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1844 - 1900


 


Since I grew tired of the chase


And search, I learned to find;


And since the wind blows in my face,


I sail with every wind.


 


Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche - The Joyful Science


 


 


Nietzsche was a German philosopher, essayist, and cultural critic. His writings on truth, morality, language, aesthetics, cultural theory, history, nihilism, power, consciousness, and the meaning of existence have exerted an enormous influence on Western philosophy and intellectual history.


Nietzsche spoke of “the death of God,” and foresaw the dissolution of traditional religion and metaphysics. Some interpreters of Nietzsche believe he embraced nihilism, rejected philosophical reasoning, and promoted a literary exploration of the human condition, while not being concerned with gaining truth and knowledge in the traditional sense of those terms. However, other interpreters of Nietzsche say that in attempting to counteract the predicted rise of nihilism, he was engaged in a positive program to reaffirm life, and so he called for a radical, naturalistic rethinking of the nature of human existence, knowledge, and morality. On either interpretation, it is agreed that he suggested a plan for “becoming what one is” through the cultivation of instincts and various cognitive faculties, a plan that requires constant struggle with one’s psychological and intellectual inheritances.


On the Genealogy of Morality is one of Nietzsche's greatest works, the book introducing the reader to Nietzsche's life, identifying some of his major intellectual influences, and tracking his influence on subsequent philosophers, artists, literary critics, social and political thinkers, and moral psychologists. Then, in four longer chapters, the Genealogy's Preface and three essays are investigated in detail. Each chapter is divided into two parts, the first dedicated to section-by-section examinations of Nietzsche's claims and arguments as they unfold in the book, the second to detailed analyses of the most important, intricate, and perplexing of those arguments. This structure permits readers to remain oriented through the Genealogy's unusual development and unique style. The guide then unpacks Nietzsche's arguments in greater detail, steering readers through arguments that sometimes lie behind the Genealogy's surface text and showing how recent scholarship has improved our understanding of some of its more cryptic claims.



Introduction: on Nietzsche’s critique of morality



Nietzsche’s text


Although it has come to be prized by commentators as his most import-ant and systematic work, Nietzsche conceived On the Genealogy of Morality as a ‘small polemical pamphlet’ that might help him sell more copies of his earlier writings1. It clearly merits, though, the level of attention it receives and can justifiably be regarded as one of the key texts of European intellectual modernity. It is a deeply disturbing book that retains its capacity to shock and disconcert the modern reader. Nietzsche himself was well aware of the character of the book. There are moments in the text where he reveals his own sense of alarm at what he is discovering about human origins and development, especially the perverse nature of the human animal, the being he calls ‘the sick animal’ (GM, III, 14). Although the Genealogy is one of the darkest books ever written, it is also, paradoxically, a book full of hope and anticipation. Nietzsche provides us with a stunning story about man’s monstrous moral past, which tells the history of the deformation of the human animal in the hands of civilization and Christian moralization; but also hints at a new kind of humanity coming into existence in the wake of the death of God and the demise of a Christian-moral culture.


On the Genealogy of Morality belongs to the late period of Nietzsche’s writings (1886-8). It was composed in July and August of 1887 and published in November of that year. Nietzsche intended it as a ‘supplement’ to and ‘clarification’ of Beyond Good and Evil, said by him to be ‘in all essentials’ a critique of modernity that includes within its range of attack modern science, modern art and modern politics. In a letter to his former Basel colleague Jacob Burckhardt dated 22 September 1886, Nietzsche stresses that Beyond Good and Evil says the same things as Zarathustra ‘only in a way that is different - very different’. In this letter he draws attention to the book’s chief preoccupations and mentions the ‘mysterious conditions of any growth in culture’, the ‘extremely dubious relation between what is called the “improvement” of man (or even “humanisation”) and the enlargement of the human type’, and ‘above all the contradiction between every moral concept and every scientific concept of life. On the Genealogy of Morality closely echoes these themes and concerns. Nietzsche finds that ‘all modern judgments about men and things’ are smeared with an over-moralistic language; the characteristic feature of modern souls and modern books is to be found in their ‘moralistic mendaciousness’ (GM, III, 19).


In Ecce Homo Nietzsche describes the Genealogy as consisting of three decisive preliminary studies by a psychologist for a revaluation of values. The First Essay probes the ‘psychology of Christianity’ and traces the birth of Christianity not out of the ‘spirit’ per se but out of a particular kind of spirit, namely, resentment; the Second Essay provides a ‘psychology of the conscience’, where it is conceived not as the voice of God in man but as the instinct of cruelty that has been internalized after it can no longer discharge itself externally; the Third Essay inquiries into the meaning of ascetic ideals, examines the perversion of the human will, and explores the possibility of a counter-ideal. Nietzsche says that he provides an answer to the question where the power of the ascetic ideal, ‘the harmful ideal par excellence’, comes from, and he argues that this is simply because to date it has been the only ideal; no counter-ideal has been made available ‘until the advent of Zarathustra’.


