, concerning the real nature of the world.
But he denied that these facts could ever be correctly stated through

_ reason, language, and science. Yet he also believed (and here the influ-
‘ence of Schopenhauer became dominant) that tragedy, primarily
through the musically inspired, “Dionysian” chorus, can intimate the
final truth that the ultimate nature of the world is to have no orderly
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structure: in itself the world is chaos, with no laws, no reason, and no
purpose. Tragedy gives a nondiscursive glimpse of the contrast be-
tween “the real truth of nature and the lie of culture that poses as if it
were the only reality,” a contrast that “is similar to that between the
eternal core of things, the thing-in-itself, and the whole world of
appearances” (BT, 8). It shows that the orderly, apparently purposeful
world within which we live is a creation we have placed between our-
selves and the real world, which pursues its course without any regard
for our views, our values, and our desires. But what makes tragedy
even more remarkable in Nietzsche’s eyes is that in the very process
of revealing this painful truth, it offers a consolation for the negative
and desperate reaction this is bound to generate. It shows that ulti-
mately we are not different from the rest of nature, that we are part
and parcel of it, and belong totally to it. It leaves its audience, which at
least for a moment ceases to regard itself as separate from the rest of
tke world, with the “metaphysical comfort . . . that life is at the bot-
tem of things, despite all the changes of appearance, indestructibly
powerful and pleasurable” (BT, 7), and that its blind, purposeless, con-
stant ebb and flow is to be admired and celebrated.

" In the later writings Nietzsche comes to deny the very contrast
between things-in-themselves and appearance which was presupposed
bv his discussion of tragedy. “The antithesis between the apparent and
the true world is reduced to the antithesis between ‘world’ and ‘noth-
ing’—,” he now writes in a representative passage (WP, 567; cf. TI, IV).
Nietzsche bases his attack on this distinction on the two views with
which this chapter began, and which I must now discuss.

. The idea that the value of truth and knowledge must be put into
question provides a particularly stark opening to Beyond Good and
Ewil. Nietzsche begins this work by writing that “the will to truth”—
the drive, need, tendency, and desire to know things for what they are
ard not to be deceived about them—has prompted us to ask innumer-
able questions, to which no end is yet in sight. Among them, there
heve arisen questions about this will to truth itself: “Who is it that
really puts questions to us here? What in us really wants ‘truth’? In-
deed we came to a long halt at the question about the cause of this
will—until we came to a complete stop before a still more basic ques-
tion. We asked about the value of this will. Suppose we want truth:
why not rather untruth? and uncertainty? even ignorance?” (BGE, 1).
Yet to ask even these questions is inevitably an effort to get matters
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right concerning them, and they are therefore themselves motivated
by the very will to truth they call into question. The search for truth,
as Nietzsche is aware, cannot therefore just be given up, even by those
who question 1ts value and its ultimate legitimacy (cf. GS, 344; GM,
I1I, 25). The question of the value of truth necessarily originates in the
will to truth, which, in the paradoxical manner in which Nietzsche so
delights, assures, in the very process of casting suspicion upon itself,
its own perpetuation.!

Even so, the questions the will to truth poses about itself require
an answer, and an early section of the second part of Beyond Good and
Evil hints at Nietzsche’s own reply: “From the beginning we have
contrived to retain our ignorance in order to enjoy an almost incon-

" ceivable freedom, lack of scruple and caution, heartiness and gaiety of

¢ life—in order to enjoy life! And only on this solid, granite foundation

of ignorance could knowledge rise so far—the will to knowledge on
the foundation of a far more powerful will: the will to ignorance, to
the uncertain, to the untrue! Not as its opposite, but—as its refine-
ment!” (BGE, 24). Nietzsche, who also writes that “the will to logical
truth can be carried through only after a fundamental falsification of
all events is assumed,” and that “a drive rules here that is capable of
employing both means, firstly falsification, then the implementation
of its own point of view” (WP, 512), knows that this is, at the very
least, a deeply peculiar view. And early on in Beyond Good and Evil he
has an imaginary interlocutor object, “How could anything originate
out of its opposite? for example, truth out of error? or the will to
truth out of the will to deception?” (BGE, 2). But the central purpose
of this book, as its very title suggests, is to reject the “fundamental
faith of the metaphysicians . . . the faith in the opposition of values.”
The origin and the value of “the true, the truthful, the selfless,” Nietz-
sche suggests, may lie precisely in “deception, selfishness and Just . ..
It might even be possible that what constitutes the value of these good
and revered things is precisely that they are insidiously related, tied
to, and involved with these wicked, seemingly opposite things—may-
be even one with them in essence” (BGE, 2).

Nietzsche wants to claim that truth and error, knowledge and
ignorance, good and evil are not to be opposed to one another; on
the contrary, he imagines them as points along a single continuum.
This sweeping monism, the view that not only opposites but all
things in generarare essentially interrelated and derive their character
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from their interrelations, is already foreshadowed in book 3 of The
Gy Science, where Nietzsche had written that in regard to cause and
effct we have today “uncovered a manifold one-after-another where
naive people and inquirers of older cultures saw only two separate
things” (GS, 112). The next chapter examines in detail this general
view.

- But what is Nietzsche’s specific view in regard to truth and false-
hood? What is the point of his claim that “only degrees and subtleties
of gradation” separate truth from falsehood? Why does Nietzsche
want to “laugh at the way in which science precisely at its best seeks
most to keep us in this simplified, thoroughly artificial world, suitably
constructed and suitably falsified world—at the way in which, willy-
nilly, it loves error, because, being alive, it loves life?” (BGE, 24). What
exzctly is the error that science, being alive, loves?

There is a simple answer to these questions. We could say that
Niztzsche believes that the world is not what our most sweeping,
most fundamental, or best supported views and theories hold it to be
and that he takes it to be something else instead. We would then attri-
bute to him the view that, in itself, the world is characterized by fea-
tutes that all our sciences and disciplines, even at their ideal best, nec-
essarily cannot capture, and that the world, therefore, is falsified by
evéry one of our descriptions. But his perspectivism, which I shall dis-

,57cuss in detail, seems to be precisely an effort to move away from the
{1dea that the world possesses any features that are in principle prior to
,agd independent of interpretation. In itself, the world has no features,
“and these can therefore be neither correctly nor wrongly represented.
The idea that we are necessarily incapable of representing the world
accurately presupposes the view that the world’s appearance is radical-
ly different from its reality. Nietzsche denies this presupposition it-
self: “We do not ‘know’ nearly enough to be entitled to any such dis-
tinction. We simply lack any organ for knowledge, for ‘truth’ * (GS,
354). Or, as he puts it in his notes: “Science has today resigned itself to
the apparent world; a real world—whatever it may be like—we cer-
tainly have no organ for knowing it. At this point we may ask: by
means of what organ of knowledge can we posit even this antithesis?”
(WP, 583). The apparent world, Nietzsche believes, is not a world that
appears to be and is distinct from reality but simply the world as it ap-
pears to any being that needs to survive in it and that therefore must
arrange it selectively for its own purposes. Reality is not something
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behind appearance but simply the totality of these various arrange-
ments. The very notion, therefore, of a “merely” apparent world is a
fiction: “No shadow of a right remains to speak here of appearance”
(WP, 567).

.~ Agentler view would provide a more sophisticated interpretation
" of Nietzsche’s claim that science falsifies the world and that the will to
knowledge is a refinement of the will to ignorance At one point for
example, Nietzsche writes that synthetic a priori judgments “must be
believed to be true, for the saké of the préservation of creatures like
ourselves; though they might of course be false judgments for all that!
Or to speak more clearly and coarsely: synthetic judgments a priori
should not ‘be possible’ at all; we have no right to them, in our mouth
they are nothing but false judgments. Only, of course, the belief in
them is necessary” (BGE, 11). Such a statement, which is echoed else-
where in Nietzsche’s writings (for example GS, 110, 265; WP, 493),
could be taken to show that Nietzsche claims only that we have no
grounds for knowing whether our most basic beliefs correspond to
the way the world is, however necessary it is for us to continue to rely
upon them for our survival. After all, a careful reader might remark,
Nietzsche writes only that synthetic a priori judgments “might” be
false (sie natsirlich noch falsche Urtheile sein konnten) and that they are
false “in our mouth” (in unserm Munde). He may therefore be free to
think that these judgments may after all be true and that they may re-
flect the structure of the world: we simply will never know.

I would insist, however, that though this interpretation may well
be possible, it is not correct. For one thing, it conflicts with a number
of passages in which Nietzsche asserts categorically that such judg-
ments are false (BGE, 21; WP, 551).2 But more important, this con-
struction is too weak to capture Nietzsche’s view that the will to
knowledge is only a refinement and not the opposite of the will to ig-
norance. It cannot even explain why Nietzsche thinks that there is
such a thing as a “will to ignorance” in the first place. If it is even pos-
sible that synthetic a priori judgments are true, then the term “will to
ignorance” would actually be inept as well as inappropriate, for in
that case it would have to apply to our tendency to go beyond the
available evidence in the hope that some day we might hit upon the
truth—a hope that might well be realized. But there can be no will to
ignorance unless the judgments it disposes us to believe are false and
we are, moreover, in some sense aware of their falsehood. We need a
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diferent approach to our problem, and a different answer to our ques-
tion altogether.

- By itself, of course, the claim that this interpretation fails to make
Nietzsche’s view sensible is not a reason for rejecting it, since
Nietzsche’s view may not in fact be sensible. But it may become part
of such a reason if we present an alternative interpretation that actual-
ly motivates, and ideally gives some plausibility to, Nietzsche’s atti-
tuce. In order to offer this interpretation we shall have to take a long-
er and more elaborate route; as we shall see repeatedly in this book,
Nietzsche’s writing often makes such oblique approaches to his views
necessary—which is simply another way of saying that his views are
not haphazard but systematically connected with one another. We
shall have to read a number of apparently unrelated passages and in-
terpret them carefully (that is to say, creatively) in order to show that
they are relevant to our concerns.

In one such passage Nietzsche argues that every morality necessar-
ily imposes extremely strict constraints upon those who practice it.
The assumption that human nature is best expressed in perfect free-
domJ he very correctly insists, is unjustified. There is nothing unnatu- -
ml.\n_bkemgvsugj\ectehd Eg\rules, on the contrary; e Wwrites, “all that
there is or has been on earth of freedom, subtlety, boldness, dance and
masterly sureness, whether in thought itself or in government, or in
rhetoric and persuasion, in the arts just as in ethics, has developed
only owing to ‘the tyranny of such capricious laws’; and in all serious-
ness, the probability is by no means small that precisely this is ‘na-
ture’ and ‘natural’ ” (BGE, 188) Nietzsche goes on to appeal to his fa-
vorite model—that of the artist who finds the greatest freedom and
the most natural state to be the Fesult of strict and subtle obedience to

“thousandfold” Jaws that are internalized and finally become in-
stinctive. And he generalizes this to the view that * ‘what is essential
,_w§g_e_r‘n“§wto be. .. that there should be obedience over a Iongpemod of
time and in a sz;zgle direction: given that; 50 something always develops,
“and has ¢ developed, for whose sake it is worthwhile to live on earth,
for example, virtue, art, music, dance, reason, spirituality” (BGE,
188).2

Nietzsche’s view, captured perfectly in Yeats’s verse “Where but
in custom and in ceremony are innocence and beauty born?” depends
on ¢nother idea, to which we shall have to turn in detail later on. This
is the idea that an organized and organizing system of behavior can ex-
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ist before a new interpretation, by means of which people’s lives are
guided in a new and different direction, is put upon it. Christianity,
for example, took a form of life that was already well established and,
through a long and sustained effort, gave it a completely new signifi-
cance (GS, 353). And since changes in meaning eventually bring along
changes in form as well (GM, II, 12-13), Christianity developed its
own system of rules, its own distinctive “tyranny.” This system may
now itself be ready to be appropriated for a new purpose; it may itself
now constitute the custom out of which a new innocence is to be
born (cf. GM, 11, 27). Nietzsche never attacks Christianity because it
has “tyrannized” its followers or because it has imposed an overarch-
ing direction upon people’s lives. He himself is not (as is sometimes
thought) an enemy of single, distinct, clear ends and purposes: “The
formula of my happiness: a Yes, a No, a straight line, a goal” (77, 1, 44;
cf. A, 1). What he cannot accept is the particular direction Christian-
ity has chosen. And even more, he cannot tolerate the fact that Chris-
tianity has always been dogmatic, and has always tried to conceal the
fact that its direction is only one direction among many others. He is
quite aware, however, that to pursue any of these other directions
would have entailed no less a subjection to similar “capricious laws.”
In itself, therefore, this is not an objection to Christianity. On the
contrary,

this tyranny, this caprice, this rigorous and grandiose stupidity has
educated the spirit. Slavery s, as it seems, both in the crude and in
the more subtle sense, the indispensable means of spiritual disci-
pline and cultivation, too. Consider any morality with this in mind:
what there is in it of “nature” teaches hatred of the laisser aller, of
any all-too-great freedom, and implants the need for limited hori-
zons and the nearest tasks—teaching the narrowing of our perspec-
tive, and thus in a certain sense stupidity, as a condition of life and
growth. (BGE, 188)*
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We must now return to the discussion of synthetic a priori judg-
ments in light of these texts. In partlcular I want to exploit them in
reading the final sentence of section 11 of Beyond Good and Evil,
which I omitted in my earlier quotation: “In our mouth they are
nothing but false judgments. Only, of course, the belief in them is nec-
essary as a foreground belief and visual evidence belonging to the per-
spective optics of life.” Consider now the following as a first approxi-
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mation of Nietzsche’s view that the will to knowledge is essentially
re.ated to the will to ignorance and that falsification is necessary for
#lifs. To engage in any activity, and in particular in any inquiry, we

; {must inevitably be selective. We must bring some things into the fore-

; ,iground and distance others into the background. We must assign a
greater relative importance to some things than we do to others, and
still others we must completely ignore. We do not, and cannot, begin
(or end) with “all the data.” This is an incoherent desire and an impos-
sible goal. “To grasp everything” would be to do away with all per-
spective relations, it would mean to grasp nothing, to misapprehend
the nature of knowledge. If we are ever to begin a practice or an inqui-
ry -we must, and must want to, leave unasked indefinitely many ques-
tions about the world.

- The whole family of visual metaphors to which perspective be-
longs fits well in this familiar context.’ Since every inquiry presup-
poses a particular point of view, it therefore excludes an indefinitely
large number of others. We must be clear that this does not imply that
we can never reach correct results or that we can never be “objective,”
since it is impossible to be correct about anything if one tries to be
correct about everything. The fact that other points of view are possi-,
ble does not by itself make them equally legitimate: whether an alter- }
native is worth taking, as we shall see, must be shown independently
in each particular case. Perspectivism, as we are in the process of con-
struing it, is not equivalent to relativism. But perspectivism does im-
ply that no particular point of view is privileged in the sense that it af-
fords those who occupy it a better picture of the world as it really is
than all others. Some perspectives are, and can be shown to be, better
than others. But a perspective that is best of all is not a perspective at
all. Perspectivism also implies that our many points of view cannot be
smoothly combined into a unified synoptic picture of their common
object. In effect it denies that our perspectives are all directed in more
than a trivial sense upon a single object.¢ In this trivial sense, all our
perspectives are directed upon “the world.” But in order to say what
that is, beyond saying that it is what our perspectives are perspectives
of, we must use terms that every point of view must acknowledge;
and this is either to dispense with points of view altogether or to claim
tha: one of them is inherently superior to the rest and represents the
world as it really is, “as if a world would still remain over after one de-
ducted the perspective!” (WP, 567).

B
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Yet the traditional ideal of knowledge, according to Nietzsche, as-
sumes that at least in principle everything that there is can be known,
that the very idea of “everything that there is” is sensible. It assumes
that ultimately all points of view are dispensable or that they all can
be combined into a single all-embracing perspective which, emanat-
ing from no specific location, can represent things as they really are. It
is just for this reason that, though he often relies on cognitive terms,
Nietzsche is also eager to deny that we can have what has traditionally
been considered knowledge: “Our apparatus for acquiring knowledge
is not designed for ‘knowledge’ ” (WP, 496).”

Knowledge, in contrast to “knowledge,” involves for Nietzsche
an inherently conditional relation to its object, a relation that presup-
poses or manifests specific values, interests, and goals. There is no rea-
son to suppose that these can ever be eliminated or that they are ulti-
mately commensurable. Objectivity, he insists, 1s not “contemplation
without interest . . . 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, 111, 12). These different eyes need not ever yield a single uni-
fied picture. Though Nietzsche writes, “They say: the world is only
thought, or will, or war, or love, or hate . . . separately, all this is false:
added up it is true,” the addition need not produce a unique stereo-
scopic image.

We must therefore try to connect the falsification of which Nietz-
sche so often writes with the simplification which almost as often ac-
companies it in his texts (BGE, 24, 229). Perspectivism implies that in
order to engage in any activity we must necessarily occupy ourselves
with a selection of material and exclude much from our consider-
ation. It does not imply that we see or know an appearance of the
world instead of that world itself. The perspective is not the object
seen, a self-contained thing which is independent of and incomparable
to every other. What is seen is simply the world itself (in the trivial
sense mentioned above) from that perspective.®

To pursue this visual metaphor (though we could make the same
point through literature), let’s consider the case of painting. There is
no sense in which painters, even if we limit our examples to realistic
depictions of one’s visual field, can ever paint “everything” that they
see. What they “leave out” is in itself quite indeterminate, and can be
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specified, if at all, only through other paintings, each one of which
will be similarly “partial.” Analogously, Nietzsche believes, there can
be no total or final theory or understanding of the world. On his artis-
tic model, the understanding of everything would be like a painting
thzt incorporates all styles or that is painted in no style at all—a true
chimera, both impossible and monstrous.

Perspectival approaches to the world are therefore not, as Nietz-
sche himself may have sometimes believed, disjoint from one an-
other.? Each approach is capable of correcting itself, and many can in-
corporate new material and even combine with others to form
broader systems of practices and inquiries. What is not possible is that
at some point we can incorporate “all” the material there is into a sin-
gle approach or that we can occupy “every” possible point of view.
~~ This idea is well illustrated in the final sequence of Alain Resnais’

/Men Oncle d’Amérique, a film that deals with the different, not always

/ . . . .
¢ mutually consistent levels on which human behavior can be described

and explained. This sequence opens with what seems a sparkling
country landscape filling the screen. We are then made to realize, and
to puzzle over, the fact that this landscape is in the middle of a city. We
now see that what we took as a landscape is actually a superrealist
frésco covering an entire side of an abandoned building. Its details are
as minute as its lines are crisp and clean: every branch and every leaf
stands out; there are no rough edges. But this effect is lost as soon as
the camera moves in closer. At this distance we see that the wall is not
smooth but that it consists of quite unevenly spaced bricks; the lines
are now coarse, the colors rough; the landscape is still there, but it is
more like the work of an impressionist than that of a superrealist.
When the camera moves in closer still, when it is focused on a few in-
dividual bricks in all their roughness, the landscape is completely lost
frem sight. All we can see now are splashes of paint overlapping with
other splashes of paint and separated from still others by the grooves
bezween the bricks. The sequence asks: Which are the real lines and
co.ors of the painting? Which is the real painting? The film’s answer is
that, whatever we know about the facts of the case, we cannot see one
group of lines and colors, one “version” of the painting, if we are see-
ing another. The painting is all of these added together, but this is a pe-

§_cu.iar addition that does not produce a single thing that is the reality

of which all these versions are appearances. The painting just is these
apoearances, each seen from a particular distance, from a particular



52 | THE WORLD

point of view. And if these are not the appearances of a single thing
which is to be found in all of them (except in the trivial sense in which
there is, of course, only one wall or painting, one “object” there), then
indeed “no shadow of a right remains to speak here of appearance.”

When Nietzsche therefore opens Beyond Good and Evil with the
question of why we value truth over untruth, uncertainty, and igno-
rance, we must be very careful. We must take what he says seriously,
but we must also be guided by the intuition that governs this work as
well as the rest of his late writings. He is not arguing for the absurd
idea that we should abandon truth and search for what we take to be
error instead. He is not even saying, as is sometimes thought, that we
could change our mind about what is the case if only we wanted to, if
~only “we adopted a different perspective.” Perspectives cannot be

fadopted at will; new interpretations, which necessarily involve new
{ forms of life, are reached only through great effort and only for what

Aat least seems like good reason at the time (BGE 55, 188). Nietzsche is
making a different point. He suggests that just as the same character
trait may have a very different value in different contexts, just as “the
virtues of the common people mightperhaps signify vices and weak-
nesses in a philosopher” (BGE, 30), so it may be wrong to think that
the same things are true or false from every point of view or that truth
is always useful and falsehood always harmful: “Something might be
true while being harmful and dangerous in the highest degree. Indeed,
it may be a basic characteristic of existence that those who would
know it completely would perish, in which case the strength of a spir-
it should be measured according to how much of the ‘truth’ one could
still barely endure—or to put it more clearly, to what degree one
would reguire it to be thinned down, shrouded, sweetened, falsified”
(BGE, 39).

This is a view that occurs often in Nietzsche’s writings (for exam-
ple BT, 7; D, 507; GS, 344, 347). But this, in my opinion, makes it very
difficult to accept the popular and influential approach that attributes
to him a version of what has come to be known as the pragmatlst
theory of truth.!® According to this approach, Nietzsche’s “ittack on
truth is directed only at the most traditional conception of truth—
that is, at truth as correspondence to the facts. By contrast he himself
accepts and praises truth construed as what is useful and valuable to
the human species.!! As Danto has succinctly put it, Nietzsche’s own
positive theory of truth holds that % is true and ¢ is false if p works
and g does not” (p. 72).
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- According to this interpretation Nietzsche believes that if we ac-
cept the correspondence theory of truth, all our beliefs are bound to
be false, since there are no facts and therefore nothing to which these
beliefs can correspond. Nevertheless, as the following passage is taken
to show, he still claims that if we accept the pragmatist theory, at least
some of our beliefs will be true after all: “Life no argument.—We have
arranged for ourselves a world in which we can live—by positing bo-
dizs, lines, planes, causes and effects, motion and rest, form and con-
tent; without these articles of faith nobody could now endure life. But
that does not prove them. Life is no argument. The conditions of life
might include error” (GS, 121; cf. BGE, 4).12 But it seems to me that if
Nietzsche accepts any theory of truth at all here, this is the correspon-
dence theory itself. He claims that our basic beliefs, whatevertheir
value to life, are false; this is far from rejecting that theory. On the

contrary, it seems to presuppose that very theory and to express his
sc:'le makes a similar point in The Will to Power: “A belief, however
necessary it may be for the preservation of a species, has nothing to. do
with truth” (487) This passage argues strongly against attributing to
him the pragmatist theory, since it does not in any way propose to re-
place correspondence to the world with indispensability to life asa cri-

terion of truth. Truth, conceived traditionally, involves the idea that |
it is independent of background, interests, or values. Nietzsche oftén

seems to deny that this idea is sensible, but he does not propose his
own positive theory instead.

Nietzsche is seriously concerned with the question whether what
is true is always valuable. But since he clearly does not think that it is,
I £nd it difficult to attribute to him an analysis of truth as usefulness,
which is what the pragmatist interpretation proposes. He often writes
that error, however we construe it, is more valuable and useful than
truth. But he does not write, as according to that interpretation he
should, that therefore what the correspondence theory considers to
be error is, from a pragmatist point of view, the truth: “Error is the
most expensive luxury that human beings can permit themselves; and
if the error happens to be a physiological error, then it is perilous to
life. What consequently, have human beings hitherto paid for most
dearly? For their ‘truths’: for they have all been errors in physiologi-
cis” (WP, 544; cf. 453).

As John Wilcox has convincingly shown, Nietzsche relies exten-
sively on “cognitivist” vocabulary. But it is not necessary, in order to

}

4

j
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be able to characterize particular beliefs, attitudes, or views as true or
false, to have a general theory of what constitutes truth and falsehood.
That Nietzsche is not concerned with such a theory, especially with a
pragmatist one, is shown by the following text: “We ‘know’ (or be-
lieve or imagine) just as much as may be useful in the interests of the
human herd, the species: and even what is here called ‘utility” is ulti-
mately also a mere belief, something imaginary, and perhaps precisely
that most calamitous stupidity of which we shall perish some day”
(GS, 354). Even here, in a passage that is always cited in support of the
pragmatist interpretation of Nietzsche’s theory of truth, Nietzsche is
And he does not claim that utility constitutes, or even that it explains,

truth. He writes instead that our belief that a view is useful, a belief
which may well itself be false, is what makes us consider that particu-
lar view as true, whether this is or 1s not in fact the case. This claim is
not, in any recognizable sense, a theory of truth that aims to explicate
that concept, to give a general characterization of it, and to account
for the reason why all those views of ours that happen to be true do in
fact have that relation to the world.

In addition, Nietzsche does not ever analyze truth as utility or
power, as is sometimes argued.!?> He does write that truth is related to
the feeling of power: “The criterion of truth resides in the enhance-
ment of the feeling of power” (WP, 534; cf. 455). But far from being
his own account of the nature of truth, this is only his explanation of
the fact that people accept certain views as true even if, as it turns out,
they are not. He rejects everything that is associated with the Chris-
tian interpretation of life and the world, but devotes most of On the
Genealogy of Morals to an effort to show that this false view has en-
abled “the weak” to have, and to feel that they have, power over “the
strong”: “The will of the weak to represent some kind of superiority,
their instinct for devious paths to tyranny over the healthy—where
can it not be discovered, this will to power of the weakest!” (GM, I1I,
14). Power and the feeling of power do not therefore secure truth any
more than utility does. Nietzsche, I think, does not offer these ideas as
analyses, as positive proposals for what constitutes truth. He claims
instead that what we customarily take to be true is what we think is
useful and what makes us feel, or actually makes us, powerful. But we
may be wrong about what is useful. And in any case, what is useful in
one context may be harmful in another; what benefits and strength-

mixing together the notions of knowledge, belief, and imagination. .

\
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ens the herd harms and weakens the individual; what is important for
today may be deadly for the future (cf. GM, Pref., 6; WP, 647). Nietz-
sche, as the following famous passage shows, is not interested in pro-
viding a theory of truth: “The falseness of a judgment is not for us nec-
eSSarily an objectiontoa judgment . The questlon is to what extent
it is life-promoting, life- -preserving, species-preserving, perhaps even
species-cultivating . . . To recogmze untruth as a condition of life—
that certainly means resisting accustomed value feelings in a danger-
ous way: and a philosophy that risks this would by that token alone
place itself beyond good and evil” (BGE, 4).

Nietzsche writes that “the falsest judgments (which include the
synthetic judgments a priori) are the most indispensable for us.” But
he does not propose that indispensability or the promotion and culti-
vation of life replace “correspondence with the facts” as our concep-
tion of the nature of truth. He simply cautions against assuming that
truth and knowledge, whatever they are, are always beneficial and
that ignorance and falsehood always cause harm. We should not, if at
all possible, take a philosophy that wants to “recognize untruth as a
cendition of life” to offer a different analysis of truth according to
which our most fundamental beliefs are after all true. Nietzsche
claims that many of our most central beliefs are false, and that, far
from hurting us, these beliefs have so far produced some of the great-
es: benefits. But he never argues that their being-beneficial makes .

vthem true. - E\“‘:‘“"”“‘\\\;,

In explicating Nietzsche’s view, I have appealed to an artistic mod-
el from which he is eager to generalize to other domains. In one sense
a novelist narrates everything that there is to be narrated in a novel,
just as a painter represents everything that there is to be represented in
a painting. But in another sense all narration and representation leaves
ott an indefinitely large amount of information. Painters may paint
“exactly what they see,” but what they see is necessarily a highly idio-
syncratic, mediated “part” of the landscape, and often not a part of
any landscape or other part of the world at all. Even the most faithful
reoresentation of the most elementary subject matter, as Ernst Gom-
brich has shown in Art and Illusion, is not simple representation.'* All
painters necessarily employ a style, and this forces certain choices, de-
cisions, and exclusions upon them; further, within that style each
must make a large number of more specific decisions. Every decision,
n¢ matter how general or specific, foregrounds some of the elements



56 | THE WORLD

of one’s subject matter at the expense of others and is therefore re-
sponsible for the very creation of that subject matter. There is an im-
portant ambiguity in this context, which will occupy us again in the
course of this book: should we say that painters describe an antece-
dently existing subject matter, or are they creating it as they go along?
Impressionism cannot represent or even countenance the clear out-
lines of objects that characterize neoclassical works; but the interac-
tion of colored shadows is, by the same token, beyond both the means
and the imagination of neoclassical painters.

All of this, I think, is part of what is involved in Nietzsche’s excla-
mation, “In what strange simplification and falsification do human
beings live!” (BGE, 24). But it is only part, and this is why I earlier
characterized what I have said so far as no more than a first approxi-
mation to his view. The reason is simple. Choosing, selecting, and
simplifying do not amount to falsifying what is before us, unless we
believe that there can be a representation of the world that depends on
no selection at all, and that this representation constitutes the stan-
dard of accuracy. But Nietzsche’s perspectivism is a direct denial of
this possibility. He is therefore not entitled to claim that we falsify the
World 1 just because-we. simplify it'in n order to deal with it

“Consider again the analogy with paiftiiig. Paintings may be said
to falsify their subject matter if they flout, without reason, the dic-
tates of the style in which they are done. A superrealist portrait, for
example, would be a falsification if the face of its sitter were without
reason done in royal purple or if part of the work involved the vo-
cabulary of analytical cubism. If we find a reason for the feature in
question, it will no longer be obvious that the work belongs to the
style to which we originally assigned it: successful flouting of conven-
tion is innovation, and the question of falsification does not come up
in that case. Falsification that arises out of the groundless flouting of
established rules is a phenomenon with which Nietzsche was certain-
ly familiar. But it is totally unclear how simple errors of this sort can
account for his desire, in stark and uncompromising terms, to “recog-
nize untruth as a condition of life.”

Simplification and falsification differ greatly from one another.
Why then does Nietzsche write of them so often together? To answer
this question we must again take a longer route. We must first turn to
another apparently unrelated text: “Morality in Europe today is herd
animal morality—in other words, as we understand it, merely one hu-
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man morality besides which, before which, and after which many
other types, above all higher moralities, are, or ought to be, possible.
But this morality resists such a ‘possibility,” such an ‘ought,” with all
its power: it says stubbornly and inexorably, ‘T am morality itself, and
nothing besides is morality’ ” (BGE, 202; cf. A, 57). What is important
for us here is the idea that a particular system of thought and action in-
cludes within itself the premise that it is the only possible such sys-
tem. Its claim to objective truth and correctness, to its being binding,
consists precisely in that premise and stands or falls with it.
Nietzsche’s point is general and not specific to morality (WP, 514). He
believes that all human practices—moral, religious, artistic, or cogni-
tive—involve the sort of selection and simplification that I have been
discussing. There can therefore always be alternatives to any given
system. But he also believes that though we necessarlly simplify.
whatever we are to deal with, it is also true that at least in many cases
ngf_ljgk that we don’t. And it is just here that falsification enters the
plcture it is produced by the belief that the particular enterprise
in which one is involved or which one values the most is exempt
from simplification, that it is the only possible or correct mode of
proceeding.

- But does even this interpretation account for Nietzsche’s strong
view that untruth is a condition of life? Suppose we come to under-
stand that realism in painting is only one among many possible
genres: can’t we then simply give up the belief that realistic paintings
alone represent the visual world as it really is? And can’t we develop
thz same tolerant attitude in regard to whatever enterprise occupies
us? What we need to do, one might urge at this point, is to become
more self-conscious and less arrogant about our practices and modes
of life, to become aware of their contingent bases, and perhaps to
abandon the goal of ever representing the world as it really is. This
new. modesty might well do away with falsification. In that™case

“Nietzsche’s view that we must inevitably falsify the world in which
we live would appear to be little more than another dispensable
hyperbole.

Nietzsche, however, is thinking of something much more compli-
cazed:

i With the strength of their spiritual eye and insight grows distance
. and, as it were, the space around human beings: their world be-
. comes more profound; ever new stars, ever new riddles and images
:
|
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become visible to them. Perhaps everything on which the spirit’s
eye has exercised its acuteness and truthfulness was nothing but an
occasion for this exercise, something for children and those who are
childish. 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 the old—and perhaps “the old” will
then be in need of another toy and another pain—still children
enough, eternal children! (BGE, 57; cf. Z,1, 1)

Our most fundamental beliefs and values, this passage suggests, may
someday be discarded along with other outmoded and useless ideas.
No matter how inevitable and inescapable they have seemed so far,
our greatest values will one day appear nothing more than a child’s
toy to an adult: of little consequence and, like all outgrown toys, des-
tined to be cast aside.

This text carefully avoids saying that the religious attitude was
never of any value. In any case Nietzsche does not believe this, and
the third essay of On the Genealogy of Morals is his effort to show why
Christianity, despite what he saw as its horrors, was still essential to
the life it appeared to condemn. But Nietzsche does believe that the
Christian interpretation of the fact of human misery has now lost its
power and cannot serve the purpose it has served so far—at least for

some people. Christianity must therefore at some point be thrown:"
away like an old toy; the serious misery it previously satisfied so deep- \

ly may someday appear little more than a childhood pain.

This would have been the perfect place for Nietzsche to pursue .

further his metaphor of aging and maturing. He could have written
that we must now give up childish pains and childish toys altogether,
that we must look at the world without props, as it really is, with un-
clouded eyes and without the wishes and fears of childhood. But in-
stead of elaborating the metaphor in this direction, he replicates its
first stage and suggests that the old may still need “another toy and an-
other pain,” in relation to which they can be, of course, no more than
children once again. And when Nietzsche characterizes them as “eter-
nal children,” he implies that this new toy and this new pain will only
be given up in turn and replaced by still others.

“One’s maturity—consists in having found again the seriousness
one had as a child, at play” (BGE, 94). Wisdom and age do not replace
youth and naiveté once and for all (cf. BGE, 31). What to the old now
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seems only a toy was not merely representation but reality to the
child.’s But the present toys of the old must also, from within their
own point of view, appear to be reality themselves. Applied to our
topic, the metaphor suggests that in our efforts to come to terms with
the world not only do we simplify it but, in addition, we cannot think
that we do. In order to be motivated to produce a new view, interpre-
tatlon, painting, theory, novel, or morality, one must not think that it
is simply one among many equally good alternatives; one must be-
lieve that it is a very good, perhaps the best, view, interpretation,
painting, theory, novel, or morality. Nietzsche writes that truth is cre-
ated and not discovered (BGE, 211; WP, 552); but he still believes that
we must think of it as something we discover in order to go on to cre-
ate it (Z, 1, 8; I, 13; WP, 597).

; Consider for example a radical innovation in painting or in litera-
tu-e: single-point perspective or cubism, naturalism or stream of con-
sciousness. We often speak of these as “styles,” and accordingly think
of them as means for depicting in novel ways what was there all along
to  be deplcted Yet such innovations do not allow us simply to repre-
sent a preexisting world in new ways. At least as much, they produce
1o Wik we can now, for the first tlme be true.

/| According to one view of analytical cubism, Picasso made it possi-
i ble to represent many sides of an object at the same time. In doing this
he made more than the facing surfaces of the world part of the subject
matter of painting. He himself said that if his Nude with Draperies
(1907) was successful, then it should be possible to “cut up” the canvas
and, having put it together again, “according to color indications . . .
find oneself confronted by a sculpture.”'¢ His achievement was not
simply a formal innovation; in a serious sense, Picasso created some-
thing in the very act of depicting it—not simply a new way of looking
at the world but, equivalently, a new aspect of the world to look at.
The equivocal manner in which this and other similar achievements
have to be described matches perfectly the ambiguities in Nietzsche’s |
own attitude toward truth and reality. He believes, based once again
ona generahzatmn from the arts, that great movements in science as
well as in morality produce something new to be described or evaluat-
ed in the very process of devising new methods of description and
evaluation. And to the natural question whether the laws of motion
did not exist before Galileo and Newton formulated and quantified



60 | THE WORLD

them, Nietzsche’s answer would be that of course they did—just in
the way that all the surfaces of material objects were there to be paint-
ed before Picasso showed us for the first time how it could be done.

Beyond Good and Evil opens with a discussion of traditional
philosophical ideas. Many of them, like the absolute value of truth
and the possibility of objective knowledge, Nietzsche writes, have
been too easily and unthinkingly taken for granted In what is often a
cursory manner at best, he questions these views; sometimes, even
more briefly, he hints at his own novel answers. The work then pro-
ceeds gradually to sketch a type of character, the “free spirit” or the
“new philosopher,” who accepts these answers, or who at least knows
that the traditional questions need to be questioned themselves. In
this process the work also generates the figure of its own author, who
is as aware of the problems that confront traditional philosophy as is
the character he describes, but who is in addition aware of the prob-
lems this awareness, as we shall see, in turn generates.

Sometimes Nietzsche writes as if his free spirits were perfectly
free of the illusions that are so necessary to the rest of the world. His
new philosophers appear to believe that all they can ever hope to do is
continually to proliferate, simply for their own sake, new interpreta-
tions. According to Sarah Kofman, they are strong enough “to want
the truth, that is, to become conscious of the absence of the truth of
being, of the enigma that life is, and to offer, accordingly, an indefinite
multiplicity of possible interpretations.”?” Nietzsche does sometimes
seem to suggest that total freedom from illusion is indeed possible:

How much one needs a faith in order to flourish, how much that is
“firm” and that one does not wish to be shaken because one clings to
it, that is the measure of the degree of one’s strength (or, to put the
point more clearly, of one’s weakness) ... Conversely, one could
conceive of such a pleasure and power of self-determination, such a
freedom of the will that the spirit would take leave of all faith and ev-
ery wish for certainty, being practiced on maintaining itself on in-
substantial ropes and possibilities and dancing even near abysses.
Such a spirit would be the free spirit par excellence. (GS, 347; cf. A,
54; GM, 111, 24)

But a careful reading of this passage shows that there are no clear end
points to this continuum of strength and weakness: even for the
strongest there are still ropes, though they are “insubstantial”; even



6“1 Untruth as a Condition of Life

their dancing occurs “near,” and not over, abysses. We have already
seen that freedom does not consist in leaving rules and principles be-
hind but in their appropriate internalization (BGE, 188, 213). The free
and the unfree will, conceived as perfect autonomy and as total deter-
mination respectively, are for Nietzsche both creatures of “mythol-
ogy”; “in real life it is only a matter of strong and weak wills” (BGE,
21). And by the same token, total independence and absolute subser-
vience are equally impossible: we have already seen Nietzsche write
that even in interpreting a formula the individual is still creative; even
when guided only by faith and convention, we must still interpret
their dictates ourselves (WP, 767).

Both his view that untruth is a condition of life and his metaphor
of the eternal child imply that Nietzsche denies the possibility of a
millennial elimination of illusion and falsification. To recognize, as
the free spirits do, the necessity of illusion is not to realize that every-
thing is false and that the only thing one can do is to produce more
and more “mere” illusions and interpretations for their own sake. II-
lusions are difficult to construct, to accept, and to abandon. To recog-
nize that illusion is inevitable is to recognize that the views and values
we accept wholeheartedly and without which our life may not even
be possible depend on simplifications, on needs and desires which we
may not at the moment be able to locate specifically. It is also to real-
ize that though these simplifications are necessary for us and for those
like us, they are not necessary for everyone. In order to become aware
of the specific points where our own mode of life depends on simpli-
fying the world, on overlooking some of its features or some alterna-
tive mode of life, it is necessary to have already begun to develop an-
other interpretation, another illusion, for only in the light of such a
new framework can the old one be seen as the partlcular 31mphﬁca-
tion it is; and this is already to have begun to change one’s views, val-
ues, mode of life, and, in a strict sense, oneself. Such a new interpreta-
tion, the toy of the old, will itself include assumptions and
simplifications that cannot be made explicit unless still more alterna-
tives, which will generate the very same situation, are developed
Nietzsche’s free spirits are always looking for new interpretations,
but not simply for their own sake; they are always looking for that
mode of life which is best for them, though not necessarily (Nietzsche
would say necessarily not) for everyone else. They are “curious to a
vice, investigators to the point of cruelty, with uninhibited fingers for
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the unfathomable, with teeth and stomachs for the most indigestible

. arrangers and collectors from morning till late, misers of our
riches and our crammed drawers, economical in learning and forget-
ting, inventive in schemas, occasionally proud of our tables of cate-
gories, occasionally pedants, occasionally night owls of work even in
broad daylight” (BGE, 44; cf. GS, 351). The ironic distance, which
seems to me essential to those who prohferate new interpretations
simply for the joy of multiplying illusion, is perfectly absent from
Nietzsche’s description of his free spirits. Thelmrpretatlons are
nothing short of their tables of values, by which their very lives are
guided and even constituted.

Nietzsche often construes the world as a text of which our various
practices and modes of life are interpretations (see for example BGE,
22, 230). His metaphor has been taken to do away with truth altogeth-
er; for since no text seems to be meaningful independently of all inter-
pretation, no interpretation, it seems, can discover a meaning that ex-
ists antecedently; instead, every interpretation actually creates the
meaning it attributes to its text. There is therefore no question of ever
being accurate or true to a text, since without an interpretation al-
ready in place, there is nothing for it to be true z0. Furthermore, once
an interpretation has been offered, to discuss the possibility that it is
true is simply to produce a further interpretation of the text in ques-
tion, which will itself create its own meaning for it. Interpretation,
therefore, can only give rise to further interpretation; it thus creates
more texts that need to be interpreted instead of bringing us closer to
the end of the interpretation of the original text. By adding to this se-
ries of texts, each interpretation changes the object that its successors
will have to concern themselves with. And within this series there are
bound to be interpretations between which, despite the fact that they
are incompatible with one another, it will be impossible to choose
and that will therefore be equally acceptable. Just in this manner, it
can be claimed, the actual world can be transformed and dealt with in
ways we cannot possibly now envisage, ways that will be as valid and
justified as the best we have developed so far, even if they are quite in-
compatible with them. Like textual interpretations, all our modes of
interacting with the world are additions that make an already indeter-
minate object even more multifarious and complex.

We should not want to deny that in regard to every text there are
many interpretations that can in principle be produced but that have
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not yet been developed. Many of these are inaccessible to us today and
will be reached only after all sorts of unpredictable developments
have occurred. But this is not in itself a reason for thinking that texts
are indeterminate and that they can be interpreted in many conflict-
ing but equally legitimate ways. It is therefore not a reason for think-
ing that the very notion of an interpretation that is adequate to a text
is illegitimate. The claim that there can always be two or more equally
correct though conflicting readings of a given text, and that therefore
truth or correctness is not a significant feature of interpretation, can
be substantiated only by comparing two or more complete interpreta-
tions of that text. If two partial interpretations conflict, then they
may well be incorporated in a further reading that resolves their
conflicts. But it is in principle as impossible to produce a complete in-
terpretation of a text as it is impossible to develop a complete view or
theory of anything. Therefore the claim that every text has as many
meanings as there are interpretations of it cannot possibly be substan-
tiated, for, not knowing what would constitute a text’s complete
interpretation, we cannot know when we are faced with two or more
distinct readings of it. In addition, new interpretations that we
a-e not now capable of producing can come into being only through
the production of other interpretations which we are in fact capable
of producing. But the reason for looking for new interpretations is al-
ways that they will be better than the readings (or some of the read-
ings) we have produced so far, and not simply the fact that they are
new.18
' The argument is sometimes made that a reading is “only” or
“merely” an interpretation because an alternative could, in principle,
always be devised. But this challenge is serious only if a better alterna-
tive is in fact devised, and in most cases this is not at all a simple task.
The new alternative must be, according to some set of criteria, at least
as satisfactory as the view it challenges. If it shows that the previous
reading was “merely” an interpretation, the new reading cannot be
characterized as a “mere” interpretation in turn until yet another, still
better interpretation is produced. It has been claimed, for example,
that M. H. Abrams’ Natural Supernaturalism cannot be taken at face
value, that it is only an interpretation, because a different history of
romanticism, emphasizing different poems, different poets, and dif-
ferent events of the movement, could always be written. I cannot pos-
* sibly take sides on the historical issues themselves, but it seems to me

l
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that Wayne Booth’s reply to this general charge is serious and to the

point:
It ... seems likely that we could have other legitimate histories of
Abrams’ subject . . . But whether or not one could be written that
would falsify any of his central theses will be settled not by proposi-
tional argument but by the argument peculiar 1o writing a history:
can the history be written and, once written, can it be read? . . . If
someone can write a debunking history of Wordsworth and Ro-
manticism, one that will make its connections and establish its val-
ues as thoroughly and with as little stylistic forcing as Abrams’
manages, then of course we must take his view into account. Go
try.t?

In order to avoid the view that the world has a determinate struc-
ture in itself, many of Nietzsche’s contemporary readers have repeat-
ed his occasional claims to the effect that the world, like every text,
“has no meaning behind it, but countless meanings” (WP, 481). But I
think Nietzsche was wrong to think that this ontological pluralism
could support his perspectivism. An object is not indeterminate be-
cause it has many characters instead of having only one; for since each
of these characters is itself determinate, this claim is not an alternative
to but a particular instance of the idea that the object in question has a
determinate character. Nietzsche’s perspectivism denies precisely this
last idea, but this denial is not, as he himself occasionally thought,
equivalent to the view that the world is “infinite” in that “it may con-
tain infinite interpretations” (GS, 374). What must be denied instead
is the more fundamental claim that there could ever be a complete
theory or interpretation of anything, a view that accounts for “all”
the facts; we must deny the claim that the notion of “all the facts” is
sensible in the first place. The pluralistic view I am discussing assumes
that this notion is sensible and argues that there can be many (com-
plete) interpretations of the world. But this is not to deny that the
world bas a character, which is what perspectivism denies; it is to deny
that it has one, which amounts to relativism. Perspectivism requires
only a world that is perfectly finite and dense: it must be always possi-
ble to reinterpret and reevaluate even what already seems to have
found its ultimate position within it.

Nietzsche calls our views, practices, and modes of life “interpreta-
tions” because of the constant possibility of such readjustment, and
also because he believes that every view of the world makes possible



65 | Untruth asa Condition of Life
and promotes a particular kind of life and therefore presupposes and
ménifests specific interests and values. He calls them “interpreta-
ticns” in order to call to our attention the fact that they are never de-
tached or disinterested, that they are not objective in a traditional
sense. If there are different interpretations of the world, it is not be-
cause the world has an indeterminate number of characters but be-
cause there are many kinds of people, not all of whom can live by the
same views and values. When Nietzsche writes that science is an inter-
pratation, he does not seem to me to be claiming that no particular
theory can ever be true. Science, he argues, provides neither an #lti-
mate description of the world nor a description of the world as it is in
itself. It is therefore not a practice to which all the others are secon-
dary and inferior. He does not object to science itself (see for example
“Long live physics!” GS, 335) but rather to an interpretation which
refuses to acknowledge that science is itself an interpretation in the
sense that it provides a revisable description of a part of the world
which is no more real than any other. The problem has been that the
methods of science have been assumed to be better than any others,
and its objects have been considered to be more real or ultimate than
antything else. Nietzsche attacks only this privileging of the methods
and objects of science and not its methods or objects themselves. This
is obvious in the following passage, which denies only the view that
science makes an exclusive claim to truth and correctness: “That the
orly justifiable interpretation of the world should be one in which
you are justified because one can continue to work and do research sci-
entlﬁcally in your sense (you really mean, mechanistically? )—an inter-
pretation that permits counting, calculating, weighing, seelng, and
touchlng, and nothing more—that is a crudity and naiveté, asuming
that it is not a mental illness, an idiocy” (GS, 373). This is what the
free spirits and the new philosophers of Beyond Good and Evil realize,
and this is why they are not dogmatists. This too seems to be just what
the “old philologist” himself has in mind when, implicitly commend-
ing Don Quixote rather than Odysseus, he writes, “Whoever has at-
tained intellectual freedom even to a small extent cannot feel but as a
wanderer upon the face of the earth—and not as a traveler roward
some final destination; for that does not exist” (HH, , 638).

- Another group of Nietzsche’s readers has been disturbed by the
faét that his view that there are no facts but only interpretations seems

to generate a self-referential paradox. Suppose that we characterize
i
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Nietzsche’s perspectivism as the thesis (P) that every view is an inter-
pretation. Now it appears that if (P) is true, and if every view is in fact
an interpretation, this would apply to (P) itself. In that case (P) also
turns out to be an interpretation But if this is so, then not every view
need be an interpretation, and (P) seems to have refuted itself.

This argument is supposed to be a version of the paradox of the
liar, which does in fact create serious logical and semantical problems;
but the supposition is wrong. If (P) is an interpretation, it may indeed
be false. But from the possibility that (P), the thesis that every view is
an interpretation, may be false, all that follows is the conclusion I
have already stated—that is, that not every view need be an interpreta-
tion. But (P) does not assert that every view necessarily is an interpre-
tation; it cannot therefore be refuted by showing (which is all I have
done so far) that it is possible that some views are not interpretations.
To show that (P) is false, we must show that some views are actually
not interpretations. But this involves showing not that (P) may be
false (which is agam what has been shown up to this point) but that it
is actually false. (\a 3 sl e w’!\g ghawn e tmgl wihen PP

Yet our argument can show that (P) is actually false only if we as-
sume that, being an interpretation, (P) may be false and that therefore
it is in fact false. This last conclusion would truly refute (P), for if the
thesis that every view is an interpretation is in fact false, then indeed
some views are actually not interpretations. But the conclusion that
(P) is in fact false does not follow from the fact that (P) is itself an in-
terpretation. It is reached only by means of an invalid inference, by
means of equating, as above, the fact that (P) is an interpretation and
therefore possibly false with the fact that it is actually false.

In a curious and suggestive way, this equation repeats the very
same error which I discussed in my examination of the notion of a
“mere” interpretation. That error consists in thinking that because
there always may be alternatives to a given view, that view is “merely”
an interpretation. But all that follows from the possibility of alterna-
tives to a view is just that that view is an interpretation. To say that it
is “merely” an interpretation is to take a further and unjustified step
and to claim that there are in fact alternatives (of which we are aware)
that rob it of its claim to being correct.

Both these approaches rely on the same wrong conception of in-
terpretation: they presuppose that to consider a view an interpreta-
tion is to concede that it 1s false. They both assume that interpretation
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is a second-best mode of understanding and thus misunderstood per-
soectivism, which denies that there can be even in principle a mode of
understandmg that is better, more secure, or more accurate than inter-
pretation. The view that all views are interpretations may be false; of
what view does this not hold? But this is not in itself an objection to
perspectivism. To say that it might be false (which is all this claim
amounts to) is not to say that it is false; this is the very same error once
again. Perhaps not all views are interpretations. But we shall know
this to be true only when one is actually produced. Perspectivism can-
rot be shown to refute itself as easily as we have often supposed.

' What can be shown is that, in admitting its own status as interpre-
tation, perspectivism does not require that it be accepted. It concedes
that no one is obliged to believe it. This is where it differs from dog-
matism, which, according to Nietzsche, makes just this claim. Per-

Ly

spectivism grants that some people may always refuse to accept it. Butvr

11 itself this fact makes neither perspectivism wrong nor those people
nght It merely shows that questions of truth and falsehood can be an-
swered only in relation to specific cases and not by means of the ab- ST
stract considerations I have provided so far.

The general problem with both positive and negative approaches
to perspectivism so far is that they have been too quick to equate pos-
sible with actual falsehood, interpretation witl{ merdjinterpretation.

The claim, however, that a view is mere interpretation can be made
only in light of a further interpretation, which is of course not a mere
interpretation itself in that context. Nietzsche’s perspectivism claims
that there is no view of the world that is binding on everyone. He be-
lieves that every view depends on and manifests specific values and at-
titudes toward life, that it is to be accepted only by those who want to
make those values their own. Even a serious alternative to (P), a view
to the effect that at least one view, perhaps that very view in questlon,
is not an interpretation, may still be shown to be just that if it is
shown to depend on and promote its own specific values. This is just
what Nietzsche tries to show in connection with Christianity and
with all dogmatic views: though motivated and directed by particular
desires and values, they always try to conceal that fact. This too is the
object of genealogy, which is an effort to reveal that behind their dis-
interested appearance and their claim to be binding on everyone, all
such views are attempts to promote their own special interests with-
out admitting their partiality: “What, then, is regressive in philos-

|
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ophersi—That they teach that their qualities are the necessary and sole
qualities for the attainment of the ‘highest good’ (e.g., dialectic, as
with Plato). That they order people of all kinds gradatim up to their
type as the highest” (WP, 446).

Nietzsche’s perspectivism, then, is a refusal to grade people and
views along a single scale. It cannot be refuted simply because it ap-
plies to itself, and it need not be defended against attempts to refute it
just on those grounds.?® In order to refute it, we must develop a view
that does not depend on antecedent commitments and that does not
promote a particular kind of person and a particular kind of life—a
view that applies equally to everyone at all times and in all contexts.
The task may well be possible, but simply saying that it can be done is
not the same as doing it. Alternatively, we must show, in the same de-
tail in which Nietzsche revealed the presuppositions of the views he
attacked, that his efforts were a failure, that he was wrong to claim
that these views made such commitments. And in doing so we might
even find ourselves doing exactly what Nietzsche saw himself doing
when he took up Paul Rée’s views on the development of morality.
He discusses Rée’s ideas, he writes, “not in order to refute them—
what have I to do with refutations!—but, as becomes a positive spirit,
to replace the improbable with the more probable, possibly one error
with another” (GM, Pref., 4). Until this is done, and perhaps even
afterward, perspectivism, freed from the notion of mere interpreta-
tion, can stand as a serious view in its own right. Just as it cannot sup-
port all the claims of its more enthusiastic admirers, so it cannot
crumble at the first logical touch of its more bitter opponents.

When, therefore, Nietzsche’s free spirits pursue the truth in the
knowledge that they are not free from illusion, they are constructing
or describing a world in which their own values—particularly their
desire to be aware that this is the sort of world they are constructing
or describing—are manifested. Anything but disinterested, they no
longer see the will to truth as the effort to discover, once and for all,
the real nature of the world.?! They now see it, in suitably ambiguous
terms, as an effort to establish its character. The will to truth now ap-
pears very different: “A curiosity of my type remains after all the
most agreeable of all vices—sorry, I meant to say: the love of truth has
its rewards on heaven and even on earth” (BGE, 45). The will to truth
turns out to be an effort to establish a world in which one’s best im-
pulses and strongest needs can find expression, and in which perhaps,
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at least for a time, they can be satisfied. In other words, it turns out to
be the will to power: “ “Will to truth,” you who are wisest call that
which impels you and fills you with lust? A will to the thinkability of
all beings; this 7 call your will. You want to make all being thinkable,
for you doubt with well-founded suspicion that it is already thinkable
.. That is your whole will, you who are wisest: a will to power” (Z,
IL 12). But the will to power is not the arbitrary imposition of order
on a world that is in principle chaotic or unstructured. Even the no-
thl’l of chaos is relative to a particular interpretation: “This 1s what
the will to truth should mean to you: that everything be transformed
in what can be thought by human beings, seen by human beings, and
felt by human beings . . . And what you have called world, that shall
be created only by you: your image, your reason, your will, your love
skall thus be realized. And, verily, for your own bliss, you lovers of
knowledge . . . You could not have been born either into the incom-
prehensible or into the irrational” (Z, 11, 2).
| In the context of investigation we can look at the will to truth,
censtrued as the will to power, from an external as well as from an in-
ternal point of view. From within a particular practice, one is related
to that practice, to truth, and to the world much as a child is related to
its toy. We do not engage in such practices in the specific awareness
that they are illusions, though we can know in general terms that illu-
sions are necessarily present within them. Painters do not work in the
specific knowledge of which among the indefinitely many features of
their subject matter they are leaving out of account, though they are
often aware that they employ only one among many possible styles;
nor of course can they change styles at will. Such thoughts don’t seem
to function in the context: a painter simply tries to get matters right.
A more detached attitude, Nietzsche suggests, might even be crip-
pling: “It is not enough that you understand in what ignorance hu-
mans as well as animals live; you must also have and acquire the will
tc-ignorance. You need to grasp that without this kind of ignorance
life itself would be impossible, that it is a condition under which alone
the living thing can preserve itself and prosper: a great, firm dome of
ignorance must encompass you” (WP, 609). The will to ignorance,
tkerefore, is not simply the tendency or desire not to know some
tkings. It must also turn upon itself and become the will not to know
tkat one is failing to know many things in the process of coming to
know one. The will to knowledge, Nietzsche claims, can function

|
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only on this foundation, or, as he would doubtless prefer to put it,
only in this way can the will to ignorance be refined into the will to
knowledge itself: the effort to ignore is itself an effort to know.

