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Lecture 1: Introduction to Schopenhauer
Schopenhauer was born in 1788 in Danzig (now Gdansk in Poland), and dies in 1860 in Frankfurt on the Main. 
Publishes his dissertation in 1813, ‘On the Fourfold Root of the PSR’, and then works for four years on his major work, WWR, published in December 1818 with an 1819 publication date. It was originally published as one volume when Schopenhauer was age 30.  Everything he publishes after this date is a clarification or augmentation of the ideas contained in his major work.  
This includes two important essays on topics in moral philosophy written in 1839 and that Schopenhauer published in single volume early 1840s: ‘Freedom of the Will’ and ‘On the Basis of Morality’. He also publishes two volumes of essays and aphorisms on all kinds of topics in 1851 entitled ‘Parerga and Paralipomena’ (vol 1 = supp works; vol 2 = matters omitted from the main structure of a philosopher’s ideas).  WWR is published as a second edition with a second volume in 1844, and then a final third edition published in 1859, one year before Schopenhauer’s death.  

Now, is it significant that Schop publishes his major work at young age of 30?  According to Nietzsche it is: he comes to the view that what Schopenhauer’s philosophy lacks is development (see Dawn 481, GM essay III).  
The text is divided into four books or parts (Thomas Mann likened it to a symphony in four movements): 
The world as representation, 
The world as will, 
On art and aesthetics (the world as representation on another level of appreciation), And ethics (the world as will on another level of appreciation). 
His chief ambition is to unify metaphysics and ethics, to show that ethics needs a metaphysical basis and follows from it.  He thinks he has done this more successfully than Spinoza’s ‘Ethics’ (WWR vol 1, p. 284 and p. 87): ‘ethics in Spinoza’s philosophy does not proceed from the inner nature of his teaching, but is attached to it by means of weak and palpable sophisms…’.  
It offers a unique synthesis of modern philosophy (Kant), ancient philosophy (Plato), and Asian thought.

What is philosophy for Schopenhauer?

It should go beyond the standpoint of ‘theoretical egoism’ and give us a global conception and appreciation of reality or the world.  

It is often said, going back to the ancient Greeks, such as Aristotle, that philosophy begins in ‘wonder’: the surprise or wonder that the world exists and we exist as creatures of the world: is this not uncanny when we think about it?

Schopenhauer has a unique take or perspective on this insight:  

For Schopenhauer philosophy is indeed motivated by wonder and astonishment at the world, but this quickly followed by dismay:  wonder at the world that it is and at its contingency, and then recognition of its dreadful character.  Philosophy, he says, “starts with a minor chord”.
 Philosophical astonishment is qualified by the recognition of wickedness, evil, and death as essential features of the world: “Not merely that the world exists, but still more that it is such a miserable and melancholy world…”
   Schopenhauer has a great insight: if life was endless and our existence painless would it occur to us to ask after the world and consider what kind of world it is? 
His main task is to solve what he calls the ‘ever-disquieting puzzle of existence’, namely: why are suffering and death such ubiquitous features of the world, and how do we ascertain the meaning and significance of living in such a world? The vain and fruitless nature of all our efforts in life follow from the miserable and ephemeral form of our existence; and Schopenhauer believes he can explain why life is as he describes it and many people experience it.  Therefore, we are faced with a peculiar and specific problem: what is the road to salvation or redemption?  

For Schopenhauer this can only come about through knowledge, by which he means wisdom and insight; we can suspend our nature and go beyond it, like the saint or the Buddhist; we can attain a state of calm contemplation, be at one with the world, at peace with ourselves, full of compassionate benevolence towards all living things, and we have conquered our natural fear of death.   

For Schopenhauer the goal or aim is not suicide – this is too much of a willful act and paradoxically an affirmation of the will to life - but denial of the will to life (the asceticism or slow suicide of the saint, the Nirvana wisdom of the Buddhist). 

Schop’s thinking has a number curious and distinctive features:

1) That the essence of the world is non-human, although as humans we, like everything else, are caught up in it, implicated in it, participate in it. This is the world as ‘will’ (using it in an unfamiliar way): a blind, impersonal force that is a ceaseless, restless striving without wanting any specific goals; it is goalless and pointless.  No satisfaction or happiness endures or has an enduring character (no sooner are you satisfied you become bored, no sooner are you happy than a terrible misfortune happens and makes you miserable; and Schopenhauer believes he knows precisely why this is the law of life. It is a harsh world of senseless cruelty and suffering, and we are the victims and perpetrators of it. 

2) Schopenhauer is an atheist: there is no benign or benevolent God who creates the universe and allows it to be become good (compare Leibniz).  For Schopenhauer there is no creator separate from what is created and existence is wretched, this cannot be thought away through wishful thinking. This is the worst of all possible worlds, and once we understand what the essence of the world is we know there cannot be any other.  

