
5 The strange case of Friedrich
Nietzsche and the Enlightenment

The revolutionary spirit has for a long time banished the spirit of the Enlight-
enment [der Geist der Aufklärung] and of progressive evolution: let us see – each of
us within himself – whether it is possible to call it back!1

(Nietzsche)

[A]t bottom, we good Europeans wage a war against the eighteenth century.2

(Nietzsche)

We children of the Enlightenment3

If there is a thinker whom one would expect more than any other to have
come out all guns blazing against the Enlightenment, it is Friedrich Nietz-
sche (1844–1900), the Dionysian ‘prophet of extremity’ who has given
inspiration to generations of opponents of modernity, progress, reason, truth
and morality. Yet things are not as straightforward as they may seem at first
glance here. His thought underwent a significant transformation in the late
1870s and early 1880s, corresponding to major changes in his life. This was
the period of transition to his mature works, starting with Also Spoke
Zarathustra, published between 1882 and 1885. During these ‘middle’ years
he abandoned his academic career as Professor of Classical Philology at Basel
University, from which he resigned in 1879, and was crippled by chronic
and debilitating physical and mental ailments that would torment him until
the full onset of insanity in 1889, from which he never recovered.4 Nietzsche
also broke with his hero Richard Wagner at this time, partly to preserve his
own independence and partly from revulsion at his mentor’s nationalism,
anti-Semitism and embrace of Christianity in his final opera, Parsifal (pre-
miered at Bayreuth in 1882) in which a disgusted Nietzsche smelled ‘the
spirit of the Counter-Reformation’. In reaction to the Romantic Bayreuth
cult to which Nietzsche had subscribed until then, the writings of his
‘middle period’ – Human, All Too Human (1878), ‘Assorted Opinions and
Maxims’ (1879), ‘The Wanderer and His Shadow’ (1880), Daybreak (1881)
and The Gay Science (1882) – represent a turn ‘from German romanticism to
the French enlightenment, and from Wagner to independence’, as he felt hisGarrard, Graeme. Counter-Enlightenments : From the Eighteenth Century to the Present, Routledge, 2004.
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way towards his own philosophy.5 Nietzsche’s embrace of the Enlighten-
ment at this stage was a key aspect of his rejection of Wagnerian Romanti-
cism. It was a necessary step in the formation of his own intellectual
identity, which he had to assert against ‘the Master’. He picked up the
Enlightenment and used it to help free himself from what he came to see as
just another herd mentality, and he turned violently against it just as
quickly when it had served this intellectual purpose. After all, Nietzsche
believed that philosophy is always ‘a confession on the part of its author and
a kind of involuntary and unconscious memoir’.6

In his ‘middle’ works, Nietzsche sharply opposed the Enlightenment to
the French Revolution, taking his stand with the former. This is most
apparent in Human, All Too Human, the first edition of which he dedicated
to Voltaire, ‘one of the greatest liberators of the human spirit’. It is an acer-
bically witty book in the style of Voltaire in which the French rather than
the Germans are depicted as the true heirs of ancient Greek culture. It is a
work that seems designed to annoy the nationalistic Wagner and the
Bayreuth cult. Nietzsche argues that the French Revolutionaries, inspired by
the utopian dreams of ‘political and social fantasists’ such as Rousseau,
undertook ‘a revolutionary overturning of all social orders’ in the naïve belief
that this would liberate the supposed natural goodness of human beings
from corrupt and repressive social and political institutions and practices. In
reality, it merely brought about ‘the resurrection of the most savage energies
in the shape of the long-buried dreadfulness and excesses of the most distant
ages’.7 It was not, on Nietzsche’s view, Voltaire’s essentially moderate nature
but Rousseau’s ‘passionate follies and half-lies’ that called forth the destruc-
tive force of the Terror. He concludes by noting that the revolutionary spirit
‘has for a long time banished the spirit of the Enlightenment and of progressive
evolution: let us see – each of us within himself – whether it is possible to call
it back!’8

In this epic clash, Nietzsche stood foursquare behind the Enlightenment
and called for it to be rescued from the revolutionary cause with which it
had become erroneously and disastrously associated. In fact, as Nietzsche
later claimed, the ‘semi-insanity, histrionicism, bestial cruelty, voluptuous-
ness, and especially sentimentality and self-intoxication, which taken
together constitutes the actual substance of the Revolution’ actually set the
Enlightenment on its head.9 It was Voltaire’s arch-enemy Rousseau who
diverted the Enlightenment in a fanatical direction, leading to revolution;
otherwise, the eighteenth century would have ended on a tranquil note,
rather than in a terrible fury of destruction.

