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NIETZSCHE

edgar sle inis

Nietzsche went virtually unnoticed during his productive life, but after his men-
tal collapse in early 1889 his influence increased dramatically although unevenly.
He has been a major figure in Europe for virtually the whole of the twen-
tieth century with philosophers and intellectuals such as Vaihinger, Spengler,
Jaspers, Heidegger, and later Foucault, Deleuze, and Derrida regarding him as
one of the most important philosophers of modern times. His influence on
artists and writers has been remarkable. But until the middle of the twentieth
century, philosophers in the English-speaking world tended to regard him with
hostility or indifference (Bertrand Russell’s unsympathetic attitude is typical,
see Russell 1946). Perceptions of Nietzsche as a thinker worth exploring have
risen steadily in the English-speaking world since then, and he is increasingly
seen as important in the formation of twentieth-century consciousness. But
this is not the emergence of an unruffled consensus, and Nietzsche continues
to produce ardent worshippers and vehement revilers in a way unimaginable
for the other major philosophers in the Western tradition. Nietzsche passion-
ately wants to influence our approach to life, and no other philosopher places
such importance on the affirmation of this world. In part this is a reaction
to his early pessimistic philosophical hero, Schopenhauer. The task Nietzsche
undertook as his philosophy matured was the revaluation of all values (Nietzsche
1882: §269).

THE REASSESSMENT OF REASON

Nietzsche’s reassessment of reason is fundamental to his critique of values. Al-
though at times Nietzsche appears to be an outright enemy of reason and a
proponent of irrationalism, this is misleading. He is certainly a fierce critic of
standard conceptions of reason, but he is basically concerned to furnish what
he regards as a more realistic and more modest account of reason and its scope.
Fundamental here is the rejection of the idea of a pure knowing subject able to
become aware of things just as they are in themselves, and the rejection of the
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closely connected idea of absolute truth. Knowers can never completely evade
their biological, individual, social, linguistic, and historical position: ‘There is
only a perspective seeing, there is only a perspective “knowing”; the more affects
we allow to speak about one thing, the more eyes, different eyes, we can use
to observe one thing, the more complete will our concept of this thing, our
“objectivity” be’ (Nietzsche 1887: III §12 [1969: 119]).

The only road to better understanding is through the comparison, contrast,
and assessment of different perspectives. For Nietzsche, there are no absolute
truths: hence, there are no absolute value judgements, and no absolute moral
truths. Moralities are never more than just human products (this position is
adopted in the relatively early Nietzsche 1878–80 and consistently maintained
thereafter). Assessing a morality always requires taking into account its effects,
and the nature of its proponents. He accepts that there are many moralities and
that a science of morality needs to deal with them all, but his own thinking is
dominated by several types that he regards as basic.

THE MASTER, SLAVE, AND HERD MORALITIES

The master morality emerges from the top of the group whom Nietzsche as-
sumes are more powerful, more dynamic, more daring, more life-affirming,
healthier, and harder. It is produced autonomously in conditions of abundance.
Its function is to enhance the life of the masters and promote their qualities. It
centres on enrichment and self-fulfilment; it does not seek to change everyone
to fit one mould. The slave morality is generated by those at the bottom of
the group whom Nietzsche assumes are weak, lacking vitality, timid, and ease-
seeking. It is the product of resentment, fear, powerlessness, and hatred. It is a
reaction to the unfavourable position of the slaves. Its function is to advance
the interests of the slaves. The powerful who constitute a threat to the slaves
need to be neutralised. It is essentially reactive, defensive, and negative. Its ob-
ject is the control of others and warding off threats rather than enrichment or
self-fulfilment (Nietzsche 1886: §260; Nietzsche 1887: I, §10).

The herd morality emerges from the dynamics of groups independently of
hierarchy. Most members of a natural group cluster around an average, and this is
what the herd morality seeks to promote and preserve. The herd morality is not
essentially reactive, and is produced in conditions of contentment. Its function
is to maintain the life of the herd by the production of herd animals as close
to the herd average as possible (Nietzsche 1886: §268). While the slaves want
to change their situation, the herd animals want to preserve theirs. It seeks to
eliminate whatever disturbs herd life, and is directed towards such fulfilment
as is available in subordination to the herd. Its dominating ideal is mediocrity.
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268 Edgar Sleinis

Whereas the slave morality is a morality of discontent, the herd morality is a
morality of contentment.