The Genealogy of Morality is a subversive book that needs to be read with great care. It contains provocative imagery of ‘blond beasts of prey’ and of the Jewish ‘slave revolt in morality’ which can easily mislead the unwary reader about the nature of Nietzsche’s immoralism. In the preface, Nietzsche mentions the importance of readers familiarizing themselves with his previous books - throughout the book he refers to various sections and aphorisms from them, and occasionally he makes partial citations from them. The critique of morality Nietzsche carries out in the book is a complex one; its nuances are lost if one extracts isolated images and concepts from the argument of the book as a whole. His contribution to the study of ‘morality’ has three essential aspects: first, a criticism of moral genealogists for bungling the object of their study through the lack of a genuine historical sense; second, a criticism of modern evolutionary theory as a basis for the study of morality; and third, a critique of moral values that demands a thorough revaluation of them. Nietzsche’s polemical contribution is intended to question the so-called self-evident ‘facts’ about morality and it has lost none of its force today.



Reading Nietzsche


Nietzsche is often referred to as an ‘aphoristic’ writer, but this falls short of capturing the sheer variety of forms and styles he adopted. In fact, the number of genuine aphorisms in his works is relatively small; instead, most of what are called Nietzsche’s ‘aphorisms’ are more substantial paragraphs which exhibit a unified train of thought (frequently encapsulated in a paragraph heading indicating the subject matter), and it is from these building blocks that the other, larger structures are built in more or less extended sequences. Nietzsche’s style, then, is very different from standard academic writing, from that of the ‘philosophical workers’ he describes so condescendingly in Beyond Good and Evil (BGE, 211). His aim is always to energize and enliven philosophical style through an admixture of aphoristic and, broadly speaking, ‘literary’ forms. His stylistic ideal, as he puts it on the title page of The Case of Wagner (parodying Horace), is the paradoxical one of ‘ridendo dicere severum’ (‘saying what is sombre through what is laughable’), and these two modes, the sombre and the sunny, are mischievously intertwined in his philosophy, without the reader necessarily being sure which is uppermost at any one time.


Nietzsche lays down a challenge to his readers, and sets them a pedagogical, hermeneutic task, that of learning to read him well. He acknowledges that the aphoristic form of his writing causes difficulty and emphasizes that an aphorism has not been ‘deciphered’ simply when it has been read out; rather, for full understanding to take place, an ‘art of interpretation’ or exegesis is required (the German word is Auslegung, literally a laying out). He gives the attentive reader a hint of what kind of exegesis he thinks is needed when he claims that the Third Essay of the book ‘is a commentary on the aphorism that precedes it’ (he intends the opening section of the essay, not the epigraph from Zarathustra).



Genealogy and morality


For Nietzsche, morality represents a system of errors that we have incorporated into our basic ways of thinking, feeling and living; it is the great symbol of our profound ignorance of ourselves and the world. In The Gay Science, it is noted how humankind has been educated by ‘the four errors’: we see ourselves only incompletely; we endow ourselves with fictitious attributes; we place ourselves in a ‘false rank’ in relation to animals and nature - that is, we see ourselves as being inherently superior to them; and, finally, we invent ever new tables of what is good and then accept them as eternal and unconditional. However, Nietzsche does not propose we should make ourselves feel guilty about our incorporated errors (they have provided us with new drives); and neither does he want us simply to accuse or blame the past. We need to strive to be more just in our evaluations of life and the living by, for example, thinking ‘beyond good and evil’. For Nietzsche, it is the prejudices of morality that stand in the way of this; morality assumes knowledge of things it does not have.


The criticism Nietzsche levels at morality - what we moderns take it to be and to represent - is that it is a menacing and dangerous system that makes the present live at the expense of the future (GM, Preface, 6). Nietzsche’s concern is that the human species may never attain its ‘highest potential and splendour’ (ibid.). The task of culture is to produce sovereign individuals, but what we really find in history is a series of deformations and perversions of that cultural task. Thus, in the modern world the aim and meaning of culture is taken to be ‘to breed a tame and civilized animal, a household pet, out of the beast of prey “man”’ (GM, I, 11), so that now man strives to become ‘better’ all the time, meaning ‘more comfortable, more mediocre, more indifferent, more Chinese, more Christian . . .’ (GM, I, 12). This, then, is the great danger of modern culture: it will produce an animal that takes taming to be an end in itself, to the point where the free-thinker will announce that the end of history has been attained (for Nietzsche’s criticism of the ‘free-thinker’ see GM, I, 9). Nietzsche argues that we moderns are in danger of being tempted by a new European type of Buddhism, united in our belief in the supreme value of a morality of communal compassion, ‘as if it were morality itself, the summit, the conquered summit of humankind, the only hope for the future, comfort in the present, the great redemption from all past guilt. . .’ (BGE, 202).


Nietzsche argues that in their attempts to account for morality philosophers have not developed the suspicion that morality might be ‘something problematic’; in effect what they have done is to articulate ‘an erudite form of true belief in the prevailing morality’, and, as a result, their inquiries remain ‘a part of the state of affairs within a particular morality’ (BGE, 186). Modern European morality is ‘herd animal morality’ which considers itself to be the definition of morality and the only morality possible or desirable (BGE, 202); at work in modern thinking is the assumption that there is a single morality valid for all (BGE, 228). Nietzsche seeks to develop a genuinely critical approach to morality, in which all kinds of novel, surprising and daring questions are posed. Nietzsche does not so much inquire into a ‘moral sense’ or a moral faculty as attempt to uncover the different senses of morality, that is the different ‘meanings’ morality can be credited with in the history of human development: morality as symptom, as mask, as sickness, as stimulant, as poison, and so on. Morality, Nietzsche holds, is a surface phenomenon that requires meta-level interpretation in accordance with a different, superior set of extra-moral values ‘beyond good and evil’.


