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Debates about the role of religion on the one hand and of evolutionary theory on the

other have very much resurfaced in the wake of the value battles of the last decade.

Unsurprisingly, this has been accompanied by a renewed interest in Nietzsche’s stance

towards Christianity and Darwinism, two of the main areas that he was already associ-

ated with in his own time. Nietzsche has not become a mere historical figure for us; he

remains controversial like no other major intellectual figure from his period. The works

reviewed in this article take up all or some of these issues. They also stand out for their

methodological approach; and this is the main reason they have been chosen.

I. Dirk R. Johnson. Nietzsche’s Anti-Darwinism. Cambridge University Press: Cambridge,

2010

There have been numerous accounts of Nietzsche’s relationship to Darwinism in recent

years. However, Dirk R. Johnson’s well-written book is more than just the latest contri-

bution to this particular field. Although it arguably does not exhaust its subject, it is a

major study and stands out for its methodological juxtaposition of both American and

continental scholarship on Nietzsche. Both traditions have become vast fields in them-

selves, with their own internal history of disputes. Dirk Johnson is to be lauded for not

shying away from the enormous task of confronting them with each other.

Almost uniquely among students of Nietzsche’s Darwinism, the author takes Darwin

seriously as a thinker who offered his own philosophical perspective on the theory of evo-

lution. Darwin’s works are read and interpreted thoroughly not just in their relation to

Nietzsche, but in their own right. Johnson seems to overstate his case when he opens his

book by claiming the ‘pre-eminence of Darwin for the development and articulation of

Nietzsche’s philosophy’ (p. 1), but this is central to his argument. On the one hand, ‘mod-

ern science’ seems to be virtually synonymous with Darwinism; on the other, it is the

philosophical implications of it, not so much the scientific ones, that Johnson is interested

in. The title might seem somewhat misleading at first as Johnson does not deal with the

Darwinists with whom Nietzsche was primarily concerned, such as Spencer or Bagehot,

who were important sources for his knowledge of Darwin, but also, especially in the case

of Spencer, convenient opponents – much more so than Darwin himself. However, the

concentration on Darwin is tremendously helpful to give an account of the philosophical

divide between Nietzsche and his scientific counterpart, precisely because Darwin is not

such an obviously dated thinker as Spencer. Johnson is unconcerned with the kind of

post-Montinari Quellenforschung that has dominated a prominent type of continental

research on Nietzsche. The fact that Nietzsche presumably never read Darwin himself

does not mean that he did not engage with his thought.
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According to Johnson, it was Darwin who had already broken with metaphysics (part

of the attraction for Nietzsche), but it was Nietzsche who drew the necessary conclusions

and consequently had to break with Darwinism in turn. Darwin appears as a representa-

tive of naturalism and naturalist morality, even of science itself. Nietzsche, in contrast,

only uses naturalist language in order, ultimately, to subvert naturalism and question the

validity of strictly scientific approaches. He assumes ‘the guise of a naturalist in order to

discredit naturalism’ (p. 7). This main thesis of the book hides an attack on the naturalist

interpretation of Nietzsche that has gained prominence in recent years, especially in the

United States. Its subtlety lies in its approach: it does not simply claim or demonstrate

the superiority of anti-naturalist readings as a simple alternative, but engages with natu-

ralist arguments in a serious manner that gives credit where it is due, thus mimicking the

supposed strategy of Nietzsche himself.

The run of the argument can be summarised as follows. Although Nietzsche was heav-

ily influenced by Darwinist thinking about morality from early on, he chose to answer the

central question posed by On the Origin of Species, namely ‘how could morality have

arisen on the basis of immanent natural struggle’ (p. 28), very differently from Darwin.

Whereas the latter, in The Descent of Man, opted for the principle of natural selection,

Nietzsche developed a theory of moral types, which do not correspond to any stages in

the development of humanity. The Übermensch, specifically, has to count as Nietzsche’s

most radical alternative to natural selection. Questioning Darwin’s scientific basis, Nietz-

sche uses this concept against the grain of Darwinism: it is not an evolutionary product,

but bound to the individual. Like the tightrope walker from Zarathustra, a Nietzschean

higher type is not necessarily the ‘fitter’ one who survives, nor does he primarily strive to

do so. Likewise, Züchtung is a purely internal phenomenon for Nietzsche, but an external

one for Darwin (cf. 65ff.). Nietzsche’s problematic use of racial traits to characterise his

moral types are neatly, if not wholly convincingly, explained away (p. 120). From being

an important reference in the first and second period, Darwin thus became a target of

Nietzsche’s attacks after Beyond Good and Evil.

