Nietzsche on Schopenhauer 

Nietzsche’s views on Schopenhauer undergo a development across his corpus.  In what follows I will provide an insight into key features of his appreciation of Schopenhauer in his early, middle, and late periods.  As we shall see, his reception of Schopenhauer becomes especially critical, severely so, in his late writings.  So, we have three ‘Nietzsches’: 1872-6; 1878-82; and 1886-8.   


Early Nietzsche on Schopenhauer:

1. Complexity of The Birth of Tragedy: “I tried to say by means of formulas borrowed from Kant and Schopenhauer things that have nothing in common with their philosophies”. 

2. The appeal to Nietzsche of Schopenhauer as a type of philosopher (educator):

       (a) He unlearns pure science. 
       (b) He shows the need for wisdom, not just knowledge.
       (c) Like Kant, he shows that there is a domain outside knowledge where all that is profound lies, namely, art and ethics.   


Schopenhauer’s greatness consists in the fact that he deals with the picture of life as a whole and interprets it as a whole.  He does so without letting himself become entangled in a web of conceptual scholasticisms. 

Although Nietzsche expresses his admiration for Schopenhauer in these terms, there is no indication even in this early period of in his intellectual development that he subscribes to any of Schopenhauer’s most fundamental doctrines, such as his teaching on the denial of the will to life. 


Schopenhauer faced two main dangers, the first being cultural and intellectual isolation, the second being despair of the truth. To illustrate the nature of these dangers Nietzsche discusses the case of the remarkable German dramatist and writer Heinrich von Kleist, including his reception of Kant’s critical philosophy: is what we call truth really truth or is it only what it appears to us to be?  Nietzsche thinks that Kant has had a life-transforming influence on very few individuals; moreover, if his philosophy starts to exert a more wide-ranging influence, say on culture, it will take the form of a gnawing and disintegrating scepticism and relativism.  


Schopenhauer, then, becomes important for Nietzsche at this point because he is the thinker who leads us from the depths of sceptical gloom up to the heights of what he calls tragic contemplation. Schopenhauer sets up a picture of life as a whole. Because he has this picture he was able to regulate the sciences for himself and avoid becoming enmeshed in abstract scholasticism. The challenge of every great philosophy, Nietzsche says, is to provide a picture of life from which one can learn the meaning of one’s own existence: we should read our own life and comprehend from it the hieroglyphics of universal life. 

Schopenhauer can serve as a model (Vorbild) in spite of all his scars and flaws.  The fact that a great human being can be dwarfed by his ideal does not serve to devalue it. Nietzsche astutely addresses the dangers of Schopenhauer’s philosophizing, which consist in his pessimism and his disgust with becoming.


***


Middle Period Nietzsche on Schopenhauer:  HH D, GS (TSZ)


The year of 1878, with the publication of the first volume of HH, is often viewed as signalling a new departure in Nietzsche’s thinking, centred on his break with Wagner and Schopenhauer.  I think this view is largely correct. The break with Wagner had been stirring in Nietzsche from as early as 1875.  The alleged break with Schopenhauer is a little more complicated. Although Nietzsche does announce his separation form Schopenhauer in several aphorisms in the text, he continues to think, at least in certain respects, within the terms of his philosophy.  Where a difference is clearly announced is over the question of the moral significance of the world.   


Two key points:
1. Schopenhauer can longer serve as a model for the philosopher. 
2. Schopenhauer lacks development, lacks history (D 481; GM III).  


In his middle period writings Nietzsche detects a major flaw in Schopenhauer’s philosophy.  In spite of the fact that there is a strong ring of science in his teaching, the scientific spirit is not strong enough in it and, as a result, the entire medieval Christian worldview could celebrate its resurrection.  Schopenhauer does not master the scientific spirit; rather the metaphysical need does (HH 26). 

Where Schopenhauer makes a blunder is over the value of religion with respect to knowledge, which he does by according it (Christianity for example) an allegorical sense and significance. 



In Dawn Schopenhauer’s ethics of compassion are seen as part of a wider cultural movement that is producing the sacrifice of the individual (individual existence has a bad conscience on its side as it is regarded as something prodigal and extravagant) (D 132). The fundamental prejudice of the modern is that it thinks it knows what morality is: for the ego to be an instrument of some whole (a nation, a brotherhood of peoples, etc.), to be part of a large body made up of large members.  

Nietzsche also quizzes the mystical process by which it is alleged that through Mitleid two beings become one. 

Schopenhauer is, in fact, part of German romanticism, a movement that sought to restore the idea of a divine or diabolical nature suffused with ethical and symbolic significance (D 197). 

In The Gay Science Nietzsche writes of Schopenhauer’s virtues and mentions his sense for hard facts and his good will for clarity and reason that makes him appear English and not German.  

He also praises Schopenhauer for his intellectual conscience that allowed him to endure the contradiction between being and willing, his cleanliness with regards to the Christian church and God; he has some key doctrines worthy of note, such as the instrumental character of the intellect and the unfreedom of the will. 


However it is the bad doctrines which impress Schopenhauer’s followers:

the mystical embarrassments such as the unproveable doctrine of the One Will;

the denial of the individual (at bottom all lions are but the one lion, as Nietzsche wittily puts it); 

that evolution or development is mere appearance;
	
the ecstatic reveries about genius; 

and the nonsense about Mitleid (that it enables us to break through the principle of individuation and is the source of morality) (GS 99).


