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Chapter 8

Between Mechanism and Teleology: Will
to Power and Nietzsche’s Gay ‘Science’

Christa Davis Acampora

This chapler broaches the gencral issue of how Nietzsche imagined the relation
between science and art and their tense union in future philosophy. It does so by
focusing upon Nictzsche's concern o find an alternative framework for conceiving
organic development. Much has been written about Nietzsche's views of the
opposition of art and science, and although it was common for some time to read
Nictzsche as cither reducing science (including the ‘sciences’ of knowledge and
morality) to aesthetics or auguring the eclipse of science by art, increased interest in
Nictzsche's familiarity with contemporary scientific developments and his cfforts to
draw upon and incorporatc them in his own work have cast his projects in a
somewhat different light.! 1 wish to build upon this recent rescarch in order to
advance reconsideration of Nictzsche’s practice and anticipation of a possible future
frohliche Wissenschaft. As 1 shall argue below, once we understand how Nietzsche
approached his scientific studies and their intercourse with perennial philosophical
concermns, we may better appreciate the role Nictzsche envisioned for himself (and
those who might follow) as supplying novel concepts and conceptual frameworks
that creatively open new possibilitics for willing. The latier are vital, since willing.
for Nictzsche, is how meaning emerges, and it oricnts the ways in which we
organize our lives. Gay ‘scicnce’ aims to effect orientations that afford the
possibilitics for joyfully redeeming — and. [ shall argue below, thereby altogether
transforming — human existence.?

This is an endeavour that can be witnessed virtually throughout Nictzsche's
oeuvre, occurring not only during his so-called “positivist’ period but also cven
before his ideas about future philosophy crystallize in his later writings. Nictzsche's
consideration of the problem of organic development illustrates this well. His
critiques of both teleological and mechanistic accounts of organic development have
certainly been discussed in the sccondary literature.® But considerably less attention
has been devoled to Nietzsche’s proposed alternative to these views. Though it is
generally accepted that Nietzsche's so-called ‘theory of will to power® represents his
attempt 10 go beyond existing models of organic development, an account of its
relation to teleology and mechanisim - how his alternative meets the challenges
facing thosc models it is intended to replace and how it preserves the features he
admires - is lacking.* This chapter is intended to address this shortcoming. In what
follows | shall illustratc how Nietzsche's solution 1o the problem of organic
development, to the need (o offer an account that avoids the pitfalls and dangers of
teleology and mechanism, draws upon the principles that provide the basis of his

171



172 Nierzsche and Science

conccplion of ‘gay scicnce’ and serves as an illustrative example of its practice.
Opf:mng up a space between mechanism and teleology requires Nietzsche 1o take
scr.xously nincleenth-century science and Lo reflect upon the relation between
philosophy and science, in which philosophy is conceived as supplying and refining
conceptual frameworks that science might utilize - not as creations ex nihilo but
rather as concepts that emerge from reflections upon what science reveals about
hum{ul sensation and physiology and the character of cognition.

l\!xclzschc‘s solution to the problem of development reveals precisely these
tensions. In what I shall call Nictzsche's *Heraclitean solution” to the problem of
development, Nictzsche ndt only illuminates his emerging notion of will to power?
pul also exemplilies his philosophical practice of the Kunst der Auslegung, the art of
mlf:rprcmlion. This T claim is at least one of the unique features of the kind of
phllqsopllicul activity as ‘gay science’ that Nictzsche envisions as opening
possibilitics for the dircction of future development. Hence, I shall suggest in my
conclusion that Nictzsche conceives his alternative account of development as not
only statically descriptive but also actively transformative. In other words, what is
potentially at stake in providing an account of development is not merely describing
a state of alfairs or the process by which they regularly unfold but rather providing
direction for the emergence of other forms of development.

The Problem

One can find ample evidence in Nictzsche's texts, published and unpublished, 10
prove that he rejects conceptions of nature that render it as striving for some sort of
spcleﬁc end or as operating like a great machine. The same applics for what we
designate as individual organisms. Nietzsche's interest in theories of cvolution is
marked by’ lhcs.c concerns. On the one hand, he belicves that the idea of what a
human being is (particularly in its rclation to other animals) proffered by
cvolutionism marks an advance over the special status accorded to humans in
theology and those forms of philosophical thinking that arbitrarily place the human
at (or at least very near) the pinnacle of being. The view that humans are thoroughly
natura‘l crealures subject 1o change, growth and decay o the sume degree as other
organic forms represents, for Nictzsche, progress in the cxercise of ‘good
cons.cwncc‘ in the pursuit of knowledge. It is a view that better accords with
cempirical observation and is somewhat Iess influenced by the habit of allowing
mqral prejudices to direct our perceptions and conceptions of what is true and real.
It is on this ground that Nictzsche claims to admire Descartes (sce, for example,
Antichrist 14 and the original preface 1o The Gay Science) and some mechanistic
theories that reduce moral and aesthetic questions to those of physiology.

_The case against teleology is more complex than this, however. It reaches beyond
Nietzsche's rejection of God or his purported relativization of values. His suspicions
concerning the concept of the subject, the existence of discrete individuals and the
nature of causality arc all eventually implicated in Nictzsche's ongoing struggle
against teleology. Even carly on in his intellectual life, Nictzsche appears to think
lhfnl the idea of the individual is a fiction, a concept born of habit. This habit,
Nictzsche suggests, not only in his notebooks but also in his published writings,
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issues from grammar, which requires positing a conscious subject, *a doer behind
the deed” on the basis of which we also infer the existence of an intentional will and
intelligent designer (KSA 12, 2[139]). it is through this same process that Nietzsche
thinks we arrive at a conception of causality: things occur because something brings
about their happening: there must be an agent behind all change. Our beliefs in the
existence of individuals (rather than complexes of forces). the willing human subject
and cause and cffect are articles of faith, not constituents of knowledge. If we
remain unquestioningly committed to these idcas and permit them to guide our
scientific inquirics, we will retreat further into the subjective anthropomorphic
world of the human rather than acquire the knowledge science sceks.

Similar concerns haunt mechanism, since its various forms often have recourse
to the same mctaphysical concepts. Although Nictzsche believes it practises
somewhat better intelicctual hygiene, mechanistic theory, particularly in its reliance
upon inferences about causal relations and its postulations of laws, risks falling prey
to the very same ills that plague teleological accounts of development (see, for
cxample, BGE 21).

Moreover, the mechanistic world-view is potentially detrimental to our
understanding of values. Both teleology and mechanism impose univocal accounts
of the possible significance of existence: where the former asserts that all values
derive from the end towards which everything is supposed to strive. the mechanistic
view holds that all cxistence is essentially blindly (mecaninglcssly) unfolding in
pursuit of nothing other than its mere perpetuation (see. for example. KSA 12.
7154]). Christoph Cox puts it well when he reminds us that Nietzsche thinks (hat
even mechanistic accounts arc not free of the very prejudices that he is concerned to
purge from metaphysics and moral philosophy.* Cox claborates a convincing
argument that Nictzsche's objection to mechanistic physics is grounded in his
‘rejection of being’. Having given up all forms of dualistic metaphysics that allow
one to distinguish appearance from reality, substance or matter from form and the
like, Nictzsche cannot embrace a view of the world that ultimately rests upon sceing
nature as consisting of ‘things’, whose motions are accounted for largely in terms of
reactivity in a system whose organization and purpose require the supposition of
some sort of master design or ordering principle.” Morcover, the notion that natural
selection occurs on the basis of ‘an increasingly better fit between organisms and
the environment® also sneaks in a teleology that assumes some sort of overarching
design which the world - shaped by evolutionary forces in the process of adaptation
— ever more closely approximates. Hence, as Cox phrases it, mechanistic physics
and evolutionary biology ‘arc still not naturalistic 2nough’ for Nietzsche. They still
import what Hcidegger would later call ‘ontotheological’ concepts in their
cxplanations of *motion, change, and becoming’.?

Also at stake in Nictzsche's critiques of teleology and cvolutionary theory are the
possibilities for the mcaning of human being. Onc view makes too much of us -
nearly divine and divorced from the rest of creation — and the other makes oo little
~ the blinking last man, descendant of the grinning ape, who by fortune finds the
path of least resistance in the *struggle for existence’ and thereby manages to secure
nothing more than his sheer ‘preservation’. merce survival. Both unnecessarily
restrict the aims and ends of humankind: neither allows a role for creativity in the
development of organisms and their possible futures. The real problem, as Nictzsche



174 Nietzsche and Science

sees it, is to broker some sort of compromisc between these two positions by
developing a conception of human being that: (1) situates it within the world of
becoming, but (2) puts it in dialogue with the empirical sciences, and (3) allows for
the possibility that we might also be able 1o raise the bar for indicating the goals for
which the human might strive, thereby making room for meaningful art. In such a
casc the human would not be bound by any particular refos but would still be able
lo find and direct meaningful purposive activity.

