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editorial


I
was chatting recently to a friend of 

mine who is sympathetic to Buddhist 

views. She was considerably annoyed 

at comments made earlier this year by a 

certain Archbishop to the effect that it 

would be a good thing for Buddhists to be 

converted to Christianity. This, she said, 

was as bad as Muslims in Asia who try to 

convert Buddhists to Islam. After all, the 

Buddhists don’t do it to them. Why can’t 

these other religions have the respect to 

leave Buddhists alone? 

Fortunately, a Christian friend had 

recently given me a good answer to this 

objection. Why don’t the Buddhists do it 

to us? I asked. Don’t they care about us? If 

they really believe that they have discov-

ered the best way to live and to experience 

spirituality, why don’t they tell us about it? 

It’s because Buddhists believe in rein-

carnation, my Buddhist friend answered. 

We will all reach enlightenment eventually 

after a multitude of lifetimes. So Buddhists 

don’t need to evangelize. 

Well, that’s all very well for Buddhists, 

I answered, but what about those who 

don’t think we have an indefinite number 

of lifetimes to get it right? What about 

those of us who believe our friends have 

only one lifetime, and then face judge-

ment? We don’t have the luxury of an 

infinite amount of time. It’s rather more 

urgent for us. If our friends don’t find 

God in this lifetime, they never will. 

This conversation was (if you’ll excuse 

the word) enlightening for me. After all, 

who likes being proselytized? Buddhists 

have always had the image in the West of 

being far more respectful and understand-

ing, not forcing their religion down oth-

ers’ throats. But put in the perspective of 

their doctrine, there’s no virtue in their 

non-proselytization. It’s not out of toler-

ance, or any other moral high ground. It’s 

because they don’t need to. They have all 

the time in the world, and it’s no tragedy 

if no one is converted yet. 

Still, I am moved to come back to my 

original question. Don’t Buddhists at least 

care that we get to enlightenment a little 

faster? After all, to hang around in this non-

enlightened existence is to suffer, in 

Buddhist philosophy. Only when we lose 

our sense of self in enlightenment will we 

cease to suffer. Don’t they want me to cease 

suffering? Wouldn’t it be better for me if 
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6 they helped me in the right direction? 

The issue in the end, of course, is not to 

do with Buddhism (which seems to be in a 

fairly diluted form in the West) but with 

our Western society’s confused views of 

tolerance. Openly discussing our views, 

challenging each other on our logic or 

research, investigating different experi-

ences and coming to a conclusion about 

them, may be championed in a free coun-

try—but not when the topic is religion. 

Religion is a private matter, and not only 

must we have the right to our own views, 

we must also keep those views to ourselves. 

Evangelism is dismissed with disdain—as if 

there is no other way of discussing religion 

apart from the most insensitive of strident 

preaching which, not surprisingly, most 

people dislike. 

There was an amusing epilogue, how-

ever, to the horrified public reaction that 

ensued when the aforesaid Archbishop 

encouraged Christians to evangelize. It 

provoked a great deal of discussion in news-

paper columns, talk-back radio and work-

places. About what? Religion, of course. 1 

Kirsten Birkett 

Editor 
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Of truth, tolerance 

and tyranny 
Phil Miles 

Across the desert of truth to 
the river of dreams 

I
t had happened again! The forces of 

intolerance had lined themselves up 

against everything good and noble, 

and so the future of a civilization hung in 

the balance. Cold, unfeeling logic—in the 

person of an alien with an axe to grind— 

was all set to eradicate an extra-terrestrial 

society’s entire heritage of art and culture. 

Apparently this guy believed that society 

would run a lot more efficiently in the 

absence of the quixotic world of emo-

tion—better to do things on a sound ratio-
nal basis. Once all that touchy-feely stuff 

had been wiped from the archives, he 

could set about building a more efficient 

and cost-effective society, even if that 

sometimes meant forcing people to do 

things against their will. 

I hardly need to tell you how this all 

ended, and how a civilization was saved 

from tyranny by the triumph of tolerance. 

After all, the same story-line is being 

constantly repeated wherever we turn. This 

time it was a late-night sci-fi episode on TV, 

but similar versions can be found in movies, 

books, cartoons or Billy Joel songs1—not to 

mention more scholarly sources. It is every-

where around us! 

What exactly is this story? Basically it is 

about two worlds in conf lict. On the one 

hand we have tyranny, which—according to 

this scenario—is built on intolerance, and 

consists of constrictive attitudes to life, hier-

archical social structures or even outright 

political oppression. At the heart of all 

1 The title of this section comes from the song ‘The 
river of dreams; on Billy Joel’s album River of Dreams 
released 1993. 
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This is sees it as an 

ment here is to a non-dogmatic under-

of our culture. 

B

tyranny, in turn, is a particular attitude to 

truth. one which

absolute, unopen to reinterpretation or 

compromise—as something, indeed, which 

can even be forced upon others. On the 

other hand, we have tolerance. This is the 

world of the undogmatic acceptance of dif-

ference, of emotional sensitivity, of the arts 

and cultural diversity. The critical commit-

standing of truth—one which sees it in 

appropriately contextual and f lexible terms. 

These two worlds, these two ways of see-

ing, are battling for supremacy in the life of 

the individual and of society as a whole. 

Clearly, this is an important story, of 

even mythic proportions. It tells us who we 

are as heirs of the Enlightenment, as keep-

ers of the dream of Western civilization. 

And so it is repeated incessantly on the 

wooden drums and around the campfires 

ut is this myth true, even in the broad-

est sense of that word? Does it teach 

useful things about the shape of the world 

we live in? Does it offer helpful perspectives 

on how we should live our own lives, or 

order social relationships in the real world? 

Even to ask such a question would 

seem presumptuous in light of the status 

These two worlds, these two ways 
of seeing, are battling for supremacy 
in the life of the individual and 
of society as a whole. 

which this story has achieved (i.e. unas-

sailable religious dogma). Nonetheless, 

my contention in this article is that the 

answer is, in fact, “No”. The world is not 

as it is portrayed in this story. The reality 

of the situation is just the opposite of what 

we have been led to believe. Put simply, 

tyranny is not the inevitable outcome of 

an absolutist view of truth but is, rather, 

the direct product of relativism. Likewise, 

tolerance arises not from relativism but 

from the very thing which our society 

anathematizes—the belief in absolutes. 

Even to believers in absolute truth this 

claim may seem rather extreme. Christians, 

for instance, have tended to accept the basic 

terms of the argument about tolerance as 

laid down by our culture, and have then 

tried to find some reasonable position 

within that framework. Thus there are 

those who assert that the gospel is primarily 

about acceptance and tolerance—and that 

the ‘strands of evidence’ in it which entail a 

commitment to absolutes can be disre-

garded accordingly. On the other hand, 

there are many who don’t feel able to 

ignore the claims of absolute truth, and thus 

believe they must resign themselves to 

being out of step with modern society’s 

commitment to tolerance. 

But what if the terms of the debate over 

tolerance are themselves open to debate? 

Surely this possibility needs to be consid-

ered. In this article, I wish to maintain that 

the whole story of the battle between 

tyranny and tolerance has been set up 

on false premises. This problem is due, in 

large part, to inadequacies in the whole 

Enlightenment programme. 
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One of the distinctives of Enlightenment 

thinking has been the division of the 

world into two basic categories by which we 

classify our experience. These form two 

watertight compartments, two aspects of 

reality that stand in sharp contrast to one 

another. Philosopher Francis Schaeffer refers 

to these as the ‘lower’ and ‘upper’ storeys.2 

The lower storey is the area of absolutes; of 

objectivity and logical thought, of science 

and truth. The upper storey, correspond-

ingly, is the world of non-absolutes; of sub-

jectivity and emotion, of the arts and culture. 

The details of the contents have changed 

over the centuries—as has the assessment of 

which category is preferable over the 

other—but the basic belief is still all-perva-

sive that things in one category do not relate 

directly to those in the other. 

Of course, if tyranny is classified in the 

lower storey and relativism in the upper, 

then at a fundamental metaphysical level 

they simply cannot impinge upon one 

other. They are logically discrete. On the 

other hand, if tyranny and objective truth 

are both denizens of the lower storey then 

we are well on our way to finding the cause 

of tyranny in the world. 

But if the world is fundamentally differ-

ent from what the Enlightenment has led us 

to believe, then all sorts of other possibilities 

must be considered. In this article I cannot 

deal with these issues in any depth, but the 

See, for instance, Francis Schaeffer, The God Who Is 
There, first published Hodder and Stoughton, London, 
1968, Section Two, Chapter Two, ‘Modern mysticism: 
despair beyond despair’. 

cultures, European 

9 

possibility that various Enlightenment 

assumptions are incorrect is fundamental to 

what I will be saying about truth, tolerance 

and tyranny. At the very least, if we can 

entertain the possibility that the world 

might be structured in ways other than the 

Enlightenment has proposed, then we will 

be able to look at the actual evidence in new 

and more fertile ways. 

We will begin our discussion by looking 

at the shape of Japanese society. We will 

then move slowly through some Western 

examining firstly 

Fascism, then contemporary American life, 

and lastly the situation in Australia today. 

But if the world is fundamentally 
different from what the Enlightenment 
has led us to believe, then all sorts of 
other possibilities must be considered. 