Nietzsche, according to Johnson, realised quite early on the affinity of evolutionary the-

ory with perfectionist interpretations of Christianity and a progressionist philosophy of his-

tory. In Nietzsche’s view, scientific objectivity becomes their servant. Modern evolutionary

theorists might protest, but Johnson is adamant about Darwin’s progressionism. He points

out that the theory of natural selection contained a law of improvement already in the Ori-

gins, but whether or not Darwin’s concept of nature really does imply ‘a linear, even pro-

gressive momentum’ (p. 138) cannot be discussed here. Once again following a certain

school of continental Nietzsche studies, Johnson shows how Nietzsche develops a philoso-

phy of interpretation as an alternative to Darwin’s scientifically camouflaged teleology:

Not only is morality not inscribed into ‘nature’; it is an entirely human, psy-
chologically based construct reflecting a specific constellation of instincts and
drives and their complex relationship to one another. For Nietzsche, morality
becomes an interpretation projected onto – or, alternatively, arising out of – a
cluster of conflicting emotions, instincts, and drives peculiar to specific types.
(p. 46)

The main part of Nietzsche’s Anti-Darwinism is therefore devoted to the Genealogy of

Morals. The chapters on this work contain both some of the book’s strongest and weak-

est arguments. This is due to the somewhat unorthodox employment of the concept of

genealogy itself. Contrary to most Nietzsche scholars, Johnson does not seem to
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acknowledge a form for genealogy that is Nietzsche’s own, but is careful to distinguish

his project from it. The genealogical method is thus associated with evolutionary theory,

while Nietzsche is supposed to challenge it in his work: ‘While the genealogists believe

that history exhibits an intrinsic progressive momentum, Nietzsche’s will to power chal-

lenges that assumption. History does not reflect any form of causal progression; rather,

various wills to power clash in the eternal here and now’ (p. 134). His major misunder-

standing seems to be rooted in the fact that Johnson generally associates genealogy with

causality – which is precisely not the case in Nietzsche’s own use of the term. The concept

of genealogy for Nietzsche must therefore have some other sources than Darwinism.

Nietzsche names them in the foreword to the Genealogy of Morals: his historical and phil-

ological studies. Characteristically, Johnson speaks of Nietzsche’s ‘historical spirit’ (p.

135) where Nietzsche uses the expression ‘historical sense’ (historischer Sinn, derived from

the philological sensus historicus) – which is an altogether different concept; a Hegelian

historical ‘spirit’ makes no sense in this context and would be contradictory to Johnson’s

own Nietzsche interpretation. Other concepts such as Nietzsche’s Tatsachensinn or the

famous perspectivism play no role for Johnson’s genealogy. However, all of this does not

compromise Johnson’s valuable contributions to the understanding of Darwin through

Nietzsche’s eyes and the clear and very convincing picture he paints of their crucial

differences.

In the light of his thoughtful examination of Nietzsche’s writings, it is a pity that John-

son, in keeping with much of American scholarship on Nietzsche, restricts his attention

to Nietzsche’s published works. His explanations for this decision are reasonable, yet

some of the most interesting passages on Darwin are to be found in Nietzsche’s posthu-

mously edited notebooks, such as the recurring contrast between Goethe and Darwin.

Johnson might have found some crucial material here to bolster his arguments even more.

Apart from that, one could have expected a greater focus on the literary and rhetorical

techniques of the published works. Typically, this is usually a problem of the naturalistic

Nietzsche interpretation, which does not deal with the notebooks but treats the published

works as if they were a collection of unconnected apodictic sentences. With his under-

standing of the interpretive nature of the will to power, Johnson has come far in develop-

ing a vocabulary that can capture the subtlety of Nietzsche’s subversive use of naturalistic

figures of thought. His book needs to be read by everybody interested in both Darwin

and Nietzsche, but also and perhaps especially by those who would like to see a closer

engagement between the various global paradigms of Nietzsche research.

