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Book Review

Nietzsche’s Anti-Darwinism. By Dirk R.
Johnson (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2010), x + 240 pp. $85.00/£50.00
cloth.

In this substantial and incisive monograph,
Dirk R. Johnson traces in minute detail
Nietzsche’s stance towards Darwin at the
various stages of his intellectually productive
life. Johnson’s book is in two principal parts:
Part 1 is on Nietzsche’s early Darwinism,
which turned into anti-Darwinism, and Part
2 is a close reading of all three essays of
Nietzsche’s Genealogy of Morals in their
historical context since together they consti-
tute “his most systematic, thorough, and
far-reaching analysis of the theories of
Darwin and their followers” (81, 111). The
author concedes that Nietzsche’s exchange
with Darwin (1809–82), who was a contem-
porary of Nietzsche (1944–1900), is often
implicit only and that he leads his explicit
discussions of Darwin mostly in his unpub-
lished notebooks. I agree with Johnson’s
view that Nietzsche knew Darwin’s thought
and its implications both “early and well’ (3).
Johnson provides compelling evidence of the
“increased personalization” of Nietzsche’s
opposition to Darwinism during his last
productive years after Zarathustra. For
instance, Nietzsche entitled section 9,14 of
Twilight of the Idols “Anti-Darwin,” and
explained that “his position at this stage
resulted both from his critical reappraisal of
Darwin’s genealogical perspectives in the
middle period and his attempt in Zarathustra
to define the parameters of an affirmative,
anti-metaphysical vision beyond Darwinism”
(79). He argues that Zarathustra trans-values
Darwinian categories such as “reason.” For
him, “the work’s literary self-expression is
the message,” since the superior well-being
of the future higher type “can only be con-
jured through poetic affirmation” (48, 50).

Johnson begins his study with the obser-
vation that Nietzsche was constantly and not

just intermittently concerned with Darwinian
ideas (3). Nietzsche knew not only the
humanities well but also had a solid knowl-
edge of the natural sciences (see Nietzsche and
Science, ed. Gregory Moore and Thomas
Brobjer, 2004). Johnson rightly insists, against
John Richardson’s Nietzsche’s New Darwinism
(2004), that Nietzsche’s critique is not based
on Darwinism as biological science but rather
that it is directed against the philosophical
fundaments of Darwin’s ideas (4, 10). John-
son convincingly argues that Nietzsche’s
philosophy in his final years was premised on
“a fundamental anti-Darwinism” (203).

The Darwinian world-view does away
with the Christian god as creator of meaning
and value. This, for instance, enabled the early
Nietzsche in the second of his Untimely Medi-
tations to contend with David Strauss. Whilst
the early Nietzsche philosophizes with
Darwin, the mature Nietzsche philosophizes
against Darwin. Johnson suggests that
Nietzsche’s late philosophy can only be
understood if his negative criticisms of
Darwin are taken into account: he character-
izes the mature Nietzsche’s relationship with
Darwin as a “creative antagonism,” since
Nietzsche regards Darwin as an equal oppo-
nent against the resistance of whom his own
philosophy can be improved and refined.
Johnson acknowledges that apart from Darwin
there are in Nietzsche other “significant and
productive rivalries—such as with Wagner,
Schopenhauer, Plato, Pascal, Spinoza, and
Kant” (14).

According to Johnson’s reading, the
Genealogy of Morals is a controversy which
aims at undermining and disrupting evolu-
tionary naturalism from within. He writes
that “from within Darwinism, Nietzsche
could locate the weak points, the inconsis-
tencies, the metaphysical remnants of the
Christian ideal, and his theory of active will
meant that he could win for himself a posi-
tion from which to attack the ascetic ideal”
(205, 7). For Nietzsche, Darwinism is an
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instance of the life-negating ascetic ideal.
Therefore, an important project of the
Genealogy of Morals is to strengthen life-
affirming Dionysiac culture against the
predominance of nihilism brought about by
nineteenth-century natural science. Johnson
maintains that the arguments of Nietzsche’s
Genealogy of Morals function as a polemic (7),
stating that it is “a single and sustained
polemic against the extension of Darwinian
premises to the important study of man”
(172).

In my view, Johnson correctly claims that
in Nietzsche Darwin’s own ideas are primar-
ily under scrutiny and not social-Darwinist
ones (4). Nietzsche thinks that they are
modern “plebeian” ideas. He accuses Darwin
that in his version of naturalism residues of
Christian metaphysics and morality are still
present and show up in such dichotomous
notions as egoism and altruism and also in his
use of imagery and metaphors (194–95,
48–50). He also identifies idealist leftovers in
Darwin’s materialist theory. Nietzsche is con-
cerned to demonstrate that there are ways to

think about nature that deviate in important
respects from Darwin’s approach. Nietzsch-
ean philosophers create values for science
(and for culture as a whole). This means
Nietzsche is not identifying science with
philosophy. Johnson rightly says that in
Nietzsche on Morality (2002), Brian Leiter is
incorrect to assume a continuity of science
and philosophy in Nietzsche. Nietzsche’s
Genealogy of Morals is not a “straightforward
articulation of the biologist-naturalist preoc-
cupations of the age,” but rather it is
“polemical, culturally contingent, anti-Dar-
winian” (214). Johnson’s book is a significant
contribution to the understanding of the role
of Darwinism in Nietzsche’s thought and
future work in this area will have to engage
with it.
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