2 
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do 

In the beginning was the sword 
Westerners have a hard time trying to 

make sense of Japan. It just won’t seem to 

come into focus. On the one hand there is 

the world of exquisite brush paintings, 

haiku poetry and geishas stepping daintily 

beneath clouds of cherry blossom. On the 

other hand there is the world of business 

and politics, of powerful corporations, 

ruthless economic practices and endless 

political machinations. To the Western 

mind, these two worlds just shouldn’t be 

together. They represent two opposing 

aspects of reality which we must choose 

between, not expect to find in peaceful 

co-existence. Because they exist so 

closely together in Japan, the culture is 

inevitably labelled an ‘enigma’, ‘mysteri-

ous’ or ‘inscrutable’. 

The problem, however, lies not with 

Japan, but with Enlightenment ways of 

understanding the world. If we carefully 

examine life in Japan, we will find that 

these two aspects of its experience simply 

form two sides of the same coin. They are 

mutually related in a number of significant 

ways and, furthermore, have co-existed in 

Japan for centuries. 

The same can be said for the specific 

issues of relativism and tyranny (which are 

The problem, however, lies not with 
Japan, but with Enlightenment ways of 
understanding the world. 

not unrelated to the more visible aspects of 

Japanese culture). As Westerners, we may 

not expect these two realities to be deeply 

interrelated, but the reality of Japanese 

society is that they are. 

Modern Japan may not be a country we 

immediately associate with tyranny, yet 

Japanese society is in fact extremely tyran-

nical. It gives little recognition to individ-

ual freedom. One reason we may not 

notice its tyrannical nature is that there is 

no single dictator in charge. This does not 

mean, however, that power relationships 

work along anything other than tyrannical 

lines. Tyranny can exist in a number of 

forms, and we need to be aware of what 

they are. 

In Japan, tyranny manifests itself in at least 

a couple of ways. In the first place, there 

is that of general social pressure. Even 
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without specific sanctions from above, 

there can be incredible pressure generated 

by society at large to do what is expected, 

on the threat of ostracism from a particular 

group or even society as a whole. Strong 

social pressure is a basic fact of life in Japan, 

and all Japanese are keenly aware of it. 

There is little freedom to do as one wishes 

in many areas of life, and even the most 

trivial details can be predetermined by 

social expectations. 

Secondly, there are the formal power 

arrangements by which the society func-

tions. In Japan, power is mainly in the 

hands of what is called the ‘iron triangle’— 

the triad of elected government, big busi-

ness and the bureaucracy. Of these three, 

there is no one group which is in the ascen-

dancy—though, if anything, elected gov-

ernment is the weakest. This enormous 

power, furthermore, is wielded in an 

oppressive manner. Again, there is no need 

to picture this in terms of dictators and 

jack-boots. Things are done a lot more sub-

tly in Japan, but the salient fact is that those 

who hold power use it to control the lives 

of those beneath them. There is no strong 

tradition, for instance, of elected officials 

being ‘servants’ of the people. Rather, the 

people are seen as existing to serve the state. 

The same is true within the company or 

whatever group to which you may belong. 

This necessity to conform your actions to 

the expectations of those above you in the 

system is a reality which pervades all aspects 

of life for Japanese people. 

Japan is, furthermore, a land where 

relativism prevails. It is a society where 

‘truth’ and ‘morality’ are understood only 

11in relative terms. There are no words 

in common usage for moral ‘right’ and 

‘wrong’, as we understand those concepts 

in the West. What is ‘right’ all depends on 

the situation in which you find yourself, 

and that is purely a matter of social expec-

tation or your position in the power struc-

ture. Japanese, therefore, are very adept at 

assessing what is required in a situation and 

acting accordingly. This is often misinter-

preted by Westerners as duplicity, but it is 

simply the way life must be lived where all 

is relative. Truth itself becomes merely a 

This necessity to conform your 
actions to the expectations of those 
above you in the system is a reality 
which pervades all aspects of life 
for Japanese people. 
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is 

H

points can be made. 

It creates intellectual condi-

social construct. If everybody believes 

something to be true, or if the powers that 

be say that it is, then for the practical pur-

poses of daily life, it true. As the Japanese 

say, it’s safe to cross against a red light if 

everyone does it together. 

ow, then, are these two realities 

related in Japan? How can it sub-

scribe to relativism, which to Western 

thinking is almost synonymous with toler-

ance, and yet be so tyrannical in its social 

and political makeup? Space doesn’t permit 

an adequate analysis, but a few salient 

In the first place, the Japanese experi-

ence shows how relativism permits the rise 

of tyranny.

tions in which tyranny can arise and pros-

per. Specifically, without any objectively 

true moral standards prior to, or outside 

of, a particular social arrangement, there 

can be no basis on which to critique even 

the unfettered exercise of political power. 

For one thing, even if you yourself feel 

there is something morally objectionable 

to what is going on, relativism makes it 

impossible to move much beyond that 

point. This is because it is impossible to 

A belief in absolute truth gives you 
some objective grounds on which to 
assess what is happening in society, and 
to enlist others in creating whatever 
changes are morally required. 

present a case in the public arena to which 

others are bound to listen, least of all those 

wielding power. What is ‘true for you’, in 

other words, has no public significance 

whatsoever. A belief in absolute truth gives 

you some objective grounds on which to 

assess what is happening in society, and to 

enlist others in creating whatever changes 

are morally required. If all truth is relative, 

then you have no formal basis on which to 

do this. 

But why would you think that some 

aspect of society was morally wrong in the 

first place? Such a conclusion demands 

a premise which holds true independent 

of the contingencies of any one social 

arrangement, but that is the very thing 

relativism cannot provide. Thus, if you are 

a member of a society with a long tradi-

tion of relativism, it may be hard to even 
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project your thinking beyond the status 
quo in the first place. Of course you may 

not like what you are experiencing, but 

relativism doesn’t give you the intellectual 

tools necessary to think beyond that 

point. If anything, it will tell you that the 

fault must lie with you for failing to adapt 

to the situation in which you find your-

self. In the end, what ‘is’ is ‘right’, and the 

citizens of such a society can no more 

offer a cogent moral critique of their 

experiences than pull themselves up by 

their own bootlaces. 

All of this may be diff icult for 

Westerners to get their minds around, but 

it quite aptly describes the Japanese experi-

ence. Japan is a society which functions on 

the basis of the exercise of political and 

economic power unfettered by any moral 

considerations. At times it can be 

extremely oppressive of the individual, and 

yet its people cannot and do not offer any 

critique of it from a strictly moral point of 

view. Relativism simply does not speak 

that language. What moral sense there is, is 

inevitably couched in terms of the respon-

sibility of the individual to conform to the 

demands of the group. Thus the group 

itself takes on the role of point of reference 

for all decision making. 

Karel van Wolferen has written on this 

issue: 

To sum up what is most crucial 

in Japanese political culture: the 

Japanese have never been encour-

aged to think that the force of an 

idea could measure up to the physi-

cal forces of a government. The key 

13 

public has no intellectual means to a 

3 

will 

Japan is a society which functions on 

3 : 

fi

to understanding Japanese power 

relations is that they are unregulated 

by transcendental concepts. The 

consistent judgement of the political 

aspects of life. The weaker, ideolog-

ically inspired political groups or 

individuals have no leverage of any 

kind over the status quo other than 

the little material pressure they are 

sometimes able to muster. In short, 

Japanese political practice is a matter 

of ‘might is right’ disguised by assur-

ances and tokens of ‘benevolence’.

Granted that relativism may in some way 

provide fertile soil in which tyranny can 

grow, do we need to concede that things 

necessarily move in that direction? 

Weeds will grow in any garden, but if we 

are vigilant we can surely keep them at 

bay. Certainly, those in the West who 

believe in the fundamental goodness of 

the basis of the exercise of political 
and economic power unfettered by 
any moral considerations. 

Karel van Wolferen, The Enigma of Japanese Power
People and Politics in a Stateless Nation, Charles E.Tuttle 
Company, Rutland,Vermont and Tokyo, 1993 ( rst Tuttle 
edition), p. 320. Much of what I say in this section is 
indebted to this very important book. It will repay care
ful reading by anyone interested in the issues covered 
in this article. 
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only it. This can 

society cannot function at all without 

man would expect it to shine through 

despite the temptations to tyranny which 

relativism might conceivably involve. An 

examination of the Japanese situation, 

however, indicates that such a hope is 

unfounded. Whatever your views on the 

goodness of human nature, the fact is that 

in the context of relativism, society can-

not function at all without some degree of 

tyranny. In other words, relativism not 

permits tyranny, it requires 
be seen at both the social and political lev-

els, which we will now consider in turn. 

In the first place, if we turn to everyday 

social interactions, we can see what a threat 

relativism is to the smooth functioning of 

society. Human society, by its very nature, 

cannot exist in a state of chaos. For one 

thing, it needs some form of unifying point 

around which daily human interactions 

can be integrated. Where there is a com-

mitment to absolute truth—and at least 

some consensus as to what that truth actu-

ally is—then everyday relationships can be 

carried out on the basis of the predictabil-

ity which that provides. Even going down 

to the shop to buy an ice-cream is an 

extremely complex affair which can 

involve a whole range of beliefs about the 

Whatever your views on the 
goodness of human nature, the fact 
is that in the context of relativism, 

some degree of tyranny. 

meaning of monetary transactions, owner-

ship of property, and the role of the indi-

vidual in society. Without some form of 

unifying point of reference, even such 

everyday social transactions become 

fraught with difficulty. 