II. Heinrich. Detering. Der Antichrist und der Gekreuzigte. Friedrich Nietzsches letzte

Texte. Wallstein: Göttingen, 2010

Nietzsche’s supposed Darwinism has traditionally been read as an important factor for

his attack on Christian religion. In a brilliant study, Heinrich Detering takes a second

look at Nietzsche’s relationship to Christianity and, especially, the figure of Christ him-

self. His main thesis is that Nietzsche in his last period not only rediscovered and reinter-

preted the figure of Christ, but that he also retold his story in order to write himself into

the role of Jesus, leading up to a radical version of art religion. This in turn functioned as

a kind of closure to a life, which Nietzsche had created as his own author. There is no

overt implication of a Christian message in Detering’s work, rather a preoccupation with

the metaphysical and religious significance of art and artistic self-fashioning. Nietzsche’s

plurality of masks and staging of the self is of course a dominant theme in recent
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Nietzsche research, but few have combined it as effectively as Detering with detailed liter-

ary readings that will make many readers rush back to Nietzsche’s own texts to read them

anew in the light of his observations.

Ingeniously, Detering takes the recent revaluation of Nietzsche’s ultimate writings such

as Ecce Homo to its most radical conclusion by operating on the thesis that even his so-

called Wahnsinnszettel, Nietzsche’s final scribbles and letters sent or unsent, should be

taken seriously in line with a development that binds the Antichrist, Ecce Homo, the Dio-

nysus dithyrambs and the final letters together. Even more radically, Detering treats these

writings primarily as works of literature. Since Nietzsche’s late writing contains strong

narrative elements as well as a wealth of figures real, mythological and fictionalised, a

narrative literary analysis offers rich perspectives into Nietzsche’s many-faceted universe.

Where Dirk Johnson managed to combine the traditions of American and continental

scholarship on Nietzsche, Detering combines two major strands within the continental

approach as such: traditional German hermeneutics with an awareness of the rhetoricity

and role play of Nietzsche’s text inspired by deconstructivist readings. Where he criticises

deconstruction for its contempt for authorial intention and for failing to distinguish

between texts published (or intended for publication) by Nietzsche himself and his post-

humous papers, he endorses some of its more subtle reading techniques. His interpreta-

tion of Nietzsche’s use of the inverted comma when writing about the cross, or rather the

‘“cross”’, is reminiscent, for example, of some of Derrida’s best reflections on the famous

guillemets.

The treatment of Nietzsche’s hugely influential posthumous Antichrist is another case

in point. For Detering, the voice of the ‘Antichrist’ in this work should not just be equa-

ted with Nietzsche, but be treated as a literary figure itself. The Antichrist as a book

shows how the Antichrist’s perspective on Jesus changes in the course of the argument

and the development of the narrative. Detering, who is deeply engaged with the secondary

literature on the topic without resorting to tiresome learned commentary, is good at por-

traying the internal structure of Antichrist. More importantly, he shows how the concept

of resentment, often associated with Jesus in Nietzsche’s earlier writings, is gradually

being dissociated from him. The ‘Antichrist’ narrates his very own life of Jesus as an

alternative and opposing version of the other famous narratives existing at the time

(Strauss, Renan and others). This narrative is unconventional, as it does not simply relate

events happening in time or stick to the biblical pastiche, of which Nietzsche was a well-

known master. Nietzsche really takes up the writing of Jesus where Pascal had left it. As

an ‘idiot’ in the Dostoyevskyan sense, Detering’s Jesus emerges as the opposite of his

image in theology and asceticism, a naive artist living in the here and now, without past

and future, an affirmative, almost vitalistic figure as far removed from salvation history

as possible. Detering is convincing when he follows Nietzsche’s texts and the attacks on

Pauline dogmatism closely. In contrast to Paul, Jesus himself begins to resemble a soft

version of Nietzsche’s late Dionysus-figure, without the tragic elements of the early Dio-

nysus, to be sure, but just as ecstatic. After the Antichrist, the difference between Christ

and Zarathustra is no longer irreconcilable. Not Jesus, but Christianity as a misinterpreta-

tion of Jesus emerges as Nietzsche’s main culprit.