Nietzsche formulated lasting views about teleology and mechanism following his
reading of FA. Lange's History of Materialism and his subsequent firsthand
acquaintance with the positions of various biologists, physicists, psychologists,
mathematicians and cosmologists, including Boscovich, Helmholtz, Zoliner, Kopp,
Huxley, Pouiliet, Roux, Ladenburg, Maedler and others concerncd with the
philosophical and social implications of such matters, including Spencer, Spir and
Gocthe. As other commentators, including Thomas H. Brobjer in this volume, have
significantly documented the particularities of these influences, | shall not catalogue
them here. These carlier insights amplify Nictzsche’s understanding of a probiem
that he thinks he inherits from antiquity and with which even modern science
continues to wrestle, namely the problem of purposiveness. Sometime between the
summer of 1872 and carly 1873, Nictzsche writes: “The horrible conscquence of
Darwinism, which, by the way, 1 hold to be true. All our veneration is based on
qualities we take to be cternal: moral, artistic, religious, etc. We do not come a single
step closer to cxplaining purposiveness by appealing to the instincts’ (KSA 7,
19[132}). The *horrible consequence” of Darwinism, of course. is that it implies that
there are no cternal qualitics and hence it undermines all that we value. Nietzsche
thought that the problem of purposivencss was significant enough that, for some
time in 1868. he intended to write a dissertation on the topic entitled *On Teleology
since Kant'.” The notes and drafts for the project provide further insight into
Nictzsche's grappling with purposiveness and raise some important qucstions that [
shall endeavour 10 address below. 1t is nevertheless worthwhile introducing them
here, since they bear on Nictzsche's understanding of his task of mediating
teleology and mechanism.

What motivatcs Nictzsche's prospective study is the question of whether it is
necessary, as Kant claims, for us to suppose a teleology in the natural order. He
plans to show that ‘mechanism bound with casualism yiclds this possibility’ of
conceiving nature differently. Most interesting is what Nietzsche considers 10 be the
stakes involved in a refutation of Kant. What would be the advantage of meeting
Kant's challenge that it is impossible to conceive development without recourse to
causality and purposivencss? Nietzsche claims: “The elimination of tcleology has a
practical value. Only then is it possible for the concept of a higher rcason to be
removed: thus we arc already satisfied.' ' Now, it scems fairly straightforward how
geting past teleology undermines the need for supposing a higher reason, but what
is the practical value of that? Well, it would scem to dissolve some of our theological
problems; we would no Jonger need to furnish proofs for God's existence. But what
would it cnable us (o do, practically speaking? For what does it free us?

Nietzsche does not get around to claborating the practical advantage he sees in
refuting Kant, but there is some suggestion that it opens possibilities for other
pursuits; it would free us to pursue other paths. In the context of an established
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hicrarchy of purposes, certain routes of pursuing those aims arc open whils:t many

others are closed. Nietzsche cites Kant's claim in the Critigue of Judgement §65 that

the idea of the effect that telcology seeks to explain stems [rom the concept gf the

whole. But, for Nictzsche, the latter is something we invent: “There are in reality no

individuals. Morcover, individuals and organisms arc nothing but abstractions. They

are unities manufactured by us into which we transfer the idea of puq)osc.’_"' To
conccive of the wholc as the purposive causc of the parts is to impede the possibility

for understanding and appreciating change (for example, how onc (ljmg becomes
another) and limits prospects for new developments. The lu}tcr. we mlght say, open
different possibilitics for being, for ‘ways of living’. Thus’Nlctzsche writes: A thing
lives - thus its parts arc purposive: the life of the thing is the purposc of.ns parts.
But there are countless different ways 1o live, i.c., countless forms, that is to say,
paris.’*2 [ take it, then, that the practical value of demonstrating that Kant is wrong
when he claims that we cannot help but consider nature in terms of purposes is that,
by showing that we may garner different perspectives on the 'world. we thereby
extend the possibility that we might pursue some of lh(?l‘f‘l. In doing so, we open up
different possibilitics for interpretation, different possibilities for ll.lc organization of
our lives, different ways of living. This, [ shall claim below, is preciscly whz.xl
Nietzsche thinks is at stake in providing an alternative account of dcvclopmc_n_t. l} is
not just a matter of *getting it right” or hitting upon the truth but also of fucilitating
the kind of growth for which it aims to account. )

Although Nictzsche's views on numcrous topics change and develop in the two
decades that fotlow, the need to find a way out of the concerns ralsgd in th’c
unrcalized plan for the dissertation persist. These concerns cu!minalc in _Nnclzsc':hc s
writings of the 1880s in which one finds a relentless interest in dc':velopmg a single
account of change, growth and development that would be applicable lo both the
realm of morality — broadly conccived and freed from ils_ rcligious. moorings — and
physiology, informed by his scientific studies, par}ngularly in the ﬁcld' of
embryology. He wonders about the physical effects of religious beliefs and practices
and about the effects of diet, nutrition, climate, disease and health on the mind."?
Finding both mechanistic and tcleological theories wanting, Nicl'{_schc .sccks 10
devise an interpretation of his own, onc that might effect a reunion of art and
science. His exemplar in this regard was (his own) Heraclitus."

Nietzsche’s Heraclitean Solution to the Problem of Development

Both Christoph Cox and Wolfgang Miiller-Lauter have recognized th_al Nictzsche's
alternative account of development is indebted to his study of ﬂcragh(us. Both also
acknowledge that Nictzsche's proposed “solution’ rests upon his claim that struggle
is the most immediate and pervasive phenomenon of existence. Cox cven gocs $0
far as o tie such views to Nictzsche's interest in the agon.'s What 1 wish 1o explore
in this scction and thosc that follow is more preciscly how Nictzsche considers the
refationship between his studies of development and its app‘ligalions‘in the domain
of culture and the production of meaning - that is, whether it is possible to arrange
creatively the forces of the organism for the production of excellence and health in
the same way that the Greeks (allegedly, deliberately) harnessed the productive
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power of the good Eris in the context of ubiquitous contest (see HC, KSA 1,
pp. 783-92). In this case, Nictzsche's anticipated gay science combines both the
conscicnce of the scientist with the exploitation of creative energies manifest in the
dynamic process of struggle, resistance, and growth that characterizes all life. It is
this prospect that shapes Nictzsche's cmerging conceplion of will to power, which
he later imagines would unite the disparate sciences.

In his reading of scientific works — in medicine, chemistry, physiology, and
cvolutionary theory — Nictzsche comes to recognize prominent conceptual
structures that bear a resemblance Lo the social and individual forms he identifies as
having an agonistic structure. Such an organization resembles the model Nietzsche
carlier admired as offering insight into the developments of Greek culture and
cthics. In his 1872 essay ‘Homer’s Contest’, Nietzsche entertains the hypothesis that
the creation of a certain poctic perspective cffectively organized Greek culture
around the pursuit of excellence. The labours of existence became transfigured as
labours for glory once the culture ordered itself in terms of contests in which each
person would strive 1o surpass the other. Homer's contesting heroes, as exemplars
of the good (glorious) lifc, extended the range of possible meanings for the trials of
human existence. The meaning of life became transformed in this light, and this
revolution shaped all other values accordingly.'s Nietzsche admires both the coniest
itsell as a mechanism for valuation - as a means for forging, rencwing, or
transforming standards of excelicnce that emerge in the course of the meeting of
struggling forces — and the specific revaluation Homeric agon produccs, the poetic
reinterpretation it achieves. Although he does nol wish 10 reinstate the ancient agon
as an agency for renewing the moribund culture of nincteenth-century Europe, he
does develop criteria for cvaluating different kinds of contest and prospective
contestant, and he strives to envisage how future revaluations might transpire. "

It is instructive to see how Nietzsche characterizes Heraclitus as a figure who
resisted adducing teleological explanations for what is perceived as growth, change
and development. In the course of his lectures on the pre-Platonic philosophers,
Nictzsche also references contemporary scientific studies, particularly the work of
Karl Ernst von Baer, the founder of comparative embryology. He cites Bacr’s study
of perception relative to lifespan and sensory capacity' because it articulates a
hypothesis that the phenomena of change, development and growth are relative to
perception. Creatures perceiving at lower rales of speed have the experience of
persistence, but an incrcase in the speed of perception would result in the
phenomenon of constant becoming. Nictzsche reads Heraclitus as articulating the
*higher” perspective that would afford the appearance of becoming.

