Nietzsche on The Good Life

Notes concerning extracts from Nietzsche’s The Gay Science


How to make the best use of this handout

Highlight any direct quotes from the text and make sure you can paraphrase them in your own words. You should be able to condense these notes even further.  Try to find links between themes in the various sections and in relation to previous authors. Quiz yourself with the “Check your understanding” questions – you don’t need to write the answers down!

343 – James Johnson and Beth Taylor

The meaning of our cheerfulness

PARAGRAPH ONE: Nietzsche explains that by “God is dead” he means, “the belief in a Christian god has become unbelievable”.  He states that for those few who understand “some sun seems to have set” – i.e. it is the end of an era.  He does not believe that the vast majority of people are ready to cope with this change yet, much less realise the extent of its consequences.  He explains, for example, the precarious position European morality now finds itself in, as it was built upon this past faith.  

PARAGRAPH TWO: Nietzsche states that even those who think like him (“we born guessers of riddles”) are facing the “approaching gloom” without a feeling of personal involvement and asks why this might be so.  He thinks it might be because they are concerned with the “initial consequences”, (the more immediate, personal consequences), which he sees as “not at all sad and gloomy”, but rather hopeful and encouraging.  

PARAGRAPH THREE: Nietzsche states that philosophers and “free spirits” feel as if “a new dawn” is shining.  In other words, that there are new possibilities.  He uses the analogy of an “open sea” to describe the situation of being able to venture out, facing dangers with daring – in other words, being able to take true risks with our lives.

CHECK YOUR UNDERSTANDING: Why does Nietzsche feel “cheerful” that “God is dead”?

344 – Laura Burgoine and Laura Singleton

How we, too, are still pious

PARAGRAPH ONE: Nietzsche states that, in science, and with good reason, “convictions have no rights of citizenship” (i.e. they do not belong) – given that a conviction is a belief with no foundation.  He explains that in the scientific method, it is hypotheses, (which can be tested) which are important; and that a statement cannot become a conviction until it has been “downgraded” to hypothetical status and then “proven”.  It seems he is defending science, but he isn’t; because he goes on to state that if this method were true, then the “first step” in the scientific spirit would be to “not permit…convictions.” (Since everything would have to be reduced to a hypothesis.)

PARAGRAPH TWO: Nietzsche points out that in order for “the discipline” (science) to begin, it must be based on a “prior conviction’; and he concludes that science too rests on faith – a faith expressed as  “Nothing is needed more than truth…”

PARAGRAPH THREE: He calls this a “will to truth” (i.e. a desire for truth).  He introduces the idea of deceit and asks whether our search for truth stems from us not wanting to be deceived or from a desire to not deceive others.  He then asks “Why not?” (i.e. what’s wrong with being deceived and/or deceiving others?)

PARAGRAPH FOUR: Nietzsche differentiates between a) not wanting to be deceived and b) not wanting to deceive others; and dismisses the first as a definition of “will to truth” on the following grounds.  Firstly he points out that we assume being deceived is harmful or dangerous; and that science would therefore be a useful way of keeping ourselves safe.  However, Nietzsche objects to this assumption.  He asks “What do you know in advance of the character of existence to be able to decide whether the greater advantage is on the side of the unconditionally mistrustful or the unconditionally trusting?”  In other words, how can be sure that you would not be less harmed by being deceived than by someone not deceiving you?  Nietzsche believes that both truth and untruth can “prove to be useful”; and that if we acknowledge this then the conviction upon which science rests (the desire for truth) would not exist.  Thus, he says that it cannot be mere utility (or usefulness) that accounts for our faith in science.  

PARAGRAPH FIVE: Nietzsche defines the “will to truth” not as “I will not allow myself to deceive” but as “I will not deceive, not even myself”, which Nietzsche believes brings the debate into the realm of morality.    He wonders why it is that we don’t want to deceive when it seems as if life itself is full of “semblance, meaning error, deception, simulation, delusion” and that life even seems to favour “unscrupulous polytropoi”.  Polytropoi has no English equivalent, but can be translated loosely as shrewd or crafty.  He therefore thinks that our “will to truth” is, in many ways, “hostile to life” and even “destructive”.  If life depends on deception, then desiring truth “at any price” is independent of our survival.  This seems to him to be a standard that we are willing to sacrifice ourselves for, and it is this ‘standard’ and our willingness to sacrifice ourselves for it that is the extent to which we are still “pious”.  This is what he means when he states that the “Will to truth - … might be a concealed will to death.”

