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Introduction
to the
Transaction Edition*

Ivan Soll

A Personal Approach to the Knowledge of Persons

Toward the end of an unflaggingly vital and productive life that was to be tragically truncated in an abrupt and unanticipated way, Walter Kaufmann wrote Discovering the Mind. Erudite but animated, monumental but not at all ponderous, it is, among other things, Kaufinann’s final reconsideration of an intellectual tradition that had been the abiding source and focus of his own prolific writing.

The subject of the work is explicitly defined not in terms of a historical tradition, however, but of an enterprise, “discovering the mind.” Kaufmann conceives this broadly, using “mind” as “an inclusive term for feeling and intelligence, reason and emotion, perception and will.”1 And Kaufmann’s avowed “central aim throughout” is “to contribute to the discovery of the mind.”2 But he also claims that, “It should be one of the compensations of this study that it leads to a new and better understanding of a good deal of the intellectual history of the past two hundred years.”3

What he in fact deals with historically is an intellectual tradition developed principally by thinkers who wrote in German. Since Kaufmann defines his subject matter in terms of its intellectual aim rather than its historical period, we are confronted by his implicit suggestion that in the last two hundred years most of the interesting developments in the discovery of the mind have, in fact, taken place among those who have written in German. Given the list of thinkers who are included in his discussion, this provocative suggestion is not without some plausibility.

The work is divided into three volumes. Each deals with three major figures: the first with Goethe, Kant, and Hegel; the second with Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Buber; the third with Freud, Adler, and Jung. There are also a number of other figures, like Lessing, Schiller, Kierkegaard, and Schopenhauer, who are treated far more briefly, often by way of illuminating the writers receiving fuller analysis.

Each volume has a hero. A case is made that Goethe, Nietzsche, and Freud were in significant ways admirable human beings who made important contributions to the discovery of the mind. The other six do not come off nearly as well. Hegel and Buber receive mixed reviews. The rest are severely criticized as being both of unadmirable character and as having contributed little to the discovery of the mind, indeed, as having seriously impeded it. We are presented with an intellectual landscape in which what is not a help is usually a hindrance, in which an author’s character is usually relevant to his contribution, and in which intellectual interventions are rarely ever impersonal.

Kaufmann makes no attempt to depict this landscape in muted tones, as he allows both his enthusiasms and distastes full expression. Whether one always agrees with him is beside the point. His judgements are generally supported with cogent argumentation, and the passion with which he embraces and rejects thinkers and their thought seems appropriate to the importance of the issues at stake, Kaufmann’s extremely frank and personal expression of his passions and preferences is unusual in academic writing. This should not be taken as a ground for criticism but rather as an essential part of his unique contribution to the discussion of these matters.

Kaufmann closely links the process of discovering the mind with the attainment of self-knowledge. He insists on this linkage not only in the case of our coming to know our own minds but also where it less obviously obtains, in the process of discovering the nature of the human mind in general. In closely connecting all knowledge of the mind with self-knowledge, Kaufmann is doing more than recalling Socrates’s injunction, “Know thyself!,” and allying his enterprise with it. He is calling attention to often overlooked or suppressed links between knowing one’s own mind in particular and the human mind in general, between self-deception and the misunderstanding of others, between self-knowledge and the knowledge of selves. Kaufmann argues with reference to a number of thinkers, that flaws in one’s understanding of oneself are usually obstacles to one’s understanding of others, that the failure of a theory about the human mind often mirrors a failure of the theorist to come to terms with himself.

This consideration of theories about the human mind in conjunction with an examination of the mentality or character of the theorist constitutes another salient feature of Kaufmann’s method, and one which again puts him at odds with standard academic practice. Kaufmann unabashedly breaches the prevalent prohibition against any ad hominem approach to philosophers, explicitly calling this taboo into question. Starting with the reasonable but rather general assumption that “the ideas of these men are not totally unrelated to their mentalities,” he repeatedly offers evidence and hypotheses specifically linking their particular theories to their personalities. He thinks it enlightening and imperative to discover the minds of those who discovered the mind.

In entering upon this terrain, Kaufmann is careful and quick to distance himself from “reductionism,” which he defines, with admirable and delightful concision as “the claim that something is ‘nothing but’ something else.” In the context of exploring the relation between the personalities and theories of those who wrote about the mind, reductionism consists in the claim that conceptions of the human mind are nothing but reflections of the personalities of their authors.

Although Kaufmann does not spell out the reasons for rejecting reductionism, they are not difficult to locate. The kind of reductionism here at issue is objectionable in that it tends to have disastrous methodological consequences. If this type of reductionism were accepted, tracing the way in which any conception of the human mind is anchored in the personality of its author would become the central or even the sole question to be investigated. And it would tend to be pursued to the neglect or even exclusion of other issues, particularly those concerning the intrinsic plausibility and merit of the conceptions under investigation. I think that the widespread and tenaciously rooted resistance to any analysis of conceptions and theories as reflections of the character of their authors stems from a fear that the legitimation of such investigations would undermine the traditional assessment of the intrinsic value of the ideas themselves.

Kaufmann does not, however, intend his analyses of the relation between a writer’s ideas and his personality as a replacement for traditional investigations of the intrinsic merit of the ideas, but as a supplement to them. Having explicitly rejected reductionism, he is not committed to replacing the assessment of the ideas themselves by accounts of their genesis out of the personalities of their authors. His program entails only enriching the accounts and assessments of the works themselves with considerations of the authors’ personalities. And indeed, such considerations do sometimes help to explain cases of otherwise puzzling adherences to implausible ideas and unpromising intellectual practices, to account for opinions rigidly held and curiously impervious to the claims of competing views, and to illuminate strong intellectual commitments made in the absence of decisive evidence.

Discovering the Mind as a whole constitutes a plea as well as a paradigm for the introduction of such considerations into the standard repertoire of historians and interpreters of philosophical and psychological theories. This program is certainly not without precedents, but they are not usually to be found among philosophers, and even more rarely among those of repute, like Kaufmann.

The most notable exception to this tendency and the principal inspiration of this and several other of the book’s remarkable qualities is Friedrich Nietzsche. It was Nietzsche who argued that a philosophical theory was best understood as being primarily the expression of the philosopher’s basic personality, rather than as the result of his impersonal consideration of data and arguments. Though Nietzsche was not as careful as Kaufmann to avoid the reefs of reductionism, his analyses of the relation between the character of various thinkers and their thought clearly constitute the model for Kaufmann’s own excursions into this area. Kaufmann, in venturing hypotheses about various ideas and theories as reflections of as well as reflections by the minds that produced them, is reviving a promising type of Nietzschean analysis, generally neglected and taboo.

Nietzsche’s influence can also be discerned in Kaufmann’s masterfully rapid but penetrating approach, his refusal to get bogged down in the morass of his material, his deliberate decision not to attempt to offer an overly full account of the subject matter, whereby his major theses and insights would lose a great deal of their force and profile in a sea of related but not essential detail. This is a quality which Nietzsche had himself displayed and singled out for discussion as the all-important “tempo” of a work. Though Discovering the Mind, like all of Kaufmann’s work, is remarkably well-informed and informative, it aspires neither to be complete nor compendious. In fact, it is one of Kaufmann’s theses that the ideal of offering complete accounts of intellectual developments owes much of its influence to Hegel and has been in some ways an unfortunate development, an unrealizable requirement that creates pressure to mask the inevitable incompleteness of the narratives of intellectual history by recourse to obscurity.

The Nietzschean influence is also clear in Kaufmann’s deliberate rejection of a dispassionate tone. Nietzsche was not only the subject of Kaufmann’s first book, Nietzsche: Philosopher, Psychologist, Antichrist (1950), the philosopher much of whose work Kaufmann translated into English, and one of the three acknowledged heroes of Discovering the Mind. He, more than anyone, influenced Walter Kaufmann’s entire philosophic work, and his imprint on the conception and style of Kaufmann’s last book is unmistakable.

Breaking the Barriers

The tradition that Kaufmann reconsiders, that of “discovering the mind” in German letters of the last two hundred years, clearly crosses or ignores the boundaries among the disciplines as they have come to be defined and established in the academy. Some of the figures he discusses, like Kant, Hegel, and Heidegger, have been clearly defined, by themselves and the tradition, as philosophers. Others, like Goethe and Schiller, despite their historically influential and intrinsically valuable theoretical writings, have been usually categorized as being essentially writers of “literature,” that is of “imaginative literature,” whose works are studied primarily in departments of literature and written about by people who consider themselves literary critics and historians. Others, like Freud, Adler, and Jung, find their niche in our established order of the disciplines among the “psychologists,” even though not all of their neighbors in this edifice are particularly happy about the proximity.

Still others, like Nietzsche and Buber, have been harder to place. Nietzsche, who preferred to identify himself as a “good European” rather than as a German, led a life in which he had no fixed abode in any one country (or academic discipline), a life in which he continually moved across borders, both geographic and intellectual. His work has suffered and enjoyed a similar fate. Because of its highly literary, metaphorical, and aphoristic style, its lack or avoidance of fully spelled-out argumentation for its positions, its vehement and personal tone, its unorthodox set of concerns; it was long rejected by a majority of the philosophical establishment in the English speaking world—not as being bad philosophy, but as not being philosophy at all. And not even Nietzsche’s recent prominence has dissolved the problem of his marginality. In the English speaking world, his new popularity finds its center of gravity somehow still on the periphery of the discipline of philosophy or in other disciplines, in those, for example, that concern themselves with the theory of literature and art.

Buber’s position in the world of academic philosophy is surely even more marginal and obscure than Nietzsche’s. As in the case of Kierkegaard (who is also discussed, albeit briefly), there remains uncertainty as to whether he belongs to philosophy or theology.

Walter Kaufmann’s Discovering the Mind speaks in an important way to these issues of disciplinary identity. As is usually the case in Kaufmann’s work, the discussion has both a historical and a philosophical dimension. The historical dimension concerns the two-hundred-year tradition of German letters taken up for consideration in this book. The interdependence of philosophy, literature, and psychology in this tradition is so obvious and well documented, that one is tempted to say that it cannot be ignored, except that is has been ignored, particularly, though not exclusively, in the English speaking world.

In this German tradition, those who produced literary works and those who produced philosophical works regularly read each other and drew inspiration for their own work from this cross-disciplinary reading. (Kant is perhaps the one notable exception: though he was widely read by literary figures in the tradition, he did not read them.) Some of the central figures in the tradition, notably Goethe, Schiller, and Nietzsche, produced both significant theoretical and literary work. The literary work of Goethe and Schiller, as well as their theoretical work, importantly influenced the development of German philosophy. Most importantly, there was a strongly sensed community of purpose that transcended the barriers of genre and discipline. “Discovering the mind,” Kaufmann argues, was an important aspect of what was viewed as a common enterprise, to which literature, philosophy, and psychology all contributed. We should not forget that psychology only gradually emerged as a separate discipline in the course of this period.

Though there has been some awareness and acknowledgment of the organic cohesiveness and interdependence of literature, philosophy, and psychology in this tradition, this awareness remains for the most part superficial, undetailed, and without consequence in our approach to the period. Professional philosophers still tend to study the philosophical texts in abstraction from those literary works that often inspired them or to which they are a response. Although some literary critics do acknowledge the influence of philosophical works upon literary ones, they rarely analyze the philosophic texts in sufficient detail and almost never incorporate careful philosophic assessment of these texts into their accounts. Among psychologists, who are typically concerned with the legitimation of their discipline as a “science” on the basis of its similarities with the paradigmatic physical sciences, psychology’s common origin with philosophy and literature and its long intermingling with them tend to be de-emphasized, depreciated, and suppressed. Their enduring and intimate association tends to be viewed as a primitive and unproductive confusion, which we have fortunately now overcome by finally separating out what are essentially distinct enterprises.

This tendency toward fragmentation is the reflection of a general trend toward deeper and more numerous institutional divisions among the disciplines. Without taking a stand on the purported advantages and inevitability of this intellectual Balkanization, one cannot help but see how our present state of academic and disciplinary division tends to warp our understanding of a tradition in which what is now dispersed among different disciplines existed as an intermingled whole.

Kaufinann’s Discovering the Mind has the merit of refocussing our attention upon the remarkable integration of philosophical, literary, and psychological work in the tradition of German letters from the Enlightenment to the Second World War. In our recent treatment of this period, we have tended to overlook or ignore its remarkably high degree of organic unity, in part because this sort of integration has been lost in our own literary culture. Discovering the Mind should make it harder for us to continue approaching with good conscience this literary-philosophical-psychological tradition from the exclusive perspective of a particular discipline. It impedes the facility and narrowness of approach that is the consequence of our own cultural fragmentation. Kaufmann has achieved with respect to our study of this period in German intellectual history what Kierkegaard wanted to achieve with respect to our embracing religious faith: he has made things more difficult for us—but also more rewarding. And we are in his debt for this difficulty.

The philosophical dimension of Kaufmann’s emphasis on the integration of philosophy, literature, and psychology transcends the question of the interpretation of a particular period of intellectual history, or that of the appropriate methodology for intellectual history in general. It also consists in the implicit thesis, that this former integration of what is currently separated furnishes the most fruitful context for discovering the mind. It suggests that it is in the interplay of literature, philosophy, and psychology that the best insights concerning mind have been, and will likely be, obtained. His historical interpretation, in as much as the period interpreted is presented as paradigmatic, also furnishes the basis of an intellectual program.

Discovering the mind is too important and central a human concern, Kaufmann implies, to be left exclusively to the “psychologists,” that is, to those who have come to carry this institutionally and narrowly defined title of relatively recent origin—the professional psychologists. The major insights into the nature of the mind have often come, he argues, from thinkers who were not psychologists so defined, and the greatest of the professional psychologists have drawn heavily on the insights of those who were not in the profession.

The refusal to abandon the discovery of the mind to the guild of professional psychologists is not just an insistence on the rights of writers and philosophers to address themselves to this task, justified by their traditional presence on this turf and their considerable contributions. It is also a reminder to philosophers and writers that involvement in this enterprise has been and should remain a central aspect of their vocation—a duty as well as a right. The lamentable tendency to relinquish psychology to the psychologists is not just the result of their presumptuous and aggressive appropriation of what is by nature an intellectual and existential concern common to all human beings. There has been complicity on the part of philosophers and writers who wanted to rid themselves of the burden of having to work at discovering the mind. In addition to the effective pursuit of prerogatives by a guild, there has been an all too willing retreat from this former common ground by those who found it easier not to maintain a presence there. We should chastise and lament the retreat as well as the aggression.

The Dual Legacy of Goethe and Kant

In the first of the three volumes, Kaufmann provided a bold historical hypothesis about the last two centuries of intellectual life in the German speaking world: the development of theories and conceptions of the mind and of philosophy in general is presented as having taken place in an intellectual space defined overwhelmingly by those two giants of German letters, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832) and Immanuel Kant (172,4–1804). Other figures of the period are discussed and, in some cases, even allowed to have had considerable influence and intellectual virtue—Lessing, Schiller, and Hegel, for example. But Kaufmann is unwavering in his insistence that no other figure of the period even remotely compared in influence to Kant and Goethe. Some who have been put forward as major influences, like Herder, are argued to have had less influence than has been supposed. Still others, like Schiller and Hegel, are presented as themselves recipients and transmitters of the two major influences.

It is to be predicted that such a stark structuring of a complex subject will generate the protest that these matters cannot not be so simply viewed. No doubt the proponents of various figures in this tradition (particularly those scholars who have written about other figures) will feel that the importance of these figures has not been fully appreciated. Confronted with these misgivings, one should not forget that Kaufmann’s picture of Goethe and Kant as by far the two most important influences on subsequent intellectual life in Germany was not created by presenting the other leading contenders as pygmies. We should also keep in mind that the thesis concerns subsequent influence, not intrinsic merit. Lessing, Schiller, and Hegel are all treated with enormous respect. And Kant, despite and because of his great influence, is severely criticized and viewed as the source of much that went wrong in German intellectual life.

We should also not forget that the thesis is clearly offered as a hypothesis, as an interesting proposal of considerable plausibility, to be pushed as far as it will go. It is a hypothesis of considerable synthetic power, supplying a well-defined perspective from which a bewildering amount of historical material can be systematically viewed. Whatever one decides about its ultimate adequacy, it furnished a valuable focus for the further study of this rich chapter of intellectual history. The thesis is certainly both arguable and debatable. That it has been so forcefully argued by Kaufmann and will be heatedly debated by others is all to the good.

It would be well to remember that this eagle’s-eye view of an extensive period in intellectual history, was preceded by two substantial studies of major figures in the period (Hegel and Nietzsche) and a number of essays on related topics. Only those acquainted with Kaufmann’s earlier contributions will fully appreciate the effort and power of synthesis, the admirable abbreviation, the simplicity and austerity of presentation arising from what had to be complex considerations and hard choices. Kaufmann’s last, long-ranging look at his cultural heritage is a masterful distillation of an extensive erudition effectively brought to bear upon specific and important issues, but never flaunted.

Kaufmann’s conception of the place of Kant and Goethe in German culture is remarkable and provocative, not only because of the extraordinary influence he attributes to them, but also because of his evaluation of their respective influences. That Goethe is praised, not only as an enormous, but also as an enormously positive influence, is not at all unusual. But that a substantial part of Goethe’s importance and merit is located in his contribution to the discovery of the mind through his development of an alternative model for science in his Theory of Colors, written as a critique of Newton, is a significant hypothesis. Unlike the Newtonian conception of science, in which quantification and measurement occupy a central position, Goethe offers us an alternative model for “science” in which these are not essential, and which Kaufmann finds to be preferable in some contexts of inquiry, like that of discovering the mind. Kaufmann is using “science,” in the broad German sense of “Wissenschaft,” which includes humanistic disciplines as well as the natural and social sciences, and which applies to anything which is a rational inquiry. The crucial issue raised by Kaufmann’s championing of a Goethean model of science is not, however, whether one should or should not extend the word “science” to these other disciplines and inquiries. It is rather whether or not the discovery of the mind (and by exten-tion—the discovery of other human truths) is best pursued by adhering to quantitative methods.

Kaufmann’s dismissal of the results of quantitative methodology in psychology as insignificant is simply stated, not argued. This dismissal and the accompanying lack of argument are sure to raise the hackles and voices of the proponents of quantitative methods in psychology. Of course, the bold claim that quantitative studies have not substantially contributed to the discovery of the mind calls for a lot of further consideration and argument. Kaufmann does not make any pretense of argument; he advances this as a radical hypothesis, worthy of further consideration and argument, and worthy of enunciating because it calls into question prevalent and largely unquestioned beliefs. He devotes his energies rather to arguing for the correlative thesis, that some of the greatest contributions to the discovery of the mind have come from thinkers, like Goethe, Nietzsche and Freud, who did not use quantitative methods.

The convincingly argued claim, that Goethe’s importance and influence flowed as much from his person as from his works, is put forward as being generally instructive. Kaufmann, citing other examples in the history of philosophy, such as, Socrates, J. L. Austin, and Ludwig Wittgenstein, plausibly makes the case that it is not uncommon in the history of philosophy that one’s influence often depends upon personal charisma or in conveying the impression that one is in some way an exemplary human being. Using the example of the exemplary Goethe, Kaufmann wants to move us away from the prevalent idea that the history of ideas is only the history of ideas. It is also the history of individuals, whose manner of living or being, at least as it is publicly perceived, is to a great extent responsible for their influence.

This insistence upon the importance of the stature and force of the person of the writer, as perceived through and apart from his writings, for determining his influence upon the history of thought contributes to a larger and more important issue. It opens the way to a discussion of what constitutes not just the influence of a thinker but his actual merit, contribution, and greatness. It opens the way, moreover, to a discussion liberated from the narrowing constraints of the prevalent notion that philosophical excellence is primarily, or even exclusively, a matter of the excellence of the argumentation, of impeccable logic, and the marshalling of all the relevant evidence.

By pointing out that Socrates and Wittgenstein do not offer complete and rigorous demonstrations for their views, Kaufmann is not suggesting that their reputation for greatness is undeserved, but rather that excellence and greatness in philosophy (and in discovering the mind) does not depend exclusively upon the definitiveness of the demonstrations for one’s views. But neither is he suggesting that rigor and adequacy of argumentation are irrelevant considerations. In calling attention to what he argues is an astounding lack of rigor in both Kant and Hegel, he not only tries to correct common misconceptions about them, but also to suggest that they were great philosophers despite this lack of rigor, which he clearly considers a serious flaw, though one not incompatible with philosophic greatness. Kaufmann does not attempt to develop a positive and systematic account of what constitutes excellence or greatness in philosophy, but by rejecting an overly narrow conception of the matter that enjoys some currency, he implicitly encourages his readers to explore the question from a richer and more varied perspective than they might have otherwise adopted.

Kaufmann’s treatment of Kant is far more startling than his treatment of Goethe. Kant, who has enjoyed respect and praise almost universally, and from the most diverse philosophical directions, is here astonishingly and unqualifiedly branded as a disastrous influence upon the subsequent development of German thought. Though it has been common enough to call attention to some of the obvious failings of Kant’s writing style and even, to some extent, the content of his philosophy, this has generally occurred as a series of marginal comments in the context of an overwhelming reverence for his achievement, in an atmosphere of overall admiration that remains in no way challenged by these critical marginalia. Kaufmann makes no bones about his opinion of Kant as having been on the whole a catastrophe for German philosophy. His critique of Kant is radical and unorthodox, yet another philosophical heresy from the author of The Faith of a Heretic (1961), a book in which he locates the central virtue of our philosophical tradition in its ever renewed criticism of whatever has become generally accepted as true, authoritative, and canonical.

His case against Kant involves not so much new revelations of hidden flaws, but a clear-eyed assessment of fairly obvious failings and unfortunate influences, relatively unburdened and unblurred by the conventional pieties concerning Kant’s unquestionable overall greatness and positive contribution to philosophy. Once again the value of Kaufmann’s thesis relies primarily in the raising of an important issue, that has rarely, if ever, been raised, in the consideration of a plausible hypothesis that has rarely, if ever, been seriously considered.

Kant is blamed for a being the major source of at least two disastrous traditions in German philosophy. First he is seen as the source of a continuing tradition of obscurity and obscurantism. He is also faulted as the fountainhead of an unfortunate tradition of inappropriate demands for certainty in our investigations and theories and, correspondingly, of unfounded claims to have achieved such rigor. One of Kaufmann’s most intriguing ideas is that the two tendencies are actually connected. Having accepted the unrealizable requirement of certainty, one naturally resorts to obscurity to conceal from oneself and others that one has failed to fulfill it.

Kant is blamed for yet another misguided requirement: that philosophy should endeavor to attain completeness. The requirement of completeness, like the demand for certainty, it is suggested, being gratuitous and unattainable, naturally produces a tradition characterized by the pretentious counterfeit of the misguided ideal and the attempt to conceal the failure and fakery by willful, though not necessarily conscious, obscurantism.

Some will no doubt want to question whether Kant is really the primary source of all these subsequent ills in German intellectual life. The quest for certainty can be easily traced back to Descartes and perhaps Newton, and, despite some fore-shadowings in Kant, the ideal of completeness seems to have emerged in full force only with Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit. But such disputes about the exact origins of these false ideals are much less important than the crucial thesis that they have indeed proven to be counterproductive requirements, that they have become pernicious and enduring afflictions of our intellectual life.

With respect to these flaws, so fateful for the subsequent course of German philosophy, Goethe is presented as Kant’s antipode. If Kant began the process of teaching the German language to speak philosophically (his notable German predecessors had used Latin and French), he taught it to speak badly—that is, obscurely. Goethe, on the contrary, used, and indeed himself developed, a German in which one could express one’s ideas clearly. While Kant carried on the unfortunate tradition of Descartes, misguidedly seeking an absolutely certain foundation for our knowledge, Goethe emphasized that the true mark of a fruitful scientific procedure was the formulation and testing of hypotheses, which always remain open to further questioning.

The subsequent development of German philosophy can be viewed, argues Kaufmann, as largely determined by these polar opposites and the tension between them. Hegel can be understood as having acquired his notoriously obscure style and his false claims to having achieved necessity and completeness in his “dialectical demonstrations” in imitation of Kant. Hegel’s developmental approach, on the other hand, which so influenced the intellectual methodology of the nineteenth century, is argued to have derived from Goethe. Heidegger’s obscurity and apodictic tone are also seen as part of the unfortunate legacy of Kant. The admirable writing styles of Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, as well as the latter’s experimental spirit and constant questioning of everything, is attributed to Goethe’s influence. Even if one finds this somewhat Manichean conception of the development German thought problematic or simplistic, it is an original and not implausible hypothesis. And like a number of Kaufmann’s central claims in this work, it is fruitful in the crucial sense, that critically considering it, independently of whether we ultimately accept, reject, or modify it, will deepen our understanding of the subject matter to which it pertains.

Although Kaufmann presents Kant as the major source of major ills in German thought, he constantly maintains that, despite Kant’s bad qualities and his disastrous influence on subsequent philosophy, he was a great philosopher. Kaufmann does not himself make the case for Kant’s greatness or for the significance of his positive contributions. No doubt he thought it unnecessary to convince our philosophical culture of what it already believes—almost without question. But after his devastating criticism and his rejection not only of some of Kant’s ideas, but of the whole manner in which Kant philosophized, some of us will be curious as to what Kaufmann took to be Kant’s redeeming virtues. He does make some scattered remarks, admiring Kant’s crushing criticisms of the proofs for God’s existence and the unsurpassed philosophic drama of Kant’s “antinomies,” a presentation on facing pages of what Kant claimed were perfectly valid arguments for each of two opposing positions (“theses” and “antitheses”) on four classical problems in philosophy. But these few and fragmentary admirations do not constitute a counterpoise to the sweeping criticisms. How can Kant have had those particularly general vices, with which he is here convincingly charged, and still have been a great philosopher? Is he really the dark angel of German philosophy or simply its devil?

Usually it is easier for us to explain and defend our negative judgments than our enthusiasms. But this does not seem to be Kaufmann’s problem. With respect to those figures he thinks made major contributions to the discovery of the mind, Goethe, Hegel, Nietzsche, and Freud (and obviously not Kant), he sticks his neck out, listing with admirable concision, clarity, and intellectual courage, point by point, what he takes to be those contributions. These unusually unambiguous prises de position like much else in this work, will form ideal foci for further discussion and debate.

Considerable space is devoted to a recounting of the story of the composition and publication of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason and Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit. Here, as elsewhere in Kaufmann’s work, the erudition and information is not an end in itself. Although his account of these matters appears at first to be overly detailed and even gratuitous (even considering the fact that we are dealing with what is arguably each philosopher’s most important work), it actually turns out to serve an important purpose. He presents ample evidence that Kant’s Critique and Hegel’s Phenomenology were both, though the products of long reflection, written in extreme haste and published pretty much without revision. Kaufmann thinks it important to emphasize that these works were hurriedly produced and never carefully vetted or reworked, for he wants to overcome the awe in which these texts have traditionally been treated. He wants to prepare us to accept his appraisal of them as severely flawed masterpieces, rich in ideas but very badly written and badly organized, and remarkably lacking in rigor.

This is meant to be a liberating corrective to the prevalent practice of approaching these and other philosophical masterpieces as if the failure to find an interpretation that reveals rigor of argumentation, deep aptness of organization, and truth in the conclusions (or at least an impressive plausibility) must be a failure of the reader and not of the text. It is an attempt to free us from the oppressive tradition of having to treat what are admitted to be great philosophical works as authoritative texts. It is meant to relieve us of the obligation to undertake prodigious hermeneutic exertions, even when they promise to be futile. These obligatory and often interminable efforts at interpretation are aimed at revealing supposedly hidden virtues of these texts, virtues whose veiled presence is often assumed in an act of unfounded and implausible faith. In denying these two books some of their generally presumed virtues Kaufmann is clearly not denying them all virtue or greatness. Nor is he suggesting that they are not worth studying. He is rather calling attention to the complexity and variety of those virtues that make for philosophical greatness and addressing the related existential question of how we should approach those texts that merit our attention and respect.

Transmitters of the Tradition: Nietzsche, Heidegger and Buber

In this second of three volumes themes established in the first are further developed. Nietzsche, its hero, is presented as the heir of Goethe and as the first German philosopher of the nineteenth century to free himself fully of the baneful influence of Kant. He is also argued to be an important ground-breaking contributor to the development of depth psychology, a forerunner of Freud. Heidegger, its villain, appears as the bearer of the Kantian tradition of inflated claims for apodictic certainty and of the obscurity that naturally accompanies it. He is also argued to have had a large and disastrous influence upon subsequent intellectual life. Buber is viewed as an heir and transmitter of both good and bad influences, as the exemplar of a Kantian reliance on overly dichotomized and Manichean thinking, but also as the propounder of a humane and psychologically fruitful program for the interpretation of texts (and people), which serves as an antidote to what Kaufmann views as a particularly pernicious Heideggenan doctrine about interpretation. Although this second volume can be read with profit and pleasure apart from the first, acquaintance with its predecessor supplies a context and resonances that enrich the understanding of it.

Nietzsche: Psychologist! Psychologist! Psychologist!

Kaufmann’s case for Nietzsche as a major contributor to the discovery of the mind further develops a central thesis of his first book, Nietzsche: Philosopher, Psychologist, Antichrist. While his arguments for Nietzsche’s importance as a psychologist stand on their own, they are even more convincing and illuminating when considered together with the relevant parts of the earlier work.4

Kaufmann sees the psychological aspect of Nietzsche’s work as having been generally ignored, in part because of Heidegger’s enormously influential and false reading of him as a “metaphysician” rather than a psychologist, in part because of ill-conceived and unjustifiable attempts by various interpreters to assimilate him to their own conception of what a philosopher is or should be. Whether the assimilation in question is that imposed by Heidegger, by the ideologues of National Socialism, by the recent French interpretation of Nietzsche that has coopted him as an early prophet of “post-structuralist,” “deconstructionist,” or “post-modern” thought, or by analytic philosophers who seek to legitimate Nietzsche by arguing that he shares and speaks to their concerns; Nietzsche has been, according to Kaufmann, misunderstood and mutilated in Procrustean fashion. He has been repeatedly exploited as the figurehead and forerunner of movements that he would clearly have rejected and disdained. In all of these benighted or highhanded appropriations, Kaufmann insists, the substantial psychological component of Nietzsche’s work has been neglected or obscured.

Nietzsche’s contributions to the discovery of the mind are set against those of two of his predecessors, Sören Kierkegaard (1813–1855) and Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860), who receive rather brief but nevertheless illuminating treatment at the beginning of this volume. Kierkegaard is presented as having made some important contributions to the discovery of the mind, particularly in his discussions of despair, dread, and inauthenticity. But Kierkegaard’s psychological contributions are argued to be seriously limited by his failure to emancipate his psychology from religion and morality. He is faulted for having been unable to liberate his insights from the intellectually constraining blinders of the Protestant Christianity that dominated his own culture and from the peculiarities of his own personal history. Though Kaufmann persistently argues that discovering one’s own mind is an essential aspect of making discoveries about the mind in general, he clearly thinks it important to distinguish those aspects of one’s own mind that are determined by one’s particular personality and culture from those that are not limited in this way.

This crucial liberation of psychology from the toils of religion and morality, along with the recognition and transcendence of the peculiarities of one’s own situation, are credited to Nietzsche. In the light of Kaufinann’s discussion, Nietzsche’s widely discussed attacks on religion and his proposed transcendence of morality, his suggestion that there is a viewpoint “beyond good and evil” that one should try to attain, emerge as motivated, in good part, by Nietzsche’s commitment to psychological investigation and insight. In order to pursue its aims unfettered and without blinders, psychology had to become secular and free of moral preconceptions and preoccupations. Nietzsche set himself the crucial task of the secularization and of what one might call (giving a positive twist to a normally negative term) the “de-moralization” of psychology.

Kaufmann gives Schopenhauer shorter shrift, mostly by way of debunking the notion of his having made substantial contributions to psychology. He assesses a Freudian tribute to Schopenhauer as the predecessor of certain psychoanalytic ideas as “rather too generous.” He argues that the appearance of Schopenhauer’s having stressed the fundamental importance of sexuality to have been less bold and original in the original than it seems to be in the English translation.

A more central issue with respect to Schopenhauer’s contribution to the discovery of the mind does not fully surface in this book, perhaps because it is discussed in Kaufmann’s first book on Nietzsche, but it explains and determines to a great extent Kaufmann’s treatment here. It concerns the relation between (1) Schopenhauer’s notion that the will is the fundamental reality not only of human beings, but also of the rest of the world and (2) Nietzsche’s notion that “the will to power” is the fundamental drive of all human behavior. Nietzsche’s own claim to have made a significant contribution to psychology is based in great part on his idea that a will to power is the basic human drive, and on his assertion this idea provides a plausible and superior alternative to the prevailing theory of “psychological hedonism,” which takes the basic human drive to be a striving for pleasure and the avoidance of pain. To the extent that Nietzsche’s will to power resembles and thus presumably draws from Schopenhauer’s notion of the will, Schopenhauer must be seen as having contributed to Nietzsche’s psychology.

Kaufmann’s tendency to emphasize the differences between the Schopenhauerian and Nietzschean conceptions of the will is part of a more general tendency to call attention to the differences rather than the similarities between their philosophies. In pursuing this policy Kaufmann is taking his cue from Nietzsche himself, who after having acknowledged his original fascination and admiration for Schopenhauer, spent considerable time and energy publicly distancing himself from his onetime “great teacher.” Nietzsche’s rejection of Schopenhauer and his denial of Schopenhauer’s influence upon him impress me much more than Kaufmann as transparently hyperbolic and unconvincing. Nietzsche’s strident rejection of Schopenhauer was probably inspired as much by his desire to present himself as radically original and his need to separate himself from the suffocating and domineering influence of Richard Wagner, an avowed disciple of Schopenhauer, as by real differences of position and character. Sometimes, even what comes from the horse’s mouth deserves to be doubted.

Kaufmann’s main argument for the fundamental difference between Nietzsche’s and Schopenhauer’s conceptions of the will does not rely, however, on Nietzsche’s implausible claims that he and Schopenhauer were simply “antipodes.” It is instead based upon the assertion that Schopenhauer’s theory of the will is “metaphysical,” while Nietzsche’s theory of the will to power, though highly speculative, is an empirical hypothesis about the ultimate ends of all human behavior. Kaufmann quite rightly wants to forestall the unfortunate and common refusal to consider Nietzsche’s theory of the will to power as a psychological theory on the grounds that it is instead a “philosophical” or, worse yet, “metaphysical” theory. To this end he convincingly argues that Nietzsche’s theory is not “metaphysical,” that is, not in a sense that precludes its being psychological and empirical.

Primarily concerned with establishing Nietzsche’s (and not Schopenhauer’s) credentials as a psychologist, Kaufmann does not pursue the related question of whether theories that are “metaphysical,” in the sense of offering accounts of the basic nature of all reality, cannot also offer hypotheses about the ultimate motivation of human behavior. Schopenhauer’s theory, for example, is metaphysical in that it posits the will as the basic reality of all things and not just of human action. But it is not at all clear that this precludes its also furnishing at least some elements of an account of human behavior. Whether it is also metaphysical in the more relevant and objectionable sense, that it has no basis in or connection to human experience and thus is non-empirical, is not really addressed in Kaufmann’s work.

Kaufmann’s concern to distance Nietzsche from Schopenhauer’s metaphysical theory may be in part fed by Heidegger’s depiction of Nietzsche as a “metaphysician,” which Kaufmann takes to be in great part responsible for the general neglect of Nietzsche as a psychologist. If one believes that metaphysics and psychology are opposed realms of thought, a belief that seems to be shared by Heidegger and many of his philosophic antipodes among the “positivists” and “analytic philosophers,” then to depict Nietzsche as a “metaphysician” suggests that he is not a psychologist. Kaufmann can be understood as fighting for the recognition of Nietzsche as a psychologist, operating within the rhetorical structure of the popular, if shallow, dichotomy in which the prejudice against such recognition has been formulated. Another strategy to the same end, one which Kaufmann did not choose, would be to critically question the supposed mutual exclusiveness of psychology and metaphysics, that is, to deny this dichotomy (in the best sense of widely abused and ill-understood notion) dialectically. This would entail distinguishing among different senses of this notoriously equivocal notion of “metaphysics,” to see how theories that are metaphysical in these various senses might encourage, allow, or block empirical and psychological inquiry.

There has been considerable lip service given to the idea that Schopenhauer influenced Nietzsche, without much critical assessment of the nature and extent of this influence. Kaufmann, both in his Nietzsche and here, is engaged in the task of producing a more detailed analysis of their relationship. His contribution to our understanding of this topic consists in an attack upon the uncritical acceptance of the conventional and undelineated notion that Schopenhauer was a major influence upon Nietzsche. Kaufmann’s emphasis upon what separates Schopenhauer and Nietzsche and his corresponding neglect of what connects them was no doubt intended to combat what he perceived as a prevailing tendency to overestimate the influence.

Like any number of Kaufmann’s vigorously argued theses concerning figures in the history of ideas, not only in this work but in others, this treatment is meant as a corrective to prevailing prejudices and entrenched errors. Understood as correctives we should not wonder at their apparent lack of balance when considered in isolation; we should rather construe them as attempts to restore balance where it has been missing.

Heidegger as a Disaster

Kaufmann presents Martin Heidegger as being, like Kant, a considerable catastrophe for philosophy and the discovery of the mind. But unlike Kant, who, Kaufmann insists, was, despite all of his flaws, a great philosopher, Heidegger is argued to be an unmitigated disaster, a figure of enormous and pernicious influence possessing no redeeming qualities. This unrelentingly negative portrait will undoubtedly elicit howls of rage. Kaufmann’s stark opposition to Heidegger, while not as unusual as his critique of Kant, is still extremely provocative—and meant to be. Kaufmann is willing to open himself to the unqualified rejection and enmity of legions of Heidegger adepts, of those with substantial holdings in the “Heidegger industry,” in order to provoke discussion and doubt among more open-minded admirers and uncommitted students of Heidegger’s work.

Heidegger’s approach to Nietzsche is argued to be “a philological and methodological scandal that almost defies belief” and one that resembles in its methods of forced appropriation, if not in its content, the scandalous misappropriation of Nietzsche by the Nazis.5 Kaufmann is concerned here not only to debunk Heidegger’s interpretation of Nietzsche, which he believes has blocked consideration of Nietzsche’s contributions to psychology. He wants to discredit those general hermeneutic theories and practices, which are exemplified by Heidegger’s reading of Nietzsche, and which have become widely imitated and endorsed as principles and models of interpretation. At the heart of Heidegger’s hermeneutical method is the claim that the interpreter must use “violence” (Gewaltsamkeit), that is, impose his own ideas upon the text. Kaufmann castigates Heidegger’s method as “exegetical thinking”: “Interpretation is inevitable but exegetical thinking is not. The exegetical thinker endows his text with authority, reads his ideas into it, and then gets them back endowed with authority.”6

Even if Heidegger is indeed guilty of such shabby procedures, these are not original sins. They are quite typical, as Kaufmann has argued elsewhere, in the traditional exegesis of religious texts. Heidegger serves, however, as an important conduit of dubious practices from the realm of religion to that of philosophy and other supposedly secular disciplines. Indeed, Kaufmann tries to show that Heidegger repeatedly insisted that he was a Christian theologian rather than a philosopher. Kaufmann maintains that, despite the widespread secularized reading of Heidegger’s work and the suppression of its Christian—and particularly Catholic—bias, Heidegger’s writing consists, to a larger extent than has been generally admitted by his proponents, in the obscured re-presentation of a traditional and parochial religious ideology.

Kaufmann suspects Heidegger’s notorious obscurity to be intentional obscurantism, designed to cover up a number of unoriginal sins—including the sin of unoriginality. Not only is Heidegger faulted for reading his own ideas into texts of other writers, but for presenting ideas he had found elsewhere as his own. If true, it is a dreary symmetry in the smuggling of ideas across borders of propriety, obscured by impenetrable thickets of dark and ambiguous prose, cultivated to provide cover.

In particular, Heidegger’s much admired discussions of authenticity, inauthenticity, and anxiety are argued to derive in great part, and with almost no acknowledgement, from Kiekegaard—and to have suffered damage to their original wit, charm, and clarity in the course of their embezzlement.

Showing Heidegger’s lack of originality and his insufficiently acknowledged appropriation of the ideas of others serves to support the claim that he failed to contribute to the discovery of the mind. It cannot, however, bear the weight of Kaufmann’s more radical charge, that Heidegger, like Kant, has actually “impeded” the discovery of the mind. Someone can be a catastrophe for the development of human thought, impeding the discovery of the mind only if he has considerable influence, as Kant and Heidegger undoubtedly have had. For Kaufmann, Heidegger’s obscure and obscurantist style, his arguments based on quirky, unsound etymologies, his highhanded hermeneutics, his impatience with empirical investigation and disdain for the tentativeness of empirical hypothesis, his speaking with an air of unassailable authority and apodictic certainty, have all served as bad and influential models for the life and the discovery of the mind.

Another aspect of Heidegger’s philosophy that discourages psychological inquiry and thus blocks psychological discovery is his rejection of “mere” psychology or anthropology for what he clearly takes to be a more profound and fundamental “ontological” investigation. With respect to the status of even that part of his philosophy which seems to be about psychological topics, such as anxiety and guilt, Heidegger insists that his discussions are not really what they seem to be, that is, not psychological or anthropological, but rather ontological, being about the nature and meaning of “Being.” Heidegger maintains that his discussions of human beings, that is, of the being of humans, is just a means to his real subject matter, “Being” itself. Though this perplexing and evasive catechism has been repeated faithfully by the faithful, its meaning remains a mystery. Whatever significance these passages might possess or be given seems to emerge most clearly upon reading them as psychology or anthropology. In philosophy as in architecture, sometimes less is more.

Heidegger’s insistence that his treatments of seemingly psychological topics are something different from and more significant than mere psychology has often been accepted as dark but authoritative dogma. Unless better sense can be made of his murky notion of ontology, however, Heidegger’s claims might be better approached skeptically as an attempt to protect his ideas from critical scrutiny and assessment. Perhaps he wants to remove them from the domain of psychology, where they may emerge as more comprehensible, but also as less original, less profound, and less convincing. Kaufmann sees Heidegger’s ill-defined rejection of psychology in favor of ontology, especially on psychology’s traditional turf, as impeding the discovery of the mind.

Relevance to Post-modern Issues

A decade after its original publication and the death of its author, the importance of this volume and Kaufmann’s Weltanschauung has actually increased with respect to current intellectual issues and debates. In this decade there has been an extraordinary increment of interest in both Nietzsche and Heidegger, notably in America, England, and France. And this explosion of interest has occurred, not only among philosophers, but also in a number of other humanistic disciplines, such as literary studies and theory, art history and criticism, even in general history and some areas of the social sciences.

This dramatic increase in the attention and respect paid to the work of Nietzsche and Heidegger is due in large part to their acknowledged status as forerunners and fountainheads of that loosely allied group of theories and methodologies, commonly characterized as “post-structuralist,” “post-modern,” or “deconstructionist,” which has recently had tremendous influence upon the theory and practice of the humanistic disciplines. This “post-modern” movement has mounted a radical critique of our traditional ways of conducting our intellectual business, rejecting some of its basic beliefs and presuppositions: The post-modern tendency has been to repudiate the common notion that it is at least possible to achieve some reasonable degree of objectivity and truth with respect to the interpretation of literary and philosophical texts, historical developments, and nonliterary works of art. It has tended to deny that language can really describe or refer to reality. It has persistently questioned and rejected the common notion of the identity of individual persons and the generally accepted idea that works of art, literature, and philosophy are produced by individual human beings whose intentions with respect to these works form an essential aspect of their meaning and interpretation. The radical implications of this critique, which defiantly contradict the assumptions of common sense and practice, have understandably generated enormous controversy. Whatever the truth about these matters, clearly a lot is at stake.

Kaufmann does not directly concern himself with those authors and texts that have been at the forefront of the recent post-modernist charge, not even those already published at the writing of this book. There is no discussion of “postmodernism” or “deconstruction” as such, no mention of the work of Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Jacques Lacan, or Richard Rorty, just an occasional and passing reference to the “current French Nietzsche interpretation.” But much of what Kaufmann has to say is relevant to the current debate about the issues central to post-modern and deconstructionist thought. Naturally, what he has to say about Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Heidegger’s appropriation of Nietzsche is relevant to the currently popular view of them as proponents of philosophies compatible with each other and with the recent post-modernist appropriation of them as the house deities of deconstruction. His interpretations militate against any Heideggerian or post-modern assimilation of Nietzsche. In these pages Heidegger, but not Nietzsche, emerges as the proto-post-modemist, and a good part of Kaufmann’s attack upon Heidegger, if sound, might also apply to many of the post-modernists and deconstructionists who have marched under Heidegger’s banner in the last several decades.

Philosophy and Politics: Heidegger, Nietzsche and National Socialism

Kaufmann’s critique of Heidegger’s collaboration with the Nazis and apparent affinity for some aspects of their ideology is clearly not applicable to the many admirers and disciples of Heidegger who do not follow the master in this respect. Yet his discussion of these matters also anticipates the current focus upon the problem. Well in advance of the heated, ongoing debate of the last several years, set off by Victor Farias’s flawed but provocative Heidegger et le nazisme (1987), Kaufmann concisely but forcefully demonstrates Heidegger’s sympathy for Nazi ideology, his opportunistic collaboration, his evasive dishonesty, and his attempts to cover up this shameful involvement.

More importantly, he makes a case for the affinity of this despicable aspect of Heidegger’s own “being-in-the-world” with the style and content of his philosophy. It is precisely this possibility of a close connection between Heidegger’s philosophy and his politics that endows the debate concerning his involvement with the Nazis with any real importance. If there were no such connection, that is, if his philosophy could be cleanly separated from his sympathy and cooperation with the Nazis, then he could be considered as just one more of the many artists, poets, musicians, actors, scientists, and scholars who seem to have produced significant creative work while exhibiting appalling political or moral behavior. The repeated surfacing of cases of such politico-artistic or ethico-intellectual centaurism, particularly with regard to National Socialism, has certainly been dismaying, but it is no longer surprising or shocking. It has long ago brought us to doubt and even despair regarding the efficacy of an involvement with the arts and sciences as a means of getting us to lead more humane and moral lives. Since the presence of moral or political idiocy in the savant is a common enough phenomenon, why has there been such a furor surrounding the case of Heidegger? Even those who acknowledge having drawn inspiration from his work could simply and sadly shrug off his dismal political behavior as an unfortunate and unconnected aberration—if it were clearly unconnected. It is the suspicion that his politics may be linked to his philosophy that causes the Heideggerians such acute discomfort and fuels their desperate attempts to play down the master’s involvement with Nazism. If it turns out that there is an affinity between Heidegger’s philosophy and his despicable politics, then those who advocate this philosophy face a problem that cannot simply be shrugged off. For such affinities raise difficulties not just with respect to their maintaining an unalloyed admiration for the master as a total human being. The possibility of such links also raises the specter of the unrecognized and unacceptable implications of the philosophical positions and methods to which they adhere.

Kaufmann addresses the crucial issue of a connection between Heidegger’s philosophy and politics in at least two ways. First, he points to Heidegger’s insistence upon the importance of resolute commitment to some cause or ideology in order to achieve “authenticity” in one’s life. Heidegger champions resolute commitment without bothering himself about the special dangers of resolute commitments to unworthy causes. He stresses the virtue of commitment for its own sake, independent of the value of that to which one commits oneself. The idea is roughly that it is better to be committed to something than not to be committed to anything, better to embrace any religion or political ideology than none at all. This general endorsement overlooks the possibility that some commitments may be worse than none at all. It forgets that one should avoid the resolute commitment to errors even more than the simple commitment of errors. It serves as an encouragement and justification of immoderate and unfortunate allegiances, both religious and political, uncritically entered upon. Whether Heidegger’s uncritical advocacy of commitment for its own sake made it easier for him (and others) to embrace National Socialism, or allowed him to justify this dubious attachment; the affinity of this ideology of commitment to the forming of rationally or morally objectionable allegiances is clear.

Secondly, Kaufmann points out that Heidegger’s practice and justification of a Procrustean appropriation of texts and authors through the forced imposition of one’s own ideas upon them has obvious affinities with the practices of Nazi intellectuals. (One might say more aggressively, “with other Nazi intellectuals.”) Though Kaufmann does not push the point, Nietzsche might well have called attention, had he still been alive, to the unmistakable similarities of this Heideggerian hermeneutics of force to other forced appropriations practiced by the Nazis.

Kaufinann’s consideration of Heidegger’s relation to National Socialism is not just an irrelevant potshot. His case for the affinity of Heidegger’s philosophical ideas to his politics dramatically illuminates otherwise unnoticed weaknesses in some of these ideas. It raises serious questions for all those who have in recent times embraced Heideggerian ideas, such as the necessity of being committed and of imposing one’s own perspectives on the texts one interprets. Perhaps the affinity of these ideas with the ideology and practices of National Socialism represents only their dark side or their abuse. But pointing out actual historical abuses and thus the potential for further misuse of these doctrines puts legitimate pressure upon their proponents to refine, revise, or reject them.

Similar charges, as is well known, have been levelled against Nietzsche. It is an undisputable fact that his philosophy was praised and appropriated by the Nazis. Kaufmann’s view is, however, that this appropriation was ruthlessly forced and willfully deceitful, that Nietzsche’s philosophy read correctly is actually inimical to Nazi ideology. Kaufmann has long maintained that Nietzsche, had he been alive, would have despised and opposed the Nazis, and disowned any support he received from them. Having produced in his first book on Nietzsche a detailed account of this misappropriation and a full case for the exoneration of Nietzsche, Kaufmann does not rehearse that argument here.7

The affinities of Nietzsche’s and Heidegger’s philosophies with Nazi ideology will continue to be debated. The notion of a philosophical idea’s potential for abuse can refer to the potential either (1) for human beings suffering abuse through a genuine application of the idea or (2) for the abuse of the idea itself through those misinterpretations to which it lends itself, whether they be natural and innocent misinterpretations or willful and cynical ones. The extent to which philosophical ideas have potential for being abused in all of these senses is a legitimate philosophical and human concern. Kaufmann has eloquently spoken to this concern with respect to the two most influential philosophers who have been linked to National Socialism, strongly indicting Heidegger and unambiguously exonerating Nietzsche. Whether or not one ultimately finds Kaufmann’s stark contrast of the two totally convincing or sufficiently nuanced, it constitutes one of the most concisely yet forcefully argued, most broadly conceived, and most clearly delineated positions yet developed on these important matters.

Buber: the Art and Importance of Interpretation

At first, Martin Buber’s inclusion as one of the three major figures in a volume about the discovery of the mind may strike one as odd. Buber clearly deserves our admiration because of his considerable writings on religion, his monumental translation of the Old Testament into German, and his making accessible to a wide, secular audience the treasures of the Hasidic tradition of Judaism through translations and commentaries. But Buber’s contributions to philosophy and psychology appear to have been slight. However, upon consideration of what Kaufmann has to say about him, which is refreshingly unexpected and illuminating in its emphasis and assessment, the inclusion of Buber turns out to make good sense after all. Kaufmann makes the case for Buber’s contribution to the discovery of the mind precisely by not leaving aside those of Buber’s writings that are usually considered irrelevant to this enterprise.

Claims for Buber’s having contributed to the discovery of the mind are usually taken to rest upon his theory, presented in his best known book, I and Thou, that there are two fundamentally different modes in which human beings can relate to others. One can be conscious of “the other,” according to Buber, either as an object or object-like “it” or as another subject like oneself, a “thou.” Kaufmann admits to having been long “haunted” by the ideas in this book, and he has produced a translation of it into English, endorsed by Buber himself. Nevertheless, Kaufmann does not consider this, Buber’s best known book and personal favorite, to be his best book or his major contribution to the discovery of the mind.

Instead Kaufmann finds Buber’s Tales of the Hasidim to be Buber’s real masterpiece and, what is more to the point in this context, Buber’s theory of translation to be his greatest contribution to the discovery of the mind. This latter suggestion initially strikes one as startlingly eccentric and implausible. How can a theory of translation contribute much, if anything, to the discovery of the mind?

The connection, though not obvious, is fairly straightforward. Since translation entails interpretation, Kaufmann argues that any theory of translation involves a theory of interpretation. And at the heart of Buber’s theory is the idea that the central task of the translator and interpreter is to discover the mind of the author. This theory, of which Kaufmann is an avowed adherent, requires the interpreter and translator to be concerned with “the distinctive voice of the original.” Thus Buber appears—and earns his prominent place at the end of this book—as the foil to the high-handed hermeneutics advocated and practiced by Heidegger and so many of his followers, that is, as the corrective to the pernicious notion that interpretation requires pouring your own wine into someone else’s skins, and that such appropriations, being unavoidable, are justified.

Nietzsche is emphatically praised by Kaufmann for teaching us “to listen with the third ear” for what is unstated and often repressed in the talk and texts of others, for being an early advocate of a kind of suspicious and penetrating attention that makes depth psychology possible.8 Buber is praised for teaching us another crucial aspect of the art of listening, for his insistence that we listen for what is different and unique in the voice and message of the other. To listen for this uniqueness, to become aware of the otherness of the other, is an essential aspect of the Buberian ideal of treating the other as a thou.

This program of discovering the mind (both conscious and unconscious) of others through sensitive attention to the texts they have written has been under considerable attack over the last half century. The possibility of actually determining the mind of others from their writings, along with the idea that the revelation of the mind of the author is, at least ideally, the task of the interpreter, has been denied since the heyday of the New Criticism in literature immediately following the Second World War. Those engaged in the attempt to discover the mind of the author and his intentions concerning his work were then accused of committing “the intentional fallacy.” The more recent, more extreme, and surprisingly popular post-modern notion that texts are not really the products of authors in the way that has been traditionally thought has been epitomized by Roland Barthes as “the death of the author.” This post-modern tendency to deny the importance of the author is, despite exaggerated claims for its novelty, really a continuation and radicalization of the anti-intentionalist dogma of the New Criticism.

Kaufmann’s allegiance to Buber’s theory of interpretation implicitly defies the more recent tradition of deliberately not seeking to discover the mind of the author. Without involving himself in a detailed consideration and critique of this recent development, Kaufmann brings this volume to a close with an epilogue in which he makes an eloquent and eminently sensible case for the feasibility and desirability of coming to know the author through his texts.