[T]he Enlightenment [die Aufklärung], which is fundamentally so alien
to the Revolution and, left to itself, would have passed quietly along
like a gleam in the clouds and for long been content to address itself
only to the individual: so that it would have transformed the customs
and institutions of nations only very slowly. Now, however, tied to a
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violent and impulsive companion, the Enlightenment itself became
violent and impulsive. Its perilousness has thereby become almost
greater than the liberating illumination it brought to the great revolu-
tionary movement. He who grasps this will also know out of what com-
pound it has to be extracted, of what impurity it has to be cleansed: so
as then to continue the work of the Enlightenment in himself, and to
strangle the Revolution at birth, to make it not happen.10

This is as complete a rejection of the ‘continuity thesis’ as it is possible to
find, one that Nietzsche would soon completely disown when he turned vio-
lently against the Enlightenment in his later works.

In his next book, Daybreak, Nietzsche depicts Germany as fundamentally
hostile to the Enlightenment; even its natural scientists ‘paid homage to
romanticism and had renounced the spirit of the Enlightenment’.11 As a
consequence, a ‘cult of feeling’ replaced the Enlightenment’s ‘cult of reason’
in Germany. Fortunately, the very spirits that the Germans invoked in the
name of Counter-Enlightenment obscurantism and reaction actually
thwarted their intentions to the benefit of ‘that very Enlightenment [eben jener
Aufklärung] against which they were first conjured up’.12 As in Human, All
Too Human, Nietzsche ends with a call to his readers by claiming that it is
the ‘Enlightenment we must now carry further forward’.13

In The Gay Science, the last major work of Nietzsche’s ‘middle period’, he
claims that Christianity unintentionally ‘made a great contribution to the
enlightenment [einen grossen Beitrag zur Aufklärung]’,14 even though he
argues elsewhere that the ‘growth of the Enlightenment [die wachsende
Aufklärung] undermined the dogmas of religion and inspired a fundamental
distrust of them’.15 This inadvertent, self-destructive Christian promotion of
enlightenment was caused by the moral scepticism it released when it
sought to destroy other faiths. Fortunately, Nietzsche thought, the ‘worm’
of Christian scepticism eventually spread ‘to all religious states and proce-
dures’, undermining Christianity itself and thereby promoting secular
enlightenment.16 He here associates the Enlightenment with a healthy scep-
ticism that is actually supportive of powerful institutions, such as the
medieval Church. He had earlier expressed his grudging admiration for the
strength, tactical skill and self-discipline of the Jesuits, whose methods and
outlook ‘we children of the Enlightenment’ would do well to emulate.17

Although Nietzsche does make some critical comments on the Enlighten-
ment during this ‘middle’ period, they are few and relatively minor. In
Human, All Too Human, for example, he complains that ‘in the period of the
Enlightenment [In der Periode der Aufklärung] the significance of religion was
not adequately appreciated’, just as in the reaction that followed it religion
was appreciated much too highly.18 And in Daybreak, he remarks in passing
that truth by itself is utterly powerless, ‘whatever its flatterers of the
Enlightenment may be accustomed to say to the contrary!’19

Even when Nietzsche was a partisan of the Enlightenment (as he under-
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stood it) during his ‘middle period’, he was extremely hostile to Kant, who
stood in his ‘great divide’ with Rousseau and the French Revolution against
Voltaire and the Enlightenment. He writes in Daybreak that Kant was an
essentially religious man, with a fanatic’s temperament, who had been
‘bitten by the moral tarantula Rousseau’, as a consequence of which he came
to harbour in his soul ‘the idea of that moral fanaticism whose executor
another disciple of Rousseau felt and confessed himself to be, namely Robes-
pierre, “de fonder sur la terre l’empire de la sagesse, de la justice et de la vertu” [to
establish the empire of wisdom, justice and virtue on earth]’.20 This view is
echoed often in Nietzsche’s later works as well, such as the Nachlass – unfin-
ished notes that were published posthumously – in which Kant is derided as
a ‘moral fanatic à la Rousseau; a subterranean Christianity in his values; a
dogmatist through and through’ who was heir to Luther and the antithesis
of Voltaire’s light, joyous, sceptical spirit.21 Nietzsche’s Kant was an enemy
of the Enlightenment, like Rousseau.