Such tentative absolutism, however, can easily cease being tenta-
tive and become merely absolutism; as we have seen, for example, it is
part of the development of a morality “that its origin should be for-
gotten” (WP, 514). At any particular moment Nietzsche’s free spirits,
apart from their generalized awareness that their views are interpreta-
tions, can have every faith in the practices in which they are engaged:
they know that, at that time at least, they cannot live without them.
But in addition they also know that others could not live with them.
And this realization distinguishes them from those whose absolutism
is not tentative. The free spirits know that their mode of life is their
own creation and that it is not the only mode that is necessary or even
possible. They therefore do not want to impose it upon others, and
they do not try to cling to it once it has outlived its usefulness: “The
view that truth i found and that ignorance and error are at an end is
one of the most potent seductions there is. Supposing it is believed,
then the will to examination, investigation, caution, experiment is
paralyzed: it can even count as criminal, namely as doubt concerning
truth” (WP, 542). The free spirits do not believe in “the” truth (cf.
WP, 540), and they therefore do not believe that it can be found once
and for all. They will therefore refuse to privilege the practices in
which they are engaged Aware that nothing about them need remain
the same over time, and that nothmg about the world will, the free
spirits are “at home, or at least . . . guests, in many countries of the
sp1r1t having escaped again and agam from the musty agreeable nooks
into which preference and prejudice, youth, origin, the accidents of
people and books or even exhaustion from wandering seemed to have
banished us” (BGE, 44).

The generalized awareness that all practices are interpretive and
value laden can make us realize that, even in the most elementary mat-
ters, we may well change our mind and thus our life. Others may
come to see things, with at least equal justice, in a manner totally dif-
ferent from ours. We ourselves may, and probably will, develop en-
tirely different views over time: “Whoever reaches one’s ideal tran-
scends it eo ipso” (BGE, 73). It does not follow from this that any
interpretation is as good as any other (“We must reject the Christian
interpretation and condemn its ‘meaning’ as counterfeit,” GS, 357)
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or that it is undesirable and even impossible to try to devise better
inzerpretations. Both inferences are themselves instances of what
Nietzsche calls “nihilism,” and they embody its fundamental assump-
tion that if some single standard is not good for everyone and for all
ltime, then no standard is good for anyone at any time. By appearing
to provide such a universal standard, according to Nietzsche, Chris-
tianity repressed the symptoms of this “European disease” while it
strengthened its causes. But “the death of God” (GS, 108, 125, 343) has
new brought the disease out into the open: “The ‘meaninglessness of
events’: belief in this is the consequence of an insight into the falsity of
previous interpretations, a generalization of discouragement and
weakness—not a necessary belief” (WP, 599).

~ Uncommitted to the basic nihilist assumption, Nietzsche’s free
spirits are always willing, and sometimes able, to create new and bet-
ter interpretations—better for particular people, at particular tiffies;
{6r particular reasons. The world is neither totally beyond their ken
nor perfectly within their grasp: “Thus the world offered itself to me
today; not riddle enough to frighten away human love, not solution
enough to put to sleep human wisdom; a humanly good thing the
world was to me today, though one speaks so much evil of it” (Z, I,
10). The free spirits see their creations as views that are best for them
and for those like them, if there are any. This contrast with the efforts
to mask one’s interpretation and to present it as a view that is binding
or. all is what distinguishes the free spirits from dogmatists and “meta-
physicians” (BGE, 43; WP, 446). But they are also aware of two fur-
ther points. First, they know that even the most familiar facts are
themselves products of interpretation, as we shall see in more detail in
the next chapter. They are therefore constantly trying to find where
they have unwittingly accepted without question such interpreta-
tions. This effort does not consist in first isolating these facts and then
trving to determine what interpretation produced them. On the con-
trary, these most familiar facts are what we take most for granted and
what we are the least aware of: “What is familar is what we are used
to; and what we are used to is most difficult to ‘know’—that is, to see
asa problem; that is, to see as strange and distant, as ‘outside us’ ” (GS,
355). The difficulty is not so much in reconstructing the interpreta-
tion as in becoming explicitly aware of what we have taken for grant-
ed in the first place. Once we have done this, we have seen it as the
product of an interpretation; and we can see it as such only on the ba-
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sis of a further interpretation on our own part. Second, the free spirits
know that in producing new views they inevitably change their own
situation and thus make further interpretations necessary; these inter-
pretations will in turn create still other new situations. They can thus
accept the contingency of their views when that becomes apparent,
and they can part with them when that becomes necessary. A “noble
will” is one, as Sarah Kofman writes, “which, though capable of af-
firming one perspective over a long time is still distant enough from it
to be able to change it and to see the world with ‘other eyes’ ” (p. 150).

This is what Zarathustra tells his disciples: “Indeed, there must be
much bitter dying in your life, you creators. Thus are you advocates
and justifiers of all impermanence. To be the child who is newly born,
the creator must also want to be the mother who gives birth and the
pangs of the birth-giver” (Z, II, 2). Nietzsche’s ever-recurring meta-
phors of child and childbirth prevent us, I think, from construing the
continual process of revision he describes as a linear progression to-
ward a single goal. The members of a single genealogical sequence, as
we shall soon see, need share no single feature with one another. Our
practices need not all have the same goal, and even the goal of the
same practice need not remain the same over time.

The realization that all our activity is partial and perspectival does
not therefore, except in the generalized way I have discussed, enter
into our specific projects. Nietzsche’s apparently extreme view that
untruth is a condition of life ultimately refers to our ignorance of the
exact ways in which our views, at every time, are simplifications of
the world and are dependent on particular values; it calls to our atten-
tion the fact that we may have to remain ignorant of these simplifica-
tions and values if we are to engage in a practice for some time. Even
the constant search for unjustified assumptions must proceed on some
unquestioned assumptions of its own. Perspectivism does not result
in the relativism that holds that any view is as good as any other; it
holds that one’s own views are the best for oneself without implying
that they need be good for anyone else. It also generates the expecta-
tion that new views and values are bound to become necessary as it
produces the willingness to develop and to accept such new schemes:
“What is the greatest experience you can have? It is the hour of the
great contempt. The hour in which your happiness, too, arouses
your disgust, and even your reason and your virtue” (Z, Pref., 3). New
alternatives may appear on their own—that is, as the result of the cre-
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ations of others. But the greatest achievement is to devise them one-
self, to see of one’s own accord one’s prev1ous views as (here the word
is perfectly appropriate) mere interpretations: “Some should find;
others—we others!l—should import!” (WP, 606).

I began this chapter with the opening of Beyond Good and Ewvil,
and it may be appropriate to finish with its end, for this work closes
by expressing toward itself the very attitude that I have been discuss-
ing: “Alas, what are you after all, my written and painted thoughts! It
was not long ago that you were still so colorful, young, and malicious,
full of thorns and secret spices—you made me sneeze and laugh—and
now? You have already taken off your novelty, and some of you are
ready, I fear, to become truths” (BGE, 296). Beyond Good and Evil be-
glns with the demand of the will to truth that it be put itself into ques-
tion. Motivated by this will, and following it relentlessly, and to that
extent incapable of putting it completely into question, the text con-
st-ues the will to ignorance and the will to knowledge as one, as the
wull to power. In partlcular, it construes them as a will that finds its
greatest moments in questioning the pursuit of truth and knowledge
and that regards itself as creating rather than discovering new truths.
At the book’s end, the case now apparently made, this questlomng of
trath appears itself true to its author. True to himself, he warns against
accepting it complacently. He does not disown it; he does not call it a
mere interpretation, since to do so he must engage in a new question-
ing, and for this he must produce a new text and a new truth, all of
which, as he has shown, will generate the very same problem. By the
strange artifice of calling his views true, Nietzsche underscores their
deeply personal and idiosyncratic nature, the fact that they are his
own interpretations. Having presented his perspectivism not so much
as a traditional theory of knowledge but as the view that all efforts to
know are also efforts of particular people to live particular kinds of
lives for particular reasons, he now applies that view to itself. And in
the interval between presupposing what cannot be presupposed and
qLestlomng what cannot be questioned, he shows that even his ques-
tlomng of the will to truth and knowledge can proceed only in their
name. Untruth can be recognized as a condition of life only if it truly
is such a condition.
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What was Unity? Why was one to be forced to
affirm it?

Here everybody flatly refused to help . . . He got
out his Descartes again; dipped into his Hume and
Berkeley; wrestled anew with his Kant; pondered
solemnly over his Hegel and Schopenhauer and
Hartmann; strayed gaily away with his Greeks,—all
merely to ask what Unity meant, and what
happened when one denied it.

Apparently one never denied it. Every
Philosopher, whether sane or insane, naturally
affirmed it.

Henry Adams, The Education of Henry Adams

It often seems as if the aim of Nietzsche’s writing is to
construct ideas that grip the imagination without giving it anything
to grasp in return. “Hitherto,” he writes, “one has generally trusted
one’s concepts as if they were a wonderful dowry from some sort of
wonderland; but they are, after all, the inheritance from our most re-
mote, our most foolish as well as our most intelligent ancestors . . .
What is needed above all is an absolute skepticism toward all inherited
concepts” (WP, 409). The kind of skepticism he advocates, when prac-
ticed slowly, carefully, and for a long time, sometimes produces re-
markable new ideas, concepts that may one day become part of a later
-age’s inheritance from its most intelligent ancestors. But even his best
readers, those who read him “well, that is to say . . . slowly, deeply,
looking cautiously before and aft, with reservations, with doors open,
with delicate eyes and fingers” (D, Pref., 3), may come to a complete
stop when they are faced with what Nietzsche emphatically calls “my
proposition” (BGE, 36): the will to power.
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It is difficult to say what the appropriate reaction is to at least
scme of Nietzsche’s statements of this “proposition.” Indeed, it is dif-
ficult to say whether one should react at all, or pass over in silence, a

passage like the following:

. nourishment, procreation, inheritance—to society, state, custom, O
' authority. Should we not be permitted to assume this will as a mo- rj

preservation, but the will to appropriate, dominate, increase, grow
stronger. (WP, 689)

At best this seems like a barely plausible and quite horrible theory of
behav1or accordmg to which ruthless individuals, or worse, races and
even species constantly overpower equally ruthless but weaker oppo-
nents. At worst it appears a no less horrible but now wildly implausi-
ble picture of a voluntaristic universe in which everything, human
and inhuman, animate and inanimate, organic and inorganic, is en-
gtged in an unending struggle, trying to increase its power and to sup-
press everything else by any conceivable means.!

“All Being is for Nietzsche,” Heidegger wrote, “a Becoming. Such
Becommg, however, has the character of action and the activity of
W1111ng *2 This view is actually traditional in German philosophy and
can be traced back to Kant and Leibniz.? We can find an early expres-
ston of it in Nietzsche in his essay Philosophy in the Tragic Age of the
Greeks, where he associates it with Heraclitus and Schopenhauer: “Ev-
erything which coexists in time and space has but a relative exis-
tence . .. Each thing exists through and for another one like it, which
i1s to say through and for an equally relative one . .. The whole na-
ture of reality lies wholly in itsactsand . . . for it there is no other sort
of being” (PTG, 5). At that time Nletzsche did not develop this idea.
And though his middle works contain many passages on power, the
fe=ling of power, and the place of both in the general economy of life,
itis only in the late writings, particularly in his notes, that the will to
power as such becomes absolutely central to his thought: “And do
you know what ‘the world’ is to me? Shall I show it to you in my mir-
rer? ... This world is the will to power—and nothing besides! And you
yourselves are also this will to power—and nothing besides!” (WP,
1¢67).

The will to accumulate force is special to the phenomena of life, to TL-, [~

tive cause in chemistry, too?—and in the cosmic order? Not merely Y4 ke
conservation of energy, but maximal economy of use, so the only re- 5,1,
i ality is the will to grow stronger of every center of force—not self- ’
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Nietzsche strains language by writing that things are, and not that

they have, the will to power. But before we turn to this question, we
m&rw&lf—aﬁougﬁ the view sometimes seems to apply only
to living things (BGE, 13; WD 254, 681, 688), its scope is not always re-
stricted. Nietzsche gives a characterization of things in general when,
in discussing mechanism in physics, he writes, “A quantum of force is
designated by the effect it produces and that which it resists” (WB
634; cf. 552). His view is nothing short of the hypothesis that we may
“have gained the right to determine all eficient causation univocally
as—will to power” (BGE, 36).

The problem is that this hypothesis also strains the notion of the
will, tied as it is to psychology, beyond sense and recognition. That
has been enough for many of Nietzsche’s readers to stop being his
readers just at this, and just on this, point. Yet, and in very typical
fashion, Nietzsche denies the legitimacy of the common psycho-
logical notion of the will altogether: “The will of psychology hith-
erto . .. does not exist at all” (WB 692); “there is no such thing as
will” (71, V1, 3; A, 14; WD 488, 671, 715). And if Nietzsche does not
believe that the psychological notion of the will applies even to hu-
man behavior, then it may be that the will to power does not after all
attribute, as it so paradoxically appears to do, consciousness and in-
tention to the whole universe.

But why does Nietzsche deny that the will exists? “Willing,” he
writes, “seems to me above all something complicated, something
that is a unit only as a word”; it includes, he continues, at least sensa-
tion, thought, and “command” or modality (BGE, 19). Elsewhere he
also adds its aim or purpose, which is essentially dependent on evalua-
tion (WA 260). And he insists that all these elements are inextricably
connected with one another: “Let us not imagine it possible to sever
the thought from the ‘willing,” as if any will would then remain
over! ” (BGE, 19); “one has eliminated the character of the will by sub-
tracting from it its content, its ‘whither’ ” (WE 692). Nietzsche denies
that there exists a distinct sort of mental acts consisting of the causes,
accompaniments, or necessary conditions of other acts. He denies
that any of these acts can be separated from their many features, and
that they thus can be made to appear uniform and qualitatively identi-
cal to one another. There is therefore no need for a distinct faculty in
which they all reside and which makes them possible: “There is no
such thing as ‘willing,” but only a willing something: one must not re-
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move the aim from the total condition—as epistemologists do. “Will-
ing’ as they understand it is as little a reality as ‘thinking’ is: it is pure
fiction” (WP, 668; cf. BGE, 11).

Nietzsche often looks at psychological events in this way, and this
att:tude is central to his thought. He believes that behavior consists of
lor.g, complicated events with neither obvious beginnings nor clear
ends (cf. WB 672). The parts of these events are essentially connected
with one another, and where one part ends and another begins is as
undecidable an issue as the question of the nature of the whole event
of which they are parts. All these events are immensely more complex
than we can ever discover by purely psychological means. But because
we so often rely on introspection for self-knowledge, we have come
to believe that our behavior consists of the simple and discrete events
that are the only aspects of our life available to consciousness. We take
the surface of our behavior for its reality and essence:

|
i In regard to bodily motions and changes . .. one has long since
- abandoned the belief in the explanation by means of a consciousness
. that determines purposes. By far the greater number of motions

, tions and thoughts are something extremely insignificant and rare

\

" have nothing to do with consciousness; nor with sensations. Sensa- !

' in relation to the countless number of events that occur every mo-
;ment . .. Weareinthe phase of the modesty of consciousness. (WB
1 676; cf. Z, 1, 4; GS, 354)

Only a few of these events, or better only small parts of each one of
them, ever rise to consciousness. These are actually, Nietzsche be-
lieves, points along a single continuum which we cannot see in its to-
tali;y. Instead, however, we assume that each of them is an object in its
own right: a thought, a desire, a wish, a belief. We separate them from
oné¢ another, subordinate some to others, consider some causes and
others effects. We therefore think that each has a character of its own,

independent of 1ts interrelations with other such events as well as
wita the events of which we are not aware in the first place. Nietzsche
claims that this is a special case of our overwhelming tendency to sepa-
rate all subjects from their features and from one another. This is one
of kis most crucial views, and we shall have to return to it not only in
this but in later chapters as well:

' We separate ourselves, the doers, from the deed, and we make use of
this pattern everywhere—we seek a doer for every event. What is it
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we have done? We have misunderstood the feeling of strength, ten-
sion, resistance, a muscular feeling that is already the beginning of
the act, as the cause . . . A necessary sequence of states does not im-
ply a causal relationship between them ... If I think of the muscle
apart from its “effects,” I negate it . .. A “thing” is the sum of its ef-
fects. (WR 551)

According to Nietzsche, we arrive at the idea of “the will of psychol-
ogy hitherto” by projecting a small and insignificant part of a longer
process into an event in its own right, possessing a causal character in
itself. But Nietzsche thinks that there are no such events and no facul-
ty that makes them possible. The parts of events do not possess a char-
acter in themselves any more than do the very events to which, from
certain points of view, they may be said to belong. Both these parts
and the events themselves are so closely interconnected with one an-
other that they actually determine what each one is through their in-
terconnections (cf. WS, 11). These interconnections, as we shall see,
are in constant flux and are always in the process of being reinterpreted
in the light of subsequent “events” to which earlier ones are seen to
be connected. The nature and character, and indeed the number, of
these events do not remain constant. Removing or altering even one
element from the whole to which it has been construed to belong
destroys both whole and part: it alters what needs to be explained and
changes that which might provide the explanation. As with all wholes
that depend on interpretive connections of this sort, no individual
connection is accidental. This is why Nietzsche writes that we elim-
inate the character of the will once we subtract from it its
content.

In denying that “there is such a thing as will,” Nietzsche is trying
to sever the connections of that idea to our ordinary notions of want-
ing and desiring. By considering those events which we have so far
construed as acts of will to be simply parts of an ongoing, continuing
activity to which they are essentially and not merely causally related,
he wants to bring that activity itself to the fore. He wants to show
that willing is, as Heidegger saw, not a desire but a complicated activ-
ity, not a causally privileged part of human behavior but that behav-
ior itself considered provisionally, without regard for its outcome.
Willing so construed is independent of intention, of the ability to en-
tertain the idea of an aim distinct from the act that leads to it. It is
therefore independent of its traditional association with living, and
perhaps only conscious, organisms.
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| Willing as an activity does not have an aim that is distinct from it;
if 1 can be said to aim at anythmg at all, that can only be its own con-
tinuation. Willing is an activity that tends to perpetnate jtself, and this
terdency to the perpetuation of activity, which, as we shall see, may
sometimes result in the actual destruction of the subject that manifests
it, 1s what Nietzsche tries to describe by the obscure and often mis-
leading term “the will to power.” This is the tendency to produce
mere and more effects upon the world; it is a tendency in connection
with which there is no question of choice. It is the manifestation of
what Nietzsche often calls a “drive” (Trieb) which is common to ani-
mate and inanimate objects, and to which the idea of freedom, so of-
ten associated with the will, is not naturally suited: “The drive to ap-
proach—and the drive to thrust something back are the bond, in both
the organic and the inorganic world. The whole distinction is a preju-
dice” (WB, 655).

- This is an aspect of Nietzsche’s thought which, central though it
is to so many of his views, remains unflinchingly obscure. It is not my
purpose to offer a general explication but only to ask the following
question about it: let us suppose that Nietzsche, along with a great
part of the philosophical tradition to which he belongs, believes that
the character of things is to engage in constant activity; what general
picture of the world does this view presuppose, and is this picture yet
another metaphysical theory aiming to reveal the ultimate nature of
reality?

- The drive that is manifested in the will to power, an activity
which, even when it is directed at its own destruction, remains an ac-
tivity and therefore perpetuates itself, is common to everythingin the
world: “The connection between the inorganic and the organic must
be in the repelling force exercised by every atom of force” (WP, 642).
Bur if the will to power involves such a force, then it necessarily re-
quires resistance, something upon which it is to be exercised. And
since this incessant activity characterizes everything, everything in
the world is at least in principle connected to everything else: “Every
atom affects the whole of being—it is thought away if one thinks away
this radiation of power-will. This is why I call it a quantum of ‘will to
power’: it expresses the characteristic that cannot be thought out of
the mechanistic order without thinking away this order itself” (WR
634). The will to power, then, depends on the fact that for Nietzsche!
all things in the world are interconnected and that their interconnec-’
tions are crucial to their very character. But from these ideas a more

'

t
|
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radical conclusion seems to follow: “No things remain but only dy-
namic quanta, in a relation of tension to all other dynamic quanta:
their essence lies in their relation to all other quanta, in their ‘effect’
upon the same” (WA 635). The will to power is then an activity that
affects and in fact constitutes the character of everything in the world
and that is itself the result of such effects. Since these effects embody,
establish, and carry forth the character of whatever effects them,
Nietzsche characterizes them generally as “power.” The will to power
is an activity that consists in expanding a particular sphere of influ-
ence, physical or mental, as far as it can possibly go. As such, it ranges
from the crudest to the most sophisticated, from mere physical resis-
tance and brute subjugation to rational persuasion.

Nietzsche’s continual stress on the interconnectedness of every-
thing in the world constitutes his attack on the “thing-in-itself,” by
which he understands the concept of an object that is distinct from,
more than, beyond, or behind the totality of its effects on every other
thing. A thing, he insists, cannot be distinguished (except provision-
ally, as we shall see) from its various interrelations. Objects are condi-
tioned by other objects through and through: “ ‘Things that have a
constitution in themselves’—a dogmatic idea with which one must
break absolutely” (WB 559). Construed in this manner, the will to
power is not a general metaphysical or cosmological theory. On the
contrary, it provides a reason why no general theory of the character
of the world and the things that constitute it can ever be given.

To speak of a thing-in-itself is to speak of a thing that can be con-
ceived to exist independently of all other things and that is to that ex-
tent unconditioned. But this implies either that at least some of its fea-
tures, through which it is to be conceived, apply to it quite
independently of the existence of any other thing or that it can be
conceived to exist without any features at all. Nietzsche cannot agree
with either of these two alternatives, and this is why he claims that the
notion of the thing-in-itself is unacceptable.

If we assume, as we should, that the idea of a thing without quali-
ties is incoherent, this leaves us only with the first possibility. But
Nietzsche does not believe that things can have properties on their
own, properties that attach to them independently of the existence of
other things, because he believes that properties are nothing but a
thing’s effects on other things, including ourselves as perceivers:
“That things possess a constitution in themselves quite apart from in-
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|
terpretation and subjectivity, is a quite idle hypothesis; it presupposes
tkat interpretation and subjectivity are not essential, that a thing freed
from all relationships would still be a thing” (WB 560). But if such in-
terrelations are necessary, this alternative carries with it the radical
1mp11cat10n that if any object has any features at all, then at least one
other object, which conditions and is in turn conditioned by it, must
e) ist as well: “The properties of a thing are effects on other thmgs if
one removes other ‘things,’ then a thing has no properties, i.e., there
is no thing without other things, i.e., there is no ‘thing-in-itself’ ”
(W, 557). Even such logical features as unity and identity seem to de-
pend on the existence of numerous things that can be unified with,
ar.d distinguished from, one another. But we cannot assume that these
thlngs have such relations with one another in themselves, indepen-
dently of i 1nterpretat10n for what there is is always determined from a
spec1ﬁc point of view that embodies its particular interests, needs, and
values, its own will to power. “ ‘Essence,” ‘the essential nature,” is
something perspectival and already presupposes a multiplicity. At the
bottom of it there always lies ‘what is it for me?’ (for us, for all that
lives, etc.)” (WP 556). Since Nietzsche believes that this question can
néver have a single answer that holds good for everyone, we can begin
to see why his view of the essential interconnectedness of everything
is: part of his effort to show that there is no ready-made world to
which our views and theories can be true once and for all.

| But it is one thing to say that the properties of a thing are its ef-
fects on other things and quite another to claim, as Nietzsche does,
that a thing is nothing but the sum of these effects. Since it does not al-
low that an independent subject, of which these are the effects, exists,
Nietzsche’s radical view immediately generates a serious problem:
h¢w can we determine that some effects belong together and form a
urity? How do we know that we are using the pronoun correctly
when we say, “A thmg is the sum of its effects”? And even before we
can face this question, we must come to terms with Nietzsche’s view
that no event or object has a character in its own right, independently
of its interrelations with everything else. How can there even be inter-
relations if there are not already things that are capable of having
them?

" Remarkably, this is the very question Ferdinand de Saussure tried
to answer when he construed the linguistic sign as a “differential
unit,” and by means of which he revolutionized linguistics at the be-
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ginning of this century. “In a language,” Saussure wrote, “there are
only differences. Even more important, a difference generally implies
positive terms between which the difference is set up; but in language
there are only differences without positive terms.”* Though linguistic
signs generate a set of “positive values” through which language actu-
ally functions, Saussure claims that in themselves these signs have no
linguistically relevant features. Nothing inherently suits the phoneme
b for its role in the language apart from its systematic contribution to
those compounds, like bed, bang, or bat, of which it is a proper part.
But this is also to say that nothing inherently suits it for its role apart
from its systematic differences from other equally arbitrary sounds,
like  which is in turn defined through its contribution to com-
pounds like red, rang, or rat—that is, through its differences from all
other phonemes. What matters is not the phoneme’s intrinsic charac-
ter but only its difference from other phonemes. The same principle,
according to Saussure, applies to all linguistic signs without excep-
tion: “A linguistic system is a series of differences of sounds combined
with a series of differences of ideas” (p. 120).

These views have become almost commonplace by now. But I
want to suggest that twenty years before Saussure was to apply this in-
tuition to language, Nietzsche had already taken the more radical
step, from which Saussure explicitly refrained, and had looked at the
whole world in its terms. Prefiguring one of the great intellectual
events of the next century, Nietzsche in effect claimed that nothing in
the world has any intrinsic features of its own and that each thing is
constituted solely through its interrelations with, and differences
from, everything else. We can say that Nietzsche looks at the world as
if it were a vast collection of what can only, at least in retrospect, be
construed as signs; and once again, it appears to be no accident that he
likes to think of the world as a text. Of course there is an enormous
contrast between Saussure’s orderly structuralist approach to the sys-
tem underlying everyday communication and Nietzsche’s effort to
dispel the notion that the world possesses an underlying structure
that is subject to laws and regularities. But the point remains that the
world for Nietzsche, like language for Saussure, is a whole without
which no part can exist, and not a conglomerate of independent units:
“The ‘thing-in-itself’ is nonsensical. If I remove all the relationships,
all the ‘properties,’ all the ‘activities’ of a thing, the thing does not re-
main over” (WB 558). Conversely, every unit, conceived now as a po-
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sition within that whole, is absolutely essential to it and cannot be re-
moved or affected without altering the whole to which it belongs: “In
the actual world, in which everything is bound to and conditioned by
everything else, to condemn and to think away anything means to
coqdemn and to think away everything” (W/Y’ 584)

- This parallel may place Nietzsche’s view in a more reasonable
co;ltext, but it does not by itself account for our being able to use the
phrase “a thing is the sum of its effects.” In Chapter 6 we shall see that
in the case of the human subject the answer to this question is pro-
vided by our occasional ability to take certain activities to be coher-
encly connected with one another, to have compatible purposes—
that, at least anthropocentrically, we can interpret them by appealing
to their common ends and functions. The human body is sxmply the
unification of these low-level activities. The body in turn gives us an
elementary unity upon which we can base more complicated organi-
zations of activities, sometimes even activities that are in conflict with
one another. In more general terms Nietzsche writes, “A multiplicity
of forces, connected by a common mode of nutrition, we call ‘life’ ”
(WP 641). An object, according to this view, is just the unity or orga-
nization of certain activities which, when interpreted from some par-
ticular point of view, can be taken to be directed toward a coherent
end. The identity of each object consists in its differences from all
other similar organizations.

- Nietzsche’s view, we should note, is not skeptical. It does not
deny the reality of things any more than Saussure’s approach denies
the reality of linguistic signs. Both Nietzsche and Saussure offer a radi-
cal reinterpretation of the nature of the objects with which they are
concerned; they deny that any object can possess the features that
méke it what it is in isolation from other objects. Nietzsche, in addi-
tion, and in contrast to Saussure, grants a crucially active role to peo-
plé and to our interests: different conditions, different ends and values
can result in different groupings and so, literally, in different things.

Nietzsche therefore allows for a serious fluidity in our interpreta-
tions of the world and so also for a serious fluidity in what there is.
His view implies that ontological categories are subject to change, and
this in turn suggests that there are no such things as ontological cate-
gories. But this is not to doubt that the world exists. It is only to doubt
that the existence of the world requires the existence of a description
that is true of it from every possible point of view, a description that

|
|
|
|
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would depict it in itself, as it really is. Nietzsche’s view is simply an at-
tack on all such realist conceptions, which, as he writes, “always de-
mand that we should think of an eye that is completely unthinkable,
an eye that is turned in no particular direction, in which the active
and interpretive forces, through which alone seeing becomes seeing
something, are supposed to be lacking; these always demand from the
eye an absurdity and nonsense” (G, 111, 12).

We have seen that this view does not imply that all perspectives
are equally good. The first essay of On the Genealogy of Morals, for ex-
ample, argues that, despite their radical differences, the opposite
points of view involved in the noble and slave modes of valuation are
different reactions to the very same facts, different interpretations of
the very same text, and that one of them is definitely preferable to the
other (GM, I, 11). Nietzsche, as I have argued in the preceding chapter,
15 not an enemy of objectivity, though what he takes as objectivity is

“not . .. ‘contemplation without interest’ (which is a nonsensical ab-
surdity), but . . . the ability to control one’s Pro and Con and to dis-
pose of them so that one knows how to employ a wvariety of perspec-
tives and affective interpretations in the service of knowledge” (GM,
ITI, 12). Objectivity so construed is precisely the feature that distin-
guishes the free spirits of Beyond Good and Evil. Attempts to show
that objectivity is more than this sort of detachment are for Nietzsche
self-deceptive efforts to conceal the partial and interested nature of
one’s position from oneself.

But if Nietzsche’s view is not skeptical, what are we to make of his
notorious insistence that the concept of the object is a “fiction”?
Doesn’t this show that in some way the world as we think of it is for
him not real? In order to begin answering this complicated question,
we must consider in some detail the following passage:

Suppose all unity were unity only as organization? But the “thing”
in which we believe was only invented as a foundation for the var-
ious attributes. If the thing “effects,” that means: we conceive all the
other properties which are present and momentarily latent as the
cause of the emergence of one single property; i.e., we take the sum
of its properties— “c”—as cause of the property “x”—which is utterly
stupid and mad! (WB 561)¢

If unity is simply the organization of features, Nietzsche argues, it is
superfluous to posit the object, which is simply that organization it-
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self, as its cause and ground. An object is not for him an enduring sub-
stance that underlies its features. It is simply a complex of events with
which other events may be compatible or harmonious, which still
o:hers may harm, and which yet further ones may assist or enhance.
The object is generated by an interpretive hypothesis that links cer-
tzin events to one another and dlstmgulshes them from other groups.
The object emerges through such events; it is in a serious sense their
product and not their ground.

' But Nietzsche does not think that the hypothesis that there are
odjects that endure over and above their features is simply superflu-
ous. He also considers it, in much stronger terms, incoherent, mis-
leading, and harmful. He supports his view by two central consider-

tions. His first reason is, characteristically, psychological. He
Eelieves that we begin from the unjustified conviction that the soul is
a'substance in its own right and that we project “this faith in the ego-
substance upon all things” (77, 111, 5).” This is one of his most famous
views: “The concept of substance is a consequence of the notion of the
sub;ect not the reverse! If we relinquish the soul, ‘the subject,” the
p"econdmon for ‘substance’ in general disappears” (W 485). Famous
ak this view is, however, I still find it deeply unsatisfactory. First,
Nietzsche correctly believes that consciousness has a social origin and

asocial function: it is inherently connected with the need to commu-
nicate with others (GS, 354). He should therefore also hold that at
the very least the concepts of ego and object, subject and substance,
develop in parallel to one another.? Second, at one point he writes that
our naive belief in the body as an entity in its own right lies at the ori-
gin of our separation between doer and deed, thing and property. And
he claims that we eventually reach the idea of the soul as the immaterial
subject behind all possible deeds by constantly refining that separa-
tion: “Psychological history of the concept ‘subject.” The body, the
thing, the ‘whole’ constructed by the eye, awaken the distinction
batween a deed and a doer; the doer, the cause of the deed, conceived
even more subtly, finally left behind the ‘subject’ (WB 547). In this
context the body seems to be an external, public object, a part of the
social world. The order of dependence on which Nietzsche so often
insists is here reversed, and the enduring object precedes the substan-
tial subject. Third, and perhaps more important, it is central to
Nietzsche’s late writings that the idea that the human subject is some-
thmg over and above the totality of its deeds is a specific invention: it

|
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was designed in order to convince people that, whatever their deeds
have been, they could have acted quite differently and that they are
therefore totally responsible for them and subject to punishment on
their account (GM, I, 13; II, 21-22). The postulation of the substan-
tial subject, to which no particular action is essential, according to
Nietzsche, created the space that made possible the insertion of the
fiction of freedom of choice. But Nietzsche also believes that this
invention is the accomplishment of the slave revolt in morality and of
Christian metaphysics, which, just in this context and just for this rea-
son, he calls “the metaphysics of the hangman” (77, V1, 7). Yet, on his
own version of the history of philosophy, the hypothesis of enduring
objects was already well established by the Greek philosophers long
before Christianity ever emerged (WA 539; PTG, 11).

Nietzsche also gives a second reason for our “faith” in enduring
objects. In a manner that anticipates a central tenet of twentieth-
century analytical philosophy, he argues that our metaphysical views
are products of the grammatical structure of our language, which
forces us to speak as we have been doing all along in this discussion,
not only of effects but also, necessarily, of things that effect, of sub-
jects of properties as well as of those properties themselves. He writes
that we are dominated by “our grammatical custom that adds a doer
to every deed” (WD, 484). And indeed, since from a grammatical point
of view subject and predicate are correlative notions, there has to be a
doer as soon as there is a deed or doing (7hun). But by itself this
linguistic feature does not dictate any specific philosophical view: it
could also be interpreted, for example, as a way of saying that a par-
ticular event is part of a broader set of events, that it is involved in a
process of mutual interaction, of “interpenetration” (WB, 631), with
them. Yet, Nietzsche argues, here as elsewhere we forget the existence
of interpretation and try to read the structure of the world directly
from the features of our language. Thus he writes that we have “faith
in grammar,” faith that “the metaphysics of language” mirrors with-
out distortion the nature of the world (77, VI, 5). And he claims that
the inference from the grammatical distinction between subject and
predicate to the ontological separation between doer and deed, sub-
stance and attribute, is illegitimate and must not be made.

According to section 561 of The Will to Power, objects are generat-
ed in the following way. In our effort to find an independent entity in
which a particular feature with which we happen to be concerned
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might inhere, we take for granted all the other features with which
(¢n our own interpretation) it belongs and which are not at issue at
that time. We then identify these features, though they are only a sub-
set of the total collection, with the very object that provides the
ground for the existence of the feature in which we are interested. But
these latent features, Nietzsche believes, have no more of a claim to
being that object than has the particular feature that is in question—
that is, none at all. Both are simply parts of the same collection, and
though one is much larger than the other, this does not give it a privi-
leged position in the constitution of the object.

| So far this is s1mply the claim that we have mistaken a part for the
whole But the most intriguing part of Nietzsche’s discussion comes
at the very end of this note, when he writes that when we generate an
object by identifying it with only some of its features, “we take
tke sum of its properties—%’—as cause of the property % —which is
utterly stupid and mad!” Nietzsche makes this extravagant charge be-
czuse he seems to believe that when we appeal to some of an object’s
features in order to account for others, we actually take the totality of
tkese features twice, first as its own ground and then as its own effect.
This is a view to which Nietzsche is deeply committed and for pre-
senting which he often appeals to the image of lightning: “The popu-
lar mind in fact doubles the deed; when it sees the lightning flash, it is
tke deed of a deed: it posits the same thing first as cause and then a sec-
ond time as its effect” (GM I, 13; of. WB 531). And since he also
thinks that “the causa sui is the best contradiction that has been con-
ceived so far; it is a sort of rape and perversion of logic” (BGE, 21), we
are brought back immediately to his charge that the concept of the
ob]ect is sheer madness.

But why does Nietzsche think that the concept of the object con-
stitutes this sort of madness? Why should he hold that when we try to
account for some feature by appealing to the other features with which
itis associated we are in fact trying to account twice for the very same
thing? Why does he think that this reference to two obviously dis-
tinct sets of features is merely apparent and succeeds in picking out
only one thing?

| Nietzsche’s charge is motivated by the view, which I have already
begun discussing and which we must now face squarely, that all the
effects of what we construe as a single thing are essentially intercon-
nected and derive their character from their interconnections. What
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something is or does is not independent of anything else that it does
or is. And whatever a thing is or does is itself not given: it is constantly
in motion, being changed, revised, reconstrued, and reinterpreted in
the light of new events, which are in their own turn fluid and indeter-
minate (WB 672). The character and nature of every event is insepara-
ble from the character and nature of every other occurrence with
which it is associated. This relationship is holistic and hermeneutical.
Nietzsche expresses a similar view in regard to judgments in a note of
almost Hegelian character: “There are no isolated judgments! An iso-
lated judgment is never ‘true,” never knowledge; only in the connec-
tion and relation of many judgments is there any surety” (WB 530).

Nietzsche’s view must therefore be that when we single out a par-
ticular effect and attribute to it a particular character, a particular rela-
tion to other effects, we in fact implicitly attribute a character to the
whole set of which we construe it as a part. Effects are related to one
another just as things, their collections, are: each one is what it is
through its relations to the others, and these in turn derive their char-
acter, their very nature, in the same manner. A feature and the whole
to which it belongs are not conceptually independent from one an-
other as causes, in particular, are said to be independent of their ef-
fects. For Nietzsche, the whole is somehow to be found implicitly in
every one of its features. This is Zarathustra’s point when he exhorts
his disciples to see to it “that your self be in your deed as the mother is
in her child” (Z, 11, 5). When therefore we separate the object from its
property, we in effect claim that the whole set of features, which is im-
plicit in the one feature we have singled out and without which that
feature would not have been the feature it is, is distinct from and re-
sponsible for the feature in which it is implicit and without which it
would have been an altogether different whole. In both cases we suc-
ceed only in referring to the single whole which both sets of features,
though apparently distinct, essentially constitute.

This account may explicate the ending of the note under dis-
cussion. But this explication only raises the further question of why
Nietzsche thinks that wholes and parts are so indissolubly connected
with one another. Earlier we saw that a linguistic paralle]l may moti-
vate Nietzsche’s view, and I have said that the relationship between
whole and part is hermeneutical. These considerations may sug-
gest that a literary model can again shed some light on Nietzsche’s
approach.
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- Consider, then, the true and noncontroversial point that a liter-
ary character is nothing over and above the totality of its features and
actions, just as it is nothing less: absolutely everything characters do
mzkes them what they are. Provided that, for the moment, we con-
centrate on individual texts, we can say that characters who are incon-
srstently depicted are not really single characters at all. They are artifi-
cial unities held together by a single name, a “mere word” (cf. WB
482). And it is also true, though perhaps slightly more controversial,
thzt when we specify a character’s action on a particular occasion, we
1mphcltly commit ourse]ves to a general 1 interpretation of that charac-
ter as a whole. In fact it seems that the preposition of in the expression
“the action of a character” is problematic in just the way that the view
of the world presupposed by the will to power finds the relation be-
twzen substance and attribute, thing and effect, to be problematic.

' We can make this clear by means of a very elementary example.
We cannot possibly suppose that in reading Moby-Dick we can under-
stand what Ahab means when he yells, “I would strike the sun if it in-
sulted me,” without having already made at least a tentative commit-
ment as to who Ahab is—without, that is, a tentative interpretation of
many other statements by and about Ahab in this novel. A moody,
solitary cripple can be transformed into the novel’s “crazy Ahab”
through such a statement, and his other actions now appear in a new
light; they turn out to be literally different actions. But is Ahab crazy
because he seeks revenge for an action performed by a senseless, irre-
sponsible beast? Or is he crazier still, and so perhaps more human, be-
cause he refuses to submit to a power greater than he can master? Is he
suffering from the loss of his leg, the loss of his pride, or from the lim-
its to his strength? Each one of these elementary questions conditions
our interpretation of the original statement and is in turn conditioned
by it; an answer to any one of them commits us to answers to the oth-
er questions as well. Ahab emerges through such answers.

- Ahab is related to his statement not as a substance is related to its
attzibute but as a whole is related to its parts; moreover, this relation is
interpretive and not causal. Causal accounts of characters are offered
precisely when there is no good reason, no good interpretation of a
character’s actions in terms of the text of which it is a part or which,
mere accurately, it at least in part constitutes: the relation between a
text and its own parts is the same as that between each character and
its own elements. Peter Benchley’s Jaws, for example, is a work that

i
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bears remarkable similarities to Moby-Dick, narrating as it does the re-
lentless and, in this case, successful pursuit of a killer shark by a ma-
rine biologist and the police chief of the coastal town the shark has
been terrorizing. In the course of the novel, the biologist has an affair
with the policeman’s wife, for which we can account only in either of
two ways. We can appeal, on the one hand, to the conventions to
which novels intended to be read by a very broad public have been
subject in the last few years, and which generally dictate that such
works contain scenes of what is often described as sexual explicitness.
On the other hand, we can claim that the affair occurs precisely so
that the tension beween the two men will be greater as they hunt for
the shark and save each other’s lives in the process. In either case we
have abdicated from interpretation. Our account betrays the absence
of character; it reveals the artless juxtaposition of chance events for a
purpose that cannot be justified by the text they are made to consti-
tute, and which iself turns out to be an artificial unity held together
by a “mere word”—in this case a title. In a successful interpretive
whole, there are no chance events that can be transposed or removed
while others remain intact. Coherent characters cannot be related to
one another in different ways without themselves changing in the
process. Every “object,” every part, constitutes all the others and the
whole to which they belong.®

When we focus on Ahab’s statement about the sun, we must not
suppose (though we often implicitly do) that Ahab consists of all the
other statements pertaining to him in the novel. Nor must we think
that Ahab consists of a privileged set of statements, perhaps specifying
his essential properties: literary characters have no essential, and
therefore no accidental, properties.’® As is often the case, some of
Nietzsche’s most startling ideas become intuitively plausible when
transposed to literature. To separate Ahab from his cry, the doer from
his deed, inevitable as it is in practice, is truly provisional and arbi-
trary, “mere semeiotics and nothing real” (WP 634). As we continue
reading, the cry becomes part of Ahab, and his eventual challenge to
Starbuck—“There is one God that is Lord over the earth, and one cap-
tain that is lord over the Pequod”—now becomes the specific deed to
be interpreted. Its interpretation may cast Ahab’s earlier statement in
a new light, and this in turn may eventually affect our reading of his
present claim in a process that can have no end.

Nietzsche’s model for the world, for objects, and for people turns
out to be the literary text and its components; his model for our rela-
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tion to the world turns out to be i interpretation. It is a model we can
fird explicitly in his writing: “Around the hero everything turns into
a tragedy; around the demi-god, into a satyr-play; and around God—
what? perhaps into ‘world’?” (BGE, 150). Nietzsche’s model is star-
tling and paradoxical. And it is nowhere more so than in his writing
of “the world as a work of art that gives birth to itself” (WB 796; cf.
1066). Like an artwork, the world requires reading and interpreta-
tion, “good philology,” in order to be mastered, understood, and
made livable. The “death of God,” both as hero and as author, allows
Nietzsche to deny that the world is subject to a single overarching in-
te-pretation, corresponding to God’s role or intention. And its self-
creation introduces the most paradoxical idea yet, the fact that the
readers of this text are some of its own parts, some of its own charac-
. ters, who in reading it further its self-creation.
- This paradox, I think, does not by itself mar Nietzsche’s view any
mbore than the idea that some of a machine’s partsare on their own ca-
pable of understanding and even of i improving that machine by itself
mars mechanism. But the paradox involved in Nietzsche’s thinking
goes to the heart of his attitude and reaches as far back as The Birth of
Tragedy, where we find it clearly expressed, though in terms he was
later, merc1fully, to repudiate: “Only insofar as the genius in the act of
artistic creation coalesces with the primordial artist of the world does
he¢ know anything of the eternal essence of art; for in this state he is, in
a marvelous manner, like the weird image of the fairy tale which can
turn its eyes at will and behold itself; he is at once subject and object,
at once poet, actor, and spectator” (BT, 5). The second part of this
book discusses Nietzsche’s effort to apply this paradoxical idea to his
own writing.
* As in the literary case, so in the world, according to Nietzsche, to
reinterpret events is to rearrange effects and therefore to generate new
things. Our “text” is being composed as we read it, and our readings
are new parts of it that will gwe rise to further ones in the future. Even
the reinterpretation of existing formulas adds to the world, especially
since Nietzsche often thinks of interpretation as “the introduction of
meaning—not ‘explanation’ (in most cases a new interpretation over
ar. old interpretation that has become incomprehensible, that is now
itself only asign)” (WB 604). To introduce new interpretations, there-
fore, it is necessary to reinterpret old ones. Our text, even though it
will someday come to an end, is still and forever incomplete. The mu-
tual adjustment of elements cannot therefore ever be final: “The num-
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ber of becoming elements is not constant” (WB, 617; cf. 520). It is only
in this context that we can understand Zarathustra’s call, which ap-
plies equally to the very children it concerns, “In your children you
shall make up for being the children of your fathers; thus you shall re-
deem all that is past” (Z, III, 12; cf. II, 14).

A thing is therefore for Nietzsche not a subject that has effects but
simply a collection of interrelated effects, selected from some particu-
lar point of view from within a much larger similar set. It is, as he
sometimes puts it, a locus of the will to power, a focus of activity
within a broader realm, established through the very same activity on
the part of some interpreter. It cannot remain unchanged as its effects
multiply and enter into new interrelations or as other sets of effects
undergo such changes. As with literary objects, every new or reinter-
preted incident affects the whole of which it is an immediate part as
well as, less directly, everything else.

Nietzsche sometimes writes that healthy life “aims at the expan-
sion of power and...frequently risks and even sacrifices self-
preservation” (GS, 349; cf. BGE, 13; WP 650, 688). This, I think, must
be understood in two ways. First, Nietzsche thinks that increase in
what he describes as power does not necessarily lead to increase in
strength; on the contrary, it often makes one more susceptible to
harm and injury. Power, at its basis, is the proliferation of effects that
can be associated with a particular thing, and in the process of this
proliferation the “thing” can easily fall apart. Second, Nietzsche also
believes that the more one’s effects spread, the more one necessarily
changes, and the less one remains recognizably who one already was.

Every achievement is then in two ways a destruction. First, it is a
destruction of what is replaced by what is newly created: “If a temple
is to be erected, a temple must first be destroyed” (GM, 11, 24; cf. D, 9).
Second, through a curious and disturbing reversal, it is also the de-
struction of those whose achievement it is and whom it obliterates
even as it creates and constitutes, those whom Zarathustra “loves” be-
cause they “do not want to preserve themselves” (Z, III, 12).

But we now come face to face with a central problem involved in
every presentation of Nietzsche’s view of the will to power. The view
asserts that things are nothing but their effects, that there are no ob-
jects or substances; yet it 1s stated in language that seems to depend on
there being just such entities in the world for its own possibility. As
Arthur Danto has written, the will to power “is a difficult view to ren-
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der wholly intelligible . . . because the terms for intelligibility for us
are precisely those the theory cannot fit. To explain the theory in our
language is to tolerate a fiction which one wishes to overthrow.” !

Once again, Danto’s position is not unrelated to the view of
Jacques Derrida. Like Danto, Derrida notices this paradox. Unlike
Danto, however, he does not think that this is a problem that should
ideally be overcome. On the contrary, Derrida has made the paradox
of the necessity of relying on the very object of one’s criticism in or-
der to criticize it absolutely central to his own writing: “There is no
sénse in doing without the concepts of metaphysics in order to shake
metaphysics. We have no language—no syntax and no lexicon—which
is foreign to this history; we can pronounce not a single destructive
proposition which has not already had to slip into the form, the logic,
and the implicit postulations of precisely what it seeks to contest.”!2
Derrida’s view is itself influenced by Nietzsche’s own attack on lan-
ghage as a misleading but ineliminable guide to the structure of the
world: “The separation of the ‘deed’ from the doer .. . this ancient
reythology established the belief in cause and effect after it had found
afirm form in the functions of language and grammar” (WP 631; cf.
71, 111, 5).

f It would be naive to suppose that we could avoid the paradox gen-
erated by the will to power by trying to develop a new language in
which this view could be stated in a straightforward way and to which
the will to power would be related as the metaphysics of substance
and property is related to the language of subject and predicate. Part
of the will to power is precisely the view that there is no general struc-
ture of the world to which any linguistic system can ever be accurate.
Even when Nietzsche suggests that non-Indo-European languages
embody different metaphysical views from those to which we have
b=come accustomed, he does not suppose that the speakers of these
languages have a better grip on reahty (BGE 20). “The demand for an
adequate mode of expression,” he insists, “is senseless” (WP 625). Zar-
athustra is not thinking of such change when he says, “New ways I go,
anew speech comes to me; weary I grow, like all creators, of the old
tongues. My spirit no longer wants to walk on worn soles” (Z, 11, 1).
Linguistic reform is not part of the revaluation of all values.

Nietzsche believes that, however faulty and misleading, our lan-
guage is inevitably ours: “We cease to think when we refuse to do so
under the constraints of language . . . Rational thought is interpreta-
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tion according to a scheme that we cannot throw oft” (WP, 522). The
will to power may thus appear to lead to a perfect instance of the im-
passe generated by all efforts to produce a general criticism of lan-
guage and thought. Since all such attempts necessarily employ the
same linguistic modes and metaphysical assumptions they aim to ex-
pose, they necessarily perpetuate the very tradition they attack sim-
ply by virtue of attacking it. If this is so, the will to power will always
remain a paradox. We can neither incorporate it into the scheme it de-
nies nor can we use it to refute that scheme, since it is itself expressed
in its terms. On this approach, the will to power offers not a refuta-
tion but, to use Derrida’s term, a deconstruction of the notions of sub-
ject and predicate, substance and attribute, agent and action. The con-
trast between such pairs of concepts, Derrida writes,

is never the face-to-face of two terms, but a hierarchy and an order
of subordination. Deconstruction cannot limit itself or proceed im-
mediately to a neutralization: it must, by means of a double gesture,
a double science, a double writing, practice an overturning of the
classical opposition [cf. Nietzsche’s “the doer is merely a fiction
added to the deed” (GM, 1, 13)] and a general displacement of the sys-
tem [cf. Nietzsche’s “both the deed and the doer are fictions” (WB
477)].33

On this reading, Nietzsche must use metaphysically tainted language
in order to show that it is 1mp0551ble not to use metaphy31cally
tainted language. He does not criticize this language directly, since we
cannot do without it, and he does not offer alternatives to it, since
there are none. He simply lays its vulnerabilities bare.

A related but more optimistic view is that of Michel Haar, who
believes that Nietzsche has succeeded in developing a scheme that is
free of all metaphysical commitments of its own. According to Haar,
Nietzsche’s “own vocabulary (Will to Power, Nihilism, Overman,
Eternal Return) eludes conceptual logic. Whereas a concept, in the
classical sense, comprises and contains, in an identical and total
manner, the content that it assumes, most of Nietzsche’s key
words . . . bring forth a plurality of meanings undermining any logic
based on the principle of identity.”1# Like Derrida, Haar believes that
logic makes by itself certain metaphysical assumptions and imposes a
particular picture of the world upon all those who use it. Unlike
Derrida, he also believes that we can somehow do without this logic,
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though he does not make it clear whether Nietzsche’s vocabulary is
free of logic altogether or simply free of the logic that is “based on the
principle of identity.” But though Nietzsche definitely denies that
logic or language reflects adequately the structure of the world (“the
world appears logical to us because we have made it logical,” WP 521),
he also writes emphatlcally that we cannot possibly do without either
lenguage or logic. It is therefore very unlikely that he would think
that the tradition could be undermined by means of a vocabulary that
escaped the assumptions and categories incorporated in “classical”
logic.1s
Nietzsche does think that something can and must be under-

mined, but this is neither logic nor language as such. Rather, it is an as-
sumption that is shared by Danto as well as by Derridaand Haar and a
large number of other philosophers: the view that logic (or language,
or mathematics, or physics, or any other particular endeavor) makes
by itself such metaphysical commitments and claims to reflect on its
own the world as it really is. There is no general agreement about the
question whether these commitments are right or wrong; but many
writers, including those I am now discussing, share the prior belief
that some such assumptions are built into logic or language in the first
place. Yet Nietzsche denies that we can ever read the structure of the
world from the structure of the means we have developed in order to
make it livable by beings like us: “One should not understand the
c}:)mpulsion to construct concepts, species, forms, purposes, laws (‘a
world of identical cases’) as if they enabled us to fix the real world; but
as a compulsmn to arrange a world for ourselves in which our exis-
tence is made possible” (W 521). This is just the assumptlon which
Nelson Goodman has more recently also denied: “Philosophers
sometimes mistake features of discourse for features of the subject of
discourse. We seldom conclude that the world consists of words just
because a true description of it does, but we sometimes suppose that
the structure of the world is the same as the structure of the descrip-
tion.”16

| The world we construct, Nietzsche repeatedly insists, is abso-
lutely necessary, and we could not live without it; for us it is as real as
can be. We are not in error to live in it, to think and talk about it as we
do, and to continue to do so. Our error is to believe that the ways in
which we think and talk about it make by themselves any commit-
ment about the real nature of the world, the world that is the com-

t
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mon object of all the different perspectives on it. Our error consists in
believing that our logic, language, mathematics, or any other practice
is metaphysically loaded in the first place, that any such practice can
be our guide to the nature of reality. Nietzsche certainly writes, “I am
afraid that we are not rid of God because we still have faith in gram-
mar” (77, 11, 5). But what he considers necessary for belief in God,
who here represents the ultimate substance, is not only grammar but
also faith in it. And this faith is just the assumption, common to
friends and foes of metaphysics alike, that language makes, of its own
nature, ontological claims upon its users. This, I think, is precisely the
assumption that Nietzsche rejects.

