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Finally, I would also like to see applications—and not just analyses—
of Nietzsche’s philosophy to various aspects of our current cultural and 
 political situation. To begin with, I would love to see a good account of 
the development of art after Nietzsche with attention to the ascetic ideal. 
Specifically, to what extent does art after Nietzsche involve an overcoming 
of the ascetic ideal, and to what extent is it instead a further development of 
that ideal, a further internalization of aggressive impulses against the self, 
beauty, and other things of value? Put another way: Is contemporary art 
(and some, at least, of its immediate predecessors) nihilistic? Does some of 
it succeed in overcoming nihilism? This would be a matter not of speculat-
ing about what Nietzsche would say about contemporary art, but of deter-
mining what Nietzsche did say about art, the ascetic ideal, and nihilism, 
and how it does or does not apply to contemporary art and its predecessors. 
On the political side of things, it seems obvious that Nietzsche could have 
predicted, indeed did predict, important aspects of the ressentiment-driven 
movements we are now experiencing in the United States and much of 
Europe, and it would be nice to have someone who really knows Nietzsche’s 
philosophy lay out some of the details of this. I alluded to this earlier when 
I suggested that our current political situation might inspire philosophers 
to look again at Nietzsche’s thoughts on politics. My point here is different, 
a question not so much concerning what Nietzsche’s views are, but more 
concerning how his views apply to our current situation; not a matter of 
speculating on what Nietzsche would say, but about how what he did say 
applies to various aspects of our current situation.

Why (and How) We Read Nietzsche

Andrew Huddleston, Birkbeck, University of London

Our brief here is to highlight some of the most pressing questions for 
Nietzsche studies. I do not, for my part, focus on particular philosophi-
cal issues, such as Nietzsche’s views on topics in ethics, moral psychology, 
philosophy of action, and the like. Important avenues of study indeed are 
open here, and some remain underexplored. The matters I would instead 
like to flag are metaphilosophical: issues about Nietzsche’s own, often very 



234 | J O U R N A L  O F  N I E T Z S C H E  S T U D I E S

distinctive, approach to philosophy and philosophical writing, and issues 
about how we, as interpreters, can and should be approaching his work as 
we seek to understand it. I am not sure these are the most pressing questions 
in Nietzsche studies, but they are at least a key area for further thought.

Half a century ago Nietzsche scholarship in the Anglophone philosoph-
ical world was virtually nonexistent. Now it rivals, in depth and sophisti-
cation, the treatment of Plato, Aristotle, Kant, and others. But Nietzsche, 
I think it is fair to say, continues, among an appreciable group of the phil-
osophical profession, to incite a level of suspicion that those figures do 
not. Probably every Nietzsche scholar has had, and continues to have, 
encounters with philosophers who turn up their noses at Nietzsche and 
Nietzsche scholarship. Sometimes this is due to a belief that Nietzsche is 
unrigorous, off-topic, deficient in arguments, let alone in good arguments, 
or in some other way “unphilosophical.” And in a smaller group of cases, 
this sort of opposition comes from those who cannot grasp why we might 
take the trouble to work through the ideas in any old books, unless we can 
extract immediate philosophical lessons from them to apply to contem-
porary study. Nietzsche has won considerable acceptance, thanks in large 
part to the excellence and philosophical acuity of some of the Nietzsche 
scholarship being done. But there is considerable room for progress still. 
The avenues for future work I draw attention to here—in addition to being 
intellectually worthwhile within Nietzsche studies—may have an added 
benefit for “external relations,” so to say, potentially speaking to these sorts 
of concerns. Whether or not they will persuade the obstinately skeptical is 
another matter, of course.

Perhaps the greatest stumbling block for Nietzsche’s acceptance is his 
manner of presentation: the barbed aphorisms, rhetorical flourishes, bald 
assertions, surprising reinterpretations of the familiar, ad hominem charges, 
and so on. Most everyone will admit that he writes with undeniable verve, 
leaving us with striking images and memorable formulations. But the hard-
nosed think that at the end of the day, once we peel back the basically irrel-
evant literary artifice, he ultimately does what we tell our undergraduates 
not to do: he simply announces his opinions (some inspired, some bizarre, 
some repellent) without backing them up with good arguments.