But it is the way in which Heruclitus conceived of strife and applicd it
comprehensively that most inspires Nietzsche. The notion of ‘immanent lawfulness’
is especially appealing to him. The logic of the contest, as conceived by Heraclitus,
is internal (o il. Justice in the agonistic arcna is nol subject 1o an cxternally
determined standard of measurcment. The game itscll has an internal aim or
purpose, but its aims arc not determined according 1o a larger goal. The conlest is a
part of a cosmos that has the character of “a child playing a game, moving counters.
in discord and concord’ (PP, p. 65). The overall character of this play is non-
teleological, arbitrary, and ‘innocent’. Nictzsche continues:

et
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... only in the play of the child (or that of the artists) docs there cxist 4 Becoming and
Passing Away without any moralistic calculations. He [.Hujruch(usl conceives of {Iw l';lay
of children as that of spontancous human beings: here is innocence ar}d yct coming into
being and destruction: not one droplet of injustice should remain in the world. The
cternally living firc [Acon]. plays, buiids, and knocks down: strife, this opposition 9!‘
different characleristics, directed by justice, may be grasped only as an acsthetic
phenomenon. We find here a purcly aesthetic view of the world, We must pxcludc cven
more any moralistic tendencies to think teleologically hcrg, for the cosmic Cl!lld [Weltkind]
behaves with no regard to purposes but rather only to an immancat justice: 1t can act only
willfully and lawfully, but is docs not will these ways. (PP, p. 70)

Nictzsche contrasts Heraclitus® view with Anaxagoras’ ‘lelcological insighx':.‘hc
construes the order of the world as a determinant will with inlcmionfs. conceived
after the fashion of human beings' (PP, p. 72). This insight was picked up by
Aristotle, according to Nictzsche’s philosophical genealogy, and it 'th'cn reverberated
throughout the history of philosophy in the notion of the opposition of soul and
matter: *a force that knows and sets goals but also wills, moves, and so on and yel
is rigid matter. It is strange how long Greek philosophy struggled against this
theory’ (PP, p. 72). ) .

Near the end of the lecture notes, Nietzsche characterizes H_cmchlus non-
teleological position thus: ‘this playful cosmic child continuously builds and knocks
down but from tlimc to lime begins his game anew: a moment o!’ contcntment
followed by new needs. His continuous building and knocking dox.vr} is a craving as
creativity is a need for the artists; his play is a need” (PP p. 72)." "The play olj the
child has immanent purposcs, dirccted by the particularitics of the pl}ly at any given
moment, but its shape unfolds without an orchcslr_aling will or fJCSlgn. ‘Wuh}n the
play, there is a kind of necessity at work, which Nicizsche dcsc.nhcsus craving as
creativily is a nced’, but that necessity is frec from conformity to some law or
universal principle. Nictzsche continucs:

From time (o time he [the child] has his fill of it {the play] - nothing other lhan.ﬁrc exists
there: that is, it engulfs all things. Not hybris but rather llu_: ncyvly awakened drw_c 10 Qlixy
{Spieltrieb) now wills once more his setting into order. Rejection of any lclcologlc'ul vicw
of the world reaches its zenith here: the child throws away its toy, but as soon as it plays
again, it procceds with purpose and order: necessity and play, war and justice. (PP,
pp. 72-73)

What the vision of Heraclitus allows is a way of conceptualizing the character of the
becoming of the world that renders compatible the SC!TIb]llI:lCC of oirdcr. purposc an.q
regularity, while admitting change, flux and chance. It is possible 1o think this
becoming without imposing a telcological order, precisely what Kunl.sccms lo deny.
A non-teleological, non-mechanistic metaphysical framcvgork prov.idcs Nietzsche
with a conceptual model that is also consistent with his reflections on moral
sychology and axiology.
psyl:l:!lctzs%{xc's Hcraclit?z,m solution allows for the intelligibility of aims, goals and
purposes (that is, necessity) as immanent to the justice or law that l.nakes a struggle
or conflict possiblc (that serves as the ground for the contest). But it also allows for
chance as (he agonistic process takes on more of (he character of play than the
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execution of design by a supremc being or an omnipotent will. Thus Nietzsche
understands phenomena of change, growth and development in the natural world as
unfolding in a process analogous to the evolution of morals and values. Heraclitus®
playing child is a poeticized interpretation that sceks to capture metaphorically the
becoming of physis, and, although Nictzsche will also adopt and adapt directly
Heraclitus® specific metaphors, it is above all the poctic process applied to the realm
of physis that seems to be most captivating for him. It serves as a prototype for a
science mindful of the fact that it is a perspective — an interprelation, a product of
the art of interpretation - a scicnce altentive to its transformative capabilitics.

Incorporating Science

Although Nietzsche docs not begin to use the term in his published writings until
Thus Spoke Zarathustra, his earlier account of the Greek agon foreshadows the idea
of ‘will to power'. The urges to strive, struggle, and overcome resistance, the
‘terrible drive’ responsible for ‘fighting and the lust for victory’, the irritants of eris
and cnvy that plagued Themistocles and Pericles and propelied them to
extraordinary accomplishments, the ‘monstrous desire’ of Xenophanes and Plato to
defame their rival Homer, the *personal struggling impulse’ at the root of artistic
competitions, the ‘basc desire for revenge’ experienced by Miltiades (HC, KSA 1,
pp. 783, 785, 786, 790 and 791) - cach can be read retrospectively as manifestations
of will to power (77 *Ancicnts’ 3). Nictzsche later experiments with the conclusions
that potentially could follow from the hypothesis that all these drives, which
constitute ‘our entirc instinctive life’, ultimately spring from ‘the development and
ramification of one basic form of the will — as will to power' (BGE 36). Onc
conclusion that might be warranted according to this hypothesis is that all organic
functions arc modulations of will to power because it is the source of all efficient
force. If so, Nictzsche suggests, it might then be possible to trace the development
or cvolution of something - ‘a thing, a custom, an organ’ — as unfolding from ‘a
suqccssion of ... more or less mutually independent processes of subduing, plus the
resistances they encounter, the attempts at transformation for the purpose of defense
and reaction, and the results of successful counteractions” (GM ii 12). In other
words, struggles — or, in some cascs, contests — could be interpreted as having
occurred in an object of inquiry, thereby facilitating better understanding of what it
is and how it came to be than by supposing that its present utility accounts for its
development. I take it that this is what underlies Nictzsche's practice of gencalogy
in On the Genealogy of Morals and other later writings - namcly, a hermencutics of
the machinations of power, onc designed to be as appropriate for values as it is for
physics. But at what docs this gencalogy aim? Docs it seck merely 10 replace onc
description with another?

In the same scction of Beyond Good and Evil in which Nictzsche famously
suggests that all life might be conceived as expressions of will to power, he calls for
an experiment. The experiment consists in asking whether one could account for
cverything that is supposcd to happen in the ‘mechanistic world® starting from a
*given’ of only our passions and desires. Nietzsche claims that he could, and he then
inquires as to whether such an experiment is indeed permissible. It is, he concludes,

Will 1o Power and Nieizsche's Gay “Science’ 179

not only permissible but also necessary. ‘Conscience of method’ dictates the
cxperimentation with multiple kinds of causality (and explanations for the
phenomena for which such views seek to account): ‘Not o assume several kinds of
causality so long as the experiment of getting along with one has not been 1aken to
its ultimate limits ... that is a morality of method which one may not repudiate
nowadays’ (BGE 36). Let us further consider Nietzsche's hypothesis of will to
power as it relates to causality and how it informs all activitics of life.

We find morc claborate details about Nietzsche's reflections on will lo power by
looking at the nolebooks he filled during the time he was preparing Beyond Good
and Evil, On the Genealogy of Morals and the published writings of the last
philosophically productive ycar of his life. I shall quickly review a handful of the
most prominent and relevant idcas, as other critics have treated them in depth
clsewhere. The will to power hypothesis does not posit an Uber-will, or a will that
promiscs onc day to overpower all others, bul rather conceives the world as
comprising forces in conflict. Nictzsche is especially interested in casting these
struggles not in terms of political projects but rather as interpretations: “The will to
power interprets’ (KSA 12, 2[148]). But what is involved in interpretation?
Nietzsche elaborates:

... it defines limits, determines degrees, variations of power. Mcre variations of power
could not feel themselves o be such: there must be present something that wants (o grow
and interprets the value of whatever clse wants to grow. Equal in that - In facl,
interpretation is itself a means of becoming master of something, (The organic process

constantly presupposcs interpretations.) (KSA 12, 2[148])

Al the core of what we call life is this interpretive play: ‘the tremendous shaping,
form-creating force working from within which wutilizes and exploits “cxternal
circumstances™ (KSA 12, 7(25)).2 All that exists is centres of force (Kraftcentren
or ‘dynamic quanta’) situated in relation to others; what they are is constituted by
these relations. Each such force, human and non-human alike, ‘constructs the rest of
the world from its own vicwpoint, i.c., measures, feels, forms it, according to ils
own force” (KSA 13, 14[1860]).