Nietzsche regards the master morality as superior to both the slave morality
and the herd morality, but it is not the case that the master morality is espoused
and every other morality criticised from its standpoint. Rather the superiority
of the master morality itself follows from Nietzsche’s higher-order values of life
enhancement. Nietzsche nowhere suggests that the value crisis he sees Western
civilisation as facing can be resolved by returning to a pre-existing master moral-
ity. He repeatedly maintains that there is a vital need for a ‘new table of values’,
and for the creators of new values (Nietzsche 1886: §211). Nietzsche sees the
slave morality as having an unhealthy grip on Western civilisation, even though
its metaphysical underpinnings have collapsed. The slave morality has domi-
nated Western civilisation co-extensively with, and as an integral part of, the
domination of Christianity. The danger is that the slave morality will continue
its dominance in spite of the collapse of its metaphysical underpinnings, epit-
omised in his well-known saying ‘God is dead’ (this occurs first in Nietzsche
1882 and then again in Nietzsche 1883–5 where it plays a more significant role).
His attitude towards the herd morality is more ambiguous. Its effects are disas-
trous if permitted total sway (Nietzsche 1887: I, §9). But if it is not accorded
total sway, it may have a positive role to play. Ultimately the slave morality is
vitiated by corrosive discontent, and herd morality by mediocrity and bovine
complacency.

THE ASSAULT ON MORALITY

Universality

Universality is central to the Kantian approach to morality, and has indepen-
dently been widely accepted as an essential feature of morality. Nietzsche takes
universality to be a key feature of the slave morality, but a successful attack on
universality would be of major significance even if the slave, master, and herd
morality conceptions were entirely untenable. Nietzsche has numerous objec-
tions to universality. For one, human reason is incapable of furnishing universally
valid moral prescriptions. For another, universality is anti-nature. Nature con-
tains such a rich diversity of types that it is absurd and counterproductive to
require conformity to one set of rules (Nietzsche 1889: V, §6).

Further, a universalising morality advocates as valuable what everybody is
expected to attain. Nietzsche’s problem is how anything that is attainable by all
could be valuable (Nietzsche 1886, §43). For him, a crucial component of value
is rarity and difficulty of attainment. This is characteristic of aesthetic valuation.
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In the arts, the unique achievement, the attainment of standards not attainable
by everyone is valued most. In morals, everybody is expected to do the same.
Nietzsche maintains we ought to assess persons and lives on an aesthetic value
model rather than a moral value model (Nietzsche 1878-80: §107).

He has an important argument against the universality-based moral value
model and in favour of the uniqueness-based aesthetic value model. According
to Nietzsche, moral values have been taken to be the highest values. But the
highest values have a special role in human life. The issue is whether moral
values can fulfil that role. For Nietzsche, one’s life having value or meaning is of
fundamental importance (Nietzsche 1889: I, §12). Evidently the highest values
must give value or meaning to one’s life. If the highest values cannot do this,
nothing else can. The riddle is how universal moral rules could fulfil this role.
Suppose I have adhered to universal moral rules all of my life. Of what value
is my life to me? Where is the value or meaning for me? Surely my life has no
more value or meaning for me than that of another person who has also adhered
to the moral rules in exactly the same way I have. For all who adhere to the
universal moral rules, given that moral rules constitute the highest values, there
are no further value considerations that can lend special value to their individual
lives. My own life is no more valuable, no more meaningful than the life of any
other person who has conformed equally to the same moral rules.