Actually more is involved here for Kaufmann than questions of literary theory and methodology. More importantly at stake is the question of whether we can come to know the minds of others even when they do not produce written texts. Kaufmann wonders whether we can discover and comprehend others in their radical otherness from ourselves, an otherness that consists not just in their being separate individuals, but irreducibly different from us, perhaps even unique. Kaufmann’s reassuring answer is that, in a fallible and modest way, we can—and should.

It is perhaps this special emphasis on coming to know the mind of the author of a text in its radical qualitative otherness that accounts for Kaufmann’s otherwise perplexing view that Buber’s theory of interpretation is an original and important contribution to the discovery of the mind. Apart from Buber’s emphasis on the radical but knowable otherness of the other, an emphasis which links his conception of the ideal I-thou relation and his theory of translation, his theory that the task of interpretation is to come to know the mind of the author is hardly original. As is well known, it had been prominently propounded in Germany by the philosophers Friedrich Schleier-macher (1768–1834) and Wilhelm Dilthey (1833–1911), who had been Buber’s teacher. Kaufmann does not defend his startling identification of this theory as Buber’s contribution, nor does he mention Buber’s predecessors. He must have thought Buber’s theory of interpretation to be significantly different from its well-known antecedents. My surmise is that it was Buber’s insistence on heeding, knowing, and respecting the irreducible otherness of others that Kaufmann found so distinctive and attractive in Buber’s version of this otherwise rather common theory.9

Kaufmann is much more critical of Buber’s I and Thou. Though long haunted, as many others have been, by Buber’s central idea that one can treat another person either as a thing or as a person, as an object or as a subject like oneself, as an “it” or a “thou; “Kaufmann ultimately rejects it. He finds the scheme it presents too dichotomous and—given his view of Kant as the fountainhead of such rigidly dichotomous thinking—too Kantian. Buber’s ideal of relating to another as a thou rigidly requires the exclusion of any consciousness of the other’s objective nature. The ideal I-thou relationship is supposedly dissolved by any consideration of the other’s objective characteristics, particularly by any consideration of how these characteristics might be advantageous or disadvantageous to oneself. Conceived in this way, the state to be sought totally excludes a host of awarenesses and considerations that constitute normal consciousness. This rigid exclusion condemns the condoned mode of consciousness to sporadic episodes of short duration, for these normal sorts of awareness are bound to intrude upon one’s consciousness of another, no matter how exalted that consciousness is.

Kaufmann rejects this proposal of an unsustainable state of consciousness as the ideal for all human relationships, because it implies that all of our long-term and quotidian relationships are essentially just the dehumanizing treatment of others as mere things. Kaufmann thus calls attention to the usually overlooked, sinister implications of a view that has been generally read as edifying, encouraging, and life-affirming.

Kaufmann attacks Buber’s view by rightly pointing out that noticing objective features of human beings does not exclude being aware of them as subjects like oneself. He asks us to consider the case of a sensitive portraitist, like Rembrandt, who had to pay close attention to objective features of his subjects in order to capture their spirit or personality. The case of Rembrandt illuminatingly illustrates the important point that paying attention to objective features of a person does not necessarily detract from an awareness of the person as a person; it can actually contribute to this awareness. Kaufmann argues that paying attention to the objective characteristics of others is an essential aspect of a caring, humane relationship and “not a fall from grace, a relapse into inauthenticity, or a betrayal to be atoned for in another more ecstatic encounter.”10

Kaufmann’s critique shows how important it is to distinguish between considering people objectively, that is, as objects, and considering them merely as objects, between treating people as means to one’s ends and treating them merely as means. Such refutations of false dichotomies, that is, those that propound pairs of supposedly mutually exclusive and jointly exhaustive categories, are a typical feature of Kaufmann’s intellectual method. He applies it in this work, for example, to Heidegger’s dichotomy between authentic and inauthentic existence as well as Buber’s dichotomy between “I-thou” and “I-it” relationships.11 Kaufmann traces the unfortunate tendency to such dichotomous thinking back to Kant. He might have also pointed out that the recognition of this problem and its solution through the critical, “dialectical” analysis of such dichotomies has its origins in Hegel. Kaufmann’s taking up cudgels against the dichotomous and Manichean thinking of Heidegger and Buber is in fact an impressively successful application of an important aspect of Hegel’s dialectical method.

Kaufmann also finds fault with the somewhat oracular style of I and Thou, which he argues was influenced by Nietzsche’s most popular work, Thus Spake Zarathustra, whose even more oracular style he has long found lamentable. But Kaufmann’s rejection of the style of I and Thou reveals something more significant than his distaste for the pretentiousness of the oracular. Buber, himself a bit uncomfortable with the tone (and perhaps the content) of the book, excused it by saying it was the product of a state of special inspiration that he did not want to modify and perhaps damage by later revisions made in a cooler, more critical, post-inspirational mood. Kaufmann, in all three volumes of this work, remains the champion of revision, that is, of a continual and tenacious, critical reconsideration of one’s ideas and formulations. He here faults Buber’s admitted failure to revise I and Thou as he previously faulted both Kant and Hegel (and Sartre) for failing to revise the manuscripts of major works before publishing them.12

Kaufmann insists that the necessity for reworking one’s ideas applies even to those produced in an exalted state of inspiration. He suggests, that someone who regularly experiences inspiration would be less loath than Buber to critically correct and refine what inspiration has brought. Buber’s reluctance to tamper with the products of inspiration is taken as a sign that he probably enjoyed such inspiration only rarely. He also suspects that Buber’s real reason for not revising was that he felt, “if only dimly, that, that genuine self-criticism might have required him to abandon the central idea.”13 Kaufmann’s rejection of Buber’s excuse for not revising his I and Thou reveals his general opposition to the romantic notion of the sovereignty of inspiration over reason. Kaufmann is not disparaging the special insights that may come to us in dreams, visions, ecstasies, and other exalted states, but he insists that they need to be rethought and reworked. For Kaufmann, constant critical revision of one’s ideas and formulations is not only the sine qua non of good writing; it is also the principle instrument of intellectual honesty.

The Will to Obscurity

The question of style, particularly of the clarity of style, is a central and abiding aspect of Kaufmann’s program. Goethe, Nietzsche, and Freud are praised for their clarity; Kant, Hegel, Heidegger, Adler, and Jung are criticized for their obscurity. Implicit in the discussion of the writing styles of the various figures considered is the rejection of the idea that clarity or obscurity of style is something with which one is blessed or cursed, something that is a given. Kaufmann approaches the style of a writer as Freud approached dreams, parapraxes, and neurotic symptoms, with the fundamental suspicion that it is something willed, that obscure writing is usually also obscurantist. He suspects obscure philosophical writers, like Kant, Hegel, and Heidegger, of wanting to hide something from themselves as well as from others, the unsoundness of their positions or their triviality. Obscure writing, he suspects, is a tool of deception, the deception of others and, more importantly, of ourselves. And those who deceive themselves, not knowing their own minds, are usually in a bad position to know and write about the human mind in general. For Kaufmann, there is an intrinsic connection between the failure of style and the failure to know the mind. It is no mere coincidence that Kaufmann finds that those who write badly usually do not have much of value to say. With the exception of Hegel, he finds those who have written unclearly not to have made significant contributions to the discovery of the mind. Correspondingly, all of those who, in his opinion, have made major contributions were also masterful writers.

This attack on obscure writing is particularly significant with respect to a tradition, like that of German philosophy, in which there is not only a great deal of obscure writing, some of it extremely obscure, but also a remarkable toleration of obscurity and even a perverse tendency to find some virtue in it. How often complaints about the grotesque syntax and seemingly insurmountable opacity of these authors is met with lame excuses and hackneyed justifications: “The text may indeed be ferociously difficult, but the effort will be repaid by the excellence of the ideas it contains.” “Keep reading! If you are tenacious and intelligent, you shall be rewarded. If you are not rewarded by hard-won but important revelations, you were obviously not tenacious and intelligent enough.” “Given the complexity of the ideas, there is no simpler way to express them.” “Given the depth of the ideas, there is no way to express them more clearly.” “Considering the recondite content of the text, this is, despite all appearances to the contrary, the best of all possible prose.”

Kaufmann is not buying any of this. What seems to be bad writing, he suggests, usually is bad writing—and should not be tolerated or justified. Convolutedness and obscurity are hardly ever the ineluctable reflections of corresponding complexities of content and of depths beyond the reach of direct illumination. They are more often subterfuges. The depths may appear dark when viewed from the surface, but not everything dark is deep. In any event, the job of the thinker is to bring deep treasures to the surface for illumination or return to the surface with illuminating reports of what one has seen below. Often the prolonged study of devilishly difficult texts does not repay the effort. It is high time someone confronted, as Kaufmann does, the existential issues raised by this body of almost impenetrable classics.

This concentration on writing style is a significant part of an attempt to capture the overall style of the thinkers discussed, a unifying style that includes the way they wrote, thought, and lived. To this admirable end, the analysis of specific texts almost always serves to reveal more general textures. The microscope is almost always a prelude to the telescope. The aim is always the large view in which the trees do not obscure the forest. In this way, Walter Kaufmann made his last and grandest attempt to appropriate—and contribute to—his cultural heritage. Discovering the Mind was for Kaufmann, though in a much more modem and modest manner, what The Phenomenology of the Spirit had been for Hegel. Following the advice of Goethe’s Faust, he too “took what he had inherited from his fathers and made it his own.”

IVAN SOLL
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* This introduction to volume 2 of Discovering the Mind contains my introduction to volume 1, somewhat recast and revised, as its beginning and end (pp. xvii-xxxv, liv-lvi). I have done this for two reasons: First, because a great part of that essay was addressed to this three volume work as a whole. Secondly, because my discussion of the figures in the first volume may provide a helpful orientation to those readers who have not yet read that volume. To this I have added a substantial amount of new material specifically focussed upon volume 2 (pp. xxxv-liv).





Prologue [image: ]





1 [image: ] Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Buber is the second volume of a trilogy, Discovering the Mind, but it can also be read without any knowledge of the first volume, Goethe, Kant, and Hegel. The primary aim of this trilogy is to advance human self-knowledge. My strategy is to concentrate on nine particularly interesting cases—nine very different writers who themselves tried to discover the mind.

Goethe’s approach was that of a supremely intelligent poet who always started from the concrete and particular, who had the gift of seeing what he wrote about, and who was superbly lucid. Kant was every inch a philosopher, at home among abstractions, often confounded by the concrete and particular, and extraordinarily obscure. The two men were contemporaries, and, although Kant never took any notice of Goethe, both became German culture heroes before the end of the eighteenth century. Few would question that Goethe was the greatest German poet of all time and Kant the greatest German philosopher. The number of great poets and philosophers who worked in Germany during Goethe’s life-span (1749–1832) is staggering, and many tried in various ways to reconcile Goethe and Kant—for example, Hegel.

In the first volume I tried to advance our understanding of Goethe, Kant, and Hegel and of the relationship of their minds, or mentalities, to their work. I also spelled out what I take to be Goethe’s and Hegel simmense contributions to the discovery of the mind and tried to show how Kant’s legacy, which is still very much with us today, has impeded, and still impedes, our self discovery.

2 [image: ] Nietzsche was the first major German philosopher in the nineteenth century who was not strongly influenced by Kant. He owed this great distinction to the fact that he was never trained as a philosopher. He was a classical philologist and came to philosophy by way of ancient Greek philosophy and poetry and a profound interest in moral psychology. Like Hegel and many other German philosophers, he was steeped in Goethe, but he was free of the fateful compulsion to reconcile Goethe with Kant.

Heidegger and Buber are not of the same order of magnitude as Goethe and Kant, Hegel and Nietzsche, or Freud. In a brief history of the discovery of the mind one might consider either skipping them altogether or dealing with them very briefly. But there are at least three reasons for devoting a chapter to each. In the first place, both of them afford illuminating case histories that show something about the relation of the mind of a thinker to his ideas. Secondly, there is the content of their major works, Heidegger’s Being and Time and Buber’s I and Thou. Heidegger has had considerable influence. In France many writers follow in his footsteps, in the United States his impact is still growing, and it needs to be shown for once what is basically wrong with his approach. Buber’s contrast of two basic human attitudes, which he called I—It and I—You, has for the most part been either ignored or echoed uncritically. I consider it important enough to merit careful critical scrutiny.

Finally, much is to be gained by for once seeing these three men together. When Heidegger is criticized from a more or less positivistic point of view, his admirers are bound to feel that the criticism comes from the outside and misses his true genius. As it happens, his most voluminous work by far is his two-volume Nietzsche, and in addition to that he has published several shorter pieces on Nietzsche. It therefore makes good sense to approach him via Nietzsche. It also is instructive to consider him alongside Buber, who was his contemporary and had quite a few things in common with him. It may even be the case that Heidegger cannot be understood properly at all as long as his relationship to Nietzsche and Kant and his crucial self-misunderstanding are left out of account.

3 [image: ] It may be worth mentioning that I personally knew Heidegger and Buber. I first visited Heidegger on Easter Sunday 1952, in Freiburg, where he lived and where I was born. We spent about an hour alone, talking mostly about Nietzsche. We saw more of each other during the winter semester 1955–56, when I attended his weekly lectures on “Der Satz vom Grund,” which one would generally assume to mean “The Principle of Reason,” though he pointed out that it could also mean “The Leap from the Ground.” I translated into English an essay he selected (“The Way Back into the Ground of Metaphysics,” which is included in my Existentialism from Dostoevsky to Sartre), and I did this because it was plain that ordinarily he would not answer questions of the form: What precisely does this sentence mean? As long as I was translating him, he willingly answered such questions, sometimes orally, sometimes in writing. And I went to his lectures to find out whether my predominantly negative opinion of him was perhaps misguided.

My attitude toward Nietzsche is plainly not Manichaean: I love him although my disagreements with him are legion. But as long as I do love him and plainly do not love Heidegger, some readers are bound to wonder why I propose to deal with Heidegger at some length. Not being a Manichaean, I feel that we can learn as much from false starts, errors, and confusions as we can from true statements; and one gains some understanding of the mind, including one’s own, by using it rather than by being told only what seems to be right. Using one’s mind means grappling with problems, mistakes, and emotions. And Heidegger presents a fascinating case.

Buber I first met near Berlin in 1934. I got to know him well in Princeton in 1951 and 1958 and in New York, where I attended a series of seminars he gave at Columbia University in 1957. Our relationship deepened in Jerusalem, where I lived very close to him and saw him often in 1962–63. I wrote a long essay entitled “Buber’s Religious Significance.” The man who translated it into German (it appeared in German before it was published in English) sent the German version to Buber and not to me; and Buber, rather surprisingly, went over the translation very carefully, correcting and improving it before he sent it on to me to be put into final shape. He liked the essay especially, and it seems to have been partly for this reason that, a few years after his death, his son prevailed on me to make a new English translation of I and Thou.

My attitude toward Buber is as un-Manichaean as possible. The inclusion of the chapter on Buber should do its share to mitigate the stark juxtaposition of Nietzsche and Heidegger.

4 [image: ] This volume begins with a short chapter on Kierkegaard and Schopenhauer, but that does not require any comments at this point. To conclude this prologue, let us consider a passage from the first section of Nietzsche’s early “Untimely Meditation,” Schopenhauer as Educator (1874). It may not have been seen in this light before, but it constitutes no mean contribution to the discovery of the mind. (Stylistically it does not brook comparison with his later prose.)


There is only one way in the world on which nobody can walk except you. Where does it lead? Do not ask, walk on it. Who was it that said, “a man never rises higher than when he does not know where his way may yet lead him”?

But how do we find ourselves again? How can a human being know himself? He is a dark and shrouded thing; and if a hare has seven skins, a human being could strip off seven times seventy and would still be unable to say, “now this is really you, this is no longer a rind.” Moreover, it is a tortuous, dangerous undertaking to dig into oneself like this and to descend forcibly on the nearest way into the shaft of one’s nature. How easily one can damage oneself in the process so that no physician can offer a cure. And besides, why should it be necessary when everything bears witness concerning our nature: our friendships and enmities, our look and handshake, our memory and what we forget, our books and the strokes of our pen. But to arrange the most significant hearing there is this procedure.

Young souls should look back on their lives with the question: what have you truly loved so far, what has attracted your soul higher, what has dominated it and at the same time made it rejoice? Assemble these revered objects in sequence before you, and perhaps their nature and sequence will reveal a law to you, the basic law of your true self.

Compare these objects; see how each supplements, enlarges, excells, transfigures another, how they form a scale on which you have so far climbed up to yourself; for your true nature does not lie within you, deeply concealed, but immeasurably high above you or at least above what you usually take for your ego. Your true educators and molders disclose to you what is the true primordial sense and basic substance of your nature, something altogether uneducable and unmoldable and accessible only with difficulty, bound and paralyzed: your educators can be no more than your liberators. And this is the secret of all education: it does not give us artificial limbs, wax noses, or eyes with spectacles, and whatever could offer such gifts is merely a travesty of education. Real education is liberation, clearing away all weeds, rubble, and vermin that want to get at the tender shoots of the plants, an emanation of light and warmth, a loving downpour of nocturnal rain; it is imitation and adoration of nature where that is maternal and merciful, it is a perfection of nature when it prevents and gives a favorable turn to the cruel and merciless attacks of nature and when it draws a veil over the expressions of nature’s stepmotherly disposition and her sad want of sense.

To be sure, there must be other means of finding oneself, of leaving the stupor in which one usually moves as in a dismal cloud, and regaining consciousness, but I know none better than to recall one’s educators and molders.1



5 [image: ] A very few points in this passage require some comments. The first sentence of the third paragraph contains an interesting allusion to the end of Goethe’s Faust:


Das Ewig-Weibliche

Zieht uns hinan.

The Eternal-Feminine

Attracts us higher.



Nietzsche alluded to Goethe even more often than he mentioned him explicitly, and this helps to show how steeped he was in Goethe, by no means only in Faust but also in less well-known works and in Goethe’s letters and conversations. In the present case the allusion suggests a dimension that the casual reader of Nietzsche’s essay is almost bound to miss. What Nietzsche was consciously driving at, and what he underlined when he discussed this essay in Ecce Homo at the end of his career, was that in describing the qualities he most admired in Schopenhauer he was actually depicting his own ideal self, what he aspired to become, or in brief “Nietzsche as Educator.” But the Goethe quotation suggests in conjunction with Nietzsche’s “what has attracted your soul higher?” (was hat deine Seele hinangezogen?) that what a man loves in a woman who is truly meaningful in his development, or a woman in a man, may also be qualities that are part of one’s own true self.

The original German phrase translated here as “your true self” is deines eigentlichen Selbst, which could also be rendered as “your authentic self.” For “authenticity” has been used everywhere to translate Heidegger’s cacophonous coinage, Eigentlichkeit; and the Heidegger chapter will explore Heidegger’s contrast of authenticity and inauthenticity in depth. Buber’s earlier contrast of the I—You and the I—It also represents an attempt to juxtapose two modes of being, one authentic and one inauthentic. In the works of his maturity Nietzsche did not operate with such a neat and somewhat Manichaean dichotomy. His psychology is nothing if not subtle, and one cannot hope to fathom it if one ignores his rich but difficult philosophy of masks.

The German word rendered as “nature” is Wesen, which could also be translated as “essence.” In German Wesen is much less heavy and technical than “essence,” and in some contexts the word means a being. In any case, Nietzsche, following Goethe, denied that we have an essence that is concealed somewhere within us or, worse, behind the whole world of phenomena: “everything bears witness concerning our nature: our friendships and enmities, our look and handshake, our memory and what we forget, our books and the strokes of our pen.” Much later, in 1941, Ortegay Gasset said: “Man, in a word, has no nature; what he has is—history.” But the central point here does not depend on whether we choose to say or deny that we have some nature; the question is rather how to discover ourselves. Goethe and Hegel had said: through our deeds, which is to say through our history. Nietzsche adds a psychological dimension when he says: in addition to that you might reflect on what you have especially admired. And I might add: also on what you dislike strongly.

The self-denial of those scholars who do not permit themselves any strong emotions, such as powerful admiration and detestation, deprives them of an important aid to self-knowledge. Typically, they think that they know how “one” does things and how things simply aren’t done, who is to be taken seriously and who not, what counts and what doesn’t count; and since they teach and write with a firm sense of consensus and hence need not use the pronoun “I” very often, their readers and students often fail to see the blatant and uncritical dogmatism of this procedure. A lack of self-awareness is frequently mistaken for objectivity.

When one deceives oneself and is unconscious of one’s own biases, one is quite likely to be left in peace by others who expect the same courtesy in return. The person who has strong likes and dislikes, on the other hand, and is aware of them and argues for them, instead of finding safety in a dogmatic consensus, is often perceived as a threat. After all, he represents a challenge to others to own up to their likes and dislikes and see what, if anything, can be said in their support. Instead of meeting this challenge many people prefer to resort to some defense mechanism and call those by whom they feel threatened dogmatic or egotistical.

One pays lip service to self-knowledge but is terrified by it and resists it. The voyage of discovery on which we are embarking does not merely concern a few dead writers. What is at stake is self-discovery, and that calls for courage.

 

1 All translations from the German are my own.





PART [image: ] I

Kierkegaard and Schopenhauer [image: ]





6 [image: ] “Who among philosophers was a psychologist at all before me…?” Nietzsche asked in Ecce Homo.1 He obviously thought that the answer was: nobody. And some of his early readers felt that such megalomania was proof of incipient madness. Surely, Spinoza and Schopenhauer were psychologists of sorts, and so were Hume and Bentham, whatever we may think of their psychological ideas. But Nietzsche plainly did not claim to be the first psychologist; he insinuated that his predecessors were not to be found among philosophers. Where then? Among poets and novelists. Nietzsche meant to say, as the context shows, that he stood in the tradition of Shakespeare, Goethe, and Dostoevsky.

We would come close to his meaning if we added one word to our quotation: Who among philosophers was a depth psychologist before me? If the question were put that way, one would no longer be inclined to bring up Hume or Bentham. To be sure, some British philosophers espoused psychological hedonism—that is, the theory that we are always motivated by the quest for pleasure and the wish to avoid pain. If this theory had not entered into Freud’s initial formulation of psychoanalysis and been abrogated by him only after the First World War, in 1920, in a book with an appropriately Nietzschean title, Beyond the Pleasure Principle (in those days titles beginning with Beyond were still unusual and one was instantly reminded of Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil), one might be inclined to say that psychological hedonism is superficial and incompatible with depth psychology.

The meaning of depth psychology will be discussed more fully as soon as we begin to explore Nietzsche’s psychology. Here it may suffice to note that in some sense depth psychology aims to bring to light what does not meet the eye, even what goes against popular assumptions about human motivation. It would be idle to ask who among philosophers before Nietzsche had a few ideas of that sort, but it is worthwhile to consider at least briefly two men who might be considered depth psychologists of some stature: Schopenhauer and Kierkegaard.

As for the poets, Goethe has been considered at length in the first volume of this trilogy where I have tried to show that no man before him did so much to advance the discovery of the mind. Yet it has become a commonplace in discussions of Freud that there is a crucial difference between the many keen psychological insights that are to be found in various poets and novelists and the incomparably more systematic psychology of Freud. In this context it has been customary to lump Nietzsche with the poets. I aim to show how Nietzsche really belongs with Freud because he offered far more than the scattered insights that we find in Shakespeare or even Dostoevsky, and he was a psychologist in a sense in which even Goethe could not be called one.

Incidentally, both Schopenhauer and Kierkegaard confirm one of the major theses advanced in the first volume of this trilogy: that a great deal of philosophy since about 1790 consists of attempts to reconcile Kant and Goethe. Schopenhauer’s style no less than Kierkegaard’s shows at a glance that he did not belong entirely in Kant’s camp, and Kierkegaard plainly tried to bridge philosophy and poetry—or rather Dichtung, which includes imaginative literature generally and not only verse. Yet we are made to feel at every turn that these two men have a bad conscience for writing well and have a compulsion to atone for their merits by reverting to Kant’s mode.

My reason for choosing Hegel instead of Schopenhauer or Kierkegaard to illustrate the attempts to reconcile Kant and Goethe was twofold. First, he represents a much harder case. What seems obvious in their writings does not meet the eye in his, and once we see this tendency in his work we are likely to gain a fuller understanding of a great deal of intellectual history since the late eighteenth century. Secondly, I do not find in Kierkegaard or Schopenhauer anything comparable to the importance of the five contributions with which I credited Hegel. In other words, not only psychologists have contributed to the discovery of the mind. Indeed, except for Freud, professional psychologists have contributed far less than have Goethe, Hegel, and Nietzsche.

7 [image: ] Kierkegaard’s influence on the discovery of the m ind is not remotely com parable to Nietzsche’s. Freud did not mention him even once in his works, while Jung said in a letter to Rudolf Pannwitz: “That you find Kierkegaard ‘frightful’ has warmed the cockles of my heart. I find him simply insupportable and cannot understand, or rather, I understand only too well, why the theological neurosis of our time has made such a fuss over him.”2 This is patently unfair and throws easily as much light on Jung as it does on Kierkegaard. Still, it also helps to show that Kierkegaard, unlike Nietzsche, did not have much influence on the development of depth psychology. Yet his total absence from the index of Henri F. Ellenberger’s encyclopedic book of more than nine hundred pages, The Discovery of the Unconscious (1970), remains regrettable. Nietzsche takes up a whole column in Ellenberger’s index, and the book contains a section with the title “The Prophet of a New Era: Nietzsche.” Here we are told:


It is…impossible to óverestimate Nietzsche’s influence on dynamic psychiatry…. Nietzsche may be considered the common source of Freud, Adler, and Jung.



It is rather a pity that in the rapidly growing literature on Kierkegaard hardly anyone has paid much attention to his psychological insights. They are easily as interesting as any aspect of his thought and may well be as rich and fascinating as those of any non-poet and nonnovelist before Nietzsche. But then Kierkegaard was a poet in a sense, and Nietzsche was quite literally a significant poet among other things.

What makes Kierkegaard’s insights so absorbing is that they are not secondhand. He drew on his own rich experience of dread and despair, no less than on literature. Goethe’s Faust was one of his lodestars. That Kierkegaard kept grappling with Kant and especially Kant’s ethics and conception of religion meets the eye, while Goethe’s importance for Kierkegaard is rarely recognized. Yet the Danish editors of Kierkegaard’s journals and papers offer this summary of his first major “project” (that being the name he himself gave it): “…Don Juan, Faust, The Wandering Jew, and all this in the light of a more abstract Hegelian-philosophic parallel interest in a more comprehensive delineation of the stages of intellectual-spiritual development, including ‘world-history’ as well as the single individual’s ‘Microcosm’…”3 Goethe’s “The Wandering Jew” (Derewige Jude), begun in the early 1770s like Faust, remained a fragment. What is noteworthy is that two of the young Kierkegaard’s major figures come from Goethe and the third from Mozart. But for Kierkegaard’s psychological reflections literature always remained secondary. His primary source was self-reflection, and his relationship to his father preoccupied him especially.4

[image: ]

Kierkegaard in 1836. Woodcut.

What makes Kierkegaard’s observations so rich is that he himself was an unusually fascinating case. What kept him from becoming a great psychologist, like Nietzsche and Freud, was that he never managed to transcend his own case sufficiently. His exceptional self-centeredness was both a major source of his genius and the main reason for the limitation of his insights.5

He himself said:


All of us have a little psychological insight, some powers of observation, but when this science or art manifests itself in its infinitude, when it abandons minor transactions in the streets and in dwellings in order to scurry after its favorite: the person shut up within himself—then men grow weary.6



My point, of course, is not that Kierkegaard’s constant concern with his own case is wearisome. Rather he failed to give sufficient attention to alternatives. In his discussions of religion he did not consider Calvinism, Roman Catholicism, and the Eastern churches, or Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism; and as a psychologist he did not attain sufficient distance from himself to compare his own case with other very different types. Actually, this does not prove to be as wearisome as one might suppose, for his experiences of anxiety or dread were not confined to him alone, and he had firsthand knowledge of many different kinds of despair. Nevertheless, his psychology remains narrowly circumscribed when one compares it with Nietzsche’s, not to speak of Freud’s.

Kierkegaard himself noted:


There is nothing more dangerous for a man, nothing more paralyzing, than a certain isolating self-scrutiny, in which world-history, human life, society—-in short, everything—disappears, and…in an egotistical circle one constantly stares only at his own navel.7



Kierkegaard used world literature to some extent to break out of this circle, but more often than not it merely furnished him with public paradigms of his own states of mind, and he kept projecting his own experiences into what he read.

Gregor Malantschuk is one of the very few Kierkegaard scholars to give much weight to Kierkegaard’s psychology and to Hegel’s immense influence on him. It has long been much more fashionable to stress only Kierkegaard’s polemics against Hegel. Malantschuk points out that “In his psychological investigations Kierkegaard profited especially from Karl Rosenkranz’s book Psychologie oder die Wissenschaft vom subjectiven Geist.” The author (1805–79) was one of Hegel’s students, became professor in Königsberg, where Kant had taught, wrote a book on Kant’s philosophy (1840) and one on Goethe and his works (1847), as well as several on Hegel of which the best known is his important biography of 1844. His many other works include Ästhetik des Hässlichen (1853: Aesthetics of the Ugly). His Psychologie (1837) was “developed according to Hegel’s scheme,” and Malantschuk adds—and here for once I disagree—that Kierkegaard “was well equipped with psychological knowledge and experience before he actually began his authorship.” But it is surely true that “throughout his whole life psychology remained a very important tool in his activity as an author.”8

Apart from his self-centeredness there was another factor that kept Kierkegaard from becoming a great psychologist, and again he himself was aware of it. The subtitles of two of his greatest books—and none of his works is more important for the discovery of the mind—call attention to it. He subtitled The Concept of Dread (1844) “A simple psychological deliberation oriented in the direction of the dogmatic problem of original sin,” and The Sickness Unto Death (1849) has the subtitle “A Christian psychological exposition for edification and awakfnIng.” Both of these self-interpretations are quite accurate, and in his preface to the later volume Kierkegaard explained the crucial point more fully:


To many the form of this “exposition” will perhaps seem strange; it will seem to them too rigorous to be edifying, and too edifying to be rigorously scientific. As to this later point I have no opinion. As to the first, however, this does not express my opinion of the matter.



If the book were not really edifying, the author would consider that a serious fault. “The sort of learning which is not in the last resort edifying is precisely for that reason unchristian.” Kierkegaard’s central aim was to convert the reader—though not in the superficial sense that people associate with famous evangelists and mass meetings. Numbers meant nothing to Kierkegaard: “where the crowd is, is untruth” was one of his leitmotifs.9 He wished to awaken his readers to what it meant to be a Christian in the most demanding sense of that term—in his sense, which, as he well knew, differed from almost everybody else’s conception of Christianity. He did not bother to argue against alternative interpretations but was content to pour out his sarcasm on shallow people who provided easy targets. Major figures he ignored no less than other denominations.

In a significant sense, then, he was an apologist although he stressed rather than minimized the aspects of Christianity that are likely to give offense to liberals. His apologetics imposed serious limitations on his psychology. His pronounced bias against science was not by any means confined to Kant’s conception of science or to Hegel’s conceit that his own philosophy was “science.” Kierkegaard’s basic objection to science was that it was more likely than not to undermine Christian faith. That is hardly a propitious setting for the development of psychology or the discovery of the mind.

In his most ambitious philosophical work, which he called Concluding Unscientific Postscript, he made much of the point that science, including historical and philological studies, could never prove the truth of Christianity, which is true enough; but from this he drew the conclusion, which obviously does not follow, that such studies are therefore simply irrelevant. He failed to note that they might be relevant by showing how some widely held beliefs are wrong or at least exceedingly improbable. But Kierkegaard rarely rested content with a simple fallacy. He went on to argue with a mordant humor of which most of his interpreters and admirers have scarcely felt a breath that only the absurd can be believed with any passion, and that Christianity and in particular the claim that God grew up in time and that Jesus was God is the most absurd belief conceivable.

Psychologically, it is interesting to note that it is difficult to develop much passion about the belief that two plus two equals four or that Kierkegaard was born in 1813, while people do tend to become very impassioned about beliefs that are absurd, including racial and political prejudices no less than religious articles of faith. Yet the New Testament was written in Greek, and the Greeks did not draw a rigid line between men and gods. Heracles was merely one of many Greek heroes who were said to have been begotten by Zeus and who were thought to have been elevated among the gods after death. What, then, makes the Christian story more absurd than any number of Greek, Hindu, or Buddhist tales, not to speak of the beliefs of more “primitive” religions? Surely, it is easy to think of beliefs that are even more absurd than the claim that Jesus was God—for example, the notion that Father Divine was God, as he claimed, or that an adolescent Hindu boy is God, as he claims, or that Stalin was God. And is Lutheranism as understood by Kierkegaard really more absurd than the beliefs of various sects and denominations that have gained large numbers of adherents in the United States in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries?

The case just considered is typical. A psychological insight is embedded in confused apologetics, and Kierkegaard does not develop his insight with any care. It serves as spice and keeps his efforts to edify the reader from becoming dry and dull. The picture is essentially the same when we turn to his most influential contribution to the discovery of the mind, his distinction between fear that is fear of something and dread that is dread of nothing. In The Concept of Dread—or The Concept of Anxiety—he keeps linking dread or anxiety (Angst) with nothing, and this theme was later taken up by Heidegger. Eventually this ado about nothing also found its way into the title of Sartre’s L’être et le néant and into the consciousness of countless midbrows and highbrows.

The experience of a deep dread or anxiety that is not accompanied by any awareness of an object of which one is afraid is real enough. It does not follow that one really is afraid of nothing, much less that this experience amounts to a revelation of “the nothing,” as Heidegger insisted. It might well be the case, as Freud argued, that we dare not admit to ourselves what it is that fills us with anxiety and that skillful probing might reveal the repressed object. The Freudian advance depends on a profound reorientation in our thinking about consciousness, and this reorientation began in earnest with Nietzsche, although Kierkegaard took some steps in this direction. His most profound insights about dread do not depend on all the ado about nothing, and it may be well to single out three significant contributions that Kierkegaard made in this area.

First, “Dread is a sympathetic antipathy and an antipathetic sympathy. “10 Today we would say that it involves a deep ambivalence. We are divided against ourselves and want something that another part of us does not want.

Secondly, Kierkegaard recognized that dread is closely related to guilt. His whole discussion of the concept of dread is, as already noted, “oriented in the direction of the dogmatic problem of original sin.” What we encounter in The Concept of Dread is a bizarre mixture of psychology and apologetics, lucid glimpses of very real experiences and extremely obscure manipulation of concepts or at times mere words. But if we put together the first two contributions they add very significantly to our understanding of dread or anxiety. When we strongly desire something that our conscience disapproves of so strongly that it does not even allow us to become conscious of our desire, the resultant emotion is not an articulate feeling of guilt but rather a free-floating dread or anxiety that seems to have no object. But here I have gone beyond Kierkegaard.

His third contribution to our understanding of dread is also typical of his whole manner:


Thus dread is the dizziness of freedom which occurs when the spirit would posit the synthesis, and freedom then gazes down into its own possibility, grasping at finiteness to sustain itself. In this dizziness freedom succumbs. Further than this psychology cannot go and will not. That very instant everything is changed, and when freedom rises again it sees that it is guilty.11



The first seven words formulate in a splendid epigram a remarkably important insight, but the more one quotes, the more obscure does it all seem. Psychology is quickly reined in and brought to a halt because Kierkegaard’s main concern is after all with apologetics.

Still, nobody before Kierkegaard had seen so clearly that the freedom to make a fateful decision that may change our character and future breeds anxiety. Here Kierkegaard’s self-observation allowed him to perceive what most of those who have seen freedom as an unmitigated boon had never suspected. With our fear of fateful decisions I have dealt at length in Without Guilt and Justice: From Decidophobia to Autonomy (1973), especially in the first chapter. What matters in the present context is to see both Kierkegaard’s profundity and his limitations as psychologist.

8 [image: ] Of his other books none contributed more to the discovery of the mind than The Sickness Unto Death, which could also have been called “Varieties of Despair, by a Connoisseur.” Here, too, both his gifts and his limitations as a psychologist are very much in evidence. The opfnIng paragraph of the first chapter has stumped most readers, including even the first American translator who sought to clarify it by inserting a few words in brackets that actually do not help at all. The central point of that paragraph, which is obscured by the author’s attempt to compete with Kant’s and Hegel’s manner, is that the essence of spirit and of the self is not that it is a synthesis of the finite and the infinite but rather that it adopts some relationship to itself. Despair is then understood as an unfortunate relationship to oneself, and Kierkegaard maintains throughout the book that it is possible to be in despair without knowing it and that most people actually are in this condition. On the face of it, this may seem to be a paradox, but there are two ways of making sense of this position.

The first, which is a major contribution to the discovery of the mind, can be made clear in a few words by an example not to be found in Kierkegaard. Suppose a man looks forward to going to a party with a woman he loves, and at the party she leaves him for another man. He starts drinking, gets very drunk, and insists that he is not in despair. It would make sense to say nevertheless that he is. One might justify this position by saying that he himself will realize that he is in despair as soon as he sobers up. But suppose he keeps on drinking from now on and becomes an alcoholic. In that case you might say that he is continually running away from himself and is afraid of recognizing his actual condition.

This theme is central in Kierkegaard’s work, especially in The Sickness Unto Death. At his most profound he shows how most people are continually running away from themselves and how a great deal of work, including scientific research and philosophy, as well as social intercourse, including the activities of organized religion, are employed as so many devices that help people in their quest to escape from themselves. In this vein Kierkegaard, who is often extremely prolix, remarks at one point: “In the constant sociability of our age people shudder at solitude to such a degree that they know no other use to put it to but (oh, admirable epigram) as a punishment for criminals.”12

Another way of resolving the paradox that one can be in despair without knowing it is to say not only that despair consists in an unfortunate relationship to oneself but to add that any relationship to oneself that is not grounded in God—or, to be more precise, in the Christian faith as understood by Kierkegaard—is a false relationship to oneself. Then it becomes trivially true that, by definition, most people are in despair without realizing it. Most of the time, Kierkegaard, as an apologist, takes this line. Indeed, the whole second half of The Sickness Unto Death bears the title “Despair Is Sin,” and the final section is entitled “The Sin of Abandoning Christianity modo ponendo, of declaring it falsehood.”

Using two terms that have become fashionable in the twentieth century, one could say that Kierkegaard is often extremely perceptive when he deals with inauthenticity but quite disappointing when he describes authenticity. I hold no brief at all for this terminology, which will be considered in depth when we come to Heidegger, but it is important to note that Kierkegaard is a caustic critic of the ways in which men deceive themselves and run away from themselves, while the alternative mode of existence which he commends to us is mired in apologetics.

[image: ]

Kierkegaard around 1853. Drawing by H. P. Hansen.

In his critique of modern man in The Present Age we encounter the key concepts that Heidegger later took over without acknowledgment as the three categories of inauthenticity: ambiguity, chatter, and curiosity. While these traits cannot bear the burden of Heidegger’s “fundamental ontology,” Kierkegaard’s diatribes against modern man are often insightful. Still, one might wish that he had inquired more carefully to what extent previous ages, including the age of faith, had been less inauthentic. The contrast between the shallow and bloodless faith of many of Kierkegaard’s Christian contemporaries and the faith of Kierkegaard’s “knight of faith” who is willing to sacrifice his own son is certainly striking, and we have no difficulty in recognizing what is wrong and often hypocritical in the former. But Kierkegaard is not nearly perceptive enough when he discusses his paragon. In Victorian Copenhagen Kierkegaard longed for people who would have a faith strong enough to set aside the moral law and not shrink even from murder. After the Second World War some of us are less inclined to romanticize the “knight of faith” and more interested in the rich possibilities of self-deception and escape from themselves in people of that kind.

One way of putting this point would be to note that while modern man as pictured by Kierkegaard is certainly far from being autonomous, so is the “knight of faith.” And the whole complex of questions that concern the relationship of authenticity to autonomy was largely beyond Kierkegaard’s ken. But then the whole concept of authenticity is open to serious question, as I hope to show.

To conclude this brief discussion of Kierkegaard as a psychologist it could be said that the ethos of following the truth wherever it might lead was not for him, nor did he claim that it was. He tried to justify his central attempt at edification by picturing science as merely a form of self-escape. At one level, this is a deliberate antithesis to Hegel, who had said in the preface to his Phenomenology that it was his aim “To contribute to this end, that philosophy might come closer to the form of science,” and that “Philosophy…must beware of wishing to be edifying.”13 One may grant that much of the teaching and writing of professors who follow in Hegel’s footsteps—or for that matter in Heidegger’s—is an elaborate form of self-escape and assists readers and students to escape from themselves. This is also true of most lectures, articles, and books about Kierkegaard and of a great deal of work in psychology. Yet Kierkegaard’s sweeping disparagement of science and research certainly did its share to keep him from becoming a great psychologist. He neither wished to become one nor did.

9 [image: ] “Some are bom posthumously,” Nietzsche said in Ecce Homo14; and this applied to Kierkegaard as well as himself but not to Schopenhauer. Though long neglected, Schopenhauer still lived to see himself become famous and influential, and some of his ideas helped to define the cultural milieu in which Nietzsche and Freud developed depth psychology. Both paid tribute to him, as did Richard Wagner and Thomas Mann.

In Ellenberger’s The Discovery of the Unconscious, Schopenhauer, unlike Kierkegaard, is mentioned now and then, but it is revealing that Ellenberger requires no more than a single page (208f.) to deal with his contributions, and about half of that consists of quotations which mostly stress the importance of the sex drive. I prefer to offer somewhat different quotations from Book Four of Schopenhauer’s magnum opus, The World as Will and Representation. (The first edition of this book was published in 1819; the second, extensively revised and doubled in size, appeared in two volumes in 1844.) The following passages place Schopenhauer’s remarks about the sex drive in context and show how he was not nearly as close to Freud as Ellenbergers readers might suppose.


As a thing-in-itself the will of the begetter and that of the begotten are not distinct, since only the appearance and not the thing-in-itself is subject to the principio individuationis. With this affirmation transcending one’s own body and extending to the production of a new body, suffering and death are also affirmed anew as belonging to the appearance of life…. The sex drive [Geschlechtstrieb] is also confirmed as the decisive and strongest affirmation of life by the fact that it is for the natural man as for the animal the ultimate goal and highest aim of life. Self-preservation is his first striving, and as soon as he has taken care of that he strives only for the propagation of his species [des Geschlechts]: as a natural being he cannot strive for more than this [§ 60].
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Schopenhauer in 1859. Photograph by Schäfer.

Ellenberger gives a somewhat misleading impression of Schopenhauer when he quotes:


“Man is incarnate sexual instinct, since he owes his origin to copulation and the wish of his wishes is to copulate/’ Sexual instinct is the highest affirmation of life, “the most important concern of Man and animal” … “In conflict with it, no motivation, however strong, would be sure of victory”…



The three dots are in Ellenberger’s text (p. 209), and the piling up of brief excerpts in which the word “sexual” recurs may suggest that Schopenhauer was somewhat bolder than he was in fact. The German word that I have rendered as “sex drive” while Ellenberger uses “sexual instinct” is Geschlechtstrieb, and Geschlecht often means “sex” or “gender”; but as I have indicated in the first quotation from Schopenhauer it is also the word he uses when he speaks of the propagation of the “species.” His whole point is, in fact, that the sex drive is a species drive in a twofold sense: It is not individuated or individual but common to the species, and it aims at the propagation of the species. One might think of calling it biological if it were not for the fact that Schopenhauer is so deeply influenced by Kant that he sees this drive as something metaphysical, as something that underlies mere appearance and is nothing less than an aspect of “the thing-in-itself.”

To get across how far all this talk of Geschlecht is from Freud’s later insistence on Sexualität and sexuell, which were provocative words, it may be well to recall that Lessing had called the little book in which he offered his philosophy of history Die Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts (1780), which means “The Education of Mankind” or “of Humanity” or “of the Human Race.” And when Goethe’s IphigfnIa informs King Thoas of her lineage, she says:


Vernimm! Ich bin aus Tantalus Geschlecht.

Hearken! Mine is the tribe of Tantalus [Act 1, Scene 3].



Nevertheless, it would be foolish to deny that Schopenhauer took an important step in the direction of depth psychology. His influence on the young Nietzsche is a commonplace, and Freud, too, paid lavish tribute to Schopenhauer. The reason for dealing with Schopenhauer in this book is plainly that he does belong in the story of the discovery of the mind. Yet it seems to me that his contributions in this area do not brook comparison with Hegel’s; that his closeness to Freud has occasionally been exaggerated; and that he certainly cannot be considered a great psychologist of the rank of Nietzsche and Freud.

Still, we must consider Freud’s tribute to him, which appeared in 1917 in a short essay in Imago: “A Difficulty of Psychoanalysis.” Freud spoke of the great blow to man’s self-esteem that had been inflicted by some psychoanalytical theses, and then he continued:


But let us hasten to add that it was not psychoanalysis that first took this step. Famous philosophers can be cited as predecessors, above all the great thinker Schopenhauer whose unconscious “will” is to be equated with the psychic drives of psychoanalysis—the same thinker, by the way, who admonished men in unforgettably emphatic words concerning the significance of their sexual striving [ihres Sexualstrebens], which is still underestimated to this day. Psychoanalysis has gone only a single step further; it does not merely maintain abstractly the two propositions concerning the psychic significance of sexuality [Sexualität] and of the unconscious character of psychic life, which are so painful for narcissism, but it demonstrates them using materials that are of concern to every individual, compelling everyone to take a position on these problems. But precisely on that account it attracts the antipathy and the resistance that avoid with awe the name of the great philosopher.15



This tribute to Schopenhauer in the concluding words of Freud’s essay is rather too generous. It belongs with the many other passages in which Freud, without ever pulling his punches or stooping to not calling a spade a spade, tries to soften the blow by insisting that some writers who are widely admired and respected have really said much the same thing before. Usually he adduces poets and novelists in such contexts. But Freud’s final observation is penetrating. People generally take no offense when a poet or novelist makes a point, or even when a philosopher makes an assertion more or less dogmatically but in passing, while they become indignant when someone offers a demonstration and marshals evidence that no longer allows one to adopt a merely aesthetic attitude, admiring the writer’s wit or profundity. As soon as they are challenged to change cherished views, many people explode with resentment and strike back with purely ad hominem arguments, disparaging the person by whom they feel threatened. We shall see this in detail when we consider Nietzsche’s case and eventually also in the discussion of Freud.

Schopenhauer’s doctrine of the will as the thing-in-itself was never taken very seriously by wide circles; the appeal of this strange development of Kant’s doctrines was largely aesthetic, and that was also true of his remarks about the sex drive. The part of Schopenhauer’s philosophy that was taken most seriously when he finally gained some influence in the eighteen-fifties and sixties was his pessimism. Even that did not compel large numbers of people to change their minds; it appealed mainly to pessimists, to the discouraged and disillusioned, and to melancholy youths.

10 [image: ] The place where Schopenhauer came closest to developing a psychological theory was in his reflections on insanity, first in Section 36 of The World as Will and Representation (1819) and then above all in Chapter 32 of the second volume added in 1844. This chapter, entitled “On Insanity,” shows Schopenhauer at his best as a psychologist. Two sentences sum up the theory:


The account given in the text [of Volume I] of the origin of insanity will become more intelligible if one remembers how much we dislike thinking of things that strongly hurt our interests, our pride, or our wishes; how reluctant we are to present such matters to our intellect for accurate and serious examination; how readily we skip, or rather creep, away from them again unconsciously….

In line with the above account we may thus find the origin of insanity in a forcible “banishing from one’s mind” of something, but this is possible only by “putting into one’s head” some other notion.



Schopenhauer went on to acknowledge that the opposite also happened occasionally though more rarely. One may constantly recall the occasion that prompted one’s madness and refuse to admit into one’s mind any other thought, “least of all one that stands opposed to it.”

Freud commented in his essay “On the History of the Psychoanalytical Movement” (1914):


In the doctrine of repression I was certainly independent; I know of no influence that might have brought me close to it, and for a long time I considered this idea original, until O. Rank showed us the passage in Schopenhauer’s World as Will and Representation in which the philosopher attempts an explanation of insanity.16 What is there said about the reluctance to accept a painful piece of reality coincides so completely with my concept of repression that I was obliged once again to my lack of erudition for the possibility of a discovery. Yet others have read this passage and passed right over it without making this discovery, and perhaps something like that would have happened to me also if in my early years I had found the reading of philosophical authors more to my taste.17



In the next sentence Freud turned to Nietzsche, and we shall have to return to his relationship to Nietzsche later. His relationship to Schopenhauer could hardly be defined more lucidly. But what concerns us here is not yet Freud but Schopenhauer. And he certainly had some keen psychological insights, but he was less of a psychologist than Kierkegaard or Dostoevsky. His opportunities for firsthand observation seem to have been very limited, and he relied very largely on literature or Dichtung and said quite explicitly after introducing the subject of insanity in 1819: “the creatures of a genuine genius, to which alone one can appeal here as known to all, have as much truth as real persons.” Goethe in particular is mentioned repeatedly in the initial discussion of insanity in 1819, and at one point Schopenhauer says:


Particularly instructive in this respect is Goethe’s Torquato Tasso in which he brings before our eyes not only the suffering, the distinctive martyrdom of the genius as such but also his continual transition to insanity.
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Schopenhauer manuscript: Handwritten translation, with some corrections, of the first stanza of a poem by Goethe. The sketch of a head is probably meant to be a portrait of Goethe. Dr. Gwinner, who confirms that everything on this page is from Schopenhauer’s hand, was the philosopher’s literary executor and biographer. On the other side of this sheet there are seven more sketches of the same head. From the author’s collection.

Only two pages earlier, just before introducing the subject of insanity, Schopenhauer complained (in the second edition of Volume I):


To this day, thirty-three years after the appearance of Goethe’s Doctrine of Colors, The Newtonian humbug remains undisturbed in possession of the academic chairs even in Germany….



And Schopenhauer went on to note that Goethe’s opponents had reproached him for his “lack of mathematical knowledge.” Schopenhauer felt, as did Goethe, that in the doctrine of colors there was no need for such knowledge. However that may be, it is arguable that in the discovery of the mind the notions that one must be scientific to be respectable and that science must be mathematical and offer certainty and not hypotheses have been clogs.

11 [image: ] Schopenhauer’s greatest contribution to the discovery of the mind was his romantic conception of the thing-in-itself as blind, irrational will. This eccentric metaphysical thesis, compounded of admiration for Goethe’s Faust who strives ceaselessly and a somewhat dubious self-image, led others to pay more attention to our unconscious. Eduard von Hartmann (1842-1906), for example, tried to form a grand synthesis of Hegel and Schopenhauer and called his major work Philosophie des Unbewussten: Versuch einer Weltanschauung (1869: Philosophy of the Unconscious: Attempt at a World View). Despite its bulk (678 pages), the book became an enormous success and was in its eleventh edition when the author died. I have no idea how many people actually read the whole book carefully, and he seems to have few admirers. Nevertheless, very large numbers of people were aware of the book, and its title helped to establish “the unconscious” as a familiar term, not only in Germany. The ninth edition was translated into English in three volumes in 1884, by W. C. Coupland. Perhaps the most astonishing thing about Hartmann’s book is that, despite its title, it seems to have contributed almost nothing to the discovery of the mind.

When the book was at the height of its fame, Nietzsche devoted section 9 of his second “Untimely Meditation,” On the Use and Disadvantage of History for Life (1874), to an attack on its author. The first “Untimely Meditation” had dealt with David Friedrich Strauss’ bestseller Der alte und der neue Glaube (1872: The Old and the New Faith), and Nietzsche had aimed to show how bad this book was and how its success reflected adversely on the taste and lack of culture of the German educated public. The intent of the attack on Eduard von Hartmann was essentially similar. In brief, Nietzsche asked how anyone could take such a shallow writer so seriously, and he suggested that surely the author himself did not mean to be serious in his lengthy perorations about the world process. Instead of considering the concept of the unconscious, Nietzsche ridiculed such passages as this: “Hence [move] stoutly forward in the world process as laborers in the vineyard of the Lord, for it is the process alone that can lead to salvation!”
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Hartmann: The first page of a long manuscript entitled “Schopen-hauerianism and Hegelianism and their attitudes toward the philosophical tasks of the present day.” From the author’s collection.

Freud dutifully mentioned Hartmann three times in his works: twice in his Interpretation of Dreams and once in The Psychopathology of Everyday Life, where Freud includes the report of another man who had analyzed why he had once said “Dr. Eduard Hartmann” when he meant “Hitschmann.”18 This report, incidentally, includes these words: “Eduard v. Hartmann is a botched…Schopenhauer.” The lack of respect for Hartmann is also reflected in Ellenberger’s The Discovery of the Unconscious. In a volume of nearly one thousand pages the author requires fewer than twenty lines to dispose of him. Yet he concludes:


The main interest of The Philosophy of the Unconscious lies not so much in its philosophical theories as in its wealth of supporting material. Von Hartmann collected numerous and relevant facts concerning perception, the association of ideas, wit, emotional life, instinct, personality traits, individual destiny, as well as the role of the unconscious in language, religion, history, and social life [p. 210].



Those interested in the philosophical background of the concept of the unconscious must also take into account Leibniz, Fichte, Schelling (who invites comparison with Carl Gustav Jung), and above all Carl Gustav Carus (1789–1869). Carus was a doctor as well as a painter, lectured on comparative anatomy at the University of Leipzig as early as 1811, and in 1814 became professor of medicine at the University of Dresden. His Psyche (1846, third edition in 1860) begins: “The key to the knowledge of the soul’s conscious life lies in the realm of the unconscious.” He was greatly influenced by Plato and Aristotle, Goethe and Schelling, and wrote several books on Goethe. Some of his ideas about the unconscious are neatly summarized by Ellenberger in one page (207f.), but Ellenberger fails to mention two points that are made succinctly in the article on Carus in The Encyclopedia of Philosophy:


Caras’ philosophy was essentially Aristotelian in that it followed the unfolding or elaboration of an idea…from an unorganized multiplicity to an organized unity. This universal, unfolding unity…Carus called God. God…is the ground of being revealed through becoming…Carus called his· theory of a divine or creative force “entheism.”