On several occasions in Genealogy, Nietzsche makes it clear that certain psychologists and moralists have been doing something we can call ‘genealogy’ (see, for example, GM, I, 2 and II, 4, 12). He finds all these attempts insufficiently critical. In particular, Nietzsche has in mind the books of his former friend, Paul Rée (1849-1901), to whom he refers in the book’s preface. In section 4 he admits that it was Rée’s book on the origin of moral sensations, published in 1877, that initially stimulated him to develop his own hypotheses on the origin of morality. Moreover, it was in this book that he ‘first directly encountered the back-to-front and perverse kind of genealogical hypotheses’, which he calls ‘the English kind’. In section 7 Nietzsche states that he wishes to develop the sharp, unbiased eye of the critic of morality in a better direction than we find in Rée’s speculations. He wants, he tells us, to think in the direction ‘of a real history of morality’ (die wirkliche Historie der Moral); in contrast to the ‘English hypothesis-mongering into the blue’ - that is, looking vainly into the distance as in the blue yonder - he will have recourse to the color ‘grey’ to aid his genealogical inquiries, for this denotes, ‘that which can be documented, which can actually be confirmed and has actually existed . . . the whole, long, hard-to-decipher hieroglyphic script of man’s moral past!’ (GM, Preface, 7). Because the moral genealogists are so caught up in ‘merely “modern” experience’ they are altogether lacking in knowledge; they have ‘no will to know the past, still less an instinct for history . . .’ (GM, II, 4). An examination of the books of moral genealogists would show that they all take it to be something given and place it beyond questioning. Although he detects a few preliminary attempts to explore the history of moral feelings and valuations, Nietzsche maintains that even among more refined researchers no attempt at critique has been made. Instead, the popular superstition of Christian Europe that selflessness and compassion are what is characteristic of morality is maintained and endorsed.


Nietzsche begins the Genealogy proper by paying homage to ‘English psychologists’, a group of researchers who have held a microscope to the soul and, in the process, pioneered the search for a new set of truths: ‘plain, bitter, ugly, foul, unchristian, immoral ’ (GM, I, 1). The work of these psychologists has its basis in the empiricism of John Locke, and in David Hume’s new approach to the mind that seeks to show that so-called complex, intellectual activity emerges out of processes that are, in truth, ‘stupid’, such as the vis inertiae of habit and the random coupling and mechanical association of ideas. In the attempt of ‘English psychologists’ to show the real mechanisms of the mind Nietzsche sees at work not a malicious and mean instinct, and not simply a pessimistic suspicion about the human animal, but the research of proud and generous spirits who have sacrificed much to the cause of truth. He admires the honest craftsmanship of their intellectual labors. He criticizes them, however, for their lack of a real historical sense and for bungling their moral genealogies as a result, and for failing to raise questions of value and future legislation. This is why he describes empiricism as being limited by a ‘plebeian ambition’ (BGE, 213). What the ‘English’ essentially lack, according to Nietzsche, is ‘spiritual vision of real depth - in short, philosophy’ (BGE, 252).


In section 12 of the Second Essay Nietzsche attempts to expose what he takes to be the fundamental naiveté of the moral genealogists. This con-sists in highlighting some purpose that a contemporary institution or practice purportedly has, and then placing this purpose at the start of the historical process which led to the modern phenomenon in question. In GM, II, 13 he says that only that which has no history can be defined and draws attention to the ‘synthesis of meanings’ that accrues to any given phenomenon. His fundamental claim, one that needs, he says, to inform all kinds of historical research, is that the origin of the development of a thing and its ‘ultimate usefulness’ are altogether separate. This is because what exists is ‘continually interpreted anew . . . transformed and redirected to a new purpose’ by a superior power. Nietzsche is challenging the assumption that the manifest purpose of a thing (‘its utility, form and shape’) constitutes the reason for its existence, such as the view that the eye is made to see and the hand to grasp. He argues against the view that we can consider the development of a thing in terms of a ‘logical progressus’ towards a goal. This naively teleological conception of development ignores the random and contingent factors within evolution, be it the evolution of a tradition or an organ. However, he also claims that ‘every purpose and use is just a sign that the will to power’ is in operation in historical change. This further claim has not found favor among theorists impressed by Nietzsche’s ideas on evolution because they see it as relying upon an extravagant meta-physics. It is clear from his published presentations of the theory of the will to power that Nietzsche did not intend it to be such.