In captivating readings of Ecce Homo, Detering shows how Nietzsche continues to

take up many of these motifs in his latest writings and indeed writes himself into the role

of this new Jesus-figure. This is confirmed by brilliant discoveries such as the phrase

‘Denn ich trage das Schicksal der Menschheit auf der Schulter’ in Ecce Homo. The singu-

lar of ‘shoulder’ makes it plausible that this is not an allusion to Atlas, but to the passion

of Christ and the bearing of the cross. Nietzsche’s famous formula ‘Dionysos gegen den
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Gekreuzigten’ is a reversible figure (p. 89), where ‘Jesus’ can be placed on both sides of

the opposition, thus almost turning it into an equation. For Detering, this ambivalence is

the main characteristic of Nietzsche’s late writings. If this is so, he argues, then

Nietzsche’s Jesus has to be interpreted as an art religious figure competing with Wagner’s

art religion, the theatrical and histrionic aspects of which he had earlier derided so

severely. Not everyone will find this particular reasoning compelling, yet in a short but

effective digression on the history of Nietzsche’s reception, Detering manages nonetheless

to demonstrate how this new, ecstatic form of art religion was taken up in the popular

imagination of the suffering Nietzsche.

In his insistence on art religion, Detering glosses over Nietzsche’s and the ‘Anti-

christ’s’ use of science and scholarship all too lightly. On the question of (natural)

‘selection’ (p. 28), an understanding of Darwinism as developed by Dirk Johnson

might have been helpful. To name another example: the reason why the ‘Antichrist’

does not quote the New Testament from the Greek ‘original’ has nothing to do with

a mocking attitude vis-à-vis philology, on the contrary: the Antichrist’s point is pre-

cisely that all philology is lost on the biblical texts, which have been corrupted from

the very start. His ‘psychology’, which has to compensate for that, is, if anything, heir

to the philological divinatio. On purely logical grounds, scholarship cannot be excluded

categorically from Nietzsche’s universe if it has become part of his role plays. Detering

has, of course, the problem any approach to Nietzsche based on the concept of masks

necessarily has: where does it start, where does it end? In his view, it ends with art

religion; for others, art religion will remain one of the targets of Nietzsche’s late phi-

losophy.

III. Oscar Levy. Nietzsche verstehen. Essays aus dem Exil 1913–1937, ed. Steffen Dietzsch

& Leila Kais. Parerga: Berlin, 2005 (Gesammelte Schriften und Briefe, ed. Steffen

Dietzsche & Julia Rosenthal, Bd. 1); Das neunzehnte Jahrhundert. Schriften 1904–1917,
ed. Steffen Dietzsch. Parerga: Berlin, 2011 (Gesammelte Schriften und Briefe, ed. Steffen

Dietzsche & Julia Rosenthal, Bd. 2); Der Idealismus – ein Wahn (1940), ed. Leila Kais.

Parerga: Berlin, 2006 (Gesammelte Schriften und Briefe, ed. Steffen Dietzsche & Julia

Rosenthal, Bd. 4); Friedrich Nietzsche. Handschriften, Erstausgaben und

Widmungsexemplare. Die Sammlung Rosenthal-Levy im Nietzsche-Haus in Sils Maria, ed.

Julia Rosenthal, Peter André Bloch & David Marc Hoffmann. Schwabe: Basel, 2009

To end with, and in this context, I would like to draw the attention to one of the great

forgotten figures from the afterlife of Nietzsche: Oscar Levy. He was without a doubt the

most important missionary for Nietzsche in the English-speaking world during the period

that spanned almost the entire first half of the twentieth century. Inspired by Darwinism

and related theories, amongst others, Levy used Nietzsche as an intellectual weapon

against religion, nationalism and political populism. Radically anti-Christian and anti-

Judaic, his work forms the perfect backdrop for the other books reviewed here, which,

each in their way, represent the latest development in the ideological debates that started

around Nietzsche in Levy’s time.

Levy, a native of Pomerania from a well-to-do Jewish background, spent most of his

life travelling and working in various European countries, eventually settling as a practis-

ing doctor in England. Converted to a Brandesian form of Nietzscheanism since the turn

of the century, he started an unprecedented campaign, publishing countless articles,

reviews and readers’ letters on Nietzsche in an astoundingly wide range of newspapers,
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journals and magazines around the globe, mostly in Britain and the Commonwealth. He

organised and oversaw the first complete (according to the standards of the day) transla-

tion of Nietzsche’s works into English, still used by some today. For Levy, the invention

of any sort of what he dubbed ‘idealism’ was the root of all evil. It had come into the

world through the Judaic idea of the Chosen People on the one hand and the Christian

imperative of equality on the other. Both depended on the Nietzschean notion of the

ascetic ideal and could be traced through the whole of human history. National Socialism

was, in Levy’s eyes, really a Jewish heresy, while Bolshevism was a Christian one. Before

the rise of Hitler, Levy regarded religion and Marxism as the greatest dangers for human-

kind, and, like many Jewish intellectuals of the interwar period, he flirted with Italian fas-

cism, interpreting Mussolini as a Nietzschean figure who, like Napoleon a century before,

had the potential to lead Europe out of its tiredness and into a glorious anti-idealist

future. During the Nazi years, he became an ardent voice attacking the National Social-

ists and their misappropriations of Nietzsche as well as those who falsely associated

Nietzsche with the Nazi regime. Levy might not have been the subtlest of Nietzsche’s

readers, but he was certainly one of the most persistent and wide-ranging, never doubting

the centrality of his hero.