Where all is relative, however, what will 

happen to normal social relationships? 

Clearly, they are in danger of becoming so 

f luid as to be impossibly difficult. If there is 

no predictable pattern to what the mem-

bers of a society believe or value, then 

social relationships beyond those with 

immediate family or close friends become 

next to impossible. Under the circum-

stances, civil society will collapse, unless 

some other unifying factor can be found. 

One answer to this problem is to focus 

on the standardization of external behav-

iour. No matter what people may think on 

all kinds of issues, as long as they act in pre-

dictable ways, society can function. In other 

words, you may believe as you wish about 

almost anything, as long as this doesn’t 

interfere with the way you act in public. 

The content of this behaviour, of course, is 

not up to the individual to determine—that 

would only take us back to the original 

problem. Rather, it must be set by society as 

a whole. This can only mean a serious 

restriction of personal freedom, because life 

must become enormously regimented in 

order for society to run smoothly. 

This dislocation of thought and practice 

may seem quite foreign to Westerners used 

to a culture built on biblical absolutes, but 

it is a natural outworking of relativism. 

Thus in Japan, issues of behaviour take 

precedence over questions of belief. In fact, 
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for the average person, the issue of how 

you act in public is one which takes prece-

dence over almost every other aspect of 

life. Children are brought up to adjust their 

behaviour to surrounding expectations— 

“What would the neighbours think?” 

being the basic educational dictum. Adults 

spend their lives trying to both assess what 

is expected in particular situations, and 

adjust their behaviour accordingly. 

Not that it is simply left up to individual 

effort. There are all manner of informal pres-

sures to ensure that everyone acts pre-

dictably. For one thing, Japan is a land of 

endless instructions. Everything from what 

shoes to wear to work, to how to behave at a 

funeral, has been thought out for you in 

advance and is then explained in ample 

detail. The rules themselves, of course, may 

be fairly arbitrary (what else could you 

expect if there is no absolute truth?), but 

conformity to them is an absolute. Refusal to 

conform is not treated lightly, as it is a threat 

requires it. 

to the well-ordered functioning of society. 

What you believe in all this is largely 

irrelevant. As long as you maintain the 

formal rituals of the group, you can pretty 

well believe what you like. This sounds 

like a recipe for intellectual freedom, but 

in such a context it actually becomes 

extremely difficult to believe much about 

anything—which is one reason Japanese 

exchange students have trouble saying 

what they would like to do with their host 

families! Quite naturally, Japanese society 

places little emphasis on the life of the 

mind. The entire education system itself 

is more about teaching the young to con-

form to the group, than equipping them 

with intellectual skills. What is taught 

does tend to promote an overwhelming 

conformity of belief and outlook, but the 

‘genius’ of the system is its ability to cre-

ate members of society who don’t sense 

any vital connection between thought and 

life. In the end, the predominant empha-

sis of life in Japan is on the unceasing and 

detailed conformity of the individual to 

the expectations of society. 

One thing that needs to be noted in 

that regard is that Western intellectuals 

seem to have little awareness of these reali-

ties. Discussions of the social possibilities of 

relativism often seem built on the belief 

that this brave new world will be led by the 

In other words, relativism not only 
permits tyranny, it 
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indi-

meaning of 

W

intellectuals themselves. One often gets the 

distinct impression that the society they 

envisage is a sort of ‘university campus writ 

large’, where all the values of a liberal educa-

tion will be enshrined in society as a whole. 

The Japanese experience, however,

cates that this is but a pipe-dream. Once you 

enter the realm of relativism, the role of the 

intellectual becomes redundant. In the 

West, where there has been a traditional 

commitment to absolutes of truth and 

morality, the intellectual world has been val-

ued accordingly. Issues of belief have been 

understood to be prior to practice, and thus 

indispensable to the formation of a well-

ordered society. Once you move into rela-

tivism, however, the very

intellectual endeavour is called into ques-

tion. Practice becomes prior to belief. Thus 

throughout Japanese history the power of 

the sword has been consistently seen as 

greater than the power of the pen. 

e have thus seen how, at an informal 

level, relativism leads to great 

restriction on the freedom of the individ-

ual. We need now to consider the effect of 

relativism on the formal structures of soci-

ety. Here again we see that relativism not 

only permits tyranny, but requires it. 

How does a society resolve disputes 
between its members in the absence 
of, say, absolute standards of justice? 

Take, for instance, the issue of settling 

disputes. How does a society resolve dis-

putes between its members in the absence 

of, say, absolute standards of justice? How 

do you determine who is in the right and 

who needs to be punished? Even if we 

imagine a society made up of the most 

well-intentioned people, there must 

inevitably be some need of government 

intervention in regard to disputes between 

them—such as over ownership of property 

or fault in the case of accident. If civil soci-

ety is not going to simply slip into chaos, 

then the state must find some way of deal-

ing with these disputes. 

The gist of the matter is that in the 

absence of objective standards the only real 

alternative is to make the state itself an 

absolute. In that context the ultimate 

crime is to cause social disharmony—of 

which disputes between individuals form 
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one instance. It thus follows that it is the 

dispute itself which needs to be punished as 

a disturbance of social harmony, rather 

than ‘justice’ being meted out to both par-

ties. Both parties may need to be punished 

for their involvement in a dispute, regard-

less of what Westerners would consider the 

justice of the result. Of course, a lot may 

depend on the relative position of the par-

ties in the structure of society. Those with 

important positions will be treated more 

leniently. Those with the least power or 

inf luence will be treated the most severely. 

To do otherwise would be to cast a slur on 

society itself, in which ‘absolute’ value 

rests. Those with the most importance in 

society must be treated with the most hon-

our, if social order is to be maintained. 

17 

The state itself has become the 

It goes without saying that all of this 

must be extremely restrictive of the free-

dom of the average member of society. The 

state itself has become the absolute, and in 

practical terms it is able to be extremely 

intrusive in the life of the individual. 

Again, this way of doing things may not 

be congenial to Western ways of thinking, 

but it is how things actually work in mod-

ern Japan. Western concepts of justice have 

had their impact, but often they end up 

being no more than window dressing. 

Relativism remains the key ideological 

commitment of Japanese society, and its 

patterns of life are shaped accordingly. 

Thus, individuals involved in disputes may 

be treated in ways that Westerners would 

consider quite unjust. For instance, if you 

are hit by a car while using a pedestrian 

crossing, you may well be held partly to 

blame for this upset to social order, and 

treated accordingly (though it all depends 

on who you are or who you know, who the 

other party is and so on). 

As I have indicated, the end result of 

this state of affairs is a restriction of per-

sonal freedom, especially for those at the 

bottom of society. False arrest and punish-

ment are far from uncommon in Japan 

(usually involving ‘confessions’ gained 

absolute, and in practical terms it is 
able to be extremely intrusive in the 
life of the individual. 
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of 

ficult to guard against 

social conditions which require some 

under duress). The logic of this is that the 

fact that someone gets punished for a crime 

sends an important signal to society at 

large. Whether that someone was actually 

the guilty party or not is a lesser issue. 

Another factor is that if an arrested person 

turned out to be innocent, this would 

ref lect badly on the police force and the 

government as a whole. Such a turn

events could only be a threat to social 

order, and so if you are arrested in Japan 

you are almost certain to be found guilty. 

Even if you don’t get entangled in 

some run-in with the police or the courts, 

your freedom will be severely limited by 

the fear of doing so. Most Japanese live 

lives thoroughly imbued with the desire 

to ‘not get involved’, and this can be very 

restrictive of freedom of action and asso-

ciation. But without any recognition of 

absolutes beyond the state, it is hard to see 

how things could be any different. In 

other words, relativism requires fairly arbi-

trary coercion by the state in order to 

maintain social harmony. The lives of 

individuals may become severely circum-

scribed by this process, but the Japanese 

Relativism not only creates 
intellectual conditions in which it is 
extremely dif
the rise of tyranny, it also creates 

form of tyranny. 

themselves think it but a small price to pay 

to avoid falling into utter social chaos. 

Much more could be said, but I trust 

my main point is starting to become 

clear. The experience of Japan indicates 

how relativism in truth and morality can 

be intimately associated with the exercise 

of tyrannical power and the oppression of 

the individual. Relativism not only cre-

ates intellectual conditions in which it is 

extremely difficult to guard against the 

rise of tyranny, it also creates social condi-

tions which require some form of tyranny. 

This may be at the level of informal social 

relationships, or in the way the state is run 

from above. Clearly, then, it is over-opti-

mistic for Western intellectuals to hope 

that a philosophy of relativism is going to 
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usher in a world of liberty and tolerance. 

Whatever might be said about the 

Japanese context, though, it is a different 

culture, and perhaps there are factors in 

our own history which would render us 

immune from some of the realities of 

Japanese life. To explore the issue more 

adequately, therefore, we need to move a 

little closer to home—to Fascist Europe. 