However, he has important links to religion has time for it (accords it value), notably Hinduism, Buddhism, and Xitianity (he especially esteems Christ) – all are religions of compassion – but esteems Indian philosophy the most (not least because of its more enlightened view of animals).  

Of Christianity he holds that the preaching of ‘caritas’ (charity, loving-kindness) is its great and distinguishing merit (OBM p. 164).  But he is also keen to note that the boundless love of one’s neighbour was the teaching of Asia a 1,000 years before Xitianity appeared (OBM p. 163). Religion in general is of value because it expresses figuratively, through fables, myths, legends, and so on, important insights into human existence and the human lot, our place in the cosmos, and that philosophy is also concerned with but is able to put into more precise and less figurative language.   “Religion is metaphysics of and for the people” (OBM p. 137). 

3) S bestows enormous importance on art and the value of the aesthetic experience: art is a source of metaphysical truth, not just aesthetically pleasing. No doubt for this reason he has had a tremendous influence on artists and writers.  Also gives rise to a  cult of genius that the early Nietzsche shares: a genius is someone who sees what most people do not and cannot see.  His influence is almost everywhere in modern literature: Beckett, Borges, Conrad, Thomas Hardy, Herman Hesse, Kafka, Proust, Tolstoy, Turgenev, and Emile Zola.  

For Schop when we undergo aesthetic experience (listening to music, watching a tragedy, or contemplating a landscape) we transport ourselves literally to another world where the will is temporarily suspended; for Schop this is the essence of the aesthetic, a state of disinterested contemplation, a state completely different to our normal, ordinary, empirical existence. [see WWR I, p. 271]. Through superior insight - art, mystical contemplation - we can become a ‘pure will-less, timeless subject of knowledge’ (WWR I, p. 179).  This is Schopenhauer’s ideal’ and the ideal that Nietzsche will take to task in his late writings (OGM III), although initially he shared it.   

4) Schopenhauer’s contribution to ethics is especially important and highly distinctive, much of his writings are devoted to ethical topics:  

He holds that virtue cannot be taught, rather one can only become more knowing or enlightened about the kind of character one has and this is not something we have chosen or ever choose.  Sartre famously said: existence precedes essence; for Schopenhauer it’s the other way round, essence precedes existence and determines it completely (without an essence you are just a victim of blind fortune or chance).  Empirically, we consider ourselves making free choices all the time and doing so in particular contingent circumstances. But in fact everything we do and choose, where we end up in life, has the character of necessity (fate) and what triumphs in life is our (intelligible) character.  Our characters are inborn and unalterable.  We can only become what we are, and for Schop the stress is on the ‘are’ and coming to know this.   For Schopenhauer, it is in our ‘esse’ (being) that we are free, but odd: although we have not chosen this (inborn) we are responsible for it, freely assume responsibility for our character (OBM p. 112; plus 194-5).  

His contribution to ethics is twofold: (a) a contribution to key questions of moral philosophy, inc. moral psychology, such as the attempt to give us the correct account of freedom of the will (not at all as we think it) and to resolve the conflict between freedom and determinism; (b) to show that the character of the world has a metaphysical significance (this is what Nietzsche will come to reject, starting in 1878): suffering is the norm of life, its most essential feature, and this suffering is ‘evil’.  Therefore, how liberate ourselves from it?  Can be done partially through art and aesthetic experience, but most effectively through mortification of the will to life.   

There is a third aspect, which is part of both of these:  to show how and why compassion (Mitleid) is to be regarded as the basis of morality, that is, put more strongly: only an action performed out of compassion can be considered to be of moral worth.  It has this supreme moral value for Schop because he thinks it is performed out of an unegoistic motive (care for the other more than for the self).  

For Schop, compassion is ‘the great mystery of ethics’ (OBM p. 144). How is that another’s weal and woe can motivate me in the same my own does, and sometimes to the point of self-sacrifice? 
In terms of philosophy:

Only towards the end of his life did Schopenhauer enjoy fame and begin to attract serious attention. Largely the result of a review of his work that appeared in 1853 in England, in a journal called The Westminster Review, which then got translated into German (he was fluent in English by the way, having spent 6 months at a boarding school in Wimbledon).  The review was called ‘Iconoclasm in German Philosophy’.  

Schopenhauer rejected German Idealism that comes after Kant (Fichte, Hegel, and Schelling) and claimed to be the only true heir of Kant’s transcendental idealism.  Sschopenhauer is an idealist first and foremost with regards to questions of epistemology (not a realist).  But German idealists are frauds, crackpots, and cannot write to save their lives: pompous, pretentious, and misinterpret Kant (e.g. the idea that we can gain access to the ‘Absolute’ through intellectual intuition); they rely on abstractions and construct philosophy out of thin air.  