If this is Nietzsche’s view, then we may give the paradox involved
in the will to power a different interpretation. The will to power con-
stitutes a challenge to the concepts of substance and attribute. Since
these concepts, according to Nietzsche, depend on our taking our
grammar too seriously, the will to power also constitutes a challenge
to our common means of expression. But Nietzsche does not claim
that our language is wrong, that instead of the world as we have come
to know it we are really faced, paradoxically, as Danto writes, with “a
world of effects, but not of effects of anything” (pp. 219-220). He
claims not that our language is wrong but that we are wrong in taking
it too seriously. He attacks the antithesis between agent and effect
which Danto’s statement seems to presuppose. He argues that even if
the grammatical categories of subject and predicate are categories that
are essential to us, this does not imply that the ontological categories
of substance and attribute, or any others, are correct. Logic and lan-
guage are neutral. Nietzsche tries to reinterpret them in order to bring
this point out, and he tries to accomplish this goal by offering a rein-
terpretation of these categories themselves, by trying to show that
neither substances nor attributes, neither agents nor effects, are as we
commonly take them to be.

But the picture of the world presupposed by the will to power,
even when it is expressed In terms as positive as those of the statement
“A thing is the sum of its effects,” is not an alternative to the meta-
physics of substance and accident. Nietzsche wants to show that our
linguistic categories are compatible with different versions of the on-
tological structure of the world. That is, he wants to show that the
world has no ontological structure. As we shall see by means of an
analogy, the world of the will to power is “in itself” radically indeter-
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minate: it can be described in a large number of ways, none of which
neéed, or indeed can, make a claim to constituting its ultimate correct
representation. Each way of dealing with the world manifests the will
to power of those who engage in it as at the same time it arranges this
indeterminate world into a definite object. Nietzsche’s task is to rein-
terpret both our language and our world in order to show that just as
la:lguage makes no commitments regarding the world, so the world
imposes no constraints upon language.

. Many of Nietzsche’s readers may find that the reinterpretation of
existing structures constitutes a very weak reading of the task of the
will to power. But in Nietzsche’s own view, reinterpretation is the
most powerful theoretical and practical instrument. It is the literal
ar.alogue of “the hammer” with which he proposes to do philosophy
m the Preface to The Twilight of the Idols: part tuning fork to sound
out hollow idols, part instrument of their destruction, and part sculp-
tor’s mallet to fashion new statues out of the forms as well as the mate-
rgals of the old.

Religion is for Nietzsche one of the greatest if also one of the most
objectionable manifestations of the will to power. His discussion of
how new religions are established shows how crucially important he
takes reinterpretation to be:

i The distinctive invention of the founders of religions is, first: to
[ posit a particular kind of life and everyday customs that have the
. effect of a disciplina voluntaris and at the same time abolish
| boredom—and then: to bestow on this life style an interpretation
. that makes it appear to be illuminated by the highest value so that
this life style becomes something for which one fights and under
_certain circumstances sacrifices one’s life. Actually, the second of these
inventions is more essential. The first, the way of life, was there
before, but alongside other ways of life and without any sense of its
special value. The significance and originality of the founders of
religions usually consists in their seeing it, selecting it, and guessing
for the first time to what use it can be put, how it can be
interpreted. (GS, 353)"7

i
The will to power manifests itself in offering reinterpretations (cf.
GM, 11, 12). The lives of the ascetic, the poor, and the downtrodden
existed before Christianity appropriated them and reinterpreted
them from calamities to be avoided into ideals to be pursued. But
these lives did not exist as bare facts. The life of the poor already had a

'
i

|



98 | THE WORLD

definite place and significance in the system of values Nietzsche calls
“the noble mode of valuation” (G, 1, 10); Christianity gave it a posi-
tion of importance it had never had before. The ascetic life, construed
as the renunciation of some satisfactions in order to better secure oth-
ers, was already common and invested with authority (G, 11, 7-9);
philosophy, Nietzsche argues, could not have existed without it (G,
II1, 11). Similarly, the institution of punishment was continually
given new forms and purposes by means of the constant imposition of
new interpretations of why people should be punished upon older
ones (GM, II, 12-13). And even if at times an “old interpretation
... has...become incomprehensible and...is now itself only a
sign” (WB 604), its elements will often limit the range of possible new
interpretations. The principle previously quoted—“If a temple is to be
erected, a temple must first be destroyed” (GM, 11, 24)—suggests that,
as is almost universally the case, the form and matter of the destroyed
temple will be used for, and will therefore partly determine, the na-
ture of the structure that replaces it.

Reinterpretation is therefore anything but a compromise. Since
the institutions that guide our lives are the products of older interpre-
tations, associated with different conditions and embodying other
values, reinterpretation is the greatest means for change, for establish-
ing new conditions and creating new values. And if this seems too
writerly, too literary, too scholarly for the Nietzsche whom many
have learned mindlessly to admire or ignorantly to abhor, so much
the better. This most literary of philosophers would be the first to in-
sist that the difference between fighting and writing 1s at most a differ-
ence of degree or, to use one of his own favorite terms, of refinement.
The last things ever to be understood, he writes, are “the greatest
events and thoughts—but,” he continues, “the greatest events are the
greatest thoughts” (BGE, 285).

All this suggests that, though the will to power urges a reinterpre-
tation of the distinction between the doer and the deed, the surface of
our language need in no way change as a result of such revision.
“Interpretation reveals its complexity,” Gilles Deleuze has written,
“when we realize that a new force can only appear and appropriate an
object by first of all putting on the mask of the forces which are al-
ready in possession of the object ... A force would not survive if it
did not first of all borrow the features of the forces with which it
struggles.”!8 The claim that our language does not mirror the world
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does not involve introducing a new language that does; what we need
to do in order to see that it does not is to reinterpret the existing struc-
tures. In this way philosophy, according to Nietzsche, has always
used the ascetic life “as a precondition of its existence” (GM, 111, 10).
“The paths of power,” he writes, include the ability “to introduce a
new virtue under the name of an old one” (W8 310). This is exactly
the accomplishment of “the slave revolt in morality,” which came to
use the word good just for what had previously been considered con-
temptible, base, and bad (GM, 1, 10). The single word punishment has
bzen so often reinterpreted that even a partial list of the many prac-
tices and purposes to which it has been applied occupies a whole sec-
tion of the Genealogy (II, 13).

| We cannot therefore stop talking of objects that remain the same
through change and that persist in remaining distinct from their ef-
fects. But this way of talking, Nietzsche believes, does not reflect the
world’s underlying reahty From a synchronic point of view, as we
have seen, an object is given by an interpretive hypothesis that best al-
lows us, given our particular ends, needs, and values, to group certain
phenomena together. Such groupings are often themselves reinterpre-
tations of earlier groupings and enable us to live as best we can. They
constitute different phenomena as effects of a particular object or
agent, and the object emerges through them: “One should take the
doer back into the deed after having conceptually removed the doer
and thus emptled the deed . . . one should take doing something, the

‘aim,” the ‘intention,” the ° purpose > back into the deed after having
artificially removed all this and thus emptled the deed” (WB, 675).

' But how does such reinterpretation apply to things through time,
t3 the concept of the object diachronically? We need to know how we
can classify a new phenomenon as the effect of a particular object,
kow we can establish a relation between this phenomenon and a set of
eﬂects earlier grouped together so that we can see the new event as a
stage in the ongoing history of that object. In particular, we want to
know how, since for Nietzsche everything is in constant change, it is
possible to speak of objects diachronically at all.

. There can be no antecedent ground of the unity or identity of an
¢bject through time any more than there is such ground in the case of
an object at a particular time. Over time an object is constituted by
the best history of a group of phenomena, a history embodied in the
best narrative of the relations among them. Such narratives reveal that

v
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different phenomena have served the same purpose or that different
purposes have succeeded one another in ways that allow them to be
parts of a single history and therefore parts of a single object through
time. The crucial point is that for Nietzsche there is no single best nar-
rative and therefore no single best grouping. What is best is always de-
termined in light of different background assumptions, interests, and
values; and none of these can make an exclusive claim to being per-
fectly and objectively valid—valid for all. The will to power is not a
“metaphysical” view because, through its emphasis on the indeter-
minacy of the world and the multiplicity of values, it insists that
many views of the world are viable. With the possible exception of
those views that refuse to acknowledge this indeterminacy and multi-
plicity, the will to power does not reject any view of the world on gen-
eral grounds. Even in the case of such dogmatic approaches, it does
not reject automatically the view itself but only its claim to being the
only view that can possibly be accepted. Otherwise, a view of the
world is rejected only if there is a specific alternative that appears, for
particular reasons, to be preferable to it.

Can this very abstract frame be filled out? How are the many nar-
ratives of the one world that Nietzsche envisages constructed? In or-
der to answer this question we must proceed by means of an analogy.
Consider, then, the case of families. How are families established?
What constitutes membership in a particular family? The most obvi-
ous condition, and the least that seems necessary, is that one be a de-
scendant of someone who already belongs to that family. And before
we turn to the complications that adoption, marriage, and disowning
introduce, we must remark that even in the simplest cases the bound-
aries of families are far from clear: there isn’t always a definite answer
to the question whether two temporally distant individuals do or do
not belong to the same family, even if one can trace a connection of
some sort between them. In many cases this answer will depend on
the purpose with which the question is asked and on what is at stake.
Each individual, in addition, belongs immediately to two families,
one on each parent’s side, and each of these families in turn branches
off into two directions one stage further back, and so on for every an-
cestor. Even on a biological or, as Nietzsche would have put it him-
self, a “physiological” level, family connections are immensely more
complex than our usual representations of family trees can ever
suggest.
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- When we appeal to family trees, we are concerned to trace, for
partlcular reasons, an individual’s origin to a particular source
through a particular path and to establish a very specific connection
between them. But a moment’s thought shows how crucial our “par-
ticular reasons” always are in such situations. On one occasion, for ex-
ample, we may want to exhibit the multiple relationships of Europe’s
contemporary royalty to Queen Victoria: we therefore leave out the
ancestors who lead to different, “unrelated” origins. On another (and
here, ironically enough, literature provides a misleading example)
we may want to see how all the central characters of The Forsyte
Chronicles are related to Old Jolyon, the figure Galsworthy quite arbi-
trarily chose as the family’s founder—that is, as the source of its
wealth—a choice that reveals a further underlying assumption and
value. Galsworthy’s neat diagram, which appears in many editions of
his novels, makes it easy to forget that Irene has in principle a whole
family tree of her own behind her. Her two marriages into the
Forsyte family connect not only her but all her ancestors and relatives
as well, none of whom appears in the Forsyte family tree, to that fam-
ily. But this, of course, is of no importance to Galsworthy’s narrative,
He thus pays no attention and grants no existence, even of a fictive
sort, to these possible relatives of the Forsytes.

; None of this implies in any way that Galsworthy was “wrong” to
omit this information: he could not have included all of it even if for
some strange reason he had wanted to do so. In fact it is impossible to
say exactly what “all” the information would be in this as well as in
every other context in which families are involved. And this is part of
the point that this example is designed to show: the specific path
traced through what are actually indefinitely complex famlly inter-
connections is essentially conditioned by background interests and
va.ues. A particular family is constituted only through the presence of
su«.h factors, and the paths that are of no interest in each particular
case are simply left out of our family trees. But “in the actual world, in
which everything is bound to and conditioned by everything else”
(WP 584), families are nothing like what these neat representations
suggest. It is not just difficult but actually impossible to determine the
family to which an individual belongs without assumptions dictated
by our conventions, purposes, and values—for example, by the princi-
ple that in some social groups paternal descent determines, through
primogeniture, the order of inheritance among male heirs.

'

|
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Marriage introduces a complication on the biological level be-
cause it constantly introduces new material into a family’s genetic
pool. There is therefore no reason to expect that the genetic material
of distant ancestors and descendants need overlap to any extent. Even
within a very few generations, the probability that an individual will
share genetic material with at least one of its great-great-grandparents
is no higher than .25. Our concept of the family is tied to the idea of
shared behavioral, morphological, or genetic features. But this is only
because we are usually concerned with what is really the very short
run, with the few generations within which such similarities may be
important and obvious. In principle, family membership is totally in-
dependent of the notion of common characteristics. And on a legal
level, an individual with no apparent biological lines to a particular
family may come to be part of it through adoption, while a descen-
dant of a member of that family may be excluded from it for a variety
of reasons.

In short, neither the biological nor the legal question of family
membership has a clear answer. The neat picture suggested (but not
imposed) by the family tree soon gives way to a vastly more compli-
cated network of interrelations among individuals, a network which,
in a variety of ways, ultimately connects everyone to everyone else in
the world. And therefore descent from a family member is not only
the least but also the most that is necessary for being part of that fam-
ily. Particular families are generated out of this network by means of
operations that are essentially conditioned by specific interests and
values.

Nietzsche’s discussion of punishment suggests that this example is
not fanciful. He writes, first, that “the origin and purpose of punish-
ment are two problems that are separate or that ought to be separate.”
He then generalizes this to the unrestricted view that

the causes and origins of a thing and its eventual utility, its actual
employment and place in a system of purposes, lie worlds apart . . .
But purposes and utilities are only signs that a will to power has be-
come master of something less powerful and imposed upon it the
character of a function; and the entire history of a “thing,” an organ,
a custom can in this way be a continuous sign-chain of ever new inter-
pretations and adaptations whose causes do not even have to be related
to one another but, on the contrary, in some cases succeed and alter-
nate with one another in a purely chance fashion. (G, 11, 12)
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Nothing about a thing, Nietzsche concludes, need remain constant:
“The form is fluid, but the ‘meaning’ is even more so.” Since both its
form and its purpose are constantly changing, punishment is consti-
tuted by the very history of those forms and practices, those purposes
and meanings, that can be seen to belong to a single institution. And
all that shows that there is a single institution here in the first place is
the narrative that successfully characterizes later forms and purposes
as subsequent stages, as descendants, of earlier ones.!® This is just what
our analogy with the family had led us to expect.

- The analogy showed that a family can consist of individuals who
share nothing but biological or legal descent. Our interests and pur-
poses, which certainly are not constant across social groups or over
time, condition how families are circumscribed within the indefi-
nnely large set of interrelations that people bear to one another; such
interests and purposes actually dictate what constitutes each family.
Family trees are conventionally chosen paths within these vast tan-
gles. But just as the qualification conventionally does not in any way
derract from the reality of families, so the word arbitrarily, with
which Nietzsche consistently characterizes the way enduring objects
are constructed, does not detract from the reality of the world. Fam-
ilies are of course in the world, embodied in these complicated rela-
tionships, but they are also in a serious sense indeterminate. The pos-
sikility of determining new families, as real as those to which we have
become accustomed at some particular time, is always present. We can
na:urally ask whether these new families are already there in the exist-
ing interrelations or whether we make them up, create them, when
for some reason we follow a new path. The answer to this question is
bound to be ambiguous. And its ambiguity corresponds exactly to the
ambiguity in Nietzsche’s attitude toward the reality of the world as
Well as toward the relationship between creation and discovery.

! In a different context Nietzsche makes a pomt that apphes directly
tov this discussion: “Every individual,” he writes, “consists of the
whole course of evolution” (W8 373). And elsewhere he claims: “Hu-
man beings are not only single individuals but one particular line of
the total organic world. That they endure proves that a species of in-
terpretation (even though accretions are still being added) has also en-
dured, that the species of interpretation has not changed. ‘Adapta-
tion” ” (WB, 678; cf. 687). In short, what constitutes the unity and
identity, the very fact, of a family is—to use the word that I have per-
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haps disingenuously been avoiding so far—nothing more and nothing
less than the genealogical relationship that obtains among its mem-
bers. Different background assumptions can generate or manifest
vastly different genealogical relationships. And it is, I now want
to suggest, precisely this sort of genealogical relationship that for
Nietzsche constitutes not only families, not only moral and social in-
stitutions and schools of thought, but also, quite literally, every single
thing in the world.

What I have been calling the effects of things are multiply interre-
lated in the manner in which, within my analogy, the members of a
family are interrelated with everyone else in the world. The unity of
each thing, that thing itself, is to be found in the genealogical account
that connects one set of phenomena to another. It is to be found in a
narrative of the way in which the later set can be seen as the descen-
dant—not as a development, manifestation, or appearance—of the set
that came earlier. Genealogy allows for chance occurrences and fortu-
itous connections, for mutations and for marriages, for violent expan-
sions and intrusions, and it makes change of fortune possible without
change in identity. But since the thing itself is to be found in its geneal-
ogy, and since there can never be only one genealogy of anything, the
very notion of the thing itself, as the will to power has insisted all
along, is now no longer necessary or indeed coherent. To ask what the
nature of the world is in itself or which description of it is ultimately
correct is like asking which family tree depicts the real genealogical
connections among everyone in the world. The answer to this ques-
tion can be uninformative and trivial: it will connect everyone to ev-
eryone else in an indefinite variety of ways, and it will therefore gen-
erate no family connections at all. It may also be interesting but
partial: it will specify a particular family, but will therefore necessar-
ily leave many possible family connections out of account. Nietzsche
believes that the question concerning the world can only receive an-
swers of exactly the same sort.

Genealogy, then, is Nietzsche’s alternative to ontology. It allows
for many alternatives, and it neither discovers nor imposes once and
for all a ready-made reality because it depends on the indeterminate
picture of the world provided by the will to power. Nietzsche takes
the world as if it were a text and the things within it as if they were the
characters and other fictional entities of which texts consist. He can
thus see them all as a vast sum of essentially interrelated objects. Each
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one of these is already the product of an earlier grouping or interpreta-
tion, and each grouping affects and is affected by all the others. Gene-
alogy concerns itself with these groupings and with the paths that
connect them. Every path it traces reveals, where only facts were visi-
bie before, an earlier interpretation with its own purposes and values,
its own will to power. And in doing so, each genealogical account it-
self embodies its own interests and manifests its own will to power.

. “The will to power interprets,” Nietzsche writes (WP 642), and
by this he means that his own interpretation, his own genealogy, is
aware of its own partiality. One of his central aims is to show that the
world we have taken for granted is the product of the Christian inter-
pretation of life, established for the benefit of a particular kind of per-
son with particular needs and desires. These, Nietzsche insists, are not
and need not be the needs and desires of everyone, though it has been
essential to Chrlstlanlty to conceal this fact and thus to conceal and
deny itsown mterpretlve status. But can Nietzsche’s self-conscious ge-
nealogical interpretation be both a manifestation of his will to power,
of his effort to project his own values and to introduce himself into
history, and at the same time correct? Or is it at best, as often seems to
be the case, an expression of his own personal, privately motivated,
and peculiar preferences?
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“Should we be mindful of dreams?” Joseph asked.
“Can we interpret them?”

The Master looked into his eyes and said tersely:
“We should be mindful of everything, for we can
interpret everything.”

Hermann Hesse, The Glass Bead Game

“We are unknown to ourselves, we seekers after
knowledge”—wir Erkennenden (GM, Pref., 1): with its very first sen-
tence On the Genealogy of Morals generates the central tension that
confronts Nietzsche’s own genealogical practice as well as all later dis-
cussions and extensions of it. “We have never sought ourselves—,” he
continues; “how could it happen that we should find ourselves?” But
at least for the moment he does not say whether this search could be
undertaken and what, once undertaken, it could ever hope to find.

A similar tension lurks in his description of “philosophers” in The
Gay Science. They are so totally devoted, Nietzsche writes, to the pur-
suit of truth that they are consumed by “the great passion of the seeker
after knowledge who lives and must live continually in the thunder-
cloud of the highest problems and the heaviest responsibilities (by no
means as an observer, outside, indifferent, secure, and objective)” (GS,
351). The parenthesis within which Nietzsche places the last crucial
qualification suggests that these seekers after knowledge themselves
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bracket and overlook, and are therefore in one sense ignorant of, the
pertiality of their own enterprise. Even if the partisan and nonobjec-
tive nature of their search intimates itself to them, the full awareness
of its character seems to correspond to a blind spot in their field of vi-
sion. They cannot look for it, and consequently they cannot see it.
Nietzsche concludes the first section of the Preface to the Genealogy:
“So we are necessarily strangers to ourselves, we do not comprehend
ourselves, we have to misunderstand ourselves, for us the law ‘Each is
farthest from one’s own self’ applies to all eternity—we are in no way
‘seekers after knowledge’ with respect to ourselves” (GM, Pref., 1).

. Those who pursue knowledge, Nietzsche seems to claim, are, and
perhaps must remain, ignorant of themselves if they are to pursue
knowledge at all. This refusal of individuals, types, or, more generally,
institutions to acknowledge an aspect of themselves in order to sur-
vive as the individuals, types, or institutions they happen to be is at
the heart of Nietzsche’s genealoglcal writing and of the objects and
mechanisms with which this writing is concerned. Various backward-
turning tensions of this sort, and the relations between them, form
the subject matter of the discussion that follows.

| On the Genealogy of Morals asks two main questions, starkly put
in section 3 of its Preface: “Under what conditions did human beings
devise these value judgments good and evil? and what value do they
themselves possess?” Nietzsche discusses these judgments explicitly in
the first of the three essays of which this work consists, but it is clear
that he aims to attack not simply these particular terms but, more im-
portant, moral valuation and the moral point of view in general. He
believes that these two questions are deeply connected with one an-
other: “We need a critique of moral values, the value of these values
themselves must first be called in questzon—and for that there is needed
a knowledge of the conditions and circumstances in which they grew,
under which they evolved and changed” (GM Pref., 6). But before we
try to determine if and how the investigation of the descent (Herkunft)
of moral values can affect our own evaluation of the moral point of
view, we must first look at some of the broader methodological fea-
tures of genealogy.!

| It is essential to Nietzsche’s concept1on of genealogy that it is ex-
p11c1tly modeled on the i interpretation of texts. The genealogy of mor-
al institutions is an interpretation that aims to show that they too,
li}i;e all other institutions, exhibit the contingent, complicated, and

5

1

|



108 | THE WORLD

even motley character discussed in the preceding chapter. Nietzsche is
very eager to distinguish his own approach from the speculative psy-
chological history he vaguely associates with some nameless “English
psychologists” (GM, I, 1).2 And he warns his readers “against gazing
around haphazardly in the blue after the English fashion. For it must
be obvious which color is a hundred times more vital for a genealogist
of morals than blue: namely gray, that is, what is documented, what
can actually be confirmed and has actually existed, in short the entire
long hieroglyphic record, so hard to decipher, of the moral past of hu-
manity!” (GM, Pref., 7).

Genealogy is interpretation in the sense that it treats our moral
practices not as given but as “texts,” as signs with a meaning, as mani-
festations of a will to power that this interpretation tries to reveal.
Nietzsche emphasizes the interpretive nature of his enterprise by an-
nouncing at its outset that the third essay of the Genealogy is itself an
interpretation (Auslegung) of the aphorism he has prefixed to it: in
this way, he writes, he intends to provide an instance of what it is “to
practice reading as an art” (GM, Pref., 8). The obscure relationship be-
tween Nietzsche’s essay and the aphorism of which it is the interpre-
tation has received remarkably little attention. But before I try to
make some tentative comments on it, I want to draw out some of the
more obvious implications involved in the idea of interpretation in
general.

Jean Granier has written that the task of interpretation is “to de-
code scrupulously the text before us, even if its message shatters our
dearest hopes. The norm of knowledge is the ideal of the philological
method.”? Intuitively at least, interpretation implies attention to and
respect of the text. It depends on the effort to read correctly and on
the presupposition that this is possible. It generates the hope of get-
ting matters right. And indeed, in the opening pages of this work,
Nietzsche returns again and again to the claim that his genealogy, his
interpretation of the history and value of morality, aims at nothing
less than the truth; and he insists that, unlike the efforts of others, his
own hits its mark.* In The Gay Science (357) he had written, “We . ..
reject the Christian interpretation and condemn its ‘meaning’ as
counterfeit” and had gone on to characterize philologists, who for
him are the paradigmatic textual interpreters, as “the destroyers of ev-
ery faith that rests on books” (GS, 358). Now, in the Genealogy, after
the cryptic and puzzling opening section of the Preface, he introduces
his subject with an almost overwhelming emphasis on the importance
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of zruth. He even concludes the first essay’s first section by expressing
his determination (which he hopes is shared by his opponents) “t
sacriﬁce all desirability to truth, every truth, even plain, harsh, ugly,
repellent, unchristian, immoral truth.—For such truths do exist—"
(GM, 1, 1).

- Nietzsche, then, begins his own interpretive project by paying tri-
buze to interpretation as tradition conceives it. He does not present
his own view until he has exposed what he takes to be the main error
of his rival genealogists; this error, he claims, consists in giving the
wrong account of the values with which they are concerned: some of
them identify goodness with selflessness (GM, I, 2) and others with
utihty (GM, 1, 3). But though Nietzsche thinks that these identifica-
tions are wrong, he does not reject them outright, and it is important
to see how he construes his opponents’ mistake. He seems to me per-
fectly Willmg to agree that many, perhaps most people today do in
fact praise agents and actions as good on account of their being altruis-
tic or practical. That they do so is the achievement of “the slave revolt
in morality: that revolt that has a history of two thousand years be-
hind it and which we no longer see because it—has been victorious”
(GM, 1, 7). Like everyone else, Nietzsche’s rivals make the mistake of
remaining blind to the slave revolt; they do not realize that, at some
particular time, it created the values by which most people regulate
their lives today, and that these values are not given us by nature.
Consrdering the most common current interpretation of our values as
the  only one they have had, they fail to see that selflessness or utility is
in fact an interpretation in ‘the first place. They therefore believe that
there is a natural connection between being good and being selfless,
and therefore that this connection is not subject to history and to
change, to appropriation and mampulation by particular groups with
particular interests at different times. They see our values as given ob-
jects rather than as created products, and they make a straightfor-
ward unthinking projection of the categories of the present onto the
past. This is why Nietzsche writes that “it is, unhappily, certain that
the bistorical spirit itself is lacking in these historians of morality, that
precisely all the good spirits of history itself have left them in the
lurzh! As is the hallowed custom with philosophers, the thinking of
them is by nature unhistorical” (GM, 1, 2; cf. TL, 111, 1).

' For Nietzsche, by contrast, the connection between goodness and
altruism or utility is anything but natural, and there is no question of
tracing it to the origin of valuation. He claims that this connection is
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the specific creation of the slave revolt in morality, which he associ-
ates with the emergence of Christianity, and he takes the connection
to result from reversing an earlier and very different mode of valu-
ation. People have become convinced that goodness is selflessness be-
cause the standards of valuation that were most advantageous to a par-
ticular group within society, “the wretched . . . the poor, impotent,
lowly . . . the suffering, deprived, sick, ugly” (GM, 1, 7), have been im-
posed on almost everyone else as well.

Now Nietzsche’s view of the origin of our current values, even if
it is correct, does not show that we should not identify goodness with
altruism or utility. Nothing is objectionable simply because it has an
objectionable origin. Had Nietzsche made this argument he would in-
deed have been, as he sometimes seems to be, guilty of falling into the
genetic fallacy, which amounts to confusing the origin of something
with its nature or value.’ But Nietzsche is quite aware that such an ar-
gument is unacceptable: he himself exposes it in section 345 of The
Gay Science, and in Daybreak he had written that “the more insight we
possess into an origin the less significant does the origin appear” (D,
44). His argument, as we shall see, is in any case more subtle and more
complicated.

Nietzsche’s account of the origin of the current conception of
goodness shows, however, that his rivals’ error is itself quite compli-
cated. It consists, first, in assuming that the dominant sense of a word,
the accepted interpretation of a value, or the current function of an in-
stitution is naturally appropriate to it and never the product of earlier
operations, of reversals, impositions, and appropriations. That is,
their error consists in being ignorant of the specific historical and
genealogical tangles that produce the contingent structures we mis-
takenly consider given, solid, and extending without change into the
future as well as into the past.

In addition to overlooking history, however, Nietzsche also
thinks that this approach refuses to acknowledge that even today the
term good does not have a single sense or univocal interpretation. He
appeals to a form of argument that goes back to Plato’s Protagoras
(332d-333b). According to this argument, if we can show that a single
term has two distinct contraries, as the term even is contrasted with
both rough and odd, then it follows that this term has two distinct
senses, that it is not a single term at all. And Nietzsche claims that
even today the term good is more complicated than we commonly
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suppose, since it actually has two distinct contraries: evil (bése), rough-
ly equivalent to wicked or malevolent, and bad (schlecht), closer to base
or contemptible. To baseness there corresponds the notion of good-
ness as nobility, while goodness as utility or selflessness contrasts with
wickedness. I cannot reproduce here Nietzsche’s well-known and
complicated discussion of the intricate relations between these two
modes of valuation. But I must mention one idea that will become in-
creasingly important to our purposes. According to Nietzsche, the
view that goodness is identical with nobility, which is itself an inter-
pretation congenial to one particular social group, is as a matter of fact
temporally prior to the view that goodness is selflessness or utility to
society as a whole. This second interpretation, he argues, comes about
by a reversal of the values of the noble code. The qualities the noble
valuation admired were actually bad and disadvantageous for most
peeple: the slave revolt declared them to be bad in themselves, or evil;
the qualities the noble valuation excluded were actually in the interest
of the larger group within society: the slave revolt declared them to be
goed in themselves—that is, good for everyone without exception.
Nevertheless, this reversal is not complete. The qualities and, even
more important, the attitudes associated with the noble mode of valu-
ation are still present within our current schemes of thought and ac-
tion. Nietzsche can close the first essay of the Genealogy (I, 17) on a
hopeful note at least partly because the slave revolt is not yet an abso-
lute master: “The two opposing values ‘good and bad,’ ‘good and evil’
have been engaged in a fearful struggle on earth for thousands of
years; and though the latter value has certainly been on top for a long
time, there are still places where the struggle is as yet undecided” (G,
I, 15; cf. BGE, 260). The last chapter of this book discusses the nature
of this struggle and the results of the outcome Nietzsche hopes it will
have. For the moment we are concerned with the nature of the error
of Nietzsche’s rival genealogists, which is in part to overlook this
complexity of our current system of valuation. They pick out the one
strind within it which Nietzsche, for reasons I shall soon discuss, con-
siders specifically moral, and they identify it with the very essence of
valuation itself.

. At this point, having assumed that the strand they have unthink-
ingly privileged has always been, as it is now, the essence of valuation,
Nietzsche’s rivals also assume that it must have been present at, and

responsible for, the emergence of valuation in the first place. Their ap-
|
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proach is an effort to show that one specific interpretation of evalua-
tive practices and institutions (the values good and evil, the notions of
sin, guilt, and the bad conscience, the mode of life encapsulated in as-
ceticism) is to be found at the origins of all social life. Theirs is there-
fore an effort to show that our moral institutions do not involve an in-
terpretation at all, that social life emerged in all essentials as it now is,
and that it has remained intact through history.

Nietzsche’s opposition to traditional histories of morality and his
sometimes extravagant claims for the novelty and importance of his
own approach (GS, 345) are primarily caused by his aversion to this
linear or static conception of the nature of values and institutions. Ge-
nealogy is not, as it sometimes seems to be, a new method of doing
history with its own rules and principles; it is rather an effort to take
history itself very seriously and to find it where it has least been ex-
pected to be. Genealogy takes as its objects precisely those institutions
and practices which, like morality, are usually thought to be totally
exempt from change and development. It tries to show the way in
which they too undergo changes as a result of historical develop-
ments. And it also tries to show how such changes escape our notice
and how it is often in the interest of these practices to mask their spe-
cific historical origins and character. As a result of this, genealogy has
direct practical consequences because, by demonstrating the contin-
gent character of the institutions that traditional history exhibits as
unchanging, it creates the possibility of altering them. Nietzsche de-
nies both the view that institutions regularly arise in the form in
which we now know them and the correlative idea that we can deter-
mine what such institutions really aim at, what they really are, and
what they always have been by tracing them to their origins. On the
contrary, from his earliest writings on, Nietzsche had claimed that
such tracings inevitably reveal conditions and purposes totally differ-
ent from those to which they eventually gave rise, and that the mode
in which later stages emerge from earlier ones is anything but logical
or rational: “Everywhere in all beginnings we find only the crude, the
unformed, the empty and the ugly ... Everywhere, the way to the
beginning leads to barbarism” (PTG, 1).¢

Morality too has developed in a complex, haphazard, and often
violent manner. Earlier modes of valuation (GM, 1, 7, 8, 10), of indebt-
edness and punishment (GM, II, 4-6, 12-14), and of life (GM, III, 11)
were appropriated, reversed, remterpreted and transposed in order to
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fabricate the general system according to which most lives today are
ordered. The worst assumption a genealogist can make is to think that
the present purpose and significance of these operations, their end

product, was the factor that brought them about in the beginning. On
the contrary, as the history of punishment has suggested, the develop
mént of institutions often consists of fortuitous and rationally inex-
pllcable events. Even “when one has demonstrated that a thing is of
the highest utlhty, one has however thereby taken not one step to-
ward explaining its origin: that is to say, one can never employ utility
to make it comprehensible that a thing must necessarily exist” (D, 37;
cf.44). Nietzsche even puts this point in biological terms: “The utility
of an organ does not explain its origin” (WP 647): we cannot project
the current function of anything backward as the cause of its emer-
gence Though it is crucial to know the history of something in order
to understand what it is, a thing’s origin can never by itself explain its
nature: “In the beginning was. To glorify the origin—that is the meta-
physical after-shoot which sprouts again at the contemplation of his-
tory, and absolutely makes us 1mag1ne that in the beginining of things
lies all that is most valuable and essential” (W, 3).

| “The genealogist,” Michel Foucault has written, “finds that there
is ‘something altogether different” behind things: not a timeless and
esszntial secret, but the secret that they have no essence or that their
essznce was fabricated in a piecemeal fashion from alien forms” (p.
142). This is exactly what Nietzsche tries to show in On the Genealogy
of iMorals, a text we might accurately describe as his history of the mor-
alization of various values, practices, and modes of life, all of which
existed in related forms and with different significance before they
were appropriated by Christianity and turned into the guiding princi-
ples of contemporary individual and social life.
| The first essay of the Genealogy argues that a premoral set of val-

ues, expressed by the terms good (noble) and bad (base), was reversed
by Chr1stlamty so that the features previously associated with nobil-
ity now came to constitute evil (wickedness) while those associated
with baseness came to represent a new sort of goodness (meekness). In
the second essay Nietzsche claims that the contractual notions of debt
anc exchange and the legal notion of punishment, by means of which
accounts between different parties were settled then and there, once
anc for all, were radicalized and gave rise to our concepts of guilt, sin,
and the bad conscience as well as to the idea that atonement for guilt
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can be made, if at all, only in an afterlife. The third and most complex
essay is his effort to account for the power of “the ascetic ideal,” the
denial of, and the attempt to distance oneself from, the activities and
values that are most central to everyday life. The ascetic, Nietzsche
writes, treats “life as a wrong road on which one must finally walk
back to the point where it begins, or as a mistake that is put right by
deeds—that we ought to put right” (GM, III, 11). Nietzsche’s analysis
of the ascetic life, its origins, its apparent function, and its real signifi-
cance, is complicated enough to make even the exclusive attention I
propose to give it in what follows seriously inadequate. My discussion
will be partial and will have the specific aim of exhibiting some of the
distinctive features of genealogy as well as the problems generated
by the family of tensions to which I referred at the opening of this
chapter.

The third essay of On the Genealogy of Morals, “What Is the Mean-
ing of Ascetic Ideals?” is, as Nietzsche himself writes, an interpreta-
tion of an aphorism that had appeared in slightly different form in
Thus Spoke Zarathustra: “Unconcerned, mocking, violent—thus wis-
dom wants us: she is a woman (ein Weib) and always loves only a war-
rior” (Z, 1, 7). The section in which this sentence occurs is entitled
“On Reading and Writing.” This reinforces the obvious point that
Nietzsche is in no way concerned with armed warfare but with the
passion and partiality of the intellectual enterprise itself: he praises
not the wisdom of soldiers but the strength of thinkers. The concep-
tion of the writer as warrior, and not the identification of wisdom
with woman, is the crucial feature of this aphorism, for it generates a
tension between this part of the Genealogy on the one hand and its
opening sections, which emphasize the disinterested and objective
pursuit of the truth, on the other. The “seekers after knowledge” can-
not be easily thought of as warriors. And even if such terms can be ap-
plied to them, it still is difficult to reconcile the scholar’s serious and
unflinching devotion to truth with the characterization implicit in
the words unconcerned, mocking, violent. The terms of reference seem
to have changed: according to this aphorism, the writer is primarily
after victory and not after truth.

But in what way is this essay an interpretation of the aphorism? It
does not mention it again. It does not offer to explicate it. It does not
even concern itself with it at all. In fact the essay almost seems de-
signed to make its readers forget that it is intended as an interpretation
of the sentence that stands at its head. Nietzsche, however, does not
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consider interpretation to be only commentary, elucidation, or, as he
orce put it, “conceptual translation” (WB 605). On the contrary,
since he believes that “all subduing and becoming master involves in-
terpretation” (GM, 11, 12), he can also write that “interpretation Is it-
self 2 means of becoming master of something” (WB 643). The third
essay of this work is therefore primarily a self-reflexive application of
the aphorism that precedes it, and it is by applying it that it inter-
prets—that 1s, extends, draws out, and comphcates—lt The essay also
in a way masters, or appropriates, the aphorism in that it gives this
general and vague sentence a very specific sense and direction, which
may or may not have been part of its original intention. The applica-
tion is self-reflexive because Nietzsche interprets the aphorism by ap-
plying it within a text that is itself an interpretation of something else.

The ob}ect of this interpretation is the ascetic ideal, against which this
eS>ay is exphc1tly a declaration of war. In fact Nietzsche argues that
the ascetic ideal itself is an interpretation of certain phenomena which
it has tried to master by establishing its own aims, purposes, and val-

ues. Nietzsche wants to expose these values for what they are, and his
essay is therefore a reinterpretation of the interpretation involved in
the ascetic ideal. As such, his own text embodies aims, purposes, and
values of its own; his effort to establish them in place of the values of
aszeticism is therefore an effort to master that ideal in the very process
of understanding its nature.

! 'What are the values embodied in Nietzsche’s own interpretation?
Tae opening pages of the Genealogy lead its readers to believe that the
genealogist’s main motivation is the pursuit of truth. And in fact,
when Nietzsche turns to asceticism, he consistently accuses its moral
version, the morally grounded devotion to “poverty, chastity, humil-
ity” (GM, 111, 8), of being based on error and falsehood. But in order to
understand the significance of this accusation and the paradoxes it cre-
ates for Nietzsche, we must first determine what he understands by

t’he moral version” of asceticism—a mode of life which, in his eyes,
constitutes a serious paradox in its own right. We shall eventually see
that these two sets of paradoxes, one in the object investigated by
genealogy and the other in the genealogical investigation itself, are
ironically versions of one another.

. Moral or Christian asceticism is for Nietzsche one aspect of a
broader phenomenon. Apart from the asceticism sometimes exhibit-
ec by artists (GM, 111, 2-4), he argues, philosopohers too have always
h;ad atendency toward it: “As long as there are philosophers on earth,
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and wherever there have been philosophers . there unquestionabl
exists a peculiar philosophers’ irritation at and rancor against sensual-
ity ... There also exists a pecuhar philosophers’ prejudice and affec-
tion in favor of the whole ascetic ideal; one should not overlook that.
Both . .. pertain to the type” (GM, II1, 7). Nietzsche seems to me to
overstate his case here. Though there may well be a philosophical
type to whom asceticism is central, not all philosophers belong to it.”
But Nietzsche’s general point is important, for his purpose is to distin-
guish philosophical from moral asceticism. For many people, and
even for some philosophers, abstention from some of the pleasures of
life is a way of being better able to secure certain other similar plea-
sures which they value more highly. Even though Nietzsche’s com-
ments on the bad effects of sexuality on creativity are painfully naive
(GM, 111, 8), it is still true that asceticism, interpreted very broadly as
the desire to be free of some worldly pleasures, does “reveal . . . many
bridges to independence” and to individual intellectual achievement
(GM, 111, 7). But this is really nothing but prudentially motivated self-
control: one gives up a particular good in exchange for a further, great-
er advantage. Nothing but utility is involved: morality plays no part
in the calculation. The attitude involved 1s perfectly egoistic. The phi-
losophers find in the ascetic ideal “an optimum condition for the
highest and boldest spirituality and smile—they do not deny ‘exis-
tence,’” they rather affirm their existence and only their existence, and
this perhaps to the point at which they are not far from harboring the
impious wish: pereat mundus, fiat philosophia, fiat philosophus, fiam!”
(GM, 111, 7).

Nietzsche writes that if you “take a close look at the lives of all the
great, fruitful, inventive spirits . . . you will always encounter . . . toa
certain degree” the three ascetic ideals: poverty, chastity, and humil-
ity. But, he continues, such people consider these ideals neither duties
nor virtues. On the contrary, they take them to be simply “the most
appropriate and natural conditions of their best existence, their fairest
fruitfulness” (GM, 11, 8). Nietzsche goes on to discuss some further,
less innocent connections between philosophy and asceticism. Philos-
ophy, he writes, “for a long time lacked the courage for itself” (G#,
111, 9) and therefore had to assume the aspect of the much more radical
asceticism of the priest so that it could be practiced at all: “The ascetic
priest provided until the most modern times the repulsive and gloomy
caterpillar form in which alone the philosopher could live and creep
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about” (GM, 111, 10).8 But the crucial idea for our purposes is that be-
hind this mask the philosopher’s asceticism is practiced for the sake of
a better present life; it is neither a denial of life nor an atonement for
past sin, and it is not a preparation for a future existence. Nonmoral
asceticism glorifies one specific type of earthly life among others; it
does not condemn the pleasures it avoids. It does not consider that
there is something inherently wrong with them and that they should
therefore be avoided by all. Nonmoral ascetics need not dogmatically
expect that others will benefit if they too deny the pleasures they
themselves avoid. They have no reason for such an expectation since
they have no reason to believe that the life of the philosopher, which
they want to secure for themselves, 1s good for everybody. Such ascet-
ics, therefore, need not be interested in legislating what is and what is
not proper for others to seek and avoid.

+Itis not clear whether Nietzsche believes that any of the great phi-
losophers has consciously seen asceticism in this light. If not, then
priestly asceticism must have been more than a “caterpillar form” of
philosophy. But the point remains that in such cases the “meaning” of
ascetic ideals is that they secure for some people the best life they can
achieve. Asceticism can therefore prov1de the means for enhancing
one’s actual life and for commg to be able, in Nietzsche’s words, to af-
firm it more strongly. It is produced by a desire and 2 tendency, per-
haps even a compulsion, to engage in what one is best suited for, re-
gardless of the consequences: it is the product and expression of the
will to power; its meaning is the will to power.

' But Nietzsche believes that “all meaning is will to power” (WB
590). Moral asceticism, therefore, seems to constitute an almost insur-
mountable paradox for his view. Moral ascetics, according to his own
characterization, appear to be involved in the effort to distance them-
selves from life as much as they possibly can and to renounce the
goods they already possess for the otherworldly rewards which, from
Nietzsche’s naturalistic viewpoint, are nothing at all. In denying the
whole of life and not simply one of its aspects, moral ascetics seem,
therefore, to be trying to renounce their will to power. But Nietzsche
does not simply believe that this effort can never succeed; he is also
convinced that it cannot ever begin, since every effort is itself a mani-
festation of the will to power in the first place. Moral asceticism,
therefore, is a manifestation of a will to power that aims at its own
annihilation.
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The moralization of asceticism occurs when the preexisting pru-
dential structure of behavior which I have been discussing is radical-
ized and interpreted not as a way of securing certain human pleasures
by means of avoiding others, but as the desire to avoid all human
pleasures in general. Asceticism, which earlier was a very specific atti-
tude toward some aspects of each individual life, now pronounces
judgment regarding life as a whole: “The idea at issue here is the valu-
ation the ascetic priest places on our life; he juxtaposes it (along with
what pertains to it: ‘nature,” ‘world,” the whole sphere of becoming
and transitoriness) with a quite different mode of existence which it
opposes and excludes, #nless it turn against itself, deny itself: in that
case, the case of the ascetic life, life counts as a bridge to that other
mode of existence” (GA, III, 11). But, assuming that the metaphysics
of Christianity is not acceptable and that there is no eternal world and
no eternal life, how can such an attitude emerge at all? If one insists, as
Nietzsche does, on offering purely naturalistic accounts of every-
thing, the mere existence of a mode of life that turns itself against na-
ture is a very serious problem, for this mode of life too must be
accounted by the same naturalistic mechanisms that account for ev-
erything else. But then it appears that the ascetic life, which must be as
natural a phenomenon as everything else,

is a self-contradiction; here rules a ressentiment without equal, that
of an insatiable instinct and power-will that wants to become master
not over something in life but over life itself, over its most pro-
found, powerful, and basic conditions . .. All this is in the highest
degree paradoxical we stand before a discord that wants to be dis-
cordant, that enjoys itself in this suffermg and even grows more self-
confident and triumphant the more its own presupposition, its
physiological capacity for life decreases. (G, 111, 11)

How has it been possible, and why has it been necessary, for na-
ture to turn against itself? This, Nietzsche insists, is precisely what has
occurred through the Christian and moral degradation “of the hu-
man, and even more of the animal, and more still of the material”
(GM, 11, 28): “What, then, is this struggle of the Christian ‘against na-
ture’? Do not let us be deceived by his words and explanations! It is
nature against something that is also nature” (WB 228). Nietzsche had
always been interested in such peculiar self-reflexive situations and
had tried from early on to develop a mechanism that would account
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for them. Apparently unnatural conditions, he argued, are always in
the final analysis means for accomplishing natural ends. Though his
attention toward this issue underwent radical changes over the years,
we can still see a deep continuity between his later views and his hav-
ing written, much earlier, of “those illusions which nature so fre-
quently employs to achieve her own ends. The true goal is veiled by a
phantasm: and while we stretch out our hands for the latter, nature at-
tans the former by means of an illusion” (BT, 3). This mechanism,
Nietzsche had argued, could be observed in the functioning of tragedy
itself. Too much (“Dionysian”) insight into the reahty of life leads to
despair and inaction: “Knowledge kills action; action requ1res the
veils of illusion: that is the doctrine of Hamlet” (BT, 7). The action of
tragedy shows the most powerful individuals trying, and failing, to
hzve an effect on the “eternal nature of things.” But juxtaposed with
thlS most powerful representation of the vanity of all effort is the trag-
ic chorus, assuring its spectators that even in their efforts to change
nature, the tragic heroes, like those spectators themselves, are its
products and elements, and the realization that one is a part of every-
_ thing that lives makes life “indestructibly powerful and pleasurable”
and therefore worth living after all. But tragedy cannot be contrasted
tc life, of which it is the creation and part. “With this chorus the pro-
feund Hellene, uniquely susceptible to the tenderest and deepest suf-
fering, comforts himself, having looked boldly right into the terrible
destructiveness of so-called world history as well as at the cruelty of
nature, and being in danger of longing for a Buddhistic negation of the
will. Art saves him, and through art—life” (BT, 7). Tragedy apparently
discourages all effort, but actually promotes it. Its real end is quite op-
posed to the end it seems to have, and both together serve the interests
of life (cf. BT; 15, 18). A main reason for Nietzsche’s continuing admi-
ration of the Greeks is what he takes as their ability to exploit mecha-
nisms of this sort. Having glimpsed the truth, personiﬁed in The Gay
Science as Baubo, they were, according to his unsetthng view, revolted
by it. Accordingly, they turned away from its pursuit. They made the
preliminary stages of its conquest their final purpose: “Oh, those
Greeks! They knew how to live. What is required for this is to stop
courageously at the surface, the fold, the skin, to adore appearance, to
believe in forms, tones, words, in the whole Olympus of appearance.
Those Greeks were superficial—out of profundity!” (GS, Pref., 4; cf.
BT, 24).
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But how are mechanisms that promote what they deny related to
moral asceticism? According to Nietzsche, the ascetic priest insists on
downgrading, and turning completely against, aspects and functions
of life that are nevertheless essential to it (cf. 77, V, “Morality as Anti-
Nature”). He therefore seems to encourage those who follow him to
want to cease being alive. Now, genealogy shows that moral asceti-
cism emerges by radicalizing the modest and worldly asceticism of
the philosophers. Philosophical asceticism presents no paradox. But
its descendant, in which life appears to turn against itself, does.
Nietzsche wants to resolve this paradox and also explain why this
radicalization ever occurred. The formula of his resolution is this: “It
must be a necessity of the first order that again and again promotes the
growth and prosperity of this /ife-inimical species—it must indeed be
in the interest of life itself that such a self-contradictory type does not
die out” (GM, 111, 11).

Astonishingly, and despite his deep aversion to it, Nietzsche final-
ly comes to attribute to moral asceticism a function quite similar to
the function he had earlier ascribed to art in The Birth of Tragedy: art
appears to draw people away from life, to depict utter failure, only to
show that life is worth living nonetheless. The ascetic priest denies life
and turns against it, only in order to seduce his flock as well as himself
into continuing to live. “Such a self-contradiction as the ascetic priest
appears to represent, ‘life against life,” is, physiologically considered
and not merely psychologically, a simple absurdity. It can only be ap-
parent ... Let us replace it with a brief formulation of the facts of the
matter: the ascetic ideal springs from the protective instinct of a degener-
ating life which tries by all means to sustain itself and to fight for its
existence” (G4, 111, 13).

“The human animal,” Nietzsche writes, “is more sick, uncertain,
changeable, indeterminate than any other animal, there is no doubt
about that—it is the sick animal” (GM, 11, 13). He often imagines, in a
naive and sometimes crude way, that the causes of this “illness” are
straightforwardly physiological.® I see no reason for accepting this as-
pect of his view. But it still seems to me that we must take very seri-
ously the phenomenon he describes as an illness: the fact that the lives
of most people are, and are felt by them to be, miserable. The world
for Nietzsche is full of people who are incapable of accomplishing
what they hope to accomplish, people who want in vain to be brave,
generous, strong, perhaps even cruel, or at least notorious in some
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wzy—people who want to, but cannot, leave a mark on history. These
art “the suffering,” those who, as he argues in the first essay of the Ge-
nealogy, have finally convinced themselves that their weaknesses are
actually their virtues, the results of their choice rather than the short-
comings of their nature; they even take their weaknesses to be reasons
Wlhy they will someday be rewarded “in another life.” Unable to dis-
tinguish themselves from the rest of the world, they come to consider
uniformity a virtue and impose it on everyone: this is how “the herd”
isicreated. The values of the suffering are created by reversing the val-
ues of the noble, according to which strength and distinction, not
meekness and uniformity, are the dominant virtues—virtues which
not everyone was expected to be capable of possessing. The values of
the weak, which Nietzsche considers moral at least in part because they
are intended to be virtues that all must exhibit, aim to ease suffering
caused by impotence by construing such impotence as an achievement.
But this code, Nietzsche writes, “combats only the suffering itself, the
discomfiture of the sufferer, not the real sickness” (GM, II1, 17). And
s0 long as its causes are not eliminated, suffering itself cannot be elimi-
n%ted and will keep reappearing in different guises. Nietzsche, I shall
argue in the final chapter, does not believe that such suffering can ever
be completely eliminated and offers no suggestions for curing it.

The weak actually suffer from envy, from ressentiment, of the few
“fortunate accidents of great success” (4, 4) who are not like them and
who are unaffected by the morality of the herd. Like all the envious,
therefore, the weak are suffering from themselves: “Where does one
nét encounter that veiled glance which burdens one with a profound
sadness, that inward-turned glance of the born failure which betrays
how such people speak to themselves—that glance which is a sigh! ‘If
01‘11y I were someone else,” sighs that glance: ‘but there is no hope of
that. I am who I am: how could I ever get free of myself? And yet—/
am sick of myselfl’ ” (GM, 111, 14). But as Stein, in his convoluted Eng-
lish, says in Conrad’s Lord Jim, “One thing alone can us from being
ourselves cure.” It is just at this point, when people are on the verge of
gilving up the most elementary desire to go on living, that the ascetic
priest enters the picture. And it is also at this point that his guise as
lide’s enemy falls away and reveals his real nature: “this ascetic priest,
this apparent enemy of life, this denier—precisely he is among the
greatest conserving and yes-creating forces of life” (GM, 111, 13). How
isithat possible?

|
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What is most horrible about physical or psychological suffering
in Nietzsche’s eyes is not the suffering itself, horrible as it may be.
This, he believes, can be tolerated; it can even be pursued if a reason
for it exists, if it is the means to further achievement (cf. G/, 111, 28).
The most repellent feature of human misery for Nietzsche is just the
fact that there is no reason for it. Since senseless misery forces the
question why one should bother to undergo it at all, it is crucial to of-
fer an interpretation that explains it and perhaps even justifies it. The
great achievement of the ascetic priest is that he explains suffering and
that his explanation appeals to a “guilty agent who is susceptible to

~suffering.” In this way he supplies a cause, someone who is responsi-
ble for suffering, and also an object on whom those who suffer can
vent their affects and so “deaden, by means of a violent emotion . . . a
tormenting secret pain that is becoming unendurable” (G4 111, 15).
But the ascetic’s interpretation involves one further essential twist:
“ ‘I suffer: someone must be to blame for it’—thus thinks every sickly
sheep. But its shepherd, the ascetic priest, says: ‘Quite so, my sheep!
Someone must be to blame for it: but you yourself are this someone,
you alone are to blame for it—you alone are to blame for yourself!’ »
(GM, 1L, 15).

As a matter of fact, Nietzsche argues, people suffer because they
cannot realize their ambitions or satisfy their desires. The ascetic
takes suffering as given, and interprets it not as the product of unreal-
ized ambition but as the punishment of guilt: people suffer because
they may have been sensual, proud, cruel, or even just ambitious—not
because such drives were not satisfied. More important, they suffer
because they may have wanted to act in some such way: this is why
the moral quality of actions is often located in the intention or motive
with which they are performed. In this way, asceticism creates a sin
out of wanting to have features that, according to the noble mode of
valuation, might have constituted virtues. But whether these features
would have been virtues or not, the desire to exhibit them, according
to Nietzsche, cannot possibly be eliminated. Both such features and
the tendency to act according to them are essentially and indis-
pensably part of what we are. The punishment, therefore, will neces-
sarily continue. Asceticism can never eliminate suffering, but it suc-
ceeds in creating an interpretation that explains why it is inevitable:

Human beings, suffering from themselves in one way or other . . .,
uncertain why or wherefore, thirsting for reasons—reasons re-
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lieve—thirsting, too, for remedies and narcotics, at last take counsel
with one who knows hidden things, too—and behold! they receive a
hint, they receive from their sorcerer, the ascetic priest, the first hint
as to the “cause” of their suffering; they must seek it in themselves, in
some guilt, in a piece of the past, they must understand their suffer-
ing as a punishment. (GM, 111, 20)

_ | There are many reasons why the ascetic interpretation of suffer-
ing is an invention of genius. Nietzsche believes, as we have seen, that
suffering is inevitable (perhaps for physiological or psychological rea-
sons; perhaps, we might add, for social and economic ones as well). In
blaming suffering on the sufferer himself and on features that cannot
possibly be eliminated, this interpretation does not promise to accom-
plith what cannot be accomplished: it does not promise to eliminate
suffering itself, at Jeast during the course of this life. It is therefore pro-
tected against recalcitrant fact. But it does promise that suffering may
decrease if one distances oneself as far as possible from the features as-
ceticism takes to be responsible for it. But, as I have said, we cannot do
away with these features; to want to do away with them is to want to
dolaway with ourselves. This is why Nietzsche insists that the ascetic
ideal, “this horror of the senses, of reason itself, this fear of happiness
and beauty, this longing to get away from all appearance, change, be-
coming, death, wishing, from longing itself—all this means—let us
dare grasp it, 2 will to nothingness, a counter-will to life, a rebellion
against the most fundamental presuppositions of life” (GM, 111, 28; cf.
11} 1). Desire in general may always lead to a specific sinful desire; in
any case, “sinful” desires, being essential to human beings, are un-
avcf'idable. In its most extreme form, therefore, the ascetic ideal is a de-
siré to stop desiring, a will to cease willing. But Nietzsche contrasts
even this self-defeating project with merely abdicating from effort,
which he considers the most dangerous “nihilistic” consequence of
the realization that there is no reason for suffering; the “will to noth-
ing[ness,” by contrast, “is and remains a will” (GM, 111, 28). To will
not to will is still to will. In particular, it is to will to be other than one
hat been so far. But to will to be other than one has been so far is to
will to “overcome” oneself, and that is a characteristic way of mani-
feslking the will to power, which Nietzsche also calls “the will to life”
(GS, 349). This circle is now complete.