Il Duce ha sempre ragione 
European Fascism was a Romantic move-

ment, a movement born aloft on the wings 

of art and song, and ultimately dedicated to 

the triumph of the human spirit over all 

that entangles it and binds it to the world of 

the everyday. 

A number of reactions to the above 

statement are possible. You may have 

found it distasteful because it seems to be 

speaking positively of a movement which 

led to the death of millions. Alternatively, 

you might conclude that I have no idea 

what I’m talking about—driven mad, per-

haps, by too much study. Or perhaps you 

feel it’s no doubt meant as some kind of 

strange joke. Whatever your reaction, 

however, it is unlikely that you gave this 

statement your immediate unqualified 

assent. Yet, strange as it may seem, what I 

have written is actually, historically true. 

What is going on here? If there’s one 

thing modern people know, its that 

Fascism stands for brutality and oppres-

sion, not art and beauty. To call someone 

a Fascist today is not to accuse them of 

being a patron of the arts! Fascism was 

(and is) simply an attitude of mechanical 

of Alice 

brutishness, bent on the destruction of all 

the finer aspects of human life—and even 

of life itself. 

On the other hand, to say that some-

thing is ‘Romantic’ is surely, by definition, 

to say that it is good. It is common knowl-

edge in the modern world that everything 

to do with the ‘higher’ aspects of human 

life is to be applauded. To describe the bar-

barity of Fascist Europe as ‘Romantic’, 

therefore, sounds at least self-contradic-

tory, if not somewhat morally improper. 

If we want to understand Fascism, bet-

ter to look for its roots in the intolerant 

‘lower storey’ of absolutes and dogmatism. 

Take, for example, the work

Miller. In regard to the roots of Nazism she 

writes that Germans: 

had been raised to be obedient, had 

grown up in an atmosphere of duty 

and Christian virtues; they had to 

learn at a very early age to repress 

their hatred and their needs. And 

now along came a man who did 

not question the underpinnings of 

this bourgeois morality… someone 

who… put the obedience that had 

been instilled in them to good use, 

who never confronted them with 

searching questions or inner crises, 

If there’s one thing modern people 
know, its that Fascism stands for 
brutality and oppression, not art and 
beauty. 
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4 

ties are in . The problem 

of 

The fact of the matter is that Fascism 

4 

The Assault 
, 

but instead provided them with a 

universal means for finally being able 

to live out in a thoroughly acceptable 

and legal way the hatred they had 

been repressing all their lives.

In other words, the problems of Fascism 

began with certain child-rearing practices 

based on ‘bourgeois morality’ (read ‘a belief 

in absolutes’) derived from Christianity. 

But are these attitudes adequate, or do 

they simply represent the prejudices of 

modern Enlightenment thought? The fact 

of the matter is that Fascism was both a 

Romantic movement and also extremely 

tyrannical. Furthermore, these two reali-

no way contradictory
lies not with my original statement, but 

with the inadequacies modern 

Enlightenment thought. 

In order to untangle this knot we need 

to look carefully at Fascism as an historical 

phenomenon. We will thus first of all look 

at its ideological roots, and then touch 

brief ly on its tyrannical character. Lastly we 

was both a Romantic movement and 
also extremely tyrannical. 

Alice Miller, For Your Own Good: Hidden Cruelty in 
Child-Rearing and the Roots of Violence, tr. Hildegarde 
Hannum and Hunter Hannum, Noonday Press, New 
York, 1983, p 187. (Quoted in Dana Mack, 
on Parenthood: How Our Culture Undermines the Family
Simon and Schuster, New York, 1997, pp. 40-41.) 

will consider how these two realities are to 

be reconciled. It will soon become clear 

that we are up against issues very similar to 

those we encountered in our discussion of 

Japan. Specifically, we are again looking at 

a situation where tyranny occurs as the nat-

ural concomitant of relativism. 

Fascism was a ‘Romantic’ movement in 

the sense that its ideological roots lay in 

the many Romantic movements which 

developed in Europe in the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries. These often 

began in fairly elite circles but eventually 

came to inf luence many aspects of European 

life and culture. Fundamental to these 

movements, including Fascism, was the 

rejection of rationalism and traditional con-

ceptions of truth and morality. In particular, 

traditional Christian dogma was rejected as 

stultifying to the higher ethical impulses of 

mankind. In its place there developed an 

approach to life and morality that was at once 
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mystical, emotional and idealistic. 

This rejection of absolutes naturally 

led to the development of movements 

which were both extremely eclectic and 

highly vague about their central commit-

ments—a fact which unfortunately makes 

any analysis of Fascism itself less than 

straightforward. For one thing, the Fascist 

movement owed much to a wide variety 

of ideologies, including Ariosophy,5 

Futurism, the occult, philosophical ideal-

ism, and German Völkisch6 thought. It was 

likewise a many-faceted movement itself, 

with important differences of emphasis 

existing from country to country. 

Attempts to summarize the essential con-

tent of Fascism are, therefore, invariably 

long and detailed with numerous notes of 

exceptions to the norm. 

Nonetheless, its overall character as a 

Romantic movement is clear. Generally 

speaking, it was characterized by an empha-

sis on vitalistic ideas concerned with break-

ing the bonds of the past and moving 

forward to an heroic future, both individu-

ally and as a community. Thus it particularly 

concerned itself with the whole emotive 

aspect of human experience. For instance, 

there was a great emphasis placed on the arts 

in Fascist thought. Hitler himself had an 

artistic background and is quoted as saying 

5 A mystical version of Aryan Supremacy philosophy. 
6 Völkisch thought was a stream in German intellec
tual life which looked to the common people and rural 
life for inspiration and moral values. It tended toward a 
sort of nature mysticism. Ironically, it’s probably fair to 
say that the main legacy we have from that movement 
is the Volkswagen—originally Hitler’s car for the com
mon man. 

is 

H

‘art is the only truly enduring investment of 

human labour’. Throughout the develop-

ment of Fascism, therefore, he and others 

made great use of all the arts in order to 

achieve the ends of the movement. The end 

goal was no less than the creation of a ‘new 

man’ and a new social reality. 

What we are looking at here, of course, 

relativism. Fascism, in common with pre-

vious Romantic movements, rejected tra-

ditional ideas of truth and morality, which 

pictured man as bound by external, objec-

tive standards. It began, instead, with the 

concept of ‘Man as the measure of all 

things’ and combined that with a sense of 

moral guidance based not on standards of 

rationality, but on various cultural and 

expressive norms. Thus, Fascism was very 

much in the ‘upper storey’ as far as 

Enlightenment categories are concerned. 

aving outlined the character of 

Fascism as a Romantic movement, 

we next need to touch on its tyrannical 

nature. It is unnecessary to go into detail 

about this topic because the horrific events 

which occurred under Fascism are still very 

Fascism, in common with previous 
Romantic movements, rejected 
traditional ideas of truth and morality, 
which pictured man as bound by 
external, objective standards. 
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much part of our culture’s memory. We 

have all been exposed to numerous movies, 

books and television programmes which 

document the horrors of Fascism in gen-

eral, and German National Socialism in 

particular. Indeed it has almost reached the 

point where the two words ‘Fascism’ and 

‘tyranny’ are synonymous. 

One fact which needs to be noted, how-

ever, is that the tyrannical nature of the 

Fascist experience was by no means limited 

to the excesses of the concentration camps. 

There was, in fact, a widespread restriction 

of personal freedom experienced by all 

those living under Fascism, including the 

German people themselves. This may not 

sound very significant in comparison to the 

events of the holocaust, but it is nonetheless 

a reality which we need to bear in mind in 

assessing the movement as a whole. 

he next question is, of course, the crit-

ical one. How can we reconcile these 

two realities? How can a commitment to 

Romantic ideals co-exist with the tyranny 

which existed under Fascism? Counter-

intuitive as this may all seem, however, our 

discussion of modern Japan has already 

given us some clues to an answer. In fact, if 

we look carefully at European Fascism we 

will see the same basic issues arising, albeit 

Simply put, if there are no absolute 
moral boundaries then anyone can go 
out and do what they like. 

in different cultural forms. 

The first issue, of course, is that if you 

reject an objective understanding of truth 

and morality, you put yourself in the posi-

tion of being unable to offer any convincing 

critique of what goes on in society. Simply 

put, if there are no absolute moral bound-

aries then anyone can go out and do what 

they like. If you combine that relativism 

with concepts of the creative human strug-

gle to forge new realities, then you are not 

very far from the terrors of the holocaust. 

Not very far, but not there yet. The 

rejection of moral absolutes certainly 

might lead you into some form of moral 

chaos, where some might feel free to 

commit all manner of ‘immoral’ acts, and 

which a strong leader could use to impose 

tyrannical rule on a society. In other 

words relativism can permit tyranny. For 

that reason alone we need to be wary of it, 

but it is not the whole story. What we are 
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looking at with Fascism is something big-

ger. We are looking at the fact that rela-

tivism requires tyranny. As we have already 

noted, no society can function without 

some form of fixed point around which to 

integrate itself. If it has rejected moral 

absolutes in favour of relativism, then 

some new point of integration must be 

found. If we are to understand Fascism 

and the tyranny to which it led, then we 

need to grapple adequately with this fact. 