The other point is that “Carus’ philosophical writings were more or less forgotten until the German philosopher and psychologist, Ludwig Klages, resurrected them.” Indeed, Nietzsche and Freud never mention him in their works. But Jung’s affinity to Carus is noteworthy. He mentioned him a few times and also dealt with Carus in a course he gave in Zurich in 1933/34. But I have no wish to furnish a survey of the ideas of a great many writers. It is my intention to consider a very few in some depth; in this volume, Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Buber.

 

1 EH IV.6 (= Ecce Homo, fourth and last chapter, Section 6). All Arabic figures in references to Nietzsche’s books refer to sections, not to pages.

2 March 27, 1937. See also the letters of March 16, 1943, and December 10, 1945.

3 Malantschuk (1971), p. 11.

4 Malantschuk has noted this also, p. 26.

5 See Kaufmann, From Shakespeare, Chapter 10, Section 2f.

6 Quoted by Malantschuk, p. 26.

7 Ibid., p. 35f.

8 Ibid., p. 35f.

9 See “That Individual” in Existentialism from Dostoevsky to Sartre, ed. Walter Kaufmann, p. 94ff.

10 The Concept of Dread, p. 38.

11 Ibid., p. 55.

12 Sickness, p. 198.

13 Kaufmann translation, with commentary, pp. 12 and 18.

14 IV. 1. Also in the preface to The Antichrist.

15 Werke, XII, p. 12.

16 Zentralblatt für Psychoanalyse, 1911, Vol. I, p. 69 (Freud’s footnote).

17 Werke, X, p. 53.

18 Werke, II/III, pp. 139 and 533f.; IV, p. 130f.





PART [image: ] II

Nietzsche: Consciousness as a Surface and the Will to Power [image: ]





12 [image: ] Nietzsche said in Ecce Homo: “That a psychologist without equal speaks from my writings, is perhaps the first insight reached by a good reader—a reader as I deserve him, who reads me the way good old philologists read their Horace” (III.5). If Nietzsche really was a psychologist without equal, at least up to the time when he wrote this in 1888, then he has certainly had very few good readers by his own standards. Freud was one of the few. Perhaps it takes a psychologist without equal to know one.

Amateur psychologists have often spoken very patronizingly of Nietzsche, offering shallow psychological explanations for his philosophical ideas and discounting Ecce Homo in particular as the work of a madman. No sooner had the book been published posthumously, in 1908, than the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society devoted one of its weekly meetings to it. Eleven of the regular members and two guests met at Freud’s house on October 28, and after the initial report and some discussion Freud spoke at some length and said, according to the Minutes (1967, p. 31f.), that “The degree of introspection achieved by Nietzsche had never been achieved by anyone, nor is it likely ever to be reached again.” In his great biography of Freud, Jones recorded that “Freud several times said of Nietzsche that he had a more penetrating knowledge of himself than any other man who ever lived or was ever likely to live.”1 And Jones added: “From the first explorer of the unconscious this is a handsome compliment.” This comment is surely a paradigm case of British understatement. One would have thought that Freud believed that psychoanalysis made possible deeper self-knowledge than had been possible without it; perhaps also that with its aid he himself had reached a more penetrating self-knowledge than any man before him. Jones, who had no particular liking for Nietzsche, did not follow up Freud’s compliment to ask why Freud should have said such a thing. We shall have to return to that question when considering Freud in depth. As far as Nietzsche is concerned, it does not matter whether Freud went too far, particularly in his reference to the future. What does matter is that Nietzsche should be taken very seriously as a psychologist.

[image: ]

Nietzsche in 1882. When the first three parts of Zarathustra I were collected in one volume in 1883, this picture appeared facing the title page.

In the same section of Ecce Homo in which he called himself “a psychologist without equal” Nietzsche went on to give some examples of his insights. He claimed to have shown how it is a naïve blunder to suppose “that ‘unegoistie’ and ‘egoistic’ are opposites.” The concepts of egoistic and unegoistie acts “are psychological absurdities,” and “the ego itself is really only ‘a higher swindle,’ an “ideal.’” (This passage could be the source of Freud’s coinage “ego ideal” in Das Ich und das Es: “ego ideal or superego.”2 That the second term [Überich] was inspired by Nietzsche’s Übermensch (overman) is obvious, although today the “superego” is so familiar that most people no longer realize how daring and how Nietzschean this coinage was. And in the fourth footnote of Chapter II Freud pointed out that the Id or It [das Es] also goes back to Nietzsche. While Freud followed Nietzsche’s use of “the It,” Freud’s “ego ideal” is, of course, different from what Nietzsche had in mind in the passage at hand.)

Nietzsche claimed further that his books show the absurdity of such propositions as “man strives for happiness,” “happiness is the reward of virtue,” and “pleasure and displeasure are opposites.” “Morality,” he says, “has falsified all psychologica through and through—moralizing them—down to that gruesome nonsense that love is supposed to be something ‘unegoistic.’” Thus Nietzsche felt that he had not merely offered scattered psychological insights; he claimed to have made a major advance in principle by liberating psychology from the tyranny of morals. No single passage could substantiate such a claim; hence he referred, in effect, to a large number of passages, unfortunately without giving references. We shall merely consider one of the passages in which Nietzsche tried to show that it is absurd to suppose that love is “unegoistic.”

Section 14 of The Gay Science (1882) is entitled: “The things people call love.” It begins with the suggestion that “avarice” and “love” might be two names for a single instinct or drive, even though the two terms evoke very different feelings. The German word for avarice is Habsucht, which is, literally, a mania to have or possess; and Nietzsche’s point depends on the possessiveness of love.

“Those who have, in whom the drive has calmed down to some extent and who are afraid for their ‘possessions, ‘” he suggests, might speak of “avarice,” while “those who are not satisfied and still thirsty” might “glorify the drive” and call it “love.”


Our love of our neighbor—is it not a love for new possessions? And likewise our love of knowledge, of truth, and altogether any love for what is new? Gradually we become tired of the old, of what we safely possess, and we stretch out our hands again. Even the most beautiful scenery is no longer assured of our love after we have lived in it for three months, and some more distant coast attracts our avarice: possessions are generally diminished by possession….

When we see somebody suffer, we like to exploit this opportunity to take possession of him; those who become his benefactors and pity him, for example, do this and call the lust for a new possession that he awakens in them “love”; and the pleasure they feel is comparable to that aroused by the prospect of a new conquest.

Sexual love betrays itself most clearly as a lust for possession: the lover desires unconditional and sole possession of the person for whom he longs; he desires equally unconditional power over the soul and over the body of the beloved…. If one considers that this means nothing less than excluding the whole world from a precious good…if one considers that the lover…would like to become the dragon guarding his golden hoard as the most inconsiderate and selfish of all “conquerors” and exploiters; if one considers, finally, that to the lover himself the whole rest of the world appears indifferent, pale, and worthless, and he is prepared to make any sacrifice, to disturb any order, to subordinate all other interests—then one comes to feel genuine amazement that this wild avarice and injustice of sexual love has been glorified and deified so much in all ages—indeed that this love has furnished the concept of love as the opposite of egoism while it actually may be the most ingenuous expression of egoism.

At this point linguistic usage has evidently been formed by those who did not possess but desired. Probably, there have always been too many of these. Those to whom much possession and satiety were granted in this area have occasionally made some casual remark about “the raging demon,” as that most gracious and beloved of all Athenians, Sophocles, did….

Here and there on earth we may encounter a kind of continuation of love in which this possessive craving of two people for each other gives way to a new desire and lust for possession—a shared higher thirst for an ideal above them. But who knows such love? Who has experienced it? Its right name is friendship.



This long quotation shows how the claims Nietzsche advanced in Ecce Homo were not peremptory obiter dicta and how he had dealt with these matters at some length in earlier books. But has Nietzsche really demonstrated that the notion that love is unegoistic is “gruesome nonsense”? No doubt his extremely aggressive way of putting his points did its share to keep some scholars from taking him seriously as a psychologist. The section in The Gay Science calls attention to the possessiveness of a great deal of love, but it does not exemplify what Nietzsche himself called “the courage for an attack on one’s convictions”3: Nietzsche fails to ask whether there are not forms of love other than friendship that are free of possessiveness. As a classical philologist, he might also have considered agape (divine, parental, and fraternal love; caritas in Latin) and not only eros and philia (love among friends). This need not have kept him from pointing out how much possessiveness is often found in parental love and also in God’s love as described in the Bible.

Of course, there are other passages in Nietzsche’s books that bear on these questions, but one has to know his writings very well to be able to find them, and Nietzsche does not make things easy for his readers. Those who merely browse in his work are bound to gain the impression that he offers no more than extremely provocative insights. Yet he did more than anybody else to change the whole climate of thought—first of all through his sustained attempt to overcome what he himself once called “the samefully moralized way of speaking which has gradually made all modern judgments of men and things slimy.”4 But it seems best to see this attempt as a corollary of something even more important.

13 [image: ] Nietzsche’s claim to having been a psychologist without equal does not rest on a few insights, nor even on a few theories. What we owe to him is an altogether new dimension, a new sensitivity, what one of Freud’s pupils, Theodor Reik, called in the title of one of his books (1948) “Listening with the third ear.” Nietzsche himself had used a similar image in the preface to Twilight of the Idols (1889) when he called himself “one who has ears even behind his ears…an old psychologist.” In Ecce Homo he said: “My genius is in my nostrils” (IV.l). He really did have a sense that is not to be found among philosophers before him; and if one looks for predecessors one must find them among poets and writers. In Twilight (45) Nietzsche himself called “Dostoevsky, the only psychologist, by the way, from whom I could learn something.”

Nietzsche’s psychology, like Freud’s, has its roots primarily in imaginative literature, notably including not only Dostoevsky but also Shakespeare and Goethe. But their sixth sense had been employed for the most part in the context of entertainment. Who before Nietzsche read his own drafts as well as the books of others with a third ear?

Our first reaction to Freud’s remark that Nietzsche knew himself better “than any other man who ever lived or was ever likely to live” is likely to be that this must be a vast exaggeration. But of what other philosopher could Freud possibly have said this? And do any nonphilosophers come to mind? On reflection it appears that nobody else has done nearly so much to alert us to the psychological background of philosophers and religious figures. It was Nietzsche who first showed how the study of philosophy, religion, and literature can be enriched by listening with the third ear and how every human being, from ourselves to the most famous men and women, has dimensions not dreamed of before him. This is surely his greatest psychological achievement.

What is badly needed, however, is a more detailed account. I shall therefore distinguish five major contributions, mindful of the fact that one could either compress the list or expand it. A list of five can make no claims to completeness or necessity; it can only be fruitful and suggestive and open up a rich field for discussion.

14 [image: ] Nietzsche’s first major contribution to the discovery of the mind is so complex and has such far-flung implications that one might despair of putting the point briefly if he himself had not stated it once parenthetically in a mere four words: “consciousness is a surface.”5 In many different contexts he showed how the role of consciousness in our psychic life had been widely and vastly overestimated.

Nietzsche’s very concise formulation of the theory of repression is a case in point. In a footnote added to later editions of one of his major works, The Psychopathology of Everyday Life, Freud cited it as follows, after men” tioning that a recent monograph had listed authors “who appreciate the influence of affective factors on memory”:


But not one among all of us has succeeded in describing this phenomenon and its psychological reasons as exhaustively and at the same time as impressively as Nietzsche did in one of his aphorisms (Beyond Good and Evil, chapter II, [section] 68):”‘I have done tha,’ says my memory. ‘I could not have done that,’ says my pride and remains inexorable. Finally, my memory yields.”6



Five years before he published Beyond Good and Evil in 1886, Nietzsche had called section 119 in The Dawn “Erleben und Erdichten” which means something like “Experience and Fiction.” Erdichten brings to mind a poet (Dichter). This section could also have been entitled “Consciousness is a surface.” Since it is not well known nor easily accessible in English, I shall quote from it at some length:


However far we may push our self-knowledge, nothing can be more incomplete than the image of all the drives that constitute our nature [Wesen]. We can scarcely call the more obvious ones by their name; their number and strength, their ebb and flow, their play and counterplay with each other, and above all the laws of their nourishment remain totally unknown to us…. Perhaps this cruelty of the accidental would be even more obvious if all drives would be as exacting as hunger which refuses to be satisfied with dreamed nourishment; but most of our drives, notably including the moral ones, do precisely this—if my conjecture be permitted that our dreams have this very value and meaning: to compensate to a certain degree this accidental lack of ‘nourishment’ during the day…. These fictions [Erdichtungen]… are interpretations of our nerve stimulations during dreams, very free, very arbitrary interpretations of movements of the blood and the intestines, of the pressure of an arm and the blankets, of the sounds of the bells in the tower…. That this text which after all generally remains much the same night after night is yet furnished with such different commentaries, that our poetic reason [die dichtende Vernunft: a lovely coinage!] imagines such different causes for the same nerve stimulations today and yesterday, that is due to the fact that the prompter [Souffleur] of this reason was not the same today as yesterday; a different drive wanted to satisfy, exert, exercise, refresh, and discharge itself; today one drive was at high tide and yesterday it was the turn of another one.

Life does not have the same freedom of interpretation when we are awake that it enjoys in our dreams; it is less poetic [dichterisch] and untrammeled. But need I elaborate how when we are awake our drives also do nothing else than interpret nerve stimulations and posit ‘causes’ according to their own requirements? that between waking and dreaming there is no essential difference? that even when we compare very different stages in the development of a culture, the freedom of the interpretations offered in one of them while people are awake is as great as that in another during dreams? that our moral judgments and evaluations, too, are only images and fantasies about a physiological process that is unknown to us, a kind of language to which we have become accustomed for designating certain nerve stimulations? that all of our so-called consciousness is a more or less fantastic commentary on an unknown [ungewussten], perhaps unknowable, but felt text?…

What after all are our experiences? Much more what we lay into them than what lies in them! Or must one really say: nothing lies in them in themselves? Experiences are fictions?



Nietzsche’s interpretation of dreams scarcely requires any comment. It is hardly controversial. Dreams may be triggered by the sound of a bell or some pressure exerted on part of the body, but the way in which such stimuli are interpreted in a dream, what we make of them and what causes we invent for them, that depends on what drives or instincts have been denied satisfaction.

Nietzsche’s claim that “between waking and dreaming there is no essential difference” is both less clear and more controversial. He suggests that “our moral judgments and evaluations” are rationalizations of unconscious physiological processes. I take it that this means that we are not indignant because an action outrages our moral sense but that the indignation is primary and the moral judgment a rationalization.

The idea “that all of our so-called consciousness is a more or less fantastic commentary on an unknown…but felt text” has at least some highly plausible applications. Depression, for example, involves many thoughts: ever so many sad things pass through our consciousness. Yet the depression is not triggered by these sad thoughts. The depression is primary and has a physiological basis, while the melancholy stories are comparable to dreams which are invented ex post facto.

Finally, there is Nietzsche’s suggestion that our experiences consist largely, if not entirely, of what we lay into them. Perhaps “nothing lies in them in themselves”; perhaps our experiences are fictions not different in principle from our dreams. What are we to make of that?

Suppose twenty people see the same woman: her father, mother, stepmother, grandfathers, two brothers, stepsister, husband, baby daughter, three-year-old son, lover, employer, a man and a woman who are employed in the same place, her landlord, and four neighbors with widely different backgrounds. Even if we assume that they all see her at the same time, it does not follow that they all have the same experience. Suppose she is sitting on the ground and there are several other people near her. Some of the spectators may just see her, others may see a group with her in it; still others the group without as much as noticing her; still others just her and the man on her left who seems to have just said something that made her laugh; another just her and the man at her right who seems to be interested in her. Some focus on her dress, which others do not notice at all, some on her expression, one on her left hand, one on something on the ground close to her that might be a snake. It is easy to imagine that for at least some of the twenty spectators the picture they see is, like the sound of a bell in a dream, the final scene of a story that is largely of their own making. For many of them the scene may be fraught with intense emotion: relief, joy, disappointment, jealousy, despair, melancholy, envy, anger, hope, resentment.

If several of the twenty should be able and willing to paint what they saw, the pictures might well be utterly different. Even if they had cameras with a number of different lenses at their disposal, ranging from extreme wide-angle lenses to 400-millimeter telephoto lenses, they might well take utterly different pictures. Some might show a landscape with a small group in it, but even those who did that might record very different experiences, depending in part on whether the picture was horizontal or vertical and how it was composed. Others might concentrate on different details.

The point I am trying to make is not that which many people got from Akira Kurosawa’s great film Rashomon. There a bandit, a woman, her husband, and an eyewitness relate their alleged experiences of what may or may not have been a rape, and no two of them agree about what really happened. Yet making allowance for the motives and especially the pride of each of the four narrators, it may be possible to reconstruct with a high degree of probability what actually took place. I am far from being a total skeptic either about Rashomon or about history. A historian frequently deals with conflicting accounts of events and tries to reconstruct what probably happened. More often than not, he will not be able to agree entirely with any one source. But the point of Nietzsche’s discussion of experience and fiction is different. He suggests that our experiences consist largely of what we bring to them, and he even raises the radical question whether “nothing lies in them in themselves.” The more modest point may be granted, while the more radical suggestion seems implausible.

The emotional coloring of the experience may indeed be very largely due to us and our mood. How we frame an experience—here it may help to think of a photographer—how we compose it, what we include and what we leave out, and-on what we focus, all that is due to our sensibility. Most other people have not experienced Calcutta, Benares, and Khajuraho the way I did, as my photographs in Life at the Limits show. The same goes for the flea market in Madrid (in What Is Man?) and dozens of other sights. But it does not follow that the subject matter is totally empty, nor does Nietzsche claim that. He merely asks in the end in the form of a rather loose metaphor whether we are compelled to say that nothing lies in them in themselves. As for his final question, whether experiences are fictions (Erleben ist ein Erdichten?), it calls attention to the element of poetry and imagination in our experiences and is well taken.

As I tried to show in Life at the Limits (Section 39), photography can be an art precisely because it can falsify. It can communicate a distinctive vision. That black-and-white photographs misrepresent common-sense reality is obvious: They convert colors into shades of black and white. But color photographs also leave out a great deal, such as sounds and smells, the quality of the air, the temperature. And so does consciousness. Consciousness is enormously selective. Now it uses a wide-angle lens, now an extreme telephoto lens; now it con–centrates on a sound or smell, now on a more or less vague sensation, such as a pain of which one does not care to know where precisely it seems to be, or on some thoughts that may or may not be formulated in sentences; and much of the time one actually sees very little of what is there to be seen. Out of an overabundance of material we create our experiences.

Perhaps the point at issue here is most readily accessible by way of poetry:


When your white hand plays in my hair

I close my eyes

and float above all pain and doubt

the world dissolves into bright air

time shudders like a dog and stretches out

its legs and dies.



The same hand in another person’s hair would not produce the same experience; and no hand in anyone else’s hair ever caused precisely the same experience with these images and these feelings about time. Two poems about fall should clinch this point:


The maple changed her blood red gown

and donned a robe of gold

but now the golden robe slipped down

and she stands naked in the cold.

The Scholar

Stepping on gold he ploughs

without a single look

through the wild afterglow

of foliage that has set.

A spoken word could rouse

him from the dusty book

he reads but could not show

his hopeless verbal eyes

the glory at his feet.



To return to Nietzsche’s question: “Must one really say: …Experiences are fictions?” They are not fictions in the sense that they are made up of whole cloth. They are more like historical novels that take their point of departure from something that actually happened, or like some of Shakespeare’s plays—Troilus and Cressida, for example. The mood that pervades this play is not derived from the ancient Greek materials; the corrosive disillusionment is the poet’s no less than the selection of incidents, and he changed the story to suit his mood. Shakespeare experienced the Trojan war as the paradigm of an utterly senseless war, and he saw Achilles and Ajax as brutal and revolting oafs. For countless others, this war had been a heroic conflict. Alexander the Great had read and reread the Iliad, filled with admiration for Achilles and burning with the ambition to make no less a name for himself: A very short life was not too great a price to pay for so much glory! After Alexander’s time, too, generations experienced Achilles as the quintessence of youthful strength and radiant nobility. Shakespeare has Achilles and his soldiers come upon the unarmed Hector:





	HECTOR:  

	I am unarm’d; forgo this vantage, Greek.




	ACHILLES:  

	Strike, fellows, strike! This is the man I seek.








Hector is butchered—in keeping with Shakespeare’s perception of the Trojan war in which the Greeks were seeking to regain Helen, Menelaus’ wife, whom Paris, Hector’s brother and one of the sons of the King of Troy, had abducted to Troy. In the first scene of the fourth act of Shakespeare’s play, Paris asks Diomedes, one of the most celebrated of the Greek heroes:


Who in your thoughts deserves fair Helen best,

Myself or Menelaus?




DIOMEDES:                   Both alike.

He merits well to have her that doth seek her,

Not making any scruple of her soilure,

With such a hell of pain and world of charge;

And you as well to keep her, that defend her,

Not palating the taste of her dishonour,

With such a costly loss of wealth and friends.

He like a puling cuckold would drink up

The lees and dregs of a flat tamed piece;

You, like a lecher, out of whorish loins

Are pleas’d to breed out your inheritors.

Both merits pois’d, each weighs nor less nor more;

But he as he, the heavier for a whore.



Much earlier in the play, in Act II, Scene 2, Hector, the noblest of the Trojans and their leader in the war, had said:


Let Helen go.

Since the first sword was drawn about this question,

Every tithe soul ‘mongst many thousand dismes

Hath been as dear as Helen. I mean, of ours.

If we have lost so many tenths of ours

To guard a thing not ours nor worth to us

(Had it our name) the value of one ten,

What merit’s in that reason which denies

The yielding of her up?



That Shakespeare focused his attention on this war, that he saw the characters in it as he did, that he revised the plot as he did, and that he imagined these characters as saying the things he put into their mouths is a clear example of how a man is the creator of his own experience. It may be objected that he was a poet, and most men are not. But in our dreams we are all poets who do precisely this sort of thing; and Nietzsche’s suggestion is “that between waking and dreaming there is no essential difference.”

Of course, there is a difference in degree, but in at least two crucial ways we all are the creators of our experiences. First and most obviously, we contribute the mood that pervades the experience. Even as the Trojan war can be perceived as tragic or as comic, as heroic or grotesque, as tragicomic or absurd, the incidents in our daily lives can be experienced in a multitude of different moods, and the mood transforms the experience.

Secondly, and this is much less obvious, all experience involves selection. We can frame the picture this way or that, horizontal or vertical, choose a wide angle or a telephoto lens, and concentrate on this aspect or that. Even more importantly, we can point the camera of our mind in an indefinite number of directions. We can look at a blossoming tree, concentrate on a single blossom, ignore the tree and perhaps also all other trees and blossoms to look at cars, or perhaps be lost in thought—a poem, a story we have read, a plan for a business transaction, worries about someone dear to us, resentment, jealousy, depression, hope. And the mood influences the choice of lens and the focus. Depression summons up sad thoughts, jealousy thoughts of things that jealousy can feed on, and resentment thoughts of things that feed resentment.

Nietzsche himself did not develop his suggestion in the way suggested here, but the basic idea is no longer esoteric. In the 1970s it was made popular by Werner Erhard through est: “EVERYTHING A LIVING CREATURE EXPERIENCES IS CREATED UNIQUELY BY THAT LIVING CREATURE WHO IS THE SOLE SOURCE OF THAT EXPERIENCE.”7 To be Sure, this point, which is made most emphatically on the third day of the four-day training, is qualified on the final day when people are told: “You’re machines…. Your lives are meaningless.”8 And the conclusion of the matter is: “It’s total nonsense. Total paradox. You are the source of all your experience and you don’t have the least control”9 The insistence on paradox and the notion that paradox gives the mind the terrible jolt it needs before an individual can reach enlightenment come from Zen; and to accentuate the paradox and the shock, the word “sole” is gratuitously and erroneously included in the capitalized statement; and “you don’t have the least control” is equally exaggerated and, from a philosophical point of view, unsophisticated. What is wanted in est is not a position that is tenable but a jolt that will get people to transcend “positionality” and live more fully. Still, the ideas come, if only indirectly, from Nietzsche. “Our moral judgments and evaluations, too, are only images and fantasies about a physiological process that is unknown to us…all our so-called consciousness is a more or less fantastic commentary on an unknown, perhaps unknowable, but felt text.”

If I should seem to have made rather a lot of a single long aphorism (Dawn #119), it may be well to recall the quotation at the beginning of this chapter: “That a psychologist without equal speaks from my writings, is perhaps the first insight reached by a good reader—a reader as I deserve him, who reads me the way good old philologists read their Horace.”

15 [image: ] One of the most interesting and important applications of Nietzsche’s doctrine that consciousness is a surface involves the concept of resistance. In the index volume of the German edition of Freud’s collected works, references to resistance (Widerstand) take up thirteen columns. This key concept of psychoanalysis is actually encountered in Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil (Section 23): “A proper physio–psychology has to contend with unconscious resistance in the heart of the investigator….” What Nietzsche had in mind at this point was obviously his own resistance to his insights, a resistance against which he had to do battle continuously. At least equally important, however, is the resistance of Nietzsche’s and Freud’s readers and non-readers to these hard-won insights. Apart from that, one simply cannot begin to understand the reception of Nietzsche or Freud as well as that of many others who are perceived as threats.

Nietzsche insisted again and again in his major works that he was a psychologist. Freud, as we have seen, paid lavish tribute to him, and Freud’s detractors have often said that many of Freud’s ideas are to be found earlier in Nietzsche. Yet hardly anyone has dealt in depth with Nietzsche’s psychology! In the vast literature on him the first book devoted to “Nietzsche’s Psychological Achievements” was a German monograph by Ludwig Klages in 1926, which was massively ignored. After all, Klages was an extreme irrationalist—so extreme, in fact, that later, when the Nazis came to power, he disapproved of them for not being irrational enough. Thomas Mann found it a little odd that I paid tribute to Klages’ book in my Nietzsche: Philosopher, Psychologist, Antichrist in 1950; yet Klages was right in focusing attention on this aspect of Nietzsche and doubly right in his insistence that Nietzsche’s reputation as an irrationalist was ill founded. He found a strong element of rationalism in Nietzsche’s thought and called it “Nietzsche’s Soeratism.”

Such labels as “rationalism” and “irrationalism” do not fit Nietzsche’s thought any more than Freud’s. Both men were endowed with an exceptionally powerful reason, as were all the men they most admired; but they also recognized that we cannot begin to discover the mind as long as we ignore the irrational and subterranean springs of behavior as well as thought.

To explain the fantastic misrepresentation of Nietzsche as an apostle of unreason we have to invoke the concept of resistance. In fact, we can vary Nietzsche’s brilliant aphorism about memory and pride: Nietzsche has shown how irrational we are; that could not possibly be true, says the pride of his interpreters; it only goes to show that he was an irrationalist.

The same defense mechanism explains both the claim that Nietzsche was an apostle of unreason and the neglect of his psychology: resistance. People felt threatened by his psychology and refused to have a close look at it. It took more than a quarter of a century from Nietzsche’s death until the first book on Nietzsche’s psychology appeared. It took another twenty-four years until a second book dealt at length with Nietzsche’s psychology. And after that Nietzsche’s psychology continued to be ignored for more than another quarter of a century, while ever so many other aspects of his thought elicited an immense secondary literature.

The appeal to “resistance” has often been attacked as a strategy of immunization, and when we consider Freud we must ask whether his claim that Adler and Jung resisted his threatening discoveries was indeed part of an attempt to immunize his views against criticism. In Nietzsche’s case, however—and by no means only in his—the concept of resistance is needed to explain the massive neglect of ideas that are felt to threaten the pride of readers and non-readers. The point is not to discount arguments but rather to explain the lack of arguments and of any serious consideration. There is no dearth of monographs about Nietzsche that deal with all kinds of relatively minor aspects of his thought, and he has been seen in ever so many different perspectives; but despite his own repeated and emphatic claims that he was a psychologist, his psychology has been ignored by almost all writers on Nietzsche, except for passing references here and there.

This point far transcends Nietzsche. The reception of a writer depends largely on non-rational factors. This applies not only to ideas that are felt to be threatening but also to what quickly wins wide acclaim. Instant acclaim raises the question whether what has been offered is felt to be glad tidings, perhaps because it seems to ward off a threat. Kant, for example, seemed to ward off the threats of David Hume’s skepticism and of nihilism generally; Kant’s philosophy held out the promise that science was safe—and morality also—and even God, the immortality of the soul, and freedom of the will. Is it any wonder that Hume’s beautifully written Treatise “fell dead-born from the press, without reaching such distinction as even to excite a murmur among the zealots,” to cite The Life of David Hume, Esq., Written by Himself while Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, which was as difficult and obscure as any major philosophical work ever was, met with immediate success?

Obviously, the same considerations apply to the neglect and acclaim of works published in the twentieth century. But there is no need to give further examples now, as we shall deal with Heidegger and Buber later in this volume.

Nietzsche’s suggestion that “consciousness is a surface” also needs to be related to Zarathustra’s dictum: “There is more reason in your body than in your best wisdom.” The whole two-page chapter “On the Despis-ers of the Body” in Zarathustra is relevant. Here it must suffice to quote a few sentences.


“Body am I, and soul”—thus speaks the child….

But the awakened and knowing say: body am I entirely, and nothing else; and soul is only a word for something about the body.

The body is a great reason…. An instrument of your body is also your little reason, my brother, which you call “spirit”—a little instrument and toy of your great reason.

“I,” you say, and are proud of the word, But greater is that in which you do not wish to have faith—your body and its great reason: that does not say “I,’ but does “I.”

What the sense feels, what the spirit knows, never has its end in itself. But sense and spirit would persuade you that they are the end of all things: that is how vain they are. Instruments and toys are sense and spirit: behind them still lies the self…. It controls, and it is in control of the ego too.

Behind your thoughts and feelings, my brother, there stands a mighty ruler, an unknown sage—whose name is self. In your body he dwells; he is your body….

Your self laughs at your ego and at its bold leaps. “What are these leaps and flights of thought to me?” it says to itself. “A detour to my end. I am the leading strings of the ego and the prompter of its concepts.”



Here is the source of the Freudian concept of the ego as merely one part of the self. And the strain in Freud’s thought that has often been mistaken for “materialism” or, more recently, for “crypto-biology” needs to be seen in relation to Nietzsche and Goethe. Freud, like Goethe, was not a “crypto-biologist” but, among other things, a biologist, while Nietzsche came to regret his lack of training in the natural sciences. None of these men was a materialist, but Nietzsche, like Freud after him, hoped that physiology might hold the key to some of the mysteries of “the mind,” or “the spirit,” or “the soul.”

The thrust of the chapter “On the Despisers of the Body” is polemical and anti-Christian as well as anti-Platonic. The body is not, as Plato said, quoting the ancient Orphies, the prison of the soul, nor is the spirit good and willing while the body is weak and evil. When I was a child, German students were asked what might happen if we never felt pain. Most of them answered that in that case we might live forever. They did not realize that pain is a warning signal sent by the body to our consciousness and that it is perilous not to listen to our body.

In a lighter vein one might illustrate Nietzsche’s dictum that “There is more reason in your body than in your best wisdom” with a short poem:


   The stomach is much brighter than the brain.

   Why can’t the soul throw up and then be well?

   It falls in love and can’t let go of pain.

   It nurtures grief and fashions its own hell.



This, however, is only one facet of Nietzsche’s view. His grandest and boldest formulation of the inferiority of consciousness is found, surprisingly, not in his last period in which he occasionally refers to physiology but in an early fragment, written a few months after the publication of his first book, The Birth of Tragedy. It is entitled “On Truth and Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense.” I included roughly the first half in The Portable Nietzsche, from which I shall quote the beginning. (The whole fragment, about a dozen pages in length, has been translated by Breazeale, 1979.)


In some remote comer of the universe, poured out and glittering in innumerable solar systems, there once was a star on which clever animals invented knowledge. That was the haughtiest and most mendacious minute of “world history”—yet only a minute. After nature had drawn a few breaths the star grew cold, and the clever animals had to die.

One might invent such a fable and still not have illustrated sufficiently how wretched, how shadowy and flighty, how aimless and arbitrary, the human intellect appears in nature….



And about two pages later:


What, indeed, does man know of himself! Can he even once perceive himself completely…? Does not nature keep much the most from him, even about his body, to spellbind and confine him in a proud, deceptive consciousness, far from the coils of the intestines, the quick current of the bloodstream In view of this, whence in all the world comes the urge for truth?…



The setting of these reflections owes much to Darwin, but for Nietzsche the doctrine of evolution was continuous with Goethe’s emphasis on development, and he did not become a materialist. Nor did he ever publish even parts of his fragment “On Truth and Lie.” The brilliance of its style and the haunting power of its imagery far surpass the books of that early period, and the organization of his later works would have made it easy to find a place for at least some of these pages. It is doubly remarkable that he did not see fit to make any use of any of this material.

16 [image: ] Nietzsche’s second major contribution to the discovery of the mind was his theory of the will to power. Resistance to this theory has taken principally three forms. First of all, it is astonishing how many writers on Nietzsche have paid very little attention to Nietzsche’s conception of the will to power, although he himself gave it a central place in his books, beginning with Thus Spoke Zarathustra. In fact, the other two forms of resistance also involved a studious neglect of Nietzsche’s theory.

The most popular strategy was simple enough: One gave “the will to power” the exoteric, brutal meaning that Nietzsche repeatedly repudiated, and one assumed that there is no power except military or political power. Of course, Nietzsche’s choice of the word “power” and some of his striking formulations facilitated, if they did not actually invite, misunderstandings. This point is of such importance that we shall have to explore it in depth when we come to Nietzsche’s final contribution to the discovery of the mind: his philosophy of masks. Clearly, he himself wore masks and knew that he did.

The third form of resistance to Nietzsche’s theory of the will to power is much less widespread than the other two and due almost entirely to a single interpreter. In his bulky two-volume Nietzsche (1961) and in some shorter essays Martin Heidegger has insisted that Nietzsche was above all else the last great metaphysician of the West and that the will to power is a metaphysical concept. To arrive at these conclusions, Heidegger discounted not only the many passages in which Nietzsche called himself a psychologist as well as those in which he put down metaphysics, but all of Nietzsche’s books! Obviously, such an interpretation throws more light on the interpreter than on the man he claims to interpret, and it therefore needs to be considered in the Heidegger chapter rather than here. Still it is worth mentioning here because in the wake of Heidegger a new form of Nietzsche exegesis has developed, chiefly but not only in France, which amounts to a new form of resistance to Nietzsche’s psychology. In brief, one discounts what mattered most to Nietzsche himself and plays games with him. Snippets, more often than not from Nietzsche’s notebooks, are used as counters, and a premium is placed on clever and surprising moves. Rather oddly, those who play this game seem to think of themselves as avant-garde. They are so lacking in historical perspective that they fail to realize how they are latter-day scholastics doing what generations of theologians have done for centuries with the Bible and with Aristotle.

17 [image: ] There is no denying, nor has anyone ever denied, that in a few passages, mainly in notes that he himself did not publish, Nietzsche pitted the will to power against the blind irrational will that is the ultimate reality in Schopenhauer’s metaphysics. Schopenhauer was the only philosopher since Plato who had made an immense impression on Nietzsche when he was still a student of classical philology, and in Nietzsche’s first book, The Birth of Tragedy, Schopenhauer was quoted at length. To be sure, even in that book Nietzsche emancipated himself from Schopenhauer’s pessimism. While admiring Schopenhauer for facing up honestly to the terrors of existence, Nietzsche insisted that the great tragic poets of Greece had faced up to them, too, without taking refuge, like Schopenhauer, in “a Buddhistic negation of the will.” They had affirmed life and the world as beautiful despite all suffering. Life is, “despite all the changes of appearances, indestructibly powerful and pleasurable,” and even as we look “boldly right into the terrible destructiveness of so-called world history as well as the cruelty of nature,” we are saved by art, “and through art—life” (Section 7).

Having said all that, Nietzsche was not done with Schopenhauer. Twice in his first book he said that “it is only as an aesthetic phenomenon that existence and the world are eternally justified” (5 and 24); but it was only in the “Attempt at a Self-Criticism” that he placed as a preface before the second edition in 1886 that Nietzsche himself called attention to the decisive contrast with Schopenhauer:


You can call this whole artists’ metaphysics arbitrary, idle, fantastic; what matters is that it betrays a spirit who will one day fight at any risk whatever the moral interpretation and significance of existence. Here, perhaps for the first time, a pessimism “beyond good and evil” is suggested. Here that “perversity of mind” gains speech and formulation against which Schopenhauer never wearied of hurling in advance his most irate curses and thunderbolts: a philosophy that dares to move, to demote morality into the realm of appearance—and not merely among “appearances” or phenomena (in the sense assigned to these words by Idealistic philosophers), but among “deceptions,” as semblance, delusion, error, interpretation, contrivance, art.

Perhaps the depth of this antimoral propensity is best inferred from the careful and hostile silence with which Christianity is treated throughout the whole book—Christianity as the most prodigal elaboration of the moral theme to which humanity has ever been subjected. In truth, nothing could be more opposed to the purely aesthetic interpretation and justification of the world which are taught in this book than the Christian teaching, which is, and wants to be, only moral and which relegates art, every art, to the realm of lies…[Section 5].



Nietzsche was a deeply polemical thinker and not only opposed Dionysus, torn to pieces but reborn, as a joyous affirmation of life to Christ crucified, whom he associated with the negation of life and of this world; he also opposed his own will to power to Schopenhauer’s conception of a will that ought to be negated. And since Schopenhauer had proclaimed the will as nothing less than Kant’s thing-in-itself, which is to say the ultimate reality which underlies all appearances, Nietzsche on a few occasions spoke of the will to power as if it were the ultimate reality. Clearly, however, this was not his final and considered view. To show this we need not even compare at length all the passages in which the will to power is discussed. It is quite sufficient here to call attention to his elaborate and emphatic rejection of any doctrine of two worlds, one of appearance and one of reality. The locus classicus is the chapter entitled “How the ‘True World’ Finally Became a Fable” together with the section immediately preceding it in Twilight of the Idols. In two other late works10 Nietzsche included him–self among those whom he called “godless anti-metaphysicians.”

Actually, his opposition to the kind of metaphysics that Heidegger attributed to him—and to some extent exemplified himself, though he quite failed to see this—found expression even in much earlier works. In section 547 of The Dawn, for example, Nietzsche ridiculed the perennial attempt of philosophers to unriddle Being or the world:


Small single questions and experiments have been considered contemptible; one desired a shortcut; one believed that because everything in the world seemed to be designed with a view to mankind, the knowability of things must also be designed for a human span of time. To solve everything with one blow, with one word—that was the secret wish…. The boundless ambition and triumph to be the “unriddler of the world” constituted the dreams of the thinker…. Thus philosophy was a kind of supreme wrestling for the tyrannical dominion of the spirit. That this had been reserved for some very fortunate, subtle, inventive, and powerful thinker—for just one!—nobody doubted, and several fancied, in the end still Schopenhauer, that they were the lucky one.



The two sentences in Nietzsche’s writings that may go farthest toward making the will to power look like a metaphysical principle are found at the end of a note that Nietzsche wrote in 1885, before Twilight and the other late works cited. When Nietzsche’s sister put together a collection of Nietzsche’s notes that she published posthumously under the title The Will to Power, she placed this note at the end of the book; so it ends: “This world is the will to power—and nothing else! And you yourselves are also this will to power—and nothing else!”

When Nietzsche published Beyond Good and Evil the following year, he made some use of this note but revised it. The Will to Power is not by any means Nietzsche’s main work, as Heidegger claimed, following Alfred Bäumler, the Nazis’ leading Nietzsche interpreter, nor does it offer us Nietzsche’s final views. It is a selection from his notebooks, and when he himself used some of this material in his later works he often made significant changes. The secret of his superb style is that, unlike Kant, Hegel, and even Sartre in his philosophic tomes, Nietzsche took great pains over his formulations. Since Beyond Good and Evil is easily accessible, there is no need here to quote the whole of Section 36, but it is so important in this context that we must consider some of it:


Suppose nothing else were “given” as real except our world of desires and passions, and we could not get down, or up to, any other “reality” besides the reality of our drives—for thinking is merely a relation of these drives to each other: is it not permitted to make the experiment and to ask the question whether this “given” would not be sufficient for also understanding on the basis of this kind of thing the so-called mechanistic (or “material”) world? I mean, not as deception, as “mere appearance,” an “idea” (in the sense of Berkeley and Schopenhauer) but as holding the same rank of reality as our affect—as a more primitive form of the world of affects in which everything still lies contained in a powerful unity before it undergoes ramifications and developments in the organic process…as a pre-form of life.

In the end it is not only permitted to make this experiment; the conscience of method demands it. Not to assume several kinds of causality until the experiment of making do with a single one has been pushed to its utmost limit (to the point of nonsense, if I may say so)—that is a moral of method…. In short, one has to risk the hypothesis [!] whether will does not affect will wherever “effects” are recognized….

Suppose, finally, we succeeded in explaining our entire instinctive life as the development and ramification of one basic form of the will—namely, of the will to power, as my proposition has it; suppose all organic functions could be traced back to this will to power…then one would have gained the right to determine all efficient force univocally as—will to power, The world viewed from inside, the world defined and determined according to its “intelligible character”—it would be “will to power” and nothing else.



The parenthesis about Berkeley and Schopenhauer makes clear that here, too, Nietzsche saw himself not as a metaphysician but as a man who tried to get as much scientific mileage as possible out of a psychological hypothesis. The departure from the Western metaphysical tradition that begins with Parmenides’ and Plato’s dualism could hardly be more marked. They had maintained that there were two worlds, a true world of which one could attain certain knowledge and a world of appearances about which one can only entertain beliefs that can never pretend to certainty. In the seventeenth century, Descartes renewed metaphysics, but for all of his opposition to the medieval schoolmen he also would not settle for anything less than certainty, and he, too, was a dualist who, like Plato, took his cue from the supposed dichotomy of the body on the one hand and the mind or soul on the other.

Kant, in the late eighteenth century, felt that he was breaking with tradition, but he also was a dualist, believed in two worlds, and insisted that in the philosophy of mind “it is in no way permissible to opine and everything that as much as resembles a hypothesis is forbidden goods that…must be confiscated.”11 Indeed, he insisted that in this kind of philosophy we cannot settle for anything less than certainty, completeness, and necessity. German Idealism—Schopenhauer as well as Hegel—was still under the spell of this unfortunate trinity. But in Beyond Good and Evil, not to speak of Nietzsche’s later works, the break with this whole metaphysical tradition could hardly be more palpable. And even Section 36, which has been quoted, makes it clear that the will to power is primarily a psychological hypothesis, although Nietzsche occasionally wondered whether it could not perhaps be extended to all living beings and possibly even beyond that realm to inorganic nature.

The will to power could be said to have four dimen-sions: psychology, biology, physics, and metaphysics. I am arguing that the first of these is primary and incomparably the most important, while the last is marginal and a survival from Nietzsche’s youthful interest in Schopenhauer. The metaphysical conception of the will to power as the ultimate reality behind the world of appearance conflicts with Nietzsche’s emphatic repudiation of any such two-world doctrine. The extension of the will to power beyond the psychological realm to all living beings is not inconsistent but a hypothesis found in a few passages here and there, notably including some polemical remarks about Darwin that will be considered in the next section. The thrust beyond biology into physics is found in even fewer passages and clearly meant to be no more than a very bold hypothesis. Still, one reason for Nietzsche’s choice of the term “will to power” was plainly that “power” is applicable to organic and even inorganic nature.

Another reason is at least equally important. Perhaps its most striking formulation is to be found in the Genealogy (III. 19):


Why stroke the effeminate ears of our modem weaklings? why should we give way even one step to their tartuffery of words? For us psychologists this would constitute a tartuffery in deed, quite apart from the fact that it would nauseate us. For if a psychologist today has good taste (others might say, integrity) it consists in resistance to the shamefully moralized way of speaking which has gradually made all modem judgments of men and things slimy.



Here we are close to Freud’s insistence on using the term “sexual,” which was considered offensive at the beginning of the twentieth century, instead of “erotic,” and to Freud’s uncompromising emphasis on the importance of sexual factors. His critics have often claimed that he was influenced by the time and place in which he lived; but mostly they have failed to understand the nature of this influence: Freud fought the slimy idealism of his age. And he suspected that Adler and Jung, who developed more ingratiating variations on his theories, were guilty of “tartuffery.” Both Freud and Nietzsche were convinced that advances in psychology required a cleansing of the whole atmosphere that could be brought about in part by a radical change of tone.

Section 23 in Beyond Good and Evil bridges this theme and Section 36 which we have just considered:


All psychology so far has got stuck in moral prejudices and fears; it has not dared to descend into the depths. To understand it as morphology [the study of forms, a concept introduced by Goethe] and the doctrine of the development of the will to power, as I do—nobody has yet come close to doing this…. The power of moral prejudices…has obviously operated in an injurious, inhibiting, blinding, and distorting manner.



In the immediately following sentence, which was quoted earlier, Nietzsche introduces “unconscious resistance,” but here it will suffice to quote only a few more sentences from this section:


If, however, a person should regard even the affects of hatred, envy, covetousness, and the lust to rule as conditions of life, as factors which, fundamentally and essentially, must be present in the general economy of life (and must, therefore, be further enhanced if life is to be further enhanced)—he will suffer from such a view of things as from seasickness. And yet even this hypothesis [!] is far from being the strangest and most painful in this immense and almost new domain of dangerous insights; and there are in fact a hundred good reasons why everyone should keep away from it who—can.



Nietzsche, of course, could not; and the question is worth raising whether his terrible migraine headaches and some of his other physical miseries may have been due in part to the pain his insights caused him. Recent writers on Darwin have tried to explain his ill health in this way; but although many books on Nietzsche discuss his sicknesses, this hypothesis has not been pursued. Yet his own metaphor of seasickness brings to mind his frequent references to nausea and his stomach complaints.

The section just quoted concludes Part One of Beyond Good and Evil and ends with the demand


that psychology shall be recognized once again as the queen of the sciences for whose service and preparation the other sciences exist. For psychology is now again the path to the fundamental problems.



One may question the word “again” and perhaps also the whole idea, but one can hardly question that in his later works Nietzsche saw himself as a psychologist and not as a metaphysician.

For good measure, the subtitle of Twilight of the Idols is A Psychologist ‘s Leisure, and the book contains an incisive attack on Western metaphysics. The chapter on “The Four Great Errors” also contains a section entitled “The psychological explanation of this.”

18 [image: ] To understand Nietzsche’s theory of the will to power we must contrast it with two alternatives: the will to life and what Freud called, when he moved beyond it, “the pleasure principle.” The will to life Nietzsche had encountered in Spinoza, Schopenhauer, and Darwin. Proposition VI of the Third Part of Spinoza’s Ethics reads: “Everything, insofar as it is in itself, endeavors to persist in its own being.” And the next Proposition is: “The endeavor wherewith everything endeavors to persist in its own being is nothing else than the actual essence of the thing in question.” In other words, the essence of every being is its will to survival. Spinoza is generally labeled as a Continental Rationalist, while Schopenhauer is considered an arch-irrationalist, yet they are at one on this point; and although both are metaphysicians par excellence, Darwin, who was not a metaphysician but one of the greatest natural scientists of all time, also based his theory of evolution on the concept of a universal “struggle for life.” This phrase is actually encountered in the subtitle of The Origin of Species, although Chapter III is entitled “Struggle for Existence.”

Nietzsche criticized this notion repeatedly:


The wish to preserve oneself is the symptom of a condition of distress, of a limitation of the really fundamental instinct of life which aims at the expansion of power and, wishing for that, frequently risks and even sacrifices self-preservation [!]. It should be considered symptomatic when some philosophers—for example, Spinoza who was consumptive—considered the instinct of self-preservation decisive and had to see it that way; for they were individuals in conditions of distress.

That our modern natural sciences have become so thoroughly entangled in this Spinozistic dogma (most recently and worst of all, Darwinism with its incomprehensibly onesided doctrine of the “struggle for existence”) is probably due to the origins of most natural scientists…. The whole of English Darwinism breathes something like the musty air of English overpopulation, like the smell of the distress and overcrowding of small people. But…in nature it is not conditions of distress that are dominant but overflow and squandering…. The struggle for existence is only an exception, a temporary restriction of the will to life. The great and small struggle always revolves around superiority, around growth and expansion, around power—in accordance with the will to power which is the will of life.12



In Twilight of the Idols, Nietzsche entitled one whole section “Anti-Darwin,” and among the notes that were published posthumously as The Will to Power two also have this title (684f.), while another is entitled Against Darwinism (647). But his central reason for speaking of the will to power rather than a will to life was stated succinctly in the book in which he first introduced the will to power: Thus Spoke Zarathustra. The concept is first mentioned in the chapter “On the Thousand and One Goals” and then developed more fully in “On Self-Overcoming.” It is important to note how strongly Nietzsche associated the will to power with self-overcoming, and a few sentences from the chapter with that name need to be quoted here:


Where I found the living, there I found will to power; and even in the will of those who serve I found the will to be master.

That the weaker should serve the stronger, to that it is persuaded by its own will, which would be master over what is weaker still…even the greatest still yields, and for the sake of power risks life.



The last point is crucial and taken up again a few paragraphs later: “There is much that life esteems more highly than life itself; but out of the esteeming itself still speaks the will to power.”

If we confine ourselves to mankind and psychology, there is indeed abundant evidence that human beings frequently risk their lives for power or a sense of power.13 Examples include mountain climbing, skiing, deep-sea diving, and ever so many other sports. Nor do all who risk their lives in war do so to protect the lives of others; risking one’s life and living dangerously have a fatal attraction that can be understood in terms of the will to power.

Est (see Section 14 above) contrasts “aliveness” and being “dead,” and it is certainly idiomatic to say that skiers who risk life and limb as they speed down a dangerous slope feel vibrantly alive. But it is also clear that they are not motivated by any desire for life or survival. What they do experience and seek is a superlative sense of power. We can generalize that the enormous attraction of great speed—in driving, for example, no less than in skiing—is evidence for Nietzsche’s thesis that men and women readily risk life for the sake of power.

Millions of people have paid a lot of money to get cars with enormously powerful engines and evidently derived a sense of power from sitting behind a motor that, according to the calibration on the speedometer, could go 120 miles per hour, even though it was not legal to go anywhere near that fast and few ever made any use of the power for which they had spent so much. It may also be significant that the American auto industry, which spends millions of dollars on consumer research, has discovered that it can sell all kinds of extras, such as “power” seats and “power” windows. The cars being as heavy as they are, “power” steering and “power” brakes are actually needed; but it is still interesting that people have paid dearly to get such heavy cars as long as this meant purchasing so much power.

Many people claim that “power” has for them predominantly negative associations, but in view of all this evidence they are probably a minority. What matters in any case is not the term “power” but rather what motivates people. Clearly, the will to life does not go far at all in explaining human behavior, and the desire to be the first to climb Everest or Annapurna is prompted not by any desire for life or survival but by what Nietzsche called the will to power. While few can be the first to scale such high and difficult peaks, it is revealing how widespread the admiration for the conquerors of such mountains is.

19 [image: ] The notion that men seek pleasure is much more widespread in the twentieth century than is the belief that all of human behavior can be explained in terms of a will to life. And Nietzsche pitted his own will to power just as much against the striving for pleasure as against the will to life.

It is noteworthy that when Freud developed psychoanalysis he believed that all men seek pleasure. The first major secession in the history of the psychoanalytic movement occurred in 1911 when Alfred Adler left and founded his own school; and Adler in effect championed the will to power against the pleasure principle. He repudiated the “one magic formula, namely, that of pleasure,” and opposed to it “a striving toward power, toward dominance, toward being above.”14 (The break between Freud and Adler will be considered at length in the last volume of this trilogy.)

In the end, Adler’s doctrine proved less influential than Freud’s revision of his own earlier theories. The central change he made is neatly summed up in the deliberately Nietzschean title of the first major work he published after, and under the influence of, the First World War: Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920). Freud came to the conclusion that some important forms of human behavior could not be explained in terms of the pleasure principle, and he introduced a second basic drive that became known as the death instinct and is associated with aggression and destruction. The interesting question whether Nietzsche’s will to power might be able to do the job that the pleasure principle alone could not do has never been explored sufficiently.

Whether human beings actually strive for power or pleasure cannot be determined unless we make a distinction between happiness and pleasure. For “happiness” is often used for whatever people seek—for example, in the phrase “the pursuit of happiness.” If “happiness” is defined in this inclusive way and not distinguished clearly from “pleasure,” it may seem to follow that all men naturally strive for pleasure. It seems far preferable to use “happiness” for what people really desire or want, leaving open whether that is pleasure, power, or something else. “Pleasure” I shall use to designate a conscious state that is free of pain, displeasure, and discomfort. It is not self-evident that everybody really desires pleasure in this sense. Nietzsche insisted—and I think he was right—that pleasure is not what everybody really desires.

What I mean by “really desire” is best explained by an example. Suppose that a little boy behaves badly when his mother has company, and eventually her visitor says: “What he really desires is your attention.” The little boy protests angrily: “No, I don’t, I hate her.” His protest does not settle the question. It could well be the case that he had behaved badly because he felt jealous and did want to have her attention, though by the time the visitor offered this diagnosis he had forgotten what he really desired and felt thoroughly frustrated and resentful. To find out whether the visitor was right, it is not sufficient to ask the boy; one has to make an experiment, or rather a series of experiments. If the boy behaves badly whenever his mother has visitors and he does not get her attention, while he does not behave badly when, though she has visitors, he gets some attention, then the visitor’s diagnosis is probably right. In other words, what people say and think they desire or do not desire is not the last word on the subject. The test of whether something is really desired is how people feel and behave when they get and when they do not get it. Those who do not obtain what they really want become frustrated and resentful, while those who attain what they really desire are free of resentment though not necessarily of discomfort or pain.

Nietzsche himself failed to distinguish carefully between happiness and pleasure and between desiring and really desiring. He expressed himself beautifully and forcefully without much regard for terminological consistency—and laid himself open to endless misunderstandings. Nevertheless, his contribution at this point is twofold. He denied the hedonist doctrine that all men really desire pleasure and the absence of pain, and he replaced this doctrine with his own hypothesis that what people really desire is power.