What has hitherto been called ‘cause” and ‘effect’ is nothing more than this
perpetual process of interpretation and incorporation:

It is a question of a struggle between two elements of uncqual power: a new arrangement
of forces is achicved according to the measure of power of cach of them. The second
condition is something fundamentaily different from the first (not its cffect): the essential
thing is that the factions in conflict emerge with different quanta of power. (KSA 13,
14{95])

Rather than conceiving this interminable process as the action and reaction of two
scparatc cnlitics, Nictzsche suggests that what we have is ‘the mutual struggle of
that which becomes, often with the absorption of one'’s opponent; the number of
devcloping clements not constant’ (KSA 12, 7[54]).2' Following the hypothesis of
will to power, ‘“Lifc” might be defined as an enduring form of the process in which
Jorce is established | Kraftfestellung], in which the various struggling partics grow
unequally” (KSA 11, 36[22]). Accordingly, Nictzsche conccives the individual
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organism itsclf as *a struggle between parts (for food, space, ¢le.): its development
is tied to the victory or predominance of individual parts, to an atrophying, a
“becoming an organ™ of other parts’ (KSA 12, 7125)).

Following Nictzsche's physics of interpretation and incorporation, human beings
are conceived as pluralitics of affects, which are cssentially relational. Each affect
has its own perspective in relation to the other affects, and cach seeks to have its
particular view become the vantage point. All action changes the structure of the
rclations of affects which constitute us and others as human beings. By living - by
tuking any action at all - we play a role in creating reality. And the same holds true
of our interactions with others. We not only participate in shaping social reality; by
engaging others, eliciting affects and being involved in relations with them, we are
constituted by, and participate in, the constitution of others as well. We are, in sum,
the ongoing interpretations of the multiplicity of drives that constitute us and their
refations to the struggling drives that constitute others. The questions that Nictzsche
appears to entertain at various times in his wrilings arc as follows: Can we formalize
at least some of these interactions? Is it possible to direct, organize, or at least
facilitate certain kinds of conflicts that would better yield an enhancement of the
human type? Rather than relinquishing development 1o mere reactive response 1o
environmental factors that threaten survival, might it be possible to effcel new
developments through the imposition of new interpretations? Can we, in any way,
direct the ends of the struggles that characlerize human cxistence?

Strange as the latier question may scem, 1 think this is precisely the idea that
Nictzsche entertains. The third cssay of the Genealogy is organized entircly around
aseries of case studics of the adoption of ascetic ideals. In asking the question ‘what
is the meaning of ascetic ideals?’, Nietzsche inquires into what we might call the
uscs and abuses of ascetic ideals for the production of types of humanity or forms
of life. He considers the way in which different interpretations effect — or, given the
revised description of cause and cffect outlined above, convey - different ways of
living, specifically in the cases of artists, philosophers, women, the ‘poorly
constituted’, pricsts and saints. He also considers how ascetic ideals 1ap ‘the active
and interpreting forces’ that characterize existence and bring about the possibility of
knowledge, of ‘secing something' (GM iii 12).2 What 1 am endeavouring to
identify as ‘gay science’ is tied up with Nictzsche's anticipation of a kind of
sclection that adapts Heraclitus” model of playful child, but in which human beings
take it upon themselves to create the conditions under which contests over the
meaning of humanity can arise.

Is it possible that human beings could actively affect the course of their organic
development? And, if so, could they, in effect, bring about a new species??* These
questions are at once tantalizing, if also bizarre and perhaps somewhat romantic,
They might also strike some readers as sitting uncasily with Nictzsche's critiques of
teleology and mechanism sketched above, namely his assertion that both vicwpoints
cither overtly or covertly postulate ends towards which human beings strive and in
light of which values arc fixed. In his Viroid Life. Keith Anscll Pearson asks: *In
sceking an alternative conception of “sclection” and “value” is Nictzsche not guilty
ol anthropomorphizing nature and life?"* As the standard for the future against
which Niclzsche compares previous accounts, Ansell Pearson alludes to the
following passage, which is most frequently cited by those scholars who have

.
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discussed Nietzsche'’s naturalism: ‘When will we complete our de-deification of
nature? When may we begin to “naturalize” humanity in terms of a pure, newly
discovered, newly redeemed nature?’ (GS 109). Anscll. P?arson, hlfc most others
reading this passage, emphasizes its appeal to ‘purity’, by which he means
uncorrupted by the prejudices and conceptual quagmires that are the legacy 91’
millennia of metaphysics. The account I shall offer below places tl)c emphasis
clsewhere: instead of centertaining how the naluralizali‘on 9f hun}amly becomes
purged of its deificd meanings, | consider the new meaning it acquires through the
redemption Nietzsche anticipates. ) .

Ansell Pearson argues at some length that N ielzschc's. al‘lcr'nam'fc' of will to power
‘looks decidedly awkward and hugely problematic. If it is 1Ilcgmmatg to suggest
that life and the universe manifest a desire or struggle for self-preservation, on what
basis, and with what legitimacy, can Nietzsche claim that the fundzupcnlz‘ll csscnee
of life is “will-to-power™? Is this also not an amhropomorphlsm? b An§cll
Pearson’s question is apropos. For if we are to shed the notion of the aggnl:subjccl
and if we arc to move beyond interpretations of the world aqd hupmm(y s .placc
within it as unfolding according to purposes conceived by an x!ucllxgcm designer,
then how can Nictzsche proposc replacing the old frameworks with one that appears
1o lead us further down these dangerous paths? Insofar as Nietzsche's account scems
1o infuse the world with intentions modelled on human volil_iqn and desires, docs he
not commit the very same errors he attributed to traditional lhcolo‘glcul‘qnd
metaphysical paradigms? Though Ansell Pcnrsgn claims lhu Nielzsche's pOSfll(’:n
appears to be more anthropomorphic than the views he criticizes, hc'argucs that ‘a
Deleuzian-inspired rcading of the will to power 'woul(.l point to its atiempt to
conccive reality in dynamical and processual terms in \.Nhl’Cl! the emphasis is placed
on acentered systems of forces, and in which “cvolution " is seen to la!cg place in
non-lincar terms without fidelity to the distinctions of specics and genus’.3 Thus it
becomes possible to move beyond ‘anthropo-centrism apd —morphism .....lhroug.h
an improper biology that is faithful to the complex, no.n-lmcar, and machu?nc/put.hlc
characler of “evolution™.?” Although I am sympathetic to Anscll Pearson’s project
and his effort to bring about some resolution to a fundamental tension in Nietzsche's
work, | wonder whether it is the only way to do so. It lcaves unanswcr.cd the
question of how Nictzsche might have regarded his own a.nthrop.omorphlsm.as
different from the kind that he criticized. Was he merely inconsistent, h(?ldlng
himself to standards different from those that informed his crithugs of others? Was
he blind to the degree to which his alternative concepts not only fmlqd to purge God
and theo-centric metaphysics from his reflections on nature? Or dnq he somcl])ow
think his own anthropomorphic view differed in kind from thosc it oppospd. It
scems to me that there is evidence for the latter position if we follow what Richard
Schacht calls Nictzsche's deployment of an ‘nmhropologicul. Oplic'.f“

The *anthropological optic’ facilitates what Schacht describes as the program (‘ﬂ‘
a de-deification and reinterpretation of ourselves and our world’. !t organizes ‘a
project of comprehending our nature und_p(?ssibilitics‘ on the basxs. of a humfm
perspective.? This is not to say that it is limited to reducing cverything to hun'mn
terms (as if such tcrms were fixed) or that it restricts |lsc!l to human ‘conccrn.s._lf
begins, of necessity, by inquiring about lhc.naturc of hl_jman being :md' its
possibilities for knowing. It advances a perspective on the basis of (that conception,
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and it remains open lo the possibility of other interpretations. It scems that
Nietzsche might be able to defend himself against the charge of anthropomorphism
by claiming that his own view is also informed by a more general conception of the
perspectival nature of human knowing; hence it offers a human perspective mindful
of the fact that other perspectives from other centres are not only possible but
perhaps also justified.

Although 1 think such a line of defence is possibly open to Nietzsche, 1 do not
think it will carry us the distance. If the same could be said of his adversaries (that
they, too, offer an account that stems from a human perspective), then their
anthropomorphism alone is not a sufficient ground for mounting a challenge against
them. Moreover, it is far from clear that Nictzsche could claim that there is any such
thing as a *human perspective’. If there are no fixed individuals and no subjects,
whence comes a species-specific perspective? 1 think the questions raised by
Nietzsche’s possible anthropomorphism bear significantly on the matter of how he
conceives the task of the philosopher and the relation between science and art, and
I shall argue below that Nietzsche's focus on the human stems from his conception
of the project of philosophy as redemptive. I shall now turn my attention to his effort
to exemplify that relation of science and art alongside the conception of redemption
outlined in Thus Spoke Zarathustra.

