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What we’ll cover today

■ Introduce Nietzsche

■ ‘God is Dead’

■ The Apollonian and the Dionysian

■ Christianity and the Master/Slave Morality

■ The Eternal Return







Reason
ˈriːz(ə)n/

‘To argue with a person who 

has renounced the use of 

reason is like administering 

medicine to the dead.’ 

– Thomas Paine

Faith
feɪθ/

‘Reason is the greatest 
enemy that faith has: it 
never comes to the aid of 
spiritual things, but – more 
frequently than not –
struggles against the divine 
Word, treating with 
contempt all that emanates 
from God.’ 

– Martin Luther



‘the starry skies above 

and the moral law within’

‘I had to deny knowledge 

in order to make room for 

faith’

- Immanuel Kant

‘for he who loves God 

without faith reflects 

upon himself; he who 

loves God believingly 

reflects upon God’

- Soren Kierkegaard



‘If God did not exist, it would be 

necessary to invent him’ 

– Voltaire

‘God is for man the 

commonplace book where he 

registers his highest feelings 

and thoughts, the genealogical 

album into which he enters the 

names of the things most dear 

and sacred to him.’

- Ludwig Feuerbach









Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900)

■ Influential German philosopher who wrote on truth, morality, 

religion, aesthetics, history and language

■ Father a Lutheran minister who dies young

■ Turns from religion to classics and volunteers in the Franco-

Prussian War, but becomes ill, and later suffers chronic ill-

health

■ Early academic prodigy – professor at 24 in Basel

■ Friendship with Wagner

■ Gradually turns away from academia, writing a series of 

idiosyncratic works over the 1870s-80s 

■ Breakdown in Turin in 1889



Nietzsche

Some key works:

■ The Birth of Tragedy

■ Thus Spoke Zarathustra

■ Beyond Good and Evil

■ The Gay Science; Genealogy of Morality; and so on…

Key concepts: 

■ Will to Power

■ Eternal recurrence

■ Revaluation of values

■ Christianity as a slave morality

■ God is Dead





God is Dead – over to you

■ Nietzsche’s most memorable line first appears in 

The Gay Science (1882), with variants elsewhere 

e.g. TSZ

■ But what exactly does he mean by ‘God is Dead’?

What do you think Nietzsche is trying to argue?

What makes the format of this argument unusual?

Who might be guilty of killing him?



“God is Dead”

■ God has been a source of transcendent value, and is 

central to western culture

■ Nietzsche isn’t proposing his death as an aim of his 

work…

■ Rather, it is no longer become possible to accept 

such a singular, transcendental value given its 

internal difficulties (e.g. contradictions, evil) and 

external problems (growth of scientific theories, 

materialism, etc.)

■ Smug atheists who laugh at the death of God do not 

appreciate the significance of this loss of meaning 

and value

■ The question becomes: what do we do next?



After God – two options

1. To continue to have faith in an objective 

transcendent order, but now grounded in something 

other than God (e.g. Man himself, Reason, the 

Nation, the Community)

2. The rejection of any fundamental values and the 

acceptance of the essentially meaninglessness of life

Which might be more appealing?





Weighing up the options

■ For Nietzsche, option (1) does not do justice to 

the transformative nature of the Death of God –

we simply erect new “Idols” in his place

■ It will also inevitably turn into option (2)

■ For Nietzsche both option (1) and option (2) 

continue the trend towards passive Nihilism 

which has been the dominant trend of European 

culture since the Socratic revolution in Ancient 

Greece



To philosophise with a hammer

■ Passive Nihilism is based on the negation of the 

value of life 

■ Putting it loosely stage (1) consists in the 

negation of the value of earthly life in favour of 

some other higher and transcendent source of 

value which “redeems” life in this world

■ This stage of Nihilism is found in both many 

forms of Philosophy and in Christianity

■ Stage (2) is simply the abandonment of all value 

– “the will to nothingness”



Creating new values

■ By contrast, Nietzsche advocates an active

Nihilism based on the assessment and destruction 

of previous values (those of passive nihilism)

■ But this is preparatory to the creation of a new set 

of values but these should now be based on the 

affirmation of “Life” (a somewhat ambiguous term 

in Nietzsche)



‘Man is 

something 

that must be 

overcome’





The Birth of Tragedy

■ Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy (1872), identifies 

two aspects of Greek culture, after two sons of Zeus

■ Apollo is the god of the sun, rational thinking, order 

and logic, prudence and purity

■ Apollonian values attempt to impose a transcendent 

order on a chaotic world, with Reason

■ Dionysius is the god of wine and dance, of chaos, 

irrationality and emotions

■ Dionysian values are those of transformation and 

revelling in disorder



Can we have one without the other? Is one preferable?