PARAGRAPH SIX: Nietzsche raises a new question – why have morality at all, when it seems that the natural world itself is not moral?  He thinks that those who have a faith in science are thereby affirming the existence of another world, separate to the one we know – some world where “the truth” exists.  He claims that by doing so are they not negating the counterpart to that other world – the counterpart of course being our own world.  He draws a comparison between scientific faith and religious faith, claiming that they are both metaphysical and stem from the idea that “God is truth and truth divine”.  He asks what would happen if this faith were to become harder to believe or based on error – “(What if) God himself should prove to be our most enduring lie?”

CHECK YOUR UNDERSTANDING: How is it that we are “still pious”, according to Nietzsche?

345 – Jedd Rothman

Morality as a problem

PARAGRAPH ONE: Nietzsche believes that “weak” personalities that deny themselves are not good for anything.  He claims that “selflessness” has no real value.  Nietzsche is very clear in stating that we need to be passionate about our own troubles and that only the strongest personalities who have good self-knowledge can do this.  He distinguishes between those who have a “personal relationship” or an “impersonal one” with their problems.  He goes so far as to state that even if weak people could grasp the problems the problems themselves would not allow the “weaklings” to keep hold of them; and he states that in this way problems are a lot like women, which has been misunderstood by many as a misogynistic comment, but which was actually intended to compliment clever women.  

PARAGRAPH TWO: Nietzsche wonders why he has no knowledge of anyone (even in fiction) having dealt with morality as a personal dilemma.  He thinks it is because “up to now” morality wasn’t a problem – it was on the contrary the one thing on which people agreed and not a debate thinkers needed to enter into. 

PARAGRAPH THREE: He explains that there are problems with any histories of morality that have been written, since those who compile them are working with certain assumptions, because they are “unsuspectingly obedient to one particular morality…that popular superstition of Christian Europe…that what is characteristic of moral actions is selflessness, self-sacrifice, or sympathy and pity.”  He states that some people work on an assumption that all “tame nations” adhere to these principles and that these principles are therefore binding for everyone.  He further states that others think that there is no consensus among nations as to what is morally “right”; and that therefore no morality is binding to everyone.  Nietzsche calls both ideas “childish”.  

PARAGRAPH FOUR: Nietzsche states that the problem with critiques that have been done thus far criticise its origins and superstitions and think that they have “criticised the morality itself”.  He draws an analogy between a moral command (such as “Thou shalt”) and medication.  He states that the beliefs of the person taking the medicine (or obeying the command) are independent of the value of the medicine (or the moral).  He thinks it is possible for a worthwhile morality to be born of error, just as it might be possible to believe medication works because it’s pink, but this error would not prevent it from being worthwhile medication.  

PARAGRAPH FIVE: Nietzsche decides that we need to examine the value of morality, beginning with questioning it, which he identifies as “our task”.

CHECK YOUR UNDERSTANDING: Why does Nietzsche think morality is a problem?

346 – Michael Los 

Our question mark

PARAGRAPH ONE: Nietzsche begins by dispelling commonly-held views about existentialists; they are not “godless, or unbelievers, or perhaps immoralists… this would not come close to designating us.”  He states that existentialists do not feel the “bitterness” of those who have been torn from their prior belief system and feel compelled to replace it with a new one.  He says existentialist recognise the true nature of the world – that it is “anything but divine.”  He further explains that the world has – up to this point – been misinterpreted, “in accordance with our needs.”  He thinks that this is because “man is a reverent animal”.  However, he also believes that people are mistrustful, but that our mistrust has thus far led us only to understand that the world is not worth what we once thought it was.  

PARAGRAPH TWO: Nietzsche explains that existentialists are not trying to claim that the world is somehow worth less than we once thought – only that it seems crazy to look for a way of valuing it which were outside of the world itself (i.e. in the metaphysical realm).  He thinks that the desire to look to the metaphysical to put a value on human existence is partly what was wrong with modern movement such as pessimism (c.f. information on Schopenhauer in the Magee book) as well as Buddhism and Christianity.

PARAGRAPH THREE: Nietzsche disagrees with humanistic ideas – using “man as the measure of the value of things” partly because this idea tends to lead to “existence itself” being judged as “wanting” (by which he means ‘lacking’).  He states that we are in danger of creating two possibilities – the world in which our reverences made it possible for us to “endure life”; and another world which “consists of us”.    He thinks that the could lead to nihilism – “Either abolish your reverences or yourselves”; but asks whether the former belief is not also a type of nihilism.

CHECK YOUR UNDERSTANDING: What exactly is the question Nietzsche is pinpointing here?