The Zarathustra Paradigm

In Thus Spoke Zarathustra Nietzsche aims to articulate an alternative way of
conceiving what a human being is, how it develops, and how such conceptions
might be relevant for reflections on the aims of hunwnity as such. In the chapter
entitled ‘On Self-Overcoming’, Nietzsche claborates for the first time his idea that
all existence is characterized by will to power. Zarathustra’s speech is addressed to
those ‘who are wisest” and the ‘lover of truth’. One of the aims of the speech is to
reveal what lies behind the love of wisdom, to read the pursuit of philosophy as an
cxpression of will to power. The desire to render iniclligible what is true, good and
real is described as a manifestation of will that ultimately sccks power. Will to
power is conceived as the ‘unexhausted procreative will of lite’. Deploying
quintessentially Heraclitean metaphors - such as the river of becoming and the play
of the world - Zarathustra makes scveral points about life and the nature of all
organisms, claiming. ‘Where I found a living creature, there [ found will to power®
(Z ii *Sclf-Overcoming’).

Zarathustra observes that life as will 1o power cstablishes a dynamic of
commanding and obeying: all living beings strive to dominate others or are
enslaved. What all life secks — whether ruler or ruled - is the pleasure of power
unfolding: *The will of the weaker persuades it to serve the stronger; its will wants
(o be master over those weaker still: this delight alone it is unwilling to forgo’ (Z i
*Sclf-Overcoming’). Even what could be considered the greatest will yield, will risk
itself for the sake of power. The dynamic of commanding and obeying that
constitutes life as will to power is also one of creation and re-creation. Much like
the victor in a contest who aims not only lo win according to the standards of
judgement that are derived from the results of previous outcomes but rather to serve
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as the standard bearer of excellence, the ‘greatest’ must also risk its entitlement 10
the law. It secks legislation of the norm and all that is relative to it in order to have
cven grealer opportunitics to express that will. The dynamic of life incorporates
mutual striving, contextualized valuation and chance - the very clements Nietzsche
identifies with the contest. The process does not simply characterize discrete
relations. Life itself whispers in Zarathustra's car that it is *that which must always
overcome itself . Everything is connccted in the paradigm of self-overcoming.

And it is within this paradigm that Nictzsche’s Zarathustra offers an alternative
account of redemption, one that | think Nietzsche alrcady has in mind in the passage
from The Gay Science cited above in the discussion of whether Nictzsche's
anthropomorphism is contrary to his project of de-deifying nature (GS 109). The
Ubermensch, or the ‘overcoming being’, that Zarathustra anticipates does not
become the mcasure of all things, but it docs entail an activity of csteeming, of
willing, that aims at determining value. The project is envisaged as redemptive since
it secks to replace or restamp the values that have been held hitherto. A particularly
curious feature of Zarathustra’s conception of redemption is that it is organized, at
least partially, in terms of the past: ‘Al “it was™ is a fragment, a riddle, a dreadful
chance - until the creative will says to it: “But I willed it thus!™” Until the creative
will says to it, “But T will it thus! Thus shall T will it"* (Z ii ‘Redemption’),
Zarathustra's redemplion takes the form of a creative retrospective willing. One
wills the past as if it were onc’s own responsibility, as if it were the result of one’s
own willing it to be so. This is not merely reconciliation with the past or passive
acceptunce of what has transpired: rather, it is at lcast partially reconstituting the
past along the lines of that which one affirms. Thus, the past becomes one’s own
insofar as the significances and relations that serve as the bases for value become
essentially relaled to one's own perspective. A perspective stemming from a past
that has been reconstituted polentially revises or reorients future interpretations.

This is a goal that is quite differcnt from a mode) of perfection offered as that for
which onc ought to strive. Zarathustra’s conception of the ‘comprehensive soul’
further illustrates how his alternative conception of development is deployed in his
vision of the being engaged in overcoming. Nictzsche describes it as “the soul that
has the longest ladder and reaches down the deepest’s; it “can run and stray and roam
farthest within itself’ (Z iii *0ld and New Tablets’). It enjoys ‘the high body,
beautiful, triumphant, refreshing, around which cverything becomes a mirror’ (Z iii
“Three Evil Things'). Everything mirrors it not because it has become thoroughly
self-absorbed but, rather, because it has become aware of itself as an overcoming-
being which is constituted in an ongoing struggle of forces, just as the rest of lifc is.
Thus, ‘out of sheer joy' it *plunges itself into chance’. [t challenges itself: it risks
itself. It is the soul, ‘which, having being, dives into becoming; the soul which Jas,
but wants to want and will; the soul which flees itself and catches up with itself in
the widest circle; the wisest soul, which folly exhorts most sweetly: the soul which
loves itself most, in which all things have their sweep and counter-sweep and cbb
and flood’ (Z iii ‘Old and New Tablets’).

Nietzsche's agonized naturalism conceives of all existence as embroiled in a
relation of struggle and becoming, manifesting both *purpose and opposition to
purposes’. Creation ncither aims at a single goal nor operates as a complex, well-
ordered muchine - its paths are crooked, its particular outcomes undecidable in
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advance, and its growth and decay irregular. It is conflicted, contentious striving,
creation and recreation, exuberance and exhaustion.

What is true of creation in the natural world abides in the realm of morals: ‘out
of this valuation itsclf speaks — will to power?” (Z ii *Of Self-Overcoming'). What is
esteemed as good or reviled as cvil is also drawn up in this process of struggle and
becoming. As such, good and cvil, too, are always overcoming themselves. In this
context, the process of valuation is understood as a form of violence, in that it
ncgates, cancels, rejects and expunges previous values and valuations, and yet it
produces a kind of strength. Thus ‘Life’ itself, which secks strength or power, can
imaginc this particular sort of destruction as ultimately creative: for it is essentially
an cngagement of regenerative energy, a kind of poeisis - or poetry, perhaps — of
existence. It is his gay - artistic, graceful, free - scicnce, which takes the form of a
poeisis both informed by, and itself giving form to, the principles of physis. It is
what Nietzsche means when he speaks of looking at science from the pcrsf;cctivc of
the anist (BT *Self-Criticism’ 2). But what is involved in adopting this viewpoint,
and what arc its consequences?

Gay Science

By way of conclusion, | wish to draw on one example that is offered in section 12
of the second cssay of On the Genealogy of Morals. There Niclzsche entertains the
possibility of at lcast some sort of conscious participation in directing will to power,
and it is in such activity that agonal wisdom seems to exercisc ils greatest potential
for him. In this passage, in which he famously argues that development is the history
of struggles, Nictzsche explains how his model differs from contemporary
mechanistic theories. Entitics conceived in this way - in the same way that *Life’
depicts existence in Zarathustra — manifest ‘purposcs and utilities ... only as signs
that a will to power has become master of something less powerful and imposed
upon it the character of a function’. Rather than understanding a being’s
development as unfolding in light of a single or specific goal or in accordance with
a system of universal laws, the joints of growth and change exhibit *a continuous
sign-chain’ of becoming, a set of orientations that bear out the plurality of possible
directions of will 1o power. Hence, a unificd set of causal relations cannot be
assumed. Change is more subject to the vicissitudes of chance — the product of risk
involved in striving, agonistic interaction of forces — than a progression towards a
goal or the unfolding of a logical, systematic order. For any given entity, Nictzsche
writes, ‘the form is fluid; the “meaning™ is even more so’ (GM iii 12).

If development is thus conccived, Nietzsche thinks, the meaning of something is
always up for grabs at any given moment. Every link in the ‘sign-chain® is marked
by the emergence of a new dominant force that impresses upon. directs and orients
a new meaning (that is, a new manifestation of will, its ‘perspective’); such is its
prerogative. Even within organisms, the parts are similarly engaged in a process of
struggle and becoming. Each takes on the character of risk and potential perishing,
in exactly the same way that the activity of self-overcoming is described in
Zarathustra:
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It is not 100 much to say that cven a partial dimination of wtility, an atrophying and
degencration, a loss of meaning and purposivencss — in shor, death - is among the
conditions of an actual progressus, which always appears in the shape of a will and way
10 greater power and is always carricd through at the expense of aumerous smaller
powers. (GM iii 12)

That sacrifice, the magnitude of what is surpassed, Nietzsche suggests, might even
serve as a standard of measure for the growth of something greater.™

Rather than pursuing a scicnce that investigates what arc hypothesized as
automatic adaptive responses to changes in the envirommient governed by laws,
Nictzsche questions whether and how one might effect an advance in the human
species as such. He does not advocate a cugenics that aims at an improvement of the
same and dirccts change along the lines of what is considered as betier relative to
current prevailing norms and values. Instead, we might describe Nictzsche's project
as a kind of pragmatic axiology. How does *human being® acquire its value? How
can that value be transformed and maximized? What would constitute an advance in
the meaning of human existence as such? The answers to these questions remain
largely undetermined for Nictzsche, but he belicves that answering them requires an
act of will, a kind of legislation, and the scicnce of that has yet (o be developed.
Nictzsche claims the initiation of that task for himself. His gay science aims to
replace the concept of development as adaptation with that of shaping orientations
- new gouls and ends — by the creation of new interpretations.