The obvious candidate for this role is 

society itself; not so much understood as an 

entity made up of individuals (which 

would simply return us to the original 

problem), but society as something onto-

logically prior to the people within it. In 

this way it can become the integrating 

point of reference for all human conduct. 

After all, any society exists prior to the 

birth of particular individuals into it, and 

it is not hard to see it as logically and 

morally prior to their needs or desires. 

This is, in fact, the view of the state which 

Fascism espoused. Thus one popular Nazi 

slogan was Gemeinnutz geht vor Eigennutz 

. Thus 

(the common good before the individual 

good). Of course, such a statement may 

be given fairly innocent interpretations, 

but what it meant in the context of 

Fascism was that the individual exists for 

the good of the state, not vice versa
we see how the tyranny of the state over 

the individual can begin. 

Once the state becomes ultimate, all 

sorts of other issues fall into place. 

Naturally, the ultimate duty of all its mem-

bers is to live and die for the good of the 

state, whatever their own personal desires 

or ethical convictions. Thus, personal 

behaviour must be judged simply by the 

extent to which it promotes the needs of 

the state. In particular, obedience to its 

laws and the directives of its official repre-

sentatives becomes of paramount impor-

tance. In such a context, “I was only 

following orders” is not just a weak attempt 

to excuse immoral behaviour. Rather, it is 

a statement which reveals the inner logic of 

a particular moral universe—a system of 

belief and practice where morality is not 

absolute but relative to the needs of human 

society and its structure of authority. 

This is not dissimilar to the Japanese 

experience, but unlike Japan, Fascist ideas 

were often conveyed using concepts of 

‘truth’, which still remained part of the cul-

tural vocabulary of wartime Europe. Thus 

Once the state becomes ultimate, all 
sorts of other issues fall into place. 
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as (Mussolini is 

speaking 

, 

and not as often seems 

we encounter such significant formulations 

Il Duce ha sempre ragione 
always right). Here we have the traditional 

vocabulary of truth being used to express a 

totally radical idea. This slogan is not saying 

that Mussolini as an individual isn’t prone 

to error. Rather, it is indicating that 

Mussolini as the embodiment of the state is 

not to be questioned, indeed logically 

cannot be questioned. There is 

after all, no reality beyond the state by 

which its leader can be called to account. 

Fascism is, of course, famous for its 

cult of the leader, and our understanding 

of the tyrannical nature of Fascism often 

tends to focus on the person of Hitler or 

Mussolini. It is the role of the dictator 

in Fascism as the embodiment of the state, 
however which deserves our attention. 

The Fascist leader, despite great personal 

power, could never function successfully 

in a totally arbitrary way. As the symbol 

of the state he had to function within 

the bounds laid down by that ideology. 

There is a common tendency to blame the 

events of the Fascist period on a few pow-

erful leaders, but due consideration must 

also be given to the social ideology which 

gave them that power in the first place. 

Certainly it is true that German 
National Socialism gave birth to Hitler, 

vice versa, 
to be assumed. 

Certainly it is true that German National 

Socialism gave birth to Hitler, and not vice 
versa, as often seems to be assumed. 

Having established the ‘moral’ respon-

sibility of members of society to conform 

to the needs of the state, however, there is 

also the need to ensure that they actually do 
this. Without some consistency of behav-

iour it will still be difficult for the state to 

function properly. Thus obedience can’t 

be simply left up to the good graces of the 

individual. It becomes part of the preroga-

tives of the state to ensure obedience. Here 

also we can see the oppressive nature of life 

in a society which has rejected objective 

values. In the absence of some objective 

moral basis of appeal to the individual, 

there are really only two other options— 

brute force or emotional manipulation, 

neither of which require recourse to con-

cepts of truth or morality. 

The use of brute force is something we 

would naturally label as a clear example of 

tyranny, and such repression was a common 

aspect of Fascist society before and during 
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the war years. The other approach, how-

ever, is more subtle—but not any less tyran-

nical for all that. One of the more distinctive 

aspects of the Fascist regimes was their use of 

propaganda and all manner of emotional 

persuasion in order to bring the individual 

into line with the needs of the state. This 

usage was a direct outworking of the 

Romantic presuppositions of Fascist ideol-

ogy. Fascism itself was, after all, a rejection of 

a rationalism in favour of idealism and the 

primacy of the emotions. Correspondingly, 

Fascist propaganda rejected communicating 

‘facts’ in favour of moving the emotions of 

the populace in order to create an atmos-

phere of willing and un-self-critical obedi-

ence to the demands of the state. 

By now I trust it is becoming clear how 

relativism leads to tyranny, how 

Romanticism leads eventually to the terrors 

of the holocaust. It is not so much that in a 

moral vacuum everyone does what is right 

in their own eyes. Rather it is that in the 

absence of absolutes, society itself must take 

on that role, if people are to live and work 

together in an orderly fashion. Once the 

state has been made absolute, all individual 

needs and desires become subservient to its 

requirements. Morality, such as it is, 

becomes totally subsumed to the needs of 

the state. For those living in such a context, 

that can mean the devaluation of human life 

and the growing oppression of the individ-

ual. If you are deemed the enemy of the 

state, there can be no mercy. Thus when 

the state is ultimate, any amount of repres-

sion, military aggression, or even human 

B

recognise Fascism as an Enlightenment 

want to 

no 

slaughter becomes possible—indeed may 

be ‘morally’ imperative within the terms of 

an ethic which has turned its back on objec-

tive values. 

efore leaving the topic of Fascism we 

need to return to the issue of its current 

analysis. What we have seen so far shows 

there is a yawning chasm between the real-

ities of Fascism as an historical movement 

and what people today think it stood for. 

The key issue for our discussion in this 

article is the consistent modern failure to 

movement. 

One approach is simply to deny that 

there was any underlying rationale to 

what occurred in, say, war-time Germany. 

This is the approach which blames the 

events on a few evil people who had some 

sort of mysterious power to bend others 

to their will. Of course, if we

ensure that such awful tyranny never 

occurs again, we must guard against that 

kind of person ever again taking charge in 

society. Needless to say, such an interpre-

tation is totally out of touch with the real-

ities of how Fascism developed and how 

society functioned under it. Indeed, it fails 

to see that society can function long 

The key issue for our discussion in 
this article is the consistent modern 
failure to recognize Fascism as an 
Enlightenment movement. 
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all 
7 

under Nazism is to miss the significance 

7 

Hitler was a 

strosity seething behind a mask of human fl

simply according to the power of a strong 

leader. Thus to blame Hitler for all that 

occurred under Nazism is to miss the sig-

nificance of philosophical commitments 

current at the time, and the way these 

shaped the attitudes and behaviour of 

within that society. 

Many commentators on Fascism, of 

course, do realize the importance of ideo-

logical commitments. Even serious discus-

sions, however, often fail to recognize just 

what these were in the case of European 

Fascism. One popular approach, as seen 

with Alice Miller, is to blame everything 

on Christianity—its commitment to 

absolutes in general and its anti-semitism 

in particular. Ipso facto, the way to avoid 

To blame Hitler for all that occurred 

of philosophical commitments current 
at the time, and the way these 
shaped the attitudes and behaviour 
of all within that society. 

A recent offering is a newspaper article entitled 
ironically ‘Remembering the Blitzkrieg arms us for 
future’ (sic), in which we read “No, 
destroyer of nations, a genocidal murderer, an evil mon

esh”. (Jack 
Anderson and Jan Moller, Mainichi Daily News, 1 May 
2000, p 2.) This is neither remembering, nor arming 
ourselves, for the future. 

Fascism ever again rearing its ugly head is 

to guard against the cultural inf luence of 

Christianity, or any other ideology com-

mitted to absolute truth and morality. 

The fact of the matter, however, is that 

Fascism was very much a child of the 

Enlightenment. Specifically, it represented 

a commitment to the ‘upper storey’. As 

Stanley G. Payne has written in this regard: 

Fascist ideas have often been said 

to stem from opposition to the 

Enlightenment or the “ideas of 

1789”, when in fact they were a 

direct by-product of aspects of the 

Enlightenment, derived specif i-

cally from the modern, secular, 

Promethean concepts of the eigh-

teenth century. The essential diver-

gence of Fascist ideas from certain 

aspects of modern culture lay more 

precisely in the Fascist rejection of 

rationalism, materialism, and egali-

tarianism—replaced by philosophi-

cal vitalism and idealism and the 
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metaphysics of the will, all of which 

are intrinsically modern.8 

The need to divest ourselves of any sense of 

cultural responsibility for Fascism has no 

doubt had a profound impact on the West’s 

ref lection on this area of its history. Yet if 

we are to be wise in the present we must be 

honest about what has gone on in the 

past—not just the bare events, but the ide-

ology which made them possible. This is 

especially true in light of the fact that 

Western interest has once again swung 

Stanley G. Payne, A History of Fascism, 1914-1945, 
The University of Wisconsin Press, Madison, Wisconsin, 
1995, p 8. 

away from the scientific rationalism of the 

‘lower storey’ to the irrationalism of the 

upper. Our survey of both modern Japan 

and European Fascism should warn us not 

to take these developments lightly. We 

need now to consider those, and turn firstly 

to the United States and developments 

there since the “swinging sixties”. 1 

Phil Miles is a graduate in both 

philosophy and theology who has 

been working with University 

students in Japan since 1992. He 

has lived in both Australia and the 

United States. 