347 – Masturina Kracica, Kristie Francisco and Georgia Daskalopoulos 

Believers and their need to believe

PARAGRAPH ONE: Our need for a “faith” that we do not wish to “be shaken”, that we “cling” to, is a measure of our strength (or, as Nietzsche believes, our “weakness”).  He believes that it is in man’s nature (and here he means the general populace of Europe at the time) to cling to an “article of faith” (something in which one strongly believes) even if it has been “refuted…a thousand times”.

PARAGRAPH TWO: Nietzsche acknowledges that not everyone still requires metaphysics (explanations of events that look to something outside of the physical world – e.g. religion), but states that people still have a “demand for certainty” which is now shown in a blind faith in science.  By “demand for certainty” in this context, he means an easy certainty, where objections have not been thoroughly examined.  He believes that replacing religion with science still demonstrates an “instinct of weakness”, in other words the need for “a support” or “a prop”.  Nietzsche points out that our weakness does not create convictions (religious or scientific) but does keep them going.

PARAGRAPH THREE: Nietzsche states that while such religious and scientific systems may seem “positivistic” (i.e. imbued with positive qualities), in fact they entail “a certain pessimistic gloom”, by which he means weariness, fear, and/or bad temper.  He states that contemporary “movements” (such as French naturalism or Russian nihilism) are in fact manifestations of the “need for a faith, a support, backbone, something to fall back on.”

PARAGRAPH FOUR: Nietzsche states “Faith is always coveted most and needed most urgently where will is lacking…” Nietzsche believes that will is “the decisive sign of sovereignty” (by sovereignty he means power over the self).  He believes that people who do not have this kind of “will” prefer someone to command them, preferably “severely”.  He states that the two major world religions – Christianity and Buddhism – probably owe their popularity to a “disease of the will” (i.e. people wanting to be told how to behave and what to do by some higher authority).  Even weak people can join in this kind of “fanaticism” and therefore have “faith” in it – think religion, think football fans. Conversely, Nietzsche prefers to imagine a “free spirit par excellence” (demonstrating excellence).  This “free-spirited” individual would not wish for a “backbone”, would not wish for certainty.  This person would be willing to live with uncertainty, would be capable of “maintaining himself on “insubstantial ropes” and would “(dance) even near abysses.”  In other words, they would rejoice in the lack of certainty and blind faith, without reaching out for, or expecting, a support to be there for them.

CHECK YOUR UNDERSTANDING: Who are the “believers”; and why do they “need to believe”?

348 – N.B. This section is not required for study by VCAA

On the origins of scholars

PARAGRAPH ONE: Nietzsche states that European scholarship has a democratic base, but that this “origin betrays itself.”  He believes that if we look carefully at a scholar’s works, we can glimpse their “pre-history”, particularly with regard to their “family…occupations and crafts.”

PARAGRAPH TWO: Nietzsche believes that our origins help to shape the way we consider something to have been “proved”, and that this “faith in a proof” is a symptom of what our forefathers have considered to be “good workmanship”.  (It is worth noting that prior to the industrial revolution trades and crafts tended to be passed down from father to son).  He gives the example of clerks and office workers, who consider a problem to have been dealt with when it has been ‘filed’, or “schematised” – in other words, put into some kind of order.  He states “one pays a price for being the child of one’s parents” – by which he means that we may not see the true nature of a problem or what the best solution may be as we tend to deal with it the way we have been brought up to.  

PARAGRAPH THREE: Nietzsche continues with the example of an advocate (a legal representative), who wants to be judged as being in the right.  He further states that the sons of ministers and teachers might think they have proved themselves when they have stated their cause passionately (given that they are used to being believed).  He contrasts this with Jews, who are “least of all used to being believed”.  He discusses the Jewish love of logic, which Nietzsche believes is democratic; and states that Europe owes the Jews a debt of thanks for bringing logic to the intellectual arena.

CHECK YOUR UNDERSTANDING: How, according to Nietzsche, do our origins influence the way we deal with problems?

349 – Annie Rodoni

Once more the origin of scholars

PARAGRAPH ONE: Nietzsche believes that the instinct for self-preservation raises its ugly head when people are in “a condition of distress” and that it limits our “fundamental instinct of life”, which he thinks is the “expansion of power” – a further explanation of what he means by the “will to power”.  He mentions Spinoza (for more information see the Magee book), who thought that self-preservation was the most decisive instinct humans had.