This caricature is somewhat unfair to Nietzsche, since he does some-
times have very good arguments indeed. Just by way of example, see his 
reductio of attempts to arrive at a naturalized form of idealism that would 
claim “the world” to be the work of our “sense organs” (BGE 15). Quite 
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a good argument, I think. Yet as this example also indicates, even the 
straightforwardly good arguments are often presented in such a subtle fash-
ion that we must pause and try to figure out exactly what he is up to. Here, 
for instance, he finishes with a rhetorical question that qualifies, though not 
quite explicitly, what he has said so far: “Consequently, the external world 
is not the work of our organs—?” (BGE 15; trans. Walter Kaufmann [New 
York: Random House, 1966]). This twist is typical Nietzsche. And it is why 
we must tread very carefully.

One of the most important routes for future work, it seems to me, is 
close studies of particular books, sections, or aphorisms of Nietzsche’s that 
look at how they are put together, that are attentive to the carefully chosen 
imagery, rhetorical devices, structure, and punctuation Nietzsche employs, 
and that are cognizant of what larger philosophical import these stylistic 
choices might have. There has been much good work in this direction so 
far. Alexander Nehamas gave such issues a central place in Nietzsche: Life as 
Literature (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1985). More recently, 
Christopher Janaway’s monograph Beyond Selflessness: Reading Nietzsche’s 
Genealogy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007) and Maudemarie Clark 
and David Dudrick’s book The Soul of Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), as well as a number of 
article-length treatments, come to mind for doing this also. I don’t agree 
with all the interpretive moves that get made in these studies, or with all 
the particular lessons they take from and about Nietzsche’s style. But these 
interpretations are, in my view, looking in an illuminating direction, asking 
good questions not just about what isolable philosophical doctrine is sup-
posedly being communicated, but about what else Nietzsche is trying to do 
and how he is trying to do that in presenting his ideas as he does.

A danger, of course, is that in trying to show how subtle and canny a 
writer Nietzsche was, we may end up giving more support to the Nietzsche 
doubters and confirming their initial impression that he is basically a lit-
erary figure. After all, they might ask: Who cares how Nietzsche presented 
his ideas? Couldn’t he have done so more clearly and directly? Aren’t we 
interested in the truth, or potential truth, of the philosophical doctrines 
themselves, and the merits of the arguments for these doctrines?

In reply to this, I think one of our tasks as Nietzsche scholars needs to be 
not just trying to show what Nietzsche’s key doctrines and arguments were, 
but to explain why he presented them as he did and what, if anything, might 
be philosophically worthwhile about his approach: that is, why it might be 
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seen as a valuable feature, rather than a bug, in Nietzsche’s enterprise. That, 
I think, is extremely difficult, and we may not reach satisfactory answers 
that vindicate Nietzsche’s approach. But I think this is an important direc-
tion for future work, to add to the good work that has been done in this 
vein so far. I certainly feel I can do more in being attentive to these presen-
tational issues and their potential philosophical import.

An approach such as I outline here will typically emphasize the dis-
continuity between Nietzsche and the core of the Anglophone tradition 
(though perhaps, at the same time, showing the continuity with other more 
literary thinkers from the canon). Another potential way of trying to bring 
Nietzsche into the fold goes in the opposite direction, as it were. It takes 
the route of establishing continuity with the concerns of contemporary 
Anglophone philosophy (in, for example, moral psychology or philosophy 
of mind). This takes the form of showing that Nietzsche is an insightful 
contributor to the sorts of familiar issues that philosophers today already 
care about, but is someone who has (often striking, heterodox) ideas that 
give us new avenues for philosophical study. This strategy can work well, 
and has on occasion been my own approach. There is considerable room 
for good work here.

Yet one of the limitations is that Nietzsche is also occupied, to a great 
extent, with matters falling outside the usual purview of philosophical con-
cerns in the Anglophone world today: European nihilism, cultural deca-
dence, pessimism, life negation, life affirmation, and other topics that would 
not likely find a hearing in any leading contemporary philosophy journal, 
except (maybe) as historical exegesis. These were arguably more central to 
his enterprise than the standard questions in ethics, metaethics, philosophy 
of mind, epistemology, and so on. Yet why, it might be asked in a skeptical 
tone of voice, are we studying these topics (nihilism, decadence, and so on) 
in a philosophical context today? Of what continuing relevance are they? 
Are they just a curiosity for intellectual historians?

This gets us into the second main issue I wanted to highlight, and that 
I  think we as Nietzsche scholars need to think more about: What, ulti-
mately, are we trying to accomplish when interpreting Nietzsche? Do we 
regard him as a historical figure only? Are we trying to use Nietzsche’s texts 
to get at the truth about enduring philosophical questions? Or somewhere 
in between?