He continues this article in the 

next issue of kategoria. 



kategoria 22-text  27/4/04  4:41 PM  Page 28



kategoria 22-text  27/4/04  4:41 PM  Page 29

kategoria 2001 number 22 pp. 29–53


Vile bodies: 
Nietzsche against Christianity


Byron Smith 

F
riedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900), 

one of the more enigmatic of mod-

ern philosophers, is probably known 

more for his iconoclastic surliness than 

for the actual details of his writing. 

Nonetheless, his thought, though often dif-

ficult to penetrate, has been highly inf luen-

tial for any number of modern philosophies. 

This paper looks at some of the attacks 

Nietzsche made on Christianity. Nietzsche 

was fiercely against Christianity, and often 

wrote scathingly of the need to be rid of it. 

What he was writing against, however, bears 

less similarity to the Christianity of the Bible 

than it does to various distortions of 

Christianity he may have encountered 

through his teachers, his reading and per-

haps even in some of the theological ten-

dencies of Protestant Germany at the time. 

Nietzsche assumes the Christian view of 

the body to be thoroughly dualist: either 

along the lines of a Platonic soul/body dual-

ism or a Cartesian mind/body dualism. He 

violently rejects this as a sign of a paralysing 

hatred of life. In its place, he commends 

a view equating the body with the self 

and seeing the consciousness as comprising 

only a fraction of intellectual activity. 

Repudiating the liberal Enlightenment 

view of a cohesive and transcendent ego, he 

locates the self thoroughly in physicality, 

seeing the body as the locus of competing 

forces seeking expression. 

Yet it appears that in assuming this 

dualism to be the Christian view, 

Nietzsche has misread Greek problems 

into a text from a Semitic tradition. It is 

doubtful that the Bible assumes a simple 

soul/body dualism since not only does it 

have other concerns in view in the passages 

which are often taken to be proof of its 
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Nietzsche 

1 . 

I am a nuance2 . 

3 . 

a 

position one wishes to propound; a pain 

1 Ecce Homo
2 

3 Ecce Homo

Platonic roots, but the whole biblical 

stance towards the corporeal and temporal 

created order is in many ways the antithe-

sis of the neo-Platonism that Nietzsche 

ends up criticizing. 

Problems in understanding 

Have I been understood?

I am one thing, my writings are 

another

The vocation of writing secondary litera-

ture on Nietzsche is a pleasure and a pain: 

pleasure because it is so easy to find 

marvellous quotes to support almost any 

because it is so easy to find marvellous 

quotes which prevent one from propound-

ing any position one wishes to support. 

There are numerous barriers to under-

standing the thought of Nietzsche that 

, ‘Why I am a Destiny’, pp. 7, 8, 9. 
Cited in Eric Blondel, Nietzsche: The Body and 

Culture. Philosophy as a Philological Genealogy, trans. Seán 
Hand, Stanford University Press, California, 1991, p. 1. 

, ‘Why I write such good books’, p. 1. 

Nietzsche rightly anticipated that his 
work would be misunderstood, 
misquoted, read out of context and 
even taken too seriously. 

must be kept in mind while reading and 

criticising his work. 

Nietzsche rightly anticipated that his 

work would be misunderstood, mis-

quoted, read out of context and even taken 

too seriously.4 Such has been the history of 

his reception. Appropriated by Nazis, 

anarchists, nihilists, feminists, the left, the 

right, existentialists, phenomenalists, post-

structuralists and all manner of mad, bad 

and just plain sad, Nietzsche has all-too-

often been invoked as saviour or bogey-

man (or even a mixture of the two)5 across 

the academic spectrum. Rare in the 

dynamism of his prose, unparalleled in the 

heights of his hubristic endeavours, painful 

in the knowledge of his own importance, 

always entertaining and eminently 

quotable, his works have been the catalyst 

for much of the thought of last century and 

will probably continue to f lavour that of 

this one. His efforts include numerous 

truly novel moves and however one may 

evaluate his alleged genius, his inf luence 

(both primary and through those he inf lu-

enced) over a broad range of disciplines is 

beyond dispute. 

Nietzsche’s descriptions of his own role 

in history are dramatic and wide-ranging— 

a disciple of Dionysus,6 Dionysus against 

4 All these fears motivate the writing of Ecce Homo.

See Ecce Homo, Foreword, p. 1, and ‘Why I am a

Destiny’, p. 1.

5 Although he deliberately rejected both titles: cf.

Ecce Homo, Foreword, p. 2 “I am, for example,

absolutely not a bogey-man”.

6 The Birth of Tragedy, ‘An Attempt at Self-Criticism’,

p 4;  Ecce Homo, Foreword, p. 2.
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the Crucified,7 an evangelist,8 a free spirit,9 

11an immoralist,10 the destroyer par excellence, 
an anti-Christian,12 the Anti-Christ13—and 

the elucidations of his task equally grand— 

the revaluation of all values,14 the affirma-

tion of life through the affirmation of the 

eternal return,15 the overthrow of all ideals,16 

the search for philosophers of the future,17 

the overthrow of Christianity through the 

unmasking of Christian morality18 (to name 

a few). 

7 Ecce Homo, ‘Why I am a Destiny’, p. 9.

8 Ecce Homo, ‘Why I am a Destiny’, p. 1.

9 Beyond Good and Evil, pp. 44, 61.

10 Twilight of the Idols,V:3, 6,VI:7; Beyond Good and Evil,

p 32; The Gay Science, p. 381; Ecce Homo, ‘Why I am a

Destiny’, p. 4; The Untimely Essays, p. 2. 

11 Ecce Homo, ‘Why I am a Destiny’, p. 2.

12 Twilight of the Idols,V:3.

13 Seen in the ambiguously entitled The Anti-

Christ(ian); cf. Ecce Homo, ‘Why I am a Destiny’, p. 7:

“I needed a word which would embody the sense of a

challenge to everyone.”

14 The Anti-Christ, p. 62;  Ecce Homo, ‘Why I am a

Destiny’, p. 1.

15 Thus Spoke Zarathustra, III:16.

16 Ecce Homo, Foreword, p. 2.

17 Beyond Good and Evil, pp. 203.

18 Ecce Homo, ‘Why I am a Destiny’, p. 7; The Anti-

Christ, p. 62. 


(e.g. 

pressure. In his 

ad hominem slights, parody 

Yet the scarcity of systematic arguments 

in Nietzsche’s work has often been noted. 

More often than not, his ideas appear 

expressed in declarative simplicity, unbur-

dened by any attempt at justification. Even 

those works with a structure somewhat 

analogous to previously recognized genres 

On the Genealogy of Morals) have fragile 

connective tissue. Neither his critical nor 

his constructive thought are particularly 

sequential in character, but both rely on 

sustained and variform

negative work he seeks not so much the 

refutation of doctrines as the casting of sus-

picion through 

and caricature. His preferred tactics are 

undermining and disposing, rather than 

disproving. Similarly, there is no systematic 

manufacture of metaphysical doctrines— 

his positive suggestions remain, well, sug-

gestive. He gradually disposes his readers 

favourably towards the directions he 

desires future thought to take, remaining 

experimental and provisional in his con-

stant gnawing at the issues. 

Nietzsche’s views on truth and lan-

guage generate further complexity. He is 

sceptical of the ability of language to 

ref lect, represent or do anything more than 

vaguely approximate reality, due to its 

limited and therefore limiting nature. He 

believes that the structures of language 

Nietzsche’s views on truth and 
language generate further complexity. 
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19 God20 21 

22 songs and more all mix and 

19 Beyond Good and 
Evil

the summum bonum logos The 
Gay Science

21 The Gay Science

Ecce Homo

mislead philosophy into positing the exis-

tence and efficacy of such ‘basic realities’ as 

cause and effect, and the soul.

The philosophical questions to be answered 

are set up by grammar and thus their 

solutions are grammatically predisposed. 

Nietzsche advocates variety in language use 

(by precept and example). He is a self-

confessed great stylist, and this claim is 

indeed vindicated in his works: aphorisms, 

proverbs, maxims, essays, poetry, narrative, 

dithyrambs,

intermingle within the pages of his work. 

Nietzsche is a wordsmith, fashioning neol-

ogisms, punning, subverting or even 

inverting the usual meanings of words, 

conducting etymological exercises and 

On the Genealogy of Morals, I:13; 
, p. 21.  

20 Or any God-substitutes: the in-itself, the Absolute, 
, Stoic , pure spirit, etc: e.g. 

, pp. 108-125, 343; The Anti-Christ, pp. 14-18; 
On the Genealogy of Morals, I:14. 

, pp. 59, 335. 
22 Nietzsche even claims to be the inventor of the 
dithyramb: , ‘Thus Spoke Zarathustra’, p. 7. 

Nietzsche is a wordsmith, fashioning 
neologisms, punning, subverting or 
even inverting the usual meanings 
of words, conducting etymological 
exercises and generally enjoying 
himself in and through language. 

generally enjoying himself in and through 

language. Recognizing the metaphoric and 

rhetoric aspects of many common terms, 

he undermines any attempt at metalan-

guage through his vibrant and joyous play-

ing. He calls attention to the constructed 

character of language, and the arbitrariness 

of much that is taken for granted, and in 

doing so, turns words against themselves. 