But I want to know what is different about my life, what my life is or can
be that no other life is or can be. Uniqueness seems to be an essential element
of this individual sense of worth. If the individual sense of value or meaning
is essentially something unique, something that differentiates one from others,
then of necessity this cannot be supplied by mere conformity to universal rules.
Individual value requires uniqueness, and uniqueness cannot arise from universal
rules. Universal moral rules are supposed to embody the highest values, and as
the highest values they must ultimately lend value to life, but it is specifically their
very universality that precludes them from giving individuals any unique sense
of their own worth. ‘“This – is now my way: where is yours?” Thus I answered
those who asked me “the way”. For the way – does not exist!’ (Nietzsche 1883-5:
III, §11 [1961: 213]). Universal moral rules cannot fulfil the key role required
of the highest values, and this role can only be fulfilled by a uniqueness based
aesthetic mode of valuation.

However, Nietzsche’s opposition to universal moral rules is not a blanket
opposition to all moral rules. Typically, depending on circumstances, some sys-
tem of rules will be justified, and these will constitute the framework within
which the highest values can be attained (Nietzsche 1886: §188). Nietzsche’s
principal attack is against certain kinds of morality, and against the placement
of morality at the peak of a value system; it is not principally an attack against
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morality conceived in the broadest sense. Indeed, for him, the enhancement of
life is inconceivable without protracted constraint at both a group and individual
level.

Altruism

Nietzsche was a persistent critic of altruism, and takes it to be the dominant value
in the slave morality. It is important to understand why altruism is a significant
feature in it. Altruism is a transfer of resources from haves to have-nots, and it
is the have-nots who are the generators of the slave morality. If the slaves can
get altruism espoused by the whole community, the slaves will benefit. The
self-interest of the slaves drives the advocacy of altruism. Nietzsche has a range
of objections to altruism, and regards the egoistical drives as valuationally more
fundamental.

The concept of an altruistic act is essentially the concept of an act that is the
means to a good. As a means, its value is entirely dependent upon the values
it seeks to attain. The point is graphically illustrated in the case of extreme
self-sacrifice. Suppose that someone sacrifices his life to save the life of another,
who immediately sacrifices his life to save the life of another, who immediately
sacrifices his life to save the life of another, and this is repeated without end.
The whole process is absurd and pointless. Self-sacrifice has no value as an act
in its own right; it only has value if it attains its end, and it is from this end
that value accrues to it. To rank altruism as the highest value is to be guilty of a
valuational absurdity. Altruism cannot be the highest value, and it is not even a
value capable of standing on its own. A value system containing only altruism
as a value would contain no value at all. If everyone sacrifices him or herself for
everyone else, then no one benefits.

Nietzsche has other objections to altruism. By an altruistic act one secures for
another a benefit that could have been secured for oneself; this reveals that one is
valuing the other person more highly than oneself. If one is prepared to give up
one’s life for the life of another, the obvious way to make sense of this is to sup-
pose that the sacrificer believes his or her life to be of less value than the life being
saved. For Nietzsche, this can only arise where the self-sacrificer has an impov-
erished self-conception, and this can only arise in devitalised and declining life
forms. Dynamic and ascending life forms have a robust self-conception and take
their own worth for granted. Ascending life forms insist on the right to endure,
expand, and increase. Only declining life forms voluntarily surrender what they
have, and diminish themselves. Nietzsche thinks that acting altruistically is both
an expression of life in decline and contributes to its decline.

Nietzsche regularly thinks in terms of types. As a type, the altruist is oriented
exclusively towards the interests of others; this is not the conception of one who
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merely occasionally or even frequently performs altruistic acts. This casts the
issue in a new light. The altruist is a type with no independent projects and
interests of his or her own. Resources are spent on furthering the projects and
interests of others. But the altruist is simply making a slave of himself to others.
However active he may be in the aid of others, it is essentially the activity
of a servant or a slave. For Nietzsche, such an exclusive orientation towards
the interests of others presupposes a lower valuation of oneself, and expresses
declining life.

But Nietzsche is not worried by the anaemic and declining spending their
meagre resources on others, just as he is not concerned about the superabun-
dantly endowed directing some of their resources to others. His basic fear is
that the advocacy of this ideal will induce the capable to sacrifice themselves for
the incapable. ‘The sick represent the greatest danger for the healthy; it is not
the strongest but the weakest who spell disaster for the strong. Is this known?’
(Nietzsche 1887: III, §14 [1969: 121–2]). There is no problem about a ‘nobody’
sacrificing himself to save a threatened genius. There is everything wrong with a
genius sacrificing himself for a threatened ‘nobody’. What concerns Nietzsche
most about the embrace of the altruistic ideal is that he sees it as having a
deleterious influence on life as a whole (Nietzsche 1889: IX, §35). In addition,
Nietzsche maintains that the advocacy of altruism has been self-undermining.
Essentially the case is that altruism has been advocated on selfish grounds; the
slaves seek their own benefit in advocating altruism. Nietzsche sees such selfish
advocacy as undermining altruism as a value.

