Questions Week 7: 
Friedrich Nietzsche (1844 –1900) -  Die Genealogie der Moral (1887, extracts)


In the extracts from Zarathustra (1883ff.) and other texts discussed last week, we have already encountered Nietzsche’s diagnosis of the demise of religion and culture as we know it, his call for an overcoming of traditional (in particular Christian) morality, Zarathustra’s exhortation to “der Erde treu bleiben” and to mistrust those who talk about “überirdische Hoffnungen” (Zarathustra p. 280). 
In this week’s extracts from his later Genealogie der Moral (1887), consisting of four treatises, we will encounter similar motifs in a different perspective, namely a genealogical one. This means Nietzsche traces what he claims to be the origins of those concepts of morality that he criticises in various ways in other works. The extracts I suggested for this week’s seminar introduce you to the key arguments of two of the treatises.


Erste Abhandlung: ‘Gut und Böse’, ‘Gut uns Schlecht’ (pp. 772 -797)

As the title says, in this treatise Nietzsche introduces a distinction between two different value systems, an earlier one that is based on the opposition of ‘Gut’ and ‘Schlecht’, and a later one that relies on the opposition between ‘Gut’ and ‘Böse’. I would like to spend part of today’s session on getting a better grasp of the ways in which these two value systems differ from each other and what the two different meanings of ‘good’ are in each of the two systems, how Nietzsche imagines their historical evolution, and what this means for his view of morality today (or rather: in the late 19th century).

In the first section of the treatise (not part of the extracts), he has attacked the British empiricist psychologists and philosophers for mistakenly locating the origins of morality in the most unimpressive or even sordid parts of our psyche, in mere habit, in usefulness, in accidental combinations of impressions etc. Halfway through section 2, Nietzsche then starts to develop his own view of the historical development of morality.

GROUPS 1 & 2 (Hannah, Rachael, Ciera, Helen, Sophia)

Section 2:

· With whom originate, according to Nietzsche, early conceptions of ‘das Gute’?
· What counts as ‘gut’ and what as ‘schlecht’?
· How does this compare to what he describes as the conventional morality of his day, “zum Beispiel im gegenwärtigen Europa”?

Section 7:
Here, Nietzsche introduces more fully what he sees as the origins of present-day notions of morality, the “priesterliche Wertungs-Weise” that has come to oppose the “ritterlich-aristokratische” system of values he introduced in section 2. As would have been obvious to an educated reader of his time, Nietzsche locates the historical origins of this split in the conflict between imperial Rome and the rebellious people of Judaea, whose anti-imperial uprisings were eventually put down with unparalleled brutality by the Romans in 70 and 132 CE (a piece of historical genealogy of moral attitudes that is highly questionable).
· How does he characterise the “aristokratische” and the “priesterliche Wertungs-Weise”?
· What are the characteristics associated with the Jews?
· He holds the Jews responsible for the beginnings of this “Sklavenaufstand in der Moral”, but emphasises that “Man weiß, wer die Erbschaft dieser jüdischen Umwertung gemacht hat.” – what does he mean? (See also pp. 775f.)

GROUPS 3 & 4 (Danielle, Sarah, Bill, Gina, Natalie)

Section 10:

· Where does each of the two value systems have its starting point for a definition of ‘Gut’ and its opposite, ‘Schlecht’ in one case, ‘Böse’ in the other (see also the beginning of section 11)?
· How are these differences in origin reflected in the attitudes of those who count themselves as ‘good’ in each system, on the one hand to themselves, on the other to those seen as ‘bad’ or ‘evil’?

GROUPS 5 & 6 (Ellie, Jamie, Nadia, Ryan)

Section 11: 

· Does ‘Gut’ mean the same in both systems? 
· How does Nietzsche characterize those who see themselves as ‘gut’ according to the aristocratic system of values? Would you say the ‘blonde Bestie’ is a positive characterisation? What do you think of it?
· On p. 787f., he criticizes what is widely seen – he says – as “Sinn aller Kultur”. What image of culture and modern society is this criticism based on?

GROUPS 1 & 2 (Hannah, Rachael, Ciera, Helen, Sophia)

Section 13:

In this section, Nietzsche presents, in a very concise form, a critique of our notions of the ‘subject’, and claims it is an illusion that is in part due to the fact that we are fooled by our own grammar. This line of argument has been taken up, directly or indirectly, by many later thinkers, such as Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida or Judith Butler, and is well worth looking at a little more closely. 

He prepares his point by claiming that it is nonsensical to expect meekness of the strong.
· Why is that?

· What is he getting at with his example of the “Blitz”? 
(This passage is made more difficult for English speakers by the fact that the argument works less well in English – ‘lightning’ is a different kind of word than ‘Blitz’. We can talk about that.)
· What has language (the “Verführung der Sprache”) got to do with the issue?
· How is his critique of common notions of the ‘subject’ connected to his argument about morality (esp. pp. 790f.)?


GROUPS 3 & 4 (Danielle, Sarah, Bill, Gina, Natalie)

Section 16:

· Who, according to N., are the heirs of the old battle between aristocratic (Roman) and priestly (Jewish) value systems today? 
· Where do the Germans rank in this system? (p. 796) 
· What do the historical examples he gives on p. 796f. tell us about the political proclivities that follow for  Nietzsche from this genealogy of morality?


Zweite Abhandlung: ‘Schuld’, ‘Schlechtes Gewissen’ und Verwandtes (pp. 812-837)

This treatise is worth briefly looking at, among other things, because Nietzsche comes up with some interesting theses concerning the structure of the human psyche that provide a link to Freud. In the first few sections (not part of our extracts), he tries to deduce the origin of the word and the concept ‘Schuld’ (guilt) from the word ‘Schulden’ (debts) and explains the punishment of a transgressor as developing out of the right to physical mutilation of a debtor that was given to the creditor in the olden days. 

GROUPS 5 & 6 (Ellie, Jamie, Nadia, Ryan)

Section 9:

· What explanation does Nietzsche give for the punishment of criminals in this section? What does this tell us about his view of the fundament of morality? What alternative (non-Nietzschean) views are there? Is there such a thing as ‘eternal values’, according to N?

Section 16:

· What is the fate of the “Triebe” and “Instinkte” in society? What is Nietzsche’s view of “Bewußtsein”?
· What is the origin of the “Seele” and the “schlechtes Gewissen” (p. 825)? 
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Sections 21-22, 24-25 (pp. 832-837):

We can skip these in the seminar if we run out of time, but you might find it interesting to have a look at these sections in preparation anyway. I added them mainly because of Nietzsche’s explanation of the origin of the idea of God from what he said so far – what is this origin? -, and because of the theme of overcoming the deficient state of modernity, a theme that is already familiar to us from Zarathustra (who also makes a brief reappearance here).

Regarding everything we read today:

All things give and take, what do you think of Nietzsche’s take on morality and modernity? Is there anything you find particularly problematic? Anything that was particularly interesting or even illuminating (whether you agreed with it or not)? Anything that might be seen to contain a kernel of truth? What sorts of political views do you think can be justified with reference to Nietzsche? Are there any aspects of his thought, as we encountered it this week, that you could imagine being compatible with a liberal or even left-wing social critique?

Where would you see some of the key differences between Nietzsche and Marx? Are there any commonalities at all?

Any other questions or comments? 