The ascetic hatred of life is therefore a mechanism for giving the

we}ak as well as the ascetic priests themselves (for they too are sick in

|
|




124 | THE WORLD

just the same way, GM, III, 15) a reason to go on living. Through the
priestly denial of nature, “the curative instinct of life has at least at-
tempted . . . to exploit the bad instincts of all sufferers for the purpose
of self-discipline, self-surveillance, and self-overcoming” (G, 111, 16).
Though this is not the self-overcoming Zarathustra praises in his
speeches, and though the effort it involves may be doomed from its
beginning, “the will to nothingness” is still an effort to become master
of oneself. It is therefore, once again, 2 manifestation of the single ac-
tivity which, according to Nietzsche, keeps everything alive: “Only
where there is life is there also will: not will to life—thus I teach you—
but will to power” (Z, 11, 12).1°

The ascetic ideal, having been shown to be itself an aspect of the
will to power, is no longer the paradox it appeared to be. Nietzsche
claims that sin is not a fact but an interpretation of the fact “of
physiological depression” (GM, III, 16). We may well disagree with
Nietzsche’s own diagnosis of that fact, but we are still free to accept
his view that human misery, however caused, has prompted its reli-
gious interpretation and that this interpretation has, on one level, alle-
viated the misery that prompted it.!! “The preponderance of feelings
of displeasure over feelings of pleasure is the cause of this fictitious
morality and religion; but such a preponderance provides the very
formula of decadence” (A, 15). The ascetic ideal, confronted with this
decadence, ultimately functions positively: it preserves life, even if it
does this at the cost of furthering that decadence by constantly in-
creasing feelings of displeasure, by making people inevitably less and
less satisfied with themselves: saints always see themselves as the great-
est sinners. In willing to deny their nature, in willing “nothingness,”
weak human beings “could now wi// something: no matter at first to
what end, why, and with what they willed: the will itself was saved”
(GM, 111, 28). Nonmoral asceticism is an affirmative phenomenon be-
cause it denies some pleasures only in order to acquire others and to
secure a better life in this world. Moral asceticism radicalizes this deni-
al, negates all pleasure, and downgrades the whole world. Even so,
moral asceticism is not negative in every way, for it is an effort to en-
able a certain kind of person to live the best life possible, even if that
best turns out to be miserable indeed. Like every ideal, moral asceti-
cism is, as Sarah Kofman writes, “affirmative; negative ideals afhirm
the being that evaluates; they are means for its remaining alive, even if
this is at the cost of harming stronger lives and the future of human-
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ity.”12 But if Nietzsche’s genealogical interpretation of the ascetic
1deal shows that it too is afirmative and a manifestation of the will to
pcewer, on what grounds can he possibly criticize it? Why does he
write that “one may without exaggeration call it the true calamity[ Ver-
héangniss] in the history of European health” (GM, IIL, 28)? This is the
problem with which we are now faced.

Part of the answer to this question is suggested by the last part of
Kofman’s statement. The ascetic ideal does not rest content with or-
dérmg the lives of those who may actually need it. Nietzsche himself-
hds prepared the ground for this answer by means of a verbal anticipa-
tlon of the statement just quoted: “What is to be feared, what has a
mLore calamitous effect than any other calamity [was verhingnissvoll
wirkt wie kein andres Verhingniss), is that human beings should in-
spire not profound fear but profound nausea; also not great fear but
ngeat pity” (GM, 111, 14). But this, Nietzsche thinks, is precisely the
ptllrpose of the purveyors of the ascetic ideal. Their ressentiment, and
in fact the very structure of their project, requires them to convince
even those who belong to the “higher type,” which “has appeared
often—but as a fortunate accident, never as something willed” (4, 3),
td look at the world and at themselves with the ascetic’s eyes. They
too must be made to suffer even though they are not disposed to do so
on their own. When would the weak, Nietzsche asks, “achieve the ul-
timate, subtlest, sublimest triumph of revenge?” And he answers:
“Undoubtedly if they succeeded in poisoning the consciences of the for-
tunate with their own misery, with all misery, so that one day the for-
tunate began to be ashamed of their good fortune and perhaps said one to

other: ‘It is disgraceful to be fortunate: there is too much misery!””
(GM, 111, 14).

The will to power Nietzsche uncovers in the ascetic ideal exhibits
a particular feature that cannot be found, for example, in the will to
power manifested in the noble mode of valuation he discusses in the
ﬁx{st essay of the Genealogy. The idealized nobles of that text, along
with the few individuals who, like Napoleon and Goethe, have luck-
ily escaped the slave morality, delight in what they perceive to be their
own goodness and have no expectation that anyone else can be like
them. The “pathos of distance” makes them take the greatest delight
precisely in their difference from everybody else (GM, 1, 2). Nietzsche
b lleves that they could not even begin to imagine that the “bad”—
that is, the base and weak—could ever come to be noble and strong
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like them. The will to power of the noble individuals is manifested as
an affirmation of their difference: they do not want others to be like
them (even if that were possible) any more than they want to be like
others. They want to remain the distinct and distinguished indi-
viduals they are. For the rest of the world, however, it is essential
that the differences between individuals become as small as possible.
Nietzsche considers noble individuals to be, at least potentially, as
dangerous to the weak as they are actually envied by them. The cen-
tral purpose of the slave morality, therefore, is to make such people
ashamed of their distinction and willing to deny it. It aims to bring
them down to the level of those below them and thus to eliminate, in
one stroke, both the fear and the envy of the weak. This is the slave
morality’s final victory: “The will of the weak to represent some form
of superiority, their instinct for devious paths to tyranny over the
healthy—where can it not be discovered, this will to power of the
weakest?” (GM, 111, 14).

Nietzsche’s terms “strong and weak,” “noble and base,” “healthy
and sick” are among the vaguest in his vocabulary. But one clear dif-
ference between these two groups is that the slave morality aims to
make everyone conform to a single code of behavior, while those who
subscribe to the noble mode of valuation find any such goal ludicrous,
if at all conceivable. How, then, could the project of making such peo-
ple accept the slave morality and the ascetic ideal as their own have
been successful? An interpretation can appear to be binding on every-
one only if the fact that it is an interpretation remains hidden. And
this can be achieved only if the interpretation in question is presented
as a view that is objectively true of the world and is addressed to all hu-
man beings simply as human beings, as rational agents, or in this case,
as children of God. To appeal to features that appear to be universally
shared and that do not distinguish any particular group from any oth-
er is to conceal this partiality of the interpretation, to mask the specif-
ic interests and values it addresses and promotes, to deny its will to
power. The ascetic ideal aims to rule the lives of those who do not
need it and who will in fact do better without it. But in addition it can
accomplish its goal only by pretending to be something that it is not,
by presenting itself as fact and not as interpretation. The will to pow-
er that is manifested in it is therefore not only harmful but also essen-
tially deceptive, and this constitutes the second reason why Nietz-
sche, though he acknowledges it as a natural and even positive
phenomenon, is eager to condemn it.
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- To say of a view that it is an interpretation is not to say that it is
false. It is, rather, to say that it is a view that, like all views, is produced
by specific interests, for specific purposes, and that it is appropriate
for specific types of people. And though this does not make the issue
of truth irrelevant, the ultimate question to be asked of an interpreta-
tion concerns the interests it promotes: for what type of person is it
appropriate? Whom does it benefit? It is for this reason, I think, that
Cilles Deleuze writes that when we examine our institutions and the
mterpretatlons that produce them, we should not ask the ‘metaphysi-
cal” question “What is?” but instead the “genealogical” question
“Which one . . . ?” (qui). Deleuze refers to a sketch for a preface to The
Wanderer and st Shadow in which Nietzsche writes: “What is 1t? I
cried out with cur10s1ty—W/bzcb one is it? you ought to ask! Thus
spoke Dionysus, then kept quiet in his own special way, that is to say,
in an enticing way.” Deleuze explicates this by claiming that for
Nietzsche “the question ‘which one’ means this: What are the forces
that take hold of a given thing, what is the will that possesses it?” (pp.
70-—77) This question does not concern individuals, for, as Deleuze
concludes, “We should not ask “Which one wills?’, “Which one inter-
prets” ‘Which one evaluates?’ for everywhere and always the will to
power is the one that” (p. 77). I take this to mean that interpretation is
always an effort to reveal and make obvious the character, the type of
person, and the type of life which a view promotes and elevates. This
type may be quite different from what was intended by the individ-
uals who devised the view in question and who may not, at least not
knowmgly, have been such types themselves. The genealogy of a view
or an institution is therefore not an inquiry into the explicit goals of
its originators. And this fact gives us a reason why the search for ori-
gins as traditionally conceived, the search for what particular authors
or agents took their creations to be, for what such objects meant to
their original audiences, is not part of the genealogical enterprise. Ge-
nealogy is the study of the various unforeseen and often unrelated ac-
complishments that different institutions make possible during their
varxable lives.

. In a famous passage Nietzsche writes: “Gradually it has become
clear to me what every great philosophy so far has been: namely, the
personal confession of its author and a kind of involuntary and un-
conscious memoir; also that the moral (or immoral) intentions in
every philosophy constituted the real germ from which the whole
plant has grown” (BGE, 6). It has often been thought that this state-

i

i

f



128 | THE WORLD

ment expresses a naive psychohistorical reductionism?3: that is, that
Nietzsche believes that to understand what a philosophical view
“really” means is to locate some specific events in its author’s life
which, in some sense, explain why that author held that particular
view. An especially crude version of this approach, for example,
would claim that Nietzsche came to his famous view of the death of
God because he always resented his father’s early death and the fact
that he had no male authority figure to look up to while he was a
child—a fact that has also been held to account for his early admira-
tion for Wagner. But Nietzsche, who often described himself as a
“psychologist,” was not concerned with that sort of investigation, in
which, as a matter of fact, he never engaged. The important part of his
statement concerns the relation between the moral intentions with
which a philosophical view is presented, whether its author is aware
of them or not, and the other components of that view. Nietzsche be-
lieved that the goal of every philosophical view is to present a picture
of the world and a conception of values which makes a certain type of
person possible and which allows it to prosper and to flourish. As we
have already seen, he wrote: “We seek a picture of the world in that
philosophy in which we feel freest; i.e., in which our most powerful
drive feels free to function. This will also be the case with me!” (W8
418). He believed that the evaluation of philosophical views is to a
very great extent an evaluation of this type of agent. And he thought
that, though all philosophers aim at presenting such a type, only he
was aware of that fact.

In order to make a claim to unconditional acceptance, the ascetic
ideal conceals its will to power and its partial and specific origins and
goals. It presents itself as text and not as interpretation, whereas in fact
it is one interpretation of the “text” constituted by the lives of the
poor and downtrodden, which is itself the product of countless earlier
interpretations and reversals of previous modes of life. Morality,
Nietzsche writes, “permits no other interpretation, no other goal; it
rejects, denies, affirms, and sanctions solely from the point of view of
its interpretation (and has there ever been a system of interpretation
more thoroughly thought through?)” (GM, 111, 23; cf. BGE, 202). This
deception, which is also a self-deception, characterizes all dogmatism
and constitutes the grounds for yet another objection against the as-
cetic ideal. This is that asceticism denies the radical contingency of
history, the fact that every institution is subject to change, revision,
and even elimination. But even more important, it denies that many
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modes of life are possible at the same time, and that this pluralism, de-
spite its undeniable dangers, holds greater promise than the uniform
leveling that Nietzsche finds to be implicit in Christianity and in all
other absolutist codes. Moralities, Nietzsche writes, must “finally
rezch agreement that it is immoral to say: “‘What is right for one is fair
for the other’ ” (BGE, 221).

. The interpretations Nietzsche praises, unlike the ascetic ideal, de-
clare that this is what they are, proclaim that they are in two senses
pa"tral and invite their own questioning. The last feature is crucial be-
cause 1t 1s only in light of a new interpretation, produced through
such questioning, that the general knowledge that a view is an inter-
pretation becomes a specific awareness of its particular sources, val-
ues, and ends. Nietzsche 1s particularly conscious of this pomt in the
Gmealogy This makes him also aware that his own mvestrgatlon may
generate a paradox that is similar to the paradox it uncovers in the as-
cetic ideal. And the paradox involved in Nietzsche’s method of inves-
tigation may be more difficult to resolve than the paradox implicit in
the object he investigates.

- Nietzsche denounces the ascetic ideal, but for complex reasons
that Ishall discuss in the last chapter of this book, he does not offer to
replace it with a positive morality of his own. Nietzsche considers
that his interpretation of traditional moral institutions is in itself a
war against them: to show them for what they really are is sufficient
to turn people away from them. Yet the very words “to show them
for what they really are” generate the serious problem that we must
now face. The ascetic ideal is for Nietzsche a “lie.” It looks “for error
precisely where the instinct of life most unconditionally posits truth”
(GM, 111, 12; cf. A, 56). It is based on erroneous causal presuppositions
regarding freedom of choice, guilt, and punishment, which he under-
takes to expose (cf. 71, VI; A, 38). As Nietzsche knows, his fight
against Christianity is motivated by his desire to get to the truth
about these matters. But at the same time he knows that his attack is
an interpretation in the sense that I have been discussing and that it
cannot therefore be a refutation of a traditional sort. “What have I to
do with refutations!” he writes (GM, Pref., 4). His attack is a demon-
stration that, despite its claims to the contrary, the ascetic ideal too is
only an interpretation and therefore lacks the objectivity and univer-
sahty to which it pretends. He still, however, offers this demonstra-
ticn in the belief, which he cannot question, that it is true. And this
bqhef, involves him in paradox.

i
I
|
i
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Nietzsche discusses the faith in truth in sections 23-26 of the third
essay of the Genealogy. His startling conclusion is that its modern ex-
pressions, science (Wissenschaft) and historiography (Geschichtsschrei-
bung), which have exposed asceticism as the false view that it is, are
themselves not opponents of the ascetic ideal “but rather the latest
and noblest forms of it” (GM, 111, 23). In section 24 he refers his read-
ers to the fifth book of The Gay Science, where he discusses science at
length, and even quotes one of its central passages: “It is still a meta-
physical faith that underlies our faith in science—and we seekers after
knowledge of today, we godless ones and anti-metaphysicians, we,
too, derive our flame from the fire ignited by a faith millennia old, the
Christian faith, which was also Plato’s, that God is truth, that truth is
divine” (GS, 344). If this is so, however, then in fighting the ascetic
ideal, Nietzsche (and everyone who follows him) is actually perpet-
uating it, much in the way that the ascetic ideal itself preserved life by
means of denying it.

The reasons why faith in truth is a part and not an opponent of as-
ceticism are complex. One of them is that “it is precisely in their faith
in truth that its adherents are more rigid and unconditional than any-
one” (GM, 111, 24). Nietzsche certainly thinks that the fact that science
rests on the “faith” that “nothing is needed more than truth, and in re-
lation to it everything else has only second-rate value” (GS, 344)
shows that science rests on unquestioned presuppositions that make it
continuous with the dogmatic tradition it opposes and fights. But he
also gives other reasons.!* In the same section of The Gay Science he of-
fers the curious and puzzling argument that the devotion to truth on
which science depends must be either the will not to allow oneself to
be deceived or the will not to deceive. The former principle, he
claims, is clearly prudential: “One assumes that it is harmful, danger-
ous, calamitous to be deceived.” But this, he continues, is groundless.
On many occasions it is much more advantageous to be deceived
about the facts than to know the truth about them. Therefore, the un-
conditional faith “that truth is more important than any other thing,
including every other conviction . . . could never have come into be-
ing if both truth and untruth proved to be useful, which is the case.”
The unconditional pursuit of truth, Nietzsche concludes, cannot rest
on this prudential principle: “ “Will to truth’ does 7ot mean ‘I will not
allow myself to be deceived’ but—there is not alternative—‘I will not
deceive, not even myself’; and with this we stand on moral ground”
(GS, 344). Life, he claims, is full of semblance, error, deception, and
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delusion: why should human beings be different from the rest of the
world? But we do think that we are different; and this belief, which
centrasts human beings with the rest of nature, repeats the dialectical
moves of self-denial which Nietzsche discusses in his interpretation of
the ascetic ideal. The unconditional will to truth springs from an ef-
fort on our part to deny nature in general, and our nature, to which
deception and error are essential, in particular. It is therefore another
version of asceticism.

i It is very difficult to evaluate this suggestive argument, if only be-
cause it is so compressed and abstract. Nietzsche would have done
well, at least in this one case, to go against his own nature and stay
with this problem, expand his claim, elucidate his attitude, and even
spell out his premises. Fortunately, however, we can leave this argu-
ment at this intriguing but far from telling stage. Nietzsche’s main rea-
son for thinking that science is a version of asceticism is different from
the two [ have mentioned so far.

| Nietzsche does not explicitly discuss this consideration, which, if
tﬁe argument of this book is at all correct, is one of the central difhcul-
ties his own writing generates and which it aims to resolve: implicit as
it is in the structure of his project, it keeps emerging in his texts with-
out having to be the object of direct discussion. This difficulty is the
following. An interpretation, simply by virtue of being offered, is in-
ei‘itably offered in the conviction that it is true. But then, despite any
assurances to the contrary, it is presented as a view which everybody
must accept on account of its being true. When we show that some
other enterprise is partial, even as we assert that ours is partial as well,
we implicitly and perhaps against our will commend what we do to
universal attention. Every effort to present a view, no matter how ex-
plicitly its interpretive nature is admitted, makes an inescapable dog-
matic commitment. The point is not that the faith in truth is not ques-
tloned enough but that a view cannot be questioned at all while it is
belng offered. Even a view that denies that there is such a thing as
truth must be presented as true. Asceticism, we have seen, tries to con-
ceal that it is an interpretation. Attacking it and demonstrating that it
is after all an interpretation is still done in the name of truth. And as
leng as this commitment is made, the dogmatism on which asceticism
depends has not yet been eliminated.

i Perhaps it might be possible, as Nietzsche wrote, to “conceive of
stch a pleasure and power of self-determination, such a freedom of the
will that the spirit would take leave of all faith and every wish for cer-
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tainty, being practiced in maintaining itself on insubstantial ropes and
possibilities and dancing even near abysses. Such a spirit would be the
free spirit par excellence” (GS, 347). Perhaps one could conceive of such
a free spirit, though Nietzsche’s own conception stops short of being
very specific. He himself may have come close to exemplifying that
conception in the Genealogy, but he still knows, I think, that he falls
short of this perhaps impossible ideal. His genealogical account of
morality may raise the question of its own status, but it cannot an-
swer it—not, at least, without another genealogy of Nietzsche’s own
practice, which would itself raise the same question again. It is no
wonder, after all, that the seekers after knowledge remain unknown
to themselves. “The will to knowledge,” Nietzsche writes, “requires a
critique—let us define our own task—the value of truth must for once
be experimentally called into question” (GM, 111, 24). But is it possible
to undertake this task in the name of anything other than the will to
truth itself? Will not such a critique, along with the whole of geneal-
ogy, constitute one more case of nature against something that is also
nature? And is not this precisely what genealogy revealed asceticism
itself to be?

Surprisingly, however, the will to truth, though not simply a
“remnant” but the very “kernel” of asceticism, may still be that ideal’s
worst enemy. Perhaps, that is, asceticism will be undermined from
within: “You see what it was that really triumphed over the Christian
god: Christian morality itself, the concept of truthfulness that was un-
derstood even more rigorously, the father confessor’s refinement of
the Christian conscience, translated and sublimated into a scientific
conscience, into intellectual cleanliness at any price” (GS, 357).
Science is itself the descendant of the Christian emphasis on truthful-
ness, and the discipline of “two thousand years of truthfulness. ..
finally forbids itself the lie involved in belief in God” (GM, 111, 27).
Christianity in this way undermines itself; it causes, as Nietzsche puts
it, its own self-overcoming:

All great things bring about their own destruction through an act of
self-overcoming: thus the law of life will have it... In this way
Christianity as a dogma was destroyed by its own morality; in the
same way Christianity as moraliry must now perish, too: we stand at
the threshold of this event. After Christian truthfulness has drawn
one inference after another, it must end by drawing its most striking
inference, its inference against itself; this will happen, however,
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" when it poses the question “What is the meaning of all will to truth?”
' (GM, 111, 27)

Bur one may suspect that even this question must be posed in the
name of the will to truth. This “event,” therefore, may be yet another
casz of nature against something that is also nature. It may be yet an-
otker instance of the circle that animates the very structure of the Ge-
nealogy as well as the practice this work demonstrates and the objects
it investigates. Can such an “event” ever be completed?

This question may be urgent if the issue of truth is raised with
Nietzsche’s seriousness; for precisely this seriousness still prevents us
from deciding (provided we care to do so) whether Nietzsche did or
did not liberate himself from “metaphysics” or “philosophy.” In my
opinion there can be no straightforward answer to either of these
questlons and Nietzsche was aware of it. Every attempt to escape

“metaphysics,” precisely because of the circle I have been discussing,
always runs the risk of being taken as, and therefore of being, a part of
metaphysics in its own right. By calling for an end to philosophy,
Nietzsche, perhaps knowingly, has added to it—if only because his
successors have proposed progressively more radical ends for it than
the end envisaged by this first of the last metaphysicians. And in try-
ing to place Nietzsche back within philosophy and themselves out-
side it, his successors have also, in their own turn, produced more phi-
losaphy Ironically, as the ascetic ideal was life’s ploy to make people
continue to live, so the death of philosophy may be philosophy’s own
ploy to make people continue to write.!5

. “A depreciation of the ascetic ideal unavoidably involves a depre-
ciation of science,” because both depend essentially on the uncondi-
tional faith that “truth is inestimable and cannot be criticized”
(GM, 111, 25). But it is not easy to see how science can be depreciated
without doing more science and therefore without perpetuating it.
Nietzsche knows these difficulties. This is why he denies that science
is the ultimate enemy of the ascetic ideal and why he writes that “in
the most spiritual sphere, too, the ascetic ideal has at present only one
kird of real enemy capable of harming it: the comedians of this ideal—
for they arouse mistrust in it” (GM, 111, 27). Nietzsche tries to be such
a comedian—which does not necessarily involve being funny. Rather,
it 1nvolves the effort to reveal the inner contradictions and deceptions
of asceticism, to denounce it, and yet not produce a view that itself un-

wittingly repeats the same contradictions and deceptions, for to re-
i
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peat these is to fail to arouse mistrust in the ascetic ideal; on the con-
trary, it is to offer a demonstration that it is inescapable. This is the
task Nietzsche sets for himself, and with a short discussion of which I
shall close this chapter. His attempt to resolve it is the subject of the
next part of this book.

We know that Nietzsche denounces Christian morality because
of its negative attitude toward life. This view is at the heart not only
of the Genealogy but of all his late writings as well. The church, he
writes, “has at all times laid the stress of discipline on extirpation (of
sensuality, of pride, of the lust to rule, of avarice, of vengefulness). But
an attack on the roots of passion means an attack on the roots of life:
the practice of the church is bostile to life” (TI, V, 1). This dissonant,
discordant effort on the part of a living creature to do away with part
of itself is the main reason for Nietzsche’s own hostility to Christianity,
which he accuses of trying to impose upon everyone an inverted pic-
ture of the world: “Wherever the theologians’ instinct extends, value
judgments have been stood on their heads and the concepts ‘true’ and
“false’ are necessarily reversed: whatever is most harmful to life is
called ‘true’; whatever elevates it, enhances, affirms, justifies it, and
makes it triumphant, is called ‘false’ ” (4, 9). But we also know that
Nietzsche believes that even the most apparently negative ideal still
affirms the particular kind of life that is most suited for its adherents.
Every interpretation of the world affirms such a life, and the genealo-
gist aims to find what that life is in each individual case. Every denial
presupposes some positive values: “Life itself forces us to posit values;
life itself values through us when we posit values.” An ideal, there-
fore, that condemns life as we commonly live it must be the ideal of
those who cannot live that way, those who themselves are instances
“of declining, weakened, condemned life” (77, V, 5). Such an ideal
commends declining life and is its means of clinging to itself after all.
Those who cannot live life as it is denounce it and invent another
mode of living through which they can at least survive if not thrive.

Statements like these suggest that, faced with the Christian rever-
sal of values, Nietzsche advocates a further reversal, an overturning of
the Christian ideals. Nietzsche often seems to urge that life must be
unequivocally celebrated because, in contrast to the Christian view he
rejects, he thinks that life is essentially pleasant, joyful, and good.
Some of Nietzsche’s earlier writings express such a view (see BT, 7, 9,
24). But in his later works he develops a subtler and more sophisticat-
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;
ed approach. Instead of attacking negative judgments of life directly,
he treats them as hints or signs of the types of people who make them
and who are enabled to live by them. But he also treats positive judg-
ménts in just the same way. He asks not only whether a judgment is
affirmative or negatlve, since all are ultimately affirmative, but also
wkat specifically it is that each judgment affirms. What Nietzsche
eventually comes to attack directly is not any particular judgment but
th( very tendency to make general judgments about the value of life in
itself, as if there were such a single thing with a character of its own,
capable of bemg praised or blamed by some uniform standard. But his
perspect1v1sm forbids any general evaluation of this sort, positive or
negative: Judgments, judgments of value, concerning life, for it or
agzinst it, can, in the end, never be true; they have value only as symp-
toms, they are worthy of consideration only as symptoms; in them-
selves such judgments are stupidities. One must by all means stretch
ou: one’s fingers and make the attempt to grasp this amazing finesse,
that the value of life cannot be estimated” (TI, 11, 2). There can be no
overall evaluations of life, because life in itself, if such a thing exists at
all, has no value whatever: “Becoming is of equivalent value every
mement; the sum of its values always remains the same; in other
werds, it has no value at all, for anything against which to measure it,
and in relation to which the word ‘value’ would have meaning, is
lacking. The total value of the world cannot be evaluated; consequently
philosophical pessimism belongs among comical things” (WE 708).
This very same argument, of course, implies that philosophical opti-
mism is no less comical. Nietzsche cannot take any general attitude
toward life and the world seriously. Consequently his own positive
view cannot consist in a simple reversal of the Christian negative eval-
uation he rejects and in an unqualified celebration of all life.

! Yet it is impossible to live without values: “No people could live,”
Za-athustra says, “without first esteeming.” But these values and the
jucgments in which they are expressed need not (and could not) be
universal in the sense just discussed. Zarathustra continues: “But if
they want to preserve themselves, then they must not esteem as the
neighbor esteems” (Z, I, 14). Life itself has no value, but the life of an
individual or a group has as great a value as that individual or group
can give it. Some lives are mean or horrible, others magnificent. Life’s
value depends on what one makes of it, and this is a further sense in
which Nietzsche believes that value is created and not discovered.

i
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Most people, however, are in his view incapable of seeing this point.
They pronounce the same general judgments they have inherited and
consequently think that values are already in the world: “Whoever is
incapable of laying one’s will into things, lacking will and strength, at
least lays some meaning into them, i.e., the faith that there is a will in
them already. It is a measure of the degree of the strength of will to
what extent one can do without meaning in things, to what extent
one can endure to live in a meaningless world because one organizes a
small portion of it oneself” (WB, 585A).

But what is it to give meaning, organization, and value to the
world? It is first, as we shall see in detail in the remainder of this book,
to become able to accept the fact that pain and suffering are inelimina-
ble parts of life and that they are, like everything else in the world,
neither good nor bad in themselves. Their value depends on what, if
anything, is made of them: “Human beings, the bravest of animals
and those most accustomed to suffering, do not repudiate suffering as
such; they desire it, they even seek it out, provided they are shown a
meaning for it, a purpose of suffering” (GM, 111, 28). Second, it is to cre-
ate for oneself a life that, despite and perhaps because of the pain and
suffering it will inevitably contain, will constitute such an achieve-
ment that one would be willing to live through it again, down to its
smallest detail, exactly as it has already occurred, if one were given
that opportunity. It is to want one’s life to be exactly what it has been
and to be unwilling and even unable to conceive that a life in any way
different would be a life of one’s own.

This is the thought of the eternal recurrence. It presupposes, as we
shall see, that one has shaped oneself into an object so organized that
every single part of it is equally essential and in which, therefore, any
alteration would bring about a breakdown of the whole. What is pri-
marily important for such a type of person is the organization of its
experiences and actions and not their intrinsic or moral character.
This essentially aesthetic attitude toward life and the world involves a
radical formalism, of which Nietzsche was perfectly aware; as we
have seen, he wrote, “Content henceforth becomes something merely
formal—our life included” (WP 818).

To be, then, a comedian of the ascetic ideal is to give up the very
idea of trying to determine in general terms the value of life and the
world. It is to turn to oneself in order to make one’s life valuable with-
out claiming that one’s particular method for accomplishing this end
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should, or even could, be followed by others. It is to be a moral per-
spectivist.

| But the ability to exemplify greatness without demonstrating the
mezans of achieving it, and without even caring to require that anyone
else achieve it, is one of the most essential features of great artworks.
Nietzsche knows the opposition between art and morality very well
indeed: “Art, in which precisely the /ie is sanctified and the will to de-
ception has good conscience, is much more fundamentally opposed to
the ascetic ideal than is science: this was instinctively sensed by Plato,
the greatest enemy of art Europe has yet produced” (GM, III, 25).
Nietzsche’s problem is that he wants to attack the tradition to which
he belongs and also escape it. An explicit attack, as we saw, would per-
petuate that tradition. A complete escape from it directly into art
(something he did at times consider) would simply change the subject
but leave that tradition intact. Nietzsche wants to warn others against
dcgmatism without taking a dogmatic stand himself. His unparalleled
solution to this problem is to try consciously to fashion a literary
character out of himself and a literary work out of his life. In what fol-
lows we shall examine his solution. We shall ask what is involved in
the creation out of one’s own self of a literary character whose views
are exclusively philosophical; what philosophical views about the
world and life make this project possible; and whether the effort of
turning life into literature escapes the problem of dogmatism and the
necessity of turning nature against something that is also nature.
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It’s the difference between making the most out of
life and making the least, so that you’ll get another
better one in some other time and place. Willit be a
; sin to make the most out of that one too, I wonder;
i and shall we have to be bribed off in the future state
as well as in the present?

] Henry James, “The Author of Beltrafhio”
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Whatever else we may be tempted to say of
Nietzsche’s ideas, it is unlikely that we shall describe many of them as
sensible. Time after time, Nietzsche tears at the fabric of common
sense, at the sense of ordinary language, at the language of reasonable
thought. This is a feature of his writing on which he insists
and of which he is proud. “How could I mistake myself,” he asks,
“for one of those for whom there are ears even now? Only the day
after tomorrow belongs to me. Some are born posthumously” (4,
Pref.). And in a letter to Carl von Gersdorff he writes with arrogant
simplicity, “There’s no one alive today who could write anything like
Zarathustra.”!

'By insisting so strenuously on his unique position in the history
of thought, essential as this may be to his project, Nietzsche may actu-
ally have done himself a great disservice, for he has made it easier to at-
tribute to him views that are often impossible to accept and then
either to defend them without good reason as views whose time has
not yet come or to dismiss them without proper attention as the



142 | THE SELF

thoughts of someone more interested in shocking than in teaching.
But though Nietzsche was undoubtedly eager to shock, he never con-
sidered shocking incompatible with teaching, which he was equally
eager to do. And yet none of his views has made this more difficult to
believe than the very one of which he says that both Zarathustra (Z,
I11, 13) and he himself (7], X, 5) are the teachers: this is that most pecu-
liar among his many peculiar ideas, the eternal recurrence.

Most commonly, the eternal recurrence is interpreted as a cosmo-
logical hypothesis. As such, it holds that everything that has already
happened in the universe, and everything that is happening at this
very moment, and everything that will happen in the future, has al-
ready happened and will happen again, preceded and followed by ex-
actly the same events in exactly the same order, an infinite number of
times. Each of these cycles is absolutely identical with every other; in
fact, it would be more correct (if anything could be correct in this
context) to say that there is only one cycle, repeated over and over
again to infinity. One might then write of “the world as a circular
movement that has already repeated itself infinitely often and plays its
game in infinitum” (WB, 1066). There can be no variations, and hence
no interactions, between these repetitions. Everything that we are
now doing we have already done in the past, though it is impossible to
remember, since that would constitute an interaction between two of
the cycle’s repetitions. And we shall do everything again, exactly as
we are doing it now, infinitely many times in the future.2

Though some interpreters simply cannot believe that Nietzsche
could actually have accepted a theory of this nature,? it is not impossi-
ble to find support for such a reading in his texts. The evidence, how-
ever, is far from telling. For one thing, this cosmological doctrine is
not to be found in a number of passages where Nietzsche discusses the
recurrence. For another, much of what Nietzsche actually writes
about the recurrence and its psychological impact does not commit
him to this cosmological hypothesis. The psychological use to which
he so crucially puts the eternal recurrence presupposes only a weaker
view which is quite independent of any theory of the physical uni-
verse. This weaker view makes a much more serious claim on our at-
tention than the cosmological theory with which Nietzsche’s com-
mentators, and sometimes perhaps even Nietzsche himself, have
identified it.

Nietzsche may have suspected at times that this cosmology was
useless to him. If this is true, it would explain why he never tried to
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publish any of his “proofs” of the recurrence, despite the fact that, if it
is interpreted cosmologically, the theory is inseparable from some
such proof. Since it is essentlally a theory for which no empirical sup-
port can possibly be given, the recurrence cannot even begin to ap-
pear credible mdependently of an a priori demonstration of some
sort.* This is not a minor matter, for in a famous passage Nietzsche de-
scribes the recurrence as “the fundamental conception of” Thus Spoke
Zarathustra (EH, 111, on Z, 1), and he considers that Zarathustra him-
self, as we just saw, is its teacher. But to teach a theory of the universe
is at least to make some effort to show that it is true, and Nietzsche
never makes this effort in his published work. It might be claimed
that the style in which Zarathustra is written does not tolerate an at-
tempt at a scientific proof of the theory. And one might argue that the
section “On the Vision and the Riddle” (Z, 111, 2), which I shall soon
discuss in detail, comes as close to offering such a proof as is compati-
ble with the work’s lyrical style. But we have also seen that Nietzsche
describes himself as the teacher of the eternal recurrence in The Twi-
light of the Idols. The style and force of this work differ drastically
from the tone of Zarathustra and could easily tolerate a rigorous proof
of the cosmological doctrine; nevertheless, Nietzsche chose not to in-
clude such a proof in that text either.

‘Nietzsche did leave some sketches of a proof of a cosmology in his
notes, and Elizabeth Forster-Nietzsche included some of these in The
Will to Power, giving them great weight by placing them at the end of
the volume (WB, 1053-1067). But it is very difficult to determine what
the purpose of these sketches is. This, and not their unpublished sta-
tus, makes it difficult to take them as the heart of Nietzsche’s view.
Did Nietzsche plan to include them in a work which he was never
able to write (see WB 1057)? Was he so dissatisfied with the proof he
had devised that he decided not to publish it until he was convinced
by it? Or did he think that, despite the importance the recurrence has
for his thought, a proof of the doctrine was not after all necessary?

Whatever the answer to these questions, Nietzsche should have
been deeply dissatisfied with his “proof ” which is incomplete and in-
valid. Without going into this question in great detail, we can see that
in order to reach the conclusion that the history of the universe is
etemally repeating itself, at least two premises are necessary:

(1) the sum total of energy in the universe is finite

(2) the total number of energy states in the universe is finite
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Nietzsche, who discusses these premises explicitly, seems to think
that the first entails the second (KGW, V2, 421). But this is not cor-
rect. A system may have only a finite amount of energy, and yet that
total can be distributed in an infinite number of ways; this would then
prevent the repetition which Nietzsche may have had in mind.5
Premise 2 must be given an independent justification, and it is not at
all clear what such a justification would be. In any case, behind this
and other similar considerations there lurks Georg Simmel’s classical
refutation which grants that premise 2 is true and that there is only a
finite number of states in the system (three, to be precise) and which
still shows that a particular combination of these states will never re-
cur.®

A careful reading of the passages that are commonly taken to sup-
port the cosmological interpretation of the recurrence, even though
they do not offer to prove it, shows that it is not even clear that they
assert that theory. One such passage, for example, is note 55 of The
Will to Power, which actually consists of passages collected from dif-
ferent notebooks, in which Nietzsche describes the eternal recurrence
as “the most scientific of all possible hypotheses.” Assuming that by
“scientific” Nietzsche must mean “objective” and that by this he must
mean “physical,” it is argued that therefore he must think of the hy-
pothesis in question as a cosmology (cf. Kaufmann, p. 326). But this
assumption is unjustified. First, apart from the commonplace that the
connotations of wissenschaftlich are much broader than those of the
English word scientific, we must recall Nietzsche’s fundamental suspi-
cion of natural science: “It is perhaps dawning on five or six minds
that physics, too, is only an interpretation and exegesis of the world
(to suit us, if I may say so!) and nor a world-explanation” (BGE, 14);
“most of what today displays itself as ‘objectivity,” ‘being scientific,’
... ‘pure knowledge, free of will,” is merely dressed up skepticism and
paralysis of the will” (BGE, 208). We cannot therefore assume without
argument that the eternal recurrence represents Nietzsche’s effort to
outdo physics at its own game, a game which, in any case, he does not
recognize in its traditional version. Also, if we are to interpret this
phrase, we must pay attention to the context within which it occurs.
The passage within which it is found begins as follows: “Let us think
this thought in its most terrible form: existence as it is, without mean-
ing or aim, yet recurring inevitably without any finale of nothing-
ness: ‘the eternal recurrence.” This is the most extreme form of nihil-
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ism: the nothing (the ‘meaningless’) eternally!” (WB 55). What is at
issue here is clearly only the thought that the universe is not progress-
ing in any way, that there is nothing specific toward which it tends,
ard that it will continue as it is now indefinitely—not the view that
the very same individual events in it will be eternally repeated. Nietz-
sche 1s discussing the collapse of Christianity and of the idea that ev-
ery individual life as well as the Whole world has a purpose of its own.
This collapse now makes it seem “as if there were no meamng atallin
existence, as if everything were in vain . . . Duration ‘in vain,’ without
end or aim, is the most paralyzing idea” (WP, 55).

{ In this whole passage Nietzsche does not once allude to the spe-
cific cosmological view with which the recurrence is usually identi-
fied. He is interested only in the realization that the world will con-
tirue to be more or less as it has always been so long as it exists, that
no final state will redeem those who have gone before. This becomes
more obvious when we realize that this passage supplies 1ts own inter-
pretatlon of the term that concerns us. Having written that the recur-
rence as described above, is “the most sczentzﬁc of all possible hypoth-
esés,” Nietzsche continues immediately, “We deny end goals; if
existence had one, it would have been reached” (WA 55). This shows
that instead of being objective or in correspondence to the facts, no-
tions which Nietzsche finds in any case to be incoherent, the eternal
recurrence is “scientific” in that it is strictly nonteleological; this is
after all the central theme with which this note is concerned. The in-
terpretation of the recurrence which this chapter presents is clearly
“scientific” in this sense of the term.

' In fact, it is very difficult to find any clear references to cosmology
in Nietzsche’s published discussions of the recurrence. At one point
he praises “the ideal of the most high-spirited, alive, and world-
affirming human being who has not only come to terms and learned
to get along with whatever was and is, but who wants to have what
wds and is repeated into all eternity, shouting insatiably da capo”
(BGE, 56). But all that is involved here is the desire that “what was and
is” be eternally repeated. The passage is quite vague as to exactly what
it is that is to be repeated, as to whether the cosmology associated
with the eternal recurrence is true, and even as to whether it is at all
cokerent. The truth of this hypothesis is no more presupposed in the
following passage: “My formula for greatness for a human being is
amor fati: that one wants nothing to be different, not forward, not
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backward, not in all eternity. Not merely bear what is necessary, still
less conceal it—all idealism is mendaciousness in the face of what is
necessary—but love it” (EH, II, 10).

Even the following text, which may appear absolutely telling,
may leave a careful reader with doubts:

The affirmation of passing away and destroying, which is the deci-
sive feature of a Dionysian philosophy; saying Yes to opposition
and war; becoming, along with a radical repudiation of the very con-
cept of being—all this is clearly more closely related to me than any-
thing else thought to date. The doctrine of the “eternal recurrence,”
that is, of the unconditional and infinitely repeated circular course
of all things [alle Dingel—this doctrine of Zarathustra might in the
end have been taught already by Heraclitus. (EH, I1L, on BT, 3y

We would be wrong, I think, to assume without question that the ex-
pression alle Dinge refers to each and every individual occurrence in
the history of the world, for Nietzsche connects the recurrence with
Dionysianism, a religion that emphasizes the infinite repetition of
the cycles of nature, not the individual events that constitute world
history. What Nietzsche himself underscores here is the fact that
Dionysianism celebrates every aspect of these cycles, even the phases
that consist in degeneration and decay. And the relation of his view to
that of Heraclitus is effected not through cosmology but through
Heraclitus’ writing that war and death are the other sides of peace and
life, that none of them could exist without any of the others. In fact,
Nietzsche sometimes seems to deny precisely the cosmology that is so
often attributed to him: “Let us beware,” he writes, “of positing gen-
erally and everywhere anything as elegant as the cyclical movements
of our neighboring stars” (GS, 109).

The two passages that come closest to presenting a cosmology
occur in Thus Spoke Zarathustra. In the section entitled “The
Convalescent” (Z, 11, 13), Zarathustra finally manages to face what is
there described as his “abysmal thought,” an idea whose connection
to the recurrence must be made clear as we proceed. This thought is so
horrible that, having faced it, he lies impassive and insensible for sev-
en whole days. At the end of this period, his animals, which have been
watching over him, address him and say:

Everything goes, everything comes back; eternally rolls the wheel
of being. Everything dies, everything blossoms again; eternally runs
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the year of being. Everything breaks, everything is joined anew;
eternally the same house is being built. Everything parts, every-
thing greets every other thing again; eternally the ring of being re-
mains faithful to itself. In every Now, being begins; round every
Here rolls the sphere There. The center is everywhere. Bent is the
' path of eternity. (Z, 111, 13)

This, however, is once again nothing more than the Dionysian view
of nature, which I have already discussed. The animals, though go on
to hail Zarathustra as “the teacher of the eternal recurrence” and tell
him that he is the one who “must first teach this doctrine.” They then
claim to “know what you teach: that all things recur eternally, and we
ourselves too; and we have already existed an eternal number of times,
and all things with us” (Z, II1, 13). There is irony in the fact that the
animals claim that Zarathustra must be the first to teach a doctrine
which, if true, has already been taught an infinite number of times.
There is even greater irony in that it is they and not Zarathustra who
become the first to present this doctrine. But what is even more im-
pertant is that Zarathustra himself, who affectionately yet conde-
scendingly calls his animals “buffoons and barrel-organs” and accuses
them of turning his thoughts into “a hurdy-gurdy song,” remains to-
tally silent and does not once acknowledge the idea his animals attri-
bete to him. And even this idea need not be the strict version of
the eternal recurrence as a cosmology. Consistent with the animals’
Dionysianism, it could be the idea that what constitutes us has already
existed an infinite number of times, in all sorts of different combina-
tions, and will recur again. Such an idea is what Nietzsche may have
in mind in writing: “The world exists; it is not something that be-
comes, not something that passes away. Or rather: it becomes, it
passes away, but it has never ceased from passing away—its excre-
ments are its food” (WP 1066). In fact, in Schopenhauer as Educator,
N:etzsche argues explicitly that the same human being cannot exist
twice even by means of an accident of cosmic proportions: “In our
heart we all know quite well that, being unique, we will be in the
world only once and that no 1mag1nable chance will for a second time
ga:her together into a unity so strangely variegated an assortment as
weare” (UM, 111, 1).

Is, then, Zarathustra’s “abysmal thought” the cosmology of the
eternal recurrence? Though it is often claimed that it is, the text actu-
ally suggests that it is not: “The great disgust with man—this choked



148 | THE SELF

me and had crawled in my throat ... my sighing and questioning
croaked and gagged and gnawed and wailed by day and night: ‘Alas,
man recurs eternally! The small man recurs eternally!” ” (Z, 111, 13).
This suggestion is supported by another passage, in which Nietzsche
writes that “Zarathustra is . . . he that has had the hardest, most terri-
ble insight into reality, that has thought the ‘most abysmal idea,” and
nevertheless does not consider it an objection to existence, not even to
its eternal recurrence—but rather one reason more for being himself
the eternal Yes to all things” (EH, 111, on Z, 6; my italics). It would be
impossible to interpret this statement if we took the “abysmal idea”
to be the thought that the universe recurs eternally, for, since this idea
is described as a possible objection to existence and to its eternal recur-
rence, Nietzsche would then be writing that the eternal recurrence
constitutes an objection to itself. This passage, however, can be read
smoothly and without difficulty if we identify this abysmal thought
with the recurrence of the type of person represented by “the small
man.” Zarathustra is disgusted with the thought that this contempt-
ible type, related to the “last man” of the Prologue, who asks “ “What
is love? What is creation? What 1s longing? What isastar?’. . . and. ..
blinks” (Z, Pref., 5), is ineliminable and will never cease to exist. We
do not need to suppose that the world repeats itself infinitely in order
to explain Zarathustra’s disgust. All he needs to think is that if he were
to exist again, then everything about the world, evil as well as good,
the small man included, would also have to exist again. More horrible
still is the idea that if he were to want to live his life again,
which is the desire he is trying to make his own, then he must also
want all evil, the small man included, to exist again as well. This is
Zarathustra’s abysmal thought, and it does not even presuppose the
obscure cosmology with which the recurrence is often identified.

In “On the Vision and the Riddle” (Z, III, 2) Zarathustra con-
fronts his “spirit of gravity,” a lame dwarf whom he has been carrying
on his shoulders while climbing a hill (cf. Z, IV, 12). It is this dwarf,
and not Zarathustra, who claims that “all truth is crooked, time itself
is a circle,” just as a soothsayer had earlier cried, “All is empty, all is
the same, all has been!” (Z, II, 19). To liberate himself from the dwarf,
Zarathustra, standing by a gateway, says to him:

Behold . . . this moment! From this gateway, Moment, a long, eter-
nal lane leads backward: behind us lies an eternity. Must not what-
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ever can walk have walked on this lane before? Must not whatever
can happen have happened, have been done, have passed by before?
And if everything has been there before—what do you think, dwarf,
of this moment? Must not this gateway too have been before? And
are not all things knotted together so firmly that this moment draws
after it all that is to come? Therefore, itself too? For whatever can
walk—in this long lane out there too, it must walk once more.

And this slow spider, which crawls in the moonlight, and this
moonlight itself, and I and you in the gateway, whispering together,
whispering of eternal things—must not all of us have been there be-
fore? And return and walk in that other lane, out there, before us, in
this dreadful lane—must we not eternally return? (Z, I1l, 2)

T hough this passage contains the clearest statement of the cosmologi-
cal version of the recurrence among Nietzsche’s published texts, there
still are some peculiarities about it. Zarathustra tells all this to the
dwarf in order to ward him off; and at the end of his narrative the
dwarf does indeed suddenly disappear. He is as unconditionally fright-
ened by this idea as Zarathustra’s animals are later unquestlonmgly
glad about it. Zarathustra, that is, has a clear purpose in telling this
story. Does he himself believe it? If he does, why does Nietzsche write
in “The Convalescent,” which occurs considerably later in this work,
that Zarathustra has not yet taught the recurrence? Could it be that
Zarathustra tells the story only in order to frighten the dwarf, while
the psychological implications Nietzsche wants to draw from it pre-
suppose only a weaker hypothesis?

| Such a hypothesis would be that in this and in every moment is
implicit everythmg that has occurred in the past and everything that
will occur in the future. In dlscussmg the will to power, I showed that
Nietzsche believes that every event in the world is inextricably con-
nected with every other. He believes that if anything had occurred dif-
ferently, everything would have had to occur differently; that if any-
thing happened again, everything would have to happen again. He
thinks that the history of the whole world, or, in more modest terms,
tne history of each person, is totally involved in every moment:
“Don’t you know that? In every action you perform the history of ev-
ery event is repeated and abridged” (Grossoktay X1, 726; cf. WB, 373).
In this sense nothing that ever happens to us, even if it is the result of
the most 1mplau51ble accident and the wildest coincidence, is contin-
g=nt—once it has occurred. This is a point of which Zarathustra be-
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comes increasingly aware in the course of his development, as the fol-
lowing passage, to which we shall have to refer again, shows: “The
time 1s gone when mere accidents could still happen to me; and what
could still come to me now that was not mine already? What returns,
what finally comes home to me, is my own self and what of myself
has long been in strange lands and scattered among all things and acci-
dents” (Z, III, 1). Such an essential connection between the world’s
temporal stages implies that if any one of them recurred at any time,
all the others would also have to recur. And therefore every cheap and
detestable part of the world, which is as necessary to what the world is
as its very best aspects and moments, would also recur if anything at
all recurred. This is, I have just argued, the abysmal thought Zarathus-
tra has to accept in “The Convalescent.” But at the earlier stage of the
narrative at which “On the Vision and the Riddle” is found, this
thought prompts him to have a vision. He sees a shepherd who is
choking because a snake has crawled into his mouth and has there bit-
ten itself fast. He yells to the shepherd to bite the snake’s head off, and
the shepherd, who follows Zarathustra’s advice, is transformed, “no
longer shepherd, no longer human—one changed, radiant, laughing!”
(Z, 1, 2). Zarathustra then asks, in a riddle, who that shepherd is.
Nietzsche answers the riddle in terms of the very same imagery in
“The Convalescent” (“The great disgust with man—this choked me
and had crawled into my throat” Z, III, 13): the shepherd is Zarathus-
tra himself, once he has finally become able to want to undergo again
all that is cheap and detestable in the world for the sake of all that is
not.

Perhaps Nietzsche realized that this “thought” (Gedanke), which
is what he often calls the eternal recurrence, is independent of the cos-
mology he sometimes entertained; this would explain why he never
worked out in detail his attempts to prove that hypothesis. Or per-
haps he did not. The evidence, though it suggests that he did, is not ab-
solutely telling. Philosophically, however, the use Nietzsche makes of
the eternal recurrence does not require that this highly doubtful cos-
mology be true or even coherent. But the defects of this theory have
unfortunately obscured the most serious and valuable aspects of
Nietzsche’s writing about these issues: the psychological conse-
quences he draws from the recurrence and his application of these
consequences to his own life. The eternal recurrence is not a theory of
the world but a view of the self.8
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| Aversion of this view appears in Nietzsche’s works as early as the
fourth book of The Gay Science, which contains his first sustained
treatment of the problems connected with the thought of the eternal
recurrence:

. The greatest weight.—What, if some day or night a demon were to
| steal after you into your loneliest loneliness and say to you: “This
' life as you now live it and have lived it, you will have to live once
| more and innumerable times more; and there will be nothing new
' init, but every pain and every joy and every thought and every sigh
| and everything unutterably small or great in your life will have to
i return to you, all in the same succession and sequence-—even this
| spider and this moonlight between the trees, and even this moment
and I myself. The eternal hourglass of existence is turned upside
down again and again, and you with it, speck of dust!”

Would you not throw yourself down and gnash your teeth and
curse the demon who spoke thus? Or have you once experienced a
. tremendous moment when you would have answered him: “You
| are a god and never have I heard anything more divine.” If this
thought gained possession of you, it would change you as you are or
i perhaps crush you. The question in each and every thing, “Do you
. desire this once more and innumerable times more?” would lie
upon your actions as the greatest weight. Or how well disposed
. would you have to become toward yourself and to life to crave
| nothing more fervently than this ultimate confirmation and seal?

(GS, 341; cf. KGW, V2 394)

It is clear that this passage, in which the demon plays the role Zara-
thustra plays in “On the Vision and the Riddle,” does not presuppose
the truth of the view that the world, or even that one’s own life, eter-
nally repeats itself; it does not even presuppose that this idea is at all
credible. Nietzsche is simply not interested in this question. What he
is ‘nterested in is the attitude one must have toward oneself in order to
react with joy and not despair to the possibility the demon raises, to
the thought that one’s life will occur, the very same in every single de-
tail, again and again and again for all eternity.®

As one reads this passage, it is absolutely crucial to note that
N:etzsche considers only two reactions to the demon’s question,
so*newhat in line with the shepherd’s alternate choking and dancing:
toral despair and complete exhilaration. He does not, in particular,
consider that one might, quite reasonably, remain indifferent to this
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thought. Such indifference could be of two sorts. The first sort is in-
difference to the actual fact of recurrence, and it is well described by
Arthur Danto, who has interpreted the recurrence as a purely cosmo-
logical theory “It does not matter that we pass away and return and
pass away again. What counts is what we eternally do, the joy of over-
coming, whatever our task may be, and the meaning we give to our
lives. And all of this for the sake of the thing itself, not for any conse-
quences: for it leads to what it has led to and always will” (p. 212). The
very same attitude is envisaged by Nikos Kazantzakis: “I subdue the
last, the greatest temptation: hope. We fight because so it pleases us;
we sing though there are no ears to hear us. Where are we going? Shall
we ever win? What is this whole battle about? Don’t ask! Fight!”10
This reaction does involve an affirmation, but this cannot be the “ulti-
mate confirmation and seal” of Nietzsche’s text, despite his having
written, in a passage which Kazantzakis’ text clearly echoes, “Unlearn
this ‘for,” you creators! Your very virtue wants that you do nothing
‘for’ and ‘in order’ and ‘because’ ” (Z, IV, 13). The afhirmation Danto
and Kazantzakis describe is based on a prior indifference to the fact
that what we are doing now we have already done and shall inevitably
do again.!! Yet Nietzsche seems to want to avoid all such indifference.
In fact, Zarathustra, through his notion of self-overcoming, wants his
followers to accept wholeheartedly even the whole past, which seems
to be totally beyond their control: “A new will I teach to human be-
ings: to wzll this way which humanity has walked blindly and to af-
firmit” (Z,1, 3).

A'second sort of indifference has been discussed by Ivan Soll, who
is concerned with the psychological consequences of the possibility,
and not the actuality, of the recurrence of one’s life. It would seem
that, given the suprahistorical character of the recurrence, I cannot
possibly anticipate now my experiences in future recurrences or re-
member then what I am going through now. And since some psycho-
logical continuity of this sort is at least a necessary condition for my
being concerned with my self’s future, the possibility that I may live
again in exactly the way I have lived already, Soll concludes, “should
actually be a matter of complete indifference.”1? But though it seems
to me true that if I were to have any future experiences that would be
totally unrelated to my present life, these could not possibly be of
concern to me now, the fact remains that Nietzsche fails to consider
this alternative altogether.
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i Should we conclude from this that Nietzsche, who is convinced
of zhe crucial immediacy of the recurrence and of its capacity to gener-
ate the greatest affirmation or denial of this life, has misunderstood
the implications of one of his own most central ideas? Though this is
not of course impossible, it seems to me much more likely that the
reason why Nietzsche does not consider indifference as possible reac-
tion to recurrence shows that he does not consider the recurrence a
cosmological theory in any way; for both the reactions I have just dis-
cussed require that one remain indifferent to the recurrence in its cos-
mélogical aspect: the former to recurrence as an actual fact, the latter
to ltS possibility.