The Birth of Tragedy

■ For Nietzsche, we shouldn’t, because the tension 

of the two is at the heart of human life and art

■ Greek tragedy, particularly Sophocles and 

Aeschylus, represents the pinnacle of human art 

in combining the two

■ Apollonian – in the experience of tragedy we 

experience a working-through of drastic emotion 

but are able to transcend this (catharsis), using 

reason

■ Dionysian – the heroic affirmation of life’s 

inevitable suffering

■ It all goes wrong with Socrates and Euripides… 



The Re-evaluation of all 
values

■ Turn to the passage on Socrates now, from 

Twilight of the Idols

■ Here Nietzsche criticises Socrates’ embrace of 

the hemlock, and his love of argument

■ In groups, discuss: what do you think Nietzsche 

means by Socrates’ ‘resistance to life’?

■ How might Nietzsche build an argument that 

Socrates is a nihilist?



“About life, the wisest men of all 

ages have come to the same 

conclusion: it is no good. Always 

and everywhere one has heard the 

same sound from their mouths —

a sound full of doubt, full of 

melancholy, full of weariness of 

life, full of resistance to life. … 

Could it be that wisdom appears 

on earth as a raven, attracted by a 

little whiff of carrion?”





Socrates and the Forms

■ True Being is eternal, unchanging and without 

Becoming –

■ The Real world is projected beyond the physical 

world of change, decay and becoming

■ Transcendent, Apollonian world of order

■ Earthly existence negated in favour of 

transcendental values

■ But resulting in a negation and denial of the 

value of life in this world, through the projection 

of a higher world beyond this one

■ A view that would become very influential… 



Abominable nature

■ Take a look at the next passage from The 

Antichrist

■ How has the concept of nature taken on a 

negative slant?

■ Why might Nietzsche be very critical of this 

affirmation of pain, stifling morality and 

reason?



Revaluation of all values

■ For Nietzsche all attempts to impose a 

transcendent, permanent and necessary order are 

symptomatic of the same nihilism, a denial of life

■ For Nietzsche, the question we should ask of 

morality is what do these values express?

■ Caustically, Christian virtues like humility, 

selflessness, altruism, meekness and obedience all 

express a slave morality that denies life…

■ A morality developed by slaves and the poor during 

the Roman Empire to project their desires onto a 

higher realm, while validating their weakness





Master and slave

■ Slave morality inverts what is valued by the master

■ Strength, power, nobility, pride, hierarchy all bad

■ Weakness is good, that which strengthens social 

co-operation and equality for the masses are good 

■ Values of strength and the expression of power are 

“evil”

■ Christian morality is “the revenge of the weak 

against the strong”

Why might Nietzsche endorse such an elitism? What 

problems are there with it? 





The Eternal Return

■ Nietzsche offers a lasting, powerful thought 

experiment about not merely accepting but 

confronting, taking responsibility, for our lives

■ In groups, let’s discuss the excerpt on the Eternal 

Return

■ What do you think is going on in this passage?

■ Can a thought experiment like this jolt a person 

out of unsatisfying loops of thinking?



‘My formula for human 

greatness is amor fati: that 

one wants to have nothing 

different, not forward, not 

backward, not in all eternity. 

Not merely to bear the 

necessary, still less to 

conceal it — all idealism is 

mendaciousness before the 

necessary — but to love it.’



Rounding up on Nietzsche

■ A philosophy which champions life, creativity, and 

becoming

■ The death of God, the Apollonian/Dionysian, and 

the master/slave morality all present a powerful 

challenge to traditional western values and 

norms

■ Underneath everything is an elemental, amoral 

will to power

■ For Nietzsche, the task is to re-value all values, 

and subject our social, cultural and political ideas 

to the question: for who or what do these values 

serve?



Next week!

■ We’ll explore two literary 

parables on modern nihilism 

and the collapse of all values: 

■ Kafka’s ‘Before the Law’, in 

The Trial (1925) 

■ Dostoevsky’s ‘Grand 

Inquisitor’, in The Brothers 

Karamazov (1880)

■ What sources of meaning are 

available when the old idols 

and religions collapse?


