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Lecturer: Dr Christopher Jay
Email: christopher.jay@york.ac.uk
Office Hours: Wednesdays, 11.30-1pm (book an appointment here, and I will send a Zoom meeting invitation)

Lectures: Available on the VLE (released by Fridays the week before seminars, e.g. lectures relating to Week 2 seminars are released by Friday of Week 1)
Seminars: Check timetable



I agree with a remark made by Michele Foucault in a late interview, that there is no single Nietzscheism, and that the right question to ask is “what serious use can Nietzsche be put to?”
Bernard Williams[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Williams, ‘Nietzsche’s Minimalist Moral Psychology’ in The Sense of the Past (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press), p. 300.] 



Foucault’s question is an important one: what serious use can Nietzsche’s work be put to? Can it be studied as a source of philosophical truths, giving us answers to philosophical questions about free will, morality, history and culture? If so, does he actually reveal any philosophical truths? Are his arguments any good? Does he even have arguments to offer? Can he instead be regarded as a psychologist who diagnoses for us the – largely hidden – causes and character of our ideas? If so, is he any good as a psychologist? Is he a story teller who can provoke us out of our complacency and towards greater things, regardless of the truth of his stories? Can he be an exemplar of the free thinker, unbound by the constraints of fashion and popular prejudice, admirable for his intellectual integrity? Or is he a warning from history of what can happen when a person gives free reign to their prejudices at the expense of intellectual discipline? He has been read in all of these ways, and more. 
Nietzsche is a writer who, perhaps more than any other we have in the ‘canon’ of standardly read works, explicitly and constantly poses question to his readers about how he is to be understood, challenging us to work to understand him, interpreting him rather than simply reading his meaning straight from the page. He lays down the gauntlet in several texts, telling us more or less explicitly that he demands effort of his readers, and that he is not writing in order to be understood easily. But understanding what Nietzsche was trying to say is only half of the task ahead of us – we must also decide, as Foucault said, what we are going to do with what we have been told. We might believe it, reject it as unsound, embrace it as a useful fiction, use it as the key to unlock something Nietzsche did not intend to be telling us about – or ignore it.
Why do these choices press upon us more heavily when reading and thinking about Nietzsche than they do when reading Descartes, Kripke or Plato – or almost any other philosopher who regularly gets studied in UK undergraduate philosophy programmes? Nietzsche is not unique in posing questions for us – wittingly and unwittingly – about how to understand him and what use to put his work to; but to an extremely unusual extent, Nietzsche resists easy classification as any particular thing. That is not because (like Leibniz, for example) he pursued interests in a wide variety of fields, producing lots of different kinds of texts. It is because in each text he wrote, Nietzsche’s voice and intentions are hidden below layers of irony, humour, anger, sarcasm, joy and literary pretention, to the extent that more or less any given passage can be read in a variety of ways, depending upon the weight given in each case to the various elements of what is going on. 
Walter Kaufmann’s classic study of Nietzsche is called Nietzsche: Philosopher, Psychologist, Antichrist, and whilst nobody seriously suggests that Nietzsche was the devil, the ‘antichrist’ epithet is taken from the title of one of Nietzsche’s own works, and reflects the glee with which Nietzsche pricked the established morality and church of Christian Europe. (Nietzsche himself tended to prefer the label ‘immoralist’ for this role.) As for ‘philosopher’ and ‘psychologist’, there are good reasons to regard him as both, for he certainly wrote about topics which are staples of philosophical discussion and frequently engaged (usually critically) with philosophers such as Kant and Plato (or at least with his caricatures of them), but also spilled a great deal of ink on the motives and underlying causes of philosophers’ and others’ adoption of particular ideas, in the manner of a psychologist diagnosing states of mind. And we could easily add ‘polemicist’ to Kaufmann’s list, for if Nietzsche was anything he was a writer of great vigour whose sweeping turns of phrase were often clearly designed to do more – or less – than convince merely by the power of argument: there is something visceral about most if not all of what Nietzsche wrote, and it appears as it does on the page not because he lacked the skill to control it but because he intended for it to be sometimes shocking, sometimes funny and even sometimes poignant. 
So, Nietzsche is unusual.[footnoteRef:2] Most philosophers are trying to convince us of – or at least articulate for us – a solution to a puzzle, or an idea. That being clearly their aim, we can take them on their own terms more or less straightforwardly, judging them to be successful if they convince us, or at least show us clearly what they think, and pretty much disregarding them otherwise. Nietzsche, incidentally, would not think that this is the most interesting thing we can do with most philosophers: he would be – and was – far more interested in what ailments of the body and mind led them to think what they think, and what the personal and social effects of their ideas might be (Nietzsche the psychologist – and sociologist – at work). But whether or not Nietzsche would approve, we tend to take philosophers pretty much at their word, and take their main contributions to be in terms of helping us think more clearly or even (here Nietzsche can be heard to choke from beyond the grave!) see the truth – and even what we take to be their mistakes are typically interesting, if they are interesting at all, because they are instructive, helping us to see what the right thing to say instead is. But Nietzsche makes it all but impossible to read him in that spirit, partly because his interests are evidently as much cultural and psychological as they are philosophical, and partly because his method is so far removed from the practice of most philosophers we are familiar with. [2:  Although, Nietzsche is not so unusual as we might think from just looking at the material usually taught as part of philosophy degrees. His prose styles, his polemicism, and most of his views are reflected in various other nineteenth century writers. They are not writers who are commonly read any more, though. So, he is more unusual to us than he would have seemed at the time when he wrote. ] 