Nietzsche knows that he will shock his readers with the claims he makes on behalf of the will to power, for example, that it is the ‘primordial fact of all history’ (BGE, 259). To say that the will to power is a ‘fact’ is not, for Nietzsche, to be committed to any simple-minded form of philosophical empiricism. Rather, Nietzsche’s training as a philologist inclined him to the view that no fact exists apart from an interpretation, just as no text speaks for itself, but always requires an interpreting reader. When those of a modern democratic disposition consider nature and regard everything in it as equally subject to a fixed set of ‘laws of nature’, are they not projecting on to nature their own aspirations for human society, by construing nature as a realm that exhibits the rational, well-ordered egalitarianism which they wish to impose on all the various forms of human sociability? Might they be, as Nietzsche insinuates, masking their ‘plebeian enmity towards everything privileged and autocratic, as well as a new and more subtle atheism’? But if even these purported facts about nature are really a matter of interpretation and not text, would it not be possible for a thinker to deploy the opposite intention and look, with his interpretive skill, at the same nature and the same phenomena, reading ‘out of it the ruthlessly tyrannical and unrelenting assertion of power claims’? Nietzsche presents his readers with a contest of interpretations. 


His critical claim is that, whereas the modern ‘democratic’ interpretation suffers from being moralistic, his does not; his interpretation of the ‘text’ of nature as will power allows for a much richer appreciation of the economy of life, including its active emotions. In the Genealogy, Nietzsche wants the seminal role played by the active effects to be appreciated (GM, II, 11). We suffer from the ‘democratic idiosyncrasy’ that opposes in principle everything that dominates and wants to dominate (GM, II, 12). Against Darwinism, he argues that it is insufficient to account for life solely in terms of adaptation to external circumstances. Such a conception deprives life of its most important dimension, which he names ‘Aktivitãf (activity). It does this, he contends, by overlooking the primacy of the ‘spontaneous, expansive, aggressive . . . formative forces’ that provide life with new directions and new interpretations, and from which adaptation takes place only once these forces have had their effect. He tells us that he lays ‘stress on this major point of historical method because it runs counter to the prevailing instinct and fashion which would much rather come to terms with absolute randomness, and even the mechanistic senselessness of all events, than the theory that a power-will is acted out in all that happens’ (GM, II, 12).


Nietzsche’s polemic challenges the assumptions of standard genealogies, for example, that there is a line of descent that can be continuously traced from a common ancestor, and that would enable us to trace moral notions and legal practices back to a natural single and fixed origin. His emphasis is rather on fundamental transformations, on disruptions, and on psychological innovations and moral inventions that emerge in specific material and cultural contexts.


Undue emphasis should not be placed, however, on the role Nietzsche accords to contingency and discontinuity within history, as this would be to make a fetish of them as principles. Contrary to Michel Foucault’s influential reading of genealogy, Nietzsche does not simply oppose himself to the search for origins, and neither is he opposed to the attempt to show that the past actively exists in the present, secretly continuing to animate it2. Much of what Nietzsche is doing in the book is only intelligible if we take him to be working with the idea that it does. Nietzsche opposes himself to the search for origins only where this involves what we might call a genealogical narcissism. Where it involves the discovery of difference at the origin, of the kind that surprises and disturbs us, Nietzsche is in favor of such a search. This is very much the case with his analysis of the bad conscience. For Nietzsche, this is an ‘origin’ (Ursprung) that is to be treated as a fate and as one that still lives on in human beings today.



‘Good, bad and evil’


In the first of the three essays of which the Genealogy is composed, Nietzsche invites us to imagine a society which is split into two distinct groups: a militarily and politically dominant group of ‘masters’ exercises absolute control over a completely subordinate group of ‘slaves’. The ‘masters’ in this model are construed as powerful, active, relatively unreflective agents who live a life of immediate physical self-affirmation: they drink, they brawl, they wench, they hunt, whenever the fancy takes them, and they are powerful enough, by and large, to succeed in most of these endeavors, and uninhibited enough to enjoy living in this way. They use the term ‘good’ to refer in an approving way to this life and to themselves as people who are capable of leading it. As an afterthought, they also sometimes employ the term ‘bad’ to refer to those people - most notably, the ‘slaves’ - who by virtue of their weakness are not capable of living the life of self-affirming physical exuberance.


 The terms ‘good’ and ‘bad’ then form the basis of a variety of different ‘masters’ moralities. One of the most notable events in Western history occurs when the slaves revolt against the masters’ form of valuation. The slaves are not only physically weak and oppressed, but they are also by virtue of their very weakness debarred from spontaneously seeing themselves and their lives in an affirmative way. They develop a reactive and negative sentiment against the oppressive masters which Nietzsche calls ‘ressentiment’, and this ressentiment eventually turns creative, allowing the slaves to take revenge in the imagination on the masters whom they are too weak to harm physically. 


The form this revenge takes is the invention of a new concept and an associated new form of valuation: ‘evil’. ‘Evil’ is used to refer to the life the masters lead (which they call ‘good’) but it is used to refer to it in a disapproving way. In a ‘slave’ morality this negative term ‘evil’ is central, and slaves can come to a pale semblance of self-affirmation only by observing that they are not like the ‘evil’ masters. In the mouths of the slaves, ‘good’ comes to refer not to a life of robust vitality, but to one that is ‘not-evil’, i.e. not in any way like the life that the masters live. Through a variety of further conceptual inventions (notably, ‘free will’), the slaves stylize their own natural weakness into the result of a choice for which they can claim moral credit. Western morality has historically been a struggle between elements that derive from a basic form of valuation derived from ‘masters’ and one derived from ‘slaves.