Utilitarianism

Nietzsche was a resolute critic of utilitarianism regarding it as part of the slave
morality. The slaves have limited resources, be they mental or physical. Unlike
those with boundless resources, those with limited resources must calculate their
expenditure carefully. Utilitarianism belongs to the slaves because it favours the
preservation of the slaves, while it is at best a hindrance to the masters (Nietzsche
1886: §260). For Nietzsche, a major difficulty in hedonistic utilitarianism arises
from considering the biological role of pleasure and pain. There is no doubt
that pain is a functional state whose purpose is to limit or avoid organic damage.
Similarly, though less obviously, pleasure is a functional state, the purpose of
which is to maintain organic wellbeing. Pain is only a means to avoiding a
more important disvalue than the pain itself, namely organic damage. Similarly,
pleasure is only a means to a more important value than the pleasure itself,
namely organic well-being.

From a biological standpoint, to judge pain as a greater disvalue than bodily
damage and pleasure as a greater value than bodily health is an absurd valuation.
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Perhaps there are aspects of pain which contribute to its disvalue independently
of its being a means, and there are aspects of pleasure which contribute to its
value independently of its being a means. But it does not follow that pleasure and
pain are of greater value and disvalue than those bodily states which they are a
means to producing or preventing. Utilitarians need an account of what warrants
the transformation of pleasure and pain from mere means for the organism to
ultimate values for the person. For Nietzsche, the health and vitality of the
body take precedence over feelings of pleasure and pain. Furthermore, once
their nature as a mere means is understood, then other important goals can come
into play and override both pleasure and pain: ‘all these modes of thought which
assess the value of things according to pleasure and pain, that is to say according
to attendant and secondary phenomena, are foreground modes of thought and
naı̈veties which anyone conscious of creative powers and an artist’s conscience
will look down on with derision, though not without pity’ (Nietzsche 1886:
§225 [1973: 135–6]).

Further, for hedonistic utilitarianism, autonomy cannot constitute an inde-
pendent value: if there is greater pleasure in a non-autonomous life, then it
ought to be preferred. Nietzsche is totally opposed to such a valuation. For him,
self-initiated and self-controlled activity is the essence of healthy life forms. To
permit or not be able to prevent one’s life from being controlled by others is a
manifestation of diminished life capacity and value. For Nietzsche, not only is
autonomy an independent value, it is an independent value higher than happi-
ness or pleasure. It is better to be in charge of one’s life and unhappy than to
have one’s life controlled by others and be happy (Nietzsche 1889: IX, §38).

Nietzsche’s concern with the origins of value systems leads to a characteristic
question here. What kind of being has pain as its ultimate negative value and
pleasure as its ultimate positive value? What kind of being needs such a value
system? According to Nietzsche, it is the exhausted and decadent. To explain
the connection some remarks are in order about Nietzsche’s theory of value.
The inner power that draws one to something is the principal determinant of
its value for oneself. This implies that, other things being equal, if person A is
drawn twice as strongly to something than person B is, then there is twice as
much value in it for A than there is for B. It immediately follows that the value
available for the exhausted is less than that available to those with robust health
and dynamism.