PARAGRAPH TWO: Nietzsche criticises Darwinism for the same reason – he thinks that Darwin’s focus on the “struggle for existence” (i.e. the emphasis merely on survival) is onesided.  He thinks the popularity of Darwin’s theory among modern (i.e. his contemporaries) natural sciences could be due to their origins.  He explains how their ancestors were poor and had to struggle to survive, so Darwinism makes sense to them.  Nietzsche believes that in nature the struggle for mere survival is an exception to the rule, “a temporary restriction of the will to life.”  He thinks that in nature it is conditions of “overflow and squandering” which dominate, rather than “conditions of distress”.    He believes the true struggle “always revolves around growth and expansion, around power…”

CHECK YOUR UNDERSTANDING: In what way does Nietzsche think that the origins of natural scientists have influenced their views?

350 – N.B. This section is not required for study by VCAA

In honour of the homines religiosi (the religious type)

PARAGRAPH ONE: Nietzsche states that in many ways the rebellion of the “common people” against the church can be seen as the “superficial type”, the “common instinct of the people, their ‘good heart’” rebelling.  He thinks that the Roman church rests upon “a southern suspicion about the nature of man” and that those in the north misunderstand this suspicion.  He thinks that this had led to the idea (cemented by the French revolution, in which the “common people” overthrew the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie) that a ‘good person’ was of one who was part of a herd, which he likens to “the sheep, the ass”.

351 – Susan Nichols

In honour of the priestly type

PARAGRAPH ONE: Nietzsche asks the rhetorical question “Who, today, is not ‘common people’?”, reflecting the push toward democracy prevalent in Europe at the time.  He states that the view of the common people as to what wisdom entails is that of the “clever, bovine piety…and meekness of country pastors”.  He thinks that philosophers have always felt remote from this view, probably because they did not consider themselves to be common people; and that because of this, it is hard to convince philosophers that the average person could understand the “great passion” of those who “live continuously in the thundercloud of the highest problems…” (i.e. philosophers).  

PARAGRAPH TWO: Nietzsche thinks that the common people revere (worship) a very different type of “sage” (wise person) in preference to thinking highly of philosophers.  He thinks they favour the “mild, serious and simple-minded, chaste priestly type”; and that it is this kind of person the common people believe to be wise.  He thinks that this is because the priestly types have arisen from amongst the ranks of the common people but have been “sacrificed” for the greater good – after all, the common people think that they themselves are being sacrificed to God.  He believes that much of the attraction lies in the fact that people can confess to priests, that “one can get rid of one’s secrets…”  Nietzsche thinks that “when one ‘has confessed’ one forgets”…somehow losing our ‘self’ or escaping from it (see the notes from the video for more information on Nietzsche’s views on the dangers of religion).

PARAGRAPH THREE: Nietzsche thinks that priests perform a function in society like that of a sewer – that it is through them that the “filth of the soul” can be purified.  

PARAGRAPH FOUR: Nietzsche states the reason the common people think these men of faith are wise is because they appear certain (by which he means secure) compared to their own uncertainty (or insecurity).  Nietzsche does not want to deny the masses their reverence of priests.  However, he also thinks it’s fair that philosophers consider priests themselves to be common folk and “not men of knowledge”, for the simple reason that philosophers (such as himself) do not believe that “men of knowledge” exist.  Nietzsche calls Plato and Pythagorus “monsters of pride”, but concedes that not even they thought men of wisdom existed.  This claim may be debatable, but think about the criticisms Socrates and Plato made of the Sophists, who claimed to be knowledgeable men.  

CHECK YOUR UNDERSTANDING: Is Nietzsche really “honouring” the “priestly type”?

352 – Andrew Lishman and Caitlin Llewelyn

How morality is scarcely dispensible

PARAGRAPH ONE: Nietzsche mentions that naked humans are considered shameful.  Don’t forget that he wrote this in 1886 – when Queen Victoria reigned in England – she had some pretty strict views concerning behaviour and dress.  He feels that Europeans consider clothing to be “indispensable”, though he calls it a “masquerade” (think masquerade balls, where everyone wears masks to disguise their true identity) and that if they found themselves suddenly naked in polite company their “cheerfulness would vanish”.

PARAGRAPH TWO: Nietzsche considers clothing as a metaphor for morality – that humans ‘clothe’ themselves in moral “concepts of decency” such as “duty, virtue…(and)…self-denial”.  However, Nietzsche does not believe that these concepts mask the “wild animal in us”, but that, on the contrary, it is because we are “tame animals” that we require such a “moral disguise”.  He feels that Europeans have become “sickly” and “crippled”, preferring therefore to be “tame”.  

