On the Insanity of Nistzsche

A curious and traglic paradox faces the historian when he
attemnts to investigate and to understand the thousht and thse
writings of one of those glants of modern culture who went insane
towards the end of his 1ife, at the very height of his intellsctual
productivity. To be sure, there have been at all times great per-
sonallties o¥ the brink of insanity; they are not unusual. The
nineteenth century was not lacking in heroes who were mad. Among

ot

others 1t hadAHoelderlin, )

and rriedrich Nietzsche., It is of Nietzsche that I would speak hers,

By, van Gogh, Robert Schumann'-s‘
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for the work of a comnoser or of a writer may be loved and undsr-
stood apart from the stats of mindrﬁhichrbroduced it. With Nistzschs
the problem is differsnt,

The thought of a man like Nistzsche one must interopret before
one:z%tempt# to evaluate it. Wholly to disregard the imoact of dis-
€age uvon the mind and its thoughts is being dishonest with oneself
and with history and rendering a service to nsither., On the other
hand, simvly to discredit the thoughts of 2 man because he w2s in (the)
ths orocess of b2coming insane would be rash. Not seldom do those
minds that verge on insanity exert much influence uvon the develon-
ment of thousht; the proximity of genius to madneéss has only too

often been co:mentad upon.

Sut why, some will say, 1s 1t neceassary at all to examine ths
thouzht of a man like Nietzsche as it stands ipn relation to his

meéntal health ? A thought i1s a thought, they will say, and can be

evaluated anart




evaluated apart from the mind that gave it birth. -~ Trus., - Ferhaps
it 18 surerfluous to demand whether a thought i1s the child of & sick
or of a healthy mind, And yet when we concern.ouraslves with the
growth of 1ldeas and ithe developmant of ideologiss we are at once
faced with questions. Bhould one take an idea at face valus or should
one attempt to intervret it relatively, or perhaps even allegorical-
1y? Was the author conscious of the myriad impnlications of the

theéis that he proposed? Was his a coolly dellberated statement, the
regult of long and carefﬁl thouzht, or was 1t the orodyct of an
instant's inspiration, not subject to the discipline of logic or of
rgason? Was it the result of desvalr or of hate, was it a reaction,
in self-defense against an opposite vhilosorhy? Was this the oroduct

of sickness or of health?

All of ghese questions, - and many more, ~- arise with a con-
gcientious examination of the philosorhy of Nietzsche. The fearful
ultimates of Nietzsche's thought are generally wall-known: the 1dea
of the supsrman, the vision of the blond beast, the wlll to power,
the revaluation of all values. Should we attribute these extreme
noetlons to his insanity and totzlly i1gnore them, or must we look
somewhere else for an adequate explanation:?wwNietzschs's life, I

think, may give us a clus.

Nietzsche 's 1ife i1s a history of illness rather than of health.
Moreover, it is a history of 1illness not unwanted, and yet cursed, a
suffering not shunned, but accevted as the prerequlsite to greatness.

For greathess, to rise above the level of the crowd, was-sver Nietz-

sches goal.




sche 's goal. He sald that he would have his 11fe as hard as any
man had lived 1t. He wanted to suffer because he felt that only
in suffering could he find the Justification for his ohilosouvhy.

Nature and chance combined to fulfill his wish,

The story of Nietzsches 's 1ife 1s a chronicle of illness and
of nhysical suffering which begdng already with eyestrain and head-
ache while the young Nietzsche wlls yat in vrevaratory school. It
endedwith the lonely and outcast philosopher. He had regigned his
srofegsorship on account of 111 health, and lived hence%orth in
Wortnern Italy, on the Riviere, and in Switzerland at 3ils Maria,
6CC0 meters bsyond men and time, as he himself described it. Huch
of his time he srent sick and in bed, and when he was up he wrung
from his weakened body the last measurs of work. In Decembsr 1888

he became violently insane, and nsever recovered.

A ©nositive and conclusive diagnosis of his insanity was neYer
made . From much that Hietzsche himself wrote it would aposar that
he consciously worked and tortured his mind to the point of insanity.
If this is imnossible, as modern uwsychiatryiegists, then at lsast
he was fitfully aware of the coming catastronhe. Nistzsche fondly
cherished the idea of him who ERIRXEF FYXR XAR Abwyx kimsxx® falls
because of hls own greatness. Zarathustra repeatedly tells of his
love for him wgb creates over and above himself and perfishes in
the oprocess, No matter where lis origin, Nietzsche would have his
insanity e a crowning symbool of what he considereg?h?Z worx and nils

mission.



The cause of Nietzsche 's infirmity has never been determined.
The hyvothesls that Nietzsche was suffering rrom progressive wnaraly-
sis, though widely believed, has to my knowledze never been rroved.
(

csycniatrist Moeblus has even attemuted to anzlyse liletzsche's later

¥

rogresglve oaralysis is a syphilitic disease of the brain.) The

works in terms of the cycles of mental derangement which crecede the
violent outbreak of crozressive vnaralysis. INistzschs's sister, on
the cother hand, would exrlain his madness as the result of an excess
of sedatives which Nietzsche 1is known to have talen to € ase his wnain.

ler hyncthesls has been wedically discredited.

aAccirdingly we are left with few facts and with only one
valid nyrothesis, namely that of orogressive jsaralysis, to shed light
on the cause of Nietzsche's insanity. To besure, if we could obtain
from the scientists a comwlete descrintion of Nietzsche 's diseass,
our wroblem would D8 solved. But on this voint the scientists them-
selves disagres and cap give us no 26€1p. From a medical Tolnt of.
view the relationship of Nietzsche 's madness io his thousht remains

enigmatic.