The fate of bad conscience


In the Second Essay, Nietzsche develops a quite extraordinary story about the origins and emergence of feelings of responsibility and debt (personal obligation). He is concerned with nothing less than the evolution of the human mind and how its basic ways of thinking have come into being, such as inferring, calculating, weighing, and anticipating. Indeed, he points out that our word ‘man’ (manas) denotes a being that values, measures and weighs. Nietzsche is keen to draw the reader’s attention to what he regards as an important historical insight: the principal moral concept of ‘guilt’ (Schuld) descends from the material concept of‘ debts’ (Schulden). In this sphere of legal obligations, he stresses, we find the breeding-ground of the ‘moral conceptual world’ of guilt, conscience and duty (GM, II, 6).


Nietzsche opens the Second Essay by drawing attention to a paradoxical task of nature, namely, that of breeding an animal that is sanctioned to promise and so exist as a creature of time, a creature that can remember the past and anticipate the future, a creature that can in the present bind its own will relative to the future in the certain knowledge that it will in the future effectively remember that its will has been bound. For this cultivation of effective memory and imagination to be successful, culture needs to work against the active force of forgetting, which serves an important physiological function. The exercise of a memory of the will supposes that the human animal can make a distinction between what happens by accident and what happens by design or intention, and it also presupposes an ability to think causally about an anticipated future. In section 2, Nietzsche makes explicit that what he is addressing is the ‘long history of the origins of responsibility’. The successful cultivation of an animal sanctioned to promise requires a labor by which man is made into something ‘regular, reliable, and uniform’. This has been achieved by what Nietzsche calls the ‘morality of custom’ (Sittlichkeit der Sitte) and the ‘social straitjacket’ which it imposes. The disciplining of the human animal into an agent that has a sense of responsibility (Verantwortlichkeit) for its words and deeds has not taken place through gentle methods, but through the harsh and cruel measures of coercion and punishment. As Nietzsche makes clear at one point in the text: ‘Each step on earth, even the smallest, was in the past a struggle that was won with spiritual and physical torment . . .’ (III, 9). The problem for culture is that it has to deal with an animal that is partly dull, that has an inattentive mind and a strong propensity to active forgetfulness. In most societies and ages, this problem has not been solved by gentle methods: ‘A thing must be burnt in so that it stays in the memory’ (II, 3). Nietzsche’s insight is that without blood, torture and sacrifice, including ‘disgusting mutilations’, what we know as ‘modern psychology’ would never have arisen. All religions are at bottom systems of cruelty, Nietzsche contends; blood and horror lies at the basis of all good things. In a certain sense it is possible to locate the whole of asceticism in this sphere of torment: ‘a few ideas have to be made ineradicable . . . unforgettable and fixed in order to hypnotize the whole nervous and intellectual system through these “fixed ideas” . . .’ (ibid.).


The fruit of this labor of Culture performed on man in the pre-historical period is the sovereign individual who is master of a strong and durable will, a will that can make and keep promises. On this account freedom of the will is an achievement of culture and operates in the context of specific material practices and social relations. Nietzsche calls this individual autonomous and supra-ethical (übersittlich): it is supra-ethical simply in the sense that it has gone beyond the level of custom. For Nietzsche, the period of ‘the morality of custom’ pre-dates what we call ‘world history’ and is to be regarded as the ‘decisive historical period’ which has determined the character of man (GM, III, 9). The sublime work of morality can be explained as the ‘natural’ and necessary work of culture (of tradition and custom). The sovereign individual is the kind of self-regulating animal that is required for the essential functions of culture (for example, well-functioning creditor-debtor relations). It cannot be taken to be his ideal in any simple or straightforward sense3.


In GM, II, 16 Nietzsche advances, albeit in a preliminary fashion, his own theory on the ‘origin’ of the bad conscience. He looks upon it ‘as a serious illness to which man was forced to succumb by the pressure of the most fundamental of all changes which he experienced’. This change refers to the establishment of society and peace and their confining spaces, which brings with it a suspension and devaluation of the instincts. Nietzsche writes of the basic instinct of freedom - the will to power -being forced back and repressed (II, 17-18). Human beings now walk as if a ‘terrible heaviness’ bears down on them. In this new scenario the old animal instincts, such as animosity, cruelty, the pleasure of changing and destroying, do not cease to make their demands, but have to find new and underground satisfactions. Through internalization, in which no longer dischargeable instincts turn inward, comes the invention of what is popularly called the human ‘soul’: ‘The whole inner world, originally stretched thinly as though between two layers of skin, was expanded and extended itself and granted depth, breadth, and height in proportion to the degree that the external discharge of man’s instincts was obstructed.’ Nietzsche insists that this is ‘the origin of “bad conscience” ’. He uses striking imagery in his portrait of this momentous development.