Levy wrote about many aspects of Nietzsche and the literature concerning him, thus cre-

ating a fascinating picture of the status and significance of Nietzsche in the world during

that vital era of recent history. Nietzsche’s relationship to Judaism, the Jewish people and

Jewish writers such as Heinrich Heine or Georg Brandes hold a particularly prominent place

in his oeuvre. He wrote aphorisms in the style of Nietzsche and composed an open letter to

Adolf Hitler, which has become something of a cult text. Steffen Dietzsch and Leila Kais

have done pioneering work by collecting and publishing a fair share of Levy’s contributions.

Their commentaries and introductions (afterwords) are very informative and leave nothing

to be desired in terms of contextualisation, small essays in their own right. The books them-

selves are well made and attractive. However, the understandable desire to produce an edi-

tion that would appeal to as many readers as possible has led to some unfortunate editorial

decisions from a strictly scholarly point of view. Many of the texts presented here seem to be

based on several sources at once, typically on both the original publication and the manu-

scripts or typoscripts from the private archive, where Oscar Levy’s writings have thankfully

been preserved. It is not always clear whether they have thus been contaminated, as textual

scholars would call it, or whether one version has been chosen over the other. A number of

tacit textual interventions regarding ‘obvious’ spelling or setting mistakes means that the

texts can be quoted only with some reservations if one applies the strictest scholarly stan-

dards. Since many of Levy’s contributions have been (very well) translated for this edition,

one would hope that this attempt to rescue Levy from oblivion (all in all a fine achievement)

will eventually lead to a concentrated English-language edition that addresses the minor crit-

icisms mentioned here. It would reach the audience for which Levy primarily wrote and

which would benefit greatly from the renewed acquaintance with this great champion and

tireless arbitrator of Nietzsche who provides unsurpassed glimpses into the intellectual

climate of the last century.

To begin with, the sumptous bilingual (German/English) catalogue Friedrich Nietzsche.

Handschriften, Erstausgaben und Widmungsexemplare. Die Sammlung Rosenthal-Levy im

Nietzsche-Haus in Sils Maria can serve as an introduction. Related to the new Levy edition,

it deserves a special mention in this context. It will be of great interest to anyone working on

Nietzsche today. For the first time, the most significant private collection of Nietzscheana,

comprising first editions, manuscripts and drafts, musical scores, photographs, is docu-

mented here as a selection of its most significant items. The music antiquarian Albi
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Rosenthal, married to Oscar Levy’s daughter Maud, had continued the work begun by his

father-in-law and built up this remarkable collection after the end of the Second World

War, when items relating to Nietzsche were still relatively easily available, due to Nietzsche’s

temporary discredit. The volume reviewed here is an exemplary facsimile edition containing

diplomatic transcriptions of all handwritten material. The editors and the publisher have to

be lauded for putting together such a fine volume. Most material is already known from the

Colli–Montinari edition, but not in facsimile; this is a rare occasion to sample the material-

ity of Nietzsche’s manuscripts and letters, the development of his longhand – and the closest

thing to actually owning them. The texts in the Colli–Montinari edition of Nietzsche’s letters

were not usually been based on the original, but on earlier printed collections. Here, some of

the extremely important letters to Carl Fuchs from 1888, which contain some of Nietzsche’s

most explicit reflections on music, appear in full. A real gem is the first full facsimile of a

piece of scrap paper from the time when Nietzsche was hospitalised in Jena and which,

according to some sources, he handed to the doctor as his ‘testament’. Photographs of

exceptional quality of all works published by Nietzsche himself, including exact information

on formats and materials, provide a welcome resource for those interested in book historical

aspects of the Nietzsche canon. A sparse but effective commentary puts the documents in

their biographical contexts and usefully relates them to the Colli–Montinari edition.
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