Friedrich Nietzsche – Notes on the man and his work


LIFE

Born in a rural town in Germany on October 15th 1844, which was the 49th birthday of the Prussian King Friedreich Wilhelm IV, after whom he was named, in honour of the fact that the King had appointed Nietzsche’s father as the minister of the town.  Nietzsche’s grandfathers and father were Lutheran ministers.  When Nietzsche was four his father died, as did his two year old brother.  

He went to boarding school from the ages of 14 to 19.  He was interested in music and literature, especially Wagner (music) and David Strauss (who wrote non-fiction about the life of Christ).  He went to the University of Bonn in 1864 to study theology and philosophy, but ended up studying philology – the interpretation of classical and biblical texts.  In 1865 he went to the University of Leipzig and established a solid academic reputation through the publishing of papers on Aristotle and other Greek philosophers.  He discovered Shopenhauer’s The world as will and representation (written in 1818) and was interested in his turbulent view of the world and praise of music as an art form.  

In 1867 he entered compulsory military service where he worked with an equestrian field artillery regiment.  He suffered a chest injury while mounting a horse and was put on indefinite sick leave.  He went back to the University of Leipzig and met the composer Richard Wagner, whom he had so admired in earlier life.  Wagner was exactly the age Nietzche’s father would have been had he lived.  Nietzsche began teaching at the University of Basel in Switzerland in 1869.  From August to October in 1870 he served as a hospital attendant during the Franco-Prussian war, witnessing the trauma of battle, and contracting diphtheria and dysentery, leading to life-long health problems.  His first book The birth of tragedy (1872) was not well received amongst scholars, although Wagner loved it.  

In 1876 Nietzsche proposed to a Dutch piano student called Mathilde Trampedach, but she said no.  He also wrote Unfashionable Observations (1873-1876) and Human, All too human (1878).  This last book, because of a characterisation of “the artist” that was less than complementary, ended his friendship with Wagner.  He resigned from the university in 1879 due to migraines, poor eyesight and vomiting.

From 1880 until 1889 Nietzsche was officially “stateless” (he had given up his German citizenship and had not acquired Swiss citizenship).  He travelled regularly between his mother’s house in Germany and various French, Swiss, German and Italian cities.  He met Lou Salome in Rome in 1882 (she was only 21 and was studying philosophy in Zurich).  He proposed marriage to her, but she said no.  Salome later met Freud and wrote about her association with Nietzsche from a psychological point of view.  During this nomadic period, Nietzsche wrote his main works, including Daybreak (1881), The Gay Science (1882), Thus spake Zarathustra (1883-1885), Beyond Good and Evil (1886) and On the genealogy of morals (1887).  In 1888, his last active year, he finished Twilight of the Idols, The Antichrist and Ecce Homo, among others.

On January 3rd, 1889, in Turin, Nietzsche experienced a mental breakdown which left him an invalid for the rest of his life.  He saw a horse being whipped by a coachman.  He hugged the horse, weeping; and never again returned to full sanity (whatever that is!)  There is a view that this breakdown and subsequent debilitation was due in large part to syphilis, which he probably contracted as a student or as a hospital attendant.  Others believe that Nietzsche’s use of chloral hydrate (he took it as a sedative) weakened his already-suffering nervous system.  Still others think that Nietzsche’s collapse may have been due to a brain disease inherited from his father.  Yet another theory states that he probably had some form of undiagnosed mental illness.  At the very least, we do know that he took an enormous range of medication and was an extraordinarily sensitive man.  

Lyn’s note: You don’t think maybe he just cracked when seeing how cruel humans can be to other species?  Isn’t that enough to make any of us despair at the people who inhabit this planet?

Nietzsche had worked hard to have his writing printing during his lifetime and thought that they would have a lasting effect on culture, but he didn’t live long enough to see how influential they became.  After his collapse he went to a sanatorium.  In 1890 he went to live with his mother, who cared for him until she died in 1897.  His sister Elisabeth then took after him and promoted his works.  Interestingly, she had been working with her husband Bernhard Forster to establish “New Germany”, which was designed as an Aryan, anti-Semitic German colony. Nietzsche died of pneumonia and a stroke, on August 25th, 1900.

SOME EARLY WRITINGS: 1872-1876

The birth of tragedy (1872, reissued 1886).  

This book attempted to give a different interpretation of Greek culture to that which prevailed in Europe at the time.  The contemporary view was that Ancient Greece was the epitome of noble simplicity, calm grandeur and rational serenity.  But Nietzsche thought that non-rational forces lie at the base of all creativity and even reality itself.  He harked back to Dionysus’ (a Greek God) and thought that a wild, instinctual, amoral “Dionysian” energy was an essentially healthy and creative force.  Nietzsche thought that this type of energy had been submerged and weakened by the later Ancient Greek forces (post Socrates) of logical order and stiff sobriety.  He thought that a cultural rebirth was necessary, in which basic creative, joy in existence and ultimate truth were celebrated.