Regarding the first point he was, I think, clearly right at a time when psychological hedonism dominated men’s thinking about these questions. This aspect of Nietzsche’s doctrine of the will to power constitutes a major contribution. Unfortunately, one cannot point to some one chapter in his books where a conclusive argument is to be found; but the anti-hedonistic theme is prominent in his mature works and was not missed by his readers. It helped greatly to change the whole climate of thought. Oddly perhaps, Nietzsche’s repudiation of psychological hedonism was far more influential than Oscar Wilde’s beautifully written book-length attack on psychological hedonism in The Picture of Dorian Grey, which first appeared in Lippincott’s Magazine in 1890 and then, the following year, revised and greatly enlarged, as a book. Wilde merits far more serious attention than he has generally received, and this story of a man who hunts for pleasure without attaining satisfaction and contentment is a masterpiece of philosophical fiction.

Going beyond Nietzsche, I should like to suggest some reasons for rejecting psychological hedonism.15 Of course, human beings really desire some pleasure, but they do not really desire a life of unalloyed pleasure, which is simply incompatible with being human. While a frontal lobotomy might bring one closer to such a goal by reducing sensitivity and intelligence and alleviating stress, nobody whose mental health is not utterly shattered would be willing to pay that price. And in order never to feel pain and discomfort, one would have to be drugged permanently and dehumanized completely.

Moreover, pleasure, like the experience of warm or cold, depends on some contrast. Even as the very same temperature may be experienced as either warm or cold, depending on the temperature experienced immediately preceding it, the same sensations can be experienced as pleasant or unpleasant, depending on what went before. A state of mind marked by pleasure and the absence of all pain and discomfort therefore cannot last.

Our first experience of pleasure is paradigmatic. The baby’s pleasure in being fed depends on the discomfort, if not the pain, that preceded it. For a hungry infant the nipple spells pleasure; but when the infant is sated, it pushes the nipple away. What is pleasant by way of contrast becomes boring and unpleasant when there is no contrast.

To meet this objection, psychological hedonism can be refined to mean that what human beings really desire is not a state marked by the absence of all pain and discomfort but a life in which pleasure is maximized while pain and discomfort are minimized. In the prologue to his Zarathustra Nietzsche expressed his contempt for such a life and for “the last men” who profess to cherish it.


“We have invented happiness,” say the last men…. One still loves one’s neighbor and rubs against him, for one needs warmth…. No shepherd and one herd! Everybody wants the same, everybody is the same: whoever feels differently goes voluntarily into a madhouse.



Or, one might add today, at least to a psychiatrist.

No reader of Zarathustra can fail to notice how strenuous the life is that Nietzsche opposed to the complacent hedonism of his “last men.” What has not been appreciated sufficiently is how widely Nietzsche’s contempt for this kind of hedonism is shared. In this respect, people as different as Sophocles and Socrates, Alexander and Caesar, Beethoven and Goethe, Vincent van Gogh and Sir Edmund Hillary are at one with him, and so are most of the famous poets and artists, statesmen and generals, explorers and discoverers whose lives fascinate people who have resigned themselves to leading more humdrum lives.

One might suppose that there are two kinds of people: a small minority that is somewhat like Nietzsche and a large majority that has been cast in a less heroic mold. If that were so, psychological hedonism might be true for the majority, and Nietzsche’s rejection of this doctrine might be due merely to his unwarranted assumption that all men were fundamentally like him. But it makes much more sense to think of people as a continuum. All of them really desire lives in which pleasure and pain are incidental, but sooner or later most people give up and then live vicariously, by proxy, the lives they really desired to live in the first place. The ways in which they do this differ and have something to do with the technological state of their society. In antiquity some of them listened to bards singing about the heroes of a bygone age, and in Athens some went to the theater. Myths and legends, folklore and fairy tales helped people to participate in their imagination in exciting adventures even after they had abandoned hope of ever attempting anything that might require great daring. Later the novel assumed this burden, and still more recently first movies and then television. At the opposite extreme of the continuum are those bold spirits who have refused to give up hope. Alexander, for example, was not content to read about Achilles; he felt inspired to compete with him.

It would be grossly misleading to think of the majority as dwelling in despair while the few, including Alexander and Vincent van Gogh, live in hope. Hope is actually much more characteristic of the majority, particularly if we include hope deferred, such as hope for a great change for the better after death. And despair is found in both camps. Among the majority it is chronic but for the most part covered by a thin crust of contentment, while among the daring spirits who attempt what scarcely can be done it erupts at times like a volcano, alternating with explosions of no less intense joy. Millions live between these two camps.

Clearly, ever so many great artists and explorers, as well as those who try hard to become Presidents of the United States or Prime Ministers of India or Israel, or Mayors of New York, are not motivated by the desire to maximize pleasure and minimize pain in their own lives. Less ambitious people are not essentially different, even if they have ceased to hope that they will ever be able to do anything momentous. They may have resigned themselves to never living as they would really like to live, but they still like to identify with those who did not choose resignation.

Typically, people feel ambivalent about those who do what they themselves would have liked to do but did not dare to do. Having succumbed to fear and lack of vitality, one feels frustrated and resents those who refuse to succumb similarly. At the same time one admires from a distance some people who have lived bolder lives. As long as those men and women may not really have lived or at least lived long ago or in some distant land, one can safely admire them and tell oneself that if only one had had their advantages one might have done what they did. All this is a way of saying that one does not live as one would really like to live but that one tells oneself that one can’t help it.

In sum, if you want to know what kind of life people really desire, look not at the lives for which they have settled in their weakness but at the lives they most admire.

As long as I have gone beyond Nietzsche like this, let me venture another suggestion that is likely to meet with greater resistance. When a way of life fascinates us but at the same time elicits strongly negative emotions, this shows that we have a strong desire to live like this ourselves but feel even more strongly that we must not do this. Whether we are fully aware of this or not, we give ourselves moral credit for not indulging in such behavior, and we resent those who do not deny themselves as we do. This resentment has sometimes been misconstrued as an inborn sense of justice or at the very least as righteous indignation. What is overlooked when this sugarcoating is applied is that the strength of the emotion is directly proportionate to the strength of our own temptation. In other words, what is overlooked is the element of envy.

At this point it may seem to follow that the lives we really desire are totally amoral and anti-social; that we would like to indulge our every whim with no thought for the welfare of others; and that if Nietzsche’s doctrine of the will to power comes down to something like this he was indeed, as he himself occasionally said, an “immoralist”16 and, worse, a proto-fascist. To decide whether any of this really follows, we must look more closely at what Nietzsche meant by “power.”

20 [image: ] The central point of Nietzsche’s theory of the will to power is that there is a common denominator for what men really desire and for what they settle for when they give up hope: power. What is wanted, according to Nietzsche, is always power, but not all forms of power are equal. In The Dawn, written before Nietzsche began to speak of a “will to power,” he arranged some of these forms on a scale.


The striving for excellence is the striving to overwhelm one’s neighbor, even if only very indirectly or only in one’s own feelings or even dreams. There is a long line of degrees of this secretly desired overwhelming and a complete list of these would almost amount to a history of culture from the first still grimace-like barbarism to the grimace of overrefinement and pathological ideality. The striving for excellence involves for the neighbor—to name only a few steps of this long ladder: tortures, then blows, then terror, then amazement fraught with anxiety, then wonder, then envy, then admiration, then elevation, then joy, then cheerfulness, then laughter, then ridicule, then mockery, then scorn, then the dealing of blows, then the inflicting of tortures: here, at the end of the ladder, stands the ascetic and martyr…. Indeed, happiness, conceived as the most alive feeling of power, has perhaps nowhere on earth been greater than in the souls of superstitious ascetics. This the Brahmins express in the story of the king Vishvamitra, who derived such strength from thousands of years of penance exercises that he undertook to build a new heaven.



Plainly, Nietzsche, unlike many of his detractors, did not associate “power” exclusively or even primarily with military or political power. John Stuart Mill once said of some critics of the hedonism of the utilitarians that it was these critics who “represent human nature in a degrading light; since the accusation supposes human beings to be capable of no pleasures except those of which swine are capable.”17 It will be noted that my critique of hedonism did not stoop to that level; but Nietzsche’s detractors usually have done precisely this: They have talked and written as if human beings had no powers that they did not share with beasts of prey.

Once again I shall give my own examples. Why does one become a doctor? It may be because as a child one was impressed by a physician who had the power to help when no one else could, and now one covets such power. Or one’s motives may be less highminded: One may be impressed by the fact that many doctors have a high income and a great deal of prestige—which is a way of saying that one wants that kind of power. Exactly the same alternatives apply to those who choose to become lawyers or politicians. The picture is changed slightly when we consider ministers or professors or artists; but again it is illuminating to ask whether it is not some kind of power that is desired. Only we need to keep in mind that not all power is power over other people; there is also the power to help others, to restore the sick; to revive some of the dead, to do ever so many things. When we feel frustrated or desperate and when we cry, is it not because we lack the power to do something?

According to Boswell, Dr. Johnson said on February 15, 1766, that “no two people can be half an hour together, but one shall acquire an evident superiority over the other.” One of Nietzsche’s misinterpreters has suggested that this is “the simple common-sense base” of Nietzsche’s theory. But this is doubly wrong.

Dr. Johnson’s generalization is obviously false, although it throws a good deal of light on him and on the society in which he lived. Even in the middle of the twentieth century it was still more applicable to the British scene, including Oxford, than to the United States and the best American universities. If an American should feel evidently superior to someone who was in some sense less privileged, there would not be any reason to suppose that the other person would reciprocate this presumption. He would be much more likely than his opposite number in England, at least until the generation of the “angry young men” after the Second World War, to respond with the feeling that the man or woman who felt superior was a pompous ass. Nietzsche was interested in such differences and emphasized his own historical sense. (See Section 27 below.) Moreover, Nietzsche did not associate power primarily with power over others.

To his mind, one-upmanship, aggressiveness, jingoism, militarism, racism, conformity, resignation to a drab life, and the desire for Nirvana were all expressions of weakness. He did not consider the will to power a trait of the strong only but also explored the manifestations of the will to power of the weak.

When he was writing The Gay Science, shortly before he hit upon the phrase “the will to power,” Nietzsche said in a note:


The Germans think that strength must reveal itself in hardness and cruelty; then they submit with fervor and admiration: they are suddenly rid of their pitiful weakness …and they devoutly enjoy terror. That there is strength in mildness and stillness, they do not believe easily. They miss strength in Goethe…!18



Nietzsche’s admiration for Goethe was unwavering, and he always thought of Goethe as a supremely powerful individual.

In a late note that was published posthumously in The Will to Power (382) we find this formulation, which I shall call the classical formulation:


I assess the power of a will by how much resistance, pain, torture it endures and knows how to turn to its advantage.



Here Nietzsche was obviously thinking of himself, but not only of himself. Perhaps the best brief commentary on this note is to be found in a letter Nietzsche wrote to his friend, Frank Overbeck, on Christmas day 1882, just before he began to write Zarathustra:


This last bite of life was the hardest I have chewed yet, and it is still possible that I may suffocate on it…. If I do not discover the alchemists’ trick of turning even this—filth into gold, I am lost.—Thus I have the most beautiful opportunity to prove that for me “all experiences are useful…”!!!!



The quotation is from Emerson and had appeared on the title page of the first edition of The Gay Science a few months before this letter was written. The events alluded to are discussed at length in my Nietzsche19 but irrelevant here. What matters is that Nietzsche had reached the ultimate depths of despair, resentment, and dissatisfaction with himself, and then wrote Zarathustra. As he realized how much the book owed to the painful experiences that preceded it, resentment gave way to gratitude, and negative emotions to an affirmation of his life and the world in general. This example helps to explain the classical formulation and its intimate connection with one of the central motifs of Zarathustra: the celebration of the creative life.20 Great writers and artists know how to turn suffering to their advantage.

What Nietzsche means by “power” and “strength” is clear, but some readers may wonder whether he is not stretching the meaning of these terms beyond reason. But he does not. Two very short poems may help to show this. The first, from my Cain, has a facetious title, inspired by “Parkinson’s Law”:


Kaufmann’s Laws

This is the first of Kaufmann’s Laws:

The weakling always fails because

somebody else did wrong.

The second: Those who don’t despair

but grow when others are unfair

give proof that they are strong.



Surely, this is not stretching the meaning of “weak” and “strong.” This is precisely what we often mean when calling people “weak” or “strong.” And that also goes for the second poem:


When something goes wrong

most people fail.

Who is strong?

Those who always prevail.



Not only is this an entirely plausible and legitimate meaning of strength, but the question whether all men really desire such strength answers itself. They do.

Those who think that they would prefer a life without any obstacles, tensions, failures, and pains give evidence of weakness and lack of imagination. They as much as say that they consider themselves too weak to cope with difficulties, and they fail to realize how soon the kind of life that they think they desire would bore them. All of us derive satisfaction from overcoming obstacles and from turning defeats into victories. At the end of his career, just before his final collapse, Nietzsche put this point beautifully:


I have often asked myself whether I am not more heavily obligated to the hardest years of my life than to any others…. And as for my long sickness, do I not owe it indescribably more than I owe to my health? I owe it a higher health—one which is made stronger by whatever does not kill it. I also owe my philosophy to it. Only great pain is the ultimate liberator of the spirit…. Only great pain, that long, slow pain in which we are burned with green wood, as it were—pain which takes its time—only this forces us philosophers to descend into our ultimate depths and to put away all trust…. I doubt that such pain makes us “better,” but I know that it makes us more profound.21



Those who mistrust Nietzsche’s witness would do well to reflect on the case of Alexander Solzhenitsyn, who fashioned his great novels out of his experience of the camps, the first circle of hell, and a cancer ward. There is no denying that he is a singularly strong person, and insofar as power is not an external accessory that goes with a position and is lost when that position is lost but is rather a quality of a human being, Solzhenitsyn has it to an extraordinary degree—for the reasons Nietzsche spelled out.

This is the kind of power that all human beings would really love to have: the power to be more than equal to all adversity, to cope with the worst that could befall us, even Soviet camps and even cancer, and to prevail not merely with Stoic resignation but as a vibrantly alive creative artist who commands the power to communicate his experiences to the rest of mankind, to expand the imagination and the conscience of his contemporaries, and who is likely to be remembered as long as humanity endures.

While this example is mine, this conception of power is found in Nietzsche.


I have found strength where one does not look for it: in simple, mild, and pleasant people, without the least desire to rule—and, conversely, the desire to rule has often appeared to me as a sign of inner weakness: they fear their own slave soul and shroud it in a royal cloak (in the end they still become the slaves of their followers, their fame, etc.). The powerful natures dominate, it is a necessity, they need not lift one finger. Even if, during their life time, they bury themselves in a garden house.22



A year or so later, in Section 290 of The Gay Science, which is a jewel, Nietzsche speaks of giving style to one’s character and contrasts the strong and the weak.


It is the weak characters without power over themselves that hate the constraint of style…they become slaves as soon as they serve; they hate to serve. Such spirits—and they may be of the first rank—are always out to shape and interpret their environment as free nature: wild arbitrary, fantastic, disorderly, and surprising, And they are well advised because it is only in this way that they can give pleasure to themselves. For one thing is needful: that a human being should attain satisfaction with himself…. Whoever is dissatisfied with himself is continually ready for revenge….



Nietzsche’s contrast of brawn and brain in The Antichrist (57) is also relevant here. It alludes to the Indian caste system, instituted by Manu, which Nietzsche had condemned a few months earlier, in Twilight, for its inhumane treatment of the outcastes:


Nature, not Manu, distinguishes the preeminently spiritual ones [Geistigen], those who are preeminently strong in muscle and temperament, and those, the third type, who excel neither in one respect nor in the other, the mediocre ones—the last as the great majority, the first as the elite…. The most spiritual men, as the strongest, find their happiness where others would find their destruction…their job is self-conquest, asceticism becomes in them nature, need, and instinct…. Knowledge—a form of asceticism. They are the most venerable kind of man; that does not preclude their being the most cheerful and the kindliest. They rule not because they want to but because they are…. When the exceptional human being treats the mediocre more tenderly than himself and his peers, this is not mere courtesy of the heart—it is simply his duty.



The best illustration of these points is not an utterly extraordinary human being like Nietzsche or Solzhenitsyn but a character in Solzhenitsyn’s novel The First Circle. In Chapter 11 we are introduced to an imprisoned engineer, Bobynin. One of Stalin’s colonels thinks of him as “one of the insects of creation” and “a member of the lowest class” and of himself as a dignitary.


Yet Yakonov could not bring himself to interrupt Bobynin…. One can build the Empire State Building, discipline the Prussian Army, elevate the state hierarchy above the throne of the Almighty, but one cannot get past the unaccountable spiritual superiority of certain people.

Some soldiers are feared by their company commanders. There are laborers who intimidate their foremen, prisoners who make their prosecutors tremble.

Bobynin knew this and made use of this power in his dealings with authority.



Although “spiritual superiority” and “power” leave no doubt about the relevance of this passage, one might still wonder whether this is not merely marvelous rhetoric. But in Chapter 17 these qualities are brought to life when Abakumov, Stalin’s Minister of State Security, summons Bobynin to his office one night.


Bobynin…walked directly in and sat down without greeting the minister. He sat in one of the comfortable armchairs not far from the minister’s desk and blew his nose with deliberation in the not-so-white handkerchief he had washed himself in the course of his last bath.

Abakumov…supposing that he did not understand differences in rank and that he had not guessed from the enfilade of doors where he was…asked him almost peaceably, “Why did you sit down without permission?”

Bobynin, looking slightly sideways at the minister, kept on cleaning his nose with the help of his handkerchief and replied in a casual voice, “Well, you see, there’s a Chinese proverb: ‘It’s better to stand than to walk, it’s better to sit than to stand, and the best of all is to lie down.’”

“But do you understand who I am?”

Comfortably leaning his elbows on the arms of his chosen chair, Bobynin now looked directly at Abakumov and ventured a lazy guess: “Well, who? Someone like Marshal Goering?”

“Like who?”

“Marshal Goering. Once he visited the aircraft factory near Halle, where I had to work. The local generals there all walked on tiptoe, but I didn’t even glance in his di rection. He looked and he looked and then he moved on.”

Something like a smile wavered on Abakumov’s face, but then he frowned at the unbelievably impudent prisoner. He blinked from tension and asked, “What’s this? You don’t see any difference between us?”

“Between you and him? Or between us?” There was a ring of steel in Bobynin’s voice. “Between us I see it very clearly: you need me and I don’t need you.”

Abakumov…felt it would be useless and undignified to shout….

He only warned, “Listen, prisoner. Just because I’m easy on you, don’t forget yourself—”

“And if you were rude to me, I wouldn’t even talk to you, Citizen Minister. Shout at your colonels and generals. They have too mudi in life they’re afraid of losing.”

“We would make you talk.”

“You are wrong, Citizen Minister!” Bobynin’s strong eyes shone with hate. “I have nothing, you understand—not a thing! You can’t get your hands on my wife and child—a bomb got them first. My parents are already dead. My entire property on earth is my handkerchief; my coveralls and my underwear that has no buttons—” he demonstrated by baring his chest—“are government issue. You took my freedom away long ago, and you don’t have the power to return it because you don’t have it yourself. I am forty-two years old, and you’ve dished me out a twenty-five-year term. I’ve already been at hard labor, gone around with a number on, in handcuffs, with police dogs, and in a strict-regime work brigade. What else is there you can threaten me with? What can you deprive me of? My work as an engineer? You’ll lose more than I will. I’m going to have a smoke.”

Abakumov opened a box of special-issue Troikas and pushed it toward Bobynin. “Here, take these.”

“Thanks, but I don’t change brands. Those make me cough. And he took a Belomor from his homemade cigarette case. “Just understand one thing, and pass it along to anyone at the top who still doesn’t know that you are strong only as long as you don’t deprive people of everything. For a person you’ve taken everything from is no longer in your power. He’s free all over again.”



Bobynin’s final generalizations do not stand up. The crux is that he is free from fear. The colonels and the generals have much to lose and are afraid on that account, but most prisoners do not shed all fear upon finding themselves more or less in Bobynin’s position. Some are afraid of death, many more—almost all, in fact—of torture. Bobynin is an unusual person, and Solzhenitsyn contrasts him not only with Stalin’s Minister of State Security but also with Stalin himself. The Minister has been summoned to report to Stalin and is full of fear and not a powerful personality—and Solzhenitsyn’s devastating portrait of Stalin in Chapter 18 to Chapter 21 is one of the glories of world literature.

Nietzsche is misunderstood totally when it is assumed that he understood power and strength in crude physical terms. But provided only that his conception of power is appreciated, the will to power is central in his philosophy, and the contrast of the strong and weak pervades it.

In the discussion of The Birth of Tragedy in Ecce Homo (2) we encounter one of the most revealing contrasts of the strong and weak. Nietzsche juxtaposes the repudiation of this world in Christianity, in Schopenhauer, and in Plato with


a Yes-saying without reservation, even to suffering…. Nothing in existence may be subtracted, nothing is dispensable…. To comprehend this requires courage and, as a condition of that, an excess of strength…. Knowledge, saying Yes to reality, is just as necessary for the strong as cowardice and the flight from reality—as the “ideal” is for the weak, who are inspired by weakness.

They are not free to know: the decadents need the he—it is one of the conditions of their preservation.



This crucial theme is introduced already in the preface to Ecce Homo (3):


How much truth does a spirit endure, how much truth does it dare? More and more that became for me the real measure of value. Error (faith in the ideal) is not blindness, error is cowardice. Every attainment, every step forward in knowledge, follows from courage, from hardness against oneself, from cleanliness in relation to oneself.



Still earlier, in Section 39 of Beyond Good and Evil, Nietzsche had put the point this way:


Indeed, it might be a basic characteristic of existence that those who would know it completely would perish, in which case the strength of a spirit should be measured according to how much of the “truth” one could still barely endure—or to put it more clearly, to what degree one would require it to be thinned down, shrouded, sweetened, blunted, falsified.



Passages like these illuminate not only Nietzsche’s psychology but also the human condition. Nietzsche’s comments on strength and weakness abound in insights but are also formulated in a deliberately offensive way. “Cowardice” is an insulting word; “fear” or “timidity” would have been kinder, the more so because the weak are in a sense right to be afraid since they lack the strength to endure certain truths.

One reason for Nietzsche’s offensiveness was cited earlier (in Section 17): He did not want “to stroke the effeminate ears of our modern weaklings” and resolved to resist “the shamefully moralized way of speaking which has gradually made all modem judgments of men and things slimy.” But instead of speaking in non-moral terms, he frequently moralized, inverting accepted valuations. His use of “cowardice” is a case in point. Although he clearly meant to cleanse the air and create a different intellectual climate, one can hardly miss the emotional charge, the extraordinary hostility and aggressiveness in his remarks about the weak. In effect, I have already explained that (near the end of Section 19 above): “When a way of life fascinates us but at the same time elicits strongly negative emotions, this shows that we have a strong desire to live like this ourselves but feel even more strongly that we must not do this. Whether we are fully aware of this or not, we give ourselves moral credit for not indulging in such behavior, and we resent those who do not deny themselves as we do.” Nietzsche’s highly emotional attacks on “the weak” are a case in point.

It may seem as if this critique of Nietzsche undercut my claim that everybody would really like to be strong and powerful. If Nietzsche had a strong desire to live like the weak and suffer less, what are we to make of the earlier claim? It still stands, but Nietzsche’s occasionally Manichaean contrast of the strong and the weak cannot be sustained. There is a continuum, and Nietzsche himself was far from being as strong as he would have liked to be. He hated “the weak” so much because he sensed so much weakness in himself.

His eyesight was wretched. Doctors advised him to read and write as little as possible, but he did not heed their advice, had terrible migraine headaches, took all sorts of pills, was sick to his stomach much of the time and in altogether terrible health. When Nietzsche said in the last long quotation in Section 17 above that a person who did not flinch from the hypothesis that he was submitting “will suffer from such a view of things as from seasickness,” he knew whereof he spoke. Perhaps we should doubly admire an explorer who sets sail again and again although he suffers from seasickness, but there is also a sense in which he is less strong than those who are immune to it and enjoy hurricanes. The immune are much less likely to keep talking about the cowardice of less fortunate people who easily get seasick and therefore do not go on voyages of discovery. Nietzsche’s frequent stridency is due in large measure to his own weakness: He keeps expostulating that those who stay at home because they are weak are cowards.

This does not impair my thesis that everybody would really like to be strong enough to cope with great adventures without getting seasick. To return to one of my earlier examples, nobody in his right mind would want to go through what Solzhenitsyn went through—years in the Soviet armed forces during the Second World War, prison, camps, and then a long battle with cancer—but all of us would like to be so strong that we could cope with anything, even with such a life, and prevail as triumphantly as he did.

21 [image: ] A brief evaluation of Nietzsche’s theory may help to clarify it. Most readers with some critical acumen are likely to feel that something is wrong with what I have called Nietzsche’s second major contribution. But it is not easy to support this intuition. Here is a first attempt: Nietzsche seems to mean so many different things by “power” that no coherent theory remains.

Thus he says in the chapter “What the Germans Lack,” in Twilight: “One pays heavily for coming to power: power makes stupid” (Section 1). This is not a merely marginal theme in Nietzsche’s thought. In fact, his persistent objections to the German Reich founded by Bismarck in 1871 do him credit, and his relentless scorn for the last German Kaiser, Wilhelm II, who acceded to the throne in 1888, seems almost clairvoyant. Yet these polemics against the Germans involve a kind of power of which Nietzsche thought ill. Another passage from the same chapter (4) shows clearly how he distinguished at least two kinds of power:


Culture and the state—one should not deceive oneself about this—are antagonists…. One lives off the other, one thrives at the expense of the other. All great ages of culture are ages of political decline…. Goethe’s heart opened up at the phenomenon of Napoleon—it closed at the “Wars of Liberation.” At the same moment when Germany comes up as a great power, France gains a new importance as a cultural power….



Nietzsche’s preference for one kind of power over another is not likely to pose any problem for nonphilosophers, but it raises the question of Nietzsche’s value standard. In an early passage, in The Dawn (548), he faced this problem squarely:


Victory over strength—… Still one lies on one’s knees before strength-—according to the ancient habit of slaves-—and yet, when the degree of worthiness of being honored is to be determined, only the degree of reason in strength is decisive: one must measure how far strength has been overcome by something higher and serves that as its tool and means!



In his later works, however, Nietzsche ruled out any second principle to which one might appeal in judging one kind of power superior to another. The only reason left to him for preferring one kind to another was that it represented more power: Qualitative differences are reduced to quantitative differences. But this raises the question how we are to measure quantities of power. How do we know that Solzhenitsyn in his camp or in his cancer ward is more powerful than Joseph Stalin? Or that Nietzsche is more powerful than Wilhelm II?

I am far from claiming that the view I am imputing to Nietzsche is nonsensical. It is paradoxical to claim that a writer who is virtually unknown is more powerful than the head of state who commands a vast army; but once the head of state is dead and the writer has come into his own and his books are read and studied the world over and influence the minds of millions, the claim that the writer is more powerful certainly makes some sense. Yet Nietzsche never considered posthumous influence a gauge of power. His point was rather that men like the last Kaiser were in an important sense weak and—though Nietzsche himself did not use this phrase—overcompensated for their weakness with bluster and aggressiveness. They would really like to be powerful personalities, and the kind of power for which they settle is, as it were, a substitute.

Our concern here is with the discovery of the mind or psychology, and we need not go deeply into the problems raised by Nietzsche’s attempt to make the will to power a standard of value. For our purposes it is sufficient to recall what I have called the classical definition:


I assess the power of a will by how much resistance, pain, torture it endures and knows to turn to its advantage.



That is the kind of power all men really want. They would like to be equal to any fate. But in fact they find themselves unable to cope with ever so many difficulties and settle for other, lesser forms of power.

The first attempt to show that something is seriously wrong with Nietzsche’s theory of the will to power depends on the claim that all these different forms of power really have nothing in common except for the name of “power.” But this claim is clearly false, and Nietzsche was in fact right when he called attention to a common denominator of cultural and political power as well as other phenomena for which we use the word “power.” It is no accident of language that the same word is used for so many different things; it is a psychological fact that ever so many different things give us a sense of power.

Another attempt to discredit Nietzsche’s theory would occur to few people, if any, except for philosophers. It is claimed that if “power” is so elastic that all human behavior can be explained in terms of the desire for it, then actually no behavior is explained by it. But this objection cannot be sustained either. Before I try to meet it, however, I wish to disown—as I did at the outset, in the Prologue to this trilogy—what I call reductionism—namely, the view that complex phenomena are “merely” or “nothing but” something simple. When we hear a performance of one of Beethoven’s late quartets, we hear horsehair drawn over catguts; but the reductionist claim that the quartet is nothing but horsehair drawn over catguts is absurd. Similarly, it is, I think, true and illuminating that Beethoven’s compositions were prompted by his will to power; but the reductionist claim that his compositions are nothing but an expression of his will to power is absurd.

It is astonishing how much human behavior Nietzsche’s theory of the will to power explains and illuminates, provided only that we do not understand explanation in the reductionist sense. Why do young people take up smoking? It makes them feel grownup and big and powerful. Why do so many people light a cigarette when they feel threatened in one way or another—for example, but by no means only, when they are waiting to board a plane; or when the pilot announces that the plane cannot land yet and will have to circle for a while; or in the course of an argument? It gives them a specious sense of being in control. Instead of wringing their hands, they are doing something with their hands that actually strikes them as very adult and sophisticated. Money, positions, and creative work all confer a sense of power. So, of course, does “one upmanship.” Stephen Potter’s hilarious book with that title (1952), along with its predecessors, The Theory and Practice of Gamesmanship or The Art of Winning Games Without Actually Cheating (1948) and Some Notes on Lifemanship (1951) illuminated a great deal of human behavior by invoking, without actually mentioning that term, the will to power.

Potter is so funny that it may seem odd to take him seriously, but it is revealing that when the book on gamesmanship was issued as a paperback in 1965, Eric Berne, whose Games People Play: The Psychology of Human Relationships had appeared the year before, contributed an introduction in which he acknowledged that “Mr. Potter does take scientific priority in the study of subversive manipulations on the playing field and in life, and hence is, in all seriousness, the predecessor of many investigators into the nature of human relationships. Thus he clearly describes under the name of ‘Limpmanship’ what I would call ‘Wooden Leg,’ and under the name of ‘Splitting’ what I would term…” and so forth. Berne himself, though not as great a humorist as Potter, was still funny enough not to be taken seriously at first, but in time he inspired a whole school of psychotherapy.

When the question is asked how much of human behavior can be explained in terms of the will to power, it will not do to look for the answer only in the writings of Nietzsche. And a quick way to enlarge the field is to consider the writings of Alfred Adler, Stephen Potter, and Eric Berne, as well as the many examples that come up in est on the fourth and last day of the training, just before the climactic moment of enlightenment when everybody is supposed to “get it.” Sometimes Nietzsche is mentioned explicitly at that point,23 sometimes he is not, but that is immaterial. The participants are invited to produce examples from their experience of behavior and attitudes that they think cannot be explained in terms of the will to power (again, this phrase is not necessarily mentioned), and then the trainer startles them by demonstrating in one case after another how the will to dominate or feel superior actually was at work.24

A third attempt to discredit the theory that people really want to feel powerful and superior is to claim that one could say just as well that they really want to be submissive. Those who make this point are obviously not motivated by any desire to submit; on the contrary, they want to prove somebody else wrong and show that they are superior. The suggestion that what all men really want is to submit cannot be sustained as counterexamples abound. But it could still be true that there are two kinds of people: those who desire power and those who would rather submit.

One kind of evidence that is occasionally adduced for the allegedly widespread desire to submit is the success of Hitler, Lenin, or Stalin. In fact, neither the German nor the Russian people had a choice between power and submission. The Germans had been defeated in war, their country had been dismembered, their colonies taken away; they had to pay reparations; an inflation that reached the point where ordinary postage stamps cost billions of marks had wiped out their savings, and unemployment had reached catastrophic proportions. Hitler harped on the impotence of the leaders of the young Weimar republic and promised to make Germany powerful again. Many people in their desperation were willing to try anything, feeling that if Hitler would not be able to provide employment and bring about an economic recovery one could then try someone else. Even so the majority did not vote for him, and he had to form a coalition government with the much more respectable German Nationalist party, whose leaders, Franz von Papen, who became Hitler’s Vicechancellor, and Alfred Hugenberg, did not want in the least to submit to the Nazis. On the contrary, they felt sure that with their social standing and intelligence they would be able to pull the strings. It turned out otherwise, but at no point did the German people choose submission over power.

The same considerations apply to Lenin’s triumph and to Stalin’s, as well as to Mao’s, not to speak of the imposition of totalitarian regimes on Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and other East European countries. Often the rise of totalitarianism has been so gradual that the majority of the people did not realize how they would lose their liberty until it was too late; and usually it involved force and terror. In no case was there an open choice between power and submission.

Another kind of evidence that is sometimes adduced for the desire to submit is the claim that women differ from men and that while men like to dominate, women prefer to submit. To begin with, however, a mother is hardly a paradigm of submission. She is moré nearly a paradigm of power. In some social frameworks she has to submit to a man in order to attain the extraordinary powers of a mother, but even where that is the case many women succeed in dominating their husbands, occasionally manipulating them in subtle ways by stressing their own weakness, ill health, and dependence. Moreover, being a wife may confer a social status and the power to do things that in many societies a single woman would find it difficult if not impossible to do. Even to the extent, then, to which a woman does submit, it is arguable that she submits as little as possible in order to attain as much power as possible. And if a woman picks a very powerful man, that certainly does not prove that she has an inordinately strong desire to submit. On the contrary, to be the wife or the mistress of such a man establishes her superiority over other women as well as many men—his subjects, employees, admirers—and she may even hope to be the power behind the throne, the one who really pulls the strings. Moreover, the widespread feeling among modern women that the kind of marriage or male-female relationship that involves at least a semblance of submission on the woman’s part is unacceptable can hardly be said to be motivated by the desire to submit. It is clearly motivated by the will to power.

A third consideration that is sometimes brought up to illustrate the alleged desire to submit is religion. It is claimed that Muslims and Christians, for example, are motivated by a deep desire to submit to God. Yet here is what Paul wrote to the Corinthians (I.6.2£):


Do you not know that the saints will judge the world? And if the world is to be judged by you, are you incompetent to try trivial cases?

Do you not know that we are to judge angels?



That is how Paul converted the Gentiles to Christianity. He appealed to their will to power. And Muhammad appealed to the will to power of those he converted, and they went forth and conquered a great empire, fired not only by the desire for power here and now but also by the promise of still greater power after death.

Early Christianity did not provide a choice between submission and power but rather a choice between heaven and hell, between impotent “howling and gnashing of teeth” below or a triumph over the world. In the last chapter of the Gospel according to Mark the pitch is very clear:


He who believes and is baptized will be saved; but he who does not believe will be condemned.

And these signs will accompany those who believe: in my name they will cast out demons; they will speak in new tongues; they will pick up serpents, and if they drink any deadly thing, it will not hurt them; they will lay their hands on the sick; and they will recover.



It may still be argued that many modem Christians do not know their Bible and do not hope for such powers. But then many modern Christians do not take their Christianity very seriously. Like many students at the best universities, they claim to believe that the Bible is the revealed word of God but have never taken the time to read it. Insofar, however, as Christians take their religion seriously and pray, for example, for others, including poor benighted heretics who, but for such prayers, might go to hell, they clearly feel superior to such lost souls and ascribe to themselves enormous powers to influence eternal destinies.

In his last great book, The Fall, Albert Camus showed beautifully how the desire for power and superiority motivates a Christian who makes much of original sin and his own guilt. The will to power is the central motif of the whole book, and if one wanted to quote all the relevant passages, one would have to reprint most of it. Here a very few quotations must suffice:


I wanted to dominate in all things [54].

My great idea is that one must forgive the pope. To begin with, he needs it more than anyone else. Secondly, that’s the only way to set oneself above him [127].

one had to overwhelm oneself to have the right to judge others [138].

However, I have a superiority in that I know it…[140]. Once more I have found a height to which I am the only one to climb and from which I can judge everybody [142].



Camus’ Notebooks leave no doubt about the extent of Nietzsche’s influence on him. They are full of references to him and quotations from his works,25 and at one point he even put down as a chapter heading “We Nietzscheans.” Soon after he finished The Fall he moved into a new apartment, which he decorated with portraits of Nietzsche and Dostoevsky.26 And when he was killed in an automobile accident a little later, his briefcase contained not only a new manuscript but also a copy of Nietzsche’s Gay Science in French.27

22 [image: ] In the second act of Alexandre Dumas’ play Les Mohicans de Paris (1864) a police officer employs the rule Cherchez la femme! Look for the woman in the case! More than sixty years earlier, Johann Gottfried Seume mentioned in his “Walk to Syracuse” (Spaziergang nach Syrakus) an English proverb: “When there is a quarrel, there is always a lady in the case.” A formulation similar to that one is found as early as the second century A.D. in Juvenal’s sixth satire. But the beauty of the oft-quoted imperative is that it may be immensely fruitful even if the universal proposition should not hold.

Which model should we follow in formulating Nietzsche’s psychology of the will to power? The traditional scientific model associated with Newton and Kant among others calls for universal laws that are claimed to be certain. But Nietzsche’s “gay science” with its emphasis on bold experiments and the need for intrepid attacks on our own convictions introduces the will to power as a hypothesis or a heuristic principle: Look for the will to power!

In defense of that model one could recall Goethe’s dictum: “A false hypothesis is better than none.”28 One could go on to explore how this theme was developed by Nietzsche,29 including the few remarks in his books and the many posthumously published notes on perspectives and perspectivism.30 But for our purposes it should suffice to quote an entirely untechnical and beautiful formulation by a writer who knew that he stood in the tradition of Goethe and Nietzsche: André Gide.


The importance of a newly suggested system, of a new explanation of certain phenomena, is not gauged only by its accuracy, but also, and above all, by the impetus it gives to the mind to make fresh discoveries and new proofs (even though the latter should invalidate the said theory), by the new vistas it opens, and the barriers it breaks down, by the weapons it forges.



Gide’s debt to Nietzsche was enormous, and he took from Nietzsche the title not only of The Immoralist but also of what he himself considered his best, indeed his only real, novel: The Counterfeiters—using that word in exactly the sense in which Nietzsche had often used it, to suggest deception and self-deception. The quoted passage describes brilliantly how Nietzsche was experienced by many readers, especially before the First World War. Gide’s very next sentence brings to mind not only this view of Nietzsche but also Goethe’s polemics against the evils of ossification: “It is important that it should propose something new and, at the same time, oppose what is old.”

At first glance these suggestions may seem dangerous because one is apt to feel that if they were accepted we should lose an all-important safeguard against falsehoods. Yet the standard proposed here is more demanding than mere accuracy, which is obviously compatible with utter triviality as well as ossification. Accurate statements are a dime a dozen: “The quotation from Gide is found in his Corydon, at the beginning of the Third Dialogue.” Or: “Goethe’s polemic against ossification is found in the preface to his Doctrine of Colors and was quoted and discussed in the Goethe chapter of this trilogy.” There is no virtue whatsoever in getting one’s references or footnotes wrong. Nor did Nietzsche, who dispensed with footnotes and references, advocate sloppiness. On the contrary, he repeatedly sang the praises of the “intellectual conscience” and “intellectual integrity.”31 The question is rather whether timidity should keep us from proposing bold hypotheses and whether, confronted with such hypotheses, our first concern should be to ask: But is this really true in all cases? And if you cannot prove it to be true universally, can you discover at least one negative instance? What makes Nietzsche’s proposal to explain human behavior in terms of the will to power a major contribution to the discovery of the mind is that no previous hypothesis and none since, with the possible exception of Freud’s early psychological monism or his later dualism, illuminates so much of our behavior.

In my writings on Nietzsche and Hegel, religion and tragedy I have tried again and again to correct errors and misunderstandings that are not in the least fruitful or illuminating but simply and demonstrably wrong. Nor am I charmed by people who in conversation or discussion will say anything, no matter how inaccurate, to impress others and be the center of attention. They demonstrate the will to power of the weak and fall easily as short of fruitfulness as of accuracy. So far from demonstrating the shortcomings or dangers of Nietzsche’s theory of the will to power, they furnish vivid illustrations of his theory.

 

1 (1955), p. 344. When I asked Jones about this, he referred me to H. Nunberg, the editor of the Minutes, and Nunberg wrote me that I had to wait till they got published–as it happened, more than ten years later, in an inadequate translation. The original German text finally appeared in 1977. Jones’s recollection of what Freud had said “several times” may well be more accurate than the formulation in the Minutes.

2 Werke, XIII, p. 262.

3 Werke, XVI, p. 318.

4 Genealogy, III. 19.

5 EH, II. 9.

6 Werke, IV, p. 162. See also VII, p. 407.

7 Rhinehart (1976), p. 143f. Although I have taken the est training myself, it seems better to cite a printed source, and Werner Erhard wrote a brief Foreword for Rhinehart’s book.

8 Ibid., p. 195.

9 Ibid., p. 211.

10 The Gay Science, 344 (in Book V, added in 1887), and Genealogy, III. 24 (also 1887).

11 Critique of Pure Reason, (1781), p. ix. For some discussion, also of the next sentence in the text above, see Section 35 of Volume I.

12 The Gay Science, 349. Spinoza’s doctrine was metaphysical and psychological, Darwin’s biological. Nietzsche’s is primarily psychological but here extended into biology.

13 The examples that follow in this section and the next are mine, not Nietzsche’s.

14 Adler (1911), reprinted in Ansbacher (1956, 1964), p. 63f. Nietzsche:

15 My own position is developed much more fully in the final chapter of my Without Guilt and Justice. For a comprehensive account of Nietzsche’s philosophy of power, see my Nietzsche, especially Chapter 6-Chapter 9. Chapter 9 is entitled “Power versus Pleasure.”

16 Dawn, Preface, 4; Beyond, 32; Twilight I.36, V.6, VI.7; EH, “Untimetly” 2, “Human” 6, and IV.2 and 4 and 6.

17 Utilitarianism, Chapter II, fourth paragraph.

18 Werke, XI, p. 112. At this point one could introduce Nietzsche’s concept of sublimation, which is discussed very fully in Chapter 7 and Chapter 8 of my Nietzsche. Instead of duplicating what is said there, I shall try here to give an account of Nietzsche’s theory of the will to power without having recourse to this concept. While it may be considered a contribution to the discovery of the mind, it also raises many problems.

19 4th ed., pp. 48–64.

20 The joyous acceptance of the eternal recurrence of the same events represents the ultimate triumph over resentment. Another formula that Nietzsche uses for this total affirmation is “amor fati: that onewants nothing to be different, not forward, not backward, not in all eternity” (EH II.10).

21 Nietzsche contra Wagner, Epilogue 1, which is a revised version of section 3 of the preface to the 2nd ed. of The Gay Science.

22 Werke, X, p. 412.

23 Rinehart, p. 173.

24 In my training Nietzsche was not mentioned, but Hal Eisen’s demonstrations were brilliant. Examples would serve no purpose here, as the reader would have no way to check whether Eisen’s comments were really to the point. What was striking was that more than a dozen people with very different problems felt that his demonstrations illuminated their lives. Yet at all other points in the training many of those who spoke from the floor took issue with the trainer.

25 Notebooks 1935–1942, translated by Philip Thody (1963), e.g., pp. 96 and 144–46; Notebooks 1942–1951, translated by Justin O’Brien (1965), pp. 3, 5f., 17, 33, 49, 59, 65f., 78f., 145, 149’51, 239, 249, 253, 269.

26 Lottman (1979), p. 580.

27 Ibid., p. 665.

28 See Section 12 in the first volume of this trilogy.

29 Gay Science, Book III; Beyond, 4, 34, 59, 230.

30 Birth, Preface, 2; Genealogy III, 12; EH I. I; Will to Power, 259, 272, 293, 339, 481, 490, 493–507, 518, 548, 552, 564–69, 602, 616, 636f., 678, 730, 781, 786, 789, as well as the even far more numerous notes listed in the index to my edition under “interpretation.”

31 Gay science, 2, 99, 319, 335, 344, 357, 366, 373f., and Antichrist, 50–55, for example.
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23 [image: ] Nietzsche’s third major contribution to the discovery of the mind was that he virtually founded what Karl Jaspers later called in the title of one of his own books “the psychology of world views.” Above all, Nietzsche dealt repeatedly at some length with Christianity, and he also dealt more briefly with Judaism and Buddhism and with some non-religious world views, including anti-Semitism and nationalism—bringing psychology to bear on them. His attempts in this vein should be recognized as pioneering efforts.

Instead they have encountered a great deal of resistance. Even as his suggestion that the springs of our behavior, thoughts, and feelings are largely non-rational was met with the charge that he himself was an irationalist, his discovery of resentment in Christianity was met with the claim that he himself was an apostle of hatred, and that he rejected Christianity because it was a religion of love. This untenable view came to be shared widely by non-Christians, too, including, for example, Bertrand Russell,1 who had never taken the trouble to study Nietzsche with any care.

Those who know Nietzsche have long recognized his analysis of resentment as a major contribution to psychology, and it was in the New Testament that he found his prime example of resentment. He charged Christianity with a “revaluation of all the values of antiquity” (Beyond, 46), and he planned for some time to write a major work in four books that he might call Revaluation of All Values. When he wrote The Antichrist he thought of it as the first of the four books, and he meant to show, also in his Genealogy the year before, that the values of Christianity were not what modern men took them to be, but hollow, with poisonous resentment curled up inside them.

Many readers have questioned whether his generalizations about Christianity are fair and have tried to exempt not only themselves but also many other Christians. I question, conversely, whether it is plausible to exempt Jesus, as Nietzsche did. But whether hatred and resentment came into Christianity through Jesus or only through his disciples and Paul and the slaves of the Roman empire who embraced the new religion is surely less important than the fact that, according to the Gospels, Jesus preached—as neither normative Judaism nor the Buddha, neither Confucius nor Lao-tze had done—that the mass of men, including almost all, if not all, who had lived prior to his time, would suffer or suffered even now eternal torment. Only those who accepted his claims and, according to many sayings in the Gospels, ate and drank what they took to be his flesh and blood could be saved from eternal damnation. And this is supposed to be “glad tidings”!

All of this is so squarely at odds with the values of “liberal” Christians that “liberal” Christians have for the most part chosen to ignore this central theme of the Gospels; and those who have seen fit to comment on it have often claimed that these tidings were an improvement over the views of the other major religions of antiquity, including Judaism. Yet the Sadducees did not believe in any life after death at all, and the Pharisees did not insist on eternal damnation, any more than the Buddha did, or Confucius and Lao-tze.

While I do not accept Nietzsche’s understanding of any particular religion in its entirety, he pioneered a new approach to religions and to Christianity in particular; and his analysis of resentment could actually have been subsumed under his psychology of the will to power as it is plainly applicable to individual human beings as well as to religious texts and doctrines. Nietzsche’s knowledge of resentment was based in part on self-observation. He was by no means free of resentment but tried to rid himself of this poison and showed better than anyone before him, unless it were the Buddha, that resentment is a poison.

He used the French term ressentiment, which has no precise equivalent in German, and he was an avowed Francophile, while Richard Wagner, who had by then become a major influence in the new German Reich, was a vociferous Francophobe. While German nationalists were trying to cleanse their language of words with foreign and especially French roots, Nietzsche took great delight in praising the French and using French words. At least one of his own formulations concerning resentment should be quoted here:


The slave revolt in morality begins when ressentiment itself becomes creative and gives birth to values: the ressentiment of natures who are denied the true reaction, that of deeds, and compensate themselves with an imaginary revenge.2



In the chapter “On the Tarantulas” in Zarathustra Nietzsche voices a central motif of his philosophy: “that man be delivered from revenge, that is for me the bridge to the highest hope.” And in the same chapter: “Mistrust all in whom the impulse to punish is powerful.”

Nietzsche’s prescription against this poison in the chapter “On the Adder’s Bite” is one of the highpoints of Zarathustra:


But if you have an enemy, do not requite him evil with good, for that would put him to shame. Rather prove that he did you some good.



This harks back to what I have called the classical formulation (Section 21) and is easier said than done; yet it is surely one of the wisest sayings in the whole history of morals. There is no nobler way to overcome resentment and transmute self-pity into a pervasive sense of gratitude. Requiting evil with good is a relatively cheap form of one-upmanship, prompted by the will to power but compatible with continued resentment. Nietzsche is, of course, alluding to Paul’s Letter to the Romans (12.19f.):


Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God; for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” No, “if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him drink; for by so doing you will heap burning coals upon his head.”



Luke 16 suggests—and Luke was Paul’s companion—that Paul may have meant that in this way you would make doubly sure that your enemy would go to hell; and Luke 16 suggests—and this point was taken up by some of the great Christians of later ages3—that the blessed in heaven will observe without compassion the torments of the damned.

In any case, the Zarathustra quotation continues:


And rather be angry than put to shame. And if you are cursed, I do not like it that you want to bless. Rather join a little in the cursing…. A gruesome sight is a person signlemindedly obsessed by a wrong….

A little revenge is more human than no revenge….

It is nobler to declare oneself wrong than to insist on being right—especially when one is right. Only one must be rich enough for that….

Would that you might invent for me the love that bears not only all punishment but also all guilt! Would that you might invent for me the justice that acquits everyone except him that judges!



[image: ]

Page 97 of the First Part of Zarathustra, which is quoted in the text.

These themes are taken up once more in Ecce Homo (1.5):


It also seems to me that the rudest word, the rudest letter are still more benign, more decent than silence. Those who remain silent are almost always lacking in delicacy and courtesy of the heart. Silence is an objection; swallowing things leads of necessity to a bad character—it even upsets the stomach. All who remain silent are dyspeptic.

You see, I don’t want rudeness to be underestimated: it is by far the most humane form of contradiction….

Not to take the punishment upon oneself but the guilt would be divine.



The last sentence, or the parallel sentence in the immediately preceding quotation, became the inspiration of Sartre’s great play The Flies, which contains an impassioned attack on guilt feelings and features an anti-Christian savior who calls himself “guilt-stealer.” But the influence of these passages was not confined to Sartre and French existentialism. Nietzsche’s venture into therapeutic suggestions was taken up by psychoanalysis and Gestalt Therapy, by all sorts of encounter groups and by est. Repressed resentment is apt to poison not only the psyche but also the body.

By now, of course, many people no longer know of the origin of these ideas in Nietzsche. The first English translation of Kierkegaard’s remarkable little book The Present Age did its share to spread confusion. Not only did the translator decide to render the Danish Misundelse as ressentiment, but he claimed in an exceptionally poor preface that Nietzsche later used the same term “to describe the same process, which is laughable. But at least the translator made no pretense of having read Nietzsche. He only cited L’homme du Ressentiment by Max Scheller—meaning Max Scheler and evidently unaware that he was a German phenomenologist whose essay on “Ressentiment in the Construction of Moralities” had appeared in German in 1915 during the brief period when the author was a Roman Catholic and hence concerned to defend Christianity while saddling “bourgeois morality” with ressentiment. In a footnote Scheler said: “The possible unity of style of warlike and Christian morality is demonstrated in detail in my book Der Genius des Krieges und der deutsche Krieg, 1915.”4 This book on “The Genius of War and the German War,” published the same year as the essay on resentment, was one of the most pitiful products of German war hysteria and patriotism, and we shall have to return to it once more in the Heidegger chapter. Some writers in Germany have suggested that toward the end of his life Scheler founded “Philosophical Anthropology.” Actually, he contributed nothing of importance to the discovery of the mind or to our understanding of man.5

Of Nietzsche’s many other contributions to the psychology of world views one of the most interesting concerns belief and believers. The theme is introduced in the Genealogy:


Our mistrust has gradually brought us to make inferences the reverse of those of former days: wherever the strength of a faith is very prominently displayed, we infer a certain weakness of demonstrability, even the improbability of what is believed.6



The whole section is of great interest, but this theme reaches its full development only a year later, in The Antichrist. Resistance to this book has not only taken all the usual forms discussed earlier, but the book has also been discounted as the alleged product of incipient madness and hence ignored. Yet it is not only the critique of Christianity that is often profound; Sections 50 through 55—about eleven pages in all—furnish the most penetrating “psychology of ‘faith,’ of ‘believers’” ever written. Sartre’s “Portrait of the Anti-Semite” and Eric Hoffer’s The True Believer have popularized some of the insights first found here. Incidentally, Sections 54 and 55 also show how wrong most discussions of Nietzsche’s theory of knowledge and of his critique of Christianity have been and how thoroughly ever so many writers on Nietzsche have failed to understand his mind. Section 54 begins:


One should not be deceived: great spirits are skeptics. Zarathustra is a skeptic. Strength, freedom that is born of the strength and overstrength of the spirit, proves itself by skepticism. Men of conviction are not worthy of the least consideration in fundamental questions of value and disvalue. Convictions are prisons…. Freedom from all kinds of convictions, to be able to see freely, is part of strength…. Conversely, the need for faith, for some kind of unconditional Yes and No, this Carlylism, if you will pardon this expression, is a need bom of weakness. The man of faith, the “believer” of every kind, is necessarily a dependent man—one who cannot posit himself as an end, one who cannot posit any end at all by himself…. The believer is not free to have any conscience at all for questions of “true” and “untrue”; to have integrity on this point would at once destroy him. The pathological condition of his perspective turns the convinced into fanatics—Savonarola, Luther, Rousseau, Robespierre, Saint-Simon: the opposition-type of the strong spirit who has become free.



In section 49 of Twilight of the Idols, Goethe is described as “a spirit who has become free.” And this description also fits admirably Orestes, the hero of Sartre’s most Nietzschean work, The Flies.

That is the end of section 54. The next section begins:


One step further in the psychology of conviction, of “faith.” Long ago I posed the problem whether convictions are not more dangerous enemies of truth than lies (Human, All Too Human I, Sections 54 and 483). Now I wish to ask the decisive question: Is there any contrast at all between a lie and a conviction? All the world believes there is; but what does all he world not believe!

Every conviction has its history…it becomes a conviction after not having been one for a long time, and after scarcely having been one for an even longer time. How? Could not the lie be among these embryonic forms of conviction? Sometimes a mere change of person suffices: in the son that becomes a conviction which in the father still was a lie.

By lie I mean: wishing not to see something that one does see; wishing not to see something as one sees it…. The most common lie is that with which one lies to oneself; lying to others is relatively, an exception.

Now this wishing-not-to see what one does see, this wishing-not-to-see as one sees is almost the first condition for all who are party in any sense: of necessity, the party man becomes a liar.



As an illustration Nietzsche cites “German historiography” before he proceeds:


“This is our conviction; we confess it before all the world, we live and die for it. Respect for all who have convictions!” I have heard that sort of thing even out of the mouths of anti-Semites. On the contrary, gentlemen! An anti-Semite certainly is not any more decent because he lies as a matter of principle.