PARAGRAPH THREE: Continuing the theme, Nietzsche restates his central belief in this passage – that it is not some instinctive ferocity in us that accounts for our “moral disguise”, but the “herd animal” within us, which is mediocre, timid and “(bored)…with itself”.  He thinks we “dress up” in this morality to make us look and feel more important or more divine.  This relates to another of his works, Thus spake Zarathustra. In that book he writes: “I have often laughed at weaklings who thought themselves good because they had no claws.”  By this he meant we pretend we are ferocious and we imagine it is only because we hold morality in high regard that we do not yield to our ferocious tendencies.  

CHECK YOUR UNDERSTANDING: Why does Nietzsche think we are unable to get rid of morality?

353 – Lucy Stephenson and Chloe Rush

On the origin of religions

PARAGRAPH ONE: Nietzsche believes that the founders of religions have two basic “inventions”.  The first is to put forward a lifestyle that seems to be a “disciplina voluntatis” (voluntary or willing discipline), which has the added effect of banishing boredom.  He thinks that in most cases the “way of life” was already present, but was not granted any special significance.  He believes that the “significance…of the founder…consists of his seeing it, selecting it, and guessing for the first time to what use it can be put…”  The second “invention” is to interpret this lifestyle in such a way as to make it seem to be one of the highest value – one for which one would be prepared to fight and even to die.

PARAGRAPH TWO: Nietzsche gives the example of Jesus, whom he says saw how people were living “a modest, virtuous, pinched life”, and gave this lifestyle meaning and value, from which the people developed a feeling of belonging, a kind of fanaticism, which feels “ready to overcome the world”.  Nietzsche also discusses Buddha, whom Nietzsche believes identified a “human type” that was “good and good-natured…and…inoffensive… (who, from inertia)…lived…almost without needs”.  Nietzsche believes that Buddha capitalised on this by recognising that such people would warm to a religion that promised to “prevent the recurrence of terrestrial (earthly) troubles…”  Nietzsche believed that the genius of the religious founder lies in his ability to recognise these like-minded individuals and bring them together.

This explanation of Nietzsche’s key points is based on work done by 2004 students during class presentations and the written work submitted by some members of the group.  Additional notes and work on sections not required by VCAA were completed by the Philosophy teacher.
AND BECAUSE YOU’VE BEEN SUCH A GOOD STUDENT AND READ THROUGH TO THE END, HERE’S A JOKE I HEARD THE OTHER DAY… 

Two builders (Phil and Eric) are seated either side of a table in a rough pub when a well-dressed man enters, orders a beer and sits on a stool at the bar. The two builders start to speculate about the occupation of the suit.

Phil: - I reckon he's an accountant.

Eric: - No way - he's a stockbroker.

Phil: - He ain't no stockbroker! A stockbroker wouldn't come in here!

The argument repeats itself for some time until the volume of beer gets the better of Phil and he makes for the toilet. On entering the toilet he sees that the suit is standing at a urinal.  Curiosity and the several beers get the better of the builder.

Phil: - Scuse me.... no offence meant, but me and me mate were wondering what you do for a living?

Suit: - No offence taken ! I'm a Logical Scientist by profession.
Phil: - Oh ! What's that then ?

Suit: - I'll try to explain by example.... Do you have a goldfish at home?

Phil: - Er .. mmm ... well yeah, I do as it happens!

Suit: - Well, it's logical to follow that you keep it in a bowl or in a pond. Which is it?

Phil: - It's in a pond!

Suit: - Well then it's reasonable to suppose that you have a large garden then? 

Phil: - As it happens, yes I have got a big garden!

Suit: - Well then it's logical to assume that in this town if you have a large garden then you have a large house?

Phil: - As it happens I've got a five bedroom house...built it myself!

Suit: - Well given that you've built a five bedroom house it is logical to assume that you haven't built it just for yourself and that you are quite probably married?

Phil: - Yes I am married, I live with my wife and three children.

Suit: - Well then it is logical to assume that you are sexually active with your wife on a regular basis?

Phil:- Yep! Four nights a week!

Suit: - Well then it is logical to suggest that you do not masturbate very often?

Phil: - Me? Never

Suit: - Well there you are! That's logical science at work!

Phil: - How's that then?

Suit: - Well from finding out that you had a goldfish, I've told you about your sex life!

Phil: - I see! That's pretty impressive...thanks mate!

Both leave the toilet and Phil returns to his mate.

Eric: - I see the suit was in there. Did you ask him what he does?

Phil: - Yep! He's a logical scientist!

Eric: - What's that then?

Phil: - I'll try and explain. Do you have a goldfish?

Eric: - Nope

Phil: - Well then, you're a wanker.
WELL, THAT’S LOGIC FOR YOU….ENJOY THE REST OF YOUR BREAK.  SAVE SOME CHOCOLATE FOR YOUR FAVOURITE PHILOSOPHY TEACHER!
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