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Introduction

Friedrich Nietzsche was a German philosopher. He lived from 1844 to 1900 and is most famous for his declaration that ‘God is dead’ and his consequent belief that we must therefore create a new man, a ‘Superman’. Nietzsche is probably the most widely read philosopher in the modern world, yet he also continues to be the most misunderstood. His writings were almost totally ignored during his lifetime, and up until the mid-twentieth century his philosophy was neglected and badly translated. Up until then his influence has been claimed in areas as diverse as vegetarianism, anarchism, Nazism and religious cultism. It is only more recently that Nietzsche has undergone something of a rehabilitation and a deserved recognition has emerged that here was a man who ranks amongst the great and original thinkers of the modern age.

Nietzsche was the first philosopher to fully confront the prevailing loss of religious belief in Western Europe with his declaration that ‘God is dead’. What Nietzsche meant by this was that society no longer had a need for God, for He had outlived his usefulness. Nietzsche was therefore calling for humanity to stand on its own two feet without the support of faith or dogma of any kind. Nietzsche, therefore, was not only attacking religious faith, but also a belief in objective values or truths. We must choose our own values. The reason people persisted in a belief in God or truth, Nietzsche argued, was because of their reluctance to face the reality of the situation; it is a form of self-deception. Rather it is better to face and, indeed, to embrace, the temporary nature of existence and the apparent meaninglessness of life.

Nietzsche suffered from severe illnesses throughout much of his life, including severe migraines which meant he often lay in a darkened room, unable to leave his bed. He went insane in January 1889, and his illness and insanity may well have been the result of contracting syphilis, although he suffered from headaches even as a boy. Nietzsche, however, saw illness in a positive way, providing him with the inspiration to write and think: great works come from suffering, he believed. Indeed, he was able to write his greatest works during perhaps the times of his worst suffering, both physically and mentally. Works such as Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Beyond Good and Evil, and The Genealogy of Morals were all written between 1883 and 1887.

Nietzsche was born at a time of great change. The age of the telegraph had arrived in the year of Nietzsche’s birth, Karl Marx’s Communist Manifesto was published when Nietzsche was four and, in the same year, revolutions were breaking out across Europe with the growth in new values and ideas such as popular liberalism, nationalism and socialism. Over the next two decades, Germany (under Bismarck) and Italy achieved political unification, Austria and Prussia eliminated feudalism and, in 1861, Russia freed the serfs. From the 1870s the second phase of the Industrial Revolution led to mass production of goods and the mechanization of society. Importantly, from a religious perspective, belief in God was on the decline: Marx had declared it to be the opium of the masses and Charles Darwin’s (1809–82) theory of evolution raised serious religious questions regarding the authority of the Bible. Nietzsche was to present a critical eye over these changes: of the dangers of Enlightenment ideals, of increasing mechanization and secularization, of democracy and liberalism and of nihilism. In many respects, Nietzsche can be seen as a prophet of his time, yet also out of step with his time, as prophets often are. Whilst many head like lemmings towards the cliff edge, singing the praises of science and political enlightenment, Nietzsche stands on the top of a high mountain and looks down from another perspective, one of caution and warning of the possible dangers of this new age.

He is certainly the most controversial and notorious philosopher to have lived, as well as being one of the world’s most interesting and scintillating you will come across, in the realms of philosophy at least. When people think of Nietzsche today they associate him with his harsh criticisms of religion, specifically Christianity, as well as his attack on the belief in ‘another world’. Previous to his rehabilitation, however, many did not regard him as much of a philosopher at all but, even worse, someone who should be banned from the bookshelves. The reasons for this perception of Nietzsche will be unravelled as you read on, and even the current understanding of him can be considered as open to debate. The fact that today you can attend Nietzsche conferences, where he is discussed amongst serious and highly professional philosophers, should be sufficient evidence that here we are talking about Nietzsche as a very serious philosopher indeed.



Nietzsche’s texts – Abbreviations

Ecce Homo: EH

Thus Spoke Zarathustra: TSZ

The Birth of Tragedy: BT

Beyond Good and Evil: BGE

The Twilight of the Idols: TI

The Antichrist: AC

The Gay Science: GS

The Genealogy of Morals: GM

Untimely Meditations: UM

Human, All Too Human: HAH





1
Nietzsche’s early life 1844–79

Nietzsche was born on 15 October 1844 in Germany. Although his father died when Nietzsche was only five years old, his childhood was, on the whole, a happy one. He was doted upon by his female relatives. As a child, Nietzsche was very religious, but as a young teenager he began to question religious tenets. At university, he ceased being a Christian altogether and abandoned his studies in theology. In his twenties, he became increasingly ill, the likely cause being syphilis. This ill health was to plague him for the rest of his life. Nietzsche published his first major work, The Birth of Tragedy, in 1871. It was not, however, well received in the academic world and he resigned his university post due to illness in 1879.

Nietzsche’s background

The importance of a person’s childhood on their views in maturity should never be underestimated. Nietzsche himself states clearly in his writings that our philosophies are moulded by our upbringing, which is why he is so critical of attempts by philosophers to be objective and to believe they can ever step outside themselves.