The robustly healthy and dynamic set their own goals and pursue them.
Indeed it takes robust health and dynamism to set and pursue your own goals.
The exhausted are incapable of setting or pursuing their own goals. As a result,
pain becomes the ultimate negative value and pleasure the ultimate positive value
for the exhausted. They do not have the energy to posit or pursue their own
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goals, and they have insufficient power to resist the natural repulsion of pain or
the natural attraction of pleasure. Pain and pleasure control those who do not
have the power to be in control. For Nietzsche, the more exhausted you are,
the less autonomous you are, and the more values are set for you rather than by
you, and the more you will be controlled by pain and pleasure. Nietzsche does
not maintain that the exhausted and decadent should abandon this value system;
indeed for them it may be the best system to adopt. But it is an inappropriate
value system for the robustly healthy and dynamic. It is a trap for them, yielding a
value system that delivers less value overall than is otherwise attainable. Nietzsche
is not opposed to the exhausted operating with such a value system, as long as
they do not seek to impose it on others. Different values are appropriate for
different groups.

THE PLACE OF SUFFERING

Suffering appears as an objection to life, and seeking to defeat the objection
while accepting the unavoidability of suffering was a constant preoccupation for
Nietzsche. Here, an outline of Nietzsche’s theory of value and ultimate values
is in order. For Nietzsche, life is the will to power, the drive to master. Doing
rather than undergoing, acting rather than reacting, setting goals rather than
having goals set for one are the prerequisites of positive value. Value arises when
goals are set and pursued. The value of something depends principally on the
strength of the inner power that draws one to that thing. Value depends on an
active, positive orientation towards what is valued. The ultimate value is itself
the increase of power – which essentially means active mastery (the coherence
of this position is examined in Sleinis 1994: 8–10).

The will to power, the drive to master cannot express itself where there is
no resistance. Active mastery requires the expenditure of effort, overcoming
resistance, enduring pain and hardship. To want to actively master is to want to
experience resistance and to overcome it; it is to want hard tasks that require
surmounting pain and suffering (1886: §225). Typically the worth of an achieve-
ment is proportional to the difficulty of attaining it. This means that many
worthwhile achievements require struggle and suffering. If, for Nietzsche, the
relation between the suffering and the achievement were merely one of means
and ends, then this would not constitute any novel or remarkable revaluation
of struggle and suffering. In common modes of valuation, we take whatever
negative value attaches to the means and subtract it from the positive value of
the attained goal. Suffering and struggle are justified if we have a net positive
value at the end. It is crucial to this way of viewing the matter that the value
of the means and the value of the end are capable of independent assessment

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521591041.021
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Cambridge University Main, on 24 Jan 2019 at 15:24:51, subject to the Cambridge Core

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521591041.021
https://www.cambridge.org/core


274 Edgar Sleinis

and are capable of being added and subtracted. But for Nietzsche, the relation
is not simply one of means and ends. The struggle and the suffering are not
independent steps on the way to achievement; they are parts of its very fabric.

To illustrate Nietzsche’s point, suppose that you genuinely want to win a
marathon race. Exerting yourself against the other runners over the distance is
not merely a means which has crossing the line first as an end. To want to win is
to want to exert yourself against the other runners over the full distance and to
cross the finishing line first. There is no coherent way of splitting the activity into
a means that is of negative value, and an end that is of positive value. To want to
win a marathon is to want the inevitable pain and strain, and to want to master
them. For Nietzsche, one cannot value achievement without also valuing the
suffering that is inseparable from it. This does not imply a positive valuation of all
suffering. But it does imply that there are cases in which the pain and suffering
act as measures of positive value. In some cases, the more of yourself you have
paid for it, the more valuable it is (Nietzsche 1889: IX, §38). Contrast this with
utilitarian valuation, where every pain invested detracts from the ultimate value
of the attainment. For Nietzsche, suffering is often an integral part of our desire
when we desire to attain positive goals. Once the role of suffering in positive
achievement is understood, suffering is no longer something to be automatically
avoided or deplored. It is a recurrent theme with Nietzsche that many of the
goods we now enjoy are simply unattainable without suffering.

But this does not exhaust Nietzsche’s revaluation of pain and suffering. Pain
and suffering can be the source of a firmer and more purified view of life. They
test comfortable illusions, complacent assumptions, and the quality of one’s pos-
itive orientation towards life (Nietzsche 1881: II, §114). But the perspective from
the standpoint of pain and suffering is not a mere means to a better perspective
when not undergoing pain and suffering. Rather, one’s view is more soundly
based because it incorporates the view from the position of pain and suffering.
Further, pain and suffering can be strengtheners (Nietzsche 1908: I, §2). This
is not something that could be replaced by pills or training. A strengthening
through pain and suffering is not attainable in any other way. This unique re-
lation between suffering and strengthening resists analysis in simple utilitarian,
means and ends, terms.