On the one hand, Nietzsche approaches the bad conscience as the most insidious illness that has come into being and from which man has yet to recover, his sickness of himself. On the other hand, he maintains that the ‘prospect of an animal soul turning against itself’ is an event and a spectacle too interesting ‘to be played senselessly unobserved on some ridiculous planet’. Furthermore, as a development that was prior to all ressentiment, and that cannot be said to represent any organic assimilation into new circumstances, the bad conscience contributes to the appearance of an animal on earth that ‘arouses interest, tension, hope’, as if through it ‘something . . . were being prepared, as though man were not an end but just a path, an episode, a bridge, a great promise’ (GM, II, 16). Nietzsche observes that although it represents a painful and ugly growth, the bad conscience is not simply to be looked upon in disparaging terms; indeed, he speaks of the ‘active bad conscience’. It can be regarded as the ‘true womb of ideal and imaginative events’; through it an abundance of ‘disconcerting beauty and affirmation’ has been brought to light.


In the course of history, the illness of bad conscience reached a terrible and sublime peak. In prehistory, argues Nietzsche, the basic creditor-debtor relationship that informs human social and economic activity also finds expression in religious rites and worship, for example, the way a tribal community expresses thanks to earlier generations. Over time the ancestor is turned into a god and associated with the feeling of fear (the birth of superstition). Christianity cultivates further the moral or religious sentiment of debt and does so in terms of a truly monstrous level of sublime feeling: God is cast as the ultimate ancestor who cannot be repaid (GM, II, 20).



Sin and the ascetic ideal


The sense of ‘guilt’ has evolved through several momentous and fateful events in history. In its initial expression it is to be viewed ‘as a piece of animal psychology, no more  (GM, III, 20). In the earliest societies, a person is held answerable for his deeds and obliged to honor his debts. In the course of history this material sense of obligation is increasingly subject to moralization, reaching its summit with guilt before the Christian God. In the Third Essay, the ascetic priest comes into his own. Nietzsche had introduced the ‘priests’ into his account in the First Essay as a faction of the ruling class of ‘masters’, who distinguish themselves from the other masters by an extreme concern for purity (GM, I, 6-7). Originally, this concern is no more than a variant of the superiority of the master-caste as a whole over the slaves: the priests are masters and thus can afford to wash, wear clean clothes, avoid certain malodorous or unhealthy foods, etc. Slaves have no such luxury. Priestly purity, however, has a dangerous tendency to develop into more and more extreme and more and more internalized forms. Priests become expert in asceticism, and in dealing with all forms of human suffering. It is in the hands of the priest, an artist in feelings of guilt, Nietzsche says, that guilt assumes form and shape: ‘ “Sin” - for that is the name for the priestly reinterpretation of the animal “bad conscience” ... - has been the greatest event in the history of the sick soul up till now: with sin we have the most dangerous and disastrous trick of religious interpretation’ (GM, III, 20). The value of the priestly type of existence, says Nietzsche, lies in the fact that it succeeds in changing the direction of ressentiment (GM, III, 15).


In the First Essay, we saw the slaves in the grip of a creative resentment directed against the masters which could be expressed in the following terms: they - the masters - are ‘evil’, whereas we are not-evil (therefore, good). Important as the invention of the concept of ‘evil’ is historically, in itself it does not yet solve the slaves’ problem. In fact, in some ways it makes it more acute: If we are good, why do we suffer? The correct answer to this question, Nietzsche believes, is that the slaves suffer because they are inherently weak, and it is simply a biological fact that some humans are much weaker than others, either by nature or because of unfortunate circumstances. This answer, however, is one no slave can be expected to tolerate because it seems to make his situation hopeless and irremediable, which, in fact, Nietzsche thinks it is. Humans can bear suffering; what they cannot bear is seemingly senseless suffering, and this is what the slaves’ suffering is. It has no meaning; it is a mere brute fact. The priests’ intervention consists in giving the slaves a way of interpreting their suffering which at least allows them to make some sense of it. ‘You slaves are suffering’, so runs the priestly account, ‘because you are evil’. 


The resentment that was directed at the masters is now turned by the slaves on themselves. The sick, suffering slave becomes a ‘sinner’. In addition to this diagnosis of the cause of suffering, the priests also have a proposed therapy. Since ‘evil’ designates the kind of intense vitality the masters exhibit in their lives, the way to escape it is to engage in a progressive spiral of forms of life-abnegation and self-denial. In the long run, this therapy makes the original ‘disease’ - the suffering that results from human weakness - worse, but in the short run of 2,000 years or so, it has mobilized what energy the slaves command in the service of creating what we know as Western culture.