For our ournoses, howevsr, a medical . diagnosls is not essen-

tlal. We are not cencernsd here with an exact definition of liletgsche 's

disease, nor with the nature of its origin, The relation of illness
uMlmkM‘. A

to thought we may .sathar from Nietzsehdds workd, from letters and from

reoorted conversations. ATWO categories of eflfgcts seem naturally to

crasent themsgelves,

In the first nlace, Nietzsche's suffering heighteﬁed his

soetle bower and kmmEx eéxnanded his creative ambitions. Nietzsche

is not unique




1s not unique in attemnting to convert his suffering and his dis-
€ase into constructive and creative chamnels. Beethoven, who had
lived and sufered half a century before lNiletzsche had proved that

1t was possible to convert the greatest infirmity and its attendant
cain into the loftiest exoression of human asvirations and human
struggle, and 1in sc¢ dolng to obtain at least some measurs of releasgs.
Nletzsche greatly admired Beethoven for his hard and nainful read,
€ven as he admired desus for submitting te the cross. Nietzsche's
most eautiful poetry 18 product likewise of his suffering as is the

haunting unwaralleled oross of Zarathustra. In this sense we may

say that Nletzsche grew with his disease and created to the extent
that he dld because of 1t. In this senge the disease produced a re-
actlon In his soul, and this reaction was beautifywl, and remains
today one of the unique monuments which human suffering has bullt

to itseld¥;

alro
Nistzsche 's discass hadAa s€ cond and more obvious effect upon

nis work. Undoubtedly it was a combination of guf’eéring and madness

which removed for him the mental barriers, the limitations, the

inhivitions which in Nietzsche's eﬁﬁjkWestern Civilization had placed
It & vmporiat 1o uohe

uvon men's thought. AThose 1deas which nave shocked and deeply wound-

ed our contemporary world were latent in Hietzsche's mind throughout

his whole life. Although insanity made possible their eaxrression,

insanlity was not their cause,

A rough sketch of the growth of one of Nietzsche 's most bewil-

dering ideas, namely that of the suverman, will illustrate the point.

ot s a

Nietzschehgxogggsad the notion of a double morality for the genius.

while he was yei--s=buoy. When he was only 16, in 1862, he wrote a

brilliant 8chool-eggay



brilliant school-essay ahout lNapoleon III at that time self-styled
enperor of France. A genius 1s not bound by the fetters of convention
wrote the young Nletzsche, and may 1f 1t be necessary to the fulfillment
of hls goal transcend the rules of morality. The idea was common. at

the time; 1t Is common even today. Nevertheless the vigoroudness with

which the youthful mind reflects it is significant,

The as yet undeveloned cenception of the superman recurs again
and again. in Nietzsche 's writings. Its growth may be conveniently
clted from an essay on Schoienhauer (1874) twelve years éfter the school
egsay on Napoleon IIT. Every man, Nietzsche says here, should live not
for himself, not for the state, but for the greatest individual, for
only in se-doing can a man glve the maximum of meaning and of vower to

hisg life,

The doctrine of the superman had been devslooed in all its

complexlty when, ten years after the Schoovenhausr egssay Nietzsche

wrote his Zarathustra. God is dead, oroclaims Zarathustra. Therefore

man shail b god, shall bs beyond good and evil, hig 1ife shall be
the struggle of the wlll to powsr, and as a great going over into a

higher state.

From these considerations we must conclude that Nietzsche's
monstrositles were not the product of insanity, but rather a herltage
to him from the cantury in which he lived, the century of Schouenhauer

and of Darwln. By freeing him from the inhibitions of his scclal
1"l~u.
consclence andAths restraints which Jdesuas and Soecrates have slacad

on western thought, MNietzsehe 's suffering and his madnessuyevealed
to wita b wa e
the inherent brutality =f the soul, And being honest with himself
778

Nietzschs deniedAChristianity ad that which he called Apollonian



and s nrofessed to hate Socratss.,

We can, therefore, no longer discount the theories of Nistzsche
as the worthless ovroducts of a deranged mind. Instead we find in,
Nietzgche »articularly striking and valuabile ingights into the black-
ness of the human socul. Instead of ra Jecting Nietzsche as insane
we mi~ht do well to examine his 1ifs and his thought and there to
find in strikingly clear pictures,hmany of the ever-recurring con-

fllicts of ocur contemoorary civilization.
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In Nietzsche and in the sufiering that made him to grow beyond
and far above himself, and revealed by the madness that emancl sated
him, we see once more ths strugazle of the human soul for that which
ils greater than itself. Hls madness drew away the curtains from his

soul, and wermitted us to look into 1ts awful dsepths, - and shuddsr .