Volte-face

Nietzsche underwent a complete volte-face on the Enlightenment in his later
works, where he depicts it in quite conventionally conservative terms reminis-
cent of Burke, Maistre and Barruel. This is not at all surprising given his
radical turn against all notions of truth, reason, progress and happiness.
Whereas previously he had portrayed the Enlightenment as the antithesis of
the Revolution that he always abominated, he later called for Europe to ‘wage
war’ against the entire eighteenth century. In these later works he writes in
terms of the eighteenth century in general, encompassing both the Enlighten-
ment and the Revolution, which he had earlier contrasted in the starkest pos-
sible terms. He now claims that disgust for the Enlightenment is ‘noble’22 and
declares that his goal is ‘to overcome the eighteenth century’23 as a whole.24

The French Revolution, which Rousseau inspired, is ‘the last great slave
revolt’25 and ‘the daughter and continuation of Christianity – its instincts are
against caste, against the noble, against the last privilege’.26 After The Gay
Science, Nietzsche embraced what I have called the ‘continuity thesis’ so
common to the enemies of the Enlightenment. This later tendency is most
apparent in a passage from Beyond Good and Evil, where Nietzsche claims that
‘there have already been two grand attempts to relax the bow [of spirit], once
by means of Jesuitism, the second time by means of democratic enlighten-
ment’.27 Nowhere in his earlier works does he refer to the Enlightenment as
‘democratic’, an attribute he had previously assigned to its antithesis: the
Revolution. In his eyes, the Enlightenment has now lost its aristocratic charac-
ter, to its detriment. This clearly indicates a significant darkening of Niet-
zsche’s view of the Enlightenment and marks a major step in the direction of
earlier conservative critics of the Revolution who linked it to the philosophes.

In his Nachlass Nietzsche depicts the nineteenth century as a major
improvement on the eighteenth century for three reasons. First, he claims that
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it represents a return to nature ‘understood more and more decisively in the
opposite sense from Rousseau’s idiotically benign conception.28 His own view
of nature is more Maistrean than Rousseauian. Second, he compares the spirit
of the nineteenth century favourably to the eighteenth for being ‘anti-idealis-
tic, more concrete, more fearless, industrious, moderate, suspicious against
sudden changes, antirevolutionary’.29 Finally, Nietzsche enthusiastically wel-
comed the new priority that the nineteenth century gave to the health of the
body over that of the soul, which he identified with both Christianity and
democratic moralism, to which it is inextricably linked in his mind.30