On the other hand, rarely can a writer be so often read in departments of philosophy who gives us so much to think about which haunts us, by poking an accusing finger at us and challenging us to admit to and overcome our own complacency, and question ourselves. If philosophy is at its best when it is an exercise in critical reflection upon how we are living and who we are, then Nietzsche might be the consummate philosopher after all – a purveyor of insights, more valuable and instructive than mere chains of argument.  
	
In our study of Nietzsche, we will consider his views on morality quite carefully, by closely studying one of his major texts, On the Genealogy of Morals, in its entirety, and by looking at extracts from several other works on various topics connected to moral philosophy. But we will also look at some of Nietzsche’s other ideas, particularly to do with history, culture and truth, because they are at least as interesting and challenging as his moral philosophy – and looking at those ideas will help us to appreciate the range of Nietzsche’s concerns, and the range of insights he might have to offer us. 

A reading list for the module, with a schedule of topics, is given at the end of this document. Please consult it throughout the module and when working on your essays and revising the material.  

Like all 20 credit 2nd Year Key Ideas modules, this one is assessed by both (i) a 2,500 word essay (which will be due at the start of Summer term) answering a question from a list provided during term and (ii) a short-answer exam (in the Summer assessment period, in the second half of Summer term) in which you will be required to answer questions ranging across the module content. In order to do well in this exam, you will need to keep up with and be on top of at least the basics of each week’s material, so engaging with lectures and seminars every week is crucial. 
SECONDARY/BACKGROUND TEXTS
These are some things to read which are not by specialist Nietzsche scholars, but are well worth a look. Both are available online via the Library:

G. A. Cohen, ‘Nietzsche’ [1966/70] in Lectures on the History of Moral and Political Philosophy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2013)
This is, I think, a wonderful piece focussing on Nietzsche’s ideas about value. It is the text (or script) for some undergraduate lectures on Nietzsche which Cohen gave at McGill University and UCL in the 1960s and 1970s; but they are not only explanatory – they also contain some really stimulating insights into not only Nietzsche’s work, but also some of the broader philosophical issues Nietzsche raises. At various points in my lectures I will use ideas from Cohen, and in some cases I will be disagreeing with what he says – you, of course, need to decide for yourself what to make of it.

Bernard Williams, The Sense of the Past (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2013), Chapters 20-23

The online reading list on the VLE has details of lots of other secondary texts which you might usefully consult, under ‘Links to Suggested Additional Reading’. 

SCHEDULE OF WEEKLY TOPICS AND ESSENTIAL READINGS
We will spend the first part of the module looking at various topics as addressed by Nietzsche mainly in his early-middle works, noting some of the ways in which his later works develop or change his ideas on those topics. Then, we will read through On the Genealogy of Morals. 