' There is, however, an interpretation of the recurrence that makes
no appeal whatsoever to the physical structure of the world, and to
wl‘ ich the two reactions Nietzsche exclusively envisages are perfectly
approprlate In fact, on this understanding of the recurrence no other
reaction to it 1s possxble. To simplify our discussion, let us begin by
considering the single repetition of an individual life; we shall then
be able to generalize this case to infinitely many repetitions of the
history of the world.

: The most common view of the eternal recurrence construes it as
the unconditional assertion of a cosmology:

‘ (A) My life will recur in exactly identical fashion.

This construction results in either a totally fatalistic resignation or a
totally indifferent, unconcerned joy in effort that is known to be
doomed.

' The second view takes the eternal recurrence as the conditional
assertion of a cosmology:

z (B) My life may recur in exactly identical fashion.

But the psychological consequence of this interpretation too seems to
be utter and unqualified indifference. Both versions fail to capture the
reactions Nietzsche so graphically describes in GS, 341.

" The view I am about to propose takes the eternal recurrence to be
the assertion of a conditional:

(C) If my life were to recur, then it could recur only in identical
faskion.

This interpretation is totally independent of physics. It does not pre-
suppose the truth of the cosmology I have discussed, or indeed its co-
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herence, since it does not assert that my life could ever recur at all.
What it does depend on instead is Nietzsche’s general conception of
how things are constituted, the view discussed in Chapter 3. It con-
cerns the relation of a subject to its experiences and actions, or, more
generally, the relation of an object to its properties. Its psychological
consequences are direct, serious, and anything but a matter of indiffer-
ence.

Before we ask what these consequences are, however, we must
first determine how the conditional is to be justified. Why, one can
wonder, are we not offered the possibility of living again, but also the
option of doing at least some things differently in this new life? There
are many times, for example, when we wish that we had had at an ear-
lier age the kind of knowledge that we came to have only later in life,
and so to have followed a different path to the present—that is, a path
to a different present. We have all sometimes wished that we had not
acted as we did or that we had acted as we didn’t. We all may, with
good reason, want to change part of our past, our present, or what we
foresee to be our future.

Why then does Nietzsche’s demon not offer us this apparently
reasonable alternative? Why does he speak only of the repetition of
the very same life in its every detail and not also of the return of a life
that is similar but not identical to the one we have already had? The
answer to these questions, I have been insisting, is not to be found in
Nietzsche’s physics or in his theory of time, even if he himself may
have on occasion thought so. The answer is to be found in his rejec-
tion of the idea of the substantial subject, of the view that a person is
something more than the totality of its experiences and actions. This
is in turn a special case of his rejection of the idea of the thing-in-itself,
which he conceives as an object that underlies the total set of its fea-
tures and properties. Therefore, Nietzsche’s ultimate reason for
thinking that if my life were to recur it would have to be in every way
identical with the life I have already had is his view of the will to pow-
er, of which the rejection of the thing-in-itself is in turn one aspect.

We have already found this view in Nietzsche’s texts: “There is no
‘being’ behind doing, effecting, becoming; ‘the doer’ is merely a fic-
tion added to the deed [or doing: Thun]—the deed is everything . ..
our entire science still lies under the misleading influence of language
and has not disposed of that little changeling, the ‘subject’ (the atom,
for example, is such a changeling, as is the Kantian ‘thing-in-itself’)”
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(GM, 1, 13).23 Nietzsche often illustrates this idea through the image of
lightning, to which he appeals in this same passage as well as else-
where: “If I say ‘lightning flashes,” I have posited the flash once as an
activity and a second time as a subject, and thus added to the event a
bemg that is not one with the event but is rather fixed, 5, and does not
‘become’ ” (WB, 531). He relies on this same image when he attacks

“our bad habit of taking a mnemonic, an abbreviative formula, to be
an entity, finally as a cause, e.g. to say of lightning ‘it flashes.” Or the
litzle word ‘T’ ” (WP, 548). His reference to lightning in the following
passage establishes a connection between the will to power and the
eternal recurrence and thus supports the interpretation I have started
to develop: “If only a moment of the world recurred—said the light-
ni‘ng—all would have to recur” (KGW, VI], 1, 503).

Nietzsche believes that nothing is left over beyond the sum total
ofthe features and characteristics associated with each object and that
no person remains beyond the totality of its experiences and actions.
If any of these were different, then their subject, which is simply their
sum total, would also have to be different. He seems to think that
strictly speaking all properties are equally essential to their subjects
and thus that there is ultimately no distinction to be drawn between
estential and accidental properties at all: if any property were differ-
e, its subject would simply be a different subject. But he also accepts
the stronger view that if any object in the world were at all different,
then every object in the world would also be different. This is because,
as we have seen, he thinks that the properties of each thing are noth-
ing but its effects on other things, the properties of which are in turn
ncthing but still further such effects. Therefore, if a property of some-
thing, and so that thing itself, were different, some other things would
necessarily be affected differently by it. They would thus also be dif-
ferent, and would therefore in turn affect still other things differently,
the chain rounding back to its hypothetical first member and begin-
ning anew. The view that “there is no thing without other things”
(WB, 557) underlies Zarathustra’s famous statement: “Have you ever
said Yes to a single joy? O my friends, then you have said Yes too to
all woe. All things are entangled, ensnared, enamored; if ever you
wgmted one thing twice, if ever you said, ‘You please me, happiness!
Abide, moment!’ then you wanted 4/l back. All anew, all eternally, all
entangled, ensnared, enamored” (Z, IV, 19). This same view also con-
stitutes the background against which Nietzsche writes, “If we affirm

i
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one single moment, we thus affirm not only ourselves but all exis-
tence” (WP 1032), and it accounts for his view that “the concept ‘rep-
rehensible action’ presents us with difficulties. Nothing that hap-
pened at all can be reprehensible in itself: for one should not want to
eliminate it: for everything is so bound up with everything else, that
to want to exclude something means to exclude everything. A repre-

hensible action means: a reprehended world” (WP, 293).
It is therefore the will to power that explains why the demon of-

fers us only the very same life, which we can either accept or reject en-
tirely; a life that was different in any way would simply not be our
life: it would be the life of a different person. To want to be different
in any way is for Nietzsche to want to be different in every way; it is
to want, impossible as that is, to be somebody else. This is precisely
the ascetic attitude as Nietzsche describes it in the third essay of the
Genealogy (III, 14): to want anything about oneself to change is for
one to want to cease to be who one is.

Since Nietzsche thinks that everything in the world is interre-
lated, to want oneself to be different is also to want the whole world
to be different. This fact now explains why he describes only two re-
actions to the demon’s offer. If I accept any part of myself and my life,
then I accept everything about it, and everything about the whole
world as well; but if I reject any part, however small and insignificant,
then I reject my entire life and all the world with it. There is no mid-
dle ground.

This version of the eternal recurrence can now be generalized and
made to apply to everything in the world. Our earlier view (C) now
becomes:

(C') If anything in the world recurred, including an individual life
or even a smgle moment within it, then everything in the world
would recur in exactly identical fashion.

In The Gay Science, Nietzsche had probably not yet thought of his
view in just these terms, and he had not expressly connected it with
his view of the will to power, which he was at that time, as Kaufmann
shows (pp. 188-189), in the process of developing. In this work his
question is simply how would one react to the possibility of living
one’s life over again. But the foundation was set. What he then came
to see in August 1881, “6000 feet beyond people and time” (EH, 11, on
Z, 1), what constitutes without doubt the fundamental conception of
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Zarathustra, is the idea, whose implications are present and striking
throughout this text, that if we were to have another life it would nec-
essarily have to be, 1f it were to be our life at all, the very same life we
have already had. And it could not be the very same life without being
part of the very same world in which we have already lived, and
which therefore would have to recur exactly as it has already oc-
curred down to its most minute, its most detestable and most horrible
de;ads.“

Zarathustra “the godless,” who bids his listeners “remain faithful
to the earth, and . . . not believe those who speak . . . of otherworldly
hepes” (Z, Pref., 3), discovers in the eternal recurrence that this life
and this world are the only life and the only world there are: “This
11f=-——your eternal life” (KGW, VI, 513). Even if we were to live again,
evnn if we were given that possibility infinitely many times, we
Would only be given the same life we have already had. If our life,
thﬂn, is ever to be redeemed, it is to be redeemed now, and not in a dis-
tinct afterlife. The “other” world constitutes for Nietzsche a concep-
tual impossibility as well as a deceptive falsehood.

. Nietzsche believes that a second, different life is impossible be-
cause of his view that every single one of my actions is equally essen-
tial to what I am. But why should we accept this view? Insignificantly
diferent actions—for example, my having worn slightly different
clothes on an immaterial occasion—should constitute only insignifi-
cant differences in my person. Should not Nietzsche allow for such
vdriations in weight and importance?

} Strlctly speaking, Nietzsche’s position is that every one of a per-
son’s actions is without qualification equally a part of that person’s
identity: no variations are possible. On a psychological level, how-
ever, the eternal recurrence can give a more complicated answer to
this question; for, though the occurrence of an action is in some sense
given and unalterable, its significance, and thus ultimately for him its
véry nature, can still be variable.

- The first thing to note in this context is that it would be perverse
of me to want to repeat my life exactly as it has occurred already with

the sole exception of something—for example, once having worn an
inappropriate tie—which I begin by considering insignificant. Why
should I want that event to be different; why would I even notice it,
smgle it out, and care about it, if it did not matter to me that it ever oc-
curred in the first place? Insignificant events are precisely those that

I
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don’t remain with us; they do not even form part of our own image of
our life. Nietzsche cares about those aspects of our life about which
we ourselves care: the aspects that are important to us, that give our
life its character, and that determine in our own eyes the kind of per-
son we are. Some people do in fact consider dress quite insignificant.
And those for whom wearing the wrong tie constitutes a trifle will
not be consumed by nausea and despair at the prospect of living
through it again—that is, at the thought (if it occurs to them at all) that
they have already done so. The same is true of anything anyone con-
siders unimportant. To want only insignificantly different character-
istics of our life to be different, provided we are even aware of them in
the first place, is to want to be significantly like what we are. But just
the fact that we are aware of some particular feature may suggest that
it is more significant to us than we may want to admit.

What, then, is in general significant to the way we view ourselves?
To this question there is, according to Nietzsche, no answer—for two
reasons. The first is that there is no answer that applies uniformly to
different individuals. Nietzsche’s perspectivism dictates this ap-
proach: “They . .. have discovered themselves who say, ‘This is my
good and evil’; with that they have reduced to silence the mole and
dwarf who say, ‘Good for all, evil for all’ . . . “This is my way; where is
yours?’—thus I answered those who asked me ‘the way.” For the
way—that does not exist” (Z, II1, 11; cf. KGW, VI, 493). The second
reason is that there is no fixed answer even to the question of what is
significant for each particular individual over time. The relative im-
portance of our experiences and actions is not determined once and
for all; it is, rather, a characteristic over which we have serious con-
trol. Though Nietzsche believes that all our actions are equally im-
portant to our nature, he also thinks that how these actions are related
to our nature, what nature they actually constitute, is always an open
question. How we perceive the relationships among our actions,
which patterns we take to be characteristic and determining of our
conduct, which actions belong to them and have lasting implications
and which do not and are only exceptions and accidents—all these he
takes to be questions that are constantly receiving different answers.
The character Nietzsche sometimes calls the Ubermensch is essentially
aware of the fluidity of the personality. And it is this fluidity that ac-
counts for Nietzsche’s emphasis on constant “self-overcoming” when
he introduces the Ubermensch in the Prologue and in the opening sec-
tions of Zarathustra.
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| The fluidity of character in turn explains why the eternal recur-
rence can function as the “highest formula of affirmation that is at all
zttainable” (EH, 111, on Z, 1). The discussion in the section “On Re-
demptlon (Z, 11, 20) suggests that a life can be justified only if it
comes to be accepted in its entirety. The mark of this is the desire to
repeat this very life, and so everything else in the world as well, in all
eternity. This means that we should want nothing in that life and the
world to be in any way different. Let us then suppose that one comes
to accept Zarathustra’s thought, that one begins to try to be such as
one would want to be again, that one tries to act as the Ubermensch
acts (cf. Z, 1, 1, 16). Is this a project that could ever succeed?
. Two grave difficulties would face this effort. First, our power to
control the future does not seem to be as absolute as Zarathustra
sometimes suggests, since what is possible at any given time is always
limited by what has already occurred, by our past and present.
Nletzsche s image of the “self-propelled wheel” (Z, 1, 1) seems much
t0o s1mple in this context. Second, from a naive but not ea51ly assaila-
ble point of view, it would seem that our past is now given to us: it
consists of events that have already occurred and over which we no
longer have any control. Among them there are bound to be experi-
ences and actions, character traits, and even whole phases of our per-
sonalities and parts of our lives which we would with good reason
never want to repeat again, which we can’t help regretting. These are
ﬁxed How can we now accept these unacceptable parts of our past?
- Such questions exercise Nietzsche in Zarathustra:
| To redeem those who lived in the past and to recreate all “it was”
into “thus I willed it”—that alone I should call redemption . . . Will-
ing liberates; but what is it that puts even this liberator in fetters? “It
was”—that is the name of the will’s gnashing of teeth and most se-
cret melancholy. Powerless against what has been done, it is an an-
gry spectator of all that is past. The will cannot will backwards; and

that it cannot break time and time’s covetousness, that is the will’s
loneliest melancholy. (Z, 11, 20)5

Unless, by a stroke of unbelievable luck, we have never done any-
thing we regret, or, by means of self-deception, we can convince our-
selves we have not, the affirmation Nietzsche envisages seems to be
impossible. The past forces us to repudiate whatever future it leads
into. And since on Nietzsche’s view every aspect of the personality is
equally essential to it, it seems that if there is a single part of our life
i
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(or of the whole world, for that matter) that we cannot accept, then
we cannot accept any other part of it. Partially to accept oneself pre-
supposes that we can distinguish the self from at least some of its fea-
tures. These are the features we can reject without rejecting ourselves,
and therefore these features can only be accidental. Yet there are no
accidental features.

Nietzsche, however, seems to be convinced that redemption is
still possible, though of course he understands redemption in his own
unusual way: “The deep instinct for how one must /ive, in order to
feel oneself ‘in heaven,’ to feel ‘eternal,’” while in all other behavior
one decidedly does not feel oneself ‘in heaven’—this alone is the psy-
chological reality of ‘redemption.” A new way of life, not a new faith”
(A, 33). Through a new way of life, he believes, even the past can be
changed. In this new way of life the past itself becomes new: “The will
is a creator. 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 cre-
ative will says to it, ‘But thus I will it; thus shall I will it’ * (Z, 11, 20).
Such willing “backward” cannot literally undo the past. Yet it is not
easy to say exactly what the past is in the first place. The events of the
past are necessarily located through and within a narrative, and differ-
ent narratives can generate quite different events. This is precisely
Nietzsche’s point. Once again, he is thinking of his view that every
one of my past actions is a necessary condition for my being what I
am today. How I see my present self affects crucially the very nature
of my past. If I am even for a moment such as I would want to be
again, then I would also accept all my past actions, which, essential
to and constitutive of the self I want to repeat, are now newly
redescribed. By creating, on the basis of the past, an acceptable future,
we justify and redeem everything that made this future possible; and
that is everything: “I taught them . . . to create and carry together into
one what in human beings is fragment and riddle and dreadful acci-
dent; as creator, guesser of riddles, and redeemer of accidents, I taught
them to work on the future and to redeem with their creation all that
has been” (Z, 111, 12).1¢ To accept the present is then to accept all that
has led to it. It is in this sense that one can now say of what has al-
ready happened, “Thus I willed it.” The significance and nature of
the past, like the significance and nature of everything else according
to Nietzsche, lies in its relationships. In particular, the significance of
the past lies in its relationship to the future. And since the future is
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yiét to come, neither the significance of the past nor its nature is yet
settled.
In one way, then, the past cannot be changed. This is implied in
Nietzsche’s view that if we were to live again, we would have to live
iarough the very same life. He thinks that, taking the occurrence of
he events of our past as given, we should try on their basis to achieve
omething that makes us willing to accept our whole self. At that
oint we accept all we have done, since every part of the past is by it-
s%lf necessary and in combination sufficient for us to be what we are.
But in this way the past is changed. The narrative that relates it to the
present is altered, and even the accidents in our past can be turned into
actions, into events for which we are willing to accept responsibility
(é‘Thus [ willed it”), and which we are therefore willing to repeat.

L In the ideal case absolutely everything in the past is redeemed in
this way. One is reconciled with time: “The time is gone when mere
a;ccidents could still happen to me” (Z, 111, 1). This reconciliation can-
not be accomplished without realizing that the significance of the past
depends on its importance for the future. The inability to see this pro-
duces “the cheerfulness of the slave who has nothing of consequence
to be responsible for, nothing great to strive for, and who does not
value anything in the past or future higher than the present” (BT, 11).
In its limiting case it distinguishes human beings from animals, crea-
tures that “do not know what is meant by yesterday or today” (UM,
I1, 1). But it can also produce the exact opposite of such cheerfulness—
aicontinual brooding over a past the significance of which one takes as
completely given once and for all. This is what Zarathustra’s “pale
criminal” does. He “was equal to his deed when he did it; but he could
not bear its image after it was done. Now he always saw himself as the
ser of one deed . . . the exception now became the essence for him”
(7, 1, 6). Such brooding is responsible for ressentiment, which, directed
not only at others but also at onself (GM, III, 15), accounts for present
inhappiness by locating it “in some guilt, in a piece of the past” (GM,
111, 20). In Zarathustra (1, 18), Nietzsche writes that instead of seeking
revenge for a wrong, it is better to show that an enemy has done one
some good. Instead of resenting a harm, it is better to use it as material
for further development and so to prevent it from constituting a harm
ar all. In the Genealogy the picture has become more complicated: “To
be incapable of taking one’s enemies, one’s accidents, even one’s mis-
eeds seriously for very long—that is the sign of strong, full natures in

ot
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whom there is an excess of the power to form, to mold, to recuperate,
and to forget” (GM, 1, 10).77

We can take a past event seriously and try to incorporate it into a
complex, harmonious, and unified pattern of which it can become an
essential part. Or we can refuse to take it seriously and, through fur-
ther action, turn it into an exception, into an event of no significance
and of no lasting consequence for our life and character. If the event is
insignificant, resentment is out of place. If it is not, and if, as James
might have put it, we succeed in assimilating it into our personality, if
we manage to see it and the other things of the past fall together and
change themselves, undergo that relegation that transforms melan-
choly and misery, passion, pain, and effort into experience and
knowledge, into the material of the future, resentment is again out of
place; for no place remains for thinking that the consequences of the
past on the self, and therefore that this self as well, need remain un-
changed. No reason remains for thinking that any action or any acci-
dent is in itself harmful or beneficial. The character of each event de-
pends on its eventual implications for the whole of one’s constantly
changing self.

The justification of a life, then, lies for Nietzsche in those mo-
ments when, in accepting the present, one also accepts all that is past;
for though perhaps one did not will something in the past, one would
not now have it any other way. In this ideal case everything about one
would be, and would be seen to be, equally part of oneself and would
be manifested in every action: “Oh, my friends, that your self be in
your deed as the mother is in her child—let that be your word con-
cerning virtue” (Z, II, 5). This seems to me to be a limiting case, in
which a person would be different in every way if it were different in
any, and in which a life would be so organized that if anything in it
were changed, everything in it would fall apart. The eternal recur-
rence would then indeed constitute “the highest formula of affirma-
tion,” for such a person would actively want what would happen in
any case if it happened at all: the eternal repetition of every single part
of its life, which would appear to follow inevitably from every other.
And, to generalize, such a person would also want what, in turn,
would in any case happen: the eternal repetition of everything else in
the world, past and present, accidental and intentional, good and evil.

A particularly serious problem for this project is created by self-
deception, which may convince us that we are approaching this rela-
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tibnship to life and to the world when in fact we are not. I might be
willing, for example, to repeat my life only because I do not let myself
sée it for what it is, because I do not allow myself to see in the proper
light, or to see at all, large and objectionable parts of it. This is a grave
difﬁcu ty because Nietzsche allows great freedom in determining
what does and what does not in fact constitute part of a life. I might
tl’Len be exhilarated at the prospect of repeating my life, at being who I
am, just because I am attending to a very small part of it and refusing
td see myself in my entirety.

. Nietzsche is not at all unaware of these difficulties. This is why,
for example he describes the occasion for the demon’s question as
one’s “loneliest loneliness™: this is the time when one would be most
hkely to be honest with oneself. This is-also why he emphasizes the
great difficulty with which Zarathustra finally accepts the idea of the
récurrence. In both cases Nietzsche tries to suggest how intense and
painful a self-examination is necessary before one can even begin to
answer the demon’s question affirmatively. But it still is the case that
tPe desire for nothing to be different presupposes that everything has
b‘een faced, and there is no mdependent way of ever establishing that
tkis has been done. This problem is even more urgent because there
sdems to be no clear sense in which the totality of our actions can ever
ble faced: is it even possible to speak of “the totality” of a person’s ac-
mons> The process of self-examination, as we shall see in detail in the
next chapter, may have no end.

| Nietzsche, however, might well consider the endlessness of this
exammatlon (or reinterpretation) as a perfectly acceptable conse-
qhence of his view. This would be especially true if, as I now would
h{ke to suggest, he once again models his ideal case, in which if any-
thing is different everything is different, on his conception of the per-
fect narrative, the perfect story. In such a story no detail is inconse-
qhentxal nothing is out of place, capricious, haphazard, or accidental.
Every “Why?” has an answer better than “Why not?”—which is not
ah answer at all. As William Labov has written: “Pointless stories are

et with the withering rejoinder, ‘So what?’ Every good narrator is
continually warding off this question; when his narrative is over it
sl‘ ould be unthinkable for a by-stander to say, ‘So what?’ ”18 A story is
not pomtless when it lacks a moral that can be independently stated.
A narrative is not successful because it allows one to prov1de such a
slj ort answer to the question of its point. A successful narrative does



164 | THE SELF

not allow the question to be raised at all. The narrative has already
supplied the answer before the question is asked. The narrative itself
is the answer. Similarly, a perfect life provides, and is, its own justifi-
cation. Nietzsche himself suggests some of these ideas and hints at the
connections between literature and life when, in a discussion of au-
thors who find their best moments in their own works, he concludes:

And if we consider that every human action, not only a book, is in
some way or other the cause of other actions, decisions, and
thoughts; that everything that happens is inseparably connected
with everything that is going to happen, we recognize the real im-
mortality, that of movement—that which has once moved is en-
closed and immortalized in the general union of all existence [in
dem Gesammtverbande alles Seienden), like an insect within a piece
of amber. (HH, 1, 208)

This model connects the eternal recurrence with Nietzsche’s over-
arching metaphor of the world as a text that is to be interpreted. And
since interpretation is a process without end, since there can be no
complete or total interpretation of even a single text, the model ac-
counts for the fact that the examination of a life with the purpose of
putting all of it in the proper perspective—even if we assume that such
a single perspective can ever exist—will have to go on forever.

More important, however, this analogy brings into the fore-
ground two central features of Nietzsche’s view even as it highlights
two of its serious difficulties. We have seen that Nietzsche believes
that as a matter of logical fact a person’s life cannot be in any way dif-
ferent and still be the life of the same person. I have discussed his view
that every property is equally essential to its subject, that a subject is
nothmg more than its properties, and that these propertles are noth-
ing more than a thing’s effects on other things. This view implies that
there can be no true counterfactual statements of the form “If I had
done ... instead of ..., then I would have been ... instead of .. .”
Any change in my features would, by means of the chain reaction de-
scribed earlier, altogether eliminate the person I have been as well as
the world I have lived in. The ideal life, therefore, consists in the real-
1zation that it is not possible to think of oneself in this way and in the
effort to become the sort of person who would not ever want any
such counterfactual statement to be true.

By focusing attention on literary characters instead of actual indi-
viduals, this literary model provides an intuitive illustration of



1 65 This Life—Your Eternal Life

§
I

Nietzsche’s peculiar view. Literary characters are exhausted by the
statzments that concern them in the narratives in which they occur:
they are in fact nothing more than what is said of them, just as they
are also nothing less. Every detail concerning a character has, at least
in principle, a point; it 1s to that extent essential to that character. In
the ideal case, to change even one action on the part of a character is to
cause both that character and the story to which it belongs to fall
apa-t. In order to maintain the coherence of the story (and assuming
that this idea is itself coherent), we would have to make correspond-
ing changes throughout, and we would thus produce an entirely dif-
ferent story; if anything were different, indeed everything would have
to be different.

‘Could Anna Karenina, for example, not have fallen in love with
Vronsky? Could she not have left her husband? Could she have loved
her son less than she did? Could she have been ultimately less conven-
tioral than in fact she was? Could she not have been Oblonsky’s sis-
ter? In regard to literary characters, such questions are at least very
dlﬁ'icult if not impossible, to answer. It is just this feature of the liter-
ary situation that underlies and motivates Nietzsche’s view of the
idezl person and the perfect life.

'But precisely this fact may also constitute one of the serious prob-
lenis with Nietzsche’s attitude; for even if it is true that literature can-
not support counterfactuals of the sort I have been discussing, it
may still be that Nietzsche is not justified in generalizing from the lit-
erary case to life itself. He himself was notoriously unwilling to
accept any straightforward distinction between fact and fiction. But
one might object that the fundamental difference between them is
precisely that reality is capable of supporting counterfactuals of the
sort that Nietzsche, having concentrated too heavily on literature,
considers to be universally false.

‘The first central characteristic of Nietzsche’s view, then, is that it
assimilates the ideal person to an ideal literary character and the ideal
life -0 an ideal story.!® Just this, it may be argued, is also its first serious
weakness. In the next chapter, however, we shall see that Nietzsche’s
emphasis on the aesthetic, organizational features of people’s lives and
characters may not constitute an overriding objection to his view.
And in the last chapter we shall see that the peculiar use to which he
puts this view may disarm this objection completely.

‘This aesthetic model brings out a second feature of Nietzsche’s ap-
proach, and perhaps also another difficulty that attends it. This in-
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volves what one may feel compelled to consider a moral dimension. A
literary character, as we shall see again in the next chapter, may be a
perfect character but (represent) a dreadful person. If we assume that
Nietzsche looks at people as if they were literary characters and at life
as if it were a literary work, we may be able to explain why he is so
willing and even eager to leave the content of his ideal life unspecified.
Nietzsche is clearly much more concerned with the question of how
one’s actions are to fit together into a coherent, self-sustaining, well-
motivated whole than he is with the quality of those actions them-
selves. Any particular action, whatever its character, can be made to
fit well into a whole, provided that whole consists of actions to which
the one singled out is appropriately related. This consideration, and
not the moral quality of their actions, is central to the understanding
and evaluation of literary characters. Even Nietzsche’s view that indi-
vidual actions and all events in general do not possess a character in
themselves is accounted for by this model. We have seen that he be-
lieves that the significance of an action is not exhaustible and that it
depends on the relation of that action to the whole of one’s life. In this
way a feature or an action of a literary character can be justified, and
its significance perceived, only in relation to the rest of the features of
that character and of the narrative to which it belongs.

We may now be able to account for Nietzsche’s view that one
should not take one’s misdeeds seriously for long, that virtue does not
depend on what one does but on whether what one does is an expres-
sion of one’s whole self, of one’s “own will” (Z, I, 1). These are again
exactly the considerations that are relevant to the evaluation of liter-
ary characters. Their virtue as characters depends on just that coher-
ence which Nietzsche insists is essential for people as well. Authors
are not blamed for creating morally repugnant characters so long as
these are believable and essential to the rest of the events that consti-
tute the narrative to which they belong. A perfect case in point,
drawn from an author Nietzsche himself greatly admired (cf. 77, IX,
45; A, 31), is the narrator of Notes from the Underground, magnificent
as a character and unspeakable as a man. And though it is sometimes
true that we react in what seems a direct moral manner to hterary fig-
ures, the considerations that underlie our reaction are once agam aes-
thetic. An immoral character constitutes a blemish when it is point-
less, badly organized, or when its viciousness is gratuitous in that it
does not function essentially in the story: when there is no reason for
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its being as it is and the answer to the question “Why?” is just “Why
net?”

| But precisely this fact may now appear as the second problem
with Nietzsche’s approach. The totally integrated person he so ad-
mires may well be morally repulswe As we shall see, Nietzsche’s “im-
moralism” is not the crude praise of selfishness and cruelty with
which it is often confused (cf. D, 103). Nevertheless, the uncomfort-
able feeling persists that someone might achieve Nietzsche’s ideal life
and still be nothing short of repugnant.2° This may not matter much
for literary characters, who cannot affect us directly; but it does, one
might think, matter for people, who can. Perhaps the proper ap-
proach to Nietzsche’s view is to think of his ideal life, the life of the
Ubermensch, as a framework within which many particular lives, each
oﬁe of which exhibits the unity and coherence he finds so important,
can fit.2t We could then try to develop independent reasons for ex-
cludlng some of these lives, particularly those that are vicious or ob-
)ectlonable in some other way, as inappropriate. I do not know how
we might accomplish this, and Nietzsche is not at all interested in pro-
viding the necessary guidelines. I think he realizes that his framework
is compatlble with more types of life than he would himself be willing
topraise. This is a risk inherent in his “immoralism,” and it is a risk he
is willing to take. At the same time, however, we must keep in mind
that the test involved in the thought of the eternal recurrence is not at
all easy to pass. Constructing a self and a life that meet its require-
ments is an extremely difhicult task: it is not as if every vicious person
would satisfy it, or as if Nietzsche could not condemn many such
lives. But his attention is not focused on excluding certain types from
his perfect framework. He is concerned, as we shall see in the chapters
that follow, with the formidable problem of constructing a single type
that falls within it.

The model for the eternal recurrence is therefore not to be found
in Nietzsche’s superficial reflections on thermodynamics but in his
desp immersion in writing. In thinking of his ideal life on the model
of a story, we would do well to think of it in the specific terms sup-
plied by Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past. In this fictional auto-
biography the narrator relates in enormous, pamstakmg detail all the
silly, insignificant, pointless, accidental, sometimes horrible things he
did in his rambling efforts to become an author. He writes about the
time he wasted, the acquaintances he made, the views and values he ac-
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cepted at different times, his changes of heart and mind, his friend-
ships, the ways in which he treated his family, his lovers, and his ser-
vants, his attempts to enter society, the disjointed and often base mo-
tives out of which he acted, and much else besides. Yet it is just these
unconnected, chance events that somehow finally enable him to be-
come an author, to see them after all as parts of a unified pattern, the
result of which is his determination to begin at last his first book. This
book, he tells us, will relate in detail all the silly, insignificant, point-
less, accidental, sometimes horrible things he did in his rambling ef-
forts to become an author. It will concern the time he wasted, the ac-
quaintances he made, the views and values he accepted at different
times, his changes of heart and mind, his friendships, the ways in
which he treated his family, his lovers, and his servants, his attempts
to enter society, the disjointed and often base motives out of which he
acted, and much else besides. It will also show how these unconnected
chance events somehow finally enabled him to become an author, to
see them after all as parts of a unified pattern, the result of which is his
determination at last to begin his first book, which will relate all the
pointless, accidental . . . —a book he has not yet begun to write but
which his readers have just finished reading.

The life of Proust’s narrator need not have been, and never was,
Nietzsche’s own specific ideal. But the framework supplied by this
perfect novel which relates what, despite and even through its very
imperfections, becomes and is seen to be a perfect life, and which
keeps turning endlessly back upon itself, is the best possible model for
the eternal recurrence.

To achieve or to create such a perfect life involves action as well as
the constant reinterpretation of what is in a sense already there, since
the whole self is implicit in its every action. Nietzsche seems to think
that to lead a perfect life is to come to know what the self is that is al-
ready there and to live according to that knowledge. But to live ac-
cording to that knowledge will inevitably include new actions that
must be integrated with what has already occurred and the reinterpre-
tation of which will result in the creation or discovery of a self that
could not have been there already. This paradoxical interplay be-
tween creation and discovery, knowledge and action, literature and
life is at the center of Nietzsche’s conception of the self. This tension
now sets for us the task of understanding one of Zarathustra’s most
puzzling self-descriptions: “For that is what I am through and
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through‘ reeling, reeling in, raising up, raising, a raiser, cultivator, and
disciplinarian, who once counseled himself, not for nothing: Become
Who you are!” (Z, IV, 1).

©Nietzsche himself heeds Zarathustra’s counsel. Characteristically,
h= follows it by making it the object of his writing as well as the goal
of his life; consistently, he tries to reach it in a way that makes it, and
makes it appear to be, essentially his way and that of no one else.
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People are always shouting they want to create a
better future. It’s not true. The future is an apathetic
void, of no interest to anyone. The past is full of life,
eager to irritate us, provoke and insult us, tempt us
to destroy or repaint it. The only reason people
want to be masters of the future is to change the
past.

Milan Kundera, The Book of Laughter and
Forgetting

Being and becoming, according to Nietzsche, are not
at all related as we commonly suppose. “Becoming,” he writes, “must
be explained without recourse to final intentions . . . Becoming does
not aim at a final state, does not flow into ‘being’ ” (WB 708). One of
his many criticisms of philosophers (*humans have always been phi-
losophers”) is that they have turned away from what changes and con-
centrated instead on what is: “But since nothing zs, all that was left to
the philosophers as their ‘world’ was the imaginary” (WB 570). His
thinking is informed by his opposition to the very idea of a distinc-
tion between appearance and reality: “The true world—we have abol-
ished. What world has remained? The apparent one perhaps? But no!
With the true world we bave also abolished the apparent one” (TI, 1V, 6).
“The ‘true world” and the ‘apparent world’—that means: the menda-
ciously invented world and reality” (EH, Pref., 2).! He denies that the
contrast itself is sensible: “The apparent world and the world invent-
ed by a lie—this is the antithesis.” And he concludes that the pointless-
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nzss of this antithesis implies that “no shadow of a right remains to
speak here of appearance” (WP 461; cf. 567).

Nietzsche does not simply attack the distinction between appear-
ance and reahty He also offers, as we have seen, a psychological ac-
count of its origin. He claims that the distinction is simply a projec-
tion onto the external world of our belief that the self is a substance,
somehow set over and above its thoughts, desires, and actions. Lan-
guage, he writes, “everywhere . . . sees a doer and doing; it believes in
will as the cause; it believes in the ego, in the ego as being, in the ego as
substance, and it projects this faith in the ego-substance upon all
things—only thereby does it first create the concept of a ‘thing’ . the
concept of being follows, and is a derivative of, the concept of ego”
(T1 111, 5).

, I have already discussed the difhiculties of Nietzsche’s “psycho-
l(uglcal derivation of the belief in things” (WB 473). What we must
now take up is the close analogy he finds to hold between things in
gene1 al and the self in particular. He believes that both concepts are
1npr0per in the same way; the idea that “becoming . . . does not flow
irto ‘being’ ” applies to the self as well as to the world at large. But if
this is so, how are we to account for the phrase that stands at the head
o° this chapter? How are we to interpret that most haunting of his
rfany haunting philosophical aphorisms, the phrase “How one be-
comes what one is” (Wie man wird, was man ist), which constitutes
the subtitle of Ecce Homo, Nietzsche’s intellectual autobiography and,
with ironic appropriateness, the last book he ever was to write??

. It could be, of course, that this phrase was simply a very clever
piece of language that happened to catch (as well it might have)
Nietzsche’s passing fancy. But this would be too simple, and not true.
The idea behind the phrase and the phrase itself occur elsewhere in
Ecce Homo (11, 9, and 1II, on UM, 3) and can actually be found
t}roughout his writing. Nietzsche first uses a related expression as
early as 1874, in Schopenhauer as Educator, the third of his Untimely
Meditations: “Those who do not wish to belong to the mass need only
t¢ cease taking themselves easily; let them follow their conscience,
which calls to them: ‘Be your self [sei du selbst]! All that you are now
doing, thmkmg, desmng, is not you yourself’ ” (UM, I11, 1).> The for-
mulation is simplified in The Gay Science: “What does your con-
science say?— You must become who you are [du sollst der werden, der
du bist]” (GS, 270). Later on in this same work Nietzsche writes that,
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in contrast to those who worry about “the moral value” of their ac-
tions, he and the type of people to which he belongs “want to become
those we are” (GS, 335) And, in the late writings, we have already
found Zarathustra saying that he “once counseled himself, not for
nothing: Become who you are!” (Z, IV, 1). In short, this phrase leads,
if not to the center, at least through the bulk of Nietzsche’s thought.
The phrase “Become who you are” is problematic, and not only
because Nietzsche denies the distinction between becoming and be-
ing. Its interpretation is made even more difficult because he is con-
vinced that the very idea of the self as a subject in its own right, from
which he claims this distinction is derived, is itself an unjustified in-
vention: “There is no such substratum; there is no ‘being’ behind do-
ing, effecting, becoming; ‘the doer’ is merely a fiction added to the
deed—the deed is everything” (GM, 1, 13). But if there is no such thing
as the self, there seems to be nothing that one can in any way become.
In reducmg the agent self to the totality of its actions (“doings”),
Nietzsche is once agam applying his doctrine of the will to power,
part of which consists in the identification of every object in the
world with the sum of its effects on every other thing. This view, as
we have seen, does away altogether with things as they have tradition-
ally been conceived. And this immediately raises in regard to the self a
problem that has already confronted us in general terms: how can we
determine which actions to group together as actions of one agent;
who is it whose deed is supposed to be “everything”? But even before
we can seriously raise this question, the following passage, which goes
yet one step further, puts another obstacle in our way: “The ‘spirit,’
something that thinks—this conception is a second derivative of that
false introspection which believes in ‘thinking’: first an act is imag-
ined which simply does not occur, ‘thinking,” and secondly a subject-
substratum in which every act of thinking, and nothing else, has its
origin: that is to say, both the deed and the doer are fictions” (WB 477).4
We must postpone for the moment the discussion of this twist, which
seems to leave us with no objects whatsoever. Instead, we must begin
by placing Nietzsche’s reduction of each subject to a set of actions
within the context of his denial of the distinction between appearance
and underlying reality: “What is appearance to me now?” he asks in
The Gay Science. “Certainly not the opposite of some essence: what
could I say about any essence except to name the attributes of its ap-
pearance!” (GS, 54). The connection between these two views imme-
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diately blocks what might otherwise seem an obvious interpretation
of the phrase that concerns us.
Such an interpretation would proceed along what we might call
Freudian lines. It would be an effort to identify the self that one both
island must become with that group of thoughts and desires which,
for whatever reason, are repressed, remain hidden, and constitute the
re;ality of which one’s current, conscious self is the appearance. This
approach naturally allows for the reinterpretation of one’s conscious
tHoughts and desires as a means of realizing who one really is and
determining the underlying thoughts and desires of which these
at{e merely signs. To that extent, I think, it would be congenial to
Nietzsche, who had once written: “There is no trick which enables us
to turn a poor virtue into a rich and overflowing one; but we can rein-
terpret its poverty into a necessity so that it no longer offends us when
e see it and we no longer sulk at fate on its account” (GS, 17). This
pissage raises crucial questions regarding self-deception, which we
shall eventually have to face. But for the moment we must simply
note that, despite its emphasis on reinterpretation, this view cannot
account for Nietzsche’s aphorism. The similarities and connections
bétween Nietzsche and Freud are many and deep.’ But the vulgar
Freudian idea that the core of one’s self is always there, formed to a
grzat extent early on in life, and waiting for some sort of liberation
isfincompatible both with Nietzsche’s view that the self is a fiction
and with his general denial of the idea of a reality that underlies
appearance. ‘
- In addition this interpretation depends centrally on the idea that
ote’s fixed or true self is there to be found; it thus contradicts
Nietzsche’s ambiguous attitude toward the question whether truth is
discovered or created: “ ‘Truth’is. . . not something there, that might
be found or discovered—but something that must be created and that
gives a name to a process, or rather to a will to overcome that has in
uself no end—introducing truth as a processus in infinitum, an active
determining—not a becoming conscious of something that is in itself
ﬁrﬁm and determined” (WA 552).¢ Nietzsche actually thinks that there
is 4 close connection between the belief that truth is an object of dis-
covery and the belief that the self is a stable object. It is very impor-
tant to social groups, he writes at one point, that their members not
keep too many secrets from one another. The need for truthfulness,
the obligation to show “by clear and constant signs” who one is, he

|
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continues, has arisen partly for that reason. But if this is to be a plausi-
ble demand at all, “you must consider yourself knowable, you may
not be concealed from yourself, you may not believe that you change.
Thus, the demand for truthfulness presupposes the knowability and
stability of the person. In fact, it is the object of education to create in
the herd member a definite faith concerning human nature: it first in-
vents the faith and then demands ‘truthfulness’ ” (WB 277).

By contrast, Nietzsche writes, he wants to “transform the belief
‘it 7s thus and thus’ into the will ‘it shall become thus and thus’ ” (WB
593). In general he prefers to think of truth as the product of creation
rather than as the object of discovery. His attitude toward the self is
similar. The people who “want to become those they are” are pre-
cisely “human beings who are new, unique, incomparable, who give
themselves laws, who creage themselves” (GS, 335; my italics). Thus
Spoke Zarathustra is constructed around the idea of creating one’s own
self or, what comes to the same thing, the Ubermensch. Zarathustra
and his disciples as well are constantly described as “creators.”
Nietzsche is paying Goethe, one of his few true heroes, his highest
compliment when he writes of him that “he created himself” (77, IX,
49).

Yet once again we must come to terms with the ambiguity which
Nietzsche’s attitude on this issue too inevitably exhibits. Despite his
constant attacks on the notion that there are antecedently existing
things and truths waiting to be discovered, despite his almost inordi-
nate emphasis on the idea of creating, Zarathustra at one point enig-
matically says, “Some souls one will never discover, unless one in-
vents them first” (Z, I, 8). This same equivocal view comes into play
later when he tells his disciples, “You still want to create the world
before which you can kneel” (Z, II, 2; cf. III, 3). And even though
Nietzsche writes that “the axioms of logic. . . are.. . . a means for us to
create reality” (WP, 516), he still believes that “rational thought is in-
terpretation according to a scheme that we cannot throw off” (WA
522). Making and finding, creating and discovering, imposing laws
and being constrained by them are involved in a complicated, almost
compromising relationship. Our creations eventually become our
truths, and our truths circumscribe our creations.”

It seems, then, that the self, even if it is to be at some point discov-
ered, must first be created. We are therefore faced with the difficult
problem of seeing how that self can be what one is before it comes
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into bemg itself, before it is itself something that is. Conversely, if that
self is something that is, if it is what one already is, how is it still possi-
ble for one to become that self? How could, and why should, that self
be what one properly is and not some, or any, other? Why not, in par-
ticular, one’s current self, which at least has over all others the signifi-
cant advantage of existing?

i Let us stop for a moment to note that, however equivocal,
Nxetzsche s empha51s on the creation of the self blocks another appar-
ently obvious i interpretation of the phrase “Become who you are.’
This i 1nterpretat10n holds that to become what one is is to actualize all
the capacities for which one is inherently suited. It mlght be inaccu-
rate but not positively misleading to say that such a view follows
along Aristotelian lines. By appealing to the distinction between actu-
ality and potentiality, this construction may account for some of the
logjcal peculiarities of Nietzsche’s phrase} since one may not (actu-
ally) be what one (potentially) is. But despite this advantage, such an
interpretation faces two serious difficulties. The first is that, since
one’s capacities are in principle exhaustlble, if one does actualize
them, then one has in fact become what one is. But in that case becom-
ing has ceased; it has “flowed into being” in the very sense in which
we have seen Nietzsche deny that this is possible. The second difficul-
ty is that to construe becoming as the realization of inherent capaci-
ties makes the creation of the self appear very much like the uncover-
ing of something that is already there. Yet Nietzsche seems intent on
undermining precisely the idea that there are antecedently existing
possibilities grounded in the nature of things or of people, even
though (as on the view we are considering) we may not know in ad-
vanze what these are: this is a significant part of his scattered but sys-
tematic attack on the very notion of “the nature” of things.

‘We are therefore still faced with the problem of explaining how a
self that truly must be created and that does not in any way appear to
exis: can be considered that which an individual is. In addition,
Niezzsche’s view, to which we keep returning, that becoming does
not'aim at a final state puts yet another obstacle in our way, for
Nie:zsche holds that constant change and the absence of stability
characterize the world at large: “If the motion of the world aimed at a
fina: state, that state would have been reached. The sole fundamental
fact, however, is that it does not aim at a final state” (WB 708).8 He
also holds that exactly the same is true of each individual. In The Gay
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Science, for example, he praises “brief habits,” which he characterizes
as “an inestimable means for getting to know many things and states”
(GS, 295). Later on in the same work he relies on a magnificent simile
between the will and a wave in order to express his faith that contin-
ual change and renewal are both inevitable and inherently valuable:

How greedily this wave approaches, as if it were after something!
How it crawls with terrifying haste into the inmost nooks of this
labyrinthine cliff! It seems that something of value, great value,
must be hidden there.—And now it comes back, a little more
slowly but still quite white with excitement; is it disappointed? Has
it found what it looked for? Does it pretend to be disappointed?—
But already another wave is approaching, still more greedily and
savagely than the first, and its soul, too, seems to be full of secrets
and the last to dig up treasures. Thus live waves—thus live we who
will—more I shall not say. (GS, 310)

The idea of constant change is also one of the main conceptions
around which Zarathustra revolves: “All the permanent—that is only
a parable. And the poets lie too much . . . It is of time and becoming
that the best parables should speak: let them be a praise and a justifica-
tion of all impermanence.. . . there must be much bitter dying in your
life, you creators. Thus are you advocates and justifiers of all imper-
manence. To be the child who is newly born, the creator must also
want to be the mother who gives birth” (Z, 11, 2).

These passages suggest that Nietzsche is himself an advocate of all
impermanence. But if this is so, he cannot think that there is any such
thing as being at all: what relation, then, could possibly exist between
becoming and bemg> To answer this question we must examine
Nietzsche’s own notion of being, which, like all such traditional no-
tions, assumes a double aspect in his writing. Though he denies that
being, construed as anything that is not subject to history and change,
exists, he still constantly relies on this concept as he himself interprets
it. Perhaps, then, his interpretation is unusual enough to escape the
contradictions that have stopped us so far without lapsing at the same
time into total eccentricity.

A first glimmer of the answer to the questions I have been raising
may appear through the final obstacle that is still in our way. We have
already seen that Nietzsche is convinced that the ego, construed as a
metaphysically abiding subject, is a fiction. But also, as by now we
may be prepared to expect, he does not even seem to believe in the
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most elementary unity of the person as an agent. Paradoxically, how-
ever, his shocking and obscure breakdown of what we have assumed
to be the essential unity of the human individual may be the key to
the solution of our problems. It may also be one of Nietzsche’s great
contributions to our understanding of the self as well as to our own
sel-understanding.

- Consider the breakdown first. As early as the time when he was
writing the second volume of Human, All-Too-Human, Nietzsche had
written that students of history are “happy, unlike the metaphysi-
cians, to have in themselves not one immortal soul but many mortal
ones” (MOM, 17). In The Gay Science he had already denied that con-
sciousness constitutes or underlies “the unity of the organism” (GS,
11). We might of course suppose that Nietzsche is here merely deny-
ing that we have any grounds for supposing that we know that the self
abides over time. This would be a skeptical position common to a
number of modern phllosophers who wrote under the influence of
Hume. But that this is not all that Nietzsche’s view amounts to is
shewn by the following radical and, for our purposes, crucial passage
from Beyond Good and Evil:

- The belief that regards the soul as something indestructible, eternal,
indivisible, as a monad, as an atomon: this belief ought to be expelled
from science! Between ourselves, it is not at all necessary to get rid
of “the soul” at the same time . . . But the way is open for new ver-

- sions and refinements of the soul-hypothesis; and 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. (BGE, 12)°

The idea of “the subject as multiplicity” constantly emerges in The
Wil to Power, where we find the following characteristic passage:
“The assumption of one single subject is perhaps unnecessary; per-
haps it is just as permissible to assume a multiplicity of subjects,
whose interaction and struggle is the basis of our thought and our
consciousness in general? A kind of aristocracy of ‘cells’ in which do-
minion resides? To be sure, an aristocracy of equals, used to ruling
joirtly and understanding how to command?” (WP 490). In the same
notz Nietzsche includes “the subject as multiplicity” and “the contin-
ual transitoriness and fleetingness of the subject: “‘Mortal soul’ ” in a
list of his own “hypotheses.” I have already discussed in detail his
view that all “unity is unity only as organization and cooperation”
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and his opposition to the belief in the subject, which, he claims, “was
only invented as a foundation of the various attributes” (WP 561). As
with all social and political entities, unity cannot be presupposed; it is
achieved, if it is achieved at all, only when the elements of the system
are directed toward a common end and goal.

This political metaphor for the self, which, despite Nietzsche’s
reputation, is at least more egalitarian than Plato’s, can now set us, I
think, in the right direction for understanding the phrase that con-
cerns us. Nietzsche believes that we have no good grounds for assum-
ing a priori that a living subject, or anything else for that matter, is al-
ready unified, that its unity is something it possesses in itself. He is
deeply suspicious of the idea of unity in general: as Zarathustra says,
“Evil I call it, and misanthropic—all this teaching of the One and the
Plenum and the Unmoved and the Sated and the Permanent” (Z, 11,
2).12 And yet, not at all surprisingly by now, it is also Zarathustra who
claims that “this is all my creating and striving, that I create and carry
together into One what is fragment and riddle and dreadful accident”
(Z, 11, 205 cf. 111, 12).

Nietzsche’s denial of the unity of the self follows from a view we
have already seen in connection with the will to power. This is his
view that the “mental acts” of thinking and desiring (to take these as
representative of the rest) are indissolubly connected with their con-
tents, which are in turn indissolubly connected with the contents of
other thoughts, desires, and, of course, actions (cf. WB 584, 672). He
holds, first, that we are not justified in separating such an act from its
content; to remove the “aim” from willing is, he writes, to eliminate
willing altogether, since there can only be a “willing something” (WP
668). And it is this view, as we have said, that allows him, despite his
tremendous and ever-present emphasis on willing, to make the shock-
ingly but only apparently incompatible statement that “there is no
such as will” (WR 488; cf. 671, 715, 692). His position on the nature of
thinking is strictly parallel: “ “Thinking,” as epistemologists conceive
it, simply does not occur: it is a quite arbitrary fiction, arrived at by se-
lecting one element from the process and eliminating all the rest, an
artificial arrangement for the purposes of intelligibility” (WP 477; cf.
479).

The considerations that underlie Nietzsche’s approach must be
something like the following. We tend first to isolate the content of
each thought and desire from that of all the others; we suppose that
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each mental act intends a distinct mental content, whose nature is in-
dependent of the content of all other mental acts. My thought that
such-and-such is the case is there and remains what it is whatever else I
may come to think, want, and do in the future. Though my thought
may turn out to have been false, its significance is given and deter-
mined once and for all. Having now isolated the contents of our men-
tal acts from one another, we proceed to separate the content of each
act from the act that intends it. My thinking is an episode which we
take to be distinct from what it concerns (or “intends”). Having per-
formed these two “abstractions,” we are now confronted with a set of
qualitatively identical entities—thoughts, or thinkings—that we can
attribute to a subject which, since it performs all these identical and
therefore perfectly compatible and harmonious acts, we can safely as-
sume to be unified.

It seems to me that it is this view that underwrites Nietzsche’s
conviction that the deed itself is a fiction and the doer “a second de-
rivative.” He appears to think that we tend to take the self without
further thought as one because when we try to form a conception of
the self in the first place, we commonly fail to take the contents of our
mental acts into account. The strategy of abstracting from these con-
tents and concentrating on the qualities of the mental states them-
selves with the purpose of finding out what the true self is can be
traced back to Descartes” Meditations. Can doubt, understanding, af-
firming, desiring, being averse, imagining, or perceiving, Descartes
asks, “be distinguished from my thought”? Can any of them “be said
to be separated from myself?” By these “attributes” Descartes clearly
understands only the mental acts themselves, and nothing besides. In
particular, he excludes their content: even if what I imagine is false, he
argues, “nevertheless this power of imagining does not cease to be
really in use, and it forms part of my thought”; even if I am perceiving
nothing real, he insists, “still it is at least quite certain that it seems to
me that I see light, that I hear noise, and that I feel heat. That cannot
be false.”1!

But for Nietzsche each “thing” is nothing more, and nothing less,
than the sum of all its effects and features. Since it is nothing more
than that sum, it is not at all clear that conflicting sets of features are
capable of generating a single subject: conflicting features, unless we
already have an independent subject whose features we can show
them to be, generate distinct things. But since a thing is also nothing



180 | THE SELF

less than the sum of its features, when we come to the case of the self,
what we must attribute to each subject, what we must use in order to
generate it, cannot be simply the sum of its mental acts considered in
isolation from their content: “ “The subject’ is the fiction that many
similar states in us are the effect of one substratum: but it is we who
first created the ‘similarity’ of these states; our adjusting them and
making them similar is the fact, not their similarity (—which ought
rather to be denied—)” (WB 485). What we must therefore attribute
to the self is the sum of its acts along with their contents: each subject
is constituted not simply by the fact that it thinks, wants, and acts but
also by precisely what it thinks, wants, and does. And once we admit
contents, we admit conflicts. What we think, want, and do is seldom
if ever a coherent collection. Our thoughts contradict one another
and contrast with our desires, which are themselves inconsistent and
are in turn belied by our actions. The unity of the self, which Nietz-
sche identifies with this collection, is thus seriously undermined. This
unity, he seems to believe, is to be found, if it is to be found at all, in
the very organization and coherence of the many acts that each organ-
ism performs. It is the unity of these acts that gives rise to the unity of
the self, and not, as we often think, the fact of a single self that unifies
our conflicting tendencies.

An immediate difficulty for Nietzsche’s view seems to be caused
by his apparent failure to distinguish clearly between unity as coher-
ence on the one hand and unity as “numerical identity” on the other.
Numerical identity is singleness. And one might argue that even if the
self is not organized and coherent in an appropriate manner, this still
need not prevent it from being a single thing. In fact, this argument
continues, it is only because the self is a single thing in the first place
that it is at all sensible to be concerned with its coherence: whose co-
herence would even be in question otherwise? The idea that we are
faced with conflicting groups of thoughts and desires itself depends on
the assumption that these are the thoughts and desires of a single per-
son: why else would they be conflicting rather than merely disparate?

We might try to reply that Nietzsche is concerned only with the
problems of the coherence of selves that are already unified and not
with the grounds of these selves’ identity and unity. But in fact his
own view that everything is a set of effects results precisely in blurrmg
this distinction and prevents us from giving this easy and uninterest-
ing answer. Since there is nothing above or behind such sets of effects,
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it is not clear that Nietzsche can consistently hold that there is any-
thing to the identity of each object above the unity of a set of effects
established from some particular point of view; it is not clear, that is,
that Nietzsche can even envisage the distinction between coherence
and numerical identity. But the question, then, is pressing: what is it
that enables us to group some multiplicities together so as to form a
single self and to distinguish them from others, which belong to dis-
tinct subjects?