Ultimately, what Nictzsche envisages is an integrative mode of philosophizing
in which the language of cvolutionary science (for example. adaptation,
development and so on®') is mapped on to, and appropriated for, his project of the
poctic transformation of the meaning and making of humanity. Nictzsche's ideas
about transformation, incorporation and expulsion are informed by rescarches into
physiological/biological processes.’? He imagines transformative conceptual
unification as wedding the fruits of various scientific disciplines and approaches.
Such conceptual development - the creation and offering of “many kinds of
causality’. as Nictzsche puts it in Beyond Good and Evil - is what philosophy
brings 10 the t1able. Nictzsche conceives this process as having its hand in poctry or
art because it issues not merely from the empirical sciences themsclves — although
it is. as Nictzsche's own efforts attest, informed by them - but rather from a kind
of speculative projection. Nictzsche’s future philosophy as gay science advances
kind of conceptual poctry whereby scientific inquiry is oriented in such a way as
to promote an integrative understanding and the cstimation of the value of such
investigations. It is animated by an inventive spirit that creates concepts that dcliver
to scientific pursuits the forms of thinking and conceptual formations that set their
rescarches in motion and that supply the paradigms that make new discoveries
possible. A gay science, thus conceived, strives 1o be cven more *honest’ than
mechanistic science, although it takes its lead to some extent from that approach as
it strives to wriggle out from under the influcnce of morality. It lies between, rather
than beyond, mechanism and teleology, as it preserves the problem of the need to
offer an account of apparent purposivencss which both perspectives aim (o address.
And gay °science’ is not quite science - or, it is perhaps at least more art than
scicnee - since it is pursued mindful of its potency as an art of interpretation (GM
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*‘Preface’ 8). Gay science is at the same time an art of transfiguration (GS *Sccond
Preface’ 3) - it potentially plays a roie in reshaping (reforming or reconstituting,
not merely reinterpreting) both the objects of its inquiry and the inquirers
themsclves.
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considering this idca at greater length, Is this anticipated overcoming of the habit of the
human intended 1o introduce a new habit, or, in the course of overcoming the habit of
being human, does one strive to overcome habituation itself? If the Jauer, the
Ubermensch as the form of lifc on the developmental horizon would not be a new
species, but it would not be human either.
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translation emended). Such a reading stands in stark’ contrast with those who see
Nictzsche here embracing the sacrifice of great masses of (presumably less worthy)
people for the sake ol their noble betters. Whether and how such a sacrifice. in the
inlerest of genuine advancement or evolution, might be effected is considered in This
Spoke Zarathustra: "All beings so far have created something beyond themselves: and do
you want (o be the ebb of this great flood ...?7" (Z *Prologuc’ 3).
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Chapter 9

Nietzsche’s Conceptual Chemistry

Duncan Large

In the section of Ecce Homeo devoied 1o a retrospective appraisal of Human, All Too
Human, Nietzsche uses the opening paragraphs for an account of the genesis of the
book, which he calls, at the outset, ‘the memorial of a crisis’ (EH ‘Human, All Too
Human’ 1). The crisis to which he is referring is, of course, his break with Wagner,
which he dramatizes here as having been ‘precipitated” by his disgust at the
inaugural Bayreuth Festival of August 1876. In paragraph 3 of this scction, though,
he admits that, around this time, he was plunged into a more serious existential crisis
which led him to question not just his relation to Wagner. but all that he had been
doing in his intcllectual and professional life over the previous decade. Impatient
with himsclf and with his floundering among philological ‘idealitics’. he was
overcome by a longing for ‘realitics’, he tells us, and describes how he roused
himself from his ten-year philological slumber when *[a] downright burning thirst
scized hold of me: thenceforward [ pursued in fact nothing other than physiology,
medicine and natural science’ (EH *Human, All Too Human' 3).

From the point of view of anyonc interesied in cxamining Niclzsche's relation to
science, this hyperbolic claim is a key passage in his writings. It betokens onc of
those periodic occasions in Nietzsche's carcer when he takes stock and expresses an
uncase about his own ‘calling” (Beruf), wondering whether he ought not peshaps to
be doing somcthing more meaningful than lecturing on Classics in Basle and
wriling books that no-one reads. For those who have rcad Nictzsche's books,
though, this passage is intended as an explanation of how he came to write a book
~ Human, All Too Human, together with its “supplements’ the Assorted Opinions
and Maxims and The Wanderer and His Shadow — which is so very different from
what had gone before (The Birth of Tragedy and the Untimely Meditations), a
difference which is announced programmatically in the very opening paragraph of
the 1878 texi, entitled ‘Chemistry of Concepts and Sensations® (HIH 1).

Itis from this paragraph that 1 have derived my title. and my aim in this chapter
is a very straightforward one, namely to examine the role - or at least a few aspects
of the role - that chemistry plays in Nietzsche's thinking, sct against the backdrop
of his ambivalent relation to the natural sciences in general. For it is surcly
significant thai, from the list of *physiology, medicine and natural science’ which
Nictzsche gives us in Ecce Homo, he should actually choose chemistry as his
cmblematic scicntific discipline here, as a cure for Wagnerism and for his carlicr
metaphysical cxcesses. 1 wani, then, to examine what Nictzsche means by
‘chemistry’: what it represents to him, and why he should thercfore choose it above
other scientific disciplines ~ not only here — as representative of his own method.
Analyses of Nictzsche's relation 1o the natural sciences have tended 1o focus on
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other disciplines, with a concentration on physics or medicine, physiology and the
life sciences.! This is hardly surprising since these are the areas in which Nietzsche
read the most and which can be scen perhaps to have the greatest impact on his
intellectual development:? in fact, the most sustained treatment of my theme -
Alwin Mittasch’s pamphlet Friedrich Nietzsches Stellung zur Chemie - dates back
to 1944, My argument will be that Nictzsche’s relation to chemistry has been
insufficiently addressed so far, and that his apparcntly sudden cathusiasm for
chemistry in Human. All Too Human must be appreciated in the context of a
preoccupation with the subject which, in fact, spans his intellectual carecr, for
chemistry surfaces at strategic moments as a recurrent theme in Nictzsche's
writings.

The passage in Ecce Homo in which Nietzsche describes his 1876 crisis actually
mirrors very closcly his assessment of an carlicr crisis, namely the moment of
decision he faced in January 1869 on hearing of his impending clection to the chair
of Classical Philology in Basle - at precisely the point when it scems he was
beginning to despair of philology altogether, after years as a star pupil (in Classics,
at least) at Schulpforta and under Ritschl’s supervision in Bonn and Leipzig. In a
letter of January 1869 to his close friend Erwin Rohde, Nictzsche, reflecting wryly
on the vicissitudes of fate, breaks the news that has just intervened to dash their
common ‘drcams of a Parisian future’: ‘just last week | was going to write to you
and suggest that we study chemistry together, that we throw philology where it
belongs, among the houschold effects of our forcfathers' (KGB 172, 16 January
1869). Even before Nictzsche's professional philological career gets under way,
then, he is conceiving of philology and chemistry as contrasting - if not opposing -
modes of cxistential possibility, of ‘Philologie und Chemic im Kampfe’,* and he is
tempted by the later’s seductive lure. Steffen Dietzsch, writing on ‘Nietzsches
franzésischer Traum', refers to this letter of 1869 as onc of the frequent instances of
Nietzsche’s beguilement by the possibilities of Paris, a city he never actually
managed to visit but which - all the more so for that rcason - exercised a persistent
and powerful influence on his philosophical imagination,® but it scems to me that
one can just as well trcat this episode as excmplifying *Nietzsches chemischer
Traum’, too. Nietzsche's knowledge of chemistry up to this point may have been
very slender indeed, and his reading in chemistry always lagged behind his reading
in other natural scientific disciplines, yet however hare-brained and abortive this
1869 scheme of studying chemistry in Paris may sound, the fact that he should
cntertain the notion at all undoubtedly betokens a strong interest in chemistry, at
least in principle — on the level of a desire for an alternative mode of existence which
Nietzsche subsequently fulfils, [ want to argue, by more indircct and metaphorical
means.

In commenting on this same episode of 1869, Mittasch muses: ‘what if Nieizsche
had carried out his plan [perhaps one should say, the aspect of his plan which
Mittasch takes as relevant] and begun studying chemistry, for instance with O.L.
Erdmann and H. Kolbe in Leipzig: would we be counting him nowadays among our
great German chemists?* In his conclusion, Miltasch goes some way towards
answering this question when he remarks: *There can hardly be a similar casc in the
history of natural philosophy, of a thinker with so little detailed knowledge of
chemistry advancing to such far-reaching reflections on the basic questions of
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chemistry.’? This may sound to us now like some rather special pleading for a
thinker who, as Mittasch admits, was in matters chemical little more than a talented
dilettantc; however, my concern is not to arguc the merits of Niclzsc_hc's
contribution to chemical thought, but rather to analysc the contribution of chemistry
to his thought. For Nictzsche did not throw in philology and pursuc a carcer in
chemistry, of course; instcad, he took up the post in Basle and published The Birth
of Tragedy, to which 1 want now 1o turn.