History of philosophy has often been thought to be divided into two 
broad methodological camps: one more historicist in spirit, the other with 
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its eye on more contemporary issues. The former tries to piece together 
what the ideas meant in their time and in their context, typically with an 
emphasis on what Nietzsche, in this case, intended and how he and his 
intellectual contemporaries would have understood these ideas. The latter 
approach looks to using Nietzsche in order to develop philosophical posi-
tions with ongoing relevance and plausibility. Of course, these are ends of 
a spectrum, and much work is going to be a blend on some level of the 
two. There has already been discussion of these issues within Nietzsche 
scholarship, but I think it is something worth reflecting on more. First and 
foremost, it is important to reflect on this because it is important to have a 
solid self-understanding of what exactly your intellectual enterprise is, and 
why it is (or might be) valuable. For my part, I’m a pluralist—not the “any-
thing-goes” kind, using that label to give a safe space for poor work—but 
someone who thinks that a range of different interpretive paradigms can be 
intellectually valuable—from those firmly situating Nietzsche in his histor-
ical context, or looking to the literary architecture and devices of particular 
of his texts, to those taking Nietzsche’s ideas (or ones his reconstructed texts 
can be read as suggesting) as live options in contemporary debates.

I think we just need to be more reflective and more explicit about what 
exactly we are doing exegetically and philosophically. After all, the interpre-
tive “rules of the game” are often going to hang on these background meth-
odological decisions, and with them, what counts as a good or legitimate 
interpretation of Nietzsche. What, for instance, is it to interpret Nietzsche 
“charitably” or to present his “considered view” on a matter? Insofar as we 
attempt to do the latter, do we, as some have charged, threaten to run rough-
shod over his personal intentions or the original meaning of these histor-
ical texts by applying too much of our own philosophical judgment? In a 
useful, head-on consideration of these issues, Tom Stern has argued that 
Nietzsche scholars are often unclear about what exactly they are doing, and 
that they end up not talking about Nietzsche, but instead ventriloquizing 
other views (especially their own) under Nietzsche’s name, with “charity” 
and other such words disguising what is actually happening (“‘Some Third 
Thing’: Nietzsche’s Words and the Principle of Charity,” Journal of Nietzsche 
Studies 47.2 [2016]: 287–302). Stern writes about this approach as follows:

“Nietzsche,” on this view, is the label, not for one historical per-
son, but for a kind of dynamic zone of thought. Interpreters 
argue with each other about what belongs in this zone, where 
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what Nietzsche might have said and thought is a strong 
 consideration, but considerations also include lots of other 
things that people have thought about since, and especially what 
the participants think amounts to good philosophy. The princi-
ple of charity is not a way to get to the meaning of a historical 
text, but a license to bring ever more richness to the Nietzsche 
zone as our thinking develops over time. A Nietzsche zone 
such as this accounts for the creative, sophisticated philosoph-
ical work done in Nietzsche’s name, while also allowing for the 
actual function of charity, at least in some of its incarnations. It 
might even help us turn a blind eye to occasional misreporting, 
so long as it enriches the Nietzsche zone. (Stern, “‘Some Third 
Thing,’” 298–99)

Stern raises questions about our interpretive practice that we should think 
about further. When scholars are explicit about occupying this space—and 
precious few are—Stern has no complaint against them per se. But most, he 
thinks, are not clear about what they are doing and claim simply to be pre-
senting Nietzsche’s views. Moreover, on his reckoning, the “Nietzsche zone” 
is itself a rather odd space, and not one that we, as scholars, should likely 
want to occupy in the first place (Stern, “‘Some Third Thing,’” 299).

Yet for my part, the “Nietzsche zone” (subtracting perhaps the “misre-
porting”) is much less odd than Stern takes it to be. Indeed, I think some 
of the best work on Nietzsche (if I may, for the moment, question-beggingly 
describe it as so) is precisely this intermediate thing that falls between 
re-creating what was going on in Nietzsche’s mind and the intended mean-
ing of his texts (interesting surely, but not all I care about, even qua his-
torian of philosophy), and figuring out the truth about the philosophical 
matters themselves.