The ‘healing instinct of life’ operates through the priest, in which ideas of guilt, sin, damnation, and so on, serve ‘to make the sick harmless to a degree’, and the instincts of the sufferer are exploited ‘for the purpose of self-discipline, self-surveillance, and self-overcoming’ (GM, III, 16). The priests’ remedy for human suffering is the ascetic ideal, the ideal of a human will be turned utterly against itself, or self-abnegation for its own sake. Such an ideal seems to express a self-contradiction in as much as we seem to encounter with it life operating against life. Nietzsche argues, however, that viewed from physiological and psychological angles this amounts to nonsense. In section 13 of the Third Essay he suggests that, on closer examination, the self-contradiction turns out to be only apparent, it is ‘a psychological misunderstanding of something, the real nature of which was far from being understood . . .’. His argument is that the ascetic ideal has its source or origins in what he calls ‘the protective and healing instincts of a degenerating life’. The ideal indicates a partial physiological exhaustion, in the face of which ‘the deepest instincts of life, which have remained intact, continually struggle with new methods and inventions. The ascetic ideal amounts, in effect, to a trick or artifice (Kunstgriff) for the preservation of life. The interpretation of suffering developed by the ascetic ideal for a long time now has succeeded in shutting the door on a suicidal nihilism by giving humanity a goal: morality. The ideal has added new dimensions and layers to suffering by making it deeper and more internal, creating a suffering that gnaws more intensely at life and bringing it within the perspective of metaphysical-moral guilt. But this saving of the will has been won at the expense of the future and fostered a hatred of the conditions of human existence. It expresses a ‘fear of happiness and beauty’ and ‘a longing to get away from appearance, transience, growth, death’.


The real problem, according to Nietzsche, is not the past, not even Christianity, but present-day Christian-moral Europe. ‘After such vistas and with such a burning hunger in our conscience and science’, he writes in an aphorism on the great health, ‘how could we still be satisfied with present-day man?’ (GS, 382). We live in an age in which the desire for man and his future - a future beyond mere self-preservation, security and comfort - seems to be disappearing from the face of the earth. Modern atheists who have emancipated themselves from the affliction of past errors - the error of God, of the world conceived as a unity, of free will, and so on - have only freed themselves from something and not for some-thing. They either believe in nothing at all or have a blind commitment to science and uphold the unconditional nature of the will to truth. By contrast, Nietzsche commits himself to the ‘supreme affirmation’ that is born out of fullness, and this is ‘an affirmation without reservation even of suffering, even of guilt, even of all that is strange and questionable in existence’. Nietzsche stresses that this ‘Yes to life’ is both the highest and deepest insight that is ‘confirmed and maintained by truth and know-ledge’ (EH ‘BT’, 2). It is not, then, a simple-minded, pre-cognitive ‘Yes’ to life that he wants us to practice, but one, as he stresses, secured by ‘truth and knowledge’. The ‘free spirit’ knows what kind of ‘you shall’ he has obeyed, Nietzsche writes; and in so doing, ‘he also knows what he now can, what only now he - may do…’ (HH, Preface).



Nietzsche and political thought


Nietzsche’s political thinking remains a source of difficulty, even embarrassment, because it fails to accord with the standard liberal ways of thinking about politics which have prevailed in the last two hundred and more years. As in liberalism, Nietzsche’s conception of politics is an instrumental one, but he differs radically from the liberal view in his valuation of life. For liberalism, politics is a means to the peaceful coexistence of individual agents; for Nietzsche, by contrast, it is a means to the production of human greatness. Nietzsche challenges what we might call the ontological assumptions that inform the positing of the liberal subject, chiefly that its identity is largely imaginary because it is posited only at the expense of neglecting the cultural and historical formation of the subject. The liberal formulation of the subject assumes individual identity and liberty to be a given, in which the individual exists independently of the mediations of culture and history and outside the medium of ethical contest and spiritual labor. Nietzsche is committed to the enhancement of man and this enhancement does not consist in improving the conditions of existence for most human beings, but in the generation of a few, striking and superlatively vital ‘highest exemplars’ of the species. Nietzsche looks forward to new philosophers who will be strong and original enough to revalue and reverse so-called ‘eternal values’ and, in teaching human beings that the future depends on their will, ‘will prepare the way for great risk-taking and joint experiments in discipline and breeding’, and in this way, ‘put an end to that terrible reign of nonsense and coincidence that until now has been known as “history” ’ (BGE, 203).


In the two early essays from 1871-2 included in this volume, ‘The Greek State’ and ‘Homer’s Contest’, we see at work the stress Nietzsche places on political life not as an end but to the pro-duction of great human beings and an aristocratic culture. Nietzsche presents a stark choice between ‘culture’ and ‘politics’ (or the claims of justice). He argues that if we wish to promote greatness and serve the ends of culture, then it is necessary to recognize that an essential aspect of society is economic servitude for the majority of individuals. We must not let the ‘urge for justice . . . swamp all other ideas’; or, as Nietzsche memorably puts it, the ‘cry of compassion’ must not be allowed to tear down the ‘walls of culture’.


When Nietzsche took up his teaching appointment at Basel University, he sought to make a contribution to the so-called ‘Homeric question’ which was center on issues about the authenticity, authorship and significance of the works ascribed to ‘Homer’. He addressed the topic in his inaugural lecture given in 1869, which was entitled ‘Homer and Classical Philology’ (originally conceived as an essay on ‘Homer’s Personality’). He comments upon the significance of the Greek agon (contest) in research he had done on a neglected (and maligned) Florentine manuscript on an imaginary contest between Homer and Hesiod (the first part of this research was published in 1870 and a second part in 1873)4. An exploration of what constitutes the kernel of the Hellenic idea of the contest (agon, certamen) becomes the major concern of Nietzsche’s speculations on the ‘event’ of Homer in the unpublished essay ‘Homer’s Contest’ that we publish here. Two points are worth noting about this research work by the young Nietzsche: first, that it is an early exercise in genealogy in the sense that it focuses on what it means to reclaim something from the past – in this case antiquity - for the present, and, second, that the motif of the contest is one that persists in Nietzsche and runs throughout his writings.


