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Democratizing Nietzsche?

Over the last ten or fifteen years, work on German
philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche has undergone a dra-
matic transformation among philosophers and intellec-
tual historians. One of the effects of the decline of post-
modern theorizing, for instance, was that Nietzsche could
be taken more seriously as a political philosopher, es-
pecially within the Anglo-American tradition.[1] Like-
wise, the emergence of a more cautious philosophical
naturalism beyond the reductionist physicalism that was
very much en vogue among many American philoso-
phers during the 1980s meant that the biological under-
pinnings of many of Nietzsche’s arguments were taken
up by philosophers of science as well as by philoso-
phers who sought to bridge what has become an unfortu-
nate analytical-continental divide.[2] Political theory and
philosophical naturalism, then, are the areas in which Ni-
etzsche’s work had the most lasting and perhaps most
profound impact, continuing to shape, often without be-
ing explicitly acknowledged, much contemporary discus-
sion.[3] For Nietzsche, though, the political was always
connected to the biological and vice versa.[4] Against this

background, it is of no surprise that the growing inter-
est in Nietzsche’s writings runs somewhat parallel with
the equally growing interest in Michel Foucault’s notion
of “bio-politics” in his later lectures at the CollA ge de
France.[5] In a certain sense, one could say that Niet-
zsche and Michel Foucault survived the theory battles of
the 1970s to the 1990s better, and more intact than most
thinkers, easily being adapted to the context of a new
epistemic and political constellation at the beginning of
the twenty-first century. To go even one step further, a
proper historical and philosophical appreciation of Niet-
zsche and Foucault could perhaps only gain momentum
once poststructuralism and its many epigonal versions in
literary criticism had run their course.

Vanessa Lemm’s insightful, clearly written book
makes a welcome and significant contribution to the on-
going reassessment of Nietzsche’s thought. Taking Fou-
cault’s notion of “bio-politics” as its starting point and
wider theoretical framework, Lemm strongly argues for
a new understanding of Nietzsche as a philosopher of
culture able to bridge, or rather, undercut, the divide be-
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tween the mental and the natural.[6] Lemm elegantly and
convincingly shows that Nietzsche’s notion of “culture”
differs fundamentally from the bourgeois and nationalist
ideals of a Kulturstaat prominent in imperial Germany.
Influenced by contemporary discussions in evolution-
ary thought—-certainly Charles Darwin, but also the Ger-
man tradition of Entwicklungsmechanik represented, for
instance, by Wilhelm Roux-Nietzsche’s notion of “cul-
ture” should also not be understood as an emancipation
from nature, but rather as a critical “cultivation of an-
imality” (p. 4). Although Lemm largely refrains from
discussing Nietzsche’s ideas within the context of the
nineteenth-century life sciences—one of the weaker ar-
eas of her argument[7]-she shows with great clarity that,
seen from the perspective of Nietzsche’s concepts of “life”
and “culture,” human individuals are no special case vis-
A -vis nature.

Such arguments are always bound up, however, with
the question of politics, and while “civilization”-as a kind
of negative “bio-politics”—is inevitably connected to vi-
olence and domination, Nietzsche’s new understanding
of “culture” seeks to unearth critically the forces at play
here, leading, as it were, to a more positive, or affirma-
tive, “bio-politics” (p. 21). It is in this respect that Lemm
suggests a re-evaluation of central concepts within Ni-
etzsche’s writings, from his early critique of the corre-
spondence theory of truth to the “sovereign individual”
and the “overhuman” that can be found in his later writ-
ings from the 1880s. At the center of Nietzsche’s political
interests, Lemm claims, stands the idea of a “sovereign
individual” able to make promises and marked by a “cul-
tivation of individual self-responsibility” along the lines
of Foucault’s “care of the self”.[8] Although Lemm also
presents a number of intriguing interpretations of Niet-
zsche’s epistemological reflections on metaphor and lan-
guage, this political commitment constitutes the most
substantial contribution of this book. Most importantly,
perhaps, Lemm’s focus on Nietzsche’s alternative “bio-
politics” allows for a translation of the latter’s arguments
into the present-Nietzsche, certainly, would have appre-
ciated his characterization as a truly untimely thinker.

Despite the considerable strengths of Lemm’s argu-
ment, however, her discussion of Nietzsche’s political
thought often proceeds, at times explicitly, against the
background of the “ethic of friendship” and “ethic of
the other” as these appear in the work of Emmanuel
LA®©vinas and the later Jacques Derrida.[9] While much
can be said for such an approach, which tends to sit-
uate Nietzsche more firmly in the phenomenological
tradition rooted in the work of Edmund Husser]l and

Martin Heidegger, it can also create considerable prob-
lems. The theological, indeed quasi-religious, tint of
LAovinas’s and Derrida’s ideas about ethics are not en-
tirely compatible with Nietzsche’s position. Most ob-
viously, and most worryingly, this stance leads to a
substantive de-escalation of Nietzsche’s more controver-
sial arguments. In fact, Lemm presents a highly de-
mocratized and strangely egalitarian Nietzsche, whose
transvaluation of all values and radical critique of Judeo-
Christian moral norms have been dissolved into a kind of
neo-Humboldtian educational ideal centered on the aes-
thetic “cultivation of freedom” (p. 41). Despite the many
perceptive interpretations of crucial passages through-
out Nietzsche’s Auvre, the implications of Lemm’s argu-
ment all too often tend to sanitize the more uncomfort-
able reflections on the nature of the political that ren-
der Nietzsche’s writings relevant for contemporary po-
litical theory in the first place. As a consequence, Niet-
zsche’s “sovereign individual” in The Genealogy of Moral-
ity (1887), to give but one pertinent example, takes on
the influence of a Judeo-Christian humanism that is more
reminiscent of Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s Nathan the
Wise (1779): “In contrast to the notion that sovereignty
in Nietzsche designates an empowerment of the self over
others, I argue that sovereignty is an empowerment of
the self that results from overcoming the need to domi-
nate others” (p. 40). For Nietzsche, however—and Lemm
occasionally recognizes this-the question of the political
was always linked to both the question of rule and re-
sponsibility, foreshadowing Max Weber and continuing
a tradition that leads us back to the Renaissance prince
as presented by NiccolA? Machiavelli.[10]

Much of Lemm’s de-escalation of Nietzsche’s political
thought, it seems, has its origin in an aestheticized read-
ing of his work, such as the early essay “On Truth and Ly-
ing in an Extra-Moral Sense” (1872), the second Untimely
Meditation, “The Use and Disadvantages of History for
Life” (1874), and his later notebooks. It is, in other words,
precisely by attributing to Nietzsche an aestheticization
of the historical world and by reducing his epistemologi-
cal concerns to the artistic power of language, that Niet-
zsche’s philosophical thought, especially his genealogical
project, loses much of its critical, and at times tragically
critical, potential. What is missing in Lemm’s argument,
then, is a full recognition that Nietzsche’s “free spirits”
and his “sovereign individual” are characterized by an
“honesty” about the animality of human nature that of-
ten crosses into “cruelty.’[11] Indeed, Nietzsche’s contin-
ued relevance is based precisely on the very fact that he
continues to pose uncomfortable questions that modern
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political theory, as much as contemporary philosophy of
science, have to take seriously.

Despite the shortcomings of an approach that is at
pains to democratize Nietzsche, however, Lemm’s study
nevertheless makes a significant scholarly contribution
that should trigger discussion about Nietzsche’s position
in political thought. Its greatest achievement lies in its
bringing Nietzsche into the present, even though one can,
and should, disagree about some of the wider conclusions
Lemm draws from this activity.
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