Nietzsche wanted, then, to become a different kind of philosopher to Schopenhauer.  
Unlike Schopenhauer, Nietzsche will not cling to the need of metaphysics and the need for a metaphysical system.  Indeed, Nietzsche deliberately cultivates the passion of knowledge contra Schopenhauer whom he regards as superficial in psychological matters:  

“he neither enjoyed himself much nor suffered much; a thinker should beware of becoming harsh: where would he get his material from then. His passion for knowledge was not great enough for him to suffer on its behalf: he barricaded himself in. His pride, too, was greater than his thirst for knowledge, in revoking, he feared for his reputation” (KSA 9, 6 [381]). 


***

The Late Nietzsche on Schopenhauer:  BGE, GM, TI, AC (CW)

Now Nietzsche becomes especially severe in his reaction to Schopenhauer:

“I do not feel the need to refute Schopenhauer, I can simply smell the decomposition. My genius is in my nostrils”.  

Let us also consider this note from the mid-1880s:  

Around 1876 I was terrified to see all I had desired hitherto compromised, as I grasped which way Wagner was now going; and I was bound very closely to him by all the bonds of a profound identity of needs, by gratitude, by his irreplaceability the absolute privation I saw before me. 
At the same time I seemed to myself irrevocably incarcerated in my philology and teaching – in an accident and makeshift of my life.  I no longer knew how to extricate myself, and was weary, spent, used up. 
At the same time I grasped that my instinct went into the opposite direction from Schopenhauer’s: towards a justification of life, even at its most terrible, ambiguous, mendacious; for this I had the formula ‘Dionysian’.  

Against the theory that an ‘in-itself of things’ must necessarily be good, blessed, true, and One, Schopenhauer’s interpretation of the ‘in-itself’ was an essential step; but he did not know how to deify this will: he remained entangled in the moral-Christian ideal. Schopenhauer was still too much subject to the dominion of Christian values that, as soon as the thing-in-itself was no longer ‘God’ for him, he had to see it as bad, stupid, and absolutely reprehensible. He failed to grasp that there can be an infinite variety of ways of being different, even of being god (KSA 12, 9 [42]; WP 1005). 


Nietzsche now has a major new concept and an overriding concern, which he applies to philosophy from Socrates to Schopenhauer and the movement of German philosophy:  Decadence: a waning & decline in the instinctive vitality of life.  
	
Various definitions:  
	(i) A state of ‘exhaustion’, in which individuals are tempted by harmful things.  The instincts are weakened and people are attracted to things they should avoid. 
	(ii) A crisis in or of the ‘whole’:  “The whole does not live at all any more: it is cobbled together, calculated, synthetic, an artifact – “ (CW 7).   


On Schopenhauer:
	1.  Schopenhauer’s philosophy is a philosophy of Mitleid (pity/compassion) and, as such it is a nihilistic philosophy that rests on the negation of life (AC 7). See also TI ‘Morality as Anti-Nature’, 5: “Morality as it has been understood so far, as it was finally summed up by Schopenhauer with the formula ‘negation of the will to life’ – is the instinct of decadence making an imperative of itself…it is the judgment of the condemned” (see also TI ‘Skirmishes’, 37).


2.  Schopenhauer ‘is a first-rate case for a psychologist’. 
	“Specifically, he is a viciously ingenious attempt to use the great self-affirmation of the ‘will to live’, the exuberant forms of life, in the service of their opposite, a nihilistic, total depreciation of the value of life. He interpreted art, heroism, genius, beauty, great sympathy, knowledge, the will to truth, and tragedy one after the other as consequences of ‘negation’…the greatest psychological counterfeit in history, Christianity, excluded” (TI ‘Skirmishes’, 21). 


On the Schopenhauer-Wagner relation, The Case of Wagner is the key text: 
	“Wagner had a lot to thank Schopenhauer for. It took the philosopher of decadence to give the artist of decadence himself” (CW 4).  


In a recent consideration of Nietzsche’s critical relation to Schopenhauer, Ivan Soll writes instructively:
	“We should not read Nietzsche’s description of Schopenhauer as his antipode to indicate simply that he thought that there was so great a distance between them that Schopenhauer could not have had any real influence upon him. Schopenhauer’s relation to Nietzsche was indeed antipodal, and in an essential way, but that fact does not undermine the importance of their relationship. On the contrary, it shows rather how important that relation was”.  
	I. Soll, ‘Schopenhauer as Nietzsche’s “Great Teacher” and “Antipode”’, in The Oxford Handbook of Nietzsche, pp. 160-185.   


He continues that in order to bring to the fore the character of Nietzsche’s antipodal relation to Schopenhauer, to focus it, we need to identify the centre of Nietzsche’s philosophical project, or ‘the central issue in terms of which he could view Schopenhauer as his antipode’.  In spite of the tremendous changes Nietzsche’s thinking undergoes in the course of his intellectual development, Soll sees this as remaining fairly consistent in his corpus:  
	“This, simply stated, is the issue of whether life is worth living”. 
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