“On truth and lies in a nonmoral sense” (1873, but unpublished)

This was central to Nietzsche’s ideas.  He claimed that what we call ‘truth’ is only ‘a mobile army of metaphors, metonyms and anthropomorphisms.’  In other words, that ‘truth’ is nothing more than the invention of fixed conventions for merely practical purposes.  Nietzsche also thought that the history of human existence was, relatively, a very short amount of time; and that after humanity dies out, nothing particularly significant will have altered.

In other early writings a central idea was that the principle of ‘life’ was a more pressing and higher concern that the principle of ‘knowledge’.

MIDDLE-PERIOD WRITINGS: 1878-1882

Human, all too human (originally three separate parts, published together in 1886)

Nietzsche was reluctant to create a philosophical ‘system’, but was sensitive to the importance of style in philosophical works.  This book was composed as a series of several hundred aphorisms, ranging from one or two sentences to up to two pages long.  Aphorisms are seemingly uncomplicated phrases which, when “unpacked” require substantial interpretation as they are overlayed with meaning.  It was here where he first mentioned the idea of ‘power’, but he tended to be focusing on considerations of pleasure and pain.

Daybreak – Reflections on moral prejudices (1881)

Accentuates the importance of the ‘feeling of power’ as opposed to pleasure in his understanding of humans and especially of so-called ‘moral’ behaviour.

The Gay Science (1882 – also translated as “The joyful wisdom”)

The title of this work was inspired by the troubadour songs of southern-French Provence (troubadours were travelling musicians who were around in the early 12th century – about 1100-1200AD).  It was in this book that two of Nietzsche’s most famous existential ideas were introduced.  Firstly, the announcement that ‘God is dead’ (probably one of the most misunderstood sentences in the history of literature!) and the doctrine of ‘eternal recurrence’.  The idea of eternal recurrence was that we might be fated to relive forever every moment of our lives, with no omission of any pleasurable or painful detail.  It would be like “Groundhog Day”, but without the possibility of changes events.  Nietzsche’s account of God’s ‘murder’ came in reaction to the whole idea of a single, ultimate, judgemental authority that is all-knowing and sees everything (even our embarrassing moments and secrets).  Nietzsche’s atheism (disbelief in this ‘authority’) aimed to make people pay better attention to their inborn freedom and the presently-existing world, instead of to escapist, pain-relieving, heavenly ‘otherworlds’.  The doctrine of ‘eternal recurrences’ was also formulated to take attention away from all other worlds than the one in which we actually live, since eternal recurrence precludes any possibility of a ‘final escape’ from the present world.  It functions as a measure for judging someone’s overall psychological strength and mental health, since it is, in Nietzsche’s opinion, the most difficult world-view to accept and affirm (i.e. welcome).  In 1887, The Gay Science was reissued with an extra book – Book Five (the one on the Unit 3 Philosophy course); as well as an appendix of songs similar in style to those sung by the troubadours Nietzsche so admired.

LATER-PERIOD WRITINGS: 1883-1887

Thus spake Zarathustra, a book for all and none (1883-1885)

Probably Nietzsche’s most famous work – even he thought it was significant.  Thirty years after it was first published, the German government issued it to soldiers in WW1 as ‘inspirational reading’.  It is filled with nature metaphors (almost like pre-Socratic naturalistic philosophy), using animals, ear, air, fire, water, celestial bodies and plants to describe the spiritual development of the central character, Zarathustra.  Zarathustra is a solitary, reflective, strong-willed, laughing, dancing voice of self-mastery.  He is accompanied by a sharp-eyed eagle and a wise snake and envisions a mode of psychologically healthier being beyond the common human condition.  Nietzsche refers to this higher mode of being as ‘superhuman’ (ubermenschlich) and discusses the ‘superman’ (ubermensch) – more literally an ‘above’ man (someone whose capacities are far higher and superior than those of most men.  He associates the doctrine of eternal recurrence with the ubermensch, since only the (mentally) healthiest (such as an ubermensch) can follow it as they are capable of loving life in its entirety (taking the good with the bad). 

Beyond good and evil – Prelude to a philosophy of the future (1886)

In this work Nietzsche identified imagination, self-assertion, danger, originality and the ‘creation of values’ as qualities of genuine philosophers, as opposed to incidental characters who engage in dusty scholarship.  Nietzsche believed that living things aim to discharge their strength and express their ‘will to power’ – a pouring out of energy that, quite naturally (he thought), could entail danger, pain, lies, deception and masks.  He did not believe that there was a universal morality that could apply to all human beings.  Instead he designated a series of moralities in an order of rank ranging from the noble to the plebeian (Plebeians were the general masses – what, in other societies, have been called peasants or the lower classes).  He thought that some moralities suited leadership roles; and different moralities suited subordinate roles.  It depended on the physical and mental strength of the individual.