At this point we can appeal once again to our political metaphor
fcr the self. On a very basic level the unity of the body provides for
the identity that is necessary, but not at all sufhicient, for the unity of
tke self. Nietzsche, quite consistently, holds that the unity of the
body, like all unity, is itself not an absolute fact: “The evidence of the
body reveals a tremendous multiplicity” (WP 518); the title of note
660 of The Will to Power is “The Body as a Political Structure.” But in
most cases, this multiplicity is, from our own point of view, organized
coherently; the needs and goals of the body are usually not in conflict
with one another: “The body and physiology the starting point:
why?—we gain the correct idea of the nature of our subject-unity,
namely as regents at the head of a communality (not as ‘souls’ or ‘life
ferces’), 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” (WB 492). This too is the point
Zarathustra makes when he says that the body is “a plurality with one
sénse, a war and a peace, a herd and a shepherd” (Z, 1, 4).

Because it is organized coherently, the body provides the com-
mon ground that allows conflicting thoughts, desires, and actions to
be grouped together as features of a single subject. Particular
thoughts, desires, or actions move the body in different directions,
they place it in different situations and contexts, and can even be said
to fight for its control. Exactly the same is true of their patterns—that
is, of our character traits. Dominant habits and traits, as long as they
are dominant, assume the role of the subject; in terms of our meta-
poor, they assume the role of the leader. It is such traits that speak
with the voice of the self when they are manifested in action. Their
own coherence and unity allow them to become the subject that, at
least for a while, says “I.” In the situation I am discussing, however,
the leadership is not stable. Different and even incompatible habits
and character traits coexist in the same body, and so different patterns
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assume the role of “regent” at different times. Thus we identify our-
selves differently over time. And though, as is often the case with the
voice of the state, the “I” always seems to refer to the same thing, the
content to which it refers and the interests for which it speaks do not
remain the same. It is constantly in the process of changing. This pro-
cess may sometimes tend in the direction of greater unity.

Such unity, however, which is at best something to be hoped for,
certainly cannot be presupposed. Phenomena like akrasia, or weak-
ness of will, and self-deception, not to mention everyday inconsis-
tency, are constantly posing a threat to it. Wittgenstein once wrote
that “our language can be seen as an ancient city: a maze of little
streets and squares, of old and new houses, and of houses with addi-
tions from various periods; and this surrounded by a multitude of
new boroughs with straight regular streets and uniform houses.”?2 In
a recent discussion of akrasia and self-deception, Amélie Rorty has
used this same metaphor for the self. She urges that we think of the
self not as a contemporary city built on a regular grid but more as a
city of the Middle Ages, with many semi-independent neighbor-
hoods, indirect ways of access from one point to another, and without
a strong central municipal administration. She writes, “We can regard
the agent self as a loose configuration of habits, habits of thought and
perception and motivation and action, acquired at different stages, in
the service of different ends.”t?

The unity of the self, which therefore also constitutes its identity,
is not something given but something achieved, not a beginning but a
goal. And of such unity, which is at best a matter of degree and which
comes close to representing a regulative principle, Nietzsche is not at
all suspicious. It lies behind his earlier positive comments on “the
One,” and he actively wants to promote it. It is precisely its absence
that he laments when, addressing his contemporaries, he writes,
“With the characters of the past written all over you, and these char-
acters in turn painted over with new characters: thus have you con-
cealed yourselves perfectly from all interpreters of characters” (Z, II,
14).14

Nietzsche’s view, it may now appear, is surprisingly similar to
Plato’s analysis of the soul in the Republic. Both divide the subject,
both depend on a political metaphor for the self, and both are faced
with the problem of relocating the agent once they have accom-
plished their division. But within the terms provided by this compari-



183 | How One Becomes What One Is

scn, the differences between the two views are still striking.
Nietzsche’s breakdown of the individual is much more complicated
and much less systematic than Plato’s. He rejects Plato’s belief that
there are only three sources of human motivation. And he fights ve-
hemently against Plato’s conviction that reason should be the one that
dominates. Having identified a large number of independent motives
and character traits, Nietzsche, in contrast to Plato, considers that the
question which should govern the self requires a different answer in
esch particular case. And he insists that this answer cannot be con-
strained by moral considerations.

The particular traits that dominate on one occasion can some-
times simply disregard their competitors and even refuse to acknowl-
edge their existence: this is the case of self-deception. Or they may ac-
knowledge them, try to bring them into line with their own
evaluations, and fail: this is the case of akrasia. Or again they can try,
and manage, to incorporate them, changing both themselves and their
opponents in the process: this is to take a step toward the integration
of the self which, in the ideal case, constitutes the unity which we too
are pursuing:

No subject “atoms.” The sphere of a subject constantly growing or
decreasing, the center of the system constantly shifting: in cases
where it cannot organize the appropriate mass, it breaks into two
parts. On the other hand, it can transform a weaker subject into its
functionary without destroying it, and to a certain extent form a
new unity with it. No “substance,” rather something that in itself
strives after greater strength, and that wants to preserve itself only
indirectly (it wants to surpass itself—). (WD 488; cf. 617)

This passage makes it clear that at least in some of the cases in which
Nietzsche speaks of mastery and power, he is concerned with mastery
and power over oneself, envisaging different habits and character
traits competing for the domination of a single person. This is one of
the reasons why I think that a primary, though by no means the only,
odject of the will to power is one’s own self.’s But more important,
we find in this passage the suggestion that, as our metaphor has al-
ready led us to expect, what says “I” is not the same at all times. And
we can also see that the process of dominating, and thus creating, the
individual, the unity that concerns us, is a matter of incorporating
more and more character traits under a constantly expanding and
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evolving rubric. This may now suggest that, on Nietzsche’s own un-
derstanding of these notions, the distinction between becoming and
being is not absolute, and that his concept of “being” may indeed
avoid the difficulties that earlier appeared to face it. But this sugges-
tion must be elaborated in some detail before we can take it seriously.
Nietzsche often criticizes the educational practices of his time.
One of his central objections to education in late nineteenth-century
Germany is that it encouraged people to want to develop in all direc-
tions instead of showing them how they could fashion themselves
into true individuals, sometimes even at the cost of eliminating cer-
tain beliefs and desires which they previously valued (77, IX, 41). In
The Will to Power, for example, he writes, “So far, the Germans.. . . are
nothing: that means they are all sorts of things. They will become
something: that means, they will stop some day being all sorts of
things” (WB 108; cf. UM, 11, 4, 10) But the project of “becoming an in-
dividual” and of unifying one’s own features requires hardness (a fa-
vorite term with him) toward oneself. Its opposite, which he finds ev-
erywhere around him, is “tolerance toward oneself”; this is an
attitude that “permits several convictions, and they all get along with
each other: they are careful, like all the rest of the world, not to com-
promise themselves. How does one compromise oneself today? If one
is consistent. If one proceeds in a straight line. If one is not ambiguous
enough to permit five conflicting interpretations. If one is genuine”
(71, IX, 18). This crucial passage suggests that Nietzsche is not as un-
qualified a friend of polysemy as it is sometimes claimed today. But
the main point on which one must insist in this context is that though
he clearly believes that certain character traits may have to be elimi-
nated if unity is to be achieved, he does not in any way consider that
such eliminated features are to be disowned. _
It 1s, as we saw in the last chapter, one of Nietzsche’s most central
views that everything one does is equally essential to who one is.
Everything that I have ever done has been instrumental to my being
who I am today. And even if today there are actions I would never do
again and character traits I am grateful to have left behind forever, I
would not have my current preferences had I not had those other
preferences earlier on. My thoughts and actions are so intimately in-
volved with one another and with my whole history that it is very dif-
ficult to say where one ends and another begins: “The most recent his-
tory of an action relates to this action: but further back lies a pre-
history which covers a wider field: the individual action is at the same
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time a part of a much more extensive, later fact. The briefer and the
more extensive processes are not separated” (WP, 672).

It begins to seem, then, that Nietzsche does not think of unity asa
stzte of being that follows and replaces an earlier process of becoming.
Rather, he seems to think of it as a continual process of integrating
ore’s character traits, habits, and patterns of action with one another.
This process can also, in a sense, reach backward and integrate even a
discarded characteristic into the personality by showing that it was
necessary for one’s subsequent development. When one shows this, of

?

course, that trait’s “nature” is itself altered through a highly complex
process:

One thing is needful.—To “give style” to one’s character—a great and
rare art! It is practiced by those who survey all the strengths and
weaknesses of their nature and then fit them into an artistic plan un-
til every one of them appears as art and reason and even weaknesses
delight the eye. Here a large mass of second nature has been added;
there a piece of original nature has been removed—both times
through long practice and daily work at it. Here the ugly that could
not be removed is concealed; there it has been reinterpreted and
made sublime. Much that is vague and resisted shaping has been
saved and exploited for distant views . . . In the end, when the work
is finished, it becomes evident how the constraint of a single taste
governed and formed everything large and small. Whether this taste
was good or bad is less important than one might suppose, if only it
was a single taste!  (GS, 290)

This process is as gradual as it is difficult; as Zarathustra says: “Verily, [
too have learned to wait—thoroughly—but only to wait for myself:
And above all I learned to stand and walk and run and jump and climb
and dance. This, however, is my doctrine: whoever would learn to fly
one day must first learn to stand and walk and run and climb and
dance: one cannot fly into flying” (Z, 111, 11). The unity Nietzsche has
in mind can become apparent and truly exist only over time. Though
if it is ever achieved, it is achieved at some time, what is achieved at
that time is the unification of one’s past with one’s present. The future
is, therefore, always a danger to it: any new event may prove impossi-
bls to unify, at least without further effort, with the self into which
one has developed.

But apart from this problem, the unity Nietzsche is after is also in
danger from the constant possibility of self-deception, for one may
“give style” to one’s character and constrain it by “a single taste” sim-
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ply by denying the existence, force, or significance of antithetical
styles and tastes and by considering only part of oneself as the whole.
Nietzsche seems aware of this difficulty. This is shown by his distinc-
tion between two sorts of people who have faith in themselves. Some,
he writes, have faith because they refuse to look at all: “What would
they behold if they could see to the bottom of themselves!” Others
must acquire it slowly and are faced with it as a problem themselves:
“Everything good, fine, or great they do is first of all an argument
against the skeptic inside them” (GS, 284; cf. Z, II, 21). The possibility
that we are deceiving ourselves cannot ever be eliminated; unity can
always be achieved by refusing to acknowledge an existing multiplic-
ity.

It would be more accurate to say, however, that only the feeling of
unity, and not unity itself, can be secured in this way. One can think
that the difficult task described in the passages we are considering has
been completed when in fact one has not succeeded at all. The
distinction can be made because the notions of style and character are
essentially public. Nietzsche, of course, constantly emphasizes the
importance of evaluating oneself only by one’s own standards. Never-
theless, especially since he does not believe that we have any special
access to knowledge of ourselves, such questions are finally decided
from the outside. This outside, which includes looking at one’s own
past, may consist of a very select public, of an audience that perhaps
does not yet exist. Still, the distinction between the fact and the feel-
ing of unity must be pressed and maintained. Zarathustra taunts the
sun when he asks what its happiness would be were it not for those
for whom it shines (Z, Pref., 1; cf. GM, 11, 7, 23). Similarly, it takes
spectators for unity to be made manifest and therefore for it to be
there. To an extent, one is at the mercy of one’s audience. Nietzsche in
particular, as we shall see at the end of this chapter, may be totally at
the mercy of his readers.!¢

Akvrasia, the inability to act according to our preferred judgment,
is a clear sign that unity is absent. It indicates that competing habits,
patterns of valuation, and modes of perception are at work within the
same individual—if we can use the term at all at this stage. Nietzsche is
a great enemy of the notion of the freedom of will; naturally, howev-
er, he is no less opposed to the notion of the compelled or unfree will.
Both ideas, he writes, are “mythology”: in real life “it is only a matter
of strong and weak wills” (BGE, 21; cf. 19, 36; T1, V1, 7). But strength
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and weakness are themselves notions that he interprets in his own
way, connecting them with the very kind of organization and integra-
tion that I have been discussing:

Weakness of the will: that is a metaphor that can prove misleading.
* For there is no will, and consequently neither a strong nor a weak
will. The multitude and disgregation of impulses and the lack of any
systematic order among them result in a “weak will”; their coordi-
nation under a single predominant impulse results in a “strong
© will”: in the first case it is the oscillation and the lack of gravity; in
- the latter, the precision and clarity of the direction. (WB, 46; cf. 45).

But despite denying that both freedom and necessity exist, Nietzsche
can also have Zarathustra praise those occasions “where necessity was
freedom itself” (Z, II1, 12). Similarly, he takes “peace of soul” to signi-
fy either a mind becalmed, an empty self-satisfaction, or, on the con-
trery, “the expression of maturity and mastery in the midst of doing,
creating, working, and willing—calm breathmg, attained ‘freedom of
the will’ ” (71, V, 3; cf. GM, 11, 2). Once again, Nietzsche appropriates
traditional concepts for his own idiosyncratic, but not totally eccen-
tric or unrelated, purposes.

Freedom of the will so construed is not the absence of causal de-
termination but a harmony among all of a person’s preference
schemes. It is a state in which desire follows thought, and action fol-
lows desire, without tension or struggle, and in which the distinction
between choice and constraint may well be thought to disappear.
Nietzsche thinks of this state as a limiting case, to be reached, if at all,
otly with the greatest difficulty. In this we once again see his complex
re.ation to Socrates, who in Plato’s early dialogues argues that every-
ore already is in that condition and that only ignorance of the good
prevents us from actually doing it.

Nietzsche is very clear about the extraordinary difhculty with
waich this state of harmony of thought and action can be reached.
Success can in this case too be expressed through his political meta-
phor: “Leffer c’est moi: what happens here is what happens in every
well-constructed and happy commonwealth; namely, the governing
class identifies itself with the success of the commonwealth” (BGE,
19). In more literal terms, success consists in having the minimum lev-
el of discord among the maximum possible number of diverse tenden-
cies. This view, which is anticipated by section 290 of The Gay Science,
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is explicit in the following passage: “The highest human being would
have the highest multiplicity of drives, in the relatively greatest
strength that can be endured. Indeed, where the plant ‘human being’
shows itself strongest one finds instincts that conflict powerfully (e.g.,
in Shakespeare) but are controlled” (WB 966; cf. 259, 928). It is just be-
cause of his ability to control this multiplicity that Goethe, who tried
“to form a totality out of himself, in the faith that only in the totality
everything redeems itself and appears justified” (WB 95), and who ac-
cording to Nietzsche bore all the conflicting tendencies of his age
within him, became his great hero: “What he wanted was totality . . .
he disciplined himself to wholeness, he created himself” (71, IX, 49; cf.
WER 1014).17

An even better example, though unavailable to Nietzsche, is once
again Proust’s narrator, who creates himself, out of everything that
has happened to him, in his own writing—as in what follows we shall
see that Nietzsche himself tries to do. In addition, Proust’s narrator
believes “that in fashioning a work of art we are by no means free,
that we do not choose how we shall make it but that it pre-exists and
therefore we are obliged, since it is both necessary and hidden, to do
what we should have to do if it were a law of nature, that is to say to
discover it.”18 Yet this discovery, which he explicitly describes as “the
discovery of our true life,” can be made only in the very process of
creating the work of art which describes and constitutes it. And the
ambiguous relation between discovery and creation, which matches
exactly Nietzsche’s own view, also captures perfectly the tension in
the very idea of being able to become who one actually is.

The creation of the self therefore appears to be the creation, or
imposition, of a higher-order accord among our lower-level thoughts,
desires, and actions. It is the development of the ability, or the willing-
ness, to accept responsibility for everything that we have done and to
admit what is in any case true: that everything that we have done actu-
ally constitutes who each one of us is.

From one point of view this willingness is a new character trait, a
new state of development that is reached at some time and replaces a
previous state. From another point of view, however, to reach such a
state is not at all like having one specific character trait replace an-
other, as when courage, for example, replaces cowardice, or munifi-
cence miserliness. The self-creation Nietzsche has in mind involves
accepting everything that we have done and, in the ideal case, blend-
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ing it into a perfectly coherent whole. Becoming brave is becoming
able to avoid all the cowardly actions in which I may have previously
engaged and to pursue a new kind of action instead. But I need not al-
ter my behavior just because I realize that all my actions are my own.
What, if anything, will change depends on the patterns that have char-
acterized my behavior so far and on the new sorts of actions, if any, in
which I may now want to engage.

- But Nietzsche’s conception of the unified self is still compatible
with continued change, and this provides a sharp contrast between his
view and a realization many of us make at some point in our life,
when we see or decide that our character has developed enough and
that we neither need nor want to change any more. Becoming who
one is, in Nietzsche’s terms, excludes such complacency altogether:
“All those who are ‘in the process of becoming’ must be furious when
they perceive some satisfaction in this area, an impertinent ‘retiring
01 one’s laurels’ or ‘self-congratulation’ ” (WP 108). The creation of
the self is not a static episode, a final goal which, once attained, fore-
closes the possibility of continuing to change and to develop.

For one thing, it is not at all clear that such an “episode” can actu-
ally occur, that it does not constitute, as I have said, a regulative prin-
ciple. If there were a good sense in which we could count our mental
states, then perhaps we might succeed in fitting “all” of them together.
Yet how they fit with one another clearly has a bearing on how they
are counted—whether, for example, two thoughts separated by time
may not after all be parts of one single longer thought. Nietzsche’s
view that the contents of our acts are indissolubly connected with one
another argues for the same point, for to be able to reinterpret a
thought or an action and thus to construe it as only part of a longer,
“more extensive” process, as only a part of a single mental act, has ex-
actly the same consequence: there is no such thing as the number of
our experiences and actions.

More important, however, is the fact that so long as we are alive,
we are always finding ourselves in new and unforeseen situations; we
constantly have new thoughts and desires, we continue to perform
new actions. In their light we may at any point come to face the need
to reinterpret, to reorganize, or even to abandon earlier ones. And
Nietzsche’s exhortation “to revolve around oneself; no desire to be-
come ‘better’ or in any way other” (WPB 425; cf. Z, IV, 19) is quite
compatible with this continual development. To desire to remain
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who I am in this context is not so much to want any specific character
traits to remain constant: the very same passage speaks of “multiplic-
ity of character considered and exploited as an advantage” (cf. GS,
371). Rather, it is to desire to appropriate and to organize as my own
all that I have done, or at least that I know [ have done, into a coherent
whole. It is simply to become able to accept all such things, good and
evil, as things I have done. It is not to cultivate stable character traits
that make my reactions predictable and unsurprising. It is not simply
to age, though aging is certainly connected with it: the young still
have “the worst of tastes, the taste for the unconditional” and have
not yet learned “to put a little art in their feelings and rather to risk
trying even what is artificial—as the real artists of life do” (BGE, 31).
Rather, it is to become flexible enough to use whatever I have done,
do, or will do as elements within a constantly changing, never finally
completed whole.

Because they are continually being reinterpreted, none of the ele-
ments of this whole need remain constant. Zarathustra’s mistrust of
unity—his desire to avoid goals of stability—is his aversion to the per-
manence of specific character traits, parallel to Nietzsche’s praise of
“brief habits” in section 295 of The Gay Science. By contrast, when he
proudly describes his own teaching as “carrying into One” fragments,
riddles, and accidents, he refers to the never-ending integration and re-
interpretation of such brief habits.

The final mark of this integration, its limiting case, is provided by
nothing other than the test involved in the thought of the eternal re-
currence. This is the desire to do again what I have already done in
this life if I were to live again: “ “Was that life?’ I want to say to death,”
Zarathustra exclaims, “ ‘Well then! Once more!” ” (Z, IV, 19). We have
seen that the opportunity to live again would necessarily involve the
exact repetition of the very same events that constitute my present
life. The question therefore is not whether I would or would not do
the same things again; in this matter there is no room for choice. The
question is only whether I would want to do the same things all over
again. This is simply the question whether I am glad to have done
whatever I have done already, and therefore the question whether I
would be willing to acknowledge all my doings as my own.

Becoming and being are therefore related in a way that does not
make nonsense of Nietzsche’s imperative to “become who you are.”
To be who one is, we can now see, is to be engaged in a constantly
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continuing and continually broadening process of appropriation of
ore’s experiences and actions, of enlarging the capacity for assuming
responsibility for oneself which Nietzsche calls “freedom” (77, IX,
38). He writes: “To impose upon becoming the character of being:
that is the supreme will to power” (WF, 617). But the character of be-
ing is not stability and permanence. On the contrary, as this interpre-
tazion implies, “that everything recurs is the closest approximation of a
world of becoming to a world of being” (W 617).

The eternal recurrence signifies my ability to want my life and the
whole world to be repeated just as they are. This is the ability to make
“2 Dionysian affirmation of the world as it is, without subtraction, ex-
céption, or selection—it wants the eternal circulation:—the same
things, the same logic and illogic of entanglements. The highest state a
philosopher can attain: to stand in a Dionysian relationship to exis-
tence—my formula for this is amor fat:” (WB 1041; cf. EH, 11, 10, and
ML, on CW, 4; NCW; Epi., 1). In the limiting case this desire presup-
poses that I have assembled all that T have done and all that hasled to it
into a whole so unified that nothing can be removed without that
whole crumbling down. Being, for Nietzsche, is that which one does
not want to be otherwise.

What one is, then, is just what one becomes. In counseling himself
to become who he is, Zarathustra becomes able to want to become
what in fact he does become and not to want anything about it, about
himself, to be different. To become what one is, we can see, is not to
reach a specific new state and to stop becoming—it is not to reach a
state at all. It is to identify oneself with all of one’s actions, to see that
everything one does (what one becomes) is what one is. In the ideal
case it is also to fit all this into a coherent whole and to want to be ev-
erything that one is: it is to give style to one’s character; to be, we
might say, becoming.

The idea of giving style to one’s character brings us back to
Nietzsche’s view that to have a single character or “taste” is more im-
portant than the quality of that taste itself (GS, 290). And this idea, in
turn, raises the notorious problem of his immoralism, his virulent
contempt for traditional moral virtue, and his alleged praise of cruelty
and the exploitation of the “weak” by the “strong.”

Nietzsche certainly glorifies selfishness, but he is, once again,
equally serious in denying a sharp distinction between egoism and al-
tzuism. He speaks of “some future, when, owing to continual adapta-
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tion, egoism will at the same time be altruism,” when love and respect
for others will just be love and respect for oneself: “Finally, one grasps
that altruistic actions are only a species of egoistic actions—and that
the degree to which one loves, spends oneself, proves the degree of in-
dividual power and personality” (WB 786; cf. 964). And though he
also believes that mindless cruelty has certainly been practiced by peo-
ple on one another in the past and that it will continue to be practiced
by us in the future, this is not the cruelty he praises. In fact he thinks
that its net effect is the opposite of its intent:

Every living thing reaches out as far from itself with its force as it
can, and overwhelms what is weaker: thus it takes pleasure in itself.
The increasing “humanizing” of this tendency consists in this, that
there is an ever subtler sense of how hard it is really to incorporate
another: while a crude injury done others certainly demonstrates
our power over them, it at the same time estranges their will from
us even more—and thus makes them less easy to subjugate. (WB
769)

We have already seen that such “subjugation” can result in a new alli-
ance, a new unity, even a new self (WPB 488; cf. 636). Since the self is
not an abiding substance, it too changes as it incorporates other ob-
jects “without destroying” them. In the final analysis, Nietzsche’s
ominous physical metaphors can be applied even to the behavior of a
powerful and influential teacher.

In any case, Nietzsche’s view that character is important indepen-
dently of its moral quality should not be dismissed out of hand. I am
not certain of the proper word in this context, and I use this one with
misgivings, but I think that there is something admirable in the very
fact of having character or style. This does not mean that merely hav-
ing character overrides all other considerations and justifies any sort
of behavior. This is not true, nor does it represent Nietzsche’s atti-
tude, which is only that “whether this taste was good or bad is less im-
portant than one might suppose” (GS, 290; my italics). But Nietzsche
believes that the evaluation of people and lives must appeal to a for-
mal factor in addition to the content of our actions, the nature of
which itself depends, as Aristotle also argued, on character: “An ac-
tion is perfectly devoid of value: it all depends on who performs it”
(WR 292). He wants to introduce, at least as a major consideration, the
question whether a person’s actions, whatever their moral quality, to-
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. gether constitute a personality. This is not merely a sensible consider-
ation; it is in fact one on which we often rely in our everyday dealings
with one another.

‘It is not clear to me whether a consistently and irredeemably vi-
cious person does actually have a character; the sort of agent Aristotle
describes as “bestial” probably does not.? In some way there is some-
thing inherently praiseworthy in having character or style that pre-
vents extreme cases of vice from being praised even in Nietzsche’s for-
ma. sense. Perhaps the viciousness of such people overwhelms
whatever praise we might otherwise be disposed to give them. Prob-
ably, however, the matter is more complicated. The existence of char-
acter is not quite as independent of the quality of the actions of which
it ¢onstitutes the pattern: cons1stency may not in itself be sufficient
for its presence. Being oo consistent, after all, often suggests the ab-
sence of character and a mechanical way of acting. Perhaps, to appeal
to another Aristotelian idea, some sort of moderation in action may
in the long run be necessary for having character. Nietzsche would
not, of course, accept Aristotle’s view that moderation in every specif-
ic zrea of behavior consists in a mean between excess and defect: these
are for him the materials through which a higher synthesis, which he
sometimes calls “the grand style,” may emerge. In any case, he would
attribute character to more types of agent than Aristotle would and
weuld praise them on account of that character even if their actions
were, from a moral point of view, seriously objectionable.

- Even when we admire immoral people of character, our admira-
tion is bound to be most often mixed. Yet there are many cases in
which we feel absolutely free to admire characters who are (or who,
in the nature of the case, would be if they existed) dreadful people: we
do so constantly in the case of literature. The best argument for
Nietzsche’s view of the importance of character is provided by the
great literary villains, figures like Richard III (in Shakespeare’s ver-
si¢n), Fagin, Don Giovanni, Fyodor Karamazov, Charlus. In their
case we freely place our moral scruples in the background. What con-
cerns us about them is the overall manner of their behavior, the very
structure of their minds, and not primarily the content of their ac-
tiens. Here we can admire without reservations or misgivings.

- Once again, literature emerges as the model behind Nietzsche’s
view of the importance of character and the nature of the self. Because
organization is the most crucial feature of literary characters, the qual-
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ity of their actions is secondary: the significance and nature of a char-
acter’s action is inseparable from its place in that organization. Ideally,
absolutely everything a character does is equally essential to it; charac-
ters are supposed to be constructed so that their every feature sup-
ports and is supported by every other. These are the features I dis-
cussed in connection with the eternal recurrence in the last chapter.
Nietzsche came to see perfect self-sufficiency as a proper test for the
perfect life at least partly because his thinking so often concerned lit-
erary models.

It might be objected to this view that our admiration for villain-
ous or even inconsistent characters (who are consistently depicted) is
directed not at those characters themselves but at the authors who cre-
ate them. Therefore, this argument concludes, Nietzsche’s generaliza-
tion from literature to life is once again shown to be illegitimate. But
we should note that when it comes to life, the “character” and the “au-
thor” are one and the same, and admiring the one cannot be distin-
guished from admiring the other. This is also the reason, I suspect,
that though inconsistent characters can be admired in literature, they
cannot be admired in life: in life an inconsistent character constitutes
a poor author; there is no room for the distinction between creature
and creator. The parallel between life and literature may not be per-
fect, but it is not flawed in the manner this objection envisages.?°

Nietzsche always depended on literary and artistic models for un-
derstanding the world. This accounts for some of his most peculiar
thoughts, and it underlies some of his most original ideas. As early as
The Birth of Tragedy he saw Dionysus reborn in the person of Wagner
and in the artwork of the future by means of a process that was the
symmetrical opposite of what he took to be the process of the dissolu-
tion of classical antiquity (B7, 19). But, as Paul de Man has written,
“passages of this kind are valueless as arguments, since they assume
that the actual events in history are founded in formal symmetries
easy enough to achieve in pictorial, musical, or poetic fictions, but
that can never predict the occurrence of a historical event” (p. 84). We
know that Nietzsche, who was a compulsive letter writer, preferred
what in his time still was a literary genre in its own right to conversa-
tion and personal contact as a means of communication even with his
close friends.?! Often enough he urges that we fashion our lives in the
way artists fashion their works: “We should learn from artists while
being wiser than they are in other matters. For with them this subtle
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p¢wer [of arranging, of making things beautiful] usually comes to an
end where art ends and life begins; but we want to be the poets of our
life—first of all in the smallest, most everyday matters” (GS, 299; cf.
3€1). Nietzsche writes that freedom is “facility in self-direction. Every
artist will understand me” (WR 705). And it is primarily in artists that
he finds the peace of soul we have already seen him call “attained free-
dom of the will.” As he writes, it is artists who “seem to have more
sensitive noses in these matters, knowing only too well that precisely
when they no longer do something ‘voluntarily’ but do everything of
necessxty, the feeling of freedom, subtlety, full power, of creative plac-
ing, disposing, and forming reaches its peak—in short, that necessity
and ‘freedom of will’ then become one in them” (BGE, 213).

How, then, can one achieve the perfect unity and freedom that are
primarily possessed by perfect literary characters? How does one be-
come both a literary character who, unlike either the base Charlus or
the noble Brutus, really exists and also that character’s very author?

One way of achieving this perhaps impossible goal might be to
write a great number of very good books that exhibit great apparent
inconsistencies among them but that can be seen to be deeply continu-
ous with one another when they are read carefully and well. Toward
the end of this enterprise one can even write a book about these books
that shows how they fit together, how a single figure emerges through
them, how even the most damaging contradictions may have been
necessary for that figure or character or author or person (the word
hardly matters here) to emerge fully from them: “Natura non facit sal-
tum.—However strongly one may develop upwards and appear to
leap from one contradiction to another, a close observation will reveal
the dovetails where the new building grows out of the old. This is the
kiographers’ task: they must reflect upon their subject on the princi-
gle that nature takes no jumps” (WS, 198).

Zarathustra had said, “What returns, what finally comes home to
rie, is my own self” (Z, III, 1). Now Nietzsche can write of his Un-
timely Meditations, three of which concern important historical ﬁg
vres and one history itself: “At bottom they speak only of me .
Wagner in Bayreuth is a vision of my future, while in Scbopenbauer as
Educator my innermost history, my becoming, is inscribed” (EH, III,
on UM, 3; cf. Ill, BT, 4; IIl, HH, 1). Earlier Nietzsche had written:
*Now something that you formerly loved . . . strikes you as an error

. But perhaps this error was as necessary for you then, when you
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‘were still a different person—you are always a different person—as all
your present ‘truth’ ” (GS, 307). Now he can look back at Schopenhan-
er as Educator and claim:

Considering that in those days I practiced the scholar’s craft, and
perhaps knew something about this craft, the harsh psychology of
the scholar that suddenly emerges in this essay is of some signifi-
cance: it expresses the feeling of distance, the profound assurance
about what could be my task and what could only be means, en-
tr'acte and minor works. It shows my prudence that I was many
things and in many places in order to be able to become one thing—
to be able to attain one thing. I bad to be a scholar, too, for some
time. (EH, 1L, on UM, 3)

One way, then, to become one thing, one’s own character, what one
is, is, after having written all these other books, to write Ecce Homo
and even to give it the subtitle “How One Becomes What One Is.” It
is to write this self-referential book in which Nietzsche can be said
with equal justice to invent or to discover himself, and in which the
character who speaks to us is the author who has created him and who
is in turn a character created by or implicit in all the books that were
written by the author who is writing this one.

But the fact that this character emerges out of many works may
seem to present a serious difficulty for this interpretation of unity
and, in particular, for the literary model on which I have claimed it de-
pends. Literary characters often appear in numerous works; Odysseus
and Oedipus keep reemerging in Western literature. And though
there is a popular view that behind each character there is a “myth” or
“legend” that dictates that some of that character’s features must re-
main invariant across different treatments, this view is simply popu-
lar—and nothing else. The “myth” consists of those features which, as
a matter of fact, have remained the same so far in a character’s treat-
ment. It is an abstraction from such particular treatments and has no
prescriptive powers of its own. No noncircular argument can show
that an Odysseus who did not participate in the siege of Troy, or an
Odysseus who returned to Ithaca immediately after the war, or even
an Odysseus who was slow witted and clumsy could not be the “real”
Odysseus. Euripides, after all, has given us a Helen who never went to
Troy. But if no such myth dictates the essential features of each char-
acter, then different treatments can attribute, without contradiction,
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inconsistent properties to any particular character. This may imply
that there can be no single literary character called “Odysseus,” or
that literary characters in general cannot be unified in the manner
that I have presupposed: perhaps Odysseus is a single character who is
nevertheless, as all characters can be, deeply inconsistent. If this is so,
then it may seem that Nietzsche had too naive an understanding of lit-
erary characters or that it was wrong to attribute this model to him.
Conversely, it may seem that even if Nietzsche intended to create a lit-
erary character out of himself, he still need not have aimed at unity
and coherence: literariness and unity, according to this argument, do
not go with one another.

- Now it is absolutely true that literary characters have no essence
and can well be inconsistent across different works.?2 But who are the
characters who, like Odysseus, have offered themselves for the great-
est number of different treatments and versions? They are precisely
those who, at least at some point in their history, were given a highly
unified, coherent, and consistent presentation. It is just this feature, I
think, that provokes other authors into creating variants of these
characters with the aim of seeing whether they will still be recogniz-
able. Inconsistency can therefore easily arise across different works; it

mazy even be considered a desirable feature for a character in the long
run: the most interesting characters are often those who keep reap-
pearing in fiction. But this does not imply that each particular version
of a character is itself inconsistent. On the contrary, the great charac-
ters are those who receive many treatments which, though perhaps
inconsistent with one another, are still internally coherent and highly
organized. Since Nietzsche, therefore, is developing only a single
treatment of this character, nothing prevents him from aiming at co-
herence on the basis of the literary model which, we can insist, he ac-
ceots.

This misplaced objection, however, inadvertently reveals a new
dimension in Nietzsche’s project. Apart from creating a unified and
coherent version of a character, his project has also given rise to a large
number of different interpretations, or versions, of that character.
Ezch one of those versions, the present one included, aims at unity
and coherence in its own right. Even interpretations that attribute to
Nietzsche inconsistent or polysemous views do so for a reason; the
Nietzsche such interpretations produce is still, at least in principle,
censistent and seriously motivated. But there are by now many differ-
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ent versions of Nietzsche, many of which (like the different versions
of some literary characters) are inconsistent with one another. And
this, as I think Nietzsche actually hoped, may make the questions
“Who is the real Nietzsche? Which is the correct interpretation of his
views?” as easy or as difficult to answer, and perhaps as pointless to
pose, as the questions “Who is the real Odysseus? Which is the
correct version of his story?” But even though such questions may be
pointless, we can still ask and decide whether some specific interpreta-
tion of Nietzsche is better than another, just as we can decide that
Tennyson'’s version of Odysseus is a trifle compared to Homer’s. We
must keep resisting, in this context too, the assumption that
Nietzsche’s perspectivism itself tries to undermine: even if there is no
“ultimate” truth, it does not follow that every view is as good as every
other.

Nietzsche’s enterprise, however, may still appear to many of his
readers to be doomed from its beginning. No one has managed to
bring life closer to literature than he did, and yet the two may finally
refuse to become one, making his ideal of unity impossible to ap-
proach. Ecce Homo, one might argue, leaves great parts of Nietzsche’s
life undiscussed, and, unfortunately for him, his life did not end with
it but twelve miserable years later. To make a perfectly unified charac-
ter out of all that one has done, as Nietzsche wants, may involve us in
a vicious effort: we may have to be writing our autobiography as we
are living our life, and we would also have to be writing about writing
that autobiography, and to be writing in turn about that, and so on,
and so on without end. But as Nietzsche had written long before his
own end: “Not every end is a goal. A melody’s end is not its goal; nev-
ertheless, so long as the melody has not reached its end, it also has not
reached its goal. A parable” (WS, 204). This parable explicates the
phrase that has occupied us and expresses Nietzsche’s attitude toward
the relationship between the world and art as well as anything he ever
wrote. But for some the doubt remains whether any melody, however
complicated, could ever be a model that a life (which is not to say a bi-
ography) can imitate.

Nietzsche, though, writes: “One does best to separate artists from
their work, not taking them as seriously as their work. They are, after
all, only the precondition of their work, the womb, the soil, some-
times the dung and manure on which, out of which, it grows—and
therefore in most cases something one must forget if one is to enjoy
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the work itself” (GM, 111, 4). What, then, if the work itself, in its total-
ity, results in the construction of a character whose “biography” it
turns out to be? In that case the doubt that was lingering just above
may be counterbalanced by the suspicion that only the “biography”
thar emerges through Nietzsche’s works, and not the “life” out of
which they grow, is of any importance. In his eyes, at least, it is only
such a character who can influence history and thought and who, like
the Socrates who emerges out of Plato’s dialogues, can manifest the
will to power in fashioning values and modes of life: We have seen
that characters are usually evaluated without regard for their moral-

ity, for the specific content of their actions; they are in this sense situ-
ated “beyond good and evil.” But what mode of evaluation is appro-
priate for the character who emerges out of Nietzsche’s writing and
who is beyond good and evil not only in this generalized sense but
also because, in the manner which by now we have found to be essen-
tial to him, the very content of his actions is an effort to base all evalu-
ation beyond good and evil, beyond regard for the specific content of
our actions?
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A man who is born falls into a dream like a man

who falls into the sea. If he tries to climb out into
the air as inexperienced people endeavour to do, he
drowns—nicht wabr? . .. No! I tell you! The way is
to the destructive element submit yourself, and with
the exertions of your hands and feet in the water

make the deep, deep sea keep you up.

Joseph Conrad, Lord Jim

In order to convince the citizens of his model state to
love their land, sacrifice their lives to it, and be content with their po-
sition in its hierarchical structure, Plato in the Republic invents the
myth of the metals. According to this myth, which they will be
taught to accept as the actual truth, the citizens are all born and raised
within the earth itself, and are therefore literally its children. The
myth also says that the citizens are born with varying proportions of
different metals, more or less precious, in their bodies, and that the
different mixtures account for the different roles each one will eventu-
ally have in the state. Though it is necessary in order to support his
new moral and political scheme, Plato knows that this story is com-
pletely false. In his own uncompromising words, it is “a noble lie”
(Rep. 414b).1

This lie is a small but significant part of what Nietzsche has in
mind when he writes: “That the lie is permitted as a means to pious
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ends is part of the theory of every priesthood . . . But philosophers,
too, as soon as, with priestly ulterior motives, they form the intention
of taking in hand the direction of humanity, at once also arrogate to
themselves the right to tell lies: Plato before all” (WP 141). The theme
of this passage is in turn a small but 51gn1ﬁcant part of what Nietzsche
at one point describes as his “campaign against morality” (EF, III, on
D, 1), a cluster of views that constitutes one of the most central as well
as most obscure and disquieting features of his thought.

A quick reading of Nietzsche’s text might give the impression
that he accuses morality of being essentially hypocritical, since he
claims that no moral system can be established without relying on the
very practices which, once it has become dominant, it absolutely ex-
cludes. This impression might be reinforced by the fact that Nietzsche
uses the very same example in order to make a related but more gener-
al point:

- We may proclaim it as the supreme principle that, to make morality,
. one must have the unconditional will to its opposite . . . A small, and
at bottom modest, fact—that of the so-called pia fraus—offered me
~ the first approach to this problem: the pia fraus, the heirloom of all
- philosophers and priests who “improved” humanity. Neither Manu
nor Plato nor Confucius nor the Jewish and Christian teachers have
- ever doubted their right to lie . . . Expressed in a formula, one might
- say: all the means by which one has so far attempted to make hu-
manity moral were through and through immoral. (71, VI, 5)

Though the distinction is far from absolute, Nietzsche generally tries
to keep morality, a system of rules and values according to which life
is lived, apart from moral philosophy, which he sees as the attempt to
codify and justify some particular system of such values (BGE, 210). It
is in regard to the former that he rather reasonably writes, “The histo-
ry of a moral ideal is achieved by the same ‘immoral’ means as every
victory: force, lies, slander, injustice” (WB 306). This view, in turn,
underwrites his notorious claim that “morality is a special case of im-
morality” (WB 308; cf. 401, 461).

Yet it would be wrong to think that Nietzsche considers that this
fact constitutes in itself an objection to morality. To object to moral-
ity simply because it relies on immoral means would be, for him, to
make yet another moral judgment and thus to perpetuate moral valu-
ation, which is just what his “campaign” is directed against. On the



202 | THE SELF

contrary, Nietzsche seems to believe that immorality cannot be con-
demned because it cannot be avoided:

Life itself is essentially appropriation, injury, overpowering of what
is alien and weaker; suppression, hardness, imposition of one’s own
forms, incorporation and at least, at its mildest, exploitation—but
why should one always use those words in which a slanderous intent
has been imprinted for ages? . . . “Exploitation” . . . belongs to the es-
sence of what lives, as a basic organic function; it is the consequence of
the will to power, which is after all the will to life. (BGE, 259)

To show that something is immoral, even if that is morality itself, is
therefore not at all to show that it must be rejected: “There are those
who go looking for immorality. When they judge: “This is wrong,’
they believe one should abolish and change it. I, on the contrary, can-
not rest as long as I am not yet clear about the immorality of a thing.
When I unearth it I recover my equanimity” (WP 309). Nietzsche’s
“deconstruction” of morality, his effort to show that its establishment
and authority depend on the very same means which, after its estab-
lishment and through its authority, it excludes, is simply his effort to
account for morality in a naturalistic manner. His aim is to explain its
emergence and survival by showing that morality too, like everything
else in the world, is a product of the will to power.

Nietzsche’s attitudes toward these problems are complex and
equivocal His writing about them is often murky and passionate, and
it has in turn provoked murky and passionate writing about him.?
But if Nietzsche is not simply accusmg morality of hypocrlsy, what is
the point of his effort to reveal its immoral presuppositions—assum-
ing that such an effort can be even partially successful? And what, if
anything, would he like to put in its place once it is realized, if it 1s re-
alized, that despite its earlier utility morality is now “only a burden
that has become a fatality” and that “morality itself, in the form of
honesty, compels us to deny morality” (WB 404; cf. GM, 111, 27)?

A simple answer to these two questions would be that since
Nietzsche believes that morality, like life itself, is immoral, he also be-
lieves that we can only act immorally, whether we like it or not. We
must therefore give up the pretense of morality and live according to
nature, as the will to power inclines us to do: we must become explic-
itly immoral. This common interpretation of Nietzsche’s immoral-
ism construes it as a view urging us to satisfy any desire that possesses
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us and aligns Nietzsche with Callicles as he is portrayed in Plato’s
Gorgias. But both the interpretation and the alignment are deeply
wrong.? Nietzsche explicitly writes that the ideal of living according
to nature is either impossible or inevitable. It is impossible if nature is
understood as that part of the world that consists only of nonhuman
or nonliving things; for living, he writes, is “precisely wanting to be
other than that nature.” And it is inevitable if nature includes life,
sinze in that case we cannot but live according to nature and are doing
so already: “How could you not do that? Why make a principle of
what you yourselves are and must be?” (BGE, 9).

Nietzsche therefore does not advocate a type of life that consists
only or even mostly of those actions which we now consider immoral.
His “revaluation of all values” ‘does not amount to this sort of
straightforward reversal, even though he sometimes describes it as “a
liberation from all moral values . .. saying Yes to and having confi-
dence in all that has hitherto been forbidden, despised, and damned”
(EH, 111, on D, 1). His attitude is much more complicated, as we can
see from the following early passage, which expresses a view which
Niztzsche never abandoned:

- Ideny morality as I deny alchemy, that is, I deny their premises: but
I do not deny that there have been alchemists who believed in these
premises and acted in accordance with them.—I also deny immoral-
. ity: not that countless people feel themselves to be immoral, but that
there is any true reason so to feel. It goes without saying that I do
not deny—unless I am a fool—that many actions called immoral
- ought to be avoided and resisted, or that many called moral ought to
be done and encouraged—but I think the one should be encouraged
and the other avoided for other reasons than hitherto. (D, 103)

Though Nietzsche’s attitude toward morality implies that if we ac-
cept his views our modes of action will not remain unchanged, his pri- -
mary concern is not with the specific content of particular actions but
with our reasons and motives for acting as we do. He locates both mo-
rality and immorality in the motives with which we act and, as we
shzll see, in the nature of the obligations morality tries to impose
upon individual agents rather than in our actions themselves. These
are the main targets of his campaign: “There are altogether no moral
facts. . . Morality is merely an interpretation of certain phenomena—
more precisely, a misinterpretation” (77, VII, 1). And in a note in
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which this same passage had appeared years earlier, he adds, “This in-
terpretation itself is of extra-moral origin” (WP 258).

The view that Nietzsche wants to reinterpret, rather than directly
attack, both morality and immorality is neither new nor surprising.
But the problems it generates are still enormous, at least partly be-
cause he himself did not always construe moral motives in the same
way.* In his earlier writings he holds that moral actions are those that
are supposed to be performed, as Schopenhauer had argued, out of
motives in which personal considerations play no part. But he claims
that such motives cannot possibly exist and that therefore there sim-
ply are no moral actions: “When closely examined, the whole idea of
‘unegoistic’ actions vanishes into air. No one has ever done anything
that was done solely for the sake of another and without a personal
motive. How indeed could one do anything that had no relation to
oneself, and therefore without an inner necessity (which simply must
have its foundation in a personal need)? How could the ego act with-
out ego?” (HH, I, 133). This view, however, was both logically and
psychologically unsatisfactory, and Nietzsche gave it up by the time
he came to write Daybreak. There he considers the following: “the
chief proposition: morality is nothing other (therefore nothing more!)
than obedience to customs, of whatever kind they may be ... In
things in which no tradition commands there is no morality . . . What
is tradition? A higher authority which one obeys, not because it com-
mands what is useful to us, but because it commands” (D, 9).

The “morality of mores,” which Nietzsche had earlier placed at
the origin of morality (cf. HH, I, 96, 99; MOM, 89), now becomes its
very essence (D, 16, 18). The morality of mores actually instills its mo-
tives in its adherents, and Nietzsche no longer denies that moral mo-
tives and moral actions exist. More under Kant’s influence, he still
considers moral action unegoistic, since it is motivated by respect for
tradition and authority and not by concern for utility, but he no longer
conceives of it as particularly other regarding. And though he believes
that such motives exist and guide actions, he argues that they should
not: their presuppositions, he claims, are false. The same passage from
Daybreak continues: “What distinguishes this feeling in the presence
of tradition from the feeling of fear in general? It is fear in the presence
of a higher intellect which here commands, of an incomprehensible,
indefinite power, of something more than personal—there is supersti-
tion in this fear” (D, 9).
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~ In the late writings, Nietzsche’s conception of morality becomes
much more complicated. He claims that it presupposes the notion of
free will, a notion that “has been invented essentially for the purpose
of punishment, that is, because one wanted to impute guilt” (77, VII,
7). Responsibility, guilt, and punishment, which he discusses in detail
in the Genealogy, now become central to his view of the moral inter-
pretation of action. He includes as elements in this interpretation
the conception of an everlasting world in which guilt is punished
through eternal torture (4, 24) and the metaphysics of Christianity
and Platonism (“Christianity is Platonism for the people,” BGE,
Pref.), which provide reasons or at least presuppositions for that faith.
His views become increasingly complex and his elaborations progres-
sively more intricate and intertwined.

-This topic is very large, if indeed it is one topic at all, and we can
single out only one of its many strands. We have already asked what
the point is of Nietzsche’s claim that morality is based on immoral
presuppositions as well as whether he aims to present a positive alter-
native of his own. These are the questions, themselves anything but
simple, which we must press. In order to give an answer to them I will
approach them obliquely, by way of an interpretation of the sign un-
der which Nietzsche waged his campaign against morality, the phrase
that provides the title of Beyond Good and Ewvil, a phrase that appears
throughout that book and everywhere in Nietzsche’s late writings
(GM, 1, passim; Z, 1V, 6; WB 132; T1, VII, 1).

The main problem with the interpretation of the phrase “Beyond
good and evil” is that it is not often read against the many contexts in
which it is found in Nietzsche’s writings. Instead it is most often dis-
cussed in connection with the first essay of the Genealogy, where, as
we have seen, Nietzsche argues that moral valuation or “slave moral-
ity,” expressed in the opposition good-evil (bdse), is the reversal of an
earlier nonmoral, “noble” mode of valuation, expressed in the opposi-
tion good-bad (schlecht).’

Nietzsche writes that the nobles he discusses in this essay are in
many circumstances “not much better than uncaged beasts of prey . . .
they perhaps emerge from a disgusting procession of murder, arson,
rape, and torture, exhilarated and undisturbed of soul, as if it were no
morez than a student’s prank, convinced that they have provided the
poets with much more material for song and praise” (GM, 1, 11).¢ In
order to resist the view that Nietzsche’s immoralism consists simply
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in praising barbarism and cruelty, Walter Kaufmann has insisted that
“despite the polemical tone, it does not follow from Nietzsche’s ‘vivi-
section’ of slave-morality that he identifies his own position with that
of the masters” (p. 297). And indeed logically it does not. But
Nietzsche’s attitude toward the noble mode of valuation is much
more positive than Kaufmann was ever willing to allow: “Must not
the ancient fire not some day flare up much more terribly, after much
longer preparation? More: must not one desire it with all one’s might?
even will it? even promote it?” (GM, I, 17). Kaufmann continues,
“Nietzsche’s own ethic is beyond both master and slave morality” (p.
297).7 But his very wording, I think, is contradicted by the concluding
lines of this same section of Nietzsche’s text: “It has long been abun-
dantly clear what my aim is, what the aim of that dangerous slogan is
that is inscribed at the head of my last book Beyond Good and Evil.—
At least this does nor mean ‘Beyond Good and Bad.” ”® To be beyond
good and evil cannot therefore be to leave behind the mode of valu-
ation that characterizes the barbarian nobles.

We can escape this problem, which has disturbed and unsettled so
many of Nietzsche’s readers, if we can show that, though Nietzsche
accepts the mode of valuation that characterizes the nobles of On the
Genealogy of Morals, these nobles still do not constitute a particular
type of person he wants directly to praise. Rather, we can take them as
one manifestation, under specific historical circumstances, of a general
personality type which Nietzsche outlines and of which they are an
example.® But we cannot show this unless we first give an interpreta-
tion of the slogan “Beyond good and evil,” the aim of which, despite
Nietzsche’s statement, is still far from clear. If we concentrate solely
on the Genealogy, we may easily be forced to the conclusion that to
situate oneself beyond good and evil is to abandon Christian morality
and accept instead the specific mode of behavior of the barbarous
nobles this text so graphically describes and glorifies. But when
Nietzsche mentions this phrase, he explicitly refers his readers to the
work of which it is the title. And this work, together with the many
other texts to which it is related, shows that the situation Nietzsche
has in mind is much more complicated. To be beyond good and evil is
not simply to discard these terms of valuation and the system to
which they belong. Since it is not even necessary to abandon all the
qualities that this system commends, to be beyond good and evil is to
see how good and evil qualities have been thought to be related so far,
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torealize how, according to Nietzsche, they are related in fact, and to
reconsider that relationship and all that it implies.

- When Nietzsche writes, “Have not all gods so far been . . . devils
who have become holy and been rebaptized?” (BGE, 227), he is asking
a complex question: history, he claims, shows that actions and quali-
ties that are considered immoral and evil are necessary in order to se-
cure the possibility of other actions and qualities that are considered
moral and good. Is it then correct to believe, as he thinks we do, that
such actions and qualities belong to two distinct sorts, that they are es-
sentially opposed to one another? Does each set possess its own char-
acter in itself, independently of what it is used to accomplish and of
who it is who uses it? Are some features and actions simply and in all
cor.texts to be commended while others are simply and in all contexts
to be fought against?

‘Nietzsche gives an early intimation of his eventual answer to
these questions when he writes that “between good and evil actions
there is no difference in species, but at most of degree. Good actions
are sublimated evil ones; evil actions are vulgarized and stupefied
good ones” (HH, 1, 107). But it is only in his later works that his view
emerges in its full complexity. Consider, for example, Nietzsche’s dis-
cussion of the phenomenon of the saint. The saint has been such a fas-
cinating phenomenon for so long because of

the air of the miraculous that goes with it—namely, the immediate
succession of opposites, of states of the soul that are judged morally in
‘opposite ways. It seemed palpable that a “bad human being” [ein
schlechter Mensch] was suddenly transformed into a “saint,” a good
‘human being [ein guter Mensch]. The psychology we have had so far
suffered shipwreck at this point: wasn’t this chiefly because it had
placed itself under the dominion of morals, because it, too, believed
in opposite moral values and saw, read, interpreted those opposites
into the text of the facts?

| What? The “miracle” merely a matter of interpretation? A lack
of philology? (BGE, 47)

The conversion of sinner to saint represents a deep psychological
paradox because all of a sudden immoral features like lust, ambition,
and ‘cruelty disappear and are replaced by their opposites—chastity,
self-denial, and kindness. But how is this conversion possible? If there
is no such thing as divine intervention, capable of changing every-
thing about a person but that person itself (and the faith in which
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therefore is connected to the belief that the subject is a substance),
what mechanism can possibly account for such a transformation?
How can anyone change in this way?

It is crucial to note that Nietzsche does not deny that sinners can
become saints. But he claims that the fact that this transformation is
possible shows that we have misunderstood its nature. It constitutes a
paradox because the conversion of sinner to saint seems to consist in
the transformation of a set of qualities into others to which they are
inherently opposed in value and in nature. But if this opposition were
only apparent, then no paradox would be generated. The contradic-
tion would disappear if these qualities were not contrary but essen-
tially related to one another: “It might even be possible that what con-
stitutes the value of these good and revered things is precisely that
they are insidiously related, tied to, and involved with these wicked,
seemingly opposite things—maybe even one with them is essence.
Maybe!” (BGE, 2). Zarathustra makes a related, if weaker point when
he tells his disciples, “Once you suffered your passions and called
them evil. But now you have only your virtues left: they grew out of
your passions” (Z, I, 5). The moral character of qualities, which seems
to separate them so radically from one another, is actually, Nietzsche
believes, the result of an interpretation: “The same drive evolves into
the painful feeling of cowardice under the impress of the reproach cus-
tom has imposed upon this drive: or into the pleasant feeling of humil-
ity if it happens that a custom such as the Christian has taken it to its
heart and called it good . . . In itself it has, /ike every drive, neither this
moral character nor any moral character at all” (D, 38).

All value in general, Nietzsche seems to believe, is produced by
interpretation. But since he thinks that life itself would be impossible
without values (Z, I, 13; BGE, 9), he must have a specific reason in
mind for thinking that moral value in particular is the product of a
misinterpretation. Where, then, does the interpretation that gener-
ates moral values go wrong?