On one way of looking at this, such an intermediate approach can 
seem to fall between two stools: It is neither communing with the mind 
or intentions of Friedrich Nietzsche, nor (necessarily) reaching the truth 
on the issues themselves. But I think there is room here for a different, but 
equally important task, distinct from either of these: namely, the sympa-
thetic exploration and elaboration of the ideas that the texts present. Much 
of my own work is neither historicist nor focused on arriving at a view that 
I would myself be willing to stand fully behind. It is something in between: 
a matter of trying to come up with a version of the ideas suggested in the 
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texts. I do not think this needs to be what Nietzsche himself intended. Nor 
do I think the Nietzschean view I end up with needs to be (by my lights) 
true; I can maintain some critical distance. This intermediate reconstruc-
tive endeavor is, to my mind, a valuable enterprise within the history of phi-
losophy—maybe the most valuable enterprise. My aim here is not to mount 
a full defense of this approach, but rather to suggest that it is something we 
should be willing explicitly to embrace, both within the Nietzsche orbit, 
but also in the broader philosophical community engaged with interpreting 
canonical texts.

Yet (and in this I agree with Stern) we need to be clearer about what 
we are doing, and how different things that we do can have their merits 
and demerits. Critics of reconstructive enterprises, such as the one I just 
described, are right that sometimes when we try to “clean up” a text, or, 
even more extremely, simply mine it for potential contemporary lessons, we 
may miss its intended point, and miss some of the best insight it can offer, 
precisely in its alienness. If this intermediate reconstructive approach were 
our exclusive approach, it would be a shame. Some of the important subtle-
ties about Nietzsche’s manner of presentation (as mentioned in the first part 
of my remarks) could fall by the wayside. And we would lose out in other 
ways as well. But we gain in others. For the latter approach leaves us with 
interesting (sometimes better, dare one say, at least along certain dimen-
sions) versions of these ideas on the table. (In point of fact, I would hap-
pily describe these as “Nietzsche’s views,” even where I do not think these 
were likely the actual views of the historical individual Friedrich Nietzsche. 
“Nietzsche” to my mind can refer both to the actual historical individual, 
and to the interpretive construct or constructs to whom we attribute the 
views we—within some limits of textual fidelity and charity—reconstruct 
out of his texts.) That, in itself, is worthwhile, and is justification enough, 
whether or not the ideas belonged to the historical individual Friedrich 
Nietzsche. To think we would always then need to go further and settle 
whether these views are true (and reject them if we think not) seems to me 
a step too far; it is a shortsighted way of thinking about the value of the his-
tory of philosophy—and about what can be gained from reading canonical 
texts. Historical studies, in both their more reconstructive and their more 
historicist guises, may in the long run turn out to be a boon for contempo-
rary philosophy, in expanding the kinds of questions we take to be import-
ant, the way in which we frame these questions, the approaches we employ, 
and the sorts of answers we think are available. And even to the extent that 
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they do not confer these benefits, they are still, when done well, a valuable 
intellectual endeavor in their own right, whether excavating past views, or 
rebuilding them with philosophical ingenuity and creativity.

We would bring Nietzsche studies to a standstill if we turned to focus 
just on the metaissues of this sort. But it is something we should be thinking 
about, as we explore a variety of new paths in Nietzsche studies.

More Modesty, Less Charity

Christopher Janaway, University of Southampton

Suppose someone asks, “Where does Nietzsche stand in the debate between 
today’s error theorists and non-cognitivists?” Wouldn’t that be rather like 
asking what Bismarck’s policy is on the European Union or whether Mahler 
thinks MP3 streaming is killing live music? We could certainly pose a more 
careful, speculative kind of question, and ask what these figures from the 
late nineteenth century “would have thought” about today’s issues (in the 
Bismarck case, people do ask this), and that exercise might be illuminating. 
But caveats apply: first, we should enter such an exercise in a hypothetical, 
exploratory frame of mind, using our imagination, but prepared to find no 
clear answer; second, any answer we produce can be illuminating about the 
historical figures only if we already have some independent grasp on where 
they stood on issues they addressed. But to think that the issues Nietzsche 
addresses are ours by default, and that our job is to look for his take on 
our issues, is to stray beyond what he “would have thought” into dubious 
questions of the former type, and ask what is his position, what does he 
think—in effect—about us?

Nietzsche diagnosed the problem in advance: “Lack of historical sense 
is the family failing of all philosophers.” He offered a corrective: “what is 
needed from now on is historical philosophizing, and with it the virtue of 
modesty” (HH I:2). Sometimes philosophers maintain that the chief virtue 
required in interpreting Nietzsche is not modesty, but charity. I want to 
question this. (As others have done. See esp. Tom Stern, “‘Some Third Thing’: 
Nietzsche’s Words and the Principle of Charity,” The Journal of Nietzsche 
Studies 47 [2016]: 287–302; R. Lanier Anderson, “Overcoming Charity: The 