Nietzsche indulges his taste for sweeping and indiscriminate generalisa-
tions of entire centuries in his unfinished Nachlass more than anywhere else.
Here he speaks approvingly of the seventeenth century, as Maistre and
Chateaubriand had done, for being rational and aristocratic (epitomised for
Nietzsche by Descartes and the French moralistes such as the Duc de la
Rochefoucauld, whom he greatly admired), depicts the eighteenth century as
feminine, moralistic and soft (represented by Rousseau), and describes the
nineteenth century as animalistic and gloomy (symbolised by Schopenhauer).
‘The eighteenth century,’ he explains with a breezy assurance, ‘is dominated
by woman, given to enthusiasm, full of esprit, shallow, but with a spirit in the
service of what is desirable, of the heart, libertine in the enjoyment of what is
most spiritual, and undermines all authorities; intoxicated, cheerful, clear,
humane, false before itself, much canaille au fond, sociable.’31 In a section
‘Against Rousseau’, Nietzsche compares the ‘domineering will’ of the great
Renaissance man, epitomised by Cesare Borgia, with the ‘tender and
moralised’ spirit of the effeminate man of the eighteenth century.32 At times,
he emphasises the Enlightenment dimension of the eighteenth century. For
example, he refers to how ‘the feeble-optimistic eighteenth century had pret-
tified and rationalised man’.33 At other times its revolutionary side is stressed,
with no less contempt. Surprisingly, Nietzsche’s high regard for Voltaire sur-
vived his later turn against the Enlightenment. In his writings after the mid-
1880s he not only continued to oppose the vulgar plebian Rousseau to that
aristocratic ‘grandseigneur of the spirit’ Voltaire,34 but actually intensified his
identification with the latter. He did this by simply removing Voltaire from
the eighteenth century. Voltaire’s positive image was preserved by distancing
him from the age in which he actually lived, so that in Beyond Good and Evil
he becomes the ‘dying echo’ of the ‘noble culture’ of seventeenth-century
France that Nietzsche admired, just as Rousseau heralded the coming of the
‘bloody farce’ of the French Revolution that Nietszche detested.35 Voltaire
still stands for the spirit of elite, anti-clerical libertinism Nietzsche had pre-
viously associated with the Enlightenment, in contrast to Rousseau, who rep-
resents the fanatical moralism of the herd that he associated with the
Revolution which destroyed the aristocratic free spirit of philosophes like
Voltaire. Nietzsche praises Voltaire for his moderation, tolerance and anti-
clericalism, calling him in his Nachlass a ‘Missionary of culture, aristocrat,
representative of the victorious, ruling classes and their valuations’.36
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In the Nachlass, Nietzsche traces what he calls the still unresolved
‘problem of civilisation’ back to the ‘fight between Rousseau and Voltaire’
that began in the mid-eighteenth century.37 He paints an apocalyptic
picture on a vast canvass pitting Christianity, Luther, Rousseau, Kant, the
French Revolution, Romanticism, democratic egalitarianism, nationalism,
morality and the Enlightenment against the seventeenth century, religious
scepticism, nobility, Voltaire and all other ‘free spirits’ on the other. Accord-
ing to Nietzsche, the ‘aristocratic’ Voltaire defended civilisation as a victory
over the barbarism of nature and man’s innate bestiality, whereas the ple-
beian Rousseau – ‘beyond a doubt mentally disturbed’ – inspired the revolu-
tionary overthrow of all social orders in the name of the natural goodness of
man. He thought that Voltaire had correctly realised that man is a ‘beast of
prey’ and that civilisation is a ‘tremendous triumph’ over his bestial nature.
That is why Voltaire felt ‘the mitigation, the subtleties, the spiritual joys of
the civilised state’, unlike Rousseau, whose idealised conception of nature
led him to cast a ‘curse upon society and civilisation’.38 This clash was deci-
sive not only for Voltaire personally, but for European civilisation as a
whole. From that moment, Voltaire ceased to be a mere ‘bel esprit’ and
became ‘the man of his century’ whose intense envy and hatred of Rousseau
drove him on to the heights of greatness.39 This bold reading of Rousseau
clearly owes much to the philosophes, particularly Voltaire, whose famous
quip about Rousseau’s Discourse on the Origins of Inequality was the first in a
very long line of depictions of him as an antisocial primitivist. ‘I have just
received your book against the human race,’ Voltaire famously wrote to
Rousseau in 1755. ‘Never has so much wit been used in an attempt to make
us like animals. The desire to walk on all fours seizes one when one reads
your work.’40

For Nietzsche, the Enlightenment was a French affair, as it was for Hegel.
With the exception of Kant, he completely ignores the German Aufklärung
in his attacks on the eighteenth century, which he looked upon as essentially
French, unlike the nineteenth, which was basically German. And as we have
already seen, Nietzsche initially associated Kant with Rousseau and the
Revolution against the spirit of the Enlightenment. Nietzsche’s later turn
against the Enlightenment was not motivated by either German national-
ism, which he attacked with a passionate intensity, or Francophobia, since
he often professed to admire the French for their wit, aristocratic sense of
style and savoir vivre with much to teach other Europeans, above all his
vulgar compatriots (as he saw them). However, under Rousseau’s malign
influence, the French revolutionaries destroyed the civilisation that made
these aristocratic virtues possible.
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