Here is one of the inspirations of Sartre’s longest and most ambitious short story, “The Childhood of a Leader” (in Le Mur, 1938), and of his postwar “Portrait of the Anti-Semite.” It is usually supposed, erroneously, that Sartre’s fiction represents a didactic attempt to put over his philosophy, but in fact his short stories and Nausea came first, and Being and Nothingness and “Portrait of the Anti-Semite” spell out many ideas first adumbrated in fiction.

When Nietzsche speaks of “the party man,” it is noteworthy that the term Parteigenosse, later used constantly by the Nazis, was used even in Nietzsche’s time by the German anti-Semites (see his letter to Franz Overbeck, March 24, 1887). In Germany in the 1930s and early 1940s, “the party” was the Nazi party, while in some other countries it usually refers to the Communist party. The best illustration of Nietzsche’s claim that “in the son that becomes a conviction which in the father still was a lie” is furnished by totalitarian countries in which the fathers, being afraid, repeat what they know to be lies, while the next generation is convinced that these lies are true. The next best illustration is furnished by the children of people forcibly converted to Christianity (say, by Charlemagne) or to Islam (say, by Muhammad’s followers).

To those who think of Nietzsche as a man with intense convictions who was more of a prophet or a preacher than a philosopher, his acerbic comments on convictions are likely to come as a surprise. But this popular misconception of Nietzsche involves a very extensive misunderstanding. Many people mistake enthusiasm and aliveness for dogmatism and lack of spirit for objectivity. Actually, dogmatism is often associated with deadness and fossilized opinions, and many dogmatists rarely employ the first-person singular. They say “we” much more often than “I” and still more often hide behind an alleged consensus so large that one need not even refer to those who share it. The essence of critical thinking is the consideration of objections and alternatives, while dogmatism ignores both.

The extraordinary prominence of Jews in twentieth-century science and philosophy is due in part to the fact that the Jews have cultivated the consideration of objections and alternatives for over two thousand years. But as long as their universe of discourse was defined by their religion, the basic assumptions were hardly ever questioned. One could offer objections and alternatives to any interpretation, but not to the Biblical texts which were considered authoritative and revealed by God. These limitations applied even more to scholastic debate in Christianity, which had further disadvantages. While Jewish discussion revolved more around questions of morality and law than around matters of truth, the Christian church councils defined what precisely one must believe to be saved, and Christianity thus became a dogmatic religion par excellence. Secondly, authority was much more institutionalized and centralized in Christianity and endowed with the power to punish dissent. Finally, in the Roman Catholic Church almost all intellectuals were priests who were expected to be celibate and have no offspring. A more dysgenic and anti-intellectual policy would be difficult to invent. The Jews expected rabbis to marry young and have large families.

To return to Nietzsche: In effect, he sided with Goethe against Kant, espoused hypotheses, and derided certainty. Even the will to power, as we have seen, he presented as a hypothesis, and that is also true of the eternal recurrence of the same events. But the best way to sum up Nietzsche’s Beyond Goodessentially critical spirit is to recall his note: “a very popular error: having the courage of one’s convictions; rather it is a matter of having the courage for an attack on one’s convictions!!!”7

Kant was afraid of change, while “metamorphosis” was one of Goethe’s leitmotifs, also in his life; and Nietzsche said in the poem that concludes Beyond Good and Evil: “One has to change to stay akin to me” (Nur wer sich wandelt, bleibt mit mir verwandt). Nietzsche’s attitude toward convictions and hypotheses was rooted in his openness to change. And Kant’s insistence on certainty and necessity was rooted in his dread of change and his need for security. Nietzsche saw that world views and strong convictions have a psychological background. His heritage is present in the deriding of “belief systems” in est, though this also owes something to Zen. Belief systems and convictions are protective shields that impede honesty and openness to experience and change. They bring to mind Goethe’s term “ossification,” if not calcification. Conversely, those who live with open horizons and hypotheses bring to mind Nietzsche’s saying in The Gay Science (283): “the secret for harvesting from existence the greatest fruitfulness and the greatest enjoyment is—to live dangerously!”

24 [image: ] Nietzsche’s fourth major contribution to the discovery of the mind was that he pioneered psychohistory. It is widely believed that psychohistory was born only after the Second World War, and the person most often credited with being its father is Erik Erikson. His stature is perceived as far greater than that of any other contender, and one can hardly claim that Nietzsche pioneered psychohistory without saying something about Erikson.

The case for Erikson rests on Young Man Luther (1958) and Gandhi’s Truth (1969). The former volume was subtitled “A Study in Psychoanalysis and History.” But in what way do these books mark the beginning of a new discipline or at least a new approach? How do they differ in principle from Freud’s studies of Leonardo da Vinci and Dostoevsky? That they are longer can hardly be considered decisive. The only argument that comes to mind is that Freud’s studies are not nearly so well founded in empirical detail, that they are less scholarly, perhaps even that they are unsound. I have no wish to defend them here, but even if they are untenable that is really irrelevant unless it can be shown that Erikson’s analyses of Luther and Gandhi are tenable or at the very least so very much superior that the difference justifies our dating a new discipline from the appearance of his books. But that never has been shown and, in my opinion, could not possibly be shown because it is so clearly false. The difference between the receptions of Freud’s and Erikson’s historical studies is largely due to the difference between their two personalities, their style, their manner. There was something abrasive, radical, and threatening about Freud, while Erikson is gentle and lovable to a fault. Erikson went out of his way to avoid offending anyone and simply did not deal with some crucial evidence about the two men to whom he devoted books. The resulting portraits are therefore seriously misleading.8

Of course, historians had long tried to understand the major figures of the past psychologically, and even Freud did not mark a new point of departure. Yet there is something distinctive in Freud’s approach: the new dimension opened up by listening with the third ear or, in two words, depth psychology. That, however, begins with Nietzsche, although he never wrote a monograph on any great man of the past. He did publish three short books about Richard Wagner, but he had known Wagner personally. His early meditation on Schopenhauer as Educator is something altogether different. How, then, can one put the case for Nietzsche?

He applied his depth psychology to historical figures. A clear-cut early example may be found in Section 68 of The Dawn, which is entitled “The First Christian” and deals with Paul. The point is not that I accept Nietzsche’s portrait of Paul. I do not see Leonardo or Dostoevsky as Freud did, or Luther and Gandhi as Erik–son did, nor are those who claim that Erikson started psychohistory committed to accepting his two portraits. I do believe that Nietzsche’s analysis of Paul is easily as brilliant as the other four studies mentioned here.

Again, I am definitely not persuaded by Nietzsche’s psychohistorical study of Jesus in The Antichrist, though it is much longer than the section on Paul in The Dawn. It begins in Section 27, and the next two sections deal explicitly with what Nietzsche calls “the psychology of the Redeemer” and “the psychological type of the Redeemer.” Nietzsche’s whole reconstruction not only of the life of Jesus but also of the events following that is clearly psychohistory. He also dealt briefly with Luther in this vein, more than once, and actually called for a psychohistory of Luther in his Genealogy (III.19): “What would happen…if a real psychologist were to describe a real Luther…?”

Why should this be considered a contribution to the discovery of the mind if one is far from agreeing with the relevant studies offered by Nietzsche, Freud, and Erikson? The answer is not hard to come by. After Nietzsche and Freud any study of human beings, including the dead, remains needlessly flat and two-dimensional if we do not attempt to understand them in depth, using the best psychological insights available to us. But if in the process we skimp on our scholarship and slight important evidence, our results are likely to be untenable.

Psychohistorians have often laid themselves open to the jibes of critics. Hugh Trevor-Roper has compared them with witch doctors and said:


I can easily imagine two grave old demonologists chatting comfortably by a porcelain stove in 17th-century Württemberg or Bavaria and discussing, over a flagon of Bocksbeuttel, the case of a suspicious old lady in a remote village. On a few scraps of gossip, insignificant to the layman but full of meaning to the expert—the furtive comings and goings of a black cat, the wasting away of one of the parson’s piglings, an alleged rustle in the chimney-stack—they both reach the same conclusion; and “by God!” exclaims one to the other, slapping his thigh and pouring out another gurgling Pokal, “you’re right!”9



There is no need to quote more objections of this sort. A historian who relies on gossip while ignoring more solid evidence is obviously doing a bad job, and to have pioneered this kind of psychohistory would certainly not constitute a major contribution to the discovery of the mind. Nor need psychohistory be a form of unmasking or debunking. What I am commending is the attempt to bring to life historical figures as human beings who have, in Shylock’s words, “dimensions, senses, affections, passions.” But instead of describing at length what seems legitimate and fruitful to me, I may as well refer to this trilogy. I am trying to show how a psychological understanding of the principal figures, including Nietzsche himself no less than Kant, and Buber as well as Heidegger, helps us to understand their philosophies better, and how the reception of philosophical ideas can also be illuminated by psychology. What I am trying to do is significantly different from what Nietzsche or Freud did, but they unquestionably taught us how to listen with the third ear.

Insofar as a philosopher produces good arguments for his views, it seems illegitimate to me to ignore these and to try to explain his ideas psychologically; and when these alleged explanations rest on misinformation—as is often the case in attempts to debunk Nietzsche, for example—the result is deplorable. But an interpreter of a philosopher, poet, or statesman must have some grasp of the mind or mentality of his subject; he must develop a feeling for what this human being could have meant or thought and what he clearly could not have meant or thought. What is at stake is at least the kind of grasp that enables art historians to say that a certain picture could not be by Rembrandt, or lovers of music to feel sure that a composition could not be by Mozart. This involves first of all a knowledge of the period (something ever so many writers about Kant or Nietzsche, for example, lack) but also an understanding of a person’s individual style that can come only from prolonged immersion in the works and documents (also rare), and finally a still more difficult grasp that requires the critical rethinking of the writer’s ideas. At that point one discovers some things that do not make sense—until one listens with the third ear. But the third ear can never be a substitute for the other two ears.

25 [image: ] Nietzsche’s kind of psychohistory goes far beyond an enrichment of biography, or even adding a dimension to, say, the reconstruction of the beginnings of Christianity. Section 16 of the second essay in On the Genealogy of Morals (1887) is a case in point:


At this point I can no longer avoid giving a first, provisional statement of my own hypothesis [!] concerning the origin of the “bad conscience”; it may sound rather strange and needs to be pondered, lived with, and slept on for a long time. I regard the bad conscience as the serious illness that man was bound to contract under the stress of the most fundamental change he ever experienced—that change which occurred when he found himself enclosed within the walls of society and of peace…the old instincts had not suddenly ceased to make their usual demands! Only it was hardly or rarely possible to humor them; as a rule they had to seek new and, as it were, subterranean gratifications.

All instincts that do not discharge themselves outwardly turn inward—this is what I call the internalization of man. Thus it was that man first developed what was later called his “soul.” The entire inner world…acquired depth, breadth, and height, in the same measure as outward discharge was inhibited. Those fearful bulwarks with which the political organization protected itself against the old instincts of freedom—punishments belong among these bulwarks—brought about that all those instincts of wild, free, prowling man turned backward against man himself. Hostility, cruelty, joy in persecuting, in attacking, in change, in destruction—all this turned against the possessors of such instincts: that is the origin of the “bad conscience.”



One really has to quote Nietzsche’s own words lest anyone suspect that the interpreter has ascribed to him a theory that was actually developed only by Freud in 1930, in Section VII of Civilization and Its Discontents when he said: “Aggression is introjected, internalized, but really sent back to where it came from, which means that it is turned against one’s own ego [or I: Ich]” Yet Nietzsche did not suggest that this was “where it came from,” nor did he have to discover only late in life, as Freud did, “that the inclination to aggression is an original and independent instinctive disposition [Triebanlage] of man.” When Freud said this (in Section VI), he was in his seventies and emphasized that he had been extremely reluctant to accept this idea, which had led him to modify his earlier views when he was in his sixties, after the horrors of World War I.

Of course, it is also a pleasure to quote Nietzsche’s own words because he put the case so beautifully, and it is hard to resist the temptation to go on quoting beyond the point where I have stopped. But the Genealogy is widely known and easily accessible—which makes it doubly remarkable how resistance to Nietzsche’s psychological insights has once again kept people from realizing the revolutionary genius that finds expression in this part of the Genealogy and for that matter not only in this part. Those who give evidence of having got this far at all and of having at least taken notice of Nietzsche’s “own hypothesis” (it is again called a “hypothesis” in the opening sentence of Section 17) often seem to have been derailed by the words “I regard the bad conscience as the serious illness….” Ah, they seem to gloat, here is the immoralist; he regards conscience as a disease; he is an enemy of Christianity and decency and an apostle of brutality. As Nietzsche’s Zarathustra said in the chapter “On Reading and Writing”: “Another century of readers—and the spirit itself will stink.”

Even in section 16, from which I have quoted, Nietzsche said:


Let us add at once that, on the other hand, the existence on earth of an animal soul turned against itself, taking sides against itself, was something so new, profound, unheard of, enigmatic, contradictory, and pregnant with a future that the aspect of the earth was essentially altered.



Section 18 begins: “One should guard against thinking lightly of this phenomenon merely on account of its initial painfulness and ugliness.” Nietzsche then tries to show how it became “the womb of all ideal and imaginative phenomena” and gave birth to “an abundance of strange new beauty and affirmation, and perhaps beauty itself. After all, what would be ‘beautiful’ if the contradiction had not first become conscious of itself, if the ugly had not first said to itself: “I am ugly’” And section 19 opens: “The bad conscience is an illness, there is no doubt about that, but an illness as pregnancy is an illness.”

Nietzsche, of course, fused not only psychology and history. He appended a “Note” to the First Essay to suggest “that some philosophical faculty might advance historical studies of morality through a series of academic prize essays” and, for a start, suggested


the following question: it deserves the attention of philologists and historians as well as that of professional philosophers: “What light does linguistics, and especially the study of etymology, throw on the history of the evolution of moral concepts?” On the other hand, it is equally necessary to engage the interests of physiologists and doctors in these problems (of the value of existing valuations)….



Nietzsche wished for broad interdisciplinary cooperation, but his fourth contribution was not confined to mere wishes or programs; he himself did pioneering work.

26 [image: ] Nietzsche’s fifth and final contribution to the discovery of the mind is his philosophy of masks. He never discussed his ideas about masks at length in any single place, and the two-and-a half-volume index to the Musarion edition of his works lists only four references to masks, while Karl Schlechta’s five-hundred-page index to his edition of the works lists six. Yet the mask theme is introduced in Nietzsche’s first book, The Birth of Tragedy, in Sections 9, 10, and 12,10 and it receives a rich development in The Gay Science11 and above all in Beyond Good and Evil.12 Many of the posthumously published notes are also relevant,13 but the passages in the books are richer.

It would obviously be obtuse to confine one’s exploration of this theme to passages in which the word “mask” occurs. Role and role playing are also relevant,14 no less than Nietzsche’s many remarks about actors, play-acting, and histrionics.15 Ernst Behler has suggested that Nietzsche may have avoided the term “irony” because it was widely associated with romantic subjectivity and that he preferred the classical term dissimulatio, which, Behler says, Nietzsche translated as “mask.” Actually, Nietzsche often spoke of dissimulation (Verstellung), and these passages also belong to Nietzsche’s philosophy of masks. Perhaps Behler’s most interesting point is that Cicero introduced the Greek concept of irony into Latin, using dissimulatio to translate it.16 Hence one could try to assimilate Nietzsche’s philosophy of masks to the history of irony. But it will be much more fruitful to consider it as a contribution to the discovery of the mind, for it is far more subtle than the existentialist contrasts of authenticity and inauthenticity that have come into vogue since the First World War.

[image: ]

Nietzsche’s death mask. Photograph by the author.

Heidegger’s rather Manichaean approach to this pair of terms will be considered at length in the next chapter. Here the point can be illustrated briefly from Sartre’s Situations X (1975). In the long interview with Michel Contat, the widespread notion that masks are evil finds very clear and eloquent expression.


I think that what spoils relations among people is that each keeps something hidden from the other…. I think transparency should always be substituted for secrecy [p. 11].

A man’s existence must be entirely visible to his neighbor, whose own existence must be entirely visible in turn, before true social harmony can be established [p. 13].



The interviewer asked: “Isn’t writing born of secrecy and antagonism? In a harmonious society, perhaps there would no longer be any reason for it to exist.” Sartre replied:


Writing is certainly born of secrecy. But…it either tries to hide this secrecy and to lie (in which case it is without interest) or…it approaches the translucence that I want [p. 13f.].



And a little later Sartre added: “The writer must portray this totality as he unmasks it completely” (p. 16).

In places Nietzsche almost sounds as if he were responding to Sartre. But we need not view his philosophy of masks in such polemical terms. It is sufficient to bear in mind how widespread the view is that honesty is simply frankness and that masks are the quintessence of inauthenticity and therefore evil. Here, too, Nietzsche was far ahead of his time—and of ours.

Again it is striking that ideas with which he dealt so centrally and persistently have been largely ignored—not only by index makers. Most academics write about what other academics write about, and despite the abundance of relevant material nobody has written a substantial monography on Nietzsche’s philosophy of masks.17 In the following pages I shall confine myself to three major problems.

27 [image: ] The first and possibly most important point is that Nietzsche, coming to the idea of the mask through his concern with Greek tragedy, did not think of masks as necessarily inauthentic and evil. The opening of Section 10 of The Birth of Tragedy is of special interest, though I am not at all sure that what Nietzsche says here is right.


The tradition is undisputed that Greek tragedy in its earliest form had for its sole theme the sufferings of Dionysus and that for a long time the only stage hero was Dionysus himself. But it may be claimed with equal confidence that until Euripides, Dionysus never ceased to be the tragic hero; that all the celebrated figures of the Greek stage—Prometheus, Oedipus, etc.—are mere masks of this original hero, Dionysus.



Joseph Campbell, who is something of a Jungian, has developed this theme in The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949) and the four volumes of The Masks of God (1959-67).

Another theme that has become very fashionable in the twentieth century is role playing. The International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences features separate articles on “Psychological Aspects” and “Sociological Aspects” (Vol. 13, 1968), and both trace the beginnings of role theory back to the 1920s. Yet in Section 356 of The Gay Science Nietzsche had explained in some detail in 1887 how “the care to make a living compels almost all male Europeans to adopt a particular role, their so-called occupation,” how most people do not even choose their own role, and how, “as they attain a more advanced age, almost all Europeans confound themselves with their role.” Eventually “the role has become character; and art, nature.” Nor did Nietzsche assume that what he found in one part of the world must always have been so everywhere. He made historical and geographical comparisons, including the Middle Ages, and commented on


the Athenian faith that first became noticeable in the Periclean age, the faith of the American today that is more and more becoming the European faith as well: The individual becomes convinced that he can do just about everything and can manage almost any role, and everybody experiments with himself, improvises, makes new experiments, enjoys his experiments; and all nature ceases and becomes art. After accepting this role faith—an artist’s faith, if you will—the Greeks, as is well known, went step for step through a rather odd metamorphosis that does not merit imitation in all respects: They really became actors.



Nietzsche went on to say that “we modern men are even now pretty far along on the same road” and that “the maddest and most interesting ages always emerge when the ‘actors,’ all kinds of actors, become the real masters.” As a consequence, however, “another human type is disadvantaged more and more and finally made impossible; above all, the great ‘architects’: The strength to build becomes paralyzed; the courage to make plans that encompass the distant future is discouraged.” Toward the end of this section Nietzsche argues that


All of us are no longer material for a society; this is a truth for which the time has come. It is a matter of indifference to me that at present the most myopic, perhaps most honest, but at any rate noisiest human type that we have today, our good socialists, believe, hope, dream, and above all shout and write almost the opposite.



One of the basic differences between Nietzsche’s philosophy of masks and Heidegger’s disquisitions on inauthenticity as well as Sartre’s on role playing is that Nietzsche thinks in terms of development, like Goethe, and has historical perspective, while Heidegger and Sartre try, under Kant’s influence, to uncover timeless structures and simply ignore periods and places that suggest different models. Although some of their readers may think that their scholastic style is a warrant of scientific soundness, their mode of thinking, which ignores objections and alternatives, is quintessentially dogmatic. Nietzsche’s books, on the other hand, are vibrant with a sense of possible objections and alternatives. He himself put the matter beautifully in the second section of Human, All-too-human, which he entitled “Hereditary mistake of the philosophers.” Erbfehler is a coinage on the model of Erbsünde, hereditary sin—in English, original sin.


All philosophers share this mistake that they start from present-day man and think they reach their goal by analysing him. Involuntarily, they see “man” as an aeterna veritas [eternal verity], as something that re mains constant in every vortex, as a secure measure of things. Yet everything the philosopher tells us about man is at bottom no more than a testimony concerning man in a very limited period of time. A lack of historical sense is the hereditary mistake of all philosophers. Some even accept as a fixed form from which one must start the most recent shape that man has taken under the influence of certain religions or of certain political events. They do not wish to learn that man has become, that his faculty of knowledge has also become….



In a late note Nietzsche says similarly:


What separates us from Kant as well as Plato and Leibniz: we believe only in becoming, also in matters of the spirit; we are historical through and through. This is the great revolution. Lamarck and Hegel.—Darwin is merely an aftereffect….18



Heidegger and even Sartre are still Kantian in this respect, while Nietzsche, like Hegel, has absorbed Goethe’s heritage. Heidegger on death is a case in point; it never occurred to him to ask whether the attitude toward death that he took to be universal might not have been influenced by Christian teaching. In one of the better passages of Being and Nothingness, in the section called “Patterns of Bad Faith” (or “of Self-deception”), Sartre tries to show at some length that a waiter in a café is really “playing at being a waiter in a café” and that “the waiter in the café cannot be immediately a café waiter in the sense that this inkwell is an inkwell, or the glass is a glass.” The point is well taken, but Sartre presents it as if it were terribly subtle and even downright paradoxical. In fact, there is nothing paradoxical about it, and Nietzsche’s observations on role playing take it for granted and start at that point; and more than half a century before Sartre wrote this, Nietzsche took into account that there are interesting differences between Europeans and Americans. To stick to Sartre’s illustration, many Americans never made the mistake that Sartre takes such pains to correct. Having waited on table themselves, or having children who are waiting on table, say, while working their way through college, or being waiters at present, but having had other jobs before and not expecting to wait on table for the rest of their working lives, they don’t need to be told that a waiter is not a waiter in the same sense in which he may be six feet tall.

Section 361 of The Gay Science is entitled “On the problem of the actor” and suggests among other things that historical pressures have forced the Jews as well as women to become consummate actors or actresses. Most of Nietzsche’s remarks about women do him little credit and are clearly secondhand, derived from Schopenhauer, Chamfort, and La Rochefoucauld, though he never approximated the ridiculous viciousness of Schopenhauer’s essay “On Women.” Nietzsche’s firsthand knowledge of women was extremely limited.

It may be well to digress for a moment to sustain this suggestion. The point is less to plead extenuating circumstances than to insist that when a usually brilliant person makes silly remarks about the other sex, such remarks obviously need to be placed in some biographical context. Nietzsche was five when he lost his father, and he grew up in a household that consisted of his mother and his father’s mother—both of them widows of Lutheran pastors—two maiden aunts, and a sister whose nickname was Llama. When she had become the head of the Nietzsche Archive and was busily spreading legends about her brother that some people still believe, she explained her nickname: When they were children, they had a book in which this animal was characterized in terms “exactly fitting” her. The pointless description she went on to quote from her notorious memory is not to be found in the book, which was preserved in the archive and says: “It is characteristic that the llama, as a means of defense, squirts its spittle and half-digested fodder at its opponent.”19

After Nietzsche left home, he never had any close relationship to a woman, though he was greatly impressed by Cosima Wagner (1837–1930), the illegitimate daughter of Franz Liszt who bore Richard Wagner (1813–83) several children while she was still married to Hans von ülow. She married Wagner in 1870.

In 1882 Nietzsche formed a brief but intense friendship with Lou Salomé, who was then twenty-one. Much later she was to become Rilke’s great love and yet much later Freud’s friend. In 1882 Lou Salomé and Nietzsche had a mutual friend, Paul Rèe; and when Rèe was dead, Lou spread the tale that both men had proposed marriage to her and that Nietzsche had asked Rèe to propose for him. In fact, she had waited for Nietzsche to propose, but he never did. And she subsequently married an Orientalist who was only two years younger than Nietzsche, had eye trouble, and was a Zarathustra specialist: Fred Charles Andreas (1846–1930). He called himself Charles, but she called him Fred and in writing usually “F.” But she remained a virgin for a long time after marrying him and eventually had many lovers. All this is discussed more fully in the first chapter of my Nietzsche. When Nietzsche met her in 1882, he was in his late thirties, and his image of women had obviously been formed much earlier. It is not unreasonable to ask whether Nietzsche’s remarks about women betray some flaw in his philosophy. I don’t think they do, and it certainly is not fair to assume without argument that they discredit his thought, while Kant’s and Schopenhauer’s views about women can be ignored along with those of other philosophers.

Actually, what Nietzsche says about women in Section 361 is not particularly silly; and what he says about them in Sections 68 and 71 does him a great deal of credit and should be taken into account by feminists who are inclined to put him down. In Section 68 a sage is told that a young man “is being corrupted by women.”


“It is men,” said he, “that corrupt women; and all the failings of women should be atoned by and improved in men. For it is man who creates for himself the image of woman, and woman forms herself according to this image.”



Section 71 shows in some detail how men have wronged women and how “the education of upper-class women” is nothing less than “monstrous.” They are “brought up as ignorant as possible of erotic matters” and imbued “with a profound sense of shame,” but then are suddenly “hurled…into reality and knowledge, by marriage—precisely by the man they love and esteem most! To catch love and shame in a contradiction and to be forced to experience at the same time delight, surrender, duty, pity, terror, and who knows what else, in the face of the unexpected neighborliness of god and beast! Thus a psychic knot has been tied that may have no equal.” Nietzsche thought it led women to close their eyes to themselves. “Young women try hard to appear superficial and thoughtless. The most refined simulate a kind of impertinence.”

Even in his discussion of women, Nietzsche at his best is aware of the ways in which historical pressures impose roles on people and how masks may be donned in response to particular situations that differ from place to place and time to time. And he often speaks of masks and role playing without any censoriousness. But even at his best his attitude toward women is paternalistic. The sage says that one cannot be kind enough to women, and when someone shouts at him, “Damn kindness!…women need to be educated better!” the sage replies, “Men need to be educated better!” (68). And Section 71 ends: “In sum, one cannot be too kind about women.”

28 [image: ] How can Nietzsche reconcile his non-judgmental attitude toward masks and role playing with his celebration of “the intellectual conscience”? That is the title of Section 2 of The Gay Science in which he expostulates: “the great majority of people does not consider it contemptible to believe this or that and to live accordingly without first having given themselves an account of the final and most certain reasons pro and con….” There are many other passages in the same book and in his other writings in which this theme is developed: “But what is goodheartedness, refinement, or genius to me, when the person who has these virtues tolerates slack feelings in his faith and judgments and when he does not account the desire for certainty as his inmost craving and deepest distress—as that which separates the higher human beings from the lower.”

Actually, “the desire for certainty” is not the best phrase for what Nietzsche means, as the context, the quotations from The Antichrist in Section 23 above, and Section 347 in The Gay Science itself show. Section 347 is entitled “Believers and their need to believe,” and here Nietzsche argues that the need for a faith is a sign of weakness, and he includes in his critique “that impetuous demand for certainty that today discharges itself among large numbers of people in a scientificpositi vistic form.” What Nietzsche attacks in Section 2 is the comfortable assurance of those who fail to consider objections, and what distinguishes to his mind “the higher human beings” is really the desire for intellectual cleanliness. One should give oneself an account of what speaks for and against one’s beliefs, and to live “without questioning, without trembling with the craving and the rapture of such questioning, without at least hating the person who questions…that is what I feel to be contemptible…” But even here, in Section 2, Nietzsche concludes that it is “folly” to suppose, as he does, “that every human being has this feeling, simply because he is human. This is my type of injustice.”

We analyzed Nietzsche’s indignation earlier. It was because his constant questioning involved so much pain that he felt, as an explorer might feel if he keeps getting seasick but nevertheless sets out on one voyage after another, that those who lack such stamina are contemptible. But then he himself realized that this was unreasonable.

The question remains how intellectual integrity and honesty, of which Nietzsche makes so much,20 can be reconciled with his philosophy of masks. Section 77 of The Gay Science, which bears the title “The animal with a good conscience,” provides a partial answer. “The vulgar element in everything that gives pleasure in Southern Europe…(for example, Rossini and Bellini)…does not escape me, but it does not offend me anymore than does the vulgarity that one encounters as one walks through Pompeii” and in “any ancient book. How come? Is it because there is no sense of shame and everything vulgar appears as poised and self-assured as anything noble…? ‘The animal has as much right as any human being…. And you, my dear fellow man, are also still an animal in spite of everything!’” But what does this have to do with masks? A few lines later we read:


What is and remains popular is the mask. Hence there is no point in objecting to the element of masquerade…. And as for ancient life! What can we understand of that as long as we do not understand the delight in masks and the good conscience in using any kind of mask! Here is the bath and the recreation of the ancient spirit; and perhaps the rare and sublime characters of the ancient world needed this bath even more than the vulgar



The theme sounded in that last half sentence will have to be developed at length because it constitutes the third major problem of Nietzsche’s philosophy of masks. But Nietzsche’s point in this section before this final turn of the screw is that there is nothing wrong with using masks when one knows that this is what one is doing and enjoys it—and the audience knows and enjoys it, too. This reading is bom out by the conclusion of this passage.


A vulgar turn in…German music…offends me unspeakably. Here there is a sense of shame; the artist has lowered himself in his own eyes…we are ashamed with him….



More significantly, this reading is also supported by Section 361 and by the last section of the preface to The Gay Science, which Nietzsche reprinted with slight changes at the end of his last book, Nietzsche contra Wagner. The whole book is very beautiful, and the Epilogue is among the loveliest things Nietzsche ever wrote. It ends:


Oh, those Greeks! They knew how to live. What is required for that is to stop courageously at the surface, the fold, the skin, to adore appearance…. Those Greeks were superficial—out of profundity. And is not this precisely what we are again coming back to, we daredevils of the spirit…? Are we not, precisely in this respect, Greeks? Adorers of forms, of tones, of words? And therefore—artists?



29 [image: ] At this point we can no longer avoid the third great problem posed by Nietzsche’s philosophy of masks. What are we to make of his dictum “Whatever is profound loves masks”? If this opening sentence of Section 40 in Beyond stood alone, one might be tempted to discount it, but this motif is sounded again and again in Beyond Good and Evil and in other late works, and we have actually encountered it twice in the last couple of pages. Nietzsche clearly means to say that he himself loves masks and is playing games with his readers. But although he says this emphatically and repeatedly, most of his interpreters have ignored this theme.

Confronted with an embarrassment of riches, I shall consider seven sections from Beyond Good and Evil. The first two deal with preliminaries, the other five with the main issue.

Section 4 begins with a sentence that has scandalized some readers: “The falseness of a judgment is for us not necessarily an objection to a judgment.” Instead of being shocked, one might recall Goethe’s dictum “A false hypothesis is better than none” as well as the passage from Gide cited above21 and Francis Bacon’s aphorism xx in the Second Book of his Novum Organum (1620): “… truth will sooner come out from error than from confusion….” But if Nietzsche had meant something like this, his formulation would be unacceptable as it stands; for the claim that a judgment is false is an objection, though not necessarily a crushing objection. Truth will not come out of error unless the error is recognized and criticized.

Nietzsche went on to explain what he did mean: probably some very false judgments are indispensable for us—for example, some of Kant’s so-called synthetic a priori judgments (such as, every event has a cause)—and he is “inclined to claim” also


that without accepting the fictions of logic, without measuring reality against the purely invented world of the unconditional and self-identical, without a constant falsification of the world by means of numbers, man could not live—that renouncing false judgments would mean renouncing life.



These ideas had been developed more fully four years earlier in Book III of The Gay Science, notably in Sections 110–12 and 121. In a discussion of Nietzsche’s theory of knowledge they would require detailed exposition and analysis, but in the present context this section and the next need to be introduced only as background for what follows. Our concern here is not with those who mask the world from themselves but with those who mask themselves from the world.

So far from using the claim that there are fictions humanity needs for survival as a blanket excuse for deception and dishonesty, Nietzsche proceeds in Section 5 to criticize the many philosophers who “are not honest enough in their work, although they all make a lot of virtuous noise when the problem of truthfulness is touched even remotely.” The masks behind which they hide are, we might say, no proof of profundity.


They all pose as if they had discovered and reached their real opinions through the self-development of a cold, pure, divinely unconcerned dialectic…; while at bottom it is an assumption, a hunch, indeed a kind of “inspiration”—most often a desire of the heart…that they defend with reasons they have sought after the fact. They are…for the most part…wily spokesmen for their prejudices which they baptize “truths”—and are very far from having the courage of the conscience that admits this, precisely this, to itself; very far from having the good taste of the courage which also lets this be known, whether to warn an enemy or friend, or, from exuberance, to mock itself.



As examples Nietzsche adduces Kant’s categorical imperative and “the hocus-pocus of mathematical form with which Spinoza clad his philosophy…in mail and mask, to strike terror at the very outset into the heart of any assailant….” I think these two illustrations are well chosen, and the image of mail and mask is most felicitous. But Nietzsche’s parting comment on Spinoza brings to mind Nietzsche himself: “how much personal timidity and vulnerability this masquerade of a sick hermit betrays!” We are led to wonder how Nietzsche’s own masks are different.

Section 30 addresses itself to this question: “Our highest insights must—and should—sound like follies and sometimes like crimes when they are heard without permission by those who are not predisposed and predestined for them.” Here Nietzsche is clearly speaking of his own ideas, and “the difference between the exoteric and the esoteric,” to which he goes on to refer, is extremely relevant to his own philosophy. One may well wonder whether he deliberately chose terms whose exoteric meaning would put off uncongenial souls even when he expressly disowned it. The subtitle of Twilight of the Idols furnishes a particularly clear example: “How One Philosophizes with a Hammer.” Many who have no feeling for Nietzsche still suppose that he means a sledge hammer or at least refers to smashing things. But in his brief preface, less than two pages in length, he explains clearly what he does mean:


For once to pose questions here with a hammer, and perhaps to hear as a reply that famous hollow sound which speaks of bloated entrails—what a delight for one who has ears even behind his ears, for me, an old psychologist…eternal idols are here touched with a hammer as with a tuning fork….



In German, the revaluation of all values is Umwertung aller Werte. But we also find in Nietzsche an Umwertung der Worte, a revaluation of words. His method is the same in most cases. He coins slogans whose exoteric meaning has a ring of brutality but says clearly that what he really means is something quite different that involves subtlety, wit, and intelligence. The “will to power” and “beyond good and evil” also furnish striking examples, no less than “living dangerously,”22 the “revaluation of all values” and the “overman.” Why, one feels like asking, must there be this ambiguity, this split between an exoteric meaning that is disowned but nevertheless accepted at face value by many readers and even more non-readers and an esoteric meaning that is clearly intended but, as Nietzsche realized, missed by most readers and non-readers?

He himself insisted repeatedly that he wrote in a way that was bound to lead superficial readers to misunderstand him. But why did he do it? He insisted that he must be read, as he put it in the preface to The Dawn, rück–und vorsichtig: with consideration and caution—but the contrast of the two prefixes which literally mean “back” and “fore” also suggests that he needs to be read with an eye for what comes before and after, not only on the same page or in the same book but also in his other books. As he put it near the end of his preface to the Genealogy:


If this book is incomprehensible to anyone and jars on his ears, the fault, it seems to me, is not necessarily mine. It is clear enough, assuming, as I do assume, that one has first read my earlier writings and has not spared some trouble in doing so: for they are, indeed, not easy to penetrate.



Still, there is a sense in which Nietzsche invited certain misunderstandings. Why? To some extent at least his own remarks about this are rationalizations. The images he revalued


came up from that inner realm of shadows in which that which the philosopher and human being had long overcome continued its timeless and fleshless being. And in the associations that are kindled by these images, against Nietzsche’s own unequivocally expressed desire, we discern the poison of the serpent whom the thinker vanquished. He bruised the serpent’s head, but the serpent bruised his heel.23



I am implying that the images were not chosen deliberately but welled up from Nietzsche’s unconscious. In his discussion of Zarathustra in Ecce Homo (3), Nietzsche himself makes a point of that:


suddenly, with indescribable certainty and subtlety, something becomes visible, audible…. One hears, one does not seek…. I never had any choice…. The involuntariness of image and metaphor is strangest of all….



Being a philosopher and psychologist as well as a poet, Nietzsche certainly brought his critical powers to bear on what in that passage he calls inspiration. All I am claiming is that the images and metaphors whose exoteric meaning he disowned came up involuntarily.

Obviously, all of this is of the first importance for an understanding of Nietzsche or, if you will, for the discovery of his mind. But does it contribute much to the discovery of the mind in general? Or is his case singular?

In Section 40 of Beyond, which is in every sense the central section of the seven we are considering here, Nietzsche offers some sweeping generalizations, suggesting that his own case is not at all singular.


Whatever is profound loves masks; what is most profound even hates image and parable. Might not nothing less than the opposite be the proper disguise for the shame of a god?



That is the beginning of this section. It ends:


And supposing he did not want it, he would still realize some day that in spite of that a mask of him is there—and that this is well. Every profound spirit needs a mask: even more, around every profound spirit a mask is growing continually, owing to the constantly false, namely shallow interpretation of every word, every step, every sign of life he gives.



One’s first reaction is almost bound to be that this is nonsense, that Nietzsche’s case is unusual, perhaps even that these passages represent a case of sour grapes. A writer who finds that he is misunderstood protests that this is well and merely a consequence of his profundity. But any such reaction illustrates only once again that some of Nietzsche’s best insights “sound like follies” when they are read superficially. In fact these passages are profound.

To show this it may be best to give a few examples before attempting an explanation. Perhaps the most striking illustration is Hamlet, who continually dons masks, far beyond the requirements of his intention to avenge his father’s death. He clearly experiences some delight or relief in playing with others and seeing how they misunderstand him.

Shakespeare himself is no less a case in point. In a sense all of his plays are masks in which he conceals his own views so successfully that interpreters to this day are not agreed about them. His sequence of 154 sonnets is no less puzzling. Yet if ever a writer had the power to make clear precisely what he felt about whom and what happened, it was Shakespeare. Plainly, he was not moved by a consuming desire to communicate his experiences and views to his readers.

Goethe does not provide an equally clear case if we take his work as a whole. Yet he did say in a conversation:


For thirty years almost, they have plagued themselves with the broomsticks of the Blocksberg and the monkeys’ conversation in the witch’s kitchen…and the interpreting of this dramatic-humorous nonsense has never gone too well. Indeed, one should indulge in such jokes more often while one is young.24



Here he was speaking of the First Part of Faust. When he had finished the Second Part, which actually contains far more passages that have given interpreters a great deal of trouble, he sealed the manuscript with instructions for posthumous publication and did not choose to reveal or discuss even with friends the eagerly awaited conclusion. Plainly, he did not write primarily to communicate something to his readers.

Franz Kafka furnishes such an obvious example that the point does not need laboring. Sophocles is not usually seen in this light, but I believe that he, too, supports Nietzsche’s generalizations. In two long chapters in my Tragedy and Philosophy I have tried to show in detail how “Sophocles has been much praised and little understood. The case is typical. Endless misunderstandings are the price of immortality.”25

Sophocles actually brings to mind Nietzsche’s extreme suggestion, “Might not nothing less than the opposite be the proper disguise…” I am thinking of the commonplace that, unlike Aeschylus and Euripides, he was conventionally pious; also the incredible notion of generations of critics that his last play, Oedipus at Colonus, is wonderfully cheerful and serene.

Instead of adducing more examples, also from other arts, let me venture a brief explanation. To some extent Nietzsche’s apparently paradoxical claims are actually true by definition. “Profound” means deep in the sense of not being easily accessible and usually also being inexhaustible. A writer who yields all of his meaning at first glance is, by definition, not profound. It does not follow, of course, that being obscure and difficult is proof of profundity. What is profound must also be illuminating, and what is meant by speaking of inexhaustibility is that many, though by no means all, different readings provide some illumination not only of the text but also of the human condition. Since difficulty is inseparable from profundity and most readers, including most of those who publish their interpretations, are ill equipped to deal with difficult texts and as a rule have no firsthand knowledge of the experiences with which the writer was dealing, endless misunderstandings are the price of immortality.

Two further considerations support Nietzsche’s claims. Profound writers are impelled to write not by an overwhelming desire to communicate a few propositions but rather by the need to cope with some trying experiences that involve feelings as well as thoughts. Their primary concern is with themselves and not with others. It may be objected that Sophocles and Shakespeare wrote for the stage, that Sophocles always came out first or second in the annual competition, and that Shakespeare was not indifferent to the commercial success of his plays. But Shakespeare did not even bother to prepare accurate texts of his plays for the printer, he seems to have cared very little about their publication, and yet he put into his plays much more than any playgoer could possibly get out of one or two performances—indeed, far more than anyone can get out of reading and seeing a play several times. The profundity of the plays is due to the fact that Shakespeare put into them so much more than was required for commercial success. Similarly, no Athenian playgoer could possibly attain any very full understanding of the masterpieces of Aeschylus, Sophocles, or Euripides after seeing a tragedy once or, possibly, twice. Imagine some of the great choral odes being sung and ask yourself how much of them you would be likely to understand?

Moreover, the most profound writers were deeply alienated from their societies and tried to meet their own standards, not those of others. They were trying to satisfy themselves. This suggestion goes against the popular notion that alienation is a distinctly modern phenomenon and deplorable. But this notion is untenable.26 That Euripides and Kafka, Kierkegaard and Nietzsche were deeply alienated meets the eye; but Sophocles and Shakespeare were, too. If they had not been, and if they had been content to satisfy their contemporaries, there would have been no reason for putting so much into their works that their contemporaries could not possibly get; and that goes also for Dante and Goethe and, to use Nietzsche’s phrase, “every profound spirit.” Or, if we translate Geist as “mind,” “every profound mind.” And what helps us to understand profound minds is a contribution to the discovery of the mind.

Indeed, there are not two kinds of people, the profound and the unprofound, but, as pointed out previously, humanity is a continuum, and these observations throw some light on the human condition in general. One has the choice of simply trying to meet the standards of others, pleasing them and hoping for immediate acceptance, or of trying to cope with one’s own most distinctive experiences, feelings, and thoughts, without settling for clichés or the passing consensus of the group in which one happens to find oneself. In other words, one has the choice between two kinds of masks. The first hides not only from others but also from oneself what is unique in our experiences and in us; the second grows all by itself, “owing to the…shallow interpretation of every word, every step, every sign of life.” Most people associate masks only with the first choice, which actually involves self-mutilation.

Although Richard Wagner is not mentioned in Section 270, Nietzsche liked it well enough to use it again in Nietzsche contra Wagner, in the chapter “The Psychologist Speaks Up.” I shall quote from the later version, which embodies some small stylistic changes:


The spiritual nausea and haughtiness of every human being who has suffered profoundly—it almost determines the order of rank how profoundly one can suffer—his shuddering certainty, which permeates and colors him through and through, that by virtue of his suffering he knows more…this pride of…the “initiated,” of the almost sacrificed, finds all kinds of disguises necessary to protect itself against contact with obtrusive and pitying hands, and altogether against everybody who is not a peer in suffering…. One of the most refined disguises is Epicureanism and a certain ostentatious courage of taste that takes suffering casually and resists everything sad and profound. There are “cheerful people” who employ cheerfulness because they are misunderstood on its account—they want to be misunderstood. There are “scientific people” who employ science because it gives a cheerful appearance, and because scientism suggests that a human being is superficial—they want to seduce others to this false inference. There are free, impudent spirits who would like to conceal and deny that at bottom they are broken, incurable heartsthe case of Hamlet; and then even foolishness can be the mask for an unblessed all too certain knowledge.27



In Beyond this section had one more sentence in the end: “From which it follows that it is characteristic of more refined humanity to respect ‘the mask’ and not to indulge in psychology and curiosity in the wrong place.” In the later version this conclusion was omitted, and while Nietzsche certainly would have favored respecting the mask in personal intercourse I suppose that he had no wish to set bounds for psychology.

Section 289 begins: “In the writings of a hermit one always also hears something of the echo of the desolate regions….” But it is the second half of this section that is most relevant here:


The hermit does not believe that any philosopher—assuming that every philosopher was first of all a hermit—ever expressed his real and final opinions in books: does one not write books precisely to conceal what one harbors? Indeed, he will doubt whether a philosopher could possibly have “final and real” opinions…. Every philosophy also conceals a philosophy; every opinion is also a hideout, every word also a mask.



Obviously this does not apply to all philosophy professors, seeing that most of them travel in schools and are by no means hermits. What is less clear is to how many philosophers apart from Nietzsche it does apply. And to what extent does it apply to Nietzsche? We have seen that many of his words are indeed masks; but is every word also a mask? Hardly. And does one really write books to conceal what one harbors (a statement inspired at least partially by a play on words: um zu verbergen, was man bei sich birgt)?

The passage quoted here is also self-referential. Feeling that he has exposed himself too much, the hermit philosopher dons the mask of the prankster who is merely playing but has no ultimate and real views. This is one of Nietzsche’s personae, one of his masks or roles, that he looks now out of this window and now out of that, questioning everything. But this is not to say that he does not really play this role much of the time.

Of course, he had opinions and occasionally expressed them vividly and forcefully, but he considered it a point of honor to treat his opinions as provisional and not “final.” They may all be questioned, and the point of writing the books he wrote was not, on the whole, to persuade us to accept his opinions but rather—in the spirit of Gotthold Ephraim Lessing—to wake us up, to shake us up, and to lead us to think for ourselves. “The point”? No, of course not. Nietzsche wrote books as one writes poems, or as Rembrandt painted self-portraits, without being greatly concerned about how others might eventually react.

What Nietzsche says in some of the mask passages we have been considering applies more to great artists and poets thap to the many philosophers who are inartistic and unpoetic. But it does apply also to many people who are not professional artists or poets or philosophers. It concerns all modes of self-expression.

Section 290 is far shorter than 289 and may be quoted in full:


Every profound thinker is more afraid of being understood than of being misunderstood. The latter may hurt his vanity, but the former his heart, his sympathy, which always says: “Alas, why do you want to have as hard a time as I did?”



Every profound thinker? Hardly. And as far as Nietzsche himself is concerned, this could be a rationalization that comes close to sour grapes. But even if it is another mask, it is noteworthy how different it is from the popular image of Nietzsche. Is this his final opinion? Of course not. But neither should his readers accept various other masks as final opinions, and least of all the exoteric meaning of “philosophizing with a hammer” and “master morality,” “beyond good and evil” and “the will to power.” So far from being crude, Nietzschc was, if anything, subtle to a fault.

I am far from suggesting that Nietzsche’s philosophy dissolves into a game played with mirrors. Even the last section quoted here, which I cannot accept as a valid generalization, points to an important truth about masks. Often people do wear masks and are afraid of being understood because they want to protect others.28 The shallow moralism that associates masks with inauthenticity passes over such subtleties. And readers who merely ask whether a formulation stands up or whether it can be refuted by a counterexample are apt to miss many of Nietzsche’s insights.

He was a philosopher and should be read as a philosopher. But he was not only a philosopher and should not be read only as a philosopher. He also needs to be read as a psychologist and a poet, and his books are works of art.

He was as aware as anyone of the tension between the philosophic and the artistic tendency. But even in his first book, The Birth of Tragedy, he asked the question in Section 14, “whether the birth of an ‘artistic Socrates’ is altogether a contradiction in terms.” He was an artistic Socrates, and in my commentary on his Genealogy I have tried to show how in the long essay on the meaning of ascetic ideals this theme is taken up and finally brought to much the same conclusion in Section 25.

His creative life long, Nietzsche looked at the striving for knowledge, including philosophy and science, in the perspective of art and at art in the perspective of science, as he himself suggested in the magnificent “Attempt at a Self-Criticism” that he used as a preface for the second edition of The Birth in 1886. But we could also say that he looked at both art and science, including psychology as well as philosophy, as a psychologist—but as a psychologist who was also a great artist.

I have tried to give a highly sympathetic account of Nietzsche’s philosophy of masks and have defended his claim that “Whatever is profound loves masks.” Yet the image of the mask with its implicit dualism of appearance and reality is certainly questionable. Perhaps—Nietzsche himself suggests in many late passages—there are only appearances and no ultimate reality behind them; perhaps there is only a flux and nothing really stable; and perhaps there is no self. Perhaps individuals have no essence or nature; and if they did, it might be said to be their task to overcome it. Perhaps all stable positions are masks and not final. It is part of Nietzsche’s profundity that he raised these questions. We shall return to them in the final chapter of this trilogy: “Mind and Mask.”

30 [image: ] A philosopher could scarcely be more different from Kant than Nietzsche was. It may therefore seem surprising that many German philosophy professors nevertheless wrote books about him and took him seriously, for as a rule their whole manner and their conception of philosophy were formed by Kant. But even as much of German philosophy after 1790 is illuminated by the realization that many philosophers tried to reconcile Kant and Goethe, it is important to see how many German philosophers since 1890 have tried to reconcile Kant and Nietzsche.

Hans Vaihinger’s efforts in this vein are still interesting. His early monograph, Nietzsche als Philosoph (1902: Nietzsche as Philosopher; 4th edition, 1916), was meant to pave the way for Vaihinger’s magnum opus, The Philosophy of ‘As if’ (German in 1911, English in 1924). This book, long held back because the author was afraid of how the book might be received, presented an elaborate theory about humanity’s need for fictions and contained a fascinating chapter on “Nietzsche and His Doctrine of Conscious Illusion (The Will to Illusion).” Vaihinger was one of the leading Kant scholars, had long been editor of Kant-Studien, and drew heavily on Kant as well as Nietzsche. Being a very fine scholar, he made a genuine contribution and called attention to elements in Nietzsche that most writers about him still ignore.

Most other attempts to bring together Kant and Nietzsche have not been of remotely comparable interest. In the light of contemporary experience—to use a phrase Thomas Mann used in the title of a brief monograph on Nietzsche that referred to a very different set of experiences—it is plain how often professors have dealt with Nietzsche because he was fashionable and the students were reading him. But most professors also want to be respectable. In the United States, beginning in the 1960s, that meant assimilating Nietzsche to analytic philosophy, while in Germany it meant for a long time being Kantian. And Aloys Riehl, Georg Simmel, and Martin Heidegger, like Vaihinger, actually wrote books about both men. Heidegger’s case, of course, is rather complex and will be considered in detail in the next chapter.

Martin Buber can also be seen in this perspective. In the “Autobiographical Fragments” he contributed to the Buber volume in The Library of Living Philosophers, he included a brief section entitled “Philosophers,” explaining how two philosophers had deeply affected his existence:29 Kant and Nietzsche. This was really the experience of a generation of German philosophers. What Buber did about it, however, was distinctive, and we shall consider him in the last chapter.

Karl Jaspers’ philosophy is another attempt to reconcile Kant and Nietzsche. With Nietzsche he dealt again and again, most notably in his Nietzsche (1936), which is distinguished by a wealth of quotations from the whole corpus of Nietzsche’s writings—and by a total disregard for context. The quotations helped to open my eyes to things I had not expected from Nietzsche when I was an undergraduate, but the author’s deliberate disregard for whether these generally very short quotations, often merely a sentence or less, come from books or notes and are early or late makes the work unsound. Such snippets of quotations can be used in a great variety of ways that are basically uncongenial to Nietzsche—the current French Nietzsche literature furnishes many examples of that—and Jaspers used Nietzsche to introduce us to his own mode of “philosophizing.” Kant, however, was for Jaspers always the philosopher; and confronted with Nietzsche’s remarks about Kant, he reproached Nietzsche for his “lack of respect for greatness.”

In almost all attempts to assimilate Nietzsche to Kant or analytical philosophy, Nietzsche’s most radical tendencies are neglected, and his psychology in particular has been studiously ignored. One continued to work in old traditions without as much as understanding how Nietzsche had called these traditions into question. By far the most striking and influential example of this development is Heidegger.
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31 [image: ] Heidegger’s admirers are of two kinds and minds. Some consider Being and Time (Sein und Zeit, 1927) his masterpiece and discount the flood of his writings after 1933, while others find his greatness precisely in his later work. Those who belong to the second group, which is much smaller, generally do not single out one work as representative or as an indubitable classic, but by far the largest work of the later Heidegger is his two-volume Nietzsche. With its roughly thousand pages, it is more than twice as long as S&Z (that is, Sein und Zeit1). Moreover, the later Heidegger also published several essays on Nietzsche and included ample comments on him in several other books. It therefore seems reasonable to single out his work on Nietzsche as representative of his later thought, the more so because it was Heidegger’s discovery of Nietzsche that precipitated the later phase of his philosophy.

This last point has gone almost unnoticed and has never been given its due weight, but Otto Pöggeler (1972) has remarked in a footnote (p. 106):


By the fundamental experience that God is “dead” Heidegger, according to his own report, was struck in the years immediately after the publication of S&Z. Publicly he first spoke of this experience in 1933; in his rectoral address The Self-Affirmation of the German University (Breslau, no year) he says: “And if our inmost human Being itself confronts a great transformation, if it is true what the last German philosopher, Friedrich Nietzsche, who was passionately seeking the god, said, ‘God is dead’—if we must seriously act on this abandonment of modem man among beings…” (p. 12).

In the thirtis Heidegger confronts this experience by meditating on the creations of the great creators (to which, to be sure, a preserving is meant to correspond)…



Heidegger could not have been unaware of Nietzsche’s proclamation that “God is dead”; certainly his students and colleagues were aware of it when he was writing S&Z. But this idea did not hit him or strike him as a “fundamental experience” until later. This in itself suggests that S&Z has been misunderstood by most readers, including Sartre and other admirers of the book. Emphatically, the book was not the work of an atheist. In fact, the reason why Heidegger was not ready to experience Nietzsche’s pronouncement until later was plainly that he still felt so much at home in his Christian background. The internal evidence for that in S&Z will be considered when I argue for my sixth thesis (in Section 40). And when the present chapter was first written this was all the evidence I had. Later I discovered an unpublished letter that Heidegger had written to Karl Lowith on August 19, 1921.

