Friedrich Nietzsche

Atheist- Lived from 1844-1900

Often physically ill, mentally ill at times, henpecked, hyper religious family, and perhaps even victimized in his later years.  Hitler used a twisted interpretation of Nietzsche’s ideas to justify his genocide of the Jews and others.

Nietzsche declares, “God is dead.”  What does this mean?

Without religion telling us what to do we are responsible for ourselves.

Nietzsche was a follower of the musician Wagner whose music was created as an act of rebellion against uptight attitudes, which dominated 19th century civilization.  Later when Wagner became famous, Nietzsche parted ways with him. 

Anthropology was an emerging discipline which was sensitizing folks to the idea that tribes one may have thought of as being “primitive” were actually “different” based on alternative structuring schemes. Meanings are not intrinsic to things, we assign them according to the systems of meaning that exist around us. 

Nihilism- the shattering of belief, the discovery of the “lack of reality,” of reality, and the awareness of the potential for the invention of other realities.

The Birth of Tragedy and the Spirit of Music, which used Greco-roman culture as a “case,” focused on a dialectic between 2 ideas, the Apollonian and the Dionysian.  Both styles were important for a full human culture, according to Nietzsche.

Greek literature

Apollo- Symbolized by a pretty boy with a Lyre- formalistic, regimented, controlled, rational spirit. Restrained.  Serene, harmonious, and poised.  The Greek ideal, the mean between extremes, where civilization is embodied in science, math, art, philosophy.  

Dionysus- Symbolized by a goat-man with an alcohol problem- God of wine, the harvest, and the frenzied and ecstatic, the emotions connected with intoxication.  Very sensitized to cycles, ebbs and flows.  Unreason.

For Nietzsche, Christianity became an extension of Apollonian culture while the Dionysian side had been buried.  

During Nietzsche’s time, the intellectual was coming to be defined, in part, by their so-called break from Christian dogma, yet they seemed to continue with the same values of emotional self-control and moralistic dedication to the community.  Intellectuals then are only giving lip service to a break with religious dogma if they are in fact still upholding and allowing themselves to be constrained by the same forms that were generated by Christianity in the first place.

Liberal and radical movements of the day were in fact perpetuating Christian values.  Not really liberating, nothing radical about it.

If “god is dead” then you can no longer live inside the hull of the shell left behind.  You must express your own Will to Power.
He attacked, amongst other things, the Christian value of Altruism. 

Follow the bouncing words—

Good- means moral, respectable, and altruistic

Bad- selfish, hurtful, egotistical

But wait….this was defined differently in the past, and thus structured everyday existence differently in the past.

In earliest Greek culture:

Good- The good people, the aristrocrats, those who had energy, personal power, and grace to live well, win their battles, and dominate their situation.

Bad- The base, people on a low level, those who failed, those who had petty concerns, those who lacked vital energies and ended up on the bottom.  They became slaves.

A reversal of values had taken place.  The slave morality had replaced the aristocratic morality.  How did that happen?

For Nietzsche, the human essence is will, not consciousness, not logic, or mental categories.  These things are derivatives of will, or will restricting, but not all bad.  Will can fall into the trap of too much pride (hubris), tap into superhuman energy, or be repressed and thus distorted.  As long as people are able to act on their will, there is no obstacle to living on the highest level they can.

As the Romans conquered everyone, most became some sort of slave.  To be middle class was to be a slave.  They resented being slaves and wanted revenge.  They did not, according to Nietzsche, want to dominate or become free, but to bring their oppressor down to their own level.  Their revolution came in the form of redefining morality itself.

The successful dominator and their untrammeled wills became defined as bad or evil.  Good was defined by slave virtues- humility, self-abnegation, obedience, duty, and dependence on things above oneself.  Then they apply these standards to everyone via Christianity, masters included.  Altruism linked the slaves to each other and subordinated the individual to the group.  Altruism and Conscience are seen as devious products of a repressed will to power created by individuals whose wills were blocked by their culture and circumstances.

After the inversion, Altruism and Conscience then, in turn, become apparatuses for the expression of power, tools of domination.  Priests and politicians use these values as a way to bring themselves to power.

For Nietzsche, Conscience is the repression of the primal, egotistical will by a devious will that struggled for a semblance of power by appealing to the group that subordinated it.  The will to truth itself is repressed.

In Thus Spake Zarathustra, Nietzsche envisions a new project, a future after the death of God, one in which we become Ubermensches or supermen.  Another translation is “overhuman” a new level beyond the human type, an individual freed from social and psychological repression.  To do this we must free ourselves from the spirit of revenge.  Clinging to Christian values is clinging to the need for revenge.

The spirit of revenge is a stubborn harping back to what has happened and attempting to make amends for what has passed and cannot be remedied.  To wish to change the past is the height of pathology because it is impossible to change it.

Nietzsche, instead, talks about the Spirit of Recurrence, where you acknowledge that everything is destined to happen over and over again.  He takes this from the Greek fertility cults and the cult of Dionysus celebrating the endless cycles of crops and animals, living and dying, and victory and defeat.  

One makes the world their own by willing it, repressing nothing, asking revenge for nothing, pressing onward in a future that is fated to be like the past.