Nietzsche’s Critique of Wissenschaft

In the light of Nictzsche’s abortive plan to abandon philology ?n favou‘r 0( chemistry
it is perhaps surprising that only three years later his first major publication should
problematize Wissenschaft to such a degree. Indeed, when he comes lo r_cqssc.’ss‘th.c
book in the preface to the second edition of 1886, ‘Attempt at a Sclf-Criticism’, it is
this aspect that he chooses to stress, indulging in what we might now call an
interesting picce of *spin doctoring’ after the event. For, as he casts his cye back over
his first-born of 14 years previously, he deliberately recasts his whole endeavour -
a book which concerns itself so centrally with problems of acsthetics and the
*eternal acsthetic justification’ of the world - as a problematization of Wissc;wc.haﬂ:
‘What [ then got hold of ... - today I should say that it was the problem of science
[ Wissenschaft] itself* (BT *Self-Criticism’ 2; cf. GM iii 25). An important point to
bear in mind liere, of course — as ever when Nictzsche thematizes Wissenschaft — is
its broad, more generic semantic ficld in the German language in contrast to the
narrower, more technical sense of the English translation, ‘science’. Nietzsche
associates Wissenschaft, naturally cnough, with Wissen. knowledge and the process
of cognition in general — thus in The Antichrist he is ablc 1o interpret the drama in
the Garden of Eden as hinging on the acquisition of Wissenschaft (A 48), and back
in The Birth of Tragedy Wissenschaft is treated as just another compound ‘from
Wissen, cognate with the Wissenspyramide der Gegenwart (BT 15: ‘pyramid of
knowledge in our own time') or such concepts as Wissensmeer (BT 18: “occan of
knowledge') and Wissenskuluur (BT 18: ‘intellectual culture’) - all the produ.cls (‘)f
man’s Wissensgier (BT 15: *hunger for knowledge’) which finds its summation in
the Wissenstrieb (BT 18: ‘drive for knowledge’) of Goethe's Faust.

In The Birth of Tragedy it is Socrates who is the archetypal Wissenschaftler and
villain of the picce: Socrates is the “Mystagog der Wissenschaft’ (.BT 15:
‘mystagoguc of science’), the embodiment of hypertrophicd reason. As Nictzsche
writes in a contemporary notcbook: ‘In Socrates the principle of science
| Wissenschaft] forces its way in’ (KSA 7, 1(27]). The problem that scts in \.m!h
Socrates, Nictzsche argues here ~ ‘The Problem of Socrates’, as hc.WIll.pu_l itin
Twilight of the ldols - is that thought begins to get idcas above its station: it aims at
universality and belicves it can ‘fathom the nature of things® (B7 15), which lcads to
what Nietzsche considers an insidiously optimistic belicf in progress that he
condemns as a form of escapism, an evasion of the fundamentally Schopenhaucrian,
pessimistic truth of the gravity and senselessness of existence. As he puls it in the
‘Attempt at a Self-Criticism’, ‘s scientificity [Wissenschaftlichkeit] pechaps merely
a fear and cvasion of pessmism?” (BT ‘Sclf-Criticism’ 1).
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The pernjcious influence of Socrates, the ‘theoretical man’ par excellence, still
persists in our contemporary age in the person of the academic scholar (Gelehrier),
Nietzsche argues in scction 18 of The Birth of Tragedy, and the scholar is a type
whom he will continue to hound relentlessly in later texts. In the second Untimely
Meditation the target is academic historians; in Beyvond Good and Evil he devotes an
centire division, ‘We Scholars’, to the problem of ‘the scholar, the average man of
science’ (BGE 206), at the same time explicitly declaring his own interest by his use
of the first person plural. The polemic continues in On the Genealogy of Morals
(GM iii 23-25), and right up to Ecce Homo, where he compares the scholar 1o a
match which has to be rubbed against something in order to catch light: ‘The scholar
... replies 1o a stimulus (- a thought he has read) when he thinks - finally he docs
nothing but react’ (EH ‘Clever® 8). For Nictzsche, then, scholarly ‘activily’ is but
‘reactivity’, and the scholar’s ideal of ‘objectivity’ is merely an ‘indifference
behaving objectively® (HL 6). This sense of indifference is for Nictzsche but typical
of his wissenschafilich age which is indifferent to values in general and lacks the
stamp of any personal style. [t is an age which he condemns as nihilistic, as unable
1o believe in the values it had previously held (KSA 12, 5[711]) ~ an age which, to
usc onc of Nictzsche's favourite criteria, lacks rasie and finds all previous values
merely insipid.

‘Chemistry of Concepts and Sensations’: Sublimation

Niclzsche's recipe for bringing cxcitement and, above all, discrimination back to the
jaded European palate tums out, at first sight paradoxically, to have the natural
scicnces as its main ingredient. In his writings after The Birth of Tragedy and the
Untimely Meditations \here comes a distinct cacsura and a reoricnlation in his
philosophy which has a rchabilitation of science as onc of its main features - in an
1877 notebook he even quotes Socrates repeatedly with approval: ‘People who have
no scientific culiure are tatking through their hats when they discourse on serious,
weighty matters, and are presumptuous. Socrates is still right® (KSA 8, 23]17]; cf.
23[121]).¢ Ecce Homo dramatizes the shift, as we have scen, as an aspect of
Nictzsche's disaffection with Wagner and with the *crudition’ (Gelehrsamkeir) of his
profession. The picture is rather more complicated than this account of a simple,
catastrophic conversion would suggest, though, on the one hand, even in the carly
1870s - and largely in connection with the course of Jectures he gave in 1873 on the
‘pre-Platonic’ philosophers and their scicnce,’ as Schlechta and Anders showed in
1962 through an examination of the books he borrowed from the University Library
in Basle, ordered from his bookseller and so on'® ~ Nictzsche was keeping himscll
informed about contemporary developments in the natural sciences. On the other
hand, he refused to embrace the natural sciences uncritically even after this supposed
*wrn’, for even in the 1880s there are stitl what he refers to in a note as “the nihilistic
conscquences of present-day natural science’ (KSA 12, 2[127]) to be reckoned with,
and as Gilies Deleuze highlights, what Nietzsche objects o is contemporary
science’s reduction of differences: ‘the scientific mania for sceking balances, the
utilitarianism and egalitarianism proper to science’.!! This ‘mania’ shows itself in
the shape of three closcly allied scientific phenomena which Nictzsche continucs to
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isolate and attack — logical identity, mathematical cquation and physical cquilibrium
— all of which smack, to him, of nihilism (the nihilistic reduction of difference). l.n
the third essay of the Genealogy. science is found to be in the scrvice of the ascetic
ideal, and here post-Copernican astronomy is in the dock as a paradigm case of
man’s ‘will to self-belittlement’, as having a ‘humiliating and degrading effect’ (GM
iii 25).

In response to the nihilism of logic, mathematics, physics and astronomy, then,
Nictzsche holds up chemistry as the great restorer of differences. The first cvidence
of this shift is revealed to the public from the very beginning of Human, All Too
Human, where *Chemistry of Concepts and Scnsations’ is positioned as the t?xrsl
paragraph and thus given programmatic significance. In place f)f ‘melaphysgcal
philosophy’, Nictzsche argues here, what is requircd is a new kind of ‘hlslo.ncal
philosophy ... which can no longer be separated from natural scu:pcc'. a ‘chemistry
of concepts and sensations’ to teach us that there is no such thing as ‘uncgoisc
action’, for cxample, just as thc Kantian notion of ‘completcly dxsmlcrcslc_d
contemplation' is also an illusion: ‘both arc only sublimations [Sublimierungen), in
which the basic clement seems almost to have dispersed and reveals itsclf only
under the most painstaking observation®. Nictzsche continues:

All we require, and what can be given us only now the individual sciqnccs havc'auaincd
their present level, is a chemistry of the moral, religious and acsthetic conceptions and
sensations, likewise of all the agitations we cxperience within ourseves In culwral and
social intercourse, and indeed even when we are alone. (HH 1)

At the outset of Human, All Too Human, then, Nietzsche revalues thc; patqral
scicnces positively, at the same time differentiating between them z!nd pnv:lqgmg
chemistry, the scicnce of selection, as the select science. Plulusoph_:c:.ll chemistry,
for Nictzsche. is an answer to grand scicntific abstractions, for it is a critical,
analytical and, above all, diffcrentiating scicnce which establishes and cxplprcs
minute transmutations — Peter Heller describes Nictzsche's conceplion of chemistry
here as a ‘doctrine of transformations’.'? Nictzsche associates chemistry with the
kind of genealogical ‘questions about descent and bcginnings"which: hc. argues,
humanity is all too keen to repress, and with his new mc_lhod heis secl'ur.xg in effect
to practise a kind of inverted conceptual alchemy, revealing the basc origins o!" whz‘n
otherwise passes for gold: ‘what if this chemistry gave the rcsull.thal cven in this
arca [of culture and society] the most splendid colours are obtained from lowly,
indeed despised materials?'13