Löwith had had an argument with another Heidegger student “about the ‘correct’ interpretation of ‘my philosophy.’” Their discussion, said Heidegger, rested on “the fundamental mistake” that both measured him against “Nietzsche, Kierkegaard, Scheler, and other creative and profound philosophers. You are free to do that—but it must be added that I am no philosopher, and I do not fancy that I am doing anything remotely comparable; that is not my intention.” In the following paragraph the language becomes rather dense (“factual” and “factuality” occur seven times), but the climactic statement is as clear as can be: “It is part of my factuality what I say briefly, that I am a ‘Christian theologian.’”

Hans-Georg Gadamer, like Löwith a Heidegger student who later became a professor at Heidelberg and made a name for himself, has published an essay, “Martin Heidegger and Marburg Theology” (1969), in which he recalls how Heidegger participated in the discussion after a lecture by a dialectical theologian who had addressed the Marburger Theologenschaft (the theologians’ guild). “The young Heidegger…had just come to Marburg as an associate professor, and it is unforgettable for me to this day how he closed his remarks…that it was the true task of theology, to which it must find its way back, to seek the word that would be capable of summoning to faith and to preserve in faith.” Gadamer also reports that “The original form [Urform] of S&Z was a lecture to the Marburger Theologenschaft (1924).” Gadamer also remarks that “whatever he taught, whether it was Descartes or Aristotle, Plato or Kant who furnished the point of departure…it was theological questions that were surging up in him from the beginning.”

This is hardly surprising if one knows that Heidegger attended the “Jesuitenkolleg in Konstanz” before he entered the “Gymnasium in Freiburg.” As Hühnerfeld (1959, p. 21) puts it, “What happened to Martin Heidegger still happens to many very gifted boys of simple Catholic parents. The church took care of him; he was sent to the Jesuits in Constance.” According to Hühnerfeld (p. 40), Heidegger also chose to write his doctoral dissertation not with Rickert, who was a philosopher of some stature from whom Heidegger had learned a great deal, but with the virtually unknown Schneider, because he was a Roman Catholic.

All of this—Gadamer’s and Pöggeler’s reports as well as the letter to Löwith—came to my attention only after I had written up my six theses against Heidegger, concentrating on S&Z. Now I want to invert the chronological order still further. Before taking up S&Z I want to comment on Heidegger’s reading of Nietzsche. This can be done very briefly; it provides some continuity with the preceding chapters; and it should be possible to gain considerable understanding of Heidegger in a few pages that involve nothing very obscure.

32 [image: ] Heidegger’s reading of Nietzsche rests on three very clear and simple principles. First, we must discount and ignore Nietzsche’s books. Secondly, Nietzsche’s philosophy is to be found in his Nachlass; that is, in the notes that he himself did not publish and did not intend for publication. Thirdly, most of these notes can be ignored also, and the real philosophy of Nietzsche is to be found in the notes selected by Heidegger—almost exclusively from The Will to Power, which is a selection made, and badly edited, by Nietzsche’s sister with the help of Peter Gast.

These three principles had been advanced first by Alfred Bäumler, a Nazi professor whom the Nazis had given a chair at the University of Berlin. When the copyright for Nietzsche’s works expired thirty years after his death, Alfred Kröner, the publisher, issued a handy and inexpensive “pocket edition” (Taschenausgabe) of the works in 1930, and every volume featured a postscript by Bäumler, who also published, the following year, a little book entitled Nietzsche, the Philosopher and Politician. In Ecce Homo (1.3) Nietzsche had called himself “anti-political,”; and Bäumler’s reading of Nietzsche was contradicted at almost every point by Nietzsche’s books; so he adopted the bold principle that the books were merely written for effect and could be discounted. The true philosophy was to be found in the Nachlass, not only in The Will to Power but also in two small volumes of selections edited by Bäumler under the title “The Innocence of Becoming” (Die Unschuld des Werdens). But the postscript to The Will to Power began:


The Will to Power is the philosophical main work of Nietzsche. All the fundamental results of his thought are brought together in this book. One must not be deterred by the author’s dislike for systematic philosophy from calling this work a system.



During the 1930s and 1940s Nietzsche was read mainly in these pocket editions, and Bäumler’s ideas about Nietzsche, which scarcely anybody has taken seriously since 1945, reached a very wide audience. Incidentally, when the publisher reissued these handy editions after the war, the postscripts were expurgated slightly, without any admission of this fact.

What is fascinating is that Heidegger adopted Bäumler’s principles of exegesis. Of course, he did not accept Bäumler’s reading of Nietzsche, but he actually relied more heavily on The Will to Power than Bäumler had done. At the beginning of the first volume of his Nietzsche, after asserting expressly that the real philosophy is to be found in the Nachlass (p. 17), he praised Bäumler’s postscript to that work as well as the sister’s notoriously mendacious biography. She, like Bäumler, was a Nazi, and her long-dead husband, of whom Nietzsche had disapproved vehemently, had been a leading anti-Semite. Of The Will to Power Heidegger said, in flat defiance of the facts, that it consists for the most part of “carefully worked out ‘aphorisms’” (sorgfältig aus gearbeitete Aphorismen), and he agreed with Bäumler and the sister that Zarathustra was merely the antechamber, while The Will to Power is the main structure of Nietzsche’s philosophy (pp. 19, 21).

Long before Heidegger’s Nietzsche, which was composed in the Thirties and Forties, appeared in print in 1961, I had dealt at length with the real nature of The Will to Power (in the first section of the Prologue to my Nietzsche). In my subsequent translation of The Will to Power I not only dealt with all these questions much more fully but also included for good measure eight facsimile pages to show at a glance what the manuscripts look like and to demonstrate in my “Commentary on the Facsimiles” how irresponsibly they were edited. This needs to be mentioned here because Heidegger’s approach to Nietzsche is a philological and methodological scandal that almost defies belief.

Early in Volume II (p. 44), he made a point of the fact that his method consisted in always selecting notes from The Will to Power. Needless to say, he did not ask, as one always should ask, whether Nietzsche subsequently made use of these notes in his later books and what changes he made when he did. Or whether Nietzsche actually took a different line in his later books. In my translation I made a point of always giving the approximate date of every note and of including comparisons with the books in the footnote commentary. Since then the material included in The Will to Power has been presented in the new German critical edition in the arrangement found in the manuscripts. The more systematic arrangement by the sister and Gast was much more readable and made it easier to consult notes that have a similar subject matter, but the critical edition makes doubly clear how arbitrary Heidegger’s procedure was.2

Heidegger’s readings always disregard all context—he prefers texts that seem to have no context, like Nachlass notes or the fragments of the pre-Socratic philosophers—and it would be easy but pointless to pile up examples of totally arbitrary misinterpretations.

Heidegger read Nietzsche the way most theologians and preachers have read their sacred texts, selecting a verse, or even half a sentence, disregarding the context, and using it as a prop. In Heidegger’s Nietzsche this is so evident that one quickly loses interest and begins to feel that what Heidegger does with Nietzsche is incomparably less interesting than what Nietzsche might have thought of Heidegger. The answer is not hard to find. Nor would it have taken Nietzsche a thousand pages to make his point.


The philology of Christianity. How little Christianity educates the sense of honesty and justice can be seen pretty well from the writings of its scholars: they advance their conjectures as blandly as dogmas and are hardly ever honestly perplexed by the exegesis of a Biblical makes verse. Again and again they say, “I am right, for it is written,” and the interpretation that follows is of such impudent arbitrariness that a philologist is stopped in his tracks, torn between anger and laughter, and keeps asking himself: Is it possible? Is this honest? Is it even decent?…[The Dawn, Section 84].



Ever so many other passages in Nietzsche’s books come to mind, including the section on “The intellectual conscience” in The Gay Science.

The net result of Heidegger’s interpretation of Nietzsche has been discussed earlier (in Section 16f.) He claims that Nietzsche was the last great metaphysician of the West and simply ignores Nietzsche’s psychology.3 But what bearing does this discussion of Heidegger’s procedure have on the discovery of the mind? It is relevant in two ways. First, it is invaluable if we want to discover Heidegger’s mind and understand his mentality. Secondly, S&Z is a very difficult book, and one may well wonder whether my reading of it is plausible. My reading of the book long antedates the publication of Heidegger’s Nietzsche, but it seems to me that the later works bear out my six theses; and dealing with Nietzsche first may make it much easier for the reader to follow my critique of S&Z.

33 [image: ] The central point of my critique of Heidegger is to show how he impeded the discovery of the mind. It is arguable that one should not lose any time over fundamental mistakes and false starts and that it is far better to concentrate all efforts on pioneering a new approach. Nevertheless it seems important to me to include a critique of Heidegger in this book. Critical thinking requires the consideration of objections and alternatives, and Heidegger’s approach constitutes a particularly influential alternative to the other approaches considered here, including my own. The case for dealing with him at some length depends entirely on the extent of his influence.

While this influence is receding in his native Germany, he is receiving more and more attention in the United States, where his books keep being translated and studied. The initial translation of Being and Time (1962) was so successful in hardcover, despite its widely acknowledged inadequacies and the high price of the book, that the publisher never found it necessary to issue it in paperback, and the same publisher has commissioned a new English version. In France Heidegger’s influence is even far greater. And on the occasion of Heidegger’s eighty-fifth birthday in 1974 it was announced in Germany that his “works” are to be published in seventy volumes—far exceeding the bulk of any edition of Kant, Hegel, Nietzsche, Freud, or Jung—and that the completion of this enterprise would require many decades. There is thus a Heidegger industry that will continue to provide jobs for philosophers and that will try to promote his works for a long time to come. Hence one cannot simply hope that his influence will run its course and does not need to be met with detailed criticisms.

Regarding the discovery of the mind, some so-called existential psychiatrists have long maintained that there is much that is of value in Heidegger. In the United States this view was introduced to a large public by Rollo May, Ernst Angel, and Henri F. Ellenberger in a large tome they edited together, Existence (1958), and it makes immediately attracted wide attention. Earlier, Sartre’s “existential psychoanalysis” appeared as part of Being and Nothingness (1943 in French); Sartre acknowledged his debt to Heidegger, and he in turn influenced R. D. Laing. Although Jaspers was trained as a physician and psychiatrist and wrote a General Psychopathology that went through several editions, while Heidegger had no background in this area, Heidegger’s influence on psychiatry has been far greater. It is widely supposed that he may provide an alternative to Freud and that in some obscure way he may actually be deeper.

Of course, neither Heidegger nor Freud made much of “the mind.” Freud spoke of “the soul” or psyche, and Kant’s and Nietzsche’s relevant ideas do not depend at all on their use of Geist or some similar term. The fact that Heidegger stood opposed to Descartes’ dualism of mind and body or subject and object does not set him apart. In fact, we shall see that he reinstates this dualism without as much as noticing it. But even if he didn’t, it would still be worth noting that Nietzsche had ridiculed this dualism repeatedly—for example, in the chapter “On the despisers of the body” in Zarathustra. It was this chapter that inspired, via Groddeck, Freud’s “Id.” Yet Heidegger may be thought to be different from others in being more concerned with our being in a larger context, our “being in the world,” and this is supposed to be a way of going beyond both mind and body. Yet he agreed with Jaspers that “the procedure followed in understanding texts is a simile for all comprehension of Being.”4 If that is so, Heidegger’s extremely arbitrary and non-contextual reading of Nietzsche and, for that matter, other philosophers and poets5 raises serious doubts about his reputation as a contextualist and suggests that perhaps his willfulness is not confined to his interpretations of texts. Perhaps it is to be found in S&Z also.

In any case, that book deals centrally with human existence and self-understanding. Much of it seems to be, on the face of it, some sort of psychology or anthropology, though Heidegger himself repeatedly insisted that it wasn’t. My first thesis addresses itself directly to this question.

I shall concentrate on S&Z because it is the only work by Heidegger that is widely considered a classic, because it is the only substantial work by him that is widely held to contribute something significant to human self-understanding, and because Heidegger himself said (in 1947 when he was in eclipse and thoroughly discredited as a onetime Nazi):


Everywhere one believes that the attempt in S&Z has wound up in a deadend street. Let us not mind this opinion. Beyond S&Z, thinking, which in the treatise with this title attempts a few steps, has not advanced to this day.6



Heidegger’s immodesty has never been lightened by wit, like Nietzsche’s. He was as solemn as could be in his proclamation that since 1927 human thought had not taken a single step forward, and he was not in the least embarrassed by his extensive ignorance of what other people might have been thinking during those twenty years, for example, in the English-speaking world. It did not matter that he could not read English; he was sure that there were only two languages in which serious thinking about ultimate problems was possible: German and ancient Greek.

For an especially amusing formulation of this point see the long interview of September 23, 1966, that was published in Der Spiegel (Nr 23/1976) after his death, in accordance with his wishes:





	SPIEGEL:

	You assign a special task to the Germans in particular?




	HEIDEGGER:

	Yes…I am thinking of the special inner affinity of the German language to the language of the Greeks and their thinking. This is confirmed to me again and again by the French. When they begin to think they speak German…[p. 217].








[image: ]

Title page of the first edition of Sein und Zeit.

He never repudiated S&Z or, for that matter, his rectoral address of 1933 in which he hailed the new Nazi state. His conceit did not exceed Nietzsche’s, but unlike Nietzsche he quite lacked the power of self-criticism and the courage for an attack on his own convictions.

The following six theses concern S&Z. All references are to the pages of the first German edition which also appear on the margins of the English version.

34 [image: ] First thesis: Heidegger’s “existential ontology” is dubious anthropology. This is far from obvious and may even strike those who admire Heidegger as paradoxical. It seems best to begin by explaining the phrase in quotes. Obviously, the thesis also depends on what is meant by anthropology, and that will be considered next. In the process it should become clear how much the early Heidegger stands in the Kantian tradition and how little he had learned from Goethe, Hegel, and Nietzsche. In some ways, as will be shown later, he is actually preKantian but certainly not, as he intimated in his later works, close to the Greeks. His thought was shaped decisively by his Roman Catholic upbringing, and it is therefore no cause for wonder that his philosophy—unlike that of Kant, Hegel, or Nietzsche —has been taken up so enthusiastically by so many Roman Catholic scholars.

Heidegger’s “fundamental question” concerns the meaning of Being.” This question arises for human beings or, as Heidegger puts it, for Dasein. This German word ordinarily means being there or existing, but Heidegger used it for the human mode of being, and I shall translate it “human Being.”7

Kant published his attempt to lay the foundations for the metaphysics of morals (Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten) in 1785, twelve years before he published his two-volume Metaphysik der Sitten. In his book Kant und das Problem der Metaphysik (1929), which, characteristically, throws at least as much light on the author as on Kant, Heidegger started out by understanding the Critiqué of Pure Reason as Kant’s attempt to lay the foundations for metaphysics (Grundlegung der Metaphysik). For the critical thrust of Kant’s work Heidegger had neither sympathy nor eyes. But the discussion of fundamental ontology in the Kant book leaves no doubt that S&Z was meant to be a Grundlegung: Heidegger’s investigation of Being was to begin with a foundation that he called fundamental ontology and of which he said in S&Z (p. 13) that it must be sought in the existential analytic of human Being.” A page later he repeated “that the ontological analytic of human Being is what constitutes fundamental ontology.” “Existential analytic” and “ontological analytic” are thus used interchangeably with “fundamental ontology.”

Heidegger’s profuse use of unusual terms that are far from being self-explanatory or elegant does not add up to a precise and carefully worked-out terminology. While his procedure is modeled on Kant’s, Heidegger is far worse in this respect, and not only in this respect, than Kant. On the first page of the table of contents, for example, he applied seven different labels to what seems to be the same enterprise: ontologische Analytik des Daseins, Interpretation des Daseins, Fundamentalanalyse des Daseins, Analyse des Daseins, Analytik des Daseins, Daseinsanalytik, and existentiale Analytik. Some of these labels recur on the other four pages of the table of contents on which we also encounter the following inelegant variations: existenziale Analyse, exis-tenziale Interpretation, and existenzial-ontologische Exposition. In the last section of the book two further labels for the same enterprise are added: Hermeneutik des Daseins and Analytik der Existenz.

Now the use of ten imposing labels in the table of contents alone, without any clear indication whether they all refer to exactly the same enterprise, is no trivial matter. It invites futile controversies and calls for at least three objections.

First, an author who wished to spark endless discussions about words, and specifically about his own terminology, could hardly have improved on Heidegger. This criticism of Heidegger is so important that one might present it as a separate thesis and view the fourth thesis, below, as well as the other two objections which I am about to offer as mere corollaries of this point.

Secondly, the impression created by Heidegger’s elaborate terminology is thoroughly misleading. One is led to suppose that it is some warrant of rigor and scientific precision, but in fact the rigor is wholly spurious.

Thirdly, there is something undeniably obscurantist about this procedure. A good coinage makes it possible to save space and gain clarity by using a clearly defined term for something that would otherwise require a lot of words every time it was referred to. Freud’s coinages are exemplary in this way. Heidegger’s coinages are not only lacking in the literary grace and obvious felicity of Freud’s but also make for a vast amount of repetition, prolixity, and utterly needless confusion.

To make matters worse, the title of the final section of the book includes “die fundamental-ontologische Frage” (the fundamental-ontological question), although in that section fundamental ontology is never mentioned and we find instead two of the synonyms mentioned above. Hildegard Feick (1961, p. 29f.) is surely right that this question is not identical with what Heidegger calls “the fundamental question,” which is the question about “the meaning of Being.” But these terms have also done their share to create disagreement among Heidegger’s interpreters about the meaning of “fundamental ontology.”8

My first thesis does not depend on this point, but it seems clear that in S&Z “fundamental ontology is the ontological analysis of human Being,” as Heidegger himself put it much later in On Time and Being.9 And in 1927, the year S&Z appeared, Heidegger gave his erstwhile teacher Edmund Husserl the following explanation: “What is the way of Being of the beings in whom ‘world’ is constituted? That is the central problem of S&Z—i.e., a fundamental ontology of human Being.”10

In my first thesis, then, we could substitute for the phrase in quotes any one of more than a dozen synonyms, such as fundamental ontology or hermeneutics of human Being, I have chosen “existential ontology” because it brings together Heidegger’s central concerns with human existence and with Being; and we also find in the book existenzialontologische Struktur and existenzial-ontologische Fundamente (now in one word, now hyphenated). Moreover, Heidegger kept insisting “that the purpose of the interpretation is purely ontological” (S…-Z, p. 167) and that he had accomplished an “ontological interpretation of the existence of human Being” (S&Z, p. 310), For all that, my thesis does not depend on giving pride of place to “existential ontology”; I hope to show that what Heidegger offers by any other name would be as bad.

From the start, Heidegger insisted on his concern with Being, although his students and early readers were fascinated above all by his central account of two modes of human Being, authentic and inauthentic. A critic might well concentrate on Heidegger’s notion of Being. Nietzsche said: “God is dead…. And we—we still have to vanquish his shadow, too.”11 Surely, Heidegger’s Being is one of the shadows of God, and there are many passages of which one can scarcely make sense until one realizes this and notes how he has substituted “Being” for “God.”12 One could also attack Heidegger’s lingering essentialism, his inveterate search for essences. Some of his books actually have the word Wesen (essence) in their titles, but the concern is hardly less evident in many of his other books. It would not be difficult to put forward ninety-five theses against Heidegger, but it may be more effective to concentrate on a few closely interrelated theses that bear on the most influential theme in S&Z: the contrast of authenticity and inauthenticity.

Not only is this theme relevant to the discovery of the mind but it is as central as any theme in S&Z. These “two modes of Being” (“Die beiden Seinsmodi der Eigentlichkeit und Uneigentlichkeit”) are introduced in Section 9, they are central in Sections 25 through 65, and they turn up again and again after that. Despite the imposing ontological weight of “modes of Being”—actually, Seinsmodi, which is half Latin, sounds even more impressive—authenticity and inauthenticity are obviously merely modes of human Being. One might also call them basic human life-styles. But “life-styles” would suggest a multitude of possibilities, while Heidegger is a dualist, malgré lui—a point to be developed further in connection with my third thesis. He maintained, but scarcely argued, that there are only two fundamental styles.

Those who know something about Heidegger may nevertheless question whether what he offered in S&Z was really “anthropology.” He devoted one entire section (10) to “The delimitation of the analytic of human Being from anthropology, psychology, and biology.” His program was conceived in Kantian terms and supposed to be above comparison with the empirical sciences, for which Heidegger actually hoped to furnish a foundation (S&Z, p. 49£). Nor would I claim that what he offered was empirical, let alone physical, anthropology. But not all anthropology is of that kind, and in German Anthropologie has a much wider meaning that encompasses the study of man. This wider meaning is intended, for example, when Heidegger entitled the first third of the fourth part of his Kant book (1929) Grundlegung der Metaphysik in der Anthropologie.

In his Critique of Pure Reason Kant had said: “All the interest of my reason (speculative as well as practical) comes together in the following three questions:


	What can I know?


	What ought I to do?


	What may I hope?”13




In the introduction to his Logic (1800) he had added a fourth question, “What is man?” and then commented: “The first question is answered by metaphysics, the second by morality, the third by religion, and the fourth by anthropology. At bottom, however, one could include all of this in anthropology because the first three questions refer to the last one” (p. 25).

Heidegger quoted this last sentence and went on to say that “The attempt at a repetition of the [that is, Kant’s] Grundlegung has thus received clear directions concerning its task. To be sure, Kant speaks only generally of anthropology; but after what has been said here it cannot be doubted that only a philosophical anthropology can take over the Grundlegung of authentic philosophy…” (Section 36). Nevertheless, Heidegger went on to intimate that somehow his own fundamental ontology was more profound than “anthropological-psychological knowledge” (Section 43). In his famous discussion with Ernst Cassirer, on the other hand, which was included as an appendix in the fourth edition of the Kant book (1973), Heidegger defined the difference clearly and more modestly: The discussion of human Being in S&Z, he said, “is no philosophical anthropology. For that it is far too narrow, far too provisional” (p. 255). With that characterization I have no quarrel whatever.

My point in speaking of anthropology is not to suggest that Heidegger offered a comprehensive anthropology, which he certainly did not, but only to indicate that a description or analysis of two basic life-styles remains a description of two basic life-styles, even if it was meant to provide a basis or foundation for far greater things. It is also of some interest that Edmund Husserl’s “main impression was that Heidegger…had transformed phenomenology into anthropology.”14

Several themes introduced in the last few pages will be developed further as we consider five more theses. But one criticism of Heidegger that will not be pursued further because it has no direct bearing on the discovery of the mind is that the whole enterprise of S&Z is ill considered. Heidegger’s “fundamental question” about “the meaning of Being” simply ignores Hegel’s and Nietzsche’s critical discussions of “Being” and assumes that “Being” has a meaning. Then Heidegger suggests that in order to discover this meaning we must first lay the foundation by analyzing “human Being” and above all the two allegedly basic modes of that: authenticity and inauthenticity. In other words, even as Kant allegedly laid the foundation for a new metaphysics by first offering a critique of reason, Heidegger begins by first offering an analysis of “human Being” and of its two fundamental modes. I hope to show that both his basic dichotomy and his accounts of both modes are utterly inadequate and impede the discovery of the mind. But even if his “anthropology” were better, how could it possibly reveal, or provide the indispensable foundation for a revelation of, “the meaning of Being”?

Finally, Heidegger himself undermines his own “fundamental question” about “the meaning of Being” as well as his repeated insistence that “the purpose of the interpretation is purely ontological” and that his ultimate concern is not with human existence but with the meaning of Being, when he admits—and the emphasis is his own: “Only human Being can therefore be meaningful or meaningless’ (S&Z, p. 151).

That all of this does not meet the eye is obviously due to the extraordinary style of the whole work. But it is not only its extreme obscurity that obstructs critical understanding.

35 [image: ] Second thesis: Heidegger’s thinking is deeply authoritarian. His insistence that he was engaged in existential ontology or fundamental ontology as well as the proliferation of strange labels helped to immunize his discourse against the obvious charge that it was absurdly dogmatic and apodictic. Any appeal to evidence or rival observations and interpretations was discounted in advance. So was empirical research as a matter of principle (p. 52). All this is as different from Nietzsche as can be and, of course, also from Goethe. Heidegger, like Kant, did not admit hypotheses into philosophy, demanded certainty, and purchased the semblance of it through extreme obscurity.

What I mean by calling Heidegger’s anthropology “dogmatic” is that he put forward apodictically, without considering negative evidence or alternatives, commonplaces dressed up in an imposing but confusing jargon. The following theses will develop my meaning further, but some aspects of this thesis can be spelled out immediately.

First, it had long been argued, notably by Heinrich Rickert, under whose supervision Heidegger had done graduate work at Freiburg,15 and by Dilthey, of whom Heidegger made much more in S&Z than he did of Husserl, that the study of man (the so-called Geisteswissenschaften) required an approach different from the methods of the natural sciences because human beings and their actions and texts can be understood in a way in which natural phenomena cannot be understood. (The German verstehen has acquired a wholly unwarranted mystique and can be translated without any loss of meaning as “understand.”) However that may be, the consideration of objections and alternatives is as applicable to the understanding of people, actions, and texts as it is in the natural sciences; here, too, the best we can do is to formulate hypotheses or tentative interpretations and constructions and then see what speaks for and what against them and what speaks for and against various alternatives. But both in S&Z and in his later writings Heidegger proceeded as if this were not so. This is one of my most central objections to Heidegger.

Secondly, despite the reference to time in the title of his main work and his insistence that he had illuminated the temporality of human existence, the book is as oblivious of development and possible differences in time and place as Kant was in his Critique of Pure Reason. Although Heidegger later wrote extensively on Nietzsche and also an article on Hegel and has often been linked with both, it is utterly astonishing how little he learned from them and how unaffected he remained by their central intentions. To give a single example, in his long discussion of “Being-toward-death” it never seems to have occurred to him to ask whether human attitudes toward death might differ (1) according to one’s age and the stage one has reached in one’s development, (2) at different stages in history, and (3) in different cultures. He seems to have looked for timeless truths that are absolutely certain and his tone frequently gives the impression that he has found such truths.

The quest for timeless certainty was characteristic of Husserl’s phenomenology, which stands in the Kantian tradition and owed nothing to Hegel or Goethe. Heidegger realized, like Husserl and Kant, that the empirical sciences could never furnish absolutely certain knowledge, but each of them thought that some special method that he had discovered could bring certainty. In section 7 of S&Z Heidegger reinterpreted Husserl’s phenomenological method and claimed that phenomenology meant (a) that something shows itself and (b) that somebody helps others to see it. He did not claim (b) explicitly but claimed repeatedly that “revealing” something (Offenbarmachen) was the kind oí logos or speech involved in phenomenology. And he added in section (c) that “the methodological meaning of phenomenological description is exegesis [Auslegung]” Heidegger’s version of phenomenology involved a secularized notion of revelation, with himself cast in the role of interpreter or mystagogue.

He did not accept Luther’s battle cry, derived from Exodus 19.6, that we are all priests. His background was Catholic and he came to see himself as the mediator who in turn implored the mediation of his secular saints, Hölderlin and the pre-Socratics. It is not only his later works that follow this model.

Elsewhere I have characterized “the existentialist pattern” at some length.16 One begins with extreme subjectivity and stresses the importance of resoluteness and commitment. Then one is frightened by the prospect of moral and intellectual anarchy and looks for some authority. Friedrich Schlegel, the leading spirit of the early romantic movement in Germany, eventually converted to Roman Catholicism, while Heidegger among others chose a less obvious path that I call “exegetical thinking.” Interpretation is inevitable but exegetical thinking is not. The exegetical thinker endows his text with authority, reads his ideas into it, and then gets them back endowed with authority.

In Heidegger’s later works this is so plain that it is surprising how many of his readers have failed to notice it. First he tried to persuade the reader that only a Philistine would question the profundity of Hölderlin or the pre-Socratics. Then Heidegger insisted that an exe-gete must use force.17 And then he read his own ideas into the text.18

It may still seem that S&Z was altogether different, and some difference in style is undeniable. But we should not slight the outline of the whole project in Section 8. The “First Half” was to have three divisions of which only I and II were published. The whole “Second Half,” which never appeared, was to deal with texts. Its three divisions were supposed to deal with Kant, Descartes, and Aristotle. It is a fair assumption, particularly in view of the Kant book (1929), that Heidegger would have read his own ideas into Kant and Aristotle, to get them back endowed with authority.

Even the “existential ontology” of human Being, which was published, was conceived as a “hermeneutic of human Being,” and in Section 7 the reader was advised that “phenomenology of human Being is hermeneutic in the original sense of the word in accordance with which it designates the business of exegesis.” One might still ask: exegesis of what? For in S&Z we find no extensive interpretations of texts. But Heidegger gave his answer in the next sentence. The task consists of “the uncovering of the [!] meaning of Being and the fundamental structure of human Being.” Heidegger proposed to treat both as a text—into which one can read one’s own ideas while purporting to describe it “like it is.” And he assumed that Being has one meaning.

Heidegger’s authoritarianism is inseparable from, his attitude toward reason. His admirers may suppose that he merely called our attention to the modern over-estimation of one particular kind of reason that is overly technical or manipulative. But this is an error. In his exegeses Heidegger stands revealed as a virtuoso of violence and manipulation. Indeed his exegeses lose interest because he forces his own ideas into text upon text. In spite of all his talk of openness, he never opened himself up to the distinctive voices of the texts he interpreted or to objections and alternatives. His opposition to reason invites comparison with Kierkegaard’s and with the antirational tradition in Christianity. But Kierkegaard, Luther, and Tertullian understood their own bias and made no bones about it. Luther called reason a whore and the devil’s bride.19 Heidegger’s manner is very different, but his Manichaean hatred of reason did come out into the open at the end of his first long essay on Nietzsche (1950) when he called reason “the most stubborn adversary of thinking.”

This formulation brings to mind what he had said to Karl Löwith in the Twenties: He was a “Christian negative theologian engaged in the task of destroying the presumptions of human reason.”20 After his discovery of Nietzsche he was no longer a Christian, but in the previously cited Spiegel interview of 1966 he said:


Philosophy won’t be able to bring about any immediate change in the present state of the world. This is true not only of philosophy but of all merely human thoughts and desires. [Sinnen und Trachten alludes to the flood story in Genesis where God saw that all of man’s thoughts and desires were only evil continually (6.5).] Only a god can save us. The sole possibility that remains to us is to prepare in thought and poetry a preparedness for the apparition of the god or for the absence of god in destruction [im Untergang]; that we are destroyed [untergehen could also mean “drown” and goes well with the allusion to the flood] in the face of the absent god.



All we are capable of, he repeated once more a little later, is “this preparing of the preparedness of keeping oneself open for the advent or the non-appearance of the god.”

It is instructive to compare Heidegger’s attitude with Nietzsche’s remarks about reason and science as expressed, for example, in sections 49–55 of The Antichrist, which have been considered in Section 23 above. Nietzsche’s epigram, “The priest knows only one great danger: that is science” throws a good deal of light on Heidegger.21 Above all, one should reread Section 2 of The Gay Science in this connection. Its theme is that “the great majority of people lacks an intellectual conscience.” According to Nietzsche


the great majority of people does not consider it contemptible to believe this or that and to live accordingly, without having first given themselves an account of the final and most certain reasons pro and con [!], and without even troubling themselves about such reasons afterward: the most gifted men and the noblest women still belong to this “great majority.” … Among some pious people I found a hatred of reason and was well disposed to them for that; for this at least betrayed their bad intellectual conscience.



36 [image: ] A reviewer once said of another “existentialist” who admired Heidegger: “He says a hundred things I’ve been unconsciously hoping to hear from someone who could assert them with authority.”22 This is what a great many readers of S&Z have felt and said in one way or another ever since the book first appeared in 1927; and the book invited this response. Emphatically, this was not the response Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, and Freud invited.

It may be well to stay with Freud and Nietzsche for a moment. In Heidegger’s lengthy discussions of dread and guilt and attitudes toward death Freud, who had written on these subjects, is never mentioned; nor is he passed over in favor of some other school of psychology. Heidegger ignored them all. There is more than one reason for this, and some of my later theses should also illuminate this point. I have already referred to Kant’s influence. This was reinforced by Husserl’s example.

Husserl, the founder of the phenomenological movement in whose journal S&Z appeared, had virtually institutionalized a bias against psychology. His first book had been criticized by Gottlob Frege for its attempt to reduce mathematics to psychology. Husserl was converted and began his second book, which laid the foundations for his own school, with a long refutation of psychologism. By 1925, two years before S&Z appeared, Husserl was lecturing on “Phenomenological Psychology.” His manuscript was published in 1962. The volume begins with a discussion of “the development of modern psychology” and has well over six hundred pages, but Freud and psychoanalysis are never mentioned. The man who dominates Husserl’s discussion of “modern psychology” is Dilthey, who was hardly a psychologist.

Husserl’s and Heidegger’s bias against empirical science and psychology in particular was rooted in their hunger for certainty and apodictic discourse (and unlike Nietzsche, they never reflected on this hunger psychologically). This led Husserl into investigations to which Freud may indeed have been irrelevant; but Husserl is of no concern here except insofar as his example influenced Heidegger. When Heidegger explored human Being in S&Z, he dealt with phenomena to which Freud’s writings were relevant.

Heidegger seems to have felt that as long as he was merely describing phenomena with ontological intent, he did not have to consider theories that aimed to explain behavior. But one need not hold any brief for Freud to question any such naïve faith in pure descriptions, and to some extent one can adduce against it Heidegger’s own choice of terms. After all, he spoke constantly of “analysis” and “interpretation.”

What is even more astonishing is that, unlike so many others in his generation, Heidegger seems to have had scarcely any notion at that time of Nietzsche’s thought. He referred to Nietzsche’s early meditation on history, but according to his own testimony Nietzsche became “decisive” for him only in 1929–30. He did not even confront Nietzsche’s dictum that “God is dead” until two years after the publication of S&Z,23 and he never discovered Nietzsche as a psychologist. Seeing that Heidegger was concerned with interpretation in S&Z and that his later interpretations, too, are highly regarded by his admirers, he might have reflected with profit on a note that Nietzsche’s editors included in The Will to Power:


Against positivism, which halts at phenomena—[saying,] “There are only facts”—I would say: No, facts is precisely what there is not; only interpretations…. The “subject” is not something given, it is something added and invented and projected behind what there is. Insofar as the word “knowledge” has any meaning, the world is knowable; but it is interpretable otherwise [!], it has no meaning behind it, but countless meanings [!]—“Perspectivism.” It is our needs that interpret the world [!]….24



For all his talk of temporality and historicity, there is no evidence in S&Z that it ever occurred to Heidegger that his “existential ontology” or “existential interpretation” or “hermeneutic of human Being” might tell us more about him and his time than about Being, or that it was naïve to ask about the meaning of Being. Nietzsche’s last sentence suggests the relevance of depth psychology, and the sentence preceding it suggests that countless interpretations are possible. But Heidegger did not have time for alternatives and did not consider what might speak for and against each, including his own. He wrote with the assurance of a dogmatist.

37 [image: ] Third thesis: Heidegger’s analysis of authenticity and inauthenticity is shallow and Manichaean. The shallowness is due in no small measure to the Manichaeism.

He denied repeatedly that his contrast of these two modes of Being had anything at all to do with moralizing and insisted that his descriptions were value-free25; but this may well be the most incredible claim in the whole book. His account of inauthenticity is extremely sarcastic, while authenticity is romanticized.26 We shall have occasion to refer back to the following example:


Not only does everybody know and talk about what is there and happens, but everybody also knows already how to talk about what is still supposed to happen, what is not yet there but “really” [eigentlich] must be done…. This being-on-the-track by hearsay—whoever “is on the track of something” in a genuine manner does not talk about it—is the most insidious manner in which ambiguity makes a pretense of possibilities of human Being….27



The blatant sarcasm of such passages is reinforced by Heidegger’s choice of terms. One of the three main features of inauthenticity to which Heidegger devoted a whole section each is Gerede (§ 35), a strongly pejorative term that suggests a debasement of speech (Rede) and is fairly rendered by chatter. In the section on chatter we encounter the subcategory of Geschreibe, which suggests worthless writing or scribbling.

Before we turn to the other two major characteristics of inauthenticity, which are curiosity and ambiguity, something needs to belaid about the German terms that are always translated as authenticity and inauthenticity: Eigentlichkeit and Uneigentlichkeit. These German terms are much clumsier and far less plausible than their English or French equivalents. Both nouns are coinages, or at least most unusual. But eigentlich, which occurs in the last quotation, is a very ordinary word that usually carries overtones of inauthenticity, as above. Typically, it is followed by a “but”—for example, “really [eigentlich] I shouldn’t tell you, but…” Uneigentlich is a rare word and sounds humorous. Turning both terms into nouns and relying exclusively on the fact that eigen can mean “own” betrays considerable willfulness and insensitivity to language. So does Heidegger’s distinction between existenzial and existenziell, which seems like a heavy-handed attempt to rival Kant’s emphatic distinction between transzendent and transzendental, which also has no basis in the language and is so arbitrary that Kant himself frequently used one when he meant the other.

Such characteristics of human Being as chatter, curiosity, and ambiguity are called Existenzialien (another rather clumsy coinage) and “are to be distinguished sharply from the determinations of the Being of the beings whose Being is not human Being. Those determinations we call categories” (p. 44). On the next page we are told: “Existenzialien and categories are the two basic possibilities of characteristics of Being,” and the clear implication is spelled out in the next sentence. There are two kinds of beings, “beings are Who…or What….”

Heidegger claimed that S&Z marked a great advance over Descartes (especially in Section 19ff.), but this is straight Cartesian dualism, and the Who and What are hardly very different from the traditional subject and object.

“Curiosity” and “ambiguity” are not as pejorative as “chatter,” but their German equivalents (Neugier and Zweideutigkeit) are often opprobrious. Still, these phenomena certainly do not always have to be inauthentic. Nor need one insist conversely that the curiosity of children and adolescents who must persist in the face of patronizing, stupid answers in order to find their own way is a paradigm of authenticity. There is no need to be so dualistic. There could be a continuum, or curiosity in the “good” sense might develop out of, or depend on, curiosity in the less edifying sense. This is the kind of mechanism of which Nietzsche spoke repeatedly—for example, in his anti-Manichaean Beyond Good and Evil, which begins with a critique of “the faith in opposite values “ which he called “the fundamental faith of the metaphysicians” (Section 2).

Heidegger, however, took his cue from a word, as usual—in this case Neugier, which means literally greed for what is new—and then scored against the most pathetic form of curiosity, which is a form of escape from oneself. The same considerations apply to his description of ambiguity; but he neither defined this term nor used it in any ordinary sense. I have already quoted him on the insidiousness of ambiguity; before that he said little about this concept except that it applies when “it is no longer decidable what has been disclosed in genuine understanding and what has not” (§ 37). The term “ambiguity” seems ill chosen, and Heidegger certainly did not illuminate the many dimensions of ambiguity, which is a very interesting concept; nor did he shed new light on curiosity.

Heidegger’s three categories of inauthenticity and his characterizations of curiosity, ambiguity, and chatter are all derived from Kierkegaard’s The Present Age (1846), which is never even mentioned in S&Z.28 Nor is The Sickness unto Death from which Heidegger also drew. His three footnote references to Kierkegaard (pp. 190, 235, and 338) do not begin to give the reader any notion of Heidegger’s immense debts to Kierkegaard. Kierkegaard did not reify the anonymous “one,” as Heidegger did, but spoke instead of the Publikum (the public) and of Nivelleringen (Nivellierung in German, leveling in English). But what Kierkegaard had said with immense wit and brilliance in The Present Age is repeated very ponderously in S&Z—as “fundamental ontology.”

It may be objected that Heidegger was not trying to illuminate curiosity, ambiguity, and chatter; that he was concerned only with authenticity and inauthenticity; and that he admitted that one could not be wholly authentic and simply had to lapse into inauthenticity. But none of this requires a retraction of my third thesis. A contrast of two basic orientations, one good and one evil, can be shallow and Manichaean even if it is admitted that nobody can be good all the time. The way the two alternatives are conceived and described can be, and in this case is, shallow and Manichaean.

The whole account of inauthenticity is a mere foil for authenticity, and that does not have three characteristics but only one: resoluteness. Thus the fundamental contrast is between indecisive ambiguity and chatter on one side and resoluteness on the other. Heidegger’s definition of resoluteness is emphasized in print (p. 297): “this taciturn self-projection, ready for dread, into one’s most authentic being guilty—is what we call resoluteness.” Kierkegaard’s critics, I among them, have never been satisfied that he succeeded in Fear and Trembling in establishing sufficient safeguards against inhumane and brutal commitments. Heidegger’s reliance on the same old Kierkegaardian notions of silence, readiness for dread, and guilt suggests, and closer examination bears out, that he was unable to improve on Kierkegaard.

At this crucial point his Manichaeism proves fatal. Content with his simplistic contrast of noncommittal chatter and ambiguity here and taciturn resoluteness there, he never bothered to consider inauthentic commitments. This fateful omission illustrates the arbitrariness of his categories and his whole procedure. But that is not all. He repeated what had been said before without showing any awareness of the most obvious philosophical problems, not to speak of psychological realities.

He could hardly have failed to note that many of his students were even then seriously weighing religious and political commitments that would integrate their lives and personalities, providing that “wholeness” of which he made so much.29 Yet he had nothing to say about what I call the pathology of commitment.30 And as will be shown later, his publications of 1933 suggest that he simply had no notion of that. This is doubly remarkable because Nietzsche had shown such a profound understanding of inauthentic commitments, notably in his critique of Christianity but also in his remarks about anti-Semitism and party men. But Heidegger simply had no ears for the later, anti-Christian Nietzsche. Sartre, being much more liberated religiously, did have ears for this theme and was to make a great deal of the pathology of commitment.31

In sum, Heidegger’s central contrast of two modes of human Being is extraordinarily unsubtle although he was not by any means exploring new ground. Of the subtleties of Nietzsche’s relevant discussions of masks and related themes he simply had no inkling.

38 [image: ] Fourth thesis: Heidegger neither solved important problems nor opened them up for fruitful discussions; he covered them up. He himself did not claim to have solved important problems; he preferred the rhetoric of being the only one in our paltry time who had at least taken a few steps toward the point where in the distant future some of the proper questions might be put. This was a popular conceit in Germany. Dilthey already had said, “we are content to die on the road”; and Carl Stumpf, under whom Husserl had studied and to whom Husserl had dedicated his Logical Investigations, had used Dilthey’s dictum as a motto for a survey of his own work.32

The last part of my thesis, however, has an air of paradox because Heidegger never tired of telling his readers that the Greek word for truth (alētheia) means unconcealedness,33 and he seems to have been obsessed with the imagery of uncovering and disclosing. When will a Freudian analyze that? And is it not high time to contrast this theme with the last section of Nietzsche’s preface to The Gay Science which Nietzsche also used as the final piece of his last book, Nietzsche contra Wagner? “… one will hardly find us again on the paths of those Egyptian youths who endanger temples by night, embrace statues, and want by all means to unveil, uncover, and put into a bright light whatever is kept concealed for good reasons….” The whole section is beautiful, but this Nietzschean theme has already been considered under the heading of masks. And my point about Heidegger is simply that he has obstructed fruitful discussions of authenticity, ambiguity, resoluteness, guilt, conscience, and dread in the face of death, to name some of the problems touched on in S&Z.

Heidegger has covered up these problems by “chattering” and “scribbling” about them. I am using these two terms in the sense he assigned to them in S&Z:


One does not understand so much the beings that are spoken of, but listens only to the words that are spoken…. And because what is spoken has lost, or never acquired in the first place, the primary ontic relation to the beings that are spoken of, it is not communicated in the mode of an original appropriation of these beings but rather by way of passing on and repeating what has been said. What has been said as such spreads wider circles and acquires an authoritative character. The matter is that way because one says so. Such passing on and repeating what has been said…constitutes chatter. And this does not remain confined to acoustic repetition of what has been said but also spreads in what is written, as “scribbling” [p. 168].



This characterization applies both to S&Z and to much of the literature it has elicited. What has been chattered and scribbled about in the wake of S&Z is not whether Heidegger’s descriptions, interpretations, and implicit claims are true but rather his terms and locutions. In short, the discussion has been about words—words, words. But as I have argued under the first thesis, above, “An author who wished to spark endless discussions about words…could hardly have improved on Heidegger.” He constantly directs our attention not to phenomena and evidence but to words.

The long discussion of the proper philosophical method in section 7 sets the stage for what follows. Heidegger’s assumption that this method must be phenomenological is understandable enough, considering that S&Z appeared in the Jahrbuch für…phänomenologische Forschung, edited by Husserl; but Heidegger was by no means content to appear simply as a follower at this point. He gave the impression of being radical by going back to the roots—of words. At considerable length he discussed the alleged original meaning of the Greek words phenomenon and logos. In the process, he transformed Husserl’s method in a way that Husserl did not like at all, but Heidegger never considered what might be said for and against different methods, or different versions of phenomenology. Yet most readers simply fail to notice the monumental irrelevance of this whole discussion to the philosophical problems of method. Surely, one cannot establish the proper method for philosophy or for an inquiry into the nature of human Being or the human condition by discussing at length and very repetitiously the meanings of the two Greek words from which the term “phenomenology” is derived. After the problem of method has been covered up, much the same procedure is followed in case after case. Usually German words are discussed, sometimes a Greek word.

Moreover, Heidegger’s way of thinking is exceptionally formulaic. He himself seems to be mesmerized when he has found a complicated, unusually forbidding, formula and subsequently treats it as if it had been delivered by an oracle. Such imposing formulations are repeated over and over, sometimes with slight variations. If everything were said twice only, and if the typographical device used to emphasize Heidegger’s especially weighty dicta (hundreds of them) did not take up twice as much space as ordinary print, the book would be less than half its present length. It could easily be reduced to one hundred pages without omitting a single thought. But if it were, it would be easier to criticize.

39 [image: ] Fifth thesis: S&Z belongs to the romantic revival in Germany. Heidegger never was a straight Kantian or a regular phenomenologist. His revolutionary pathos, which made him such a popular teacher, was part of the period and deceptive. He spoke of going back to Aristotle and, a few years later, to the pre-Socratics; and he always gave the impression that his concern with Being was Greek. In fact, the pathos and passion of his enterprise were romantic and pseudo-Hellenic.

In spite of all the chatter about historicity and temporality, both the universe of S&Z and—partly as a result of that—the ways in which the book is generally studied and discussed are strangely oblivious of time and history. What is needed is a radical shift in perspective—away from Heidegger’s self-misunderstanding.

The book should be seen in the context of the German 1920s. Commenting on Lucien Goldmann’s claim that Heidegger’s description of inauthenticity was inspired by Georg Lukacs’s Geschichte und Klassenbewusstsein (1923), Lukacs himself said (in his preface to the second volume of his Werke) that these ideas “were in the air” during the Twenties.34 It is no accident that Heidegger’s vogue in the United States follows upon the far greater popularity of Martin Buber’s I and Thou (1923) and of the novels of Hermann Hesse. The central contrast of authenticity and inauthenticity cries out for comparison with Buber’s all too Manichaean contrast of the I-You and the I-It. Heidegger’s concern with the roots of words invites comparison with Martin Buber’s and Franz Rosenzweig’s interpretations and translation of the Hebrew Bible, in which they made so much of the roots of words. In Hebrew the roots are crucial, and a translator cannot afford to ignore them. It does not follow that Heidegger’s kindred efforts yield a valid philosophical method. But what he did so badly was not the bold pioneering effort of a solitary individual, fighting against insuperable odds, but rather part of his attempt to swim with the stream.

Hesse’s Demian (1919) had begun with the epigraph: “I did not want anything except to live what wanted to come out of me all by itself. Why was that so difficult?” Heidegger fascinated German students by providing an answer without—they thought—sacrificing academic rigor. Hesse’s Steppenwolf (1927) dealt with an irresolute individual who feels outraged by the inauthenticity of his fellow men without being able to achieve authenticity himself. Journey to the East, published in 1932, less than a year before the Nazis came to power, suggested that the only way out of such inauthenticity might lie in resolutely joining a movement. Hesse himself, of course, had long become a Swiss and never considered joining the Nazis. Again, my point is merely to show that the ideas with which Heidegger dealt so badly were what students were talking about even before he came along.

The similarity between Heidegger and Tillich is even more obvious. It is due in part to the fact that both of them went back to Kierkegaard and beyond him to Schelling, the leading philosopher of the German romantic movement. Tillich’s two dissertations, in 1910 and 1912, had both been on Schelling; and the similarities between Heidegger and Schelling are so extensive that Jaspers’ Schelling (1955) was widely taken for an attack on Heidegger.35 The central portion of the book dealt with Schelling’s question why there is any being at all and not rather nothing—a question to which Heidegger had devoted two books without mentioning Schelling in this context. Moreover, the old Schelling had insisted after Hegel’s death that we must break with philosophy as we know it, and he had promised to inaugurate a new “positive” philosophy that he associated with Existenz. Ever since there has been a great deal of discussion—as in the case of Heidegger—about the re-lation of his later to his earlier philosophy. There are many other similarities, but here it will suffice to mention only one more.

In the preface to his Phenomenology (1807), Hegel had associated German romanticism with “constantly excited expectations, when the promises made are never fulfilled.”36 More than thirty years later, Kierkegaard put down similar comments in his journals after listening to the lectures of the old Schelling, although he had been greatly impressed and influenced by the program. And in 1843 Hegel’s old friend H. E. G. Paulus concluded his sensational attack on “The finally revealed positive philosophy of revelation” (that was the title of a volume that contained the pirated text of Schelling’s lectures along with Paulus’ merciless critique): “Examine what he that promised so much has fulfilled!”37 That is surely the most obvious comment on S&Z no less than on Heidegger’s later work.

There are passages in S&Z in which we are told what will be done and what “must be shown,”38 complete with references to upcoming sections of the book that never appeared. They bring to mind the first quotation from S&Z after my third thesis, where Heidegger says derisively: “everybody knows already how to talk about what is still to happen, what is not yet there but ‘really’ must be done.” He mocks the inauthentic chatter of those who always claim to be “on the track of something”—which few philosophers have claimed as regularly as Heidegger himself—and adds, mindlessly repeating a cliché: “whoever “is on the track of something’ in a genuine manner does not talk about it.”

Why, if he really believed that, did he publish Being and Time: First Half when he was still unable to cope with the last third of the first half and with the second half, neither of which ever appeared? The rather surprising answer to this question will be given near the end of this chapter.

The romantics had been fond of fragments and ruins and intimations. As Nietzsche said ironically: “They all have the same logic: “… whoever leads us to have intimations is profound.’”39 Heidegger’s romanticism was not that of a lonely outsider; he joined in the romantic revival of the Twenties—and then in the political “revival” of the Thirties, as soon as Hitler had actually come to power. He was anything but a loner.

40 [image: ] Sixth thesis: Heidegger secularized Christian preaching about guilt, dread, and death but claimed to break with two thousand years of Western thought. His teaching that “human Being as such is guilty” (p. 285) is a secularized version of the Christian doctrine of original sin. Section 58, which deals with guilt, begins with four pages that are devoid of any description of relevant phenomena as well as anything that one could call an argument. Then we are told: “What lies in this, however, is: Being guilty does not result only from becoming guilty, but it is the other way around: the latter becomes possible only ‘on the basis of an original Being guilty” (p. 284).

The opening clause, which is not emphasized, is a model of evasive “ambiguity.” The English Being and Time renders it: “This implies, however, that…” The original Darin liegt aber dann makes no such crisp claim.

[image: ]

Page 284 of Sein und Zeit, which is quoted in the text.

The German word for “original sin” is Erbsünde (literally, “hereditary sin”). This may help to explain why so many German readers and interpreters have failed to notice what Heidegger is doing. My “original” is a literal translation of his ursprünglich.

A brief sketch of the history of the notion of dread from John 16.33 to Jacob Böhme, Schelling, Kierkegaard, and Heidegger may be found in the article on Angst in Johannes Hoffmeister’s philosophical dictionary (1955), and Tillich had devoted his 1912 dissertation to guilt in Sehelling’s philosophical development. But Heidegger’s lengthy remarks about dread were mostly derived from Kierkegaard’s The Concept of Dread (1844). In the same footnote in which Heidegger cited this book he also cited Augustine and Luther and claimed, rather oddly, that “the phenomena of dread [Angsi] and fear [Furcht]…have never been distinguished” (p. 190). As a matter of fact, Kierkegaard had no sooner introduced “the concept of dread” than he added that he must “call attention to the fact that it is different from fear and similar concepts which refer to something definite” (§ 5). Earlier on the same page he also anticipated Heidegger, for better or for worse, by saying: “What is it then? Nothing. But what effect does nothing produce? It begets dread.” Kierkegaard also persistently associated dread with possibility; and in the most brilliant epigram of the whole book he had said: “dread is the dizziness of freedom.”40 All of these themes were taken over by Heidegger,41 and it would be an understatement to say that he did not improve on Kierkegaard—who is a thinker, writer, and man of an altogether different order of magnitude.

Ten years before S&Z appeared, Freud had said in the lecture on Angst in his General Introduction to Psychoanalysis (Vorlesungen zur Einführung in die Psychoanalyse, 1917, 5th rev. ed., 1926): “Angst refers to the state and disregards the object, while fear directs attention precisely toward the object” (seventh paragraph). Freud left open the possibility that there might be an object of dread, although we are not aware of it. Heidegger never showed that this is not so. He covered up the problem.

Heidegger, of course, associated dread not only with possibility and freedom but also with “Being-in-the-world” (p. 186f., twice with emphasis) and, above all, with death. In German, Todesangst (mortal dread, or dread in the face of death) is proverbial, and the notion that all men feel dread in the face of death was then a commonplace.