On the genealogy of morals – a polemic (1887)

This work criticises Christianity and discusses ‘master morality’ versus ‘servant morality’.  It states that the traditional ideals valued as morally good by Christianity are products of self-deception.  It is in the first of the three essays contained in this work that Nietzsche’s idea of the ‘blond beast’ appears – an idea which was to become quite controversial once the Nazis got a hold of it long after Nietzsche’s death.  The second essay advances the idea that guilt and ‘bad conscience’ arise from unhealthy Christian morality which makes our ‘natural inclinations’ seems ‘evil’.  The third essay concerns ‘perspecitivism’ – the idea that there is no absolute ‘God’s eye’ or universal standpoint from which we can survey all there is.

FINAL WRITINGS OF 1888

The case of Wagner

An attack on his former friend Richard Wagner, which states that although his music is the highlight of modern cultural achievement it is also sick and decadent.

Twilight of the Idols (or How one philosophises with a hammer)

Attacks Socrates, Plato, Christianity and German culture of his own time (which he thought was unsophisticated and too-full of beer).  By contrast, he applauds such figures as Caesar, Napoleon, Dostoevski and the Sophists.

The Antichrist – Curse on Christianity

This work expresses Nietzsche’s disgust at the way noble values in Roman society were, in his view, ‘corrupted’ by the rise of Christianity.  He attempts to demonstrate that Christianity is a religion for weak and unhealthy people, who, historically, have undermined the healthy qualities of more noble cultures.

Ecce Homo – How one becomes what one is

This is the book about the books.  He goes through each of his works, giving critical remarks, insights into their inspiration and explanatory observations of their philosophical contents.  Considering he lost his marbles less than a month after the book was finished, maybe it’s not so surprising that the first three sections are entitled ‘Why I am so wise’,‘Why I am so clever’ and ‘Why I write such good books’. He claims he is wise because of his sensitivity to the influence of sickness and health on people’s attitudes and characters.  He claims to be clever because he is able to choose the right nutrition, climate, residence and recreation for himself.  He claims to write such good books because he believed they opened up new and delicate experiences for his readers.  The last section, entitled ‘Why I am a Destiny’ puts forth his assertion that his anti-moral truths have the power of ‘intellectual dynamite’ – in other words, that they are capable of toppling the morality born of sickness which he thinks has ruled Western society since Christianity began.  It is his hope that Dionysus, the god of life’s exuberance, will replace Jesus, the god of the heavenly underworld, as the ultimate cultural standard in the future.

Nietzsche contra Wagner

Summarises Nietzsche’s vies on Wagner from earlier works.  In short, that he thought Wagner had been corrupted by Christianity, but that he also admired Wagner’s ability to express loneliness and suffering through music.

NIETZSCHE’S UNPUBLISHED NOTEBOOKS  (DIE NACHLAS)

These usually express his more tentative or speculative ideas, which can be confusing as they sometimes contradict ideas and views expressed in his published works.  Disagreements between scholars trying to interpret these works usually have to do with how much importance they should be given in comparison to his published books.  Some people say that the published work should take precedence because it was clearly polished and presented ‘completed’ ideas.  However other people think that the published work was what Nietzsche thought was publicly acceptable; and that the unpublished, private work represents what he really thought.  A third position is to try to assimilate all of Nietzsche’s work by looking at each theme separately and trying to draw together threads of his ideas to come up with something coherent.  Still others say that prioritising one type of work over the other is impossible because each individual text is in itself so multidimensional in meaning.

NIETZSCHE’S INFLUENCE UPON 20TH CENTURY THOUGHT

Nietzsche’s influence in Continental Europe was more striking than in English-speaking countries.  Early in the 20th century, his ideas appealed to avant-garde artists who saw themselves as being on the outer of established social practice.  His ideas of looking for explanations for commonly-accepted values in animal instincts was crucial to Sigmund Freud’s development of psychoanalysis.  

During the 1930’s, some aspects of Nietzsche thought were put forward by the Nazis and Italian fascists, largely due to his sister Elizabeth’s connections with Hitler and Mussolini.  Passages from Nietzsche’s works were assembled very selectively by the Nazis, making it seem as though he whole-heartedly advocated war, aggression and domination for the purposes of nationalistic pride and self-glorification.  

In the 1960s-1980s Nietzsche’s ideas became influential in French philosophical circles, when people were interested in challenging established authority and giving effective social critiques.

Many well-known 20th century figures were influenced substantially or significantly by Nietzsche include painters, dancers, musicians, playwrights, poets, novelists, psychologists, sociologists, literary theorists, historians and philosophers.  Some of those on the long list are: Albert Camus, Isadora Duncan, Michel Foucault, Sigmund Freud, Hermann Hesse, Carl Jung, Gustav Mahler, Thomas Mann, George Bernard Shaw and William Butler Yeats.

That Nietzsche was able to write so much and so deeply for so long even though he was so unwell and often in extreme physical pain, is a testament to his spectacular mental capacities and willpower.  Lesser people, under the same pressure, might not have even picked up a pen, let alone record ideas which would have the power to influence so many different sectors of society throughout an entire century and even into this one.

Summarised from The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy

www.plato.stanford.edu/entries/nietzsche
Full bibliography available at the website
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