For some weeks I have specified secondary pieces of reading which I will put on the VLE and which I will have relied upon quite heavily for what I say in the lectures (not that I will always be agreeing with them). These are not essential reading, but would be good to look at if and when you have the time. Try to read all of the Nietzsche material specified below, but use the lectures as a guide to what is most crucial. 

The reading for each week will be posted in advance on the VLE, under the relevant lecture heading – except that I will not post the essays of the Genealogy of Morals because that complete work is available online via the Library, and we are reading it all. (You may want to get yourself a copy of this book: you don’t need to use the same translation as the one available online – the translation by Walter Kaufmann is very good and usually available quite cheaply second hand.) 


Week 1: No Lecture
(Get ahead with reading: this week, as well as having the Schopenhauer reading for next week to get on with, you might usefully make a start on the history essay for Week 3, which is rather long.)

Week 2: Nietzsche’s Intellectual World – Influences and Milieu
Nietzsche’s cultural surroundings and influences (19th Century German Materialism – Feuerbach and critical Bible studies – Darwin – Schopenhauer – Wagner)

Primary Text 
Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Idea vol. 3 (trans. R. B. Haldane & J. Kemp), Chapter XLVI (‘On the Vanity and Suffering of Life’)

Week 3: The Uses and Abuses of History
Primary Text
‘On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life’ in Untimely Meditations (Cambridge University Press, 1997)

Useful Secondary Text
Thomas H. Brobjer, ‘Nietzsche's View of the Value of Historical Studies and Methods’, Journal of the History of Ideas 65:2 (2004)
This paper is mostly arguing that Nietzsche abandoned the ideas in The Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life soon after completing it. 

Week 4: Truth in ‘On Truth and Lying in a Non-Moral Sense’
Primary Text
'On Truth and Lying in a Non-Moral Sense', in R. Geuss and R. Speirs, eds., The Birth of Tragedy (Cambridge University Press, 1999).

Recommended Secondary Text
Maudemarie Clarke, Nietzsche on Truth and Philosophy (Cambridge University Press, 1990), esp. Chapter 5



Week 5: Truth and Perspectivism
Primary Texts
Beyond Good and Evil: Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future (Cambridge University Press), Part 1 (pp. 5-24)

The Gay Science (trans. Walter Kaufmann, Vantage 1974), Section 344.

Recommended Secondary Text
Maudemarie Clarke, Nietzsche on Truth and Philosophy (Cambridge University Press, 1990), esp. Chapter 5

Week 6: Nihilism and The Affirmation of Life
Primary Texts
The Gay Science (trans. Walter Kaufmann, Vantage 1974), Sections 341 and 343

The Will to Power (trans. Kaufmann & Hollingdale, Weidenfeld & Nicolson 1968), Book 1 (‘European Nihilism’)

Recommended Secondary Text
Bernard Reginster, The Affirmation of Life: Nietzsche on Overcoming Nihilism (Harvard University Press, 2006)

Week 7: The Genealogy of Morality 1
Primary Text
On the Genealogy of Morals, Preface and 1st Essay

Week 8: The Genealogy of Morality 2
Primary Text
On the Genealogy of Morals, 2nd Essay

Week 9: The Genealogy of Morality 3
Primary Text
On the Genealogy of Morals, 3rd Essay


Useful Secondary Text
Robin Small, ‘Ressentiment, Revenge, and Punishment: Origins of the Nietzschean Critique’, Utilitas 9:1 (1997)
A useful study of some of the intellectual background to Nietzsche’s discussion of different ideas about justice.

Week 10: Genealogy and Nietzsche’s Legacy
Texts drawn upon in the lecture will include the following. Select at least one to read. 
Michele Foucault [1971]. ‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, History’ in P. Rabinow (ed.) The Foucault Reader (London: Penguin, 1984)
Bernard Williams (2002). Truth and Truthfulness: An Essay in Genealogy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press), Chapter 2
Allen W. Wood [1996]. ‘Attacking Morality: A Metaethical Project’, reprinted in Unsettling Obligations: Essays on Reason, Reality and the Ethics of Belief (CSLI Publications, 2002), esp. §4ff
Alasdair MacIntyre (1990). Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry: Encyclopaedia, Genealogy and Tradition (Notre Dame, Ind.: Notre Dame University Press), Chapters 2 and (for criticism) 9
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