Now one might expect that a philosopher who devoted so much of the second half of his magnum opus to this dread would inquire whether this popular view is well founded. One might suppose that he would ask whether it is a feature of our time that is perhaps historically conditioned—specifically, by Christianity, which for many centuries tried to imbue men with dread in the face of death. One might think that he would consider the old Romans or philosophers who were not Christians and not afraid in the face of death, such as Socrates and David Hume.42 But Heidegger did none of all that. His treatment of death, no less than much of his contrast of authenticity and inauthenticity, came straight out of Tolstoy’s great story “The Death of Ivan Ilyitch.”43 Again, there is a footnote acknowledgment (p. 254) that does not begin to give any idea of Heidegger’s indebtedness. It reads in full: “L. N. Tolstoy, in his story ‘The Death of Ivan Ilyitch,’ has described the phenomenon of the shaking up and the collapse of this [uninvolved, unafraid, inauthentic] ‘one dies.’” Tolstoy’s story is a blazing indictment of the self-deceptions, the dishonesty, and the inauthenticity of a fragmented, unloving, un-Christian society in which it is a major achievement for Ivan finally to face up to his very own death and to muster the courage to scream; and then, just before he dies, he sees the light. No passing comment of this sort can communicate the greatness of Tolstoy’s story. But for all that, Tolstoy’s magnificent variation on the old Christian theme of a deathbed conversion does not entitle us to generalize that “Being toward death is essentially dread” (p. 266) and that authenticity requires dread of death. Heidegger furnished no evidence or arguments for these claims, and I have argued elsewhere that they are wrong.44

Did Heidegger really fail altogether to provide evidence for his apodictic statements? In a way, he did rely on evidence: the evidence of what “everybody knows,” or what Heidegger himself calls “hearsay.”45 As he put it in his definition of “chatter,” quoted above, he was “passing on and repeating what has been said…. The matter is so because one says so.”

When Heidegger said that “The One does not allow the courage for dread of death to emerge,”46 meaning that one is not supposed to be afraid of death and that it therefore requires courage to face up to one’s dread, he was falling in with the chatter oí the time. Before the First World War it had been considered unmanly in Germany to be afraid in the face of death; now it was considered courageous and honest to admit one’s dread. But by insisting in flat defiance of the facts that he was the first to distinguish between dread and fear, he gave the impression that he was saying something novel; by using hyperacademic language he created the illusion of rigor; and by suggesting that anxiety of nothing in particular was a mark of authenticity, he made large numbers of people feel: Here is a philosopher who says things “I’ve been unconsciously hoping to hear from someone who could assert them with authority.”

No separate discussion of guilt, dread, or death could communicate the gist of my sixth thesis. The point is that Heidegger’s “exposition” of the whole syndrome uncritically repeats Christian commonplaces in secularized form. Even those who accept Christian teaching might well be bothered by two points. First, Heidegger did not add to our understanding of the phenomena he discussed, and he covered up crucial problems. Secondly, Heidegger never admitted that he was rejecting Nietzsche and Freud to go back to Christian ideas; he made a great show of breaking with more than two thousand years of European thought to go back to the Greeks; or he claimed to go far beyond Nietzsche, who allegedly still belonged to the Western metaphysical tradition. Rarely has a famous philosopher misunderstood so thoroughly what he was doing—and been believed so widely.

When Heidegger wrote S&Z, he had not begun to digest Nietzsche. The contrast of “the last men” and “the overman” in the Prologue to Zarathustra left its mark on the Manichaean scheme of S&Z, and Heidegger was also influenced by section 270 of The Gay Science, which reads in full: “What does your conscience say?—‘You shall become what you are.’”47 Heidegger quoted “become what you are!” without giving any source (p. 145); but what matters is that this is Heidegger’s theory of conscience in a nutshell, while Nietzsche went on to develop a fascinating theory of conscience that Heidegger simply ignored along with other alternatives.

Nietzsche’s early “meditation” on history (1874), which was very popular in Germany during the 1920s, is the only book by Nietzsche that is discussed in S&Z; and it obviously had considerable influence on Heidegger’s ideas about history. The “meditation” on Schopenhauer as Educator (also 1874) is not mentioned in S&Z but provided Heidegger with the notion that conscience calls us out of inauthenticity to become what we “really” are.48 Heidegger evidently read both essays in the neoromantic spirit in which they were generally read at that time, without any sense for their relation to Nietzsche’s later thought. Heidegger’s relationship to Nietzsche and his place in German philosophy can be summed up, at least as far as his magnum opus is concerned, as a partial retreat back to Christian ideas. It was a reactionary book.

Heidegger’s later conception of the history of philosophy—the role he assigned to the pre-Socratics, the break with them that he found in Plato, and the claim that the time had come to break with the Western philosophical tradition that begins with Plato—came straight out of Nietzsche. In S&Z the model was still Aristotle. But Heidegger’s later conception makes far less sense than Nietzsche’s because the critique of Christianity has been dropped. Nietzsche’s argument depended on the claim that Christianity with its conception of another world was “Platonism for the people” (Beyond Good and Evil, Preface) and that in going beyond Christianity we must go beyond Plato as well. Once again Heidegger repeated something without having first rethought it.

His return to Christian notions, his bias against psychology, and his nearly total failure to understand himself and what he was doing kept him from going beyond Nietzsche or contributing to the discovery of the mind. And those who search for enlightenment in his works are following what he himself called a Holzweg, a path that gets lost in the woods.

41 [image: ] When you ask a scholar, “Where did X say this?” he is very apt to answer: “Are you sure that he did say it? It does not sound like him at all.” When one studies a writer, one of the most important goals is to encounter him as a “You” (to employ Buber’s felicitous term), to be addressed by him and to acquire some sense of what in German one might call his geistige Persönlichkeit. There is no good equivalent for that in English: “his spiritual personality” is scarcely English; “intellectual” personality is too narrow; but perhaps “his mentality” will do, or “his mind.”

The picture of Heidegger’s mind that emerges from my theses is so utterly at odds with that propagated by his admirers that we should ask in the end whether my image of Heidegger is consistent with the facts we encounter outside S&Z. It is, but any attempt to show this may give the impression of being an ad hominem argument. That is why I have presented my theses first and now offer this “double check” afterward.

First, consider the publication of S&Z. The facts are so different from the popular image of Heidegger that it seems best to cite his own words from the Festschrift for the publisher’s eightieth birthday.


“Professor Heidegger—you have got to publish something now. Do you have a manuscript?” With these words the dean…came into my study…. “But it must be printed quickly.” The faculty proposed me…as Nicolai Hartmann’s successor for the chief philosophical chair…. Now I had to [!] submit my closely protected work to the public [although it was not even half finished]…. Two copies of the finished proof sheets were sent to the ministry,



which had to pass on all such appointments.49

Thus a half-baked book was rushed into print. Anyone who takes exception to “half-baked” may substitute the words in which Shakespeare’s Richard III describes how he was bom: “unfinish’d…scarce half made up.” But he goes on to call himself “unfashionable,” while S&Z was timely in precisely the sense in which Nietzsche was and took pride in being “untimely.” Heidegger retained the sarcastic passage in which he found the mark of inauthenticity in talk about what “must be done” as well as the claim, emphasized in print, that “whoevèr ‘is on the track of something’ in a genuine manner does not talk about it” (see Section 37 above), but he also retained many references to what must and would be done in forthcoming sections that, as it turned out, never appeared. Yet the book was not published “scarce half made up” in order to ensure Heidegger’s academic survival; it was merely a matter of obtaining Hartmann’s chair.

The point is not that Heidegger is wholly inauthentic. In him—as in Hesse and Buber, Nietzsche and Sartre, and everyone else—authenticity and inauthenticity are curiously mixed. Indeed, this pair of terms is ill conceived. But the difference between man and man remains considerable.

Heidegger’s failure to understand himself far exceeded even Hegel’s. The sixth thesis dealt with one aspect of his self-misunderstanding. The way S&Z was published before the author had been able to resolve the problems with which he confidently promised to deal in the second half of the work, which never appeared, helps to explain the extent of his confusion about himself. The work was begun when the author still saw himself as a “Christian theologian,” and the “First Half”—or rather the first two-thirds of the first half—appeared when he still saw himself as a phenomenologist. After he discovered Nietzsche, he never mustered the courage to tell either his readers or at least himself to what extent he had changed his mind.

Hegel, too, published a major work as “First Part” and then never finished it, and I have shown in the first volume of this trilogy how he later developed an altogether different conception of phenomenology without ever offering any critical reflections on his earlier use of that term. The case of Heidegger is worse because he virtually canonized S&Z instead of making clear how his later thought differed from it. By stressing the continuity of his own philosophy and refraining from any “attempt at a self-criticism” (to cite the title of the preface Nietzsche added to the second edition of his first book), Heidegger helped to blind most readers, including Sartre, to the ways in which existentialism stands diametrically opposed to phenomenology in Husserl’s sense. Not only was Husserl’s phenomenology concerned with “essences”; it was a school philosophy that aimed at total objective certainty and meant to provide a firm foundation for human knowledge. Kierkegaard and Nietzsche had ridiculed all such pretensions, and Jaspers had followed them without sharing their penchant for ridicule and sarcasm. Phenomenology was a cooperative academic enterprise. Indeed, Husserl had wanted to make philosophy a “strict science.” Kierkegaard had called his major philosophic work Concluding Unscientific Postscript, and in an important sense he as well as Nietzsche and Jaspers were anti-academic and concerned with the single, solitary human being. To some extent Heidegger meant to follow their example, and in his later writings he insisted that philosophy was closer to poetry than to science. But he lacked the courage to attack his own convictions and to criticize his earlier work.

The one area in which this failure has been widely noted, even if not by philosophers, is politics. Nobody could ever induce him to recant or criticize the book he had published in 1933.

Discussions of Heidegger’s behavior in 1933, after the Nazis came to power, have almost always revolved around his acceptance of the rectorship of the University of Freiburg. His defenders have argued that what he did is not relevant to his philosophy. But his publications of 1933 are relevant to the question whether my theses are plausible. His inaugural lecture as rector was published as a small book in 1933 under the title The Self-Affirmation of the German University. It could just as well have been called “The Essence of the German University” or even “The Essence of Science”; for “the essence of science” was mentioned a dozen times and nothing less than the central theme. He also spoke of “the essence of knowledge,” which was revealed with the help of a quotation from Aeschylus and interpretations of several Greek words. Yet the text is also punctuated with words constantly used by the Nazis, such as Führerschaft (leadership), Gefolgschaft (following), Studentenschaft (the student body), Volksgemeinschaft (the national community). To convey something of the flavor of this address, and of the mentality of its author, one must quote at least a little—the more so because the book is extremely hard to come by and altogether unavailable in English:


If we will this essence of science, then the faculty [Lehrerschaft] of the university must really advance into the most extreme post of the danger of constant uncertainty of the world. If it perseveres there, that is, if common questioning and communally attuned saying grows for it from there—in the essential proximity of the affliction of all things—then it becomes strong enough for leadership [like Heidegger himself who posed as a Führer in our next picture]…. But we need not first awaken the following. The German student body is on the march. And what they seek are those Führer through whom they wish to elevate their own vocation into a grounded, knowing truth….



[image: ]

As Schneeberger (1962) has pointed out, this is the only picture in Minerva (Yearbook of the Scholarly World), 1934, 2nd part, which comprises about 2,000 pages. The editor commented: “Herr Professor Dr. Martin Heidegger in Freiburg i.B. kindly supplied a picture of himself for this volume. We wish to express our gratitude to him here, too.” The little symbol on his chest is an eagle clutching a swastika, which he was entitled to wear as a political leader of the Nazi Party, being Rektor of his university.

Almost all other published pictures of Heidegger show him either as a very young man or late in life, not in the period close to the publication of Sein und Zeit or at the turning point of his thought, a few years later. Here he is about forty-four, at the age when, according to the ancients, a philosopher “flourishes” and reaches his peak.

So far, the prose is on the nebulous side, but in the next paragraph it becomes all too clear what Heidegger wants. It should be noted that “resoluteness” (Entschlossenheit) is, according to S&Z, the criterion of authenticity.


From the resoluteness of the German student body to persevere under the German fate in its most extreme need there issues a will to the essence of the university. This will is a true will insofar as the German student body, by means of the new student law, places itself under the law of its essence and thus first draws boundaries for this essence. To give oneself the law is supreme freedom [according to Kant]. “Academic Freedom,” celebrated so often, is banished from the German university; for this freedom was not genuine because it was only negative. It meant mainly lack of concern, randomness of intentions and inclinations, lack of all bonds in what one did and omitted. The concept of the freedom of the German student is now brought back to its truth. From this truth the bond and service of the German student body will unfold in future.

The first bond is that which ties one into the national community…. This bond is made firm henceforth and rooted in the students’ existence [Dasein] by means of labor service.
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Pages 14f. of Die Selbsttehauptung der DeutSchen Universität (1933), which are quoted in the text

Heidegger went on to summon the students and faculty to enter the “knowledge service” of the Third Reich, and he insisted that these three “—labor service, military service, and knowledge service—are equally necessary and of the same rank.” His admirers generally ignore this text but acknowledge a temporary “error.”50 They really ought to show how the master’s uncovering of essences in S&Z is “essentially” different. Did he not always present the timely pseudo-wisdom of the anonymous “One” as if it were a revelation?

On November 3, 1933, with national elections impending, Heidegger published this summons: “… The Führer himself and alone is the present and future actuality and its law. Learn to know ever more deeply: Henceforth every thing demands decision…And on November 10: “The German people has been summoned by the Führer to vote. But the Führer does not beg anything from the people. Instead he gives the people the mòst immediate possibility of the highest free decision: whether it—the whole people—wills its own Dasein or whether it does not want this….”51 Thus authenticity required a vote for the Führer!

42 [image: ] We are accustomed to two attitudes toward Heidegger’s embrace of Nazism. Either it is ignored as irrelevant to his philosophy, or it is substituted for a consideration of his philosophy because it is believed to show that his philosophy merits no consideration. I am trying to develop a third attitude, using his ruminations on “the essence of science” and his other political manifestoes to see if my reading of his philosophy can be right.

We are accustomed, more generally, to two attitudes toward a philosopher’s mind or mentality. Either one ignores it as irrelevant, as most philosophers still do, or one goes to the opposite extreme which can be summed up in one word: reductionism. Again, I am trying to develop a third attitude.

The reductionist attitude is exemplified by C. G. Jung when he wrote Arnold Künzli in a letter, February 28, 1943:


Heidegger bristles with them [unconscious subjective prejudices], trying in vain to hide behind an inflated language…. Only listen to one seminar on psychiatry and then you will know where this language can also be heard….

Heidegger’s modus philosophandi [way of philosophizing] is neurotic through and through, and is ultimately rooted in his psychic twistedness. His kin, close or distant, are sitting in lunatic asylums, some as patients and some as psychiatrists on a philosophical rampage. For all its mistakes the nineteenth century deserves better than to have Heidegger counted as its last representative. Moreover, this whole intellectual perversion is a German national affair…. For all its critical analysis philosophy has not yet managed to root out its psychopaths. What do we have psychiatric diagnosis for? That whiner, Kierkegaard also belongs in this chapter. Philosophy has still to learn that it is made by human beings and depends to an alarming degree on their psychic constitution. In the critical philosophy of the future there will be a chapter on “The Psychopathology of Philosophy.” Hegel is fit to bust with presumption and vanity, Nietzsche drips with violated sexuality, and so forth. There is no thinking qua thinking; at times it is a pisspot52 of all unconscious devils…. Often what is thought is less important than who thinks it. But this is assiduously overlooked. Neurosis contradicts every philosopher, for he is at odds with himself. In such cases philosophy is nothing but [! nichts als] the systematized fight against one’s own insecurity [and uncertainty: Unsicherheit].

Excuse these blasphemies! They flow from my hygienic propensities because I hate to see so many young minds infected by Heidegger.



This remarkable letter will require further discussion in the Jung chapter. The reductionism comes out clearly toward the end in the “nothing but,” which I firmly reject. Nor do the preceding reflections do the writer credit. Plainly, I hold no brief for Heidegger’s language, but the insinuation that “this language can also be heard” in lunatic asylums lacks plausibility and suggests that Jung himself was bristling with “unconscious subjective prejudices.” The passing comments on Hegel and Nietzsche are hardly profound, and if Jung meant to say—and this certainly seems to be his meaning—that Hegel’s and Nietzsche’s thought deserves no consideration except from a psychiatric point of view, it would be far too charitable to call his view unprofound. “Neurosis” is a very imprecise term, and the suggestion that if a philosopher—or an analytical psychologist for that matter—is neurotic he stands refuted is irresponsible nonsense. That a man as deeply “at odds with himself” as Jung could say that shows how little he understood himself and how much his failure to understand himself interfered with his judgment even as a psychologist. But to these questions we must return in the Jung chapter.

The trouble with the two attitudes that I reject is that they reinforce each other. Confronted with the strange excesses of reductionists, philosophers jump to the conclusion that attempts to understand a philosopher, and not merely his philosophy, are necessarily ad hominem and out of bounds. Their equally strange extremism in turn arouses the suspicion that the kind of questions that philosophers would like to rule out may solve everything.

I have tried to develop a third attitude in relation to Kant, Hegel, and Nietzsche, but instead of going over some of the same ground again, let us take a brief look at Max Scheler (1874–1928), to whom Heidegger dedicated his Kant book.53 Scheler, like Heidegger, had begun as a disciple of Husserl but had then converted to Catholicism—as noted previously in our discussion of resentment—and eventually had become an avowed atheist. In his later writings he tried to found a more or less new discipline of philosophical anthropology. He was a fascinating person, but it would lead us too far afield to make an effort to analyze his mind. A single point, already touched on in connection with resentment, should suffice here. Is Scheler’s book on the genius of war and the German war, which he published in 1915 as his contribution to the German war effort, relevant to the study of his philosophical contributions?

A reductionist might say that it was and that anyone who wrote things of that caliber did not have to be taken seriously as a philosopher. Most philosophers, on the other hand, would say that many scholars had disgraced themselves during World War I and that the silly things some of them wrote at that time are as utterly irrelevant to their more serious work as Newton’s voluminous writings on alchemy and Biblical prophecies are to his scientific work.

Elsewhere, I have dealt at length with Scheler’s phenomenological essay “On the Phenomenon of the Tragic” (1915)—entirely on its merits.54 I tried to demonstrate the bankruptcy of his phenomenological approach and showed how he presented his intuitions, in the popular sense of that word, as revelations of eternal essences, although in fact he was merely repeating some timely but false commonplaces that he had picked up for the most part from Hegel and Nietzsche. I did not mention that at the end of his war book, published the same year, we find a “Table of the Categories of English Thinking,” which is introduced with the utmost philosophical pretentiousness. It is by no means earmarked, any more than Heidegger’s discussion of “the essence of science” in 1933, as something basically different from the writer’s more serious philosophical pieces. This “Table of the Categories”—the Kantian label should not be ignored—informs the reader that among the English “There is a tendency to confound: culture with comfort…reason with economy…character with bigotry, God’s eternal order of right with the interests of England…the good with the useful,” etc., etc.

Now my point is that those who consider a book like this, or Heidegger’s inaugural address of 1933, irrelevant from a philosophical point of view ought to show us how the supposedly serious contributions of these writers differ from these irresponsible publications. In method, I claim, they are no different. Neither Heidegger nor Scheler has come up with any alternative method that could replace the use of hypotheses and the patient weighing of objections and alternatives. But both claimed that they had found such a method, and as long as they were saying things that their audience had “been unconsciously [or for that matter consciously] hoping to hear from someone who could assert them with authority” they were naturally not found out. And when they said things that, owing to a sudden change in the climate of opinion, were felt to be embarrassing, their grateful audience quickly said that these views did not matter, did not count. Actually, however, both kinds of views are the products of the same mind and method.

In some cases, there is a difference in style between the views that are discounted and those that are taken seriously. What is presented more clearly and hence easier to see through is discounted. What is presented very obscurely and hence difficult to see through is taken seriously much longer.

These considerations often apply also to less formal utterances, including letters as well as the spoken word. They, too, issue from the same mind and cannot be discounted a priori. Nor can we discount a philosopher’s books on the basis of letters. Jung’s books are not refuted by his letter about Heidegger. As a working hypothesis one may assume that more weight should be given to a book, especially one that the author himself regarded as his best, less to his minor works, and still less to his letters or informal utterances. But the question how much weight should be assigned to every text is crucial and has to be considered carefully in every case. Goethe’s letters to Zelter, for example, were intended for publication and, like his conversations with Ecker-mann, have considerable weight.

In the end, it is not so much a matter of balancing one text against another as it is a question of gaining a whole and coherent view, if possible, of the writer’s mind. One wants to get to know him well enough so that one can decide whether he could have meant this or whether he must have meant that.

In Heidegger’s case I tried to test my image of him by going to talk with him repeatedly, by attending his lectures (1955–56), and by translating an essay of his choice with the understanding that he would answer my questions about it, which he did both orally and in writing. My conclusion was and is that everything fitted together, while those who read only one text, perhaps even in translation, often come away with scarcely any sense at all of the man who wrote it.

I have insisted throughout, beginning with Kant, that style is the mirror of the mind. That is as true of Heidegger as it is of anyone and applies no less to his minor writings than it does to S&Z. But one needs to know German thoroughly to see how revealing Heidegger’s language is—or Kant’s, Goethe’s, or Hegel’s; Nietzsche’s or Buber’s; Freud’s or Jung’s.

Two of the very best criticisms of Heidegger were contributed by two professors of German literature, Walter Muschg, a Swiss, and Robert Minder, a Frenchman born in the Alsace. Both had lived much of their life close to the region from which Heidegger came, but lived across the border in another country. Muschg called his essay “Zerschwatzte Dichtung” (poetry chattered to pieces) and reprinted it in a book on The Destruction of German Literature (German, 1956). The point was to show how Heidegger interpreted poetry. Minder’s contribution, also in German, was called “Heidegger, Hebel, and the Language of Messkirch” ‘(where Heidegger came from) and was included in a book called Poets in Society (German, 1966). Minder explored Heidegger’s language in his non-philosophical writings as a manifestation of his mentality. Compared to these two splendid studies most of the literature on Heidegger is simply tone-deaf.

One rather obvious point about Heidegger’s sensibility has been put neatly by Hühnerfeld, who remarks in passing (p. 101): “Heidegger’s mortal enemies are gracefulness, joy, lightness—what dances.” He fails to add that in this respect—and not only in this respect—Heidegger is the antipode of Nietzsche, who repeatedly extolled these qualities while opposing “the spirit of gravity.” Even as Tibetan Buddhist bronzes show at a glance how remote Tibetan Buddhism is from early Buddhism, Heidegger’s language shows at a glance how far he is from any appreciation of what Nietzsche was all about. This, to be sure, would be a minor fault if Heidegger had not devoted by far his largest work as well as countless essays and passages in other works to Nietzsche.

43 [image: ] In conclusion, it seems to me that something Heidegger told me during our first encounter, Easter Sunday 1953, is very revealing. He claimed that Nietzsche could not yet be fathomed because his most profound ideas were contained in incompletely published notes that were inaccessible in “the East.” He claimed to have photostats but would not say where. They were hidden “in a safe place”—because nobody now knew Nietzsche’s handwriting well enough to decipher them. For all his great courtesy, his forcefulness, and his charisma that brought to my mind Napoleon, because he was so small and so vibrant with energy, these remarks revealed, as in a flash, his obscurantism. Why should one assume that Nietzsche’s profoundest ideas are to be found in notes that one cannot read? And if one does assume this, why should one hide the notes, expecting that at some future time people will find it easier to read the writing? As it happens, two Italian scholars began in the Sixties to decipher and publish all of Nietzsche’s notes—the originals were not inaccessible after all—and there was nothing that placed Nietzsche’s philosophy in a different perspective. Nor did Giorgio Colli and Mazzino Montinari claim that there was.

Heidegger’s attitude toward texts is clearly a clue to his approach to Being. Two years after the publication of S&Z he discovered that there was much more to Nietzsche than he had supposed, but he was not ready to cope with Nietzsche’s later thought. From this he inferred illicitly that our time was not ready to do so; but characteristically this did not keep him from lecturing and writing about Nietzsche at enormous length. Realizing that what he wrote about Nietzsche did not really come to grips with Nietzsche, he blamed his own shortcomings on our “paltry time.”55

His Holzwege contains an essay on Hölderlin’s line “and why be a poet in a paltry time?” Karl Lowith subtitled his short German book on Heidegger (1953) “Thinker in a Paltry Time.” This theme that his failures are due to the wretched age he is condemned to live in invites comparison with T. S. Eliot’s dictum: “The damage of a lifetime…cannot be repaired at the moment of composition” (1934). I have tried to show elsewhere (Tragedy, Section 37) that if Sophocles had not succeeded in becoming one of the greatest poets of all time he could easily have said the same thing. So could Goethe for that matter, or Nietzsche. But they did not say it. They sensed that greatness is always a triumph over its time, and they did not stoop to the typical self-deception of the weak who when they fail blame someone else.

It is easy to understand why the Eliot—Heidegger subterfuge attracted so many intellectuals and artists, as well as students. This was one of the things they had “been unconsciously waiting to hear from someone who could assert them with authority.” It provided an alibi for them, too.

Is this account of Heidegger unduly Manichaean? Could it be strengthened by paying tribute to his genuine contributions? In Kant’s case I have deliberately concentrated on the ways in which his influence has been harmful, while admitting at the same time that he was one of the greatest thinkers of all time. In Goethe’s case I have concentrated exclusively on his contributions to the discovery of the mind. The account of Hegel deals at length with his shortcomings and aims to show why his Phenomenology did not become as great a work as it might have and why Hegel himself later all but disowned it, developing an altogether different conception of phenomenology; but then the chapter ends with Hegel’s major contributions. The chapters on Nietzsche concentrate on Nietzsche’s great contributions. In his case, as in that of Goethe, one could also find faults, but apart from giving an impression of more balance, that would serve no particular purpose. The treatment of Heidegger clearly differs from all that has gone before by being overwhelmingly negative. But this is not due merely to a decision to dwell on his faults rather than his profundities.

The claim that where there is smoke there must be a fire was the quintessence of McCarthyism. The idea was that rumors must have a foundation in fact, and Senator Joseph McCarthy, of course, concentrated on slanderous rumors. The slogan was wrong, and it remains wrong when we think of laudatory rumors. The notion that a philosopher who is rumored to be very profound must really be profound is quite as untenable as the notion that a philosopher who is widely held to have been a proto-Nazi must have been one.

There are no great merits to offset what is wrong with Heidegger’s thought. Let those who admire Heidegger convert my theses into questions and try to answer them, one by one. I have numbered them to make that easy. So far my perennial efforts to get Heidegger’s admirers to tell me what they take to be his major contributions have never elicited any substantial replies. I have spelled out my conception of Goethe’s, Hegel’s, and Nietzsche’s contributions and my objections to Heidegger. Let his admirers reply to my theses and then list Heidegger’s contributions.

Some images that recur in Nietzsche’s writings seem to me to fit Heidegger beautifully. I see him as a magician or wizard, “a philosophical Cagliostro and pied piper, in short, a seducer.”56 He was a great performer who took in large numbers of highly intelligent men and women and perhaps even himself.

Still one feels like asking how this was possible. We have seen how the reception of Kant and Nietzsche is psychologically interesting. Might the reception of Heidegger, too, contribute something to the discovery of the mind?

It would be satisfying if one could point to some one factor and hold that responsible. But in fact there are many things that came together. First, his vibrant personality helped to make him an exciting teacher who stood out in a generally dreary academic landscape. Max Scheler had that quality, too, but died in 1928. Karl Jaspers lacked this electrifying energy. Then, Heidegger was as timely as Nietzsche was “untimely.” He was attuned to what excited his students.

Heidegger, Jaspers, and Scheler were among the very few members of their generation in Germany who had not served in the armed forces during the First World War. Scheler’s health was very poor, but Jaspers and Heidegger took such good care of themselves that they both lived to the age of eighty-six. Jaspers had a perforated lung, was terrified that somebody with a cold might come near him, and included death among the extreme situations about which he expounded his thoughts without communicating any excitement. There was something anemic about him. Yet in the Twenties death was in the air in Germany. If one had not been at the front oneself, one had many friends and relatives who had been in the war; there was scarcely a family that had not lost a father, son, or brother; in the streets one saw blind men and cripples who were victims of the war; and on buses, trains, and trolley cars some seats were reserved for such men. Heidegger placed “Being-toward-death” at the center of Being and Time and brought together in his teaching and his writing almost everything that was fashionable: Aristotle and Kant, phenomenology and death, guilt and dread, authenticity and inauthenticity; but he did not seem to be a mere eclectic because he always communicated a terrible sense of urgency.

Even so the excitement might have worn thin after a while. But when Hitler came to power a few years after the publication of S&Z, Heidegger, who had not been a Nazi, immediately felt that the time had come for something new and spoke up publicly for the new regime. After the war he let it be known that he had become disillusioned with Hitler as early as 1934, but it never occurred to him that in some ways this made his failure ever to protest still worse, and his moral insensitivity in this respect was striking—for example, in the long Spiegel interview. It has often been said that one cannot ask of another human being that he should have become a martyr, but this lack of sensitivity remains remarkable, and Heidegger’s lengthy pronouncements about how authenticity consists in resoluteness and Being-toward-death would seem to have been mere chatter. Moreover, Carl Ulmer, a philosophy professor at Vienna, has denied outright that Heidegger gave up his positive attitude toward Hitler as early as 1934. In his lectures on Schelling in the summer of 1936 he was still praising Hitler, though the relevant passage, which Ulmer published in a letter to Der Spiegel (May 2, 1977, p. 10), was omitted in the published version of the lectures in 1971.

His 1935 lectures Introduction to Metaphysics, published in 1953, are considered one of his major works and have been translated into English. Here he said:


That, finally, which is offered today as the philosophy of National Socialism, but really does not have to do anything whatever with the inner truth and greatness of this movement (namely, with the encounter of technology on a world-wide scale on the one hand and modem man on the other) tries to catch its fish in these muddy waters…[p. 152].



The Nazis called their party “the movement,” and I vividly remember the road signs that one passed as one drove into Munich. Under the name of the city the signs added: Hauptstadt der Bewegung, Capital of the Movement. Heidegger admitted that the words that appear in parentheses were not spoken in 1935 but claimed they were written at the time, allowing for some stylistic revisions. Publicly, then, he still proclaimed “the inner truth and greatness of this movement,” even when he dissociated himself from the “philosophy” of some party hacks; and the same man who had written at length about ambiguity as a mark of inauthenticity felt in 1953, if not already in 1935, that this sort of ambiguity cleared him of accusations he resented. It was always important to him to be au courant, up to date, in on the latest wave; and he succeeded remarkably.

As the Jews and positivists emigrated and Jaspers was forbidden to teach (he had not said anything especially courageous, but he had a Jewish wife), Heidegger was left with no competition. After the war, the philosophy chairs at the German universities, including Heidelberg, which Jaspers left to go to Basel in Switzerland, were filled with Heidegger’s former pupils, who spread the idea that Heidegger had become in his own lifetime one of the classical German philosophers.

When Heidegger himself lectured after the war, as he did, for example, in the winter semester 1955–56 at Freiburg, he filled not only the largest auditorium but also two other auditoria in which the audience could hear his voice over a public address system though they could not see him. People would come long before the lecture to get seats, many would sleep during much of the lecture, but he always managed to wake up everybody at the very end when he suggested with an almost apocalyptic urgency that although everything might seem dark now we should gain some clarity next time. And people came back every Friday, as he catered to their curiosity with his chatter about ambiguities. The announced title of the lectures was Der Satz vom Grund, “The Principle of (Sufficient) Reason.” But he discovered that the title was ambiguous and could also mean “The Leap from the Ground.”

In those days he wore a double-breasted suit, and his manner was very dry. Even so there was something electrifying about this old wizard. Nor do I feel that my attempt to explain his success is adequate. Two points are still missing.

The first is in a way a historical accident. Would Jesus be known the world over if it had not been for Paul, the apostle to the Gentiles? Would Marx enjoy anything remotely like his present reputation if it had not been for Lenin? And would Heidegger not have been reduced to size after World War II if it had not been for Sartre? In Germany he was discredited and forbidden to teach until the French reinstated him; and then the Germans discovered that they, though down and out in almost every way, had among them a professor whom the French considered a great philosopher. In the years immediately after the war, Sartre made “existentialism” the most popular philosophy of alI time. Owing to the fact that he wrote novels, plays, and essays no less than forbidding philosophical tomes, he gained more readers all over the world than any previous philosopher had ever had in his lifetime. And he paid tribute to Heidegger. Many people got the impression that Heidegger’s Being and Time was probably related to Sartre’s Being and Nothing somewhat as Goethe’s Faust is related to Gounod’s. Obscurity has its charms, and a great many people confound it with profundity.

The last point became clear to me only in the course of reflections on Jung, who disliked Heidegger so much. Many of those who turn to Heidegger or Jung are moved by religious needs. But Heidegger is a false prophet.

 

1 The German title is often mispronounced. The sounds are: zine und tsite. The books Heidegger published in 1929 still belong with S&Z; the later phase begins in 1933.

2 The critical edition also corroborates what I had shown on a smaller scale in the apparatus of my translation: Karl Schlechta’s claim that his presentation of this material in Volume III (1956) in his edition of Nietzsche’s works followed the manuscripts faithfully and was chronologically correct (p. 1393: “manuskriptgetreu-chronologisch”) was a staggering untruth. His text was faithful to the sister’s edition and did not even embody the corrections that were indicated in the scholarly apparatus at the end of her edition; and his arrangement, though different from hers, was neither faithful to the manuscripts nor chronological. I have also shown in my commentaries on my translations how his claim that he follows the texts of the original editions of Nietzsche’s books is false: Where the original editions differ from subsequent editions, he follows’t e later versions; and where Nietzsche quotes his earlier writings, Schlechta sometimes gets the references wrong. Nevertheless many American scholars still pay tribute to Schlechta’s edition. By showing how little many scholars care about truthfulness, the reception of Schlechta’s edition helps us to understand the reception of Heidegger.

3 Howey arrives at the same conclusions in his monograph Heidegger and Jaspers on Nietzsche (1973). In the section “How Heidegger Reads His Own Philosophy into Nietzsche” he sums up “several major weaknesses. (1) Heidegger reads his own special concern with Being into Nietzsche. (2) Heidegger…virtually discounts the entire dimension of philosophical anthropology. (3) Some of Heidegger’s arguments rest on what can only be regarded as a ‘forcing’ of Nietzsche’s texts” (p. 183f). To Howey’s fourth point I shall return later, in note 55.

4 Jaspers (1950), p. 74.

5 Notably the pre-Socratics, Sophocles, Hölderlin, Rilke, and Trakl.

6 Brief über den Humanismus (1947; 2nd ed., 1954), p. 91.

7 In the first English version of S&Z (1962), Dasein was left untranslated, which gave many readers an unwarranted impression of profundity. Moreover, the crucial relationship to Sein (Being) was lost; and this fault was compounded by the choice of “entities” for Seiendes (beings).

When I discussed problems of translation with Heidegger in 1955 and suggested “Being” for Sein and “beings” for Seiendes, he said that the plural (beings) was actually an improvement over the German term, which was meant to be equivalent to the Greek ta onta (beings). He also stressed repeatedly that he preferred simple English terms to strained coinages, in which the first English version abounds. Dasein is an ordinary German word that Heidegger used in a novel way. “Human being” should go down more easily than “Being-there,” but in a complete translation of the book one would have to take into account that Heidegger in some passages makes something of the Da, the “there.”

8 See, for example, Michael Gelven (1970), pp. 9–14 and 138–41.

9 (1968), English 1972, p. 31.

10 Quoted by Alvin Diemer (1956), p. 29.

11 The Gay Science, Section 108.

12 See the section on “Heidegger and theology” in “Heidegger’s Castle,” in Kaufmann, From Shakespeare. This essay deals in depth with Heidegger’s Einführung in die Metaphysik (1953).

J. Glenn Gray, who was until his untimely death the moving spirit and general editor of the American Heidegger translations, put the point at issue succinctly in the final sentence of his “Heidegger ‘evaluates’ Nietzsche” (1953): “God is dead, saith Heidegger, henceforth let us worship Being.”

13 First edition, p. 804f.; second edition, p. 832f.

14 Herbert Spiegelberg, Vol. I (2nd ed., 1971), p. 282. See also p. 281; Diemer, p. 29E; and Marvin Farber (1959), pp. 356–65 for further quotations from Husserl about S&Z.

15 See Spiegelberg, p. 292ff. Cf. Rickert, Die Grenzen der naturwissenschaftlichen Begriffsbildung (1902).

16 Kaufmann, Without Guilt, Section 4f.; From Shakespeare, “Heidegger’s Castle,” Section 7ff

17 In S&Z, p. 311, it is still suggested tht Heidegger’s interpretations only seem to have “the character of Gewaltsamkeit.” But he soon dropped this pretense and romanticized his violence (1953, p. 134)

18 Compare Walter Muschg (1956) for brilliant examples.

19 See Kaufmann Critique, Section 69, for many apposite quotations with references.

20 Löwith related this in the summer of 1971 at a colloquium in a colleague’s house near Heidelberg. Cf. Heidegger’s letter to Löwith cited in Section 31 above.

21 In several very perceptive discussions Hans Albert has stressed this aspect of hermeneutics—especially in 1968, Section 22 (“Hermeneutical thinking: philosophy as the continuation of theology”), and in 1971, “Hermeneutik und Realwissenschaft.”

22 Quoted in an ad in The New York Times Book Review, March 11, 1973.

23 Pöggeler (1972), pp. 25, 106.

24 Section 481. The index to my edition lists a great many other discussions of interpretation and perspectivism.

25 S&Z, pp. 167ff., 173, 175, et passim.

26 S&Z, pp. 168f., 173f, et passim.

27 Section 37. The unconscious irony of the sentence I have emphasized will be considered later.

28 Samlede Vaerker, Vol. 8 (1926), pp. 84, 87, 91ff., 98ff., 105ff., and 113. The Danish terms for ambiguity and curiosity are almost the same as in German; the word for chatter is snakke. In the American edition, with Introduction by Walter Kaufmann (1962), the pages are 43, 47f., 50f, 59ff., 69ff., 78.

29 S&Z Division II, the titles of Chapters 1 and 3, §62, etc.

30 Kaufmann (1961), Chapter IV: “Commitment.” See also Kaufmann (1973).

31 See the chapter on mauvaise foi (1943) and “Portrait of the Anti-Semite” (both in Kaufmann, Existentialism (1975); also his early short story “The Childhood of a Leader” (1939). For Nietzsche’s influence on Sartre, see Kaufmann, Tragedy, Section 51.

32 Spiegelberg, p. 55

33 Beginning with S&Z, § 7, this point is made again and again and again

34 (1968), pp. 24, 26.

35 Jaspers’ preface ends: “I owe much to Schelling. This book is based largely on studies done during the twenties [!] when I taught seminars on Schelling, with an eye to the alternative of illumination of existence, which awakens us to ourselves [Jaspers], and gnosis, which drugs us with visions of pseudo-knowledge [this was widely and, I believe, correctly taken to refer to Heidegger no less than Schelling].”

During the 1920s Heidegger and Jaspers were friends, and the three footnote references in S&Z to Jaspers’ Psychologie der Weltanschauungen (1919) give no adequate idea of the influence of that book on Heidegger’s thought. Heidegger actually wrote—but did not publish—an enthusiastic forty-four-page review of which I have a copy.

36 Kaufmann (1965), p. 384f.

37 Paulus (1843), p. 736. In his later works, Heidegger, like the old Schelling, seems to be waiting for a revelation that never comes, leading him to blame our time.

38 S&Z, p. 100. Cf. p. 89.

39 The Case of Wagner, Section 6. Cf. Section 9. In the quotation “they” refers to the Wagnerians.

40 See Section 7 above.

41 See S&Z, pp. 186-91 and 266. For dread and “the Nothing” see also his Was ist Metaphysik? (1929).

42 See the end of Plato’s Phaedo and, for Hume, the famous Letter from Adam Smith to William Strahan, November 9, 1776.

43 For a detailed demonstration of Tolstoy’s central concern with inauthenticity and self-deception, also in Anna Karenina, see Kaufmann, Existentialism, Religion, and Death (1976), second essay.

44 Ibid., “Existentialism and Death.”

45 See the first quotation under the third thesis above.

46 S&Z, p. 254. It would be more idiomatic to drop the definite article-in German, too. But das Man is not as horrible as “the ‘they’” in the English Being and Time; and “the they-self” (instead of “the Oneself”) is inexcusable.

47 Nietzsche had found the last four words in Pindar’s Pythia 2.73 and used them often before he finally subtitled his Ecce Homo “How One Becomes What One Is.” The reason for citing The Gay Science is, of course, that it offers such a pithy formulation of what Heidegger kept calling “the call of conscience.”

48 The most pertinent passages from this meditation are included in Kaufmann, Existentialism (1975), pp. 122ff; for detailed discussion see Kaufmann, Nietzsche, Chapter 5.

49 In “My Way to Phenomenology” in Kaufmann, Existentialism (1975), p. 239f.

50 Allemann (1969), p. 250, reports a controversy about Heidegger in the French journal Critique, in which François Fedier adopted this line.

51 Both summonses were published in the Freiburger Studentenzeitung and are reprinted in Schneeberger (1962), pp. 136 and 144f.

52 This rendering of Sudeltopf is R. F. C. Hull’s in the official American version.

53 See above, Sections 23 and 31.

54 Kaufmann, Tragedy, Sections 59–60

55 Howey’s fourth objection to Heidegger’s Nietzsche is that “Heidegger has, in effect, said that at this time no interpretation of Nietzsche is possible!” (p. 184). For his other three objections, see footnote 3 above.

56 Beyond Good and Evil, Section 205.
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44 [image: ] In 1923 Martin Buber published I and Thou (Ich und Du), Sigmund Freud The Ego and the Id (Das Ich und das Es), Rilke his Duino Elegies and Sonnets to Orpheus, and Kahlil Gibran The Prophet. Buber’s book was a child of its time, and it is illuminating to compare it with these other volumes. Yet before we do that, the book also needs to be placed in the context of Buber’s thought. He himself considered it his most important work, and none of the others has been so widely read and influential. Nevertheless, it cannot be fully understood apart from his other efforts, and I do not consider it his best book. In one sense it was clearly the most successful thing he ever did; in another sense it was a failure. But speaking of a failure here is meant to call into question the ordinary understanding of success and failure, and this is worth doing to gain a better understanding of ourselves and others.

Buber’s many-sidedness distinguished him even while he was living and has become an outright anomaly since then. Specialization has grown rapidly during the twentieth century, especially since the Second World War. No religious writer now invites comparison with Buber—no Jew, Christian, Hindu, Buddhist, or Muslim. But even the philosophers considered in this trilogy were not engaged in so many different endeavors. Kant, Hegel, and Heidegger were philosophy professors; and although Kant also offered an astronomical theory and few people have ever matched Hegel’s encyclopedic erudition, we have no hesitation at all about calling all three of them philosophers. The same applies to Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, who were not philosophy professors. Nietzsche actually started out as a professor of classical philology and was also a poet, but both of them are remembered above all as philosophers. Kierkegaard did not mean to be a philosopher but saw himself as a religious writer, and that is what he was.

[image: ]

Buber.

When Buber was in his eighties, he published his works in three volumes. In the first he collected his writings on philosophy, in the second his writings on the Bible, and in the last his writings on Hasidism, a Jewish mystical movement that flourished in Eastern Europe in the late eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries. At the same time another publisher brought out, also in German, his essays and lectures on “The Jew and his Judaism” (Der Jude und sein Judentum,), and Buber had been a prominent Zionist ever since the years when Zionism first took shape around the turn of the century.

The old Buber made it easy for us to distinguish at least four central concerns of which philosophy was merely one. One might even speak of seven instead of four by adding that he also published a complete translation of the Hebrew Bible (the so-called Old Testament) in four volumes, which he completed only shortly before his death; he published collections of the tales of the Hasidim, and it is arguable that the final one-volume collection was his masterpiece although it is controversial; and finally many who knew him were impressed most profoundly during the discussions that sometimes followed his lectures and in other informal settings in which he seemed to add a significant dimension to his written work. He was not so much a charismatic teacher—in fact, his lectures were often unimpressive, and his contemporary Leo Baeck, who was the most prominent rabbi in Germany, was a more moving and impressive speaker—as he was a human being who had the gift of making others feel what dialogue could be.

Even if we distinguish seven central endeavors, it must be admitted that Buber was deeply controversial in every one of them and could actually be seen as having failed seven times over. But insofar as that is so, one may wonder whether failure is an objection and whether success is not often compromising.

If one is satisfied with what Kierkegaard called the aesthetic orientation—that is, if one is content to pay homage to what is profound and beautiful, but ganz unverbindlich, without incurring any obligation, merely as a spectator who enjoys a diversion, applauds, and goes home—then one has an easy time of it. There is much in Buber’s work that is profound and beautiful. But he did not write—nor does any genuine writer write-in order to win gratitude or appreciation. Buber’s aims transcended applause. He wanted to make an enduring difference. To be appreciated is child’s play compared to that. And if we ask to what extent he succeeded in what he tried to do, we come face to face with his failures.

The failures that really matter are not mistakes. They are not like failing an examination. The most devastating failures in life are different. We set our own goals, and those who aim low enough often succeed. Those who aim for applause often get it. Those who aim to win riches often do. Buber’s goals were exceptionally ambitious. Even taken singly, they were extraordinarily high, making success scarcely possible. And he did not confine himself to one or two endeavors. Before venturing a critique one might recall a splendid line (7488) in Goethe’s Faust:


Den lieb ich, der unmögliches begehrt.

I love him who desires the impossible.



The word “love” is entirely appropriate here. What does anyone know of the life of the mind if he does not realize that one can disagree with those one loves Just as one can fail to love those with whom one agrees? I feel much love and gratitude for Buber, and the reason for considering his contrast of the I-You and the I-It relationships critically is that it haunts me. He was not the first to discover this dichotomy, and he admitted that; but it was he who made an unforgettable issue of it. One is none the worse off for thinking about it daily, especially if one feels that he did not get it quite right. He did not solve the problem, but he opened it up for fruitful discussion and thus advanced the discovery of the mind.

45 [image: ] Buber’s essays on his translation of the Bible are far more important than anyone seems to have recognized. In fact, they have been largely ignored because this translation was obviously his most quixotic undertaking. The first volume, done jointly with Franz Rosenzweig, who was by then paralyzed by amyotrophic lateral sclerosis and mute, appeared in 1926. Rosenzweig’s spirit was indomitable to the last, but in 1929 he died, and after that Buber continued alone, having internalized Rosenzweig’s voice and faithfully mentioning his dead friend’s name on the title pages till the end. By 1933, when the Nazis came to power in Germany, there were twelve volumes and, when Buber finally emigrated to Palestine in 1938, fifteen. It tells us a great deal about the state of mind of German Jewry in those years that Buber’s continued work on his German translation was not considered grotesque. The strange style that Buber and Rosenzweig developed for this project was criticized, and many people preferred the German version of Torczyner, which also appeared in Germany in the Thirties but was completed before Torczyner went to Palestine and changed his name to Tur-Sinai. The need for a new German-Jewish Bible was felt intensely in those years, as thousands of Jews went back to reading the Bible and did not know enough Hebrew to read it in the original.

When the war ended, scarcely any Jews were left in Germany, and Buber might have written off this undertaking as a noble failure. Yet a German publisher asked him to finish this project, and Buber began by revising what he had done years ago, before he finally completed the remaining books, and the whole translation was finished in 1962. During his last years Buber kept revising it, enabling his son Rafael to publish in 1976 the ninth edition, again revised and improved, of the new edition of 1954 of Buber’s German version of the Five Books of Moses; and the other three volumes were also redone to embody Buber’s final handwritten revisions. Obviously, these volumes still have readers who absorb edition after edition, but the people whom Buber and Rosenzweig had meant to reach are gone, and the culture they had meant to change has perished. In an important sense this effort was a failure.

The German Jews who survived the war are widely scattered. Few of those living in Israel need Buber’s German version, and most of those who survive elsewhere either do not read the Bible any more or do not have enough German any more to wrestle with this very difficult translation, which was never meant to be read without effort. It was meant to be studied by people who wished to “learn Bible”; and I still recall how Buber talked about Bibel lernen the first time I saw him, in 1934. I do not know who reads this version in Germany now, or how it is read, but that it keeps being read is, of course, a triumph.

All this may seem to have little or nothing to do with the discovery of the mind. Yet it is doubly relevant. It helps us to understand Buber, and the importance of this translation consists in large measure in the fact that Buber and Rosenzweig conceived of translating as an effort at discovering the mind of the author. In the case of the Five Books of Moses, the Hebrew Torah, one might well ask: what author? When Buber and Rosenzweig commenced their work, the so-called Higher Critics of the Bible had been busy for roughly half a century distinguishing different sources, and the text was widely viewed as a mosaic that an editor (Redaktor, sometimes abbreviated as “R” to distinguish him from such alleged soufces as “J” and “E” and “D”) had put together with scissors and paste. Buber and Rosenzweig preferred to think of the “R” who was responsible for the text we have as Rabbenu, which means “our teacher” and is an epithet associated with Moses. They did not insist that the text we have was written in that form by Moses, but they did feel that the writer to whom we owe the Torah we have should be approached as our teacher—as a You and not an It—and they adopted the same attitude toward the other books of the Bible.

The crucial point does not depend on the fact that they were dealing with the Bible, nor is it merely a corollary of Buber’s I and Thou. The approach owes a great deal to Rosenzweig, who actually pioneered it in his German version of “Sixty Hymns and Poems of Yehuda Halevi” (1924; ninety-two poems in the second edition of 1927); and Rosenzweig, as we shall see, was sharply critical of I and Thou. Least of all does the point depend on the quality of Buber’s and Rosenzweig’s actual translations. Rosenzweig, to put the point bluntly, was no poet, and Buber was not a good poet either. But the two men published a number of essays on their principles of translation, beginning with Rosenzweig’s long postscript to his Yehuda Halevi volume. Their essays on “Scripture and translating it into German” were collected in one volume in 1936 but have not been translated into English.

Buber’s theory of translation, developed jointly with Rosenzweig, constitutes his most important contribution to the discovery of the mind. Rosenzweig took the first step with his Jehuda Halevi, but Buber “frequently assisted Rosenzweig,” who said in a letter that “without him the book would never have got itself written”1 and Rosenzweig dedicated his Jehuda Halevi to Martin Buber. Obviously, the two men would never have undertaken the joint translation of the Hebrew Bible if they had not agreed strongly on their principles of translation.

Translation is merely one form of interpretation, and what is at stake here is the question of interpretation. It is useful to contrast three approaches. Heidegger insisted that an interpreter must use “violence,” and he made a practice of ripping short texts from their context, when he did not select notes or fragments that did not seem to have any context.

Another approach is less obviously subjective. What is wanted is a translation or interpretation that is very close to what one’s readers are used to. Publishers often press translators to give them easily readable versions that are idiomatic and never seem strange or strained, even when the original text is anything but easily readable or idiomatic. Poetry is supposed to be recast into “the poetic idiom of our time,” and as soon as that changes another translation is obviously needed. In the same spirit, analytical philosophers do not hesitate to interpret Nietzsche as an analytical philosopher.

Finally, there is Buber’s and Rosenzweig’s profound concern for the distinctive voice of the original. It may be objected that this results in translations that do violence to the language in which they are written, but Buber and Rosenzweig felt that a faithful translation of the Bible, of Homer, or of Shakespeare must transform the language into which such major works are translated.

It could be said that Buber and Rosenzweig failed insofar as many publishers, translators, and analytical philosophers still have not got the message and persist in the old ways. But it was surely infinitely better to do battle for a great idea than to adopt a more popular position and meet with less resistance. If there were few who accepted Buber’s and Rosenzweig’s ideas, I am glad to own that I was one of them. The present trilogy is a case in point. In my translations of the material I quote I have tried to give the reader some idea of the enormous differences between the styles of Goethe, Kant, and Hegel; Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Buber; and eventually Freud and Jung.

In fact, I have extended Buber’s and Rosenzweig’s approach beyond the art of translation and have tried to discover the very different minds of these individuals, even as in Tragedy and Philosophy I sought to discover the different mentalities of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides. One might think that this must be what Buber did, too, in his interpretations of Moses, the prophets, and the Hasidic masters, but in fact his interpretations are as a rule excessively subjective, and he tended to read his own preferences into the men he admired. This was not an incidental failing or simply a case where a man fails to live up to his own principles. This fault was a direct consequence, or a corollary, of a fatal flaw in I and Thou.

If Buber’s books on the kingship of God, Moses, and the faith of the prophets have not succeeded in redirecting Biblical scholarship and have in fact been largely ignored, this is due in large measure to the fact that they are too impressionistic and personal. And the limited appeal of his Bible translation is really due to the same faults. A little like the roughly contemporary translations of various poets by Stefan George and Rudolf Borchardt, Buber’s translation approximates a private and very personal language that strikes one as eccentric. One grows weary of it as one does not of the original.
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The first edition of Ich und Du

46 [image: ] To understand how all of his endeavors and his successes and failures belong together and are so many manifestations of a single mind, one must confront what he himself considered his best book: I and Thou. In two ways it was clearly an extraordinarily successful book. It is still being read year after year by tens of thousands of students in the United States alone, not to speak of other countries, and philosophers and theologians, by no means only in the United States, keep writing articles and books about it. Clearly, the central contrast of the I—You and the I—It has struck a responsive chord in a great many people. But the enormous popularity of the book is not due entirely to the fact that it opens up a genuinely important problem; it also owes something to the timely flaws of the book.

The most obvious of these is the style, which is affected rather than ruthlessly honest. It may seem too unkind to compare it with The Prophet by Kahlil Gibran, which was published the same year and has probably reached an even far larger audience, but it meets the eye that both books were influenced by the pose of Nietzsche’s Zarathustra without remotely approaching its riches or its irony. In fact, The Prophet is plainly a pastiche.

I have disparaged the dichotomy of the authentic and the inauthenic, but the tone of I and Thou does bring to mind the notion of inauthenticity, though not quite as much so as The Prophet. If we want to understand this phenomenon, Heidegger’s three criteria of ambiguity, curiosity, and chatter do not help at all, while Nietzsche’s discussion of masks does. The style of Zarathustra is anything but a model of authenticity, and one may well prefer the style of The Gay Science or Nietzsche contra Wagner, but Nietzsche did not only don masks; he knew and said that he did. What tempts me to call Buber’s tone in I and Thou inauthentic, and what makes Gibran’s book an even much clearer case, is that we are confronted by a pose and oracular airs without any redeeming wit or irony. But we can easily dispense with the category of inauthenticity; affectation will do.