In addition, pain and suffering can be life-experience intensifiers. It is better
to have a large pain and a large joy than to have a little pain and a little joy, or
indeed no pain and no joy (Nietzsche 1881: IV, §354, §402). For the utilitarian,
these situations are equivalent; for Nietzsche they are not. The presence of the
positive value is of greater importance than the presence of the negative value.
Furthermore, pain and suffering often have a private meaning. Your pain and
suffering are part of what makes you unique. Nobody can really understand your
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pain and suffering (Nietzsche 1882: §338). This point grounds one of Nietzsche’s
objections to pity: there is something sham about pity because it cannot be based
on a genuine understanding of the pain and suffering involved for the person
undergoing the suffering. Collectively these points imply that pain and suffering
can be accepted and integrated with positive elements in experience to yield
a valuable and meaningful life. They do not make pain and suffering desirable
for its own sake nor do they make pain and suffering positively desirable for its
consequences. But they do imply that pain and suffering are not inevitably life
diminishing, that their place in the fabric of life is not to be unconditionally
deplored, and that it is not always, and perhaps not even often, our highest
task to eliminate them. (This is not the insensitive indifference of a stranger to
suffering; Nietzsche had to put up with an inordinate amount of suffering in
his own life, see Hayman 1980.)

For Nietzsche, there is an ultimate positive value but there is no ultimate
negative value. The increase of power is the top value (Nietzsche 1886: §13), but
there are no fixed ultimate bottom values. Most importantly, positive values have
priority over negative values. ‘If we possess our why of life we can put up with
almost any how’ (Nietzsche 1889: I, §12 [1968: 23]). It is only where the negatives
dominate to the point of threatening the production of positive values that the
negatives merit attention. For Nietzsche, it is better to have one victory and
two defeats rather than no victory and no defeats. The point is to get something
positive out of life. In general, pain and suffering do not have a fixed value,
and, apart from extreme cases, their value is dependent on the positive values
present. ‘Man, the bravest of animals and the most accustomed to suffering, does
not repudiate suffering as such; he desires it, he even seeks it out, provided he is
shown a meaning for it, a purpose of suffering. The meaninglessness of suffering,
not suffering itself, was the curse that lay over mankind so far’ (Nietzsche 1887:
III, §28 [1969: 162]).

NIETZSCHE’S PATH FORWARD

The Übermensch (superman) ideal is fundamentally a response to what Niet-
zsche sees as the value crisis arising from the realisation that ‘God is dead’
(the Übermensch figures prominently in Nietzsche 1883–5 but virtually dis-
appears from his thought thereafter). The Übermensch can be characterised as the
optimal human expression of the will to power, and will be a more powerful,
more dynamic, more creative, more disciplined, and harder type with boundless
love and enthusiasm for life and this world. Indeed the Übermensch will exem-
plify the Dionysian affirmation of life. The crucial ambiguity here is whether the
Übermensch already completely embodies the requisite new values or whether it
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is the function of the Übermensch to create new values. The latter appears to be
vital, but it entails an essential and problematic indeterminacy in the conception.

The doctrine of eternal recurrence was of more importance to Nietzsche.
The underlying conception is of the world repeating itself endlessly in identical
cycles (the idea is first introduced in Nietzsche 1882 but it is exploited more
fully in the immediately following Nietzsche 1883–5). On the most plausible
interpretation, the function of this notion is to graphically depict the maximally
affirmative attitude to this world and oneself. The maximally affirmative attitude
incorporates a love of life extending not only to its joys and good fortune, but
also to its pains and misfortunes. It embraces a love of all the aspects of life to the
extent of eagerly welcoming their eternal recurrence in their entirety. This is
the Dionysian affirmation of life and constitutes Nietzsche’s principal ideal. His
popular audience has largely been drawn by such positive conceptions, whereas
his academic audience has typically been more impressed with his destructive
critiques.
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