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Nietzsche Is Dead Too


Nietzsche may have been a bold and clever thinker, but it is worthy of note that, according to Melchert (page 542), Nietzsche was granted full professorship at the young age of twenty-four.  Perhaps such an early success, even if tempered with later rejections by the critics of the time, went to his head.  Whatever the reason for his overlarge ego, Nietzsche is far from being the apex of Western thought that he claims (Melchert p. 552).  Far from ground shattering and original, his ideas are often compatible with ideologies far from the domain of his Godless and anti-romantic perspective, and thus were probably more a reflection of the general attitude of the time than an inevitable consequence of his “death of God.”  One idea in particular that he speaks on with much passion, that of the “last man” and the Jewish/Christian subversion of individualistic values, which Nietzsche calls the “Slave morality,” is spoken on with equal passion by two polar opposites, each probably opposed to Nietzsche’s ideas as well: C. S. Lewis and Ayn Rand.  

C. S. Lewis, great defender of the Christian faith, uses a famous metaphor comparing society to a field of wheat.  He says that Christian society, or any society, needs great men, but that it does not like them and seeks to bring them down.  “The little stalks,” he writes, “will now of themselves bite the tops off the big ones.”  What is even worse than society “biting off” its great men is when the great men are persuaded to forsake their own greatness as being selfish or unfair.  He adds, “The big ones are beginning to bite off their own [heads] in their desire to Be Like [the other] Stalks” (The Screwtape Letters, part II).  This problem, then, is not a fault of Christianity but of faulty Christianity, and can be remedied within the context of traditional morality.  Great men, he writes, may be capable of great evil and selfishness, but they are also “capable, you see, of real repentance.  They are conscious of real guilt.  They are, if things take the wrong turn, as ready to defy the social pressures around them for [Good’s] sake as they were to defy them for [Evil’s]” (Screwtape, part II).


Ayn Rand, as strong a supporter of the Romantic ideal as C. S. Lewis is of Christianity, agrees that the individual genius must be preserved.  This is a keystone of Romantic thought as well.  In the Romantic Manifesto, Ayn Rand states that the purpose of her art, which should be the purpose of all art, is the portrayal of an ideal man, as a guide or role model for everyone.  We need great men, she says, because they are the inspiration, backbone, and driving force of society, the ones who actually accomplish things.  Not only that, she claims it is our natural moral right to seek our highest potential, and that man must therefore be neither a “parasite” nor a “victim” but each must stand for him or her self. 


If these three people, writing at different times and espousing completely different ideologies, all wrote on this same theme with equal passion, what are we to make of it?  There are many other examples that weave a complex web of mutual agreement between any three such philosophers.  The obsession with the problems of “great men” shared by all these great writers is probably a result of their awareness of their own eminence, and thus Nietzsche falls into his own trap by being guilty of the same bias that he accuses all the other philosophers in history of, that of being “advocates who resent that name” and who are “not honest enough in their work” (BGE, 5).  Nietzsche points out many important problems with Western thought and society, but his attempt at a radical departure creates so much hypocrisy and contradiction that he is wholly unjustified in the haughty grandeur of his claims.
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