One affectation that is not present in Buber’s book but that is associated with it by almost everybody in the English-speaking world is the archaizing “thou.” Buber’s title, Ich und Du, was as simple and unpretentious as could be. But even as Freud’s Das Ich und das Es was turned into The Ego and the Id, the clergyman who Englished Buber’s book in 1937 gave it the unfortunate title I and Thou and also used “Thou” throughout the book. Thus the whole book acquired something of the holy tone that preachers affect, while Buber had actually associated the Du with spontaneity and intimacy, and the reader of the first two parts of the book was not meant to expect the introduction of God in the last part. When I retranslated the book, I eliminated “Thou” everywhere, substituting “You,” even as I had earlier eliminated all the uncalled-for archaisms in the English version of Nietzsche’s Zarathustra; but in the case of Buber’s book the publisher naturally wished to retain the old title to avoid the impression that this was a different book. Hence I refer to the book as I and Thou, while speaking of the I—You relationship, which could also be called a dialogical relationship. The crux of it is that neither partner in such a relationship is an object of experience or use for the other; the partners address and feel addressed by each other.

I have maintained throughout that style is immensely revealing and that we cannot fully understand a philosopher as long as we ignore his style. Kant or Hegel, Nietzsche or Heidegger in another style would no longer be the same men, and my quarrel with many of the published translations of their work is not merely that they are full of mistakes but also that they give their readers highly misleading pictures of the writer’s minds. When I now devote an entire section to the style of I and Thou before concentrating on what I take to be the fatal flaw of the central contrast of I—You and I—It, this may seem tedious to people who think of philosophy as a science, but Buber himself never considered language as something merely accidental and external; he attached immense importance to it. And it was partly from him that I learned all this. This was after all the crux of Buber’s and Rosenzweig’s essays on translating. In one of these essays (1936, p. 137) Buber expostulated: “As if a genuine message…contained a What that could be detached without any damage from its How; as if the spirit of a speech could be discovered anywhere else than in its linguistic body…” Hence the note of falseness in I and Thou cannot be discounted. It is a warning sign.

Discussing the book in his “Replies to My Critics” at the end of The Philosophy of Martin Buber, he said that he had written the book “under the spell of an irresistible enthusiasm. And the inspiration of such enthusiasm one may not change any more, not even for the sake of exactness. For one can only estimate what one would gain, but not what would be lost.”2

Now one might think that what is written down as under a spell and then not changed afterward must be as genuine as can be, while what is revised and polished later is apt to be artificial and contrived. If that were true, honesty would be very easy to come by; one only would have to say what comes into one’s mind. The popularity of this view is, no doubt, due to the fact that it allows for instant virtue without fuss or trouble.

On reflection it turns out to be a rather unsubtle, pre-Freudian, pre-Nietzschean view that ignores the wiles of self-deception. I have shown in Volume I how Kant wrote his Critique of Pure Reason “in flight as it were,” as fast as anyone could copy the finished work; and Hegel wrote his Phenomenology in the same fashion, dashing off the second half while the first half was already at the printer’s; and Sartre wrote his Critique in this manner, taking huge doses of “speed” in order to write even faster. Feeling as he did that literary works must be revised and rewritten and filed, while philosophical works must not be, Sartre discovered that large parts of a play he was writing at the same time simply did not make sense and rewrote them, but he gave us his Critique of Dialectical Reason without such revisions.

In a letter from Muzot, February 11, 1922, Rilke said that his elegies and sonnets, which appeared in 1923, were written “in a few days, it was a nameless gale, a hurricane in the mind.” There was much in these two volumes that belongs with the best verse ever written in German. Yet, as any reader of Rilke’s letters knows even if he should not notice it in Rilke’s poetry, he was addicted to poses, and one often encounters a disturbing note of falseness or affectation in his letters.

A point Nietzsche made in Section 319 of The Gay Science is pertinent:


One sort of honesty has been alien to all founders of religions and their kind: They have never made their experiences a matter of conscience for knowledge. “What did I really experience? What happened in me and around me at that time? Was my reason bright enough…” But we, we others who thirst after reason, are determined to scrutinize our experiences as severely as a scientific experiment—hour after hour, day after day. We ourselves wish to be our experiments and guinea pigs.



For all the fashionable talk of authenticity in the Twenties, such ruthless honesty and scrupulous self-criticism were not in vogue. The oracular tone of I and Thou must be placed in its historical context. In Heidegger’s work the oracular affectation took a different, much more scholastic form, while Walter Benjamin’s affectations and obscurantism were different again but no less palpable. Eventually Theodor Adorno published a withering attack on “The Jargon of Authenticity,” concentrating on Heidegger and blissfully unaware of the fact, which was evident to most readers, that much of his criticism could also be applied to himself.

To come to the main point, we should reject the claim that “the inspiration of such enthusiasm one may not change any more, not even for the sake of exactness.” Even in poetry that is not true, and in philosophy it is doubly unacceptable. Goethe kept revising the products of his inspiration, including the original versions of his Iphigenie and Faust, and did not even take pains to preserve the text of the Urfaust, which was discovered only in 1887 in a copy made by someone else. It is arguable that in places the original version is preferable to the final text, but a writer who has often felt inspired will not shrink from the experiment of rewriting, and will try to see what can be improved, unless the first draft seems more or less perfect. Those who keep having intuitions, hunches, and inspirations can afford to be ruthless with themselves, while a writer who has been under the spell of an irresistible enthusiasm only once will naturally guard its fruit more anxiously.

If ever a great artist worked under the spell of inspiration it was Vincent van Gogh. He created literally hundreds of the finest paintings in the world in a mere four years. Of his high emotional tension and total, self-sacrificing devotion there is no doubt, yet his copious letters to his brother show how far he was from regarding the fruits of his inspiration as sacrosanct. Even when committed to an asylum, he never lost or disparaged his critical powers. He discussed his works as well as his situation with a rarely equaled lucidity that furnishes a startling contrast to Buber, not to speak of Benjamin, Adorno, and Heidegger. Freud’s and Kafka’s letters are also free of falseness, pretense, and murkiness but not so intense. All three men—van Gogh, Kafka, and Freud—were distinguished by an amazing capacity for detachment from themselves and could see themselves from above.

It is not surprising that Rilke liked Buber’s books while Freud and Kafka did not, but the vehemence of Kafka’s dislike is astonishing. In January 1918 he wrote Max Brod what he thought of “Buber’s last books. Revolting, repulsive [abscheuliche, widerwärtige] books, all three of them.” Yet only three days after he had written his friend Felice, on January 16, 1913, that he had heard Buber lecture and “he makes a dreary impression on me; everything he says lacks something,” Kafka wrote her: “Yesterday I also spoke with Buber, who is in person fresh and simple and remarkable [bedeutend] and seems to have nothing to do with the lukewarm things he has written.”3 This did not change his view of Buber’s books, and only a day or two later he wrote Felice that he found Buber’s reworking of the tales of Rabbi Nachman (1906) and the Baaalshem (1908) “insufferable.”

Many others, including Gershom Scholem, who described much the same ambivalence in his autobiographical book Von Berlin nach Jerusalem (1977), felt that in person, though not necessarily when he was lecturing, Buber was truly impressive but that the tone of some of his writings was affected and not genuine. His later treatment of Hasidic materials was quite different from his first two efforts and will be considered later on, but in I and Thou his affectation was, I think, especially disturbing.

In sum: in the Twenties when “authenticity” became a watchword in philosophy, authenticity was actually declining. One might suppose that it declined first and that some philosophers then called attention to this malaise. In fact, precisely those who made the most of the contrast between authenticity and inauthenticity exhibited nothing short of a cultivated affectation. Compared to some of the others, Buber remained relatively clear and remarkably unambiguous in his stand against totalitarianism from both the right and the left.

47 [image: ] Was I and Thou more or less perfect at least as far as the ideas were concerned? Is it credible that the reason for not changing anything was that it could have been changed only for the worse? No, the central dichotomy of the book did not bear close examination; and Buber refused to go over his text critically, feeling, if only dimly, that genuine self-criticism might have required him to abandon the central idea.

The crux of my criticism is simple: It is not true that a genuine relationship to another human being can be achieved only in brief encounters from which we must always relapse into states in which the other human being becomes for us merely an object of experience and use. If one takes this dichotomy seriously and identifies with the person who championed it instead of treating it scholastically, one realizes that it reveals a deep malaise both in the writer and in the young people who clasp this book to their bosoms. In Buber’s case it seems safe to surmise that he was permanently damaged by his mother’s abandonment of him when he was a small child.

Again, the “Autobiographical Fragments” contributed by the old Buber to The Philosophy of Martin Buber are helpful. At the end of the second Nietzsche chapter we noted how Buber himself singled out two philosophers who had been crucial for him: Kant and Nietzsche. Now we might say that the style of I and Thou owes something to Zarathustra while the attempt to lay bare basic modes of experience and to place too much trust in a dichotomy, without realizing that it is far from exhaustive, is Kantian.4

The “Autobiographical Fragments” begin with a section entitled “The Mother.” It begins with the declaration that Buber will speak only of what “has exerted a decisive influence on the manner and direction of my thinking. The earliest memory that is characterized for me in this fashion goes back to the fourth year of my life. About a year before, the home of my childhood in Vienna had collapsed, owing to the separation of my parents.” At three, Buber was still expecting to see his mother soon again. The first decisive moment that he singles out in his “Autobiographical Fragments” is how, when he was three, a “big girl” said to him: “No, she will never come back.” And roughly eighty years later Buber continued:


I know that I remained silent, but also that I did not doubt the truth of what had been said. It stuck inside me, and every passing year it stuck more closely to my heart, but already after about ten years I had begun to feel that this was something that concerned not only me but human beings generally. Later I coined for myself the word “miscounter” [Vergegnung] to designate something like the failure of a real encounter between human beings. When, after another twenty years, I saw my mother again, who had come from far away to visit me, my wife, and my children, I could not look into her eyes, which were still stunningly beautiful, without somehow hearing from somewhere the word “miscounter” as something spoken to me. I surmise that everything that I have experienced of genuine encounter in the course of my life had its first origin in that hour on the terrace



when the older girl had said: “No, she will never come back.”

His first and most important relationship to another human being had failed traumatically, and henceforth he was not capable of experiencing an enduring relationship to another human being without lapsing periodically into what he himself called an “I-It” relationship. Nahum Glatzer actually said on the occasion of the Buber centenary celebration sponsored by the Leo Baeck Institute in New York City, October 29, 1978, that what Buber had written about the I—You experience was “mere longing” and that only “at the end of his life he experienced an I-Thou relationship, but he didn’t allow it to be known.” To me it does not seem that Buber’s account of the I-You relationship in I and Thou transcends his own firsthand experience at the time and is merely the product of longing. On the contrary, Buber described what he did experience, and simply on the basis of that description it was obvious to me long before I had any knowledge of his private life during his very last years that until then something had been lacking in his life and that his relationships to other human beings had fallen short of what I should call a sustained I—You relationship.

In one of the interviews that were taped in connection with the Buber centenary conference in Beersheba in January 1978 and then broadcast by the BBC in February, Zvi Werblovsky said that Buber was one of the few people with whom he had never been able to have a genuine dialogue. But many others certainly did, and the point I am making does not go nearly so far. I believe that he described his own experience faithfully, assuming falsely that its limitations were part of the human condition. In other words, his basic dichotomy cannot be accepted as it stands, and his personality and life help to account for what is wrong with it.

My criticism of Buber’s dichotomy can be met in two ways. Some defend Buber by claiming that he did not hold the view I ascribe to him; others admit that he did but claim that he was right. To establish that Buber actually held the view in question it will be best to quote his own words from I and Thou—and not just a half sentence or a sentence of which one might wonder whether it was not possibly taken out of context but an entire section, about a page in length, that is typical.5 Here Buber sums up what he also says repeatedly elsewhere:


This, however, is the sublime melancholy of our lot that every You must become an It in our world. However exclusively present it may have been in the direct relationship—as soon as the relationship has run its course or is permeated by means, the You becomes an object among objects, possibly the noblest one and yet one of them, assigned its measure and boundary. The actualization of the work involves a loss of actuality. Genuine contemplation never lasts long; the natural being that only now revealed itself to me in the mystery of reciprocity has again become describable, analyzable, classifiable—the point at which manifold systems of laws intersect. And even love cannot persist in direct relation; it endures, but only in the alternation of actuality and latency. The human being who but now was unique and devoid of qualities, not at hand but only present, not experienceable, only touchable, has again become a He or She, an aggregate of qualities, a quantum with a shape. Now I can again abstract from him the color of his hair, of his speech, of his graciousness; but as long as I can do that he is my You no longer and not yet again.

Every You in the world is doomed by its nature to become a thing or at least to enter into thinghood again and again. In the language of objects: every thing in the world can—either before or after it becomes a thing—appear to some I as its You. But the language of objects catches only one corner of actual life.

The It is the chrysalis, the You the butterfly. Only it is not always as if these states took turns so neatly; often it is an intricately entangled series of events that is tortuously dual.



[image: ]

Page 24 of Ich und Du, which is quoted in the text.

According to Buber, the I-You relationship is always bound to be brief. As soon as I become conscious of the color of the other person’s hair or of other particulars, he—or she—“is my You no longer,” and it “is the sublime melancholy of our lot that every You must become an It in our world.” Conversely, an It can become a You for me, but again only briefly. Of course, the You that has fallen from grace, as it were, and become an It may become a You again later on. But when we experience, observe, or think about another human being, this is proof of the melancholy lapse from the I—You into I—It, for the other has then become a mere object for us.

Now we must ask whether Buber was right. It is hazardous to generalize about people and it may be safest to speak of one’s own experience to begin with, giving reasons afterward for thinking that my own case is by no means singular. My relationship to students and others who come to ask me something and to other partners in a conversation, whether it be a man or woman in a store or an elder colleague, is not punctuated by brief moments of genuine encounter; nor—and this is crucial—do I confront them as mere objects of experience or use. Nor is it a melancholy fact that I keep lapsing into such an attitude. The more others mean to me, the more needful is it for me also to think about them, sometimes in an effort to understand better how they feel and think. Such thoughts are not a fall from grace, a relapse into inauthenticity, or a betrayal to be atoned for in another more ecstatic encounter.

Could it be that I am deceiving myself? Perhaps some of my published photographs bear me out.6 Most of the photographs of people in my books are of poor men, women, and children whose names I do not know; and when I photograph them, they certainly become objects of experience for me, but by no means merely objects. The ethos of the photographs is to reveal the You that addresses me and to lend it a voice so that it can address others as well. If one had to speak in terms of means and ends, one would have to say that in an important sense the people photographed are the end and I and my camera are the means enabling them to speak to others.

This crucial point can be illustrated best with Rembrandt’s portraits. Some of the most eloquent, like that of his mother in Vienna (Bredius 71) or that of his father in Boston (Bredius 73), the two of Margaretha Trip in London (Bredius 394f), or the “Woman Holding a Carnation” in New York (Bredius 401) show what is wrong with the long passage quoted from Buber. To be painted or photographed, “You must become an It in our world,” and the portrait is “an object among objects.” But when the painter paid attention to the “describable, analyzable, classifiable,” this did not involve a loss of the You. And a “He” or “She” is not necessarily an It. On the contrary, I can look at a portrait of an old man or woman, mindful that this human being is old, and feel addressed by him or her, knowing that this is a He or She, but without admitting that “Every You in the world is doomed by its very nature to become a thing.”.

To be sure, Buber admits that “every thing in the world can…appear to some I as its You,” and this obviously includes portraits as well as van Gogh’s paintings of flowers and trees. But the painter did not lapse from the genuine I-You relationship into a deplorable attitude in which he noted the color of the hair and other qualities, reducing the You to a mere It. One must pay some attention to qualities and details to reveal the You on the canvas.

In sum, it is not “the sublime melancholy of our lot” that we cannot help thinking about the You that confronts us. On the contrary, those who refuse to do this live in illusions and cultivate a relationship to an idol instead of truly confronting a You.

Buber failed to see this clearly, and the corollaries of this shortcoming are numerous. There is a Manichaean strain in I and Thou that is unworthy of Buber and that he himself might have eliminated if he had been more severe with the child of his inspiration. His faults here are of one piece. In line with his Manichaean denigration of the I—It and his unduly romantic, if not ecstatic, notion of the I—You, he refused to treat his brainchild as a good painter treats his paintings or as Goethe treated his poems and plays, even Faust, subjecting them to rigorous criticism until they became better for that. Buber tended to mistake intense emotion for revelation and did not realize sufficiently how much rational reflection is needed if we really want to encounter the You rather than an illusion.

Perhaps some of his later works, such as Zwiesprache (Dialogue) are less open to this criticism than I and Thou, but his illustrations of the genuine I—You encounter are revealing throughout. The You is, if not an animal or a tree, a person on a bench with whom he never exchanges a single word or someone glimpsed across a room. In all such cases the probability of an illusion is very high. And none but the lonely heart would choose such examples.

Buber’s studies of Moses, the prophets, and the Hasidim are also cases in point. They have earned the opposition of scholars because Buber blurred the distinction between his own deeply felt experience of human possibilities and the historical realities that actually cannot be recovered without sustained scholarship and critical reflection. Here too he mistook his own emotion for a kind of revelation and failed to realize how much rational reflection is required if we want to encounter the You rather than an illusion.

48 [image: ] Those who see Buber as essentially a humanist are apt to feel that the third and last part of I and Thou with its concept of the eternal You is tacked on, is weak, and adds little. They are, I think, wrong on all counts.

Even humanists should reflect on the meaning of “God” though they may believe that apart from man there is no god. Even humanists can agree with Pascal that the God of most philosophers and theologians is not the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Perhaps also that such definitions as “God is being itself” or “God is the ground of being” are unhelpful and worlds removed from the religious life. Buber’s suggestion that God is the eternal You may well be the best suggestion ever made by a philosopher about the meaning of “God.”

Nor is the eternal You tacked on as an afterthought. To be sure, it is bound to surprise most readers of the original German text because the German Du, unlike the English “thou,” does not make one think of God. Yet God was very much in Buber’s mind when he offered the claims on which my critique of the book has focused: “Every You in the world is doomed by its nature to become a thing or at least to enter into thinghood again and again.” This unacceptable assertion was meant all along to prepare the ground for Buber’s claims about the eternal You in the last part (p. 147 of my version):


Every You in the world is compelled by its nature to become a thing for us or at least to enter again and again into thinghood.

Only in one relationship, the all-embracing one, is even latency actuality. Only one You never ceases in accordance with its nature to be You for us.



Perhaps none but the lonely heart who has come to grief in every human relationship feels that way about God. But in spite of my admiration for the conception of the eternal You, this distinction between God and man does not hold up. Those who cannot sustain an I—You relationship with another human being are bound to lapse and have always lapsed again and again into treating God as an object and not a You. Buber wanted to leave open the possibilities of addressing God and of being addressed by him; he wished to rule out all talk about God, including all of theology; and he did not like it at all when people called him a theologian. He himself was aware of the ways in which God, more often than not, does cease to be a You for men. In other words, he himself must have realized that the contrast he offered in the last passage quoted here is untenable. But “the inspiration of such enthusiasm one may not change any more, not even for the sake of exactness. For one can only estimate what one would gain, but not what would be lost.”

At every turn my admiration and love for Buber are fused with critical reflection. But here, too, I deny that it is “the sublime melancholy of our lot that every You must become an It in our world.” When I become critical, that does not mean that Buber becomes an object for me, an object of criticism or of experience or use. To suppose that it does mean that is as wrong as to think that the clearest examples of a genuine I-You relationship are to be found in fleeting encounters when, for example, eyes meet for a moment across a room. Such cases may well involve self-deception. Genuine dialogue, as Buber himself knew and insisted, involves duality. That is why he did not see himself as a mystic, for he associated mysticism with the claim that duality is transcended. But what he failed to see clearly is that genuine dialogue involves a duality not only of two partners but also of feeling and reason and that neither thought nor the perception of details are necessarily melancholy lapses from a genuine I—You relationship. On the contrary, without them there is no genuine I-You relationship but only self-indulgence, self-absorption, self-deception—a romantic dream.

Buber was right, of course, that those moments in which the You becomes my world and has no boundaries can never last and alternate with other, more prosaic states. What I am criticizing is the attempt to make these rare moments the norm, the paradigm of the I-You relationship, and to see the states with which they alternate as instances of I—It relationships in which we deal with objects of experience and use. In fact, these rare moments which are prominent in relationships that involve erotic love are dispensable in other I—You relationships. They may also be present but are not more important, more paradigmatic, or more exalted than the sustained love we feel for another human being.

One of the flaws in I and Thou that helps to account for the extraordinary popularity of the book is that it falls in to some extent with the opposition to reason that is so marked in Kierkegaard and Heidegger. It actually brings to mind Heidegger’s saying that he was “engaged in the task of destroying the presumptions of human reason.”7 Reason is associated with I—It and denigrated.

It did not take any of the existentialists to remind us of the limitations of reason. If there was one period in Western history that could be considered the high-water mark of faith in reason, it was the Enlightenment, and the greatest philosopher of that period called his most ambitious book Critique of Pure Reason. David Hume, also one of the most outstanding thinkers of that period, could have called his whole philosophy a critique of reason. The existentialists differed with both Hume and Kant and also with each other about the proper limits of reason, but Buber’s understanding of these limits in I and Thou is untenable.

He himself had some sense of this and in his later works rarely expressed himself the way he did in what nevertheless he continued to regard as his masterpiece. Indeed, he really could not have failed to see at least something like the point I am making, for Franz Rosenzweig had attacked the central dichotomy of I and Thou before the book was even published.

49 [image: ] Rosenzweig’s critique of I and Thou appears in the second volume of Buber’s correspondence (1973). After reading the first installment of the printers proofs, Rosenzweig wrote Buber in September 1922:


I will take the bull by the horns. The I-It that you oppose to the I—You is a cripple. That this cripple is ruling the modem world does not change the fact that it is a cripple: This It, to be sure, it is easy for you to dispatch.



Rosenzweig then introduced God as “He” and reproached Buber for his undue “narrowing down to the I—You (which, incidentally, you share with Ebner8)”; from this, he said “everything else follows, I believe. You, like Ebner, intoxicated with the joy of discovery, throw everything else (quite literally) to the dead.”

The details of Rosenzweig’s letter are of no concern to us here, and I am obviously much closer to Buber’s more humanistic orientation than to Rosenzweig’s philosophical theology. His The Star of Redemption (Der Stern der Erlösung) had appeared the year before, and in some ways his critique comes from that position. But he was not only a theologian but also Buber’s friend and a man whose indomitable wit in the direst of circumstances remains a challenge to this day. Above all, however, he was an exceptionally perceptive reader, and he pointed out to Buber after reading the first printer’s proofs that the central dichotomy of the book was not at all exhaustive.

In his reply of September 14, Buber told Rosenzweig of his plans for Volumes II through V, and five days later he added in another letter that I and Thou


is after all not a whole but a scanty and rough beginning and yet must go out into the world like that. The second volume, on which I am working hard and which…is to be called, nonreligiously [religionslos], Holy Action, will become simpler and more transparent, it seems to me.
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Page 50 of the author’s translation of and Thou. Rivka Horwitz (1978, p. 156) has shown that this plan was written down by Buber “in the summer of 1922, after I and Thou had been completed.”

But the second volume never appeared. Neither did the third, the fourth, or the fifth. For Buber could not build on the foundation he had laid.

Buber’s outline for the five-volume project was first published in facsimile and English translation in my version oil and Thou in 1970.9 Those who would defend Buber’s dichotomy against my criticism should come to terms with the fact that I and Thou was the first volume—“a scanty and rough beginning”—of a larger work that Buber soon abandoned.

In the course of this trilogy I have tried to show how, for all its brilliant insights, there was something basically wrong with Hegel’s Phenomenology, and I have subjected Heidegger’s Being and Time to far more stringent criticisms before coming to Buber’s I and Thou. It is interesting to note that all three were published as the first part of a larger work that was never completed; that in every case the author himself found that something had gone wrong, even if some of his defenders still fail to see this.

Against Rosenzweig’s criticism one could cite passages in which the I-It does not seem to be a cripple, but in his letter of September 22 Rosenzweig said about this defense: “Yes, the It receives its full rights in a few places, but that is not to your credit but to its own, for these passages fall out of the line of your thought.” My concern, of course, is not to eulogize the I-It but rather to insist that it is false that every You except for God must again and again become a thing for us. To be sure, we are not eternal, and in death we become dust and ashes, but as long as I live the dead whom I love are not mere things for me, and thanks to Rembrandt’s art his father and mother and some of the other people he painted are not mere things for me either. Nor are Buber, Heidegger, Nietzsche, Hegel, Kant, and Goethe. They all still address me, and I am not trying to score points but rather to respond to them.

When I think about their ideas and their motivation and when I offer objections, they do not become a mere It for me, but I am engaged in a dialogue with them, and true dialogue involves reason and thought no less than heart and soul. Romantic souls as well many people who are not really very romantic but who have fallen in with one or another fashionable movement often denigrate “the mind” or at least reason or the intellect, placing their trust in feeling, intuition, or the heart. Buber’s I and Thou naturally appeals to many of them.

50 [image: ] Buber’s motivation has been overlooked by his critics as well as by most of his admirers. Wilhelm Dilthey was his teacher, and Dilthey struggled his life long to spell out the difference between the natural sciences and the mental sciences (Geisteswissenschaften). Buber’s I—It obviously defines the realm of the natural sciences, while the I—You defines the world of the mind or spirit. Dilthey also wrote a remarkable book on the young Hegel (1906), reporting on unpublished Hegel manuscripts that one of Dilthey’s students, Herman Nohl, published the following year under the somewhat misleading title Hegels theologische Jugendschriften. The earliest manuscripts in this volume have not been included in the English version of Hegel’s Early Theological Writings (1948), but I have included some of the most revealing passages in “The Young Hegel and Religion” (in From Shakespeare), and the material has also been discussed briefly in the Hegel chapter of the present trilogy.

In the 1790s the young Hegel, then in his twenties, was interested in the possibility of a “folk religion” that would be free of all irrational elements. It was Dilthey who made this known in 1905 in a lecture, a few months before his book appeared, and it was then that Buber began his epic efforts to construct a Jewish folk religion that would contain nothing contrary to reason. His work on the Hasidim and his Biblical studies are misunderstood when they are taken for historical studies, just as I and Thou is misunderstood when it is considered as a contribution to epistemology.

The young Hegel wrote a “Life of Jesus” in which Jesus teaches Kant’s moral philosophy, but this was grotesque and Hegel did not publish it This was Hegel’s attempt to furnish a scripture for his “folk religion.’ Buber’s Hasidic tales are not grotesque and he did publish them, but they have to be understood along with his Biblical studies and I and Thou as parts of a lifelong effort to create a viable humanistic religion that would be non-theological and antinomian (not conforming to the halacha, the traditional Jewish law). This was Buber’s most ambitious and fascinating undertaking, and it was, of course, a failure.

One of the most important aspects of I and Thou was for Buber that the book ruled out all discourse about God, all theology. He associated theology with the reduction of the divine You to an It and mysticism with the drowning of the I in the divine You. He wanted to have a religion in which the individual could address God and be addressed by God, but a religion that left no room for talk about God, nor did Buber attend religious services, and his Gentile wife was a pagan at heart. The only rabbis, not to speak of ministers or priests, for whom Buber had any use were dead rabbis—whose stories he cut to create stunning gems. Of course, he respected some men who happened to be ministers, priests, or rabbis, like Leo Baeck, for example; but as a religious person he had no need of rabbis or other clergymen. And as long as we fail to see his central attempt to create a humanistic religion, we do not understand him.

51 [image: ] I have distinguished seven major endeavors and discussed Buber’s translation of the Hebrew Bible, his writings about the Bible, and his philosophy. One could say that Buber failed three times over, yet his efforts were immensely fruitful. What remains disturbing is that Buber answered Rosenzweig’s objection to I and Thou by saying that this was after all merely the first volume and that the second volume would clarify matters; that a few weeks later he reported proudly to Rosenzweig that two thousand copies had been sold (February 10); and that, though he abandoned the project of which I and Thou was merely “a scanty and rough beginning,” he kept considering it his major contribution. Like Hegel and Heidegger he never mustered the courage to explain publicly why he had been unable to complete the work and what was wrong with it.

His writings on Judaism and Zionism can be seen as another failure. He was one of the most prominent Zionists of his time but stayed in Germany until 1938, and when he finally went to Palestine he never gained anything like the influence that he had had on the German Jews in the Thirties. In Palestine he was, and in Israel he remained, a marginal figure. This was due in part to the fact that his Hebrew did not quite match his German, and people said that he did not know Hebrew well enough to express himself as obscurely as he did in German. Yet the writings in which he developed concepts of Judaism and Zionism that differed from the more widely accepted ones still confront us. One could say that some of the Hebrew prophets were failures, too; but their writings still haunt humanity.

Success is no proof of virtue, nor is failure. But if one aims high enough, failure is inevitable.

One might think that as a teacher Buber must have had a great impact. It is surprising how little he changed most of the students who sat at his feet in Germany, Israel, and the United States. Of course, he did make a profound difference in the lives of a few, but it may seem sad how few eminent men and women were changed by him. Here one may feel that high aims have nothing at all to do with the matter. Was his insistence on personal contact misguided? Would he have done better to write more instead? Can even a charismatic teacher accomplish little in person?

Counterexamples abound. Other teachers have had many followers who became teachers in their own right and wrote books. Wittgenstein did, for example, but as one talks to people who knew him one gathers that he may have considered his disciples proof of his failure. Nor did Buber envy Heidegger his followers.

It may be objected that one can teach a method, which is true. Freud did, but he took far more pride in his books than in his disciples.10

Craftsmen can teach students their craft. Teachers whose stature is inseparable from their individuality will often have a wide appeal but cannot hope to turn out many students who have much in common with them. Followers of widely different teachers usually have more in common with each other than they do with their masters.11 And if the disciples emulate their master and he retains his integrity, he will probably feel as Freud did.

Buber’s failure as a teacher can teach us something about teaching. No major modern philosopher could point to students he had taught as some measure of his success. The greatest philosophers from Descartes to Hume did not teach philosophy—and were self-taught. Kant was the first great philosopher of modern times who was also a professor, and he taught only one student who became a major figure: Johann Gottfried Herder.12 But when Herder published a major philosophical work, Kant reviewed it disparagingly,13 and later on Herder published a two-volume attack on Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason14 and followed it up with a three-volume attack on Kant’s aesthetics.15 Hegel had some remarkable students, but those who became philosophers in their own right, like Ludwig Feuerbach, did not remain Hegelians. Some of Schelling’s lectures were attended by Engels, Bakunin, and Kierkegaard, but he would certainly have felt dismayed by all of them. The major philosophers, at least since Descartes, have had their greatest impact not as teachers but through their writings.

Something still needs to be said about Buber’s writings on Hasidism and his collections of Hasidic lore. To begin with the former, it is now widely acknowledged that Buber’s portrait of Hasidism does not stand up under scholarly scrutiny and that it was rather too partisan, enthusiastic, and subjective. Far from being in a position to dispute this verdict, I can only say that this was surely obvious all along. Buber’s Hasidim bore little resemblance to any Hasidim to be found anywhere nowadays, and the likelihood that people like his Hasidic rabbis should have lived in the places where Hasidism flourished around 1800 was surely nil. When the scholars’ verdict came in, I did not feel that I had been betrayed or that Buber’s essays had been a waste of time. His writings on the Hasidim served three crucial functions.

First, they served as introductions and commentaries to his colk ctions. If the collections were worth having, then these writings filled an important place.

Secondly, these essays explored a possible meaning of religiousness and expanded our conception of the religious life. If we compare them with William James’s Varieties of Religious Experience, Rudolf Otto’s book on the experience of the holy,16 and the vast literature on mysticism that appeared during the first half of the twentieth century, Buber’s essays easily hold their own as an important and illuminating contribution.

Finally, it was Buber who opened up the subject. In this respect one could compare him with Moses and Gershom Scholem with Joshua.

Buber’s final collection of very short Tales of the Hasidim (Erzählungen der Chassidim) is his most enduring creation. It is a masterpiece of religious literature. In an earlier essay I argued at some length that Buber’s Erzählungen were “one of the great religious books of all time.”17 That estimate and the arguments produced in its support still strike me as sound. Great religious books rarely stand or fall with their historical accuracy. The question what actually happened is always interesting and worth exploring, and when a religious book departs from the facts that is worth pointing out. But religious works have other dimensions as well, and Buber’s book has a literary quality, at least in the original German, that fully justifies Hermann Hesse’s claim in 1950 that Buber, “like no other living author, has enriched world literature with a genuine treasure,”18

52 [image: ] Gilbert Murray said of his beloved Euripides: “There is not one play of Euripides in which a critic cannot find serious flaws.” The same could be said of Buber’s books; but one should also reflect on what Murray went on to say: “the worse the critic, the more he will find.”19 Why? Because the faults are really not hard to discover, and those who gloat over them and immerse themselves entirely in details will fail to see what transcends such faults.

One flaw remains crucial. This is not that Buber attempted too many things and did not specialize enough. It is the misleading dichotomy that Buber presented to us in I and Thou and henceforth took to be fundamental instead of questioning it. By relegating all reflection and examination to the I—It he provided a philosophical justification for excessive subjectivity, illusions, self-deception, and murkiness. He failed to see how much reason and the courage for an attack on one’s intuitions are needed for the discovery of the mind.

That Buber ranged as widely as he did is precisely what still makes him so interesting and important. That he was not more rigorous, self-critical, and scholarly is a fault but not a price one needs to pay for breadth.

His contribution to the discovery of the mind does not rank with Goethe’s or Hegel’s, Nietzsche’s or Freud’s. Yet it is important and beyond comparison with anything to be found in Heidegger. One could learn from Buber how the discovery of a You depends on opening oneself up to the distinctive voice of another human being and allowing oneself to be addressed by what is unique. Perhaps he argued this point best in his theory of translation, whatever one may feel about his practice of it. While his retelling of the very short tales of the Hasidic masters, most of them less than a page in length, is his most beautiful book, his theory of translation is his most enduring contribution to the discovery of the mind. It only needs to be extended beyond the art of translation to the art of interpretation not only of written materials but also of human beings—others as well as oneself.

Buber never thought that a translator could dispense with study and scholarship and painstaking reflection, although all of this is, of course, not a sufficient condition for a really good translation. One also needs creative imagination. But that in turn is no substitute for prolonged immersion in the text and indeed in the whole corpus.

Science proceeds by assimilating the unfamiliar to the familiar, subsuming the apparently unusual under general rules. Psychology as a science can do no less. But the discovery of the mind has another dimension as well. When I translate Buber, Nietzsche, or Hegel, I want to capture the unique voice that was heard only once in the course of human history, and when I try to comprehend these men I am not trying to discover universal laws. Others have lost their fathers when they were as young as Nietzsche was when his father died, and others have been abandoned by their mothers at the age of two, without writing later what Nietzsche and Buber wrote. The interpreter wants to discover what is most distinctive in the human being to whom he responds with an interpretation. And he is rewarded by being changed in the process.

Buber and Rosenzweig were not afraid of changing the language into which they translated the Bible, and they claimed that every truly major work is bound to transform the languages into which it is translated. In the same way, the interpretation of a major writer or artist is a dangerous business. Those who really manage to hear the distinctive voice are changed by it.

 

1 Horwitz (1978), p. 20If.

2 P. 706; p. 604 of the German edition; my translation.

3 Briefe 1902-1924 (1958), p. 224, and Briefe an Felice (1967), pp. 252ff. Cf. Kafka’s letter to Buber, November 25, 1915 [in Martin Buber, Briefwechsel, Vol. I (1972)], where he fondly recalls the afternoon he spent with Buber almost two years ago-—“in every respect the purest memory I retain of Berlin, and it has often been a kind of refuge for me.”

4 In the Prologue to my translation of I and Thou I have characterized five basic attitudes in which there is no You: I—I, I—It, It—It, We-We, and Us—Them.

The Kantian influence probably eludes most readers, but until the spring of 1922 Buber actually spoke of the book as “Prolegomena to a Philosophy of Religion,” a title obviously inspired by Kant’s Prolegomena (1783). See Horwitz, pp. 22, 163, 208. For Kant’s non-exhaustive dichotomies, see Section 28 of Volume I.

5 I and Thou: A New Translation with a Prologue “I and You” and Notes by Walter Kaufmann (1970), p. 68f. = Werke, I, p. 89.

6 Religions in Four Dimensions (1976) and Man’s Lot (1978).

7 See Section 35 above, text for footnote 20.

8 The reference is to Friedrich Ebner, Das Wort und die geistigen Realitäten (1921). The question of Ebner’s influence on Buber has been discussed very carefully by Rivka Horwitz (1978).

9 P. 49f. Cf. Schaeder in Buber’s Briefwechsel, I (1972), p. 73.

10 See, e.g., Binswanger (1956), p. 13. This point will be discussed in the third volume.

11 See section 21 (“Followers”) in my Critique (1958).

12 He is considered at some length in section 16 of Volume I.

13 Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit, four vols. (1784-91). Kant reviewed Vol. I in Jenaische Allgemeine Literaturzeitung, January 4, 1785.

14 Eine Metakritik zur Kritik der reinen Vernunft (1799).

15 Kalligone (1800).

16 Das Heilige (1917). The title of the English translation, The Idea of the Holy, misses the point of the book, which deals with the experience and non-rationfll elements.

17 The essay was written in 1957 for The Philosophy of Martin Buber (1967; the German version of the book appeared in 1963) and is reprinted in my Existentialism, Religion, and Death (1976).

18 Hesse, Briefe (1951), January 1950.

19 The Literature of Ancient Greece (1897), 3rd ed. (1956), p. 273.
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53 [image: ] One cannot but wonder how far it is really possible for a modern Englishman, separated from the Greek poet by more than two thousand years of history, as well as great gulfs of thought, language, and social structure, to penetrate with any intimate understanding into the mind of Aeschylus. It may be that we Greek scholars are merely deluding ourselves. Even after years of close and loving study, is such understanding as we seek to acquire really possible? I hardly dare assert the affirmative; we are always misunderstanding our intimate friends; yet…I am inclined to suspect that many people now living have had closer and more intimate communion with the thoughts of Shakespeare, or Dante or Virgil or, it may be, Aeschylus, than with those of their next-door neighbours.



This beautiful passage is found near the end of Gilbert Murray’s Aeschylus. Murray was one of the greatest classical philologists of his time, and his short books on Aeschylus and Euripides are as helpful as his translations of Euripides into Victorian verse are wretched. As a translator he proceeded on the popular assumption that, no matter what the original text may be like, it must be transposed into the kind of contemporary verse that one happens to like especially and that will be recognized instantly as familiar. Here he was at one with Christian writers who turn the Buddha into a stammering Jesus, or find a kind of primitive Christianity in Homer or Aeschylus; or with the analytical philosophers of a later generation who turn most of the philosophers about whom they write—even Kant and Nietzsche—into analytical philosophers. Of course, such attitudes are not confined to scholars. They are common, even among lovers.


Procrustes

What others don’t possess

most people throw away

and grow progressively less

unusual every day.

In the other sex they seek

what all men or women have got

and with what is still unique

they put up but love it not.

Procrustes is their saint.

They’d love to be like him

but since they are too faint

they don’t tear limb from limb.



Martin Buber advanced beyond this pernicious theory of translation but nevertheless eliminated what was not congenial to him when he wrote about Moses and the prophets and the Hasidim. But Gilbert Murray’s question remains to haunt us. Is it really possible to discover the mind of a dead writer, or for that matter the mind of one’s next-door neighbor or of an intimate friend? Or one’s own?

The writers with whom I am primarily concerned in this trilogy are far easier to know well than Aeschylus or even Shakespeare. We are not separated from them by nearly so great a span of time, the social structure poses no overwhelming problem, and we possess a great deal of information about the lives and personalities of Goethe, Kant, and Hegel; Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Buber. I am at home in their language and knew two of these men personally. In these cases the prognosis is far better than it would be for the discovery of the minds of one’s next-door neighbors. Why? Because these six men spent so much of their time writing.

Even if writers use masks, as Nietzsche suggested, they do not always use the same masks, and in the course of a lifetime of writing they reveal themselves much more fully than most people who do not write much ever do. The kind of writing that mattered so much to these men that they gave much of their lives to it is, even if they themselves did not know it, a continual selfrevelation. Goethe and Nietzsche realized this and knew themselves unusually well. The other four did not understand themselves especially well at all, but they furnished us with the materials we need to know them.

Of course, we cannot discover these men as whole human beings whose works issued from a single center if we rely solely on our reason. It is even more obvious that we cannot begin to understand these writers unless we have a fairly well developed and disciplined reason and do not shirk the trouble of using it as we study their often very difficult writings. To discover a whole human being one must be one or at least be willing to become one and make use of one’s reason as well as one’s intuitions.

Without intuitions (I use the plural advisedly) one will never get anywhere; but to test these intuitions, to see which are tenable and which must be discarded, we need reason. Reason without intuitions is blind; intuitions without reason are mad.

Nietzsche spoke of the courage for an attack on one’s convictions. We also need the courage for an attack on our intuitions.

Here there is no decisive difference between mathematics and the sciences on the one hand and, on the other, poetry, art, and the knowledge of minds. All who are rich enough in intuitions know that they can afford to discard many of them. They suffer from an embarrassment of riches and constantly select. When one writes a book, some of the discarding is very palpable as draft after draft winds up in the wastebasket. Much of the winnowing, however, is less obvious and occurs continually as one chooses one word, procedure, or approach rather than another.

In human relationships, too, the abandonment of an intuition is not always a dramatic event. Occasionally one does reach a point where one gives up a hunch because one realizes that one has made a mistake. Much more often, however, the process is more like steering a car: One unconsciously corrects oneself without even thinking that if one did not adjust the steering wheel one would come to grief.

In such cases one could say that intuition corrects intuition, which is true. One could also say that these things are done “instinctively.” But instincts of this kind are acquired through a learning process. Mastery requires that self-criticism has become instinct.

To discover the mind of a human being requires more than reason and analysis. One might say that it also requires vision—not so much the more or less mechanical synthesis of the pieces that one has studied and analyzed as the sudden experience that they all fall into place and form part of a comprehensive picture. But this image is misleading in one respect. It suggests falsely that one person is the subject and the other an object and purely passive. To discover the minds of others one must feel addressed by them, one must respond, one must enter into dialogue. Even if they are dead, one must live with them and enter into this kind of give and take.

The method is not essentially different if one would like to discover one’s own mind. This also requires dialogue, even if one does not literally talk to oneself. The most common procedure is to write, then to read what one has written as one might read what someone else has written, and then to respond to it. Even when writing is not undertaken expressly for the purpose of discovering one’s own mind, it is still a good way to discover one’s own thoughts and feelings.

The creative element in conversation is also present in writing: One finds oneself saying things that one had not thought of before, or that at least one had not formulated half so well before. Writing would be dull and tedious if it were not for the continual excitement of discoveries that one would never have predicted. Writing is dialogue with oneself and self-discovery.

There is no dichotomy between discovering my own mind and someone else’s. I need not choose which of these two things I want to do. As I write about others, I simultaneously discover myself; and as I discover myself, I understand others better.

What is required is that we resist the temptation of simply assimilating all that is strange in ourselves or others to what is familiar. Some people suppose that everybody else is the way they are themselves, or rather as they think they are. As a rule, they have never taken much trouble to discover themselves. Others operate with a small repertory of stereotypes and insist on forcing everybody into one or another of them. They are quite apt to do the same kind of violence to themselves. “Procrustes is their saint,” and they have no patience with what does not fit.

To discover the mind of another human being or one’s own requires the risk of opening oneself up to the unfamiliar, the unexpected, which is often felt to be threatening. In the process something breaks and gives way: an eggshell. That is the price of birth and growth.

54 [image: ] Actually, no attempt has been made here to reveal the intimate nooks and crannies of Nietzsche’s, Heidegger’s, or Buber’s mind, following the fashion of those Peeping Toms who derive some excitement from the discovery that famous people, too, are nude when they take off their clothes. We have more than enough books with quotations from Nietzsche’s letters that have no bearing on his thought but are supposed to be psychologically interesting or titillating. Usually such quotations are copied from others who have used them before; but the writers demonstrate their lack of any genuine commitment to psychological insight by overlooking Nietzsche’s psychology. They are followers of Procrustes and have no use for what has not been seen before.

It may be objected that occasionally a passage is quoted that has not been used by someone else before and that in any case somebody must have been the first to use this or that letter. But the basic model is familiar. The point is to show that Nietzsche was all too human. Since Kant and Hegel, Heidegger and Buber have largely escaped this approach, it seems that its popularity in Nietzsche’s case must be ascribed to resistance. The suggestion found in a recent book of this nature that after all this is only using Nietzsche’s own method against him is simply false. Nietzsche’s psychology did not consist of piling up quotations from personal letters to prove that great writers were after all only all too human.

Is there anything wrong with going through Nietzsche’s or Buber’s published correspondence, or with going to the archives to read letters that have not yet been published, and discovering in some detail the nature of their humanity? Is there anything wrong with making use of stories told about Heidegger by people who knew him? Is there any good reason for not exploring the love lives of all these men? Have I not stopped short of really discovering their minds when I confined myself so largely to their contributions to the discovery of the mind or to the ways in which they impeded it?

If I have erred in this area it has certainly been on the side of reticence rather than indiscretion. The right to privacy seems fundamental to me, and I have no wish to violate it for the sake of entertainment. I have dipped into men’s lives only to bring up what illuminates their thought. Of course, it is sometimes tempting to bring up much more; but more is likely to be less. There are serious problems with which we need help, and those who divert us with anecdotes and gossip often distract us from these problems.

There has been a great deal of consternation “how the author of Being and Time—the most significant philosophical event since Hegel’s Phenomenology—how a thinker of this rank could lapse into such an evident primitivism as which the hectic lack of style of his appeal for the self-affirmation of the German university unquestionably reveals itself when one looks at it soberly.” (This formulation we owe to Jürgen Habermas.1) Here it is not enough to show how the author of Being and Time is not really of such staggering eminence; it is also reasonable to show how the little book of 1933 is the product of the same mind that gave us Being and Time. That Buber’s abandonment by his mother influenced his ideas about human relationships he himself pointed out on the first pages of The Philosophy of Martin Buber, but there is no need here to go into his relationships to other women or members of his family.

What is wrong with entertaining others with the intimate details of the lives of famous men or women? I can only say that I have no taste for that, am not a biography buff, and feel that in any case such entertainment should be distinguished from the discovery of the mind. Some knowledge of the man or woman is needed to become acquainted with the mentality and to get some feeling for what this writer could or could not have meant. Beyond that lies the realm in which people who are dissatisfied with their own lives enjoy living vicariously. Instead of helping them to do that, I would rather help them, if only I could, to live better.

Another objection: We cannot know before what may throw light on something important, and therefore everything is worth publishing. This is essentially the same approach that is popular with many photographers, including professionals. I call it the machine-gun approach. One takes a thousand shots, hoping that a few will be hits. One cannot refute this approach, but one can disdain it as essentially inartistic and mindless.

I have been to Calcutta three times. The last time I had only one long afternoon and then the next morning. Unexpectedly, I had to leave at noon. In those few hours I took forty of the forty-one pictures of people in the streets of the city that are published in Life at the Limits. I published about half of the pictures I took, and most of the rest were of the same quality. One is not always so fortunate, and it made all the difference that I had been there twice before and knew exactly what I wanted. It may be unreasonable of me to take pride in this incident, but there is a satisfaction in taking a good picture—and I mean in taking it and not merely in having it afterward. There is a satisfaction in encountering a You by whom one feels addressed. One has what might be called a small-scale revelation. It is the same when one studies a writer. In both cases it is a fringe benefit that one can later communicate this revelation to others. The machine-gun approach, on the other hand, is a clear instance of Buber’s I-It attitude, specifically of those passages in which the It appears, in Rosenzweig’s word, as a cripple. Biographers and photographers who use the machine-gun approach are blind but hope to score.

55 [image: ] These concluding reflections are still under the spell of Buber. They are concerned with the quest for You. What is missing in most of the vast literature about Heidegger and Nietzsche is any sense of the human being whose work is at issue.


    NIETZSCHE CONFERENCE

Mice

They like what is hard.

The glistening pelt of his prose

and his blood and nerves they discard

to play dice with his bones.

The Hermeneut

Without organs for what is defiant

he feeds on invertebrate slime

transforming bits that are pliant

to sustain Being and Time.



The second poem is nasty, but it says something that needs to be said about this approach, and it balances the first quatrain. There is more than one way of discussing a writer or philosopher without any feeling for him.

The quest for the human being who reveals himself in his work has merely been one theme in this trilogy. The dominant theme has been to discover how these men advanced or impeded the discovery of the mind. Except for Buber, their concern has been mainly with general propositions. To facilitate discussion I have numbered what I take to be Goethe’s, Hegel’s, and Nietzsche’s major contributions and also some objections to Kant and Heidegger. Buber strikes a different note. Is it possible to bring together these two deep concerns—to arrive at generalizations and to discover the individual You?

Freud tried in effect to do just that, long before Buber or Heidegger became famous. He tried to discover his own mind as well as the minds of his patients, and he also sought to develop a science of the mind. Buber felt that Freud did not sufficiently grasp how the You differs from the It, while many more critics of Freud feel that what is wrong with psychoanalysis is that it is not scientific enough. There is much on which I, too, cannot agree with Freud, but there is nobody who contributed more to the discovery of the mind. He is the hero of the final volume of this trilogy.

 

1 “Mit Heidegger gegen Heidegger denken” in Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, July 25, 1953.
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baben am IWiben, Tradten und Krmen alle Gtanbe b
b Glicdee des Biltes, Dicfe Binbung wicd foctan feff
aemadbt und i bas lubentifcbe Dafein eingerueyle buedy
ben UAsheitodienf

Die gocite Binbung i die an die Ghee und das Ge:
@it ber Natien inmiteen sec anbecen Balter. Gie vec:
tangbie in Tiffen und Sennen aeiceete um buch B
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Den Vernichter der Moral heissen mich die Guten
und Gerachien: meine Geschichte ist unmoralisch.

So ihr aber cinen Feind habt, so vergeltet ihm
Dicht Bises mit Gutem: denn das wirde beschimen.
Sondem beweist, dass er euch otwas Gutes ange-
than ha,

Und tiober zimt noch, als dass ihr beschimt!
Und wenn euch gefucht wird, so gefalt es mir nicht,
dass ih dann segnen wolle, Licber sin Wenig mi
Auchent

Und geschah euch sin grosses Unrecht, so thut
mir geschwind funf Kieine dazo! Grisslch ist Der an-
cuschn, don allein das Unrecht driickt,

Wsstet ihe diess schon? Getheiltes Uneecht ist
halbes Recht, Und Der soll das Unrecht auf sich neh-
men, der es tragen kann!

Eine Kleine Rache ist menschlicher, als gar keine
Rache. Und wenn die Strafe nicht auch cin Recht
und eine Ehee ist fir den Cbertzetenden, s0 mag ich
auch euer Strafen nicht.

Vornehmer iss, sich Unrecht 1u geben als Recht
24 behalten, sonderlich wenn man Recht hat, Nur
muss man reich genug dazu sei,

Ieh mag eure Kelte Gerechtigheit nicht; und aus
dem Avge esrer Richter blickt mir immer der Henker
und sein kaltes Eisen.

Sagt, wo findet sich die Gerechtighei
Licbe mit sehenden Augen ist?

So erfindet mir doch dio Licbe, welche nicht nur
alle Strafe, sondem auch alle Schuld tragt!

welche
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wie das in fhm geindende und aus ibm entfpeingende Pevativam.
Dex Grund brauch it et feine Nictigheitvon feinem Begeindeten
Zuriduechalten. Dasin ligt sber dann: Das Seuldigiein
Cefultiest nidt echt aus einer Verthuldung, fondecn
wmgekehet: diele wicd ech moglich sauf Grunds
cines ucipringlicen Sduldigleins. Kum ein foldes
im Sein des Dafeing autgezeigt werden, und wie 1t es exifemiat
bechaupt maglih?

Das Sein des Daicn if die Socge. Sie befust in 0 Faktiitt
(Geworferieit, Exitens (Entwcl) und Vecfallen. Selend it dss
Daeln gewssfencs, mich vor fbr el n fein Da gebrach. Selend
e sl SeinkGnnen beltimmt, das i felbit gehSt und doc nch
sl el fih zu eigen gegeben hat. ExiMierend kommt s nie
Pinter feine Geworfenbeit zucick, fo dad es dieics -dab es it
und za fein hate e cigens eclt aus (einem Selbitfein entaien
und in das Da fabcen onnte. Die Geworfenbelt aber liegt it
bintes b ais ein tathlics voegetallenes und vom Dafen wieder
losgefalenes Eceignis, das mit ibm gelébah, fondeen das Dateln
111 fndig — folange <3 0t - s Socge fein -Dade. Als dieles
Selende, dem Gbesantwortst s cinsig als das Seiende, das es I,
exitiesen kann, 1t e exiftiecend dec Orand foies Sein.
Kinnens. O ¢ den Grund gleich (elb(t nide gelegt hat, rubt
5 I feines Schwere, die ibm die Stimmung ls Lal ofexbar mach.

Lind wie 1t s diefee geuwortene Grund? Einaig lo, dat es 16
auf Maglichhelten entwitt, in die es geworfen ift. Das Seloh, das
als soldhes den Gcund feiner felbft 7u legen bat, kann defln nie
michlg weeden und bat doch exifierend das Geundiein 24 ber.
nehmen. Dee elgene geworfene Grund 7 fein, it das Seinksrner,
dacum s dec Soege gent.

Geund-eiend. 4. b. als geworfenes extiezend, blelt das Datein
fandlg binter feinen Magliheiten zucick. Es I nie exifent vot
fenem Grunde, fondern je nue s 1hm und als diefér. Ocund-
ein belagt demnach, des sigentten Seins von Grund auf ni¢ machlg
fein. Dieles Nidht gebsr zum exilenaislen Sinn dee Geworfen:
beit, Orund-feiend (¢ es (elbt eine Nicbighell lener. felbf.
Nichtghett edeutetkeinesuwegs Nichtvochandenn, Nicbibefehen, on-
decn mein ein Nicht, das diefes S i des Dalelns, fene Gewosfen-
ett, konfttuiert. Dee Nichchacaktes difes Niche beftimmt 1 exi-
flensials 8101t feiend It das Datein das geworfene Seiende als
Selbit, Nidhe dusch es felbi, ondecn an es felbit entlaffen us
dem Grunde, um als diefes za fein. Das Dafeln It nidht ifofeen
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