This doesn’t mean that Nietzsche 

thinks that words are useless, but that they 

are rough and ready tools of communica-

tion containing limitations, imprecisions, 

simplifications and ambiguous and multiple 

meanings. Words are thus only able to be 

used from a non-neutral perspective, and 

heard from another non-neutral perspec-

tive. Therefore, he doesn’t take them too 

seriously, but enjoys these linguistic quirks 

and uses many methods and forms, know-

ing that this will both help and hinder his 

readers. It will aid his readers through 

numerous perspectives on his multifarious 

thoughts,23 and confuse them through 

hosts of apparent contradictions and 

23 Cf. On the Genealogy of Morals, III:12. 
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puzzles.24 Particularly in his later works, 

many of his aphorisms begin or end with 

pithy quotes or questions that are deliber-

ately misleading if read by themselves.25 

There is much more that could be said 

about reading Nietzsche, but this is not the 

place to develop an exhaustive Nietzsche 

hermeneutic. Yet in order to move forward 

with the question at hand, some principles 

must be kept in mind. First, humility about 

capturing or distilling the essence of 

Nietzsche’s thought must be displayed. It is 

not the case that all accounts are equally 

accurate, but it is arrogant to think that a 

single interpretive key will enable compre-

hension and criticism of all aspects of this 

thought. Since Nietzsche is difficult, his 

work must be treated carefully and in con-

text. Passages must be read in the context of 

the book, books in the context of his per-

sonal development, his work in the context 

of his philosophical and social milieu. 

Nietzsche contra Christianity 
From the very outset, Christianity 

was essentially and pervasively the 

feeling of disgust and weariness 

which life felt for life, a feeling which 

merely disguised, hid and decked 

itself out in its belief in ‘another’ or 

‘better’ life. Hatred of the ‘world’, a 

curse on the passions, fear of beauty 

and sensuality, a Beyond, invented in 

order to defame the Here-and-Now, 

24 Cf. Beyond Good and Evil, p. 27.  
25 e.g. Twilight of the Idols, III:5 & 6. 

anti-
one… I called it . 26 

33 

26 ,

an 

fundamentally a desire for nothing-

ness, for the end, for rest, for the 

‘Sabbath of Sabbaths’—all this, 

together with the determination of 

Christianity to sanction only moral 

values, seemed to me the most dan-

gerous and uncanny of all possible 

forms of a ‘will to decline’ (déca-

dence), at the very least a sign of the 

most profound sickness, tiredness, 

distemper, exhaustion, impoverish-

ment of life—for before the court of 

morality (especially Christian, which 

is to say unconditional, morality) life 

must constantly and inevitably be 

proved wrong because life is essen-

tially something amoral; life must 
eventually, crushed by the weight of 

contempt and the eternal ‘no!’, be 

felt to be inherently unworthy, 

undeserving our desire… [A]s an 

advocate of life my instinct invented 

for itself a fundamentally opposed 

doctrine and counter-evaluation of 

life, a purely artistic one, an 

Christian Dionysiac

The Birth of Tragedy ‘An Attempt at Self-Criticism’, p. 5. 

As an advocate of life my instinct 
invented for itself a fundamentally 
opposed doctrine and counter
evaluation of life, a purely artistic one, 

anti-Christian one. 
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out 
into 

So 
meaning in 

living: 
27 

What defi

27 

If one shifts the centre of gravity of 

life of life into the ‘Beyond’— 

nothingness—one has deprived 

life as such of its centre of gravity. 

The great lie of personal immortal-

ity destroys all rationality, all natu-

ralness of instinct—all that is 

salutary, all that is life-furthering, 

all that holds a guarantee of the 

future in the instincts henceforth 

excites mistrust. to live that 

there is no longer any 

that now becomes the 

‘meaning’ of life.

nes me, what sets me apart 
from all the rest of mankind, is that I 
have unmasked Christian morality. 

The Anti-Christ, p. 43.  

In Nietzsche’s work, Christianity becomes 

progressively identified as his greatest 

opponent and its overthrow as his pri-

mary task. Although sometimes his later 

works are ignored by scholars as a trif le 

embarrassing due to the conspicuous 

absence of the trendy doctrines of per-

spectivism, human finitude, and social 

construction of our world through lan-

guage and falsification of consciousness, 

in them Nietzsche becomes increasingly 

emphatic regarding the pervasive and 

mortifying effect of Christianity on 

Western society. He def ines himself 

primarily in opposition to Christianity, 

repeatedly asking “Have I been under-

stood?” in the concluding sections to his 

eccentric autobiography, Ecce Homo, and 

unfailingly answering his own question in 

terms of his relationship to Christianity: 

Have I been understood?—What 

defines me, what sets me apart from 

all the rest of mankind, is that I have 

unmasked Christian morality. 

Have I been understood?—…the 

unmasking of Christian morality is an 

event without equal, a real catastro-

phe. He who exposes it is a force 
majeure, a destiny—he breaks the his-

tory of mankind into two parts. One 

lives before him, one lives after him 

Have I been understood?— 

Dionysus against the Crucified…28 

Nietzsche wants to replace Jesus as the 

centre of world-historical importance: 

28 Ecce Homo, ‘Why I am a Destiny’, pp. 7-9. 
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And time is reckoned from the dies 
nefastus with which this calamity 

began—after the first day of 

Christianity! Why not rather after its 
last day? After today?” 29 

Throughout his work he saw Christianity as 

one of the most problematic phenomena in 

history:30 

Christianity, a form of mortal hos-

tility to reality as yet unsurpassed.31 

The practice of the church is 

inimical to life.32 

The Christian faith is from the 

beginning sacrifice: sacrifice of all 

freedom, all pride, all self-confi-

dence of the spirit, at the same time 

enslavement and self-mockery, self-

mutilation.33 

Blindness in the face of Christianity 

is the crime par excellence—the crime 

against life.34 

Furthermore, Nietzsche never distinguishes 

Christendom from “authentic” or “New 

29 The Anti-Christ, p. 62. 

30 Given Nietzsche’s unflagging use of hyperbole, the

greatest problem with the world can easily be identi

fied as a number of things: Thus Spoke Zarathustra,

Prologue, p. 3; The Gay Science, pp. 342, 342 & 344;

Human, All Too Human, p.638; Beyond Good and Evil,

pp. 14, 23 & 295; On the Genealogy of Morals, III:28; Ecce

Homo, Foreword, p. 2; ‘Why I am a Destiny’, pp. 1 & 9;

Twilight of the Idols, VI:8, XI:1; The Anti-Christ, p. 62.

Nevertheless, it remains the case that Christianity was

consistently treated by Nietzsche as one of the great

est threats to the world.

31 The Anti-Christ, p. 27. 

32 Twilight of the Idols,V:1.

33 Beyond Good and Evil, p. 46. 

34 Ecce Homo, ‘Why I am a Destiny’, p. 7.


in 

of 

35 

35 

Testament” Christianity. New Testament 

Christianity, as Nietzsche sees it, is criticized 

The Anti-Christ(ian) as being the product 

ressentiment, the ‘will to revenge’. He does 

distinguish Jesus from Christianity, but still 

sees Jesus as a decadent, too sensitive to be 

able to live in the world—which is why he 

had to pull back from it to a purely internal 

“Kingdom of God”. It is not the case that 

Nietzsche wants Christianity in any form to 

f lourish; he never seeks a return to the 

essence of Christianity nor a reform(ul)ation 

of it. It is a diseased plant from the soil up and 

for it to die its natural death is its only hope. 

Nietzsche has a threefold diagnosis of 

Christianity as being bad science, bad art 

and bad culture; Christianity is untrue, 

unattractive and unhealthy. 

First, Nietzsche sees the claims of 

Christianity as being simply not true. It is 

not the case that there is a God who cre-

ated and governs the world. Thus, it is also 

not the case that people will be held 

morally responsible for their thoughts and 

actions. The historical claims about Jesus’s 

life, teachings and significance are post hoc 
fabrications designed to justify the self-

The Anti-Christ, pp. 29, 44, 45. 

Furthermore, Nietzsche never 
distinguishes Christendom from 
“authentic” or “New Testament” 
Christianity. 
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causes 

beings 

teleology 
36 

36 
mouth of a ‘fi

ends: 

its means too are bad. 

preserving and power-grasping beliefs of 

those who claimed to be his followers. 

In Christianity neither morality nor 

religion come into contact with reality at 

any point. Nothing but imaginary 

(‘God’, ‘soul’, ‘ego’, ‘spirit’, ‘free will’—or 

‘unfree will’): nothing but imaginary effects 
(‘sin’, ‘redemption’, ‘grace’, ‘punishment’, 

‘forgiveness of sins’). A traffic between 

imaginary (‘God’, ‘spirits’, ‘souls’); an 

imaginary natural science (anthropocentric; 

complete lack of the concept of natural 

causes); an imaginary psychology (nothing 

but self-misunderstandings, interpretations 

of pleasant or unpleasant general feelings, 

for example the condition of the nervus sym-
pathicus, with the aid of the sign-language of 

religio-moral idiosyncrasy—‘repentance’, 

‘sting of conscience’, ‘temptation by the 

Devil’, ‘the proximity of God’); an imagi-

nary (‘the Kingdom of God’, ‘the 

Last Judgement’, ‘eternal life’).