Nietzsche was born on 15 October 1844 in Röcken, a municipality in the district of Burgenlandkreis in Saxony-Anhalt in Germany. Even today Röcken is a small village with a population of less than 200. You can still see the house, the Pastor’s house, where Nietzsche was born, and which has now become a museum. You can also visit the ancient church (one of the oldest in Saxony) where he was baptized, his village school, and the well-kept family grave where he is buried next to his sister Elisabeth and his parents. Röcken was surrounded by farms, and the nearest town, Lützen, was a half-hour’s walk away and was itself a very small market town.

Nietzsche’s ancestry has been traced back to the sixteenth century of some 200 German forebears. None were aristocrats and most were small tradesmen such as butchers and carpenters. However, he is also the heir of some 20 clergymen. Nietzsche’s grandfather was a superintendent (the equivalent of a bishop) in the Lutheran Church, and the philosopher’s father, Karl Ludwig, became pastor for the village. Friedrich’s mother, Franziska Oehler, was the daughter of the Lutheran pastor of a neighbouring village. The first five-and-a-half years of Nietzsche’s life were spent in a parsonage, and even after that he was brought up in a pious environment. It is curious to note that the philosopher who came to symbolize more than any other the rejection of religious dogma, was brought up within such an observant household. His philosophy has, as a result, been seen as a deliberate rebellion against a strict, oppressive and conformist upbringing. Yet the Lutheran Church resembles more the Anglican rather than some fundamentalist, puritan church. In fact, the Lutheran tradition has contributed greatly to German intellectual and cultural life and has encouraged cultural and social improvement. There is every indication that the young Friedrich had a happy and fulfilling childhood, and he never spoke in his writings of any kind of rebellion against his upbringing. If anything, the young Nietzsche was more strict and conformist than his peers.

Nietzsche’s father was 30 years old when, in 1843, he married the 17-year-old Franziska. Nietzsche shared a birthday with the reigning King of Prussia and so was named Friedrich Wilhelm after him. After Friedrich, they gave birth to a daughter, Elisabeth, in 1846, and a second son, Joseph, in 1848. Also residing in the house were Nietzsche’s two rather dotty aunts and Franziska’s widowed mother. By all accounts, Nietzsche’s mother possessed a great deal of common sense and unquestioning piety, but had not been well educated. The first years of Nietzsche’s life were quiet ones as the family settled down to their existence together. The descriptions of the house and its surroundings conjure up an idyllic setting, with a small farmyard, an orchard, a flower garden and ponds surrounded by willow trees. Here Nietzsche could fish and play, exercising his imagination as all children do. According to his sister Elisabeth’s memoirs, Nietzsche took up talking rather late to the extent that, at the age of two-and-a-half, his parents consulted a physician who suggested that the reason he hadn’t spoken was because the family were so excessive in their devotion towards him he did not feel the need to ask for anything. His first word, apparently, was ‘Granma’, an indication of the female influence in the household, and by the age of four he began to read and write.

Tragedy strikes

Although childhood was, on the whole, a happy one for Friedrich, in 1849 tragedy struck with the death of his father. Karl Ludwig was only 36. A year later, Nietzsche’s younger brother also died. The traditional family existence was shattered and they were compelled to leave Röcken to go to the nearby walled town of Naumburg. The young Friedrich now lived with his mother, sister, two maiden aunts and a maternal grandmother. Women, therefore, surrounded Nietzsche, and his younger sister, especially, doted upon him. Nietzsche’s mother was still very young, but she was never to remarry.

In many respects, life at Naumburg would have differed little from Röcken, for it too was a small town that saw or cared little for the outside world. Nietzsche was to live there until he was 14. His mother, as a result of legacies left by her own mother on her death in 1856, had the financial means to set up a home of her own.

Nietzsche attended the local boys’ school where he made his earliest friends, Wilhelm Pinder and Gustav Krug. Pinder, at the age of 14, wrote an autobiography in which he makes regular mention of Nietzsche, describing his initial encounter with the young Friedrich as one of the most important events in his life. The picture Wilhelm presents of the boy Nietzsche is of someone who loved solitude and had a pious, tender temperament whilst having a lively, inventive and independent mind. Significantly his character is portrayed as someone who displayed the virtues of humility and gratitude and was preparing himself for a future vocation as a pastor. Pinder’s father was a town councillor and lover of literature, and he used to read Goethe to the three boys. Krug’s father was an amateur musician, and we can detect Nietzsche’s life-long love of music originating here as he took it upon himself to learn to play the piano.

Nietzsche’s education

In 1851, the three boyhood friends were transferred from the town school to the private preparatory school until 1854. Here, Nietzsche received his first taste of Latin and Greek. They all went on to the higher school, the Domgymnasium, until 1858 when Nietzsche – no doubt due to his intellectual talents – was awarded a free boarding place at the exclusive and strict Pforta school. Nietzsche was studious, certainly, but he enjoyed outdoor activities such as walking, swimming and skating, and grew to be physically well-built. However, he suffered from illness throughout most of his life and it was during these years that the headaches began, possibly linked also to his short-sightedness and the large amount of reading and writing he did as a child.

Pforta School was disciplined and traditional. Pupils were awoken at 4 a.m., classes started at 6 a.m. and continued until 4 p.m. There were further classes in the evening. The school concentrated on a classical education – especially Latin and Greek – rather than mathematics and the sciences. Nietzsche developed an enthusiasm for poetry, literature and music, as well as scholarly criticism, which first led him to doubt the tenets of the Bible.
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