The message of this (al)chemical manifesto is that contradictions are to be scen
as sublimations rather than opposites — Nictzsche's chemical “principle of the
excluded middle’ is far preferable to the logical one, for it privileges becoming over
being and cmphasizes the contiguity of the two “opposite’ poles, as well as the
reversibility of the operation which mediates between them. The suppo.?cd
opposition which Nietzsche is most keen to deconstruct is, of course, that which
dctermines moral judgements, the opposition between ‘good’ and “evil’. The next
division of Human, All Teo Human, *On the History of the Moral Sensations’, §hows
him already beginning to put his new principles into practice with a discussion of
the “Twofold Prchistory of Good and Evil' (HH 45), and it finishes with a passage
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stressing that *between good and evil actions there is no difference in kind, but at
the most one of degree. Good actions are sublimated [sublimicrie] evil ones: evil
actions are coarsened, brutalized good ones’ (HH 107). Itis in the first essay of the
Genealogy that this insight is given its fullest development. with the twin
oppositions of “good and cvil', *good and bad’ being analysed out as sublimations
of power relationships: in the second essay Nictzsche then produces his most

sustained analysis of the phenomenon of sublimation. treating the manifestations of

*higher culture’ as so many *sublimation(s] and subtilization{s]" of cruelty (GM i 7).

‘Gay Science’

Almost 30 years before Freud, then, Nictzsche is using a notion of “sublimation’
which systematically reduces sociocultural, political and psychic cvents 1o steps in

a chemical process.™ (At the same time, of course, it still resonates with echoes of

the acsthetic sublime. which it subtly subverts.) The term “sublimation® is.
morcover, just one salient example of the chemical idiom which Nictzsche adopts.
and which is also in evidence, | would argue. when he talks of the “reactivity” of the
scholar, when he analyses the process of contemporary cultural “dissolution”
(Auflosung: BGE 200; KSA 12, 5|71]), or proposes the “Tormula (Formel] for my
happiness” (77 *Maxims™ 44; A 1). Nictzsche's use of chemical formulations (or
formulac} in his preseriptions itself undergoces a transformation, although. I want 0
suggest that whereas in the first section of Human, All Too Human (1878) he scts
out his new chemical principle programmatically in a manifesto for a new method
of philosophical analvsis. by the time of The Gay Science (1882) he has worked out
a powerful corollary which involves switching from the metaphor of chemical
analysis 1o that of chemical synthesis as a metaphor for a lived philosophy of
existential responsiveness and artistic creativity in the laboratory of the world (A:SA
13. 1518]).

Nictzsche's “gay science” is an implicit ‘existential imperative®, 10 borrow Bernd
Magnus’s phrase:'™s in The Gay Science itsell we are urged. as free spirits, to take
risks and (o “live dangerously® (GS 335): in the preface to the second edition of
Human, All too Human, written in 1886, we find ourselves heing enjoined 1o live
life resolutely. ‘experimentally’ (HH *Preface” 4: of. D 432). As an ‘experimental
philosephy’ (KSA 13, 16|32|). then, Nictzsche's affirmative philosophy of heroic
amor fati in the 1880s still derives its methodology (rom the scientific laboratory.
and the superiority of the natural sciences over other Wissenschaften in respeet of
this experimentalism is particularly evident from a juxtaposition in the third essay
of the Genealogy, Here the legitimation crisis ol Wissenschaft = which is denounced
as a “means of self-narcosis’ because it still pursues truth rather than pursuing the
more adventurous “truth” of the Assassins, the true free spirits, that “nothing is truc,
cverything is permitted” (GM i 24) - is itsell presented by Nictzsche in
experimental. *free spirit” mode: *the value of truth must for once be experimentally
called into question” (GM 1ii 24).

The continued importance of *philosophical chemistry” 1o Nictzsche even in 1888
is_attested to by his returning (o rework the Human, All Too Human passage on
*Chemistry of Concepts and Sensations” in the January of that year (KSA 14, p. 119),
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grafting on some of the new positions typical of his later philosophy. He is more
extreme now about how his “historical philosophy® is ‘an inverted .I:l.:ng(’keljrtvl
philosophy’. how it has no traces of a (Kantian) “An-sich’ hgl is explicitly Elclmcd
as a ctrue philtosophy of becoming’ (‘cigentliche I’Iu'la.\‘upln.('. flc'.v Werdens™). as @
‘chemistry of basic concepts [Chemie der Gnuu!lwgr:_[/v} .oy Lhese lmlf:r
presupposed as having become and still becoming”. In general, Nxclz:scllc now grafls
on his mature perspectivistic position and supplements l'hc ghcnncul vocabulary
with metaphors drawn from optics, psychology and medicine in order to produce a
more composite *rescarch methodology’ (Methodik der Forschung).

Conclusion

It is nevertheless clear that the premises incorporated in lhf: *‘chemical manifesto® of
ten years previously remain fundamental to |li.\\ll'|i!lkmg. 5md ulll)nugh other
scientific vocabularies may have come to the fore in the intervening years —
Mazzino Montinari writes of the *walt of hospital air’ that emerges from 7\\‘!’.1.14/" :':j
the Idols, for example.* and Michel Serres, in similar vein. writes of thc,nnuscpllc
archness of The Antichrist'? = the persistence of a strain ol what [ am calling
‘conceptual chemistry’ in Nictzsche’s writings is not to be overlooked. Nictzsche
may not have read as much on the subject as he did on many olhn.:rs. but .lllul duc.s"
not prevent him drawing on the metaphorical resources (?i a science of
transformations” at various key points, justas Friedrich Schlegel (in the /\'Ih(’l‘l(lllll'l.\'-
Fragmente) or, more pertinently in a Nictzschean context. Gocthe (in !;I('('Nl:l'
Affinities) had before him. In the end. then (and pace Mlll:lhc!l), *Nictzsche's
conceptual chemistry” is evidence less of a preoccupation with cul'nng-cdgc nzmxr;.ﬂ
scientific debate than with the = by now Jong-established — philosophico-poctic
potential of transmuting the concepts of chemistry themselves into metaphors.
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Chapter 10

Wonder, Science and the
Voice of Philosophy

Tracy B. Strong

Vicle versuchen wmsonst das Freadigste freudig o sagen
Hicr spricit endlich ex i hier in der Traver sich aus.

Many endeavoured in vain joyfully 10 speak protfoundest joy:
Here at Tast in the teagic, | see it expressed. (Holderding Sophacles))

The Birth of Tragedy and the source of philosophy

In the Poetics. Aristotle had Famously argued that the high point of ragedy was the
moment ol anagnorisis, the moment at which the protagonist recognizes himself for
what he is. Thus, in the Oediptes Tvrannos, this moment of insight is the catalyst that
leads Ocdipus to blind himsell. We can be known to ourselves, Aristotle scems (o
argue. and the purpose of tragedy is o produce self-knowledge. Nictzsche. also
fumously. had noted in the preface to the Genealagy that “we are unknown (o
ounsclves, we seekers of knowledge™ (GA “Preface” 1) This is i claim, | believe and
have argued. not that we should come (o “know ourselves.” but that claims to sell-
knowledge are in the end selt-deteating and that the purpose of philosophy shoudd
not be sclf-knowledge if by sell-knowledge we mean the sclf knowing the self. If
knowledge is perspectival, as Nictzsche avers, then this means at least that final and
delinitive knowledge of onesell — of one's identity, as we call it — is not only not
possible but that the attempt to pursue it will be harmlul. even nililistic. Philosophy.
as we shall see, requires and produces acknowledgement rather than knowledge -
that is, it requires others and neither a tacit nor an explicit positing of a privileged
position. All is maculate.

In the end - or at the beginning — the main focus of The Birth of Tragedy is not
Wagner but Aristotle. In The Gay Science, Nielzsche notes that Aristotle certainly
*did not hit the nail on the head when he discussed the ultimate end of Greek
tragedy” (GS 80). Arguing in The Birth of Tragedy against the centrality of the idea
ol katharsis Tor the tragic, he claims rather that wagedy produces Verwandlung
(ransformation) or Verkléirung (transfiguration) and nor (self=jrecognition:? the self
is not found but achicved: the picture is not that of turning around but of o path, For
Nictzsche, successful tragedy constitutes the scaling of a change not so much in
what one is, but in the naturalness by which one is able 1o deal in one’s life and
history with the historically evolving conditions (hat affect a culure (see. for
example, PTA 1),
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