This question, in one form or another, had occupied Nietzsche
ever since The Birth of Tragedy: “It was against morality that my in-
stinct turned with this questionable book,” he writes in section 5 of
his 1886 preface to that work. He eventually answers it with another
slogan, the notorious phrase “Morality denies life.” He bases this
vague and sweeping charge, which itself needs to be carefully inter-
preted, on his view that moral asceticism is a falsification of life on the



209 | Beyond Good and Evil

part of those who cannot face the life they are bound to live. And this,
he writes, “explains everything. Who alone has good reason to lie one’s
way out of reality? One who suffers from it. But to suffer from reality
isto be a piece of reality that has come to grief” (4, 15).

But Nietzsche’s most serious reason for thinking that morality de-
nies life, the most crucial flaw he finds in the interpretation that pro-
duces moral values, is the fact that moral valuation is essentially abso-
luzist. He thinks of this absolutism in two ways. First, as the paradox
of the saint shows, the moral interpretation of phenomena attaches
pesitive or negative value to actions or character traits in themselves;
it presupposes that their worth is fixed once and for all and in all con-
texts. Second, as we shall see, this interpretation requires that, since
value is determined in this manner, everyone should live according to
asingle code of conduct.

This is not to say that Nietzsche believes simply that moral value
varies with different social groups. We have already seen that cultural
moral relativism is a position he finds as “childish” as the absolutism
against which it has been designed (GS, 345). The moral absolutism
Nietzsche attacks can grant that different cultures can have different
values; but it still insists that, wherever the distinction is made, good
and evil belong to two clearly distinct categories, the boundaries of
which cannot be crossed. It takes, that is, the difference between good
and evil within each culture (if differences among cultures can be
found) to be absolute and objective. It is precisely this last view that
Nietzsche denies and of which he writes that it in turn denies life. Mo-
rality, according to Nietzsche, “takes good and evil for realities that
contradict one another (not as complementary value concepts, which
would be the truth), it advises taking the side of the good, it desires
that the good should renounce and oppose the evil down to its ulti-
mate roots—it therewith denies life which has in all its instincts both
Yes and No” (WA 351).

' The essential unity of what we commonly distinguish as good and
evil is one of the most central themes in Nietzsche’s writing. He often
discusses it in connection with a metaphor drawn from trees: “It is
wita people as it is with the trees. The more they aspire to the height
and light, the more strongly do their roots strive earthward, down-
ward, into the dark, the deep—into evil” (Z, I, 8; cf. IIl, 1; GS, 371;
GM. 1, 8). But both this theme and the metaphor that illustrates it are
difficult to interpret. Their weakest interpretation would suppose



210 | THE SELF

that Nietzsche simply believes that good and evil are equally parts of
life and that evil can never be finally eliminated. Chekhov once ex-
pressed such an idea: “A writer must be as objective as a chemist; he
must abandon the subjective line; he must know that dungheaps play
a very respectable part in a landscape and that evil passions are as in-
herent in life as good ones.”1° But though Nietzsche certainly believes
this, his attitude has nothing of Chekhov’s dispassionateness and ob-
jectivity. On the contrary, he consistently urges that “evil” tendencies
should be further developed: “Human beings need what is most evil
in them for what is best in them . . . whatever is most evil is their best
power and the hardest stone for the highest creator. . . human beings
must become better and more evil” (Z, III, 13; cf. IV, 13).

A stronger version of Nietzsche’s view, taking account of this
statement, would hold that evil features are not simply ineliminable
but actually necessary if any good features are to be possessed at all.
This would be a radical denial of the traditional thesis of the unity of vir-
tue. Philippa Foot has recently raised the possibility that contrary to the
view of Aristotle and St. Thomas (among others), according to whom
having one virtue entails having the rest of them as well, a person

can only become good in one way by being bad in another, as if, e.g.,
he could only rein in his ruthless desires at the cost of a deep malice
against himself and the world; or as if a kind of dull rigidity were the
price of refusing to do what he himself wanted at whatever cost to
others . .. Nietzsche found thoughts about the possibility that ha-
tred, envy, covetousness and the lust to rule must be present in the
“general economy of Life,” and must be “further enhanced if life is
further to be enhanced,” terrible thoughts; but with his extraordi-
nary and characteristic courage he did not decide that therefore they
must be false. 1!

The passage cited in this elegant statement (BGE, 23), along with other
similar texts (see, for example, WP, 464), makes exactly this point. But
Nietzsche often gives his view one further unsettling dimension.

The passages we have just been considering envisage a distinction
between good and evil even as they urge that one enhances the other.
But sometimes Nietzsche writes that the passions we call evil are
themselves the very passions that result in the best, greatest, and most
admirable achievements. In a text that brings to the fore the connec-
tions between this issue and the interpretation of the phrase with
which we are concerned, he writes: “My demand upon philosphers is
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known, that they take their stand beyond good and evil and leave the
illusion of moral judgment beneath themselves. This demand follows
frem an insight which I was the first to formulate: that there are alto-
gether no moral facts” (T1, VII, 1). If there are no moral facts at all,
noching is in any way good or evil: “My purpose: to demonstrate the
absolute homogeneity of all events and the application of moral dis-
tinctions as conditioned by perspective; to demonstrate how every-
thing praised as moral is identical in essence with everything immoral”
(WA, 272). This thesis is the stongest of the three I have mentioned. It
does not simply include evil among the necessary aspects of the
world. It does not simply claim that in order to possess any good qual-
ities one must possess evil qualities as well. It actually denies that the
distinction between good and evil can be made at all, and suggests that
the very same quality that is considered evil from one perspective may
at l=ast as accurately be characterized as good from another.

- But since everything is conditioned by perspective, the crucial
question once again concerns the particular perspective that results in
moral valuations. Nietzsche’s answer to this question informs his
writing and appeals to sociological considerations. The perspective
from which moral valuations are made, he notoriously claims, is just
the perspective dictated by “the utility of the herd ... the preserva-
tion of the community” (BGE, 201; cf. GM, |, 2).

- This idea finally connects this discussion with Nietzsche’s view of
the immoral presuppositions of morality. How, he asks, are new states
and societies, with their own laws and values, established? He believes
that history answers this question unequivocally: in all cases, they are
estzblished by revolting against former masters, by eliminating exter-
nal dangers, by overpowering internal opposition, by war and injus-
tice in the name of justice and peace, in short by what he calls “fear of
the neighbor.” Only by means of such activities and the passions,
drives, motives, and values that make them possible can a new society
establish and safeguard itself. But once that is accomplished, these
same passions and activities become great dangers; their exercise,
which overturned some earlier group, now threatens the new group’s
stability:

‘Certain strong and dangerous drives, like an enterprising spirit,
foolhardiness, vengefulness, craftiness, rapacity, and the lust to rule,
which had so far not merely been honored insofar as they were so-
‘cially useful—under different names, to be sure, from those chosen
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here—but had to be trained and cultivated to make them great (be-
cause one constantly needed them in view of the dangers to the
whole community, against the enemies of the community), are now
experienced as doubly dangerous, since the channels to divert them
are lacking and, step upon step, they are branded as immoral and
abandoned to slander. (BGE, 201)

Nietzsche makes the converse point, which he also accepts, when he
writes that “everything good is the evil of former days made service-
able” (WP, 1025). The very same drive that produces peacefulness and
cooperation within a stable society results in submissiveness and col-
laboration in a society that should be fighting for its survival. In itself
the drive has no moral character. This, I think, i1s what Nietzsche has
in mind when he claims that there are no moral facts: the activity pro-
duced by a particular drive, if we abstract from the context within
which it is performed, is always the same. But once we supply a con-
text, once we introduce a point of view, both the drive and the activity
come to possess a specific value. Once again the complex relation be-
tween Nietzsche and Plato becomes apparent: Nietzsche argues in a
manner very close to the manner of Socrates that what we commonly
consider good depends essentially on the context that we implicitly
introduce into our evaluation, and that it is not therefore good in it-
self (cf., for example, Rep. 331c-d); but unlike both Socrates and Plato
he refuses to believe that something that is good in itself, independent-
ly of all context or perspective, must exist after all.

Nietzsche has nothing but contempt for the morality of the
“herd,” which locates virtue in the “striving for English happiness—I
mean for comfort and fashion (and at best a seat in Parliament)” (BGE,
228). He attacks Christian morality precisely because of its “leveling”
effect, its successful effort to prolong the life of a society composed of
mediocrities: “We can see nothing today that wants to grow greater,
we suspect that things will continue to go down, to become thinner,
more good-natured, more prudent, more comfortable, more medio-
cre, more indifferent, more Chinese, more Christian—there is no
doubt that human beings are getting ‘better’ all the time” (G, 1, 12;
cf. I, 11; IT1, 14). Recent history shows that Nietzsche’s view is most
certainly false. Sometimes, however, I think we can account for it by
taking it as his interpretation of our current self-image rather than of
the facts of the situation. It is true that, even though we may be wrong
to do so, we generally think of our own era and society as better and
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more humane than others. But, despite Nietzsche’s insistence to the
contrary, I find it difficult to believe (and even more difficult to sub-
stantiate) that other societies and eras have been different from ours in
that respect and have seen themselves as more dangerous and more
evil than those they fought or replaced.

" Apart from such historical difficulties, however, Nietzsche’s atti-
tude generates a more serious philosophical problem. To see this
problem, we may suppose for the moment that he is correct in deriv-
ing moral distinctions from the tendency of every social group to
maintain itself in existence for as long as possible. We may also agree
with him that the drives and activities that are most dangerous to a
stable society are exactly those that brought it into being in the first
place, since they are inherently disruptive and destructive. Now such
tendencies are also necessarily elitist, in the following sense. They pre-
suppose that “we,” the new social order or subgroup within that or-
der, are better and more valuable than those we want to abolish and
eradicate. They also presuppose that “we” are justified in employing
means that in the abstract (that is to say, in other hands) we would
deem disastrous. The desire to maintain a social group as it has existed
s¢ far will therefore involve a serious effort to diminish and even to
eliminate altogether elitist tendencies of this sort; for such tendencies
always pit one group against another and, considered from society’s
point of view, are inherently destabilizing: “What has been deifred?
The value instincts in the community (that which has made possible
its continued existence). What has been slandered? That which set
agart the higher human beings from the lower, the desires that create
clefts” (WR 32).

- To eliminate such tendencies it is necessary to have a system of be-
havior to which everyone will conform. In this way no individual or
group can feel justified in adopting the practices that, though they
orce brought their society into existence, now constitute a threat to
its survival. But this absolutism of conduct can be secured only by
means of an absolutism of doctrine, by means of the doctrine that
good and evil traits and actions are inherently distinct from one an-
other and that their character does not depend on the character of
those who manifest and engage in them on each particular occasion.!2
Some actions, therefore, are always to be performed by everyone, and
otaers are always to be unconditionally avoided. Absolutism of doc-
trine, according to Nietzsche, conceals the fact that one group within

i
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a society is legislating the values by which all are required to live. That
is, it masks its own will to power: “This state is actually encountered
in Europe today: I call it the moral hypocrisy of those commanding.
They know no other way to protect themselves against their bad con-
science than to pose as the executors of more ancient or higher com-
mands (of ancestors, the constitution, of right, the laws, or even of
God)” (BGE, 199).12 The final mechanism by which this absolutism of
doctrine is accomplished is directly connected with the absolutism of
conduct for which it is the means. In order to eliminate all differences
between people and to treat them all equally, it separates each action
from its agent, considers it an entity in its own right, and makes the
action itself the primary object of evaluation. Following on the “ab-
stractions” discussed in the last chapter, this approach creates the view
that “there are actions that are good or bad in themselves,” whereas in
reality, according to Nietzsche, “an action in itself is perfectly devoid
of value: it all depends on who performs it,” for what reason and with
what effect (WP 292).

Nietzsche’s greatest objection to the doctrinal absolutism he con-
siders central to morality is precisely that it requires everyone to fol-
low the same principles of action. This is in fact the very feature that
distinguishes moral approaches to conduct, among which he places
Christianity, from approaches which, like the noble mode of valu-
ation, are explicitly perspectivist, nonabsolutist, and therefore non-
moral. Morality aims at a code of conduct to which everyone must
conform. This must therefore also be a code that everyone can follow,
and morality thus necessarily addresses itself to the lowest common
denominator among the people whose conduct it guides. This is its
“leveling” effect, which Nietzsche so despises. The only actions it al-
lows aim at the interest of each group as a whole and therefore at the
interest of its weakest members. But the rules that prescribe such ac-
tions may not at all be in the interest of the (not very helpfully so de-
scribed) strong members of that group. They actually prevent them
from exploiting qualities that may be dangerous to the group as a
whole and by means of which they can distinguish themselves from
their community and accomplish the deeds Nietzsche sometimes,
equally unhelpfully, describes as unique, high, or great.

These deeds need not themselves be dangerous to a society as a
whole, nor need the qualities and abilities that bring them about
when exercised by the proper individuals create such dangers. The
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problems, he thinks, are generated when these qualities are encour-
aged in general within a society. But morality, according to Nietzsche,
recognizes only two alternatives: a feature is acceptable either in every
case or in none. Morality, he repeatedly insists, refuses to recognize an
“order of rank” and does not want to run the risk of encouraging
some qualities in some people while denying them to others.

And it is exactly at this point that the most serious objection
against Nietzsche’s view arises. It is precisely here that the specter of
Nietzsche’s “immoralism” comes to haunt many of his readers. One
wants to ask, who are the people who are exempt from the morality
o: the herd? What would they do to that herd once they were liber-
ated from its morality? And what would they accomplish through
their liberation?

“Egoism,” Nietzsche writes, “belongs to the nature of a noble
soul—I mean that to a being such as ‘we are’ other beings must be sub-
ordinate by nature and have to sacrifice themselves” (BGE, 265). But
who are the beings such as “we are”? Once again this question is often
answered only by citing some of the most extreme formulations of
tke Genealogy. This effectively closes, for many of Nietzsche’s read-
ers, the further question whether his answer deserves any serious at-
tention: “One may be quite justified in continuing to fear the blond
beast at the core of all noble races and in being on one’s guard against
it: but who would not a hundred times sooner fear where one can also
admire than not fear but be permanently condemned to the repellent
sight of the ill-constituted, dwarfed, atrophied, and poisoned?” (GM,
L, 11).

To stop with this formulation, however, would be a serious mis-
take. To begin with, we should realize that this obnoxious statement
does not differ all that much from a view once expressed by Socrates
himself: “Oh, Crito, if only the many were capable of accomplishing
the greatest evils! Then they would also be able to achieve the greatest
goods—that would be fine. But as it is now, they are capable of nei-
ther” (Cr. 44d). But more important, though it is quite true that
Nietzsche admires the barbarian nobles, he does not, I think, admire
them because they are cruel (though neither, to be fair, does he criti-
cize them on that account). He admires them primarily for their lack
of absolutism, for their attitude that it is impossible for everyone to
be¢ bound by the same rules of conduct, for their “pathos of distance”
(CGM, 1, 2). The nobles cannot even conceive that “the base” ever
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should, or even that they ever could, act in the way they themselves
act as a matter of course. Nietzsche also admires them for not think-
ing that their enemies are evil just because they are their enemies (GM,
I, 10)—an attitude he had already discussed in Human, All-too-Human:
“In Homer, the Trojan and the Greek are both good” (HH, 1, 45). And
he admires them because, unlike the group that replaced the nobles’
pluralistic values with its own single set, they refuse to disown any of
their features.

To be unwilling to disown a tendency is not to be eager to indulge
it at any opportunity. The nobles are indeed horrible enemies, but
they are also “resourceful in consideration, self-control, delicacy, loy-
alty, pride, and friendship” with one another (GM, 1, 11). In Beyond
Good and Evil Nietzsche writes that among people of equal rank it is
“good manners” to refrain from mutual injury and to respect one an-
other’s will. But, he continues, if this principle is adopted generally as
“the fundamental principle of society,” it immediately becomes “a
principle of disintegration and decay” (BGE, 259). But this does not in
turn imply that one is allowed or expected to do violence indiscrimi-
nately to those “below”: “When exceptional human beings treat the
mediocre more tenderly than themselves and their peers, this is not
mere politeness of the heart—it is simply their duty” (4, 57). Nietz-
sche is willing to countenance and even to condone the constant pos-
sibility of violence; this is in itself a position that is seriously danger-
ous and difficult to accept. But it must not be confused with the silly
view according to which he advocates the continuous actual cruel
treatment of the “weak” by the “noble” or the “strong.”

When, in Beyond Good and Evil, Nietzsche writes of “injury, vio-
lence, and exploitation” (259), does he have in mind the cruelty, heart-
lessness, and torture he discusses in the Genealogy? The answer, I
think, is that he does not. The nobles are one specific instance of a
more general type whom Nietzsche admires at least partly for the rea-
sons [ have just outlined.!* The central feature of this type of person is
the realization that good and evil qualities are essentially related and
not inherently opposed: “Love and hate, gratitude and revenge, good
nature and anger, affirmative acts and negative acts, belong together.
One is good on condition one also knows how to be evil; one is evil
because otherwise one would not understand how to be good” (WR
351). Nietzsche’s texts are full of praise for this type of character; but
this is a type that can be manifested in a number of different ways, and
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Nietzsche does not advocate a return to the specific instance which
the nobles constitute. Such a return would be in principle impossible
on sound historical grounds in any case: the nobles belong to an era
thét has passed once and for all. In addition, Nietzsche explicitly
writes, “One recognizes the superiority of the Greeks and of the
people of the Renaissance—but one would like to have them without
the causes and conditions that made them possible” (WE 882). The
creelty, for example, that characterizes the nobles need not be mani-
fested in the same manner in different historical circumstances.

' How, then, would such cruelty be manifested today? How would
the type Nietzsche admires appear in our present condition? The an-
swer to these questions is given in some remarkable passages in Be-
yord Good and Evil. Startlingly, but in consonance with the general
interpretation proposed here, Nietzsche describes his ideal characters
as philosophers. These, he writes, are “the bad conscience of their
tie,” and their enemy is always “the ideal of today.” When the de-
gererate Athenian conservatives were behaving in a manner that was
as vulgar as their mode of talking was noble, Socrates, according to
Nietzsche’s idiosyncratic interpretation, looked both into his own
soul and into theirs and saw that they were quite as decadent as he
knew himself to be. Nietzsche has him say to them: “Don’t dissemble
in front of me. Here—we are equal” (BGE, 212; cf. T1, 11, 9). Today, by
cortrast, Nietzsche considers that equality is the prevalent ideal. Ac-
cordingly, in the present state of things

the concept of greatness entails being noble, wanting to be by one-

self, being able to be different, standing alone and having to live in-
dependently. And philosophers will betray something of their own
ideal when they posit: “They shall be greatest who can be loneliest,
most concealed, most deviant, human beings beyond good and evil,

~masters of their virtues, they that are overrich in will. Precisely this
shall be called greatness: being capable of being as manifold as whole,
as ample as full.” (BGE, 212)

No character traits, desires, drives, or passions are to be disowned
because, even under their most superficial description, all of them are
essential to who one is. But apart from this general philosophical
point, Nietzsche also believes that they are necessary because of the
double aspect he finds all such features to have. Once again his phys-
ical imagery must not be taken literally. When he writes that hardness



218 | THE SELF

and cruelty are essential to life, he does not mean that it would be
good if people repeated the actual behavior of earlier barbarians in the
world of today. Rather, he is concerned with the drive that produced
the nobles’ cruel behavior in their particular circumstances. This
drive can result in behavior that is specifically different from, though
perhaps generically the same as, the viciousness it has already pro-
duced: “Almost everything we call ‘higher culture’ is based on the
spiritualization of cruelty, on its becoming more profound ... The
‘savage animal’ has not really been ‘mortified’; it lives and flourishes,
it has merely become—divine” (BGE, 229; cf. HH, 1, 43). The physical
cruelty of the nobles results from a drive that should not be elimi-
nated in itself; on the contrary, the drive is to be maintained and its ex-
pression refined into

that sublime inclination of the seeker after knowledge who insists
on profundity, multiplicity, and thoroughness, with a will which is
a kind of cruelty of the intellectual conscience and taste. All coura-
geous thinkers will recognize this in themselves . . . They will say:
“There is something cruel in the inclination of my spirit”; let the
virtuous and kindly try to talk them out of that! Indeed, it would
sound nicer if we were said, whispered, reputed to be distinguished
not by cruelty but by “extravagant honesty,” we free, very free

spirits—and perhaps that will actually be our posthumous reputa-
tion. (BGE, 230) ,

Nietzsche’s psychological hypothesis is that honesty is sublimated
cruelty. It is not easy to decide whether this hypothesis is correct. And
the behavior for which it accounts is compatible both with the view
that evil features are necessary if good features are to be possessed and
with the idea that evil features are the very same as good features, un-
der different circumstances. But one argument in favor of Nietzsche’s
general approach is that however much progress is made toward con-
trolling and humanizing aggressive tendencies, there are not many
cases in which these have been successfully eliminated. Under what is
often minimal provocation, cruelty and hardness appear in their crud-
est form where they are least expected, destroying not only other peo-
ple and the world but also our complacent feeling that we had suc-
ceeded in leaving them behind, and leaving us, in turn, speechless with
horror. Nietzsche’s view suggests that the more honesty is cultivated,
the more cruelty too increases in principle. Honesty can always, under
specific conditions, manifest itself as physical cruelty of the worst sort.
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Nietzsche does not in any way think that this is desirable. But it is a
risk he is perfectly willing to take, and he finds that this risk is itself
desirable. This is one of the main reasons his attitudes toward behav-
ior are so deeply unsettling. Such risks are terrible, but, as Philippa
Foot writes, he does not for this reason shy away from them. On the
céntrary, he puts his message in the mouth of Dionysus, whom he ad-
miires because he is the god of both generation and corruption, life and
death, good and evil, the god in whom both are glorified: “Human be-
ings are to my mind agreeable, courageous, inventive animals with no
ecuals on earth; they find their way in any labyrinth. I am well dis-
posed toward them: I often reflect how I might yet advance them and
make them stronger, more evil, and more profound than they are .
also more beautlful” (BGE, 295).

Nietzsche’s “new philosophers” are clearly aware of the essential
cennections between good and evil, engaged as they are in “a mode of
thought that prescribes laws for the future, that for the sake of the fu-
ture is harsh and tyrannical toward itself and all things of the present;
a reckless, ‘immoral” mode of thought, which wants to develop both
the good and the bad qualities in human beings to their fullest extent,
because it feels it has the strength to put both in their right place—in
the place where each needs the other” (WP 464). The price of fruitful-
ness, Nietzsche writes, “is to be rich in internal oppositions” (77, V,
3). Such oppositions can always get out of control and result in behav-
ior that is nothing short of criminal. Nietzsche recognizes this, and
claims that “in almost all crimes some qualities also find expression
waich ought not to be lacking in a human being” (W, 740). But this is
not to say that he glorifies crime. “Criminals,” he writes, making the
very dubious assumption that they constitute a distinct type, are
“strong human beings made sick” (77, IX, 45).

Nietzsche’s exact conception of the relationship between good
and evil features remains ultimately unsettled. Are these simply neces-
sary for one another, or are they literally the same? His texts do not
answer this question unequivocally. But even though this is a serious
difficulty with his view, he can still claim that with either alternative
the 1dea of a purely good agent is a fiction. He thinks that the appear-
arice of perfect goodness is created by stunting 4/l of one’s features and
akilities so that one no longer represents, even potentially, a danger to
others and to the community as a whole (see GM, I, 14). Such an agent,
who is incapable of greatness as well as of harm, constitutes for him

[
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the goal of morality: “We want that some day there should be nothing
any more to be afraid of!” (BGE, 201). But in fact, Nietzsche insists,
great accomplishments involve exploiting all available means, per-
haps evil by the standards of the previous order, but seen in a different
light once those accomplishments become parts of the life of others:
“In great human beings, the specific qualities of life—injustice, false-
hood, exploitation—are at their greatest. But insofar as they have had
an overwhelming effect, their essence has been most misunderstood
and interpreted as goodness. Type: Carlyle as interpreter” (WB 969).
But Nietzsche’s negative attitude toward this Whiggish inter-
pretation of history does not imply that “self-realization and self-
becoming,” by whatever means and whatever their goals and effects,
have “unconditioned value.”'® The jester who jumps over the tight-
rope walker and causes him to fall to his death in the Prologue to
Zarathustra does not thereby show himself to be better or stronger
than his victim (Z, Pref., 6). “There are many ways of overcoming;: see
to that yourself!” Zarathustra later says, in a clear allusion to this inci-
dent; “but only a jester thinks: ‘Man can also be skipped over’ ” (Z,
III, 14). Nietzsche consistently rejects the Calliclean view that we
must give our impulses, whatever they are, free rein: “Blind indul-
gence of an affect, totally regardless of whether it be a generous and
compassionate or hostile affect, is the cause of the greatest evils.
Greatness of character does not consist in not possessing them to the
highest degree—but in having them under control” (WB 928). The af-
fects must be overcome; but instead of weakening or extirpating them
we must master and direct them (WA 384; cf. 870, 871). One of his
central criticisms of Christian morality is that it fights the passions
with excision, that “its practice, its ‘cure,’ is castratism.” And though
he agrees that unbridled passion is “stupid,” he argues that to destroy
it as a preventive measure is itself “merely another form of stupidity”
(T V, 1). He claims that this is the practice of those who are afraid of
the two-sided consequences of strong impulses: “Castration, extirpa-
tion . . . [are] instinctively chosen by those who are too weak-willed,
too degenerate, to be able to impose moderation upon themselves”
(T, V, 2). We have seen that Nietzsche construes freedom of the will as
the internalization of rules and constraints by means of which one can
do with automatic and instinctive ease what used to be most difficult
(cf. A, 14). So now he interprets moderation as the developed and cul-
tivated ability to direct one’s desires in such a way that resistance to
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them is no longer necessary (cf. Z, I, 5; WR 933). His ideal character is
a master of such moderation: “The greatest human beings perhaps
also possess great virtues, but in that case also their opposites. I believe
that it is precisely through the presence of opposites and the feelings
they occasion that the great person, the bow with the great tension,
develops” (WB 967; cf. T1, IX, 38).

- Nietzsche connects this Heraclitean idea with his own version of
“classicism™: to be classical in his sense one must possess “a/l the
strong, seemingly contradictory gifts and desires—but in such a way
that they go together under a yoke” (WR 847). And he in turn relates
classicism so conceived to “the grand style,” which he had earlier
characterized as the victory of the beautiful over the monstrous (WS,
96), and which, as Heidegger was first to note, is most closely approxi-
mated by the rigorous classical style.1¢ Nietzsche’s classicism, howev-
et, is profoundly different from the classicism praised as a form of nat-
uralism by the German Enlightenment (cf. BT, 9; WB 849).17 For
Nietzsche, both classicism and “the grand style” are not pure expres-
sions of nature but victories over it: they are efforts to “become mas-
ter of the chaos one is; to compel one’s chaos to become form: to be-
come logical, simple, unambiguous, mathematics, law” (W 842).

These, then, are some of the main elements of Nietzsche’s cam-
paign against morality. But what is the aim of this campaign? What if
Nietzsche were victorious? This is the central question his writing on
th=se issues inevitably generates. Nietzsche’s “negative” views about
morality, his dissection of the motives and goals of Christianity, his
attack on the radical distinction between good and evil, his effort to
undermine traditional moral psychology are all complex views and,
whether right or wrong, worth arguing with, for or against. But the
moment Nietzsche begins to try to draw explicit consequences from
these views, and the moment his readers try to articulate these conse-
quences, the promise implicit in them disappears.These consequences
have little if any of the apocalyptic significance that is often claimed
for them, by Nietzsche himself as well as by some of his commenta-
tors. Nietzsche’s “positive” morality, if that is what it is, seems to be
appallingly disappointing. In particular, it faces four grave problems.

~ First, as it may already have become unfortunately apparent from
this discussion, Nietzsche’s views are, to put it bluntly but not inaccu-
rately, simply banal. Arthur Danto characterizes them well when he
writes: “A sultry heart plus a cool head, minus the human-all-too-
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human . . . Here is an ancient, vaguely pagan ideal, the passions disci-
plined but not denied, in contrast with the life and attitude of guilty
celibacy which has been an official moral recommendation until rather
recent times” (p. 199). Walter Kaufmann’s approving description of
Nietzsche’s view of self-mastery shows that Nietzsche’s attitude is
also excruciatingly vague: “To become powerful, to gain freedom, to
master his impulses and perfect himself, man must first develop the
feeling that his impulses are evil ... At that point, man is divided
against himself . . . Self-overcoming is not accomplished by a man’s
saying to himself: [ would rather sublimate my impulses. First . . . he
must brand his own impulses with contempt and become aware of the
contradiction between good and evil” (p. 253). Leaving other difficul-
ties with this passage aside, it is obvious that if this is Nietzsche’s view,
then it is almost impossible to see how this perfection and self-
mastery can ever be achieved. How are we even to start on the pro-
cess? How can we develop contempt for ourselves? What is the end
product of this process, the new philosopher or the Ubermensch, actu-
ally like? Why has it been so persistently difficult to describe this char-
acter in even minimally informative terms? Many of the descriptions
we have rely so heavily on Nietzsche’s own unexplicated metaphors
that it is hard to avoid the suspicion that little indeed can be said
of it.!® For the same reason, it is hard to avoid the suspicion that
Nietzsche has little of positive value to say. For some this has been an
objection against taking Nietzsche seriously. For others it has been an
objection against thinking that a philosopher should have positive
views at all.

But the difficulties do not end here. If Nietzsche wants to propose
a new code of conduct, however vague and unoriginal, then his general
position may be deeply inconsistent. How can such a code fit with his
perspect1v15m, which seems to be a refusal to develop a general posi-
tion on any subject? How can Nietzsche want to present us with gen-
eral guidelines for life if he objects to Christianity precisely on the
grounds that it tries to offer such guidelines and that it tries to hide its
partial and interested nature from its followers?

Finally, if Nietzsche, as he claims, rejects or denies morality and
all that it has ever been, isn’t his approach incoberent? Such a charge
has recently been made by Hilary Putnam against all efforts to place
oneself completely beyond one’s tradition at the same time that one
also offers to improve upon it. “Many thinkers,” Putnam writes,
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“have fallen into Nietzsche’s error of telling us that they had a ‘better’
morality than the entire tradition; in each case they only produced a
monstrosity, for all they could do was arbitrarily wrench certain val-
ues out of their context while ignoring others.”?® If morality is to be
rejected in its entirety, then it seems that nothing that formerly be-
longed to it can be salvaged and used to construct a better system in-
stead; any selection is bound to be arbitrary. If absolutely nothing is
retained, then why is one’s new proposal, if it is at all possible to make
such a proposal under these conditions, a new morality? If, by con-
trast, some aspects, some motives, or some values of the old morality
are kept for a reason and hence not arbitrarily, then the new code can-
not be so radically new after all; it will inevitably be a stage in the de-
velopment of the old tradition.

Nietzsche’s own moral view, then, is banal, vague, inconsistent
with his view on knowledge, and perhaps even internally incoherent.
None of this would be true, however, if Nietzsche did not propose to
replace what has passed for morality so far with a positive code of con-
duct of his own. And in fact he does not. Nietzsche does not describe
apositive morality, though this does not mean that he remains totally
silent on the question of how to act and live. His ambitious aim is to
undermine the moral tradition. But he is afraid that if he offers a di-
rect attack and a direct alternative to that tradition, he will only suc-
ceed in perpetuating it. Yet he cannot ignore it completely, for in that
case he will not have provided an attack against it at all. We must now
examine his original and deeply characteristic effort to avoid this
dilemma.

© Nietzsche, as we have already seen, does not directly object to ac-
tions that have been considered moral so far. His main objection to
morality is its absolutism, the fact that it exhibits what he calls else-
where “the worst of tastes, the taste for the unconditional” (BGE, 31).
“The slave,” he writes, “wants the unconditional and understands
only what is tyrannical, in morals, too” (BGE, 46). One of the most
important features of “the herd” is that its need for obedience has
been cultivated for so long that “it may fairly be assumed that . . . it is
now innate in the average person, as a kind of formal conscience that
commands: ‘thou shalt unconditionally do something, uncondition-
ally not do something else,” in short, ‘thou shalt’” (BGE, 199).
Nietzsche rejects morality at least partly on account of a characteristic
that it shares with many other codes of conduct that may not be mor-
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al in the specific sense discussed in the Genealogy. This characteristic is
its avowed aim to be unconditional and universal and to apply equally
to all human beings on the basis of reasons provided by some features
in which we all essentially share. This makes his position even more
radical than it may sometimes appear to be, for it shows that it is di-
rected not only against a morality that is in one way or another based
upon belief in God but also against any system of conduct that de-
mands unqualified loyalty and obedience of its adherents.

Yet Nietzsche accompanies his rejection of moral and other uni-
versalistic codes with a strange idea that has not yet received, so far as [
know, the attention it deserves. Exemplifying the very attitude that
prompts him to reject unconditional codes, Nietzsche does not reject
them unconditionally. His demand is only that philosophers, and not
all people, “take their stand beyond good and evil and leave the illu-
sion of moral judgment beneath them” (77, VII, 1). And, with a twist
that gives his view a double irony, he writes, “Beyond good and evil—
but we demand that herd morality should be held sacred uncondition-
ally” (WP 132). He claims explicitly: “I have declared war on the ane-
mic Christian ideal (together with what is closely related to it), not
with the aim of destroying it but only of putting an end to its tyranny
and clearing the way for new ideals, for more robust ideals” (WP 361).
In this sense at Jeast it is clear that Nietzsche does not want to elimi-
nate the codes of conduct he rejects and replace them with another,
which, though perhaps “better” in some vague way, will be equally
binding (cf. 4, 57). He does not even reject codes of conduct as such;
as he writes, “The ideals of the herd should rule in the herd” (WR
287). But he also expects his nobles to obey rules and principles, for
example the “principle that one has duties only to one’s peers” (BGE,
260). He rejects only unconditional codes, that is, codes that are im-
posed not only on those for whom they are suited but on everyone
else as well: “Decadence itself is nothing to be fought: it is absolutely
necessary and belongs to every age and every people. What should be
fought rigorously is the contagion of the healthy parts of the organ-
ism. Is this being done? The opposize is being done” (WP 41). He actu-
ally thinks that from one point of view traditional morality is not
only necessary but desirable: it produces exactly what it fights:

We others, we immoralists . . . make it a point of honor to be af
firmers. More and more our eyes have opened to that economy
which needs and knows how to utilize all that the holy witlessness
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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 dis-
gusting species of the prigs, the priests, the virtuous. What advan-
tage? But we ourselves, we immoralists, are the answer. (77, V, 6)

Nietzsche, therefore, does not advocate and does not even foresee a
radical change in the lives of most people. The last thing he is is a so-
cial reformer or revolutionary.

But perhaps, one might suggest, a time could come when some se-
lect people will realize that they need not be bound by the same rules
that govern the rest of the world. Perhaps these are the people for
whom Nietzsche is writing and for whom he is setting out the princi-
ples they will then need to follow. After all, as early as the second of
his Untimely Meditations Nietzsche had written that “the goal of hu-
manity cannot lie in its end but only i its highest exemplars,” by
which he meant the great individual figures of history (UM, 11, 9). Lat-
er he writes, “Today the individual still has to be made possible” (77,
IX, 41), while in The Will to Power he notes, “My idea: goals are lack-
ing and these must be individuals” (WB 269). Perhaps, then,
Nietzsche’s positive morality is not addressed to everyone. Perhaps it
consists only in a code of conduct by which a select few can become,
and come to be recognized as, “higher” human beings, creators of
their own values, true individuals.

- But the moment we describe Nietzsche’s project in these terms, it
becomes obvious that this interpretation cannot possibly be correct.
To try to follow rules and principles in order to become able to create
ore’s own values is to find oneself in Wotan’s predicament, when he
exclaims in the second act of Wagner’s Die Walkiire, “What good is
my own will to me? I cannot will a being that is free.” A true individ-
udl is precisely one who is different from the rest of the world, and
there is no formula, no set of rules, no code of conduct that can possi-
bly capture in informative terms what it is to be like that. There are
n¢ principles that we can follow in order to become, as Nietzsche
wants us to become, unique. On the contrary, it is by breaking rules
that such a goal, if it is indeed a goal at all, can ever be reached. And it
is as impossible to specify in advance the rules that must be broken for
the process to succeed as it is, say, to specify in advance the conven-
tiens that must be violated for a new and innovative genre in music or
literature to be established. The very notion of the individual makes it
impossible to say in informative terms how one can ever become that.
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The best that can be expected in this regard is a set of vague and banal
guidelines, statements like, “Use all your abilities and deny none, for
any denial will be guided by the values that rule your world, whether
you want to or not, and so you will fail to be different after all”—state-
ments of which Nietzsche’s writing is full (though in more elegant
versions). We can also, of course, expect examples of such successful
characters; these too we can find throughout his work. But again such
examples are singularly unhelpful: they are seldom detailed, and they
can never be generalized. It is of little use, for instance, to be told that
Cesare Borgia, to whom Nietzsche refers without supplying many de-
tails, can show us what it is to be “the beast of prey and the man of
prey” (BGE, 197), or that Napoleon is a “synthesis of the inhuman
and superbuman” (GM, 1, 16). None of Nietzsche’s examples shows
how one can become like the individuals he admires, and it is not even
clear that this is their intent.

Consider now a passage from Daybreak, entitled “To deploy one’s
weaknesses as an artist.” Nietzsche writes here that no one can ever be
without some shortcomings. What is important, he continues, is to
have sufficient “artistic power” to set such shortcomings off against
one’s strengths and virtues and make each need the other. This, he
writes by way of an example, is “the power possessed in so exception-
al a degree by the great composers.” In Beethoven’s music, he notes,
there often is “a coarse, obstinate, impatient tone,” in Mozart’s “a jo-
viality of humble fellows who have to be content with little,” in Wag-
ner’s “a convulsive and importunate recklessness.” But just at the
point where these features are about to overwhelm the music, the vir-
tues of these composers reassert themselves: “By means of their weak-
nesses they have all produced in us a ravenous hunger for their virtues
and a ten times more sensitive palate for every drop of musical spirit,
musical beauty, musical goodness” (D, 218).

In each of these cases a different weakness (“evil”) is combined
with a different strength (“good”), and their combination accounts
for the music’s greatness. This passage embodies the second of the
three interpretations of Nietzsche’s attitude toward the unity of good
and evil already discussed: it sees each as necessary for the other. But
its main importance consists in the fact that its point is general and un-
restricted. Nietzsche uses music as an example and as the basis for gen-
eralizing his view to all of life. He still persists in drawing his models
from art and not from nature.
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- The characters Nietzsche admires and the achievements he hon-
¢rs, as we have already noted more than once, are overwhelmingly lit-
erary and artistic. At one point he praises the “great Europeans” of his
century. Surprisingly, in view of the fact that ke takes their achieve-
ment to have been the paving of the way toward a unified Europe,
these are not politicians or statesmen but figures like Goethe,
Beethoven, Stendhal, Heine, Schopenhauer, Wagner, Balzac—and of
course Napoleon, who seems to be the only obvious choice, until we
rzad that like all the others, he too was “steeped in world literature”!
Nietzsche insists that their literary dimension was the sole reason
why these figures became “great discoverers in the realm of the sub-
lime, also of the ugly and the gruesome” (BGE, 256). Elsewhere,
Nietzsche quotes approvingly Taine’s description of Napoleon as an
artist, as “the posthumous brother of Dante and Michelangelo,” and
underscores that connection himself (WB 1018). When he writes that
in the greatest human beings we find the most powerfully conflicting
instincts under control, his example is none other than Shakespeare—
that is to say, Shakespeare’s plays (WB 966). Even when he praises
Julius Caesar as the “most beautiful type” of the character that con-
tains “inexorable and fearful instincts that provoke the maximum of
aathority and discipline among themselves” (77, IX, 39), we must not
assume without question that he is thinking of Caesar as a historical
figure. Rather, we must recall that he writes, “When I seek my ulti-
mate formula for Shakespeare, I only find this: he conceived of the
tvpe of Caesar” (EH, 11, 4), who therefore turns out to be himself a lit-
erary character.

To be beyond good and evil is to combine all of one’s features and
qualities, whatever their traditional moral value, into a controlled and
coherent whole. Nietzsche’s conception is as always modeled on his
view of literature and the arts. He is so taken by this model that he
even turns historical figures into literary characters so that he can at-
tribute to them the unity that he finds essential for greatness. And he
is perfectly aware of his dependence: “The phenomenon ‘artist’ is the
most transparent:—to see through it to the basic instincts of power,
nature, etc.! Also those of religion and morality!” (WE 797). “An anti-
metaphysical view of the world—yes, but an artistic one” (WE 1048).
Nietzsche also knows which particular features of his model he wants
te project onto life in general. Among them is the fact that great
artworks, though they always have great effects and influence, are not
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justified through them; in some way they provide their own justifica-
tion—or at least so it is often thought. Similarly, Nietzsche’s choice in-
dividuals have this characteristic in an even more extreme form: “One
misunderstands great human beings if one views them from the miser-
able perspective of some public use. That one cannot put them to any
use, that in itself may belong to greatness” (77, IX, 50). In fact the rela-
tionship between greatness and influence is much more complicated
than Nietzsche seems to think in this context. Though greatness and
influence do not come to the same thing, there is a much closer con-
nection between great artworks, and great individuals, and their far-
ranging effects than Nietzsche’s statement suggests. Still, the central
idea on which this parallel depends is suggestive and important, and
so is the question of complexity, which is anotker feature of his model
Nietzsche projects onto life. Artists, he writes, are combinations of
drives that are conflicting and controlled; they are also “buffoon and
god side by side; saint and canaille” (WE 816). This is also true of the
composers he discusses in section 218 of Daybreak, and it constitutes
the tension that underlies some of the greatest artworks. This tension,
I think, provides the basis for Nietzsche’s admiration of his chosen
figures. And it is no accident that he finds this combination in philos-
ophers as well: “To live alone one must be a beast or a god, says Aris-
totle. Leaving out the third case: one must be both—a philosopher”
(T 1, 3).

We can now see that the reason that Nietzsche’s positive ethical
views, when stated explicitly, are bound to be banal and vague is pro-
vided precisely by his artistic model: “The most powerful people, the
creators, would have to be the most evil, inasmuch as they carry their
ideal against the ideals of other people and remake them in their own
image. Evil here means: hard, painful, enforced” (WB 1026). Just as
there is no general characterization of what constitutes a great artist
or a great work of art, so there can be no general and informative ac-
count of how such “hardness” is to be manifested. The pain and force
that each particular case involves depend on the constantly changing
ideals and values they are used to combat, and on the necessarily pro-
visional ideals they establish instead.

If we interpret Nietzsche’s demand to take our position beyond
good and evil in connection with his desire that we become “the poets
of our life” (GS, 299), we can explain why we can associate no substan-
tive ethical views with his slogan. Recalling our earlier discussion of
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literary characters, we can see that weaknesses must be combined
with strengths in such a way that neither can be what it is without the
other. No feature, no character trait, is a weakness, a liability, or an
evil in itself; none is in itself a strength, a virtue, or a good. Given his
general view that the character of everything is given only through its
constantly changing interrelations, Nietzsche can now argue that
traits of character and actions can be evaluated only in light of their
contribution to a complete person, a complete life, or, as he would
doubtless prefer to put it himself, a complete work (cf. Z, 1V, 1, 20).
But just as there is no single type of great artist or artwork, there
also is no type of life that is in itself to be commended or damned.
Nietzsche cannot therefore have a general view of conduct that can
apply to everyone and also be specific and interesting.

In a famous passage of Remembrance of Things Past the author
Bergotte goes to see one of his favorite paintings, Vermeer’s View of
Delft. In the painting, Proust writes, there was “a little patch of yellow
wall . .. which was so well painted that it was, if one looked at it by
itself, like some priceless specimen of Chinese art, of a beauty that was
sufficient in itself . . . ‘precious in itself.” ” Nietzsche, I think, would
deny that this is possible; he would argue that nothing, either within
an artwork or in any other context, could ever be precious in itself.
He would doubtless prefer the view of the narrator, who at one point
writes of “those finished works of art in which there is not one touch
that is isolated, in which every part in turn receives from the rest a jus-
tifization which it confers on them in turn.”?® The yellow patch of
wall, radiant within Vermeer’s controlled and understated palette,
would be hardly noticeable in a field of wheat painted by Van Gogh
and positively garish in one of Morandi’s overwhelmingly muted
compositions. The “joviality of humble fellows that have to be con-
tent with little,” which is a weakness in the music of Mozart, can be a
strength in a composer of somber, serious, and controlled music.

“ There is no general set of considerations that can determine in ad-
vance what can and cannot, what must and must not be part of a great
artwork or, according to Nietzsche, part of a life of value and impor-
tance. New art movements are often successful precisely because they
shew that what the tradition, explicitly or implicitly, had excluded
from art can become the source and matter of a new genre.?! The same
design, the same theme, the same narrative mode, the same sort of
transition can account for the greatness of one work and also justify
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the rejection of another. Nietzsche generalizes the relatively uncon-
troversial point that no artistic feature is in itself either beautiful or
ugly to the radical view that no actions and character traits, unless
they are described in a question-begging way, can be in themselves
good or evil. He insists that their quality is the product of interpreta-
tion. It depends on the contribution they are taken to make to a
whole that consists of more such features that are equally devoid of
value in themselves but that are construed as parts of a single complex
on account of which one can be grateful, or horrified—or both.

What, then, apart form this controversial but vague message does
Nietzsche have to offer? Does he make any effort to fill out his general
framework and to give some detail to the very abstract type of charac-
ter he consistently, but unhelpfully, praises? Is it because he is unable
to present positive views of his own, or is it because he holds some
particular principle against such views in general that he does not sup-
ply a single carefully drawn description of the type of person he ad-
mires and commends?

The answer is that it is because of neither. The fault has been ours.
We have been looking for Nietzsche’s positive views in the wrong
place, or, more correctly, in the wrong dimension. Nietzsche does not
describe his ideal character, but he still does produce a perfect instance
of it. The immensely specific detail in which this character is present-
ed answers the charge of vagueness, constitutes in itself an implicit
commendation of that character, and at the same time constitutes an
obstacle to its being a general model that should, or that even could,
be followed by others.

Nietzsche’s presentation of this character is perfectly consistent
with his perspectivism, which does not forbid that views be devel-
oped and accepted but which dictates that they always be presented as
views of one’s own. His manner of remaining perspectivist on this
issue is a special case of his general solution to the problem of perspec-
tivism, which I discussed in this book’s first chapter. We have now
come full circle. Nietzsche’s highly specific, very novel, and perfectly
coherent portrait is, in two senses, inherently his own. It thus avoids
all four problems his views generate under more traditional interpre-
tations.

Who, then, is this character? Where and how does Nietzsche pre-
sent him? It is, to begin with, a character with a number of weak-
nesses, physical and intellectual, many of which have already been dis-
cussed before and on whose basis he has been severely criticized. But
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though physically infirm, “in the midst of the torments that go with
an uninterrupted three-day migraine, accompanied by laborious vom-
iting of phlegm,” he still possessed “a dialectician’s clarity par excel-
lexce and thought through with very cold blood matters for which
under healthier circumstances” he would not have been “mountain-
climber. . . subtle . . . cold enough” (EH, I, 1). And just like the charac-
ters Nietzsche praises, this one too “exploits bad accidents to his ad-
vantage; what does not kill him makes him stronger. Instinctively he
collects from everything he sees, hears, lives through, Ais sum . . . he
honors by choosing, by admitting, by trusting” (EH, 1, 2).

~ Intellectually unable to engage in long, sustained argument, he
mekes up for this shortcoming by returning to the same issues again
and again in his writings. Aware that none of his single, short discus-
sions could ever resolve the problems that concern him, he prefers to
approach these problems from as many points of view as possible, and
heeven constructs a “theory of knowledge” that underwrites his prac-
tice. He thus creates one of his greatest strengths out of one of his cen-
tral weaknesses: “I approach deep problems like cold baths: quick
into them and quickly out again. That one does not get to the depths
that way, not deep enough down, is the superstition of those afraid of
the water, the enemies of cold water; they speak without experience.
The freezing water makes one swift” (GS, 381).

Trained in philology but having become deeply dissatisfied with
it, he abandons that field but continues to apply its interpretive meth-
ods to the new questions that now come to occupy him. In this way
he exploits and redeems what might otherwise have been simply a
wrong and regrettable choice. Cruel and heartless, neither protective
nor respectful of the sensibilities of others, he can still truthfully say
of himself, “I never attack persons; I merely avail myself of a person as
a strong magnifying glass that allows us to make visible a general but
creeping calamity” (EH, I, 7). Disdainful and contemptuous of the val-
ues and lives of most people, he can nevertheless insist with no self-
deception, “To this day, I still have the same affability for everyone; I
even treat with special respect those who are lowliest” (EH, 1, 6). He
has offended and hurt many and will doubtless continue to do so in
the future. But he never, or at least no more than most of us, hurt his
family and friends, or any other individual. He himself attacks and sav-
ages as he urges it be done by others: not by fighting but by writing.

- He believes in general terms, though he also justifies his belief by
means of his view that everything is interrelated with everything else,
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that people must exploit absolutely everything that happens to them
in order to accomplish something that is truly their own. And he
writes that “given the way I am, strong enough to turn even what is
most questionable and dangerous to my advantage and thus to be-
come stronger, I call Wagner the great benefactor of my life” (EH, I,
6). From the obscure and overwritten language of The Birth of Tragedy
he moves to the spare and clear prose of Beyond Good and Evil and
knows that the latter was made possible only through the former. En-
vious of Socrates and of his position in the history of thought, he at-
tacks him throughout his writings, though he knows that in doing so
he is endowing his enemy with yet another dimension, and that he is
therefore giving Socrates his greatest gift, which is to make him still
more important and influential than he has already been, and the sub-
ject of even more writing than before. In the process he also succeeds,
working out the consequences of his own will to power, in becoming
the subject of more writing himself.

Having claimed that there is no objective truth about the world,
and having argued that this world is the joint product of external
causes and human interpretation, neither thing-in-itself nor inven-
tion, he devotes himself to fashioning a way of life that is part of such
a world and acknowledges it for what it is (WB 585A). He develops
the idea of the eternal recurrence and praises those rare people who
accept the world just as it is and who would want it to return just as it
has been, if it ever could return:

The first question is by no means whether we are content with our-
selves, but whether we are content with anything at all. If we afhrm
one single moment, we thus affirm not only ourselves but all exis-
tence. For nothing is self-sufficient, neither in us ourselves nor in
things; and if our soul has trembled with happiness and sounded like
a harpstring just once, all eternity was needed to produce this one

event—and in this single moment of affirmation all eternity was
called good, redeemed, justified, and affirmed. (WB, 1032)

And now, despite the misery, the poverty, the sickness, the ridicule,
and the lack of recognition that have accompanied him throughout,
he can ask, “How could I fail to be grateful to my whole life?” (EH,
Epigraph).

Nietzsche’s texts therefore do not describe but, in exquisitely
elaborate detail, exemplify the perfect instance of his ideal character.
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And this character is none other than the character these very texts
constitute: Nietzsche himself. He writes that the will to power, the
tendency to rearrange everything with which one is confronted and
to stamp one’s own impress upon what is to come, is the fundamental
d-ive in life. Perhaps he was wrong about this, or perhaps, as is more
likely, this may simply have been his own most insistent ambition.
But whether he was right or wrong, by writing this he succeeded in re-
irterpreting much of the history of his world and in securing his own
place within it.

None of this is to say that Nietzsche avoids or escapes from theo-
retical or philosophical thought, that he has no positive views of his
own, that we should read him as an “artist” rather than as a “philos-
opher,” or that he has accomplished something that, as he himself
may sometimes have thought, had never been accomplished before.
But along with figures like Plato’s Socrates and Kierkegaard, he both
engaged in philosophical thought and, for his own reasons, mistrusted
it. His texts yield not only philosophical views but also a view of what
it is to be engaged in giving philosophical views. This one view among
many possible others is deeply ambivalent and gives Nietzsche him-
self a deeply equivocal position in the history of this tradition.

The character exemplified in Nietzsche’s writing is so specific and
idiosyncratic that all attempts to imitate it have so far produced only
caricatures. His explicit ethical views permit much that is objection-
able, obnoxious, and even dangerous, at least partly because they are
vague, general, and schematic. Like a handbook for producing great
literature, his advice can be followed to the letter and result not sim-
ply in a mediocrity but in an actual monstrosity. Unlike all other
handbooks, however, his own is itself a magnificent literary and
philosophical work. If we accept his view about actions and turn our
attention not only to what is said in his texts but also to who it is who
savs it, the picture he draws becomes specific, original, and, though
perhaps not always acceptable, deeply admirable.

The final consequence of the reading this book has attempted is
that it is not only Nietzsche’s model that is literary. In a serious sense
hit product is literary as well. Nietzsche created a character out of
himself. “Fortunately,” he writes, “for the great majority books are
mere literature” (4, 44); for him they are life itself.22 As he thought
Goethe had done, he too created himself. His great innovation was to
accomplish this end by saying that to create oneself is the most impor-
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tant goal in life, by saying in effect that this was just what he was
doing. His passion for self-reference combines with his urge for self-
fashioning to make him the first modernist at the same time that he is
the last romantic. The content of his works, however, remains a set of
philosophical views: the literary character who is their product is still
a philosopher who has made of these views a way of life and who
urges others to make a way of life out of views of their own—views
which, consistently with his persectivism, he cannot and will not sup-
ply for them.

Nietzsche wanted to be, and was, the Plato of his own Socrates. In
praising people and deeds who are beyond good and evil he has man-
aged to situate himself beyond moral evaluation as well, in that the
question of his importance has become more pressing than the ques-
tion of his goodness. His own cruelty, his attacks on many of our
ideas and values, on our habits and sensibilities, are not reasons why
we should turn away from him. On the contrary, they are reasons
why we should continue to read him and why we should admire him
even as we disagree with him. In engaging with his works, we are not
engaging with the miserable little man who wrote them but with the
philosopher who emerges through them, the magnificent character
these texts constitute and manifest, the agent who, as the will to power
holds, is nothing but his effects—that is, his writings. Always his own
best reader as well as his own author, Nietzsche knew this, too: “The
‘work,” whether of the artist or of the philosopher, invents the person
who has created it, who is supposed to have created it: ‘the great,’” as
they are venerated, are subsequent pieces of wretched minor fiction”
(BGE, 269).

Nature has therefore not turned against itself; Nietzsche has suc-
ceeded in writing himself into history. But as he also knew, this is not
a task one can ever accomplish alone: every text is at the mercy of its
readers. And just as Nietzsche’s texts are ever at their readers’ mercy,
so too Is this one. The reading suggested here has aimed to show that
Nietzsche was right to take this risk. And of course in so doing it has
taken the same risk, though on a lesser scale, itself. But if this reading
even provokes a refutation, then Nietzsche will have acquired one
more reader, and one more reading. And, so long as Nietzsche’s writ-
ing is being read, the question whether truth is created or discovered
will continue to receive the essentially equivocal answer presupposed,
as I have argued here, by his very effort to turn his life into literature.
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TEXTS AND
TRANSLATIONS

For Nietzsche’s texts I have relied on Werke: Kritische
Gesamtansgabe (KGW), ed. Giorgio Colli and Mazzino Montinari, 30
vols. (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1967-1978). In a few instances I have made
use of the earlier Gesamtausgabe in Grossoktav (to which I refer by
volume number), edited by various editors under the general direc-
tion of Elizabeth Forster-Nietzsche, 2nd ed., 20 vols. (Leipzig: Nau-
mann, later Kréner, 1901-1926). Other texts of Nietzsche to which I
refer in detail, along with the translations on which I generally de-
pend but which I have occasionally emended, follow.