Nietzsche’s positions on ethics and politics may not ultimately compel us but they are more instructive than is commonly supposed, and certainly not as horrific as many of his critics would have us believe5. He is out to disturb our satisfaction with ourselves as moderns and as knowers. Although we may find it difficult to stomach some of his specific proposals for the overcoming of man and morality, his conception of genealogy has become a constitutive feature of our efforts at self-knowledge.



ON THE GENEALOGY OF MORALITY



A Polemic



1


We are unknown to ourselves, we knowers: and with good reason. We have never looked for ourselves, - so how are we ever supposed to find ourselves? How right is the saying: ‘Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also’;6 our treasure is where the hives of our knowledge are. As born winged-insects and intellectual honey-gatherers we are constantly making for them, concerned at heart with only one thing - to ‘bring some-thing home’. As far as the rest of life is concerned, the so-called ‘experiences’, - who of us ever has enough seriousness for them? or enough time? I fear we have never really been ‘with it’ in such matters: our heart is simply not in it - and not even our ear! On the contrary, like somebody divinely absent-minded and sunk in his own thoughts who, the twelve strokes of midday having just boomed into his ears, wakes with a start and wonders ‘What hour struck?’, sometimes we, too, afterwards rub our ears and ask, astonished, taken aback, ‘What did we actually experience then?’ or even, ‘Who are we, in fact?’ and afterwards, as I said, we count all twelve reverberating strokes of our experience, of our life, of our being - oh! and lose count... We remain strange to ourselves out of necessity, we do not understand ourselves, we must confusedly mistake who we are, the motto7 ‘everyone is furthest from himself’ applies to us forever, - we are not ‘knowers’ when it comes to ourselves...



2


- My thoughts on the descent of our moral prejudices - for that is what this polemic is about - were first set out in a sketchy and provisional way in the collection of aphorisms entitled Human, All Too Human. A Book for Free Spirits,8 which I began to write in Sorrento during a winter that enabled me to pause, like a wanderer pauses, to take in the vast and dangerous land through which my mind had hitherto travelled. This was in the winter of 1876-7; the thoughts themselves go back further. They were mainly the same thoughts which I shall be taking up again in the present essays - let us hope that the long interval has done them good, that they have become riper, brighter, stronger and more perfect! The fact that I still stick to them today, and that they themselves in the meantime have stuck together increasingly firmly, even growing into one another and growing into one, makes me all the more blithely confident that from the first, they did not arise in me individually, randomly or sporadically but as stemming from a single root, from a fundamental will to knowledge deep inside me which took control, speaking more and more clearly and making ever clearer demands. And this is the only thing proper for a philosopher. We have no right to stand out individually: we must not either make mistakes or hit on the truth individually. Instead, our thoughts, values, every ‘yes’, ‘no’, ‘if’ and ‘but’ grow from us with the same inevitability as fruits borne on the tree - all related and referring to one another and a testimonial to one will, one health, one earth, one sun. - Do you like the taste of our fruit? - But of what concern is that to the trees? And of what concern is it to us philosophers?...



3


With a characteristic skepticism to which I confess only reluctantly -it relates to morality and to all that hitherto on earth has been celebrated as morality -, a skepticism which sprang up in my life so early, so unbid-den, so unstoppably, and which was in such conflict with my surroundings, age, precedents and lineage that I would almost be justified in calling it my ‘a priori’, - eventually my curiosity and suspicion were bound to fix on the question of what origin our terms good and evil actually have. Indeed, as a thirteen-year-old boy, I was preoccupied with the problem of the origin of evil: at an age when one’s heart was ‘half-filled with childish games, half-filled with God’9, dedicated my first literary childish game, my first philosophical essay, to this problem - and as regards my ‘solution’ to the problem at that time, I quite properly gave God credit for it and made him the father of evil. Did my ‘a priori’ want this of me? That new, immoral, or at least immoralistic ‘a priori: and the oh-so-anti-Kantian, so enigmatic ‘categorical imperative’10 which spoke from it and to which I have, in the meantime, increasingly lent an ear, and not just an ear? ... Fortunately, I learnt, in time, to separate theological from moral prejudice and I no longer searched for the origin of evil beyond the world. Some training in history and philology, together with my innate fastidiousness with regard to all psychological problems, soon transformed my problem into another: under what conditions did man invent the value judgments good and evil? and what value do they themselves have? Have they up to now obstructed or promoted human flourishing? Are they a sign of dis-tress, poverty and the degeneration of life? Or, on the contrary, do they reveal the fullness, strength and will of life, its courage, its confidence, its future? To these questions I found and ventured all kinds of answers of my own, I distinguished between epochs, peoples, grades of rank between individuals, I focused my inquiry, and out of the answers there developed new questions, investigations, conjectures, probabilities until I had my own territory, my own soil, a whole silently growing and blossoming world, secret gardens, as it were, the existence of which nobody must be allowed to suspect . . . Oh! how happy we are, we knowers, provided we can keep quiet for long enough! . . .
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