Schop’s writings show a strong empiricist streak, and he was very much influenced by Locke and Hume (esp admired the latter’s style and clarity): anything I claim to know something about must be capable of being an actual or possible experience, and anything that cannot meet this criterion is nonsense (e.g. the ‘will’ – he is keen to find support for it in the natural sciences).  Schop attended lectures of Fichte in Berlin and wanted to be instructed and enlightened:  in one of his lecture notes he says that he wants to put a pistol to Fichte’s chest and, before pulling the trigger, ask him whether there is any clear meaning behind his jumble of words - or was the aim simply to make fools of his students?  

However, he reserves his strongest ire for Hegel:  firstly, there is the abominable style of Hegel; and secondly, there is Hegel’s historicism - the view that reality is developing, changing, evolving, and that truth and Spirit unfold in time and history and as they do so they become more and more rational. Substance must become subject and this is the story of the becoming of Geist. Schopenhauer is completely opposed to this idea:  nothing changes, there is only the appearance and illusion of change, and truth is not to be found in history or historical time. Even if a grain of truth or valid insight in such an idea, Hegel’s whole way of doing philosophy through the construction of abstract concepts and Ideas results in gibberish:  ‘a hollow display of words and the most senseless gibberish that has ever been heard, outside a lunatic asylum at any rate’ (FW p. 76).  

Schopenhauer is typically portrayed as a pessimistic philosopher. Although Schopenhauer never said this of himself, but there are many things he says in his book, inc WWR, that encourage this reading:

(a) The shortness of life, which we often lament, could in fact be the best thing about it.  
(b)  Human life, like all inferior goods, is covered with a false glitter, and what suffers always conceals itself. 

Optimism, then, is contemptible:  the attitude of 'shallow foreheads' and a 'wicked' way of thinking since it rests on 'a bitter mockery of the unspeakable sufferings of mankind'.  The solution to our problem, the problem of existence, is both aesthetic (contemplation) and ethical (renunciation).  Nietzsche is not convinced Schopenhauer really was a pessimist: he notes for example that every day he played the flute and secondly, that he believed in morality (the moral miracle of compassion or the saint). 
Georg Simmel on Schopenhauer’s pessimism:  his pessimism is not drawn from positive pain so much as it is derived from ennui: the dulling monotony of days and years. ‘It is the absence of the idea of evolution which condemns the world and mankind to always being the same, without solace’ (pp. 8-9).  So, for the Schopenhauer the fact of ennui is proof of the meaninglessness of life. 
Simmel on Schop’s significance:

In spite of a possible overvaluation of metaphysics S’s doctrine of the will to life represents one of the few great steps taken in philosophy with respect to the problems of human life.  With a few exceptions all philosophers prior to Schopenhauer conceived of man as a rational being.  So: ‘Schopenhauer destroyed the dogma that rationality is the deep-seated and basic essence of man that lies beneath the other ripples of life’ (p. 28).  More, ‘Schop tore reason from the soil in which it had been rooted and turned it forcibly into an accident, a consequence of the tool of the will, which now occupies the place reason formerly had’ (ibid.).    What we have is ‘the dark fate of life, a fate which is not added to life but which is life itself’ (p. 31).   

Differences between S + N:

1. System and will to system:  Nietzsche becomes a very different philosopher and for him the ‘will to system’ displays a lack of integrity.

2. Metaphysics: complex; but as Simmel notes, “N is not challenged by metaphysical problems but by moral ones’ (p. 13).  
3. Pessimism:  romantic pessimism versus a pessimism of strength.
4. Schop: a ‘metaphysical democracy’; Nietzsche a practical ‘aristocracy’, Simmel p. 10: “The evolution of the totality of life is not based on an equal development of all of its exemplars: the formula is that our genus consists at any given moment of a chain of more or less developed existences, among whom only the most highly developed display the fullness of life’s evolution” (N’s interest in ascending and descending modes of life, etc.). 
5. Schopenhauer on the suffering of life:  ‘the empirical and by itself decisive argument for a world without meaning, given a priori by its structure as will, is that no amount of happiness can equal the sum total of pain and that no instance of pain can be redeemed by the experience of happiness (Simmel p. 10).  Thus the negation of the will to life offers nothing less than a redemption from the experience of pain in life.  
Unlike Schopenhauer, Nietzsche refuses to value life in terms of some calculus of pleasure and pain:  this leads only towards a dead end; hence he becomes a philosopher of life as power, as will to power (the relation to metaphysics has to be carefully worked through since N is not a metaphysician).  
‘For Schopenhauer, happiness and pain are definitive of life’s value, because they are all that is left in the structure of the soul which eludes ennui after the disappearance of a final purpose for life.  For Nietzsche, happiness and pain are the embodiment of ennui, stations of life not worth stopping at because they are just stations.  If nevertheless they catch a ray of sunshine it is not because life evolves into them, but because they evolve toward life and become a means to its enhancement” (Simmel p. 11).  
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