The Antichrist (A), trans. Walter Kaufmann, in The Portable Nietzsche,
ed. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Viking Press, 1954)

Beyond Good and Evil (BGE), trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York:
Vintage Press, 1966)

The Birth of Tragedy (BT), trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Vin-
tzge Press, 1966)

The Case of Wagner (CW), trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Vin-
tzge Press, 1966)

Daybreak (D), trans. R. J. Hollingdale (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1982)

Ecce Homo (EH), trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Vintage Press,
1968)

The Gay Science (GS), trans. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Vintage
Press, 1974)

On :he Genealogy of Morals (GM), trans. Walter Kaufmann and R. J.
Hollingdale (New York: Vintage Press, 1968)
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Human, All-Too-Human (HH) trans. Helen Zimmern and Paul V.
Kohn, in The Complete Works of Friedrich Nietzsche, ed. Oscar Levy,
18 vols. (New York: Macmillan, 1909-1911); I have provided my
own versions

Mixed Opinions and Maxims (MOM), in HH, vol. 2, trans. Paul V.
Kohn; I have provided my own versions

Nietzsche Contra Wagner (NCW), trans. Walter Kaufmann, in The
Portable Nietzsche

Philosophy in the Tragic Age of the Greeks (PTG), trans. Marianne
Cowan (Chicago: Henry Regnery, 1962)

Thus Spoke Zarathustra (Z), trans. Walter Kaufmann, in The Portable
Nietzsche

Twilight of the Idols (T1), trans. Walter Kaufmann, in The Portable
Nietzsche

Untimely Meditations (UM), trans. R. J. Hollingdale (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1983)

The Wanderer and His Shadow (WS), in HH, vol. 2, trans. Paul V.
Kohn; I have provided my own versions

The Will to Power (WP), trans. Walter Kaufmann and R. J. Hollingdale
(New York: Vintage Press, 1968)

I have also relied on the text of On Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral Sense,
trans. Daniel Brazeale, in Philosophy and Truth: Selections from
Nietzsche’s Notebooks of the Early 1870s (Atlantic Highlands, N.J.: Hu-
manities Press, 1979), which is not explicitly cited.
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! The Most Multifarious Art of Style

1. Amélie Oksenberg Rorty has discussed the importance of style in the classifica-
tion of some writings as philosophical and in the exclusion of others from the genre
in “Experiments in Philosophic Genre: Descartes’ Meditations,” Critical Inquiry, 9
(1983), 545-564.

2. Stefan George, “Nietzsche,” which is included in Walter Kaufmann, Tiwenty
German Poets: A Bilingual Edition (New York: Random House, 1963). George’s verse
can be traced directly to Nietzsche’s “Attempt at a Self-Criticism,” his preface to the
second edition of The Birth of Tragedy (1886). A history of Nietzsche’s reception as a
poet in England and America can be found in Patrick Bridgwater, Nietzsche in Anglo-
saxozy (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1972).

3.T.S. Eliot, “Review of A. Wolf, The Philosophy of Nietzsche,” International Jour-
nal ¢f Ethics, 26 (1915-16), 426-427. The quotation appears on p. 426.

4. An extensive discussion of Nietzsche’s relation to the French moralists and of
the function of the aphorism in his writing can be found in Brendan Donnellan,
Nietzsche and the French Moralists (Bonn: Bouvier, 1982). Donnellan, quite appropri-
ately, concentrates on Nietzsche’s middle-period works.

5. Nietzsche himself discusses the aphorism in these terms in GM, Pref., 8, and in
GS, 381. In the latter passage, however, his discussion is not confined specifically to
that form; his interest is in his style in general.

6. Crane Brinton, Nietzsche (New York: Harper and Row, 1965), p. 167. Even
John Burt Foster’s recent Heirs to Dionysus: A Nietzschean Current in Literary Mod-
ernisn (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1981), a book that is in many re-
specls very sensitive to Nietzsche’s writing, persists in referring to 4/l sections of
Nietzsche’s works as “aphorisms”; see for example pp. xi, 438, n. 11.

7. Walter Kaufmann, Nietzsche: Philosopher, Psychologist, Antichrist (Princeton,
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1974), p. 72. All further references to this work in
this chapter will be made parenthetically in the text.

8. Sarah Kofman, Nietzsche et la métaphore (Paris: Payot, 1972), pp. 163-164. Fur-
ther references to this work in this chapter will be given parenthetically in the text.

i
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9. Martin Heidegger, Nietzsche, trans. David Farrell Krell (New York: Harper and
Row, 1979), 1, 9.

10. Heidegger, Nietzsche, p. 7. Mazzino Montinari, in Nietzsche Lesen (Berlin: de
Gruyter, 1982), pp. 92-120, has undermined the philological grounds of Heidegger’s
claim. The Will to Power, however, still remains an important source not only for
Nietzsche’s own thought but also for its reception in the first eighty years after his
death. See also Heidegger, Nietzsche, trans. Frank A. Capuzzi (New York: Harper and
Row, 1982), IV, 11-12.

11. Jacques Derrida, Spurs: Nietzsche’s Styles, trans. Barbara Harlow (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1979), p. 125.

12. Derrida, Spurs, p. 133. For a related view see Maurice Blanchot, “Nietzsche et
Iécriture fragmentaire,” in his book L’Entretien infini (Paris: Gallimard, 1969), pp.
227-255.

13. Derrida may, however, be imposing unusually strict conditions on what is to
count as an acceptable interpretation. He writes, for example, that there is no “infalli-
ble” way of knowing on what occasion Nietzsche’s sentence was composed, and con-
tinues, “We will never know for sure what Nietzsche wanted to say or do when he
noted these words” (Spurs, p. 123; his emphasis). He does not defend his assumption
that infallibility and certainty are necessary if interpretation is to be possible.

14. Arthur C. Danto, Nietzsche as Philosopher (New York: Macmillan, 1965), p. 19.

15. For a discussion of this feature of The Birth of Tragedy, see Paul de Man, Allego-
ries of Reading (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1979), pp. 85-87. Even more tra-
ditional in form than The Birth of Tragedy is Nietzsche’s Philosophy in the Tragic Age of
the Greeks, written at about the same time, but never finished and published posthu-
mously.

16. Gary Shapiro, “The Rhetoric of Nietzsche’s Zarathustra,” in Berel Lang, ed.,
Philosophical Style (Chicago: Nelson Hall, 1980), pp. 347-385, offers a reading of this
work that is organized along the rhetorical lines suggested in Hayden White’s Metabis-
tory (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973). Though Shapiro’s argument
is not finally convincing, it suggests that the investigation of the complex structure of
Zarathustra can still yield important results.

17. Walter Kaufmann (Nietzsche, p. 92) argues that On the Genealogy of Morals is
Nietzsche’s most highly organized work; see also his introduction to his translation
of the work. However, a much more complicated, tight, and articulate structure has
been proposed by Maudemarie Clark in her dissertation “Nietzsche’s Attack on Mo-
rality” (University of Wisconsin, 1977).

18. Karl Jaspers, Nietzsche: An Introduction to the Understanding of His Philosophical
Activity(Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1965), p. 10.

19. That an artist exhausts a particular genre, incidentally, need in no way be taken
as a negative feature; this suggests that the paraphrase I have given does not constitute
the “literal” content of Nietzsche’s hyperbolic statement about Euripides. Consider,
for example, Shaw’s “Mozart’s Finality”: “Many Mozart worshippers cannot bear to
be told that their hero was not the founder of a dynasty. But in art the highest success
is to be the last of your race, not the first. Anybody, almost, can make a beginning: the
difficulty is to make an end—to do what cannot be bettered.” The essay is reprinted
in Dan H. Laurence, ed., Shaw’ Music (New York: Dodd, Mead and Co., 1981), 11,
478-484. The quotation comes from pp. 479-480.
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2). Werner J. Dannhauser, Nietzsche’s View of Socrates (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell Uni-
vertity Press, 1974), p. 272. Dannhauser, however, qualifies his view in regard to
Nietzsche’s middle works, in which, as he points out, Socrates is given a much more
syrt.pathetic treatment. An extensive chronological and systematic treatment of
Nietzsche’s relation to Socrates can be found in Hermann Josef Schmidt, Nietzsche
und Sokrates (Meisenheim: Anton Hain, 1969).

21. It may be objected to this claim that, in fact, if the same idea is presented in a
vartety of styles, it may well appear that this idea can be presented in any style, that it
is thus independent of style, and that it is therefore absolutely true. But it seems to me
that we cannot easily describe Nietzsche’s various writings as each presenting the
samsz idea in a different mode. Though there are naturally connections and repeti-
tions, each work makes it own contribution to Nietzsche’s literary and philosophical
production. If a single object does emerge out of Nietzsche’s writings, this is the figure
of their author, which emerges from all these texts together.

22, Arthur C. Danto, The Transfiguration of the Commonplace (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1981), pp. 197, 207.

25. Brigid Brophy, Mozart the Dramatist (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World,
1964), p. 22.

|

2. Untruth as a Condition of Life

1. Eventually this process may have exactly the opposite result. The Christian em-
phatis on the virtue of truthfulness, for example, essential as it was to Christian mo-
rality, has finally enabled people to see the falsehood that is involved, according to
Nietzsche, in the belief in God. The same morality has now turned on itself and been
forced to recognize, through the very means it has itself cultivated, its own deceptive-
ness: it is in the process, as Nietzsche puts it, of overcoming itself. This is discussed in,
among other places, GS, 357 and GM, IlI, 27; and it forms part of the concerns of
Chapter 4.

2. It could, of course, be objected that Nietzsche thinks that such judgments are
falseonly if truth is construed as correspondence to reality. This is the essential step in
the gragmatist effort to reconcile Nietzsche’s attack on truth (construed as correspon-
dencs) with his emphasis on it (construed as utility). But, as we shall see, grave diffi-
culties face this effort to attribute to Nietzsche a positive account of the nature of
trutk.

3. This view appears much more often than one might expect in Nietzsche and is
in fact essential to his approach; cf. W8 144, and also Nietzsche’s discussion of the
“morality of mores” in his middle works, particularly D, 9, 13, 14, 16, 18; HH, 1, 96;
MOM, 89. In GM, 11, 2, Nietzsche makes this point explicitly and himself refers to all
but ¢ne of the passages just cited; cf. also GM, 111, 9.

4. Nietzsche makes similar comments about Christianity in relation to art, philos-
ophy, and science in WB 464, 469. In GM, 111, 12, he claims that the sustained effort of
Christianity to depreciate the world, the senses, and the body has actually been very
valuable because it has taught people how perspectives can be reversed. In this way, he
writés, it has “prepared the intellect for its future ‘objectivity,” ” which he construes
as the ability to employ “a variety of perspectives and affective interpretations in the
service of knowledge.”
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5. Nietzsche seems to have reached his view by radicalizing a metaphor first intro-
duced into modern epistemology from the domain of painting by Leibniz. Leibniz
had argued that just as a city appears different to different observers situated at differ-
ent points of view, so the universe as a whole appears different to each monad. But he
also believed that both the city and the universe possess their characteristics in them-
selves, independently of all observation; though distinct from one another, the ob-
jects the different monads perceive are but “perspectives on a single universe” (Mona-
dology, sec. 57; cf. sec. 58, and Theodicy, secs. 147, 357). The real nature of the world,
which is beyond all perspective, could be described neutrally if we knew our position
and the laws, as it were, of metaphysical projection. Nietzsche extended the meta-
phor in serious ways. He adopted the term perspectivism from Die wirkliche und die
scheinbare Welt (1882), a work by his one-time colleague at Basel, Gustav Teichmiiller,
for whose chair in philosophy Nietzsche unsuccessfully applied when Teichmiiller
resigned (see Ronald Hayman, Nietzsche: A Critical Life, New York: Oxford University
Press, 1980, p. 137). Nietzsche then used the term to refer to the view that there is
nothing apart from such perspectives and that the idea of the world as it is in itself is a
fiction: “As if a world would still remain after one had deducted the perspective!”
(WB 567). I have discussed a number of issues connected with the epistemology of
perspectivism in “Immanent and Transcendent Perspectivism in Nietzsche,” Nietz-
sche-Studien, 12 (1983), 473-490,

6. See Richard Rorty, “The World Well Lost,” in Consequences of Pragmatism
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982), pp. 3-18; Nelson Goodman,
“The Way the World Is,” in Problems and Projects (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1972),
pp. 24-32; and Hilary Putnam, “Reflections on Goodman’s Ways of Worldmaking,”
Journal of Philosophy, 76 (1979), 603-618.

7. Nietzsche’s simultaneous suspiciousness of and reliance on cognitive terms is
well discussed in the opening chapter of John Wilcox, Truth and Value in Nietzsche
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1974), to whose discussion I am generally
indebted.

8. This argument is made in detail in my article “The Postulated Author: Critical
Monism as a Regulative Ideal,” Critical Inguiry, 8 (1981), 131-149.

9. More on this point can be found in my “Immanent and Transcendent Perspec-
tivism in Nietzsche,” pp. 477-486.

10. This view was originally and forcefully presented by Arthur C. Danto, Nietz-
sche as Philosopher (New York: Macmillan, 1965), chap. 3. Further references to this
work in this chapter will be made parenthetically in the text. This view has been ac-
cepted, in various versions, by many other authors, including Daniel Brazeale, Philos-
ophy and Truth: Selections from Nietzsche’s Notebooks from the Early 1870% (New Jer-
sey: Humanities Press, 1979), pp. xxxi-xxxviii; Ruediger Hermann Grimm,
“Circularity and Self-Reference in Nietzsche,” Metaphilosophy, 10 (1979), 289-305;
and Wilcox, Truth and Value in Nietzsche.

11. Mary Warnock, “Nietzsche’s Theory of Truth,” in Malcolm Pasley, ed., Nietz-
sche: Imagery and Thought (London: Methuen, 1978), pp. 33-63, argues that these two
views of truth create a serious conflict in Nietzsche’s approach. More recently Rich-
ard Schacht, Nietzsche (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1983), chap. 2, has tried
to attribute both a correspondence and a pragmatist theory of truth to Nietzsche by
distinguishing the domains to which each is intended to apply.
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12. Danto, Nietzsche as Philosopber, pp. 86-87, discusses this idea in some detail.

13. This view is held by Grimm,; see “Circularity and Self-Reference,” p. 297.

14, Ernst Gombrich, Art and llusion (New York: Pantheon, 1961), p. 63.

15. See the title essay in Gombrich’s Meditations on a Hobby-Horse (London: Phai-

don Press, 1963), pp. 1-11.
16. Quoted in Douglas Cooper, The Cubist Epoch{London: Phaidon Press, 1970), p.
33.
17. Sarah Kofman, Nietzsche et la métaphore (Paris: Payot, 1972), p. 187. Further re-
ferences to this work in this chapter will be made parenthetically in the text.

;8. I argue for this claim in “The Postulated Author,” as well as in my “Writer,
Test, Work, Author,” in Anthony J. Cascardi, ed., Literature and the Question of
Pbhilosophy (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987).

19. Wayne Booth, Critical Understanding: The Powers and Limits of Pluralism (Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1979), pp. 168-169.

20. Grimm, for example, in “Circularity and Self-Reference,” argues that
Nietzsche’s view is refutable. Connecting it with his alleged pragmatism, Grimm
concludes that “insofar as such a refutation . . . proved to be more useful, Nietzsche
would prefer it to his own scheme” (p. 300). In a general discussion of perspectivism,
Richard Rorty, who also thinks that the view is self-refuting, restricts its scope in
oréer to avoid this problem and argues that perspectivist theories should be construed
so as to apply only to first-order, “real” theories about the world and not to theories
abeut such theories, like perspectivism itself. In this way the problem of self-
reference is avoided; cf. his “Pragmatism, Relativism, and Irrationalism” in Conse-
quences of Pragmatism, pp. 160~175. A ‘general discussion of problems of self-
ref;rence in Nietzsche can be found in Pierre Klossowski, Nietzsche et le cercle vicieux
(Paris: Mercure de France, 1969).

21. See Martin Heidegger, Nietzsche, trans. David Farrell Krell (New York: Harper
and Row, 1979), 1, 74.

‘3. A Thing Is the Sum of Its Effects

1. Walter Kaufmann, in Nietzsche: Philosopher, Psychologist, Antichrist (Princeton,
N..: Princeton University Press, 1974), chap. 6, argues that the will to power repre-
sents an empirical generalization. According to Kaufmann, Nietzsche observed hu-
man behavior and saw that much of it can be explained if we assume that it is motivated
by the quest for power. He then generalized this view to all human action and then to
animal behavior. Eventually, he applied it to the universe as a whole. Kaufmann finds
the psychological version of the view, at least in connection with human behavior,
deeply illuminating, but he rejects outright the broader, cosmological, version (pp.
204-207). However, Maudemarie Clark has shown that there are very serious prob-
lerns even with the psychological version, if we consider it as an empirical hypothesis
(“Nietzsche’s Doctrines of the Will to Power,” Nietzsche-Studien, 12, 1983, 458-468).
Her own view is that the will to power is a self-conscious “myth” (p. 461). A general
discussion of the will to power can be found in Wolfgang Miiller-Lauter, “Nietzsches
Lehre vom Willen zur Macht,” Nietzsche-Studien, 3 (1974), 1-60. The most extensive
treatment is in Heidegger’s two-volume Nietzsche (Pfullingen: Neske, 1961), parts of
which have now appeared in English.

!
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2. Martin Heidegger, Nietzsche, trans. David Farrell Krell (New York: Harper and
Row, 1979),1,7.

3. Kant had already expressed a view of matter as “moving power” in his Metaphy-
sische Anfangsgrunde der Naturwissenschaft, and had been influential in this respect in
Germany. Arthur C. Danto, Nietzsche as Philosopber (New York: Macmillan, 1975),
chap. 8, discusses this text and gives some appropriate quotations. Once again, how-
ever, the theory of matter and reality in general as power can ultimately be traced
back to Leibniz; cf. Monadology, secs. 61-62.

4. Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, trans. Wade Baskin (New
York: McGraw-Hill, 1959}, p. 120. Further references to this work in this chapter will
be given parenthetically in the text.

5. This view, along with its moral and psychological implications, appears often
in Nietzsche; cf. WE 293, 331, 333, 634; Z, IV, 19. It is discussed further in Chapter 5.

6. Similar statements can be found in WP 135, 136, 531, 568, as well as in GM, [,
13.

7. This view can also be found in WPB 473, 519, 532. A clear discussion is in Rich-
ard Schacht, Nietzsche (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1983), pp. 130-156.

8. See WP, 524: Consciousness “is only a means of communication: it is evolved
through social intercourse and with a view to the interests of social intercourse—*In-
tercourse’ here understood to include the influences of the outer world and the reac-
tions they compel on our side; also our effect upon the outer world.” It might be ob-
jected on Nietzsche’s behalf that one should take into account his view that only a
small part of our thinking is conscious (GS, 354; BGE, 3). Accordingly, this defense
would continue, though consciousness develops along with our concept of the exter-
nal world, the belief in the ego as “substance” may already be part of our uncon-
scious, “instinctive,” thinking. But Nietzsche, I think, construes instinctive thinking
and acting (which he considers not primitive forms that underlie action and thought
but sophisticated goals that must be pursued and mastered) as modes that specifically
preclude the conscious differentiation between subject and object, doer and deed; cf.
WP, 423; Z, 11, 5; BGE, 213, and my discussion, Chapter 6.

9. Once again Leibniz’s influence on Nietzsche is clear. Though of course Leibniz
denies that any substance can act directly upon any other, he does believe that no sub-
stance changes by itself. He writes, for example, that “every change affects them all”;
Discourse on Metaphysics, XV; cf. XIV.

10. I have made a case for this view in “Mythology: The Theory of Plot,” in John
Fisher, ed., Essays in Aesthetics: Perspectives on the Work of Monroe C. Beardsley (Phila-
delphia: Temple University Press, 1983), pp. 180-196. I apply the point to Nietzsche’s
case in Chapter 6.

11. Danto, Nietzsche as Philosopher, p. 219. Further references to this work in this
chapter will be given parenthetically in the text.

12. Jacques Derrida, “Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sci-
ences,” in his Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1978), pp. 280-281.

13. Jacques Derrida, “Signature Event Context,” in Margins of Philosophy, trans.
Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), p. 329. I discuss both inserted
passages from Nietzsche in Chapter 6.
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14. Michel Haar, “Nietzsche and Metaphysical Language,” in David Allison, ed.,
Tie New Nietzsche (New York: Dell, 1977), p. 6.

-15. Haar has pursued this question in his more recent article “La Critique nietz-
schéene de la subjectivité,” Nietzsche-Studien, 12 (1983), 80-110, esp. pp. 85-90.

~16. Nelson Goodman, “The Way the World Is,” in Problems and Projects (Indiana-
polis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1972), p. 24.

t17. L have italicized the sentence beginning, “Actually . ..”

18. Gilles Deleuze, Nietzsche and Philosophy, trans. Hugh Tomlinson (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1983), p. 6. Deleuze, however, believes that Nietzsche’s
thought ultimately involves a total emancipation from all traditional philosophical
citegories, and he seems to have influenced Haar in that regard.

19. It is a well-known fact that Nietzsche was hostile to Darwin and to what he
téok to be Darwin’s views (see, for example, BGE, 13, 14, 253; T, IX, 14; EH, 11, 1;
WP 684, 685). But in fact a proper understanding of Darwin shows some remarkable
parallels between his views and Nietzsche’s. These are only now becoming evident.
1t the passage quoted in the text we saw Nietzsche apply his general theory of devel-
opment to animal organs. Having stated that both the form and the meaning of every-
thing is “fluid,” he goes on to write: “The case is the same even within each individual
organism: with every real growth in the whole, the ‘meaning’ of the individual organs
also changes.” Now, a major problem for evolutionary biology has been to account
for the gradual evolution of organs that seem to have been useful only long after they
must have begun developing. As Stephen Jay Gould has written, this problem has
been resolved through the (inappropriately named) theory of pre-adaptation: “We
avoid the excellent question, what good is 5 percent of an eye? by arguing that the
possessor of such an incipient structure did not use it for sight,” but for some other
purpose instead (“The Problem of Perfection, or How Can a Clam Mount a Fish on
Its Rear End?” in his Ever Since Darwin, New York: Norton, 1977, p. 107). Gould
also writes that “the principle of pre-adaptation simply asserts that a structure can
change its function without changing its form as such” (p. 108). But though he states
his position in terms of structural continuity, his examples show that the structure
does not remain the same over time but changes along with changes in function. The
principle of pre-adaptation thus seems strikingly parallel to Nietzsche’s views. This
similarity is, in my opinion, only a small part of the connections between Nietzsche
atd Darwin, which should be studied systematically. These connections, however, do
not include the view that the Ubermensch represents a biological concept. It was in
fact this early misreading of the Ubermensch that caused Nietzsche to be generally sus-
picious of evolutionary thought.

4. Nature Against Something That Is Also Nature

- 1. Michel Foucault has given a careful treatment of Nietzsche’s vocabulary con-
cerning origin (Ursprung), descent (Herkunf?), and emergence (Entstehung) in his im-
portant essay “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” in his Language, Counter-Memory,
Practice, ed. with an introduction by Donald F. Bouchard (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell Uni-
vérsity Press, 1977), pp. 139-164, esp. pp. 140-152; further references to this work in
this chapter will be given parenthetically in the text. My only reservation about Fou-
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cault’s essay is that, perhaps inadvertently, it may give the impression that genealogy
is a discipline with independent rules and principles that determine the objects with
which it is concerned. In my own view, Nietzsche sees genealogy as a part of a larger
enterprise in which he joins Paul Rée and the figures he discusses in GM, I, 1-3. Nietz-
sche does not, as Foucault does (pp. 152 ff.), contrast genealogy with history but in-
sists that genealogy simply /s history, correctly practiced.

2. It is usually assumed that Nietzsche has Herbert Spencer in mind here. I think
that this is unlikely. When Nietzsche discusses Spencer (GM, 1, 3), in indisputably
negative terms, he contrasts Spencer’s view, which he calls “much more reasonable”
though “not for that reason more true,” with the view of the nameless English psy-
chologists to whom he refers in GM, I, 1-2. A more likely target for Nietzsche’s po-
lemic is, in my opinion, David Hume. David Hoy, in “Nietzsche, Hume, and the Fea-
sibility of Genealogy,” forthcoming in the Proceedings of the Fifth Jerusalem
Philosophical Encounter, draws some interesting connections between Hume and
Nietzsche but identifies Spencer as Nietzsche’s only opponent.

3. Jean Granier, Le Probléme de la vérité dans la philosophie de Nietzsche (Paris: Edi-
tions du Seuil, 1966), p. 502.

4. Nietzsche sometimes suggests that genealogy is his own invention (GS, 345).
Yet, as [ mentioned in note 1 above, in GM, I, 2, he describes the efforts of the “Eng-
lish psychologists” as “bungled” attempts at a “moral genealogy.” This in turn sug-
gests that he considers the enterprise in which Hume, Spencer, Rée, and himself are
involved to be one and the same, the difference being that he succeeded where his op-
ponents failed. ‘

5. For some discussion of the genetic fallacy in connection with Nietzsche, see
Hoy, “Hume, Nietzsche, and the Feasibility of Genealogy,” p. 5.

6.In GM, 1, 6, Nietzsche discusses the derivation of the terms pure and impure and
warns against taking them, in their earliest occurrences, “too ponderously or broadly,
not to say symbolically: all the concepts of ancient peoples were rather at first incredi-
bly uncouth, coarse, external, narrow, straightforward, and altogether unsymbolical
in meaning to a degree that we can scarcely conceive.” This view contrasts sharply
with the earlier argument of On Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral Sense to the effect that
language is always at its origins metaphorical. This view, however, is often today iden-
tified as Nietzsche’s final position on this issue. My own opinion is that this essay has
been immensely overestimated.

7. For example, to Nietzsche’s list of philosophers who never married (GM, 111, 7)
one could easily contrast another containing, among others, the names of Aristotle,
Hegel, and Marx.

8. See the discussion in Gilles Deleuze, Nietzsche and Philosophy, trans. Hugh
Tomlinson (New York: Columbia University Press, 1983), p. 5. Further references to
this work in this chapter will be given parenthetically in the text.

9. Nietzsche writes, for example, “It may perhaps lie in some disease of the nervus
sympathicus, or in an excessive secretion of bile, or in a deficiency of potassium sul-
phate and phosphate in the blood, or in an obstruction of the abdomen which im-
pedes the blood circulation, or in degeneration of the ovaries, and the like” (GM, II,
15).

10. In the same section Zarathustra claims that there is no such thing as a will to life
(see TI IX, 14): “Indeed, the truth was not hit by him who shot at it with the word
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‘will to existence’; that does not exist. For, what does not exist cannot will; but what
is in existence, how could that still want existence?” This view too can be traced back
toPlato, Symposium 200a-204d, where it is argued that all desire is for what one does
not already possess. Plato, however, does allow that one can desire to continue to pos-
sets what one possesses at the moment (200c—e).

11. In GM, 11, 16, Nietzsche claims that the bad conscience and the feeling of guilt,
which he considers a turning inward of aggressive instincts that were originally al-
lowed to vent themselves on others, are “the serious illness that human beings were
bound to contract under the stress of the most fundamental change they ever experi-
enced—that change which occurred when they found themselves finally enclosed
within the walls of society and of peace.” This adds a new dimension to his crude ex-
planation of suffering and anticipates not only Freud’s pessimistic conclusions in
Civilization and Its Discontents but also the very reasoning that led Freud to them.

12 Sarah Kofman, Nietzsche et la méraphore (Paris: Payot, 1972), p. 187.

13. Such a view, applied to other thinkers as well as to Nietzsche himself, can be
found in Ben-Ami Scharfstein, The Philosophers (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1980).

14, Walter Kaufmann (in note 2 to his translation of GM, III, 24) seems to me to
consider that this is Nietzsche’s only reason for connecting science with asceticism:
“This unconditional attitude, this refusal to question one point, is what seems objec-
ticnable to Nietzsche.”

15. 1 have discussed these issues in more detail in “Can We Ever Quite Change the
Subject?: Richard Rorty on Science, Literature, Culture, and the Future of Philos-
ophy,” Boundary 2, 12 (1982), 395-413.

5. This Life—Your Eternal Life

1. Quoted from Peter Fuss and Henry Shdpiro, Nietzsche: A Self-Portrait from His
Letters (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1971), p. 74. The letter is dated
Juine 28, 1883. The original, not easy to translate literally, is, “Das niemand lebt, der
so etwas machen konnte, wie dieser Zarathustra ist,” in Nietzsche Briefwechsel: Kri-
tisshe Gesamtansgabe, Giorgio Colli and Mazzino Montinari, eds. (Berlin: de Gruyter,
1975-), 111, 1, 386.

' 2.Such a treatment of the recurrence can be found in a number of recent authors:
Arthur C. Danto, Nietzsche as Philosopher (New York: Macmillan, 1965), chap. 7;
Walter Kaufmann, Nietzsche: Philosopher, Psychologist, Antichrist (Princeton, N.].:
Princeton University Press, 1974), chap. 11; Joe Krueger, “Nietzschean Recurrence as
a Cosmological Hypothesis,” Journal of the History of Philosophy, 16 (1978), 435-444;
Arnold Zuboff, “Nietzsche and Eternal Recurrence,” in Robert Solomon, ed., Nietz-
scke: A Collection of Critical Essays (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1973), pp. 343~
337. Bernd Magnus, “Nietzsche’s Eternalistic Countermyth,” Review of Metaphysics,
26 (1973), 604-616, and Nietzsche’s Existential Imperative (Bloomington: Indiana Uni-
vérsity Press, 1978); and Ivan Soll, “Reflections on Recurrence,” in Solomon, Nietz-
sche, pp. 322-342. Magnus and Soll, as we shall see, concern themselves with the possi-
biity, rather than with the actuality, of the truth of this hypothesis. Further
reterences to these works in this chapter will be made parenthetically in the text.

3. Tracy B. Strong, Friedrich Nietzsche and the Politics of Transfiguration (Berkeley:
Uaiversity of California Press, 1975), p. 261.
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4. This pcint is well made by Danto, Nietzsche as Philosopher, p. 204; Kaufmann
also discusses what he calls the “suprahistorical character” of this view, Nietzsche, pp.
319-321.

5. Danto, Nietzsche as Philosopher, p. 206. This criticism, accepted by Magnus, is
also made by Krueger. A defense of Nietzsche against this charge has been offered by
Marvin Sterling, “Recent Discussions of Eternal Recurrence: Some Critical Com-
ments,” Nietzsche-Studien, 6 (1977), 261-291, but only at the cost of attributing to
Nietzsche a highly doubtful ontological theory.

6. Georg Simmel, Schopenhauer und Nietzsche (Leipzig: Duncker und Humblot,
1907), pp. 250-251; cf. Kaufmann, Nietzsche, p. 327. Soll suggests that a random re-
combination of states might avoid Simmel’s criticism, but rightly concludes that
Nietzsche’s determinism does not allow such an interpretation of recurrence; “Re-
flections on Recurrence,” pp. 327 ff.

7. The passage continues: “At least the Stoa has traces of it, and the Stoics inherit-
ed all of their principal notions from Heraclitus.” This is clearly an overstatement. In
any case, it is not clear what exactly Nietzsche thinks the Stoics took from Heraclitus,
especially in view of the fact that he had written (much earlier, to be sure) that “Hera-
clitus has not escaped the ‘barren minds’; already the Stoics reinterpreted him on a
shallow level, dragging down his basically aesthetic perception of cosmic play to sig-
nify a vulgar consideration of the world’s useful ends” (PTG, 7). Elsewhere Nietzsche
gives a very negative picture of the view, which he attributes to the Pythagoreans,
that “when the constellation of the heavenly bodies is repeated the same things, down
to the smallest event, must also be repeated on earth” (UM, I, 2).

8. That Nietzsche may have thought of the recurrence as a cosmology is suggested
by the fact that writers with whom he was familiar had argued for such a view, for ex-
ample Heine (cf. Kaufmann, Nietzsche, pp. 317-319), and Schopenhauer, The World as
Will and Representation, trans. E. F. J. Payne (Indian Hills, Colorado: Falcon’s Wing
Press, 1958), 1, 273-274, 279. Nietzsche himself, as we saw in the preceding note, was
willing to find the doctrine in Heraclitus, the Pythagoreans, and the Stoics. But apart
from the qualifications mentioned there, we would still have to account for his noto-
rious insistence on the radical novelty of the idea of the recurrence. Perhaps what he
ook to be novel is the psychological use to which he puts this cosmological idea.

9. These points are made by Soll, “Reflections on Recurrence,” p. 323, and Mag-
nus, “Nietzsche’s Eternalistic Countermyth,” p. 607.

10. Nikos Kazantzakis, Asketike—Salvatores Dei (Athens: Sympan, n.d.), pp. 49, 58.
The translation is mine.

11. T am tempted to think that this is the only possible nonfatalistic reaction to
the recurrence as a cosmology. It could be argued that the recurrence, so construed,
only entails determinism, which does not in turn entail fatalism. But I think that the
fact that an event has already occurred in the past makes its occurrence in the pres-
ent necessary in a way in which the idea that human actions, like all events in the
world, are caused by other events does not. Nietzsche, who accepts determinism, also
claims that our beliefs and thoughts can function as causes of our actions (KGW, V, 1,
473).

12. Soll, “Reflections on Recurrence,” p. 339. Soll’s argument seems to presuppose
a view of identity and continuity similar to that argued for more recently by Derek
Parfit, “Personal Identity,” in John Perry, ed., Personal Identity (Berkeley: University
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of California Press, 1975), pp. 199-223. But Soll does not mark clearly the distinction
between identity and continuity, and this misleads Sterling into an unwarranted criti-
cism of Soll’s view (“Recent Discussions of Eternal Recurrence,” pp. 273-274). Zu-
boff argues that the recurrence is a matter of indifference because not only one’s cur-
rent life but a large number of possible alternatives to it as well will recur eternally
(“Nietzsche and Eternal Recurrence,” pp. 350-352). This seems very unlikely; cf.
Krueger, “Nietzschean Recurrence,” pp. 442-443; Soll, “Reflections on Recurrence,”
pp. 327-332.

13. Nietzsche’s view has had a decisive influence on French existentialism, especial-
ly on Sartre; see The Transcendence of the Ego, trans. Forrest Williams and Robert
Kirkpatrick (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1957), pp. 73-74. For discussion,
see John Wilcox, Truth and Value in Nietzsche (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan
Press, 1974), pp. 114-126. Strong believes that the will to power and the recurrence
arequite unconnected (Nietzsche and the Politics of Transfiguration, p. 261).

14, It may be argued that the rejection of the substantial subject, though it can lead
to the idea that all of a person’s actions are equally essential, does not lead to a thesis
like (C) or (C’). That is, it might be true that if all my actions were equally essential to
me, then [ would have the same career in every possible world. But this would not im-
ply that if my career had two or more successive phases in this world, each of which
might in a sense constitute a distinct life, these phases would have to be exactly alike.
But in reply to this objection we can ask how we are to understand the notion of a
phase in this context. To consider the future occurrence a phase of my (total) life, we
would have to have access to an enduring subject as the ground of this identification.
But for Nietzsche the subject (the totality of my actions) disappears with my death.
We could identify me as living again only if I were to be born again just as I was born
thistime, and to grow up just as I grew up, and so on. But from this it seems to follow
that if I were to live again, I and the whole world (given the picture of the world I
have been discussing) would have to be exactly as we have already been. We can there-
fore ascribe this view to Nietzsche simply on the basis of his denial of the substantial
subject and without appealing to the stronger view that every part of a person’s life
necessitates every subsequent one, and that therefore a single part could recur only if
it were preceded and followed by the very same parts that now precede and follow it.

15. A view of the recurrence not unrelated to the one I am presenting here is given,
though with differences both in orientation and in emphasis, by Pierre Klossowski,
Nietzsche et le cercle vicienx (Paris: Mercure de France, 1969). A relevant excerpt can be
found in David Allison, The New Nietzsche (New York: Dell, 1977), pp. 107-120. An
intentionally “metaphysical” version of “the will’s aversion to time,” construing it as
the downgrading of the transient and as the effort to construct a timeless true world
after all, is given by Heidegger, “Who Is Nietzsche’s Zarathustra?” in Allison, The
New Nietzsche, pp. 72-78. Heidegger develops this interpretation in great detail in his
Nietzsche (Pfuleingen: Neske, 1961), 1, 255-472.

16. Nietzsche often talks of the reinterpretation of the past, especially in connec-
tion with the notion of redemption, as its “destruction” or “annihilation”; cf. Z, I, 16;
GM, 11, 24. _

17. This crucial theme appears often in Nietzsche’s writings. Cf. Z, 1, 18; Z, 11, 7;
GM; 11, 16; and WP, 233, where he writes, “To be unable to have done with an experi-
ence is already a sign of decadence.”
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18. William Labov, “Narrative Analysis: Oral Versions of Personal Experience,” in
Essays on the Verbal and Visual Arts: Proceedings of the American Ethnological Society
{Seattle: American Ethnological Society, 1966), pp. 37-39.

19. Gary Shapiro has presented a reading of the eternal recurrence that is diametri-
cally opposed to mine: Shapiro construes the view as an attack on the very notion of
narrative. According to Shapiro, both for Zarathustra and for Jesus as Nietzsche char-
acterizes him in The Antichrist, “the totality of experience is sufficient unto itself and
stands in no need of external explanations ... The eternal recurrence is an anti-
narrative thought because it knows no isolated agents in the sequence of events, but
only the interconnection of all events; it knows no beginning, middle, or end of the
narrative but simply the continuous circle of becoming; and it tends to dissolve the
mainstay of all narrative, the individual agent into the ring of becoming”;
“Nietzsche’s Graffito: A Reading of The Antichrist,” Boundary 2, 9-10(1981), 136; see
also his “Nietzsche Contra Renan,” History and Theory, 21 (1982), 218. He also dis-
cusses this subject in his unpublished manuscript “The Psychology of the Recur-
rence.” Although I agree that Nietzsche envisages no isolated events of any sort, I can
still insist that he does not thereby “dissolve” either agents or any other objects. Rather,
as | have been arguing, he now sees them as complicated constructs, established pre-
cisely through narrative efforts.

20. This objection has recently been raised by J. P. Stern, A Study of Nietzsche (Carm-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), pp. 120-121.

21. Just such a second-order view of the Ubermensch is presented by Bernd Magnus,
“Perfectibility and Attitude in Nietzsche’s Ubermensch,” Review of Metaphysics, 36
(1983), 633-659, who discusses Stern’s objection on pp. 638-639.

6. How One Becomes What One Is

1. This opposition, however, does not extend as far back as The Birth of Tragedy;
see Chapter 2 above. I am still unconvinced by Paul de Man’s otherwise brilliant at-
tempt to show that the rhetoric of this work undermines the distinction between ap-
pearance and reality that is so central to its explicit argument; see his Allegories of
Reading (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980), pp. 79-102. Further reference to
this work in this chapter will be made parenthetically in the text.

2. Nietzsche began writing Ecce Homo on his forty-fourth birthday, October 15,
1888, and finished it less than three weeks later, on November 4. During that time,
and before his final collapse in January 1889, he also put together the text of Nietzsche
Contra Wagner and of Dionysos-Dithyramben, but both works consist of already pub-
lished material and involved no new writing.

3. The idea of becoming who one is had fascinated Nietzsche at least since his stu-
dent years, as is indicated by a letter to Erwin Rohde dated November 3, 1867; see
Nietzsche Briefwechsel: Kritische Gesamtausgabe, Giorgio Colli and Mazzino Montinari,
eds., (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1975-), 1, 2, 235. He had found these “solemn words” in Pin-
dar’s second Pythian Ode, 1. 73: genoi’ hoios essi mathon, though he himself dropped
the last word and along with it Pindar’s reference to knowledge and, perhaps, specifi-
cally to the art of government. A recent discussion of this crucial and difficult passage
in Pindar can be found in Erich Thummer, “Die Zweite Pythische Ode Pindars,”
Rbeinisches Museum frir Philologie, 115 (1972), 293-307.
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4. Nietzsche makes a similar point in connection with willing in WB 668, dis-
cussed in Chapter 3 above. A further complication is introduced by WB 675.

i 5. A complex discussion of the relations between Nietzsche and Freud can be
foand in Paul Laurent Assoun, Freud et Nietzsche (Paris: Presses Universitaires de
France, 1980), esp. pp. 169-186.

" 6. Nietzsche’s approach also disposes of the following objection, raised by J. P.
Stern, A Study of Nietzsche (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), p. 116.
Stern quotes the statement “Your true self . . . lies immeasurably above that which
yeou usually take to be your self” from Schopenhauer as Educator (UM, 111, 1). He iden-
tifies what we usually take to be the self with “the social . . . and therefore inauthentic
se.f” and asks, “But is it not equally possxble that ‘your true self” may lie immeasur-
ab]y below ‘your usual self,” and that society, its conventions and laws may mercifully
ptevent its realization?” Nietzsche, however, does not believe that there can be an
asocial or presocial self, or indeed that any self can exist independently of some sort of
relation to other selves. He therefore does not believe that such a self (depending on
one’s sympathies) should or should not be repressed. Cf. Richard Rorty’s reference to
“the pre-Nietzschean assumption that man has a true self which ought ot to be re-
ptessed, something which exists prior to being shaped by power,” in “Beyond Nietz-
scae and Marx,” London Review of Books, 19 February 1981, p. 6.

In this context, one might allude to Z, I, 4, in which a distinction is drawn between
the body, which Zarathustra identifies with the self (das Selbst), and the spirit, which
he identifies with consciousness, with that which says “I” (das Ich). He then claims
that the body uses consciousness for its own purposes: even “the despisers of the
bady,” those who downgrade it and turn against it, are actually following the desires
of their unconscious self, their own body. This may appear at first sight to recall the
Freudian view. But the similarity does not seem to me to go any further. The issue is
not whether Nietzsche distinguishes between consciousness and the unconscious, as
of course he does (see Assoun, Frend et Nietzsche, pp. 170-179). The issue is whether
he thinks that the unconscious self is to be identified with the real self and whether
that is a stable reality underlying the apparent and transient aspects of conscious life.
But this is not the case. On the contrary, Nietzsche thinks that the belief that they do
have a stable self is precisely what turned the people he addresses into “despisers” of
the body: “Even in your folly and contempt . . . you serve your self. . . your self itself
wants to die and turns away from life” just because it “is no longer capable of what it
would do above all else: to create beyond itself” (Z, 1, 4). Both the conscious and the
unconscious selves, which are related rather in the manner of part to whole, have a
tendency toward continual change and development (W5 659). There is therefore no
question of discovering what one’s true self is.

7. This ambivalence is reflected, but not discussed, in Harold Alderman’s
Nietzsche’s Gift (Athens, Ohio: Ohio University Press, 1977). Alderman writes, for
example, that “the Overman is the meaning of the earth . . . and yet we must also wil/
that he shall be that meaning . .. Zarathustra’s Prologue says, in effect, both that
something 7s the case and that we ought to will it to be so” (p. 26). Elsewhere Alder-
man describes Z, [, 1 as “Nietzsche’s statement of the conditions under which we may
create—which is to say encounter—ourselves” (p. 35). Alderman does not discuss this
problem explicitly, though at one point he writes that “to be oneself one must know

one’s limits; only thereby can one grow to meet—one’s limits” (p. 126). This, in my
|
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opinion, places too much emphasis on the discovery side of the view Nietzsche is
probably trying to undermine (cf. WB 495; EH, 11, 9). By empbhasizing the idea that
one’s limits are already established, Alderman seems to accept, along more individual-
istic lines, the Aristotelian interpretation to which I'shall turn later in this chapter.

8. This idea appears in Nietzsche’s notes, often in connection with the eternal re-
currence. As I suggested in Chapter 5, it is quite compatible with taking the recur-
rence to be the continued existence of our always “unfinished” world; cf. WP 639:
“That the world is not striving toward a stable condition is the only thing that has
been proved.”

9. In connection with the discussion of truth, it is worth remarking that Nietz-
sche goes on in this passage to write of “the new psychologists” who accept these hy-
potheses and “precisely thereby ... condemn themselves to invention—and—who
knows?—perhaps to discovery” (BGE, 12).

10. Nietzsche’s attacks on the concept of unity and other traditional “metaphysi-
cal” concepts is well documented, in a book influenced by Heidegger’s reading of
both Western philosophy and Nietzsche, by Eugen Fink, Nietzsches Philosophie
(Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1960).

11. Descartes, Meditation II, ed. and trans. Elizabeth S. Haldane and G. R. T. Ross
(New York: Dover, 1955), I, 153.

12. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. and ed. G. E. M. Ans-
combe (New York: Macmillan, 1953), sec. 18.

13. Amélie Oksenberg Rorty, “Self-Deception, Akrasia, and Irrationality,” Social
Science Information, 19 (1980), 920. Robert Nozick tries, on a much more abstract level,
to account for the self as a “self-synthesizing” entity in his Philosophical Explanations
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,1981), pp. 71-114.

14. This passage is characterized by painterly and literary vocabulary (vollschreiben,
iiberpinseln, Zeichendeuter—this last word being much more closely connected to the
astronomical and astrological imagery on which Nietzsche relies here than Kauf-
mann’s translation suggests) and should be congenial to those writers who want to lo-
cate in Nietzsche a serious insistence on the total absence of all “originary” unity.
Nietzsche, I think, would agree that the unity in question cannot be given and that it
is not there to be uncovered once all the “coats of paint” and the different “writings”
have been removed: nothing would then remain over. But this agreement does not
prevent him from wanting to construct a unity out of this “motley” (bunt) material; cf.
WP 259, 966. For contrasting views, see Stanley Corngold, “The Question of the Self
in Nietzsche During the Axial Period (1882-1888),” Boundary 2, 9-10 (1981), 55-98,
and J. Hillis Miller, “The Disarticulation of the Self in Nietzsche,” The Monist, 64
(1981), 247-261. BGE, 215, with its allusion to Kant, is also relevant to my view: just
as some planets, Nietzsche writes, are illuminated by many suns, sometimes by suns
of different colors, “so we moderns are determined, thanks to the complicated me-
chanics of our ‘starry sky,” by different moralities; our actions shine alternately in dif-
ferent colors, they are rarely univocal—and there are cases enough in which we per-
form actions of many colors.”

15. This view is denied by Stern, A Study of Nietzsche, who should be consulted on
this matter; see his chap. 7, esp. p. 122 and n. 7.

16. There is only an apparent inconsistency between my statement and Nietzsche’s
view in GS, 367. In this passage Nietzsche distinguishes “monological art” from “art
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before others” and claims that the most important distinction is between artists who
look at their work in progress “from the point of view of the witness” and artists who
have “forgotten the world.” This distinction, however, must not be confused with the
distinction between those who do and those who don’t care what their public thinks.
Rather, it is a question of which public one is addressing. The artists who “forget the
world” still inspect their work and thus act as their own public.

17. Nietzsche’s remarks on persons as hierarchical structures of desires and charac-
ter traits interestingly prefigure the views of Harry Frankfurt, “Freedom of the Will
and the Concept of a Person,” Journal of Philosophy, 68 (1971), 5-20. Despite their
many differences, the two views converge in that just as Nietzsche does not consider
that every agent has a self, Frankfurt writes that not every human being need be a per-
son: only agents who have certain desires about what their will should be are persons
for him (p. 11). And just as Nietzsche considers that “freedom of the will” is not pre-
supposed by, but attained through, agency, Frankfurt writes, “The enjoyment of free-
dom comes easily to some. Others have to struggle to achieve it” (p. 17).

18. Marcel Proust, Remembrance of Things Past, trans. C. K. Scott Moncrieff and
Terence Kilmartin (New York: Random House, 1981), II, 915.

19. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 6. 1, 6.

20. If my hypothesis is correct, Nietzsche, in seeing life as 2 work of art composed
by each individual as it goes along in life (an idea which was very influential on
Sartre’s analysis of self-deception; Being and Nothingness, trans. Hazel Barnes, New
Yerk: Philosophical Library, 1956, pp. 55-70), can be placed within the great tradi-
tien that has been working out the consequences of the metaphor of the theatrum
miundi. Nietzsche gives this tradition a secular turn, doing away with God and the an-
gels as the audience for whom the world’s drama is acted out (cf. GM, 11, 7, 16, 23).
Tlis is once again ironic, for the tradition of the theatrum mundi can ultimately be
traced back to none other than Plato (Laws 644d-¢, 804c); cf. Ernst Curtius, Exropean
Liuerature and the Latin Middle Ages (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press,
1953), pp. 138-144.

21. See Ronald Hayman, Nietzsche: A Critical Life (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1980), p. 119.

22. The details of this argument can be found in my “Mythology: The Theory of
Plot,” in John Fisher, ed., Essays in Aesthetics: Perspectives on the Work of Monroe C.
Beardsley (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1983).

7. Beyond Good and Ewvil

1. This has disturbed a number of Plato’s commentators, notably F. M. Cornford,
who, in his translation of the Republic (New York: Oxford University Press, 1945),
renders the phrase gennaion ti hen pseudomenous simply as “a single bold flight of in-
vention,” and comments that Plato’s “harmless allegory” should be compared “to a
New Testament parable or the Pilgrim’ Progress® (p. 106, n. 1). Yet Plato explicitly
says that he wants all his citizens to accept this story as the literal truth (415d1-5). The
air1 of the story makes it impossible to take it as a parable or an allegory.

- 2. Iwould include in this class works as different from one another as Crane Brin-
toh’s Nietzsche (New York: Harper and Row, 1965), chaps. 4-5, and Gilles Deleuze’s
Niztzsche and Philosophy, trans. Hugh Tomlinson (New York: Columbia University
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Press, 1983), chaps. 4-5. Both books have been, each in its own way, crucial to the in-
terpretation of Nietzsche and his influence. But Brinton’s overwhelming suspicious-
ness of Nietzsche seems to be counterbalanced by Deleuze’s apocalyptic vision of a
new world once, under Nietzsche’s tutelage, the grip of dialectic and morality has
been undone.

3. E. R. Dodds, Plato: Gorgias (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1959), pp. 387-391,
draws a number of parallels between Nietzsche and Callicles, but also makes some
reasonable qualifications.

4. An illuminating account of Nietzsche’s early views of morality, their relation
to the positions of Kant and Schopenhauer, and Nietzsche’s reasons for changing his
approach is given in Maudemarie Clark’s dissertation “Nietzsche’s Attack on Moral-
ity” (Univ. of Wisconsin, 1977), pp. 17-107. I am not, however, convinced by Clark’s
view that in the Genealogy Nietzsche comes to think that morality is “indefinable.”

5. It is significant that the notorious expression “master morality” (Herren-moral)
does not ever appear in the Genealogy. The term appears only once in Nietzsche’s
published texts, in BGE, 260. The expression “noble morality” (vornehme Moral) oc-
curs twice, in GM, 1, 10, and 4, 24; cf. Clark, “Nietzsche’s Attack on Morality,” p. 114,

6. It is in this connection that Nietzsche mentions the “blond beast” that is sup-
posed to lurk in all noble races. For the correct interpretation of Nietzsche’s meta-
phor, which involves the lion and not the Aryan race, see Walter Kaufmann, Nietz-
sche: Philosopher, Psychologist, Antichrist (Princeton, N.].: Princeton University Press,
1974), pp. 225-226, and Arthur C. Danto, Nietzsche as Philosopher (New York: Mac-
millan, 1965), pp. 169-170. Further references to these works in this chapter will be
made parenthetically in the text.

7. Kaufmann, Nietzsche, p. 297, also writes: “He would like us to conform to nei-
ther and become autonomous.” But Kaufmann gives no reason why Nietzsche would
equate accepting a code of conduct with “conforming” to it in a sense that would pre-
clude being autonomous. On the contrary, we have seen that Nietzsche is concerned
to show that without codes and customs there can be no action whatsoever, let alone
action that is noble and admirable. The serious question, therefore, concerns the par-
ticular code involved in each case.

8. This passage, as well as GM, I, 12, suggests that Danto’s view that “Nietzsche
was asking that we go beyond what we are, not back to what we were” (Nietzsche as
Philosopher, p. 180) cannot be accepted without serious qualification. Though Nietz-
sche may not want us to go back to the specific instance of the type the nobles mani-
fest, he may still want us to go back to the rype itself.

9. This seems to be part of Danto’s strategy. I think, however, that he may be too
quick to argue that nothing in Nietzsche’s theory commits him to approving of the
barbarian (Nietzsche as Philosopher, p. 173). If the barbarian is a good instance of the
type that Nietzsche praises, then Nietzsche also praises the barbarian.

10. Anton Chekhov, Letters on the Short Story, the Drama and Other Literary Topics,
ed. Louis S. Friedland (New York: Minton, 1924), pp. 275-276.

11. Philippa Foot, “Moral Realism and Moral Dilemma,” Journal of Philosophy, 80
(1983), 397.

12. We could always make sure that a portion of society would without question
conform to a code of conduct by enslaving it. But such conformity would not be un-
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conditional and would depend on the explicit imposition of the will of some mem-
bers of that society on the rest.

. 13. These points are discussed in Kai Nielsen, “Nietzsche as a Moral Philosopher,”
Man and World, 6 (1975), 190-191.

' 14. A related reading of the Ubermensch can be found in Bernd Magnus, “Perfect-
ibility and Attitude in Nietzsche’s Ubermensch,” Review of Metaphysics, 36 (1983),
633-659. Magnus defends his interpretation mostly on metaphilosophical grounds
and not by the sort of considerations on which I rely here.

- 15. J. P. Stern, A Study of Nietzsche (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1979), p. 117.

. 16. Martin Heidegger, Nietzsche, trans. David Farrell Krell (New York: Harper and
Row, 1979), 1, 125.

. 17.See M. S. Silk and J. P. Stern, Nietzsche on Tragedy (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1981), chap. 1 and also chap. 7.

" 18. Despite my great admiration of and indebtedness to their work, these com-
ments apply both to Martin Heidegger, “Who Is Nietzsche’s Zarathustra?” in David
Allison, ed., The New Nietzsche (New York: Dell, 1977), pp. 64-79, and to Gilles De-
leuze, Nietzsche and Philosophy, trans. Hugh Tomlinson (New York: Columbia Uni-
versity Press, 1983), esp. chap. 5.

i 19. Hilary Putnam, Reason, Truth and History (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1981), p. 216.

i 20. Even in the case of Vermeer, the text gives some indication that the narrator’s
pomt of view is not identical with that of Bergotte The narrator mentions that Ber-
gotte also saw in the painting, for the first time, “some figure in blue, that the sand
was pink.” This suggests that the beauty of the wall is after all a function of its interre-
lations with the other elements of the painting. The Vermeer incident is found in vol.
LI, pp. 185-186; the other passage occurs in vol. I1, p. 558 of the C. K. Scott Moncrieff
and Terence Kilmartin translation of Marcel Proust, Remembrance of Things Past
(New York: Random House, 1981).

. 21. See Arthur Danto, The Transfiguration of the Commonplace (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1981), chap. 4.

i 22. Some of the issues I have been discussing in this chapter are alluded to in Phi-
lippa Foot’s “Nietzsche: The Revaluation of Values,” in Robert Solomon, ed., Nietz-
sche: A Collection of Critical Essays (Garden Clty, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1973), pp. 157-
168. Her view is much more negative than mine; cf. pp. 163, 168.
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