The Anti-Christ, p. 15, cf. p. 46: “[E]very word in the 
rst Christian’ is a lie, every act he performs 

an instinctive falsehood”. 

That ‘holy’ ends are lacking in Christianity 
is my objection to its means. Only bad 

the poisoning, slandering, denying 
of life, contempt for the body, the 
denigration and self-violation of man 
through the concept sin—consequently 

However, while almost every aspect of 

the Christian interpretation of the world is 

the expression of a falsehood, this is not 

necessarily an argument for the necessity or 

even benefit of its removal or opposition. 

Despite offending Nietzsche’s hard-won 

honesty,37 it is still the case that many falsi-

fications are necessary for life.38 Thus, the 

requisite question is the purpose towards 

which the lies have been used: 

—Ultimately the point is to what 

end a lie is told. That ‘holy’ ends are 

lacking in Christianity is my objec-

tion to its means. Only bad ends: the 

poisoning, slandering, denying of 

life, contempt for the body, the den-

igration and self-violation of man 

through the concept sin—conse-

quently its means too are bad.39 

Secondly, as a creative act of the imagina-

tion, Christianity offends Nietzsche’s aes-

thetic taste. Numerous sensuous metaphors 

are used to express Nietzsche’s revulsion in 

the presence of Christian things: bad smell, 

bad taste, ugly and hollow-sounding.40 The 

place of aesthetic values in Nietzsche’s 

thought is sometimes highlighted, but 

there remains ongoing tension in his work 

37 Beyond Good and Evil, p 227.

38 The Gay Science, pp. 109ff ; Beyond Good and Evil,

p. 1ff. 
39 The Anti-Christ, p. 56.  
40 Beyond Good and Evil, p. 30; Thus Spoke Zarathustra, 
IV:15; Ecce Homo, ‘The Birth of Tragedy’, p. 2; Beyond 
Good and Evil, p. 105. The whole metaphor behind the 
subtitle of Twilight of the Idols (‘How to Philosophise 
with a Hammer’) is an aural one: sounding out 
idols/ideals to display their hollowness. 
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regarding the relative roles of aesthetics, 

truth and values generally. While internal 

consistency has always been highly 

esteemed within philosophy, such a crite-

rion has had a more patchy history within 

the world of art. Nietzsche placed himself 

in both roles: philosopher and artist. He 

was thus caught between the demands of 

creativity and coherency, seeing his labour 

justified sometimes though truth and 

sometimes aesthetically. Late in life, writing 

of his first publication (The Birth of Tragedy) 

he acknowledged what some have taken 

to be the central hermeneutic principle 

of his writings: “Indeed, the whole book 

acknowledges only an artist’s meaning.”41 

While the inclusion of this important 

dimension has in many cases been disas-

trously ignored, to elevate it to centre 

stage42 potentially waters down the weight 

of the moral claims and imperatives found 

pervading his thought.43 In any case, it 

41 The Birth of Tragedy, ‘An Attempt at Self-Criticism’, 
p. 5. Immediately before this quotation, Nietzsche writes 
“Art—and not morality—is the true metaphysical activ
ity of man;… The existence of the world is justified only 
as an aesthetic phenomenon”. This is an echo of the 
much earlier thought expressed in p. 5 of the main body 
of the text: “our highest dignity lies in our significance as 
works of art—for only as an aesthetic phenomenon is 
existence and the world eternally justified”. 
42 As occurs, for example, in Alexander Nehemas’s 
Nietzsche: Life as Literature, Harvard University Press, 
Cambridge, Mass., 1985. 
43 See Berkowitz, op. cit., pp. 3f.; and Solomon, 
”Nietzsche ad hominem: Perspectivism, personality 
and ressentiment revisited”, in The Cambridge Companion 
to Nietzsche, Brend Magnus and Kathleen N. Higgins 
(eds), Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1996, 
pp. 185, 219. 

science and bad are both 
dependent upon his identification 

Nietzsche’s criticisms of Christianity 
as bad art 

of Christianity as bad culture. 

seems that, for Nietzsche, perhaps both the 

importance of truthfulness and the ground 

of what is beautiful are found in the more 

central concept of health and natural values. 

Thus, Nietzsche’s criticisms of 

Christianity as bad science and bad art are 

both dependent upon his identification of 

Christianity as bad culture. It is the expres-

sion of unnatural and unhealthy (and 

therefore ugly and untruthful) instincts of 

a weak body with a feeble psychology. 

Christianity is a complex of interrelated 

symptoms arranged against life, health 

and f lourishing. Christianity is a disease 

aff licting the world. It attacks the pre-

conditions of higher life and great 

individuals (whose existence justifies the 
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44 

on déca-
dence (will to decline).45 

46 

47 

48 

44 Beyond Good and Evil
; II:2; 

45 Ressentiment and décadence 

its pinnacle in Jesus is that of a decadent whose instincts 

ressentiment). 
46 

The Idiot 

presented in Nietzsche as 
, 

47 Most notabl

trodden Jew whose genius was fi

48 

world). It is a contradiction of life based 

ressentiment (will to revenge) and 

Nietzsche rejects Christianity in all its 

forms: the original gospel of Jesus the 

idiot, the comprehensive and resentfully 

motivated reworking of that gospel by the 

‘first Christians’, the asceticism of the 

early church and medieval monasticism, the 

priestly rule of Roman Catholicism, the 

, pp. 44, 203; Thus Spoke 
Zarathustra, Prologue, p. 3 The Will to Power, p. 766. 

are two of Nietzsche‘s 
key terms (used by him almost universally in French), 
found in many contexts and applied in a variety of 
ways.They are related, but not identical. It is possible to 
have one without the other (for example, Nietzsche‘s 
understanding of the psychological type which reached 

against greatness have gone so far as to rid him of all 

The Anti-Christ, p. 29. Jesus is an idiot because of his 
extreme naivety; his complete lack of contact with real
ity. Nietzsche draws on Dostoyevski‘s for this 
formulation. For a fuller account of the picture of Jesus 

The Anti-Christ, see Ahern, 
Cultural Physician University Park, The Pennsylvania 
State University Press, Pennsylvania, 1995, pp. 98-113, 
and especially pp. 102-106. 

y, Nietzsche singles out Paul and 
opposes him to Jesus; his message was that of a down

guring out how to 
defeat Rome by putting the Beyond into the mouth of 
the ”Saviour”. See The Anti-Christ, pp. 42-58. 

On the Genealogy of Morals, Essay I. 

Nietzsche rejects Christianity in 
all its forms. 

disastrous egalitarian levelling of humanity 

through Luther and the Reformation,49 

Enlightenment moralistic deism50 and even 

seemingly non-Christian atheistic moral-

ism, which still remains stuck in God’s 

shadow.51 All betray signs of a weakness that 

resents life and sets out to destroy greatness. 

Christianity is the culmination of the 

slave revolt in morality, a great inversion 

of values instigated by the weak and 

suffering (the slaves) in society in order to 

wrest power from the strong and healthy. 

“Weakness is transformed into a merit by 

lies.”52 Those who suffer take revenge upon 

the causes of their suffering by the creation 

of moral values that repeal the natural “aris-

tocratic value-equation (good = noble = 

powerful = beautiful = happy = beloved of 

49 The Gay Science, p. 358; The Anti-Christ, p. 61.  
50 Twilight of the Idols, IX:5. 
51 The Gay Science, pp. 108-125. The famous madman 
scene in p. 125 is primarily directed at those who have 
rejected the existence of God (the pronouncement of 
the death of God causes only amusement), yet have not 
allowed that to change their moral outlook on the world. 
52 On the Genealogy of Morals, I:14. 
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God)”.53 Everything is turned upside down 

in a deplorable revaluation of all values;54 the 

aristocratic in their strength and vitality 

become the object of ressentiment for the 

slaves, who are jealous of their power and 

begrudge the necessary exploitation55 that 

they effect through the expression of their 

strength. To justify the slaves’ rejection of 

‘natural’ values, fictions of another reality 

that takes priority over this one are required, 

and hence ideals are created—other beings, 

other truths, other worlds. 

These fabrications are baptized into 

actuality at the cost of the actuality upon 

which they are parasitic. A ‘true’ world 

beyond the here-and-now means the messy 

corporeal world of pain and suffering that 

hurts and aff licts can be more easily disre-

garded or endured. 

Reality has been deprived of its value, 

its meaning, its veracity to the same 

degree as an ideal world has been 

fabricated... The ‘real world’ and the 

53 Ibid., I:7. 
54 Beyond Good and Evil, p. 46: “ ‘god on the cross’. 
Never and nowhere has there been a comparable 
boldness in inversion, anything so fearsome, questioning 
and questionable, as this formula: it promised a revalu
ation of all antique values”. In 1888, Nietzsche was 
planning a four-part book, The Revaluation of All Values 
of which The Anti-Christ was to be the first volume 
(cf. The Anti-Christ, p. 62). 
55 Beyond Good and Evil, p. 259: “ ‘Exploitation does 
not pertain to a corrupt or imperfect or primitive soci
ety: it pertains to the essence of the living thing as a fun
damental organic function, it is a consequence of the 
intrinsic will to power which is precisely the will of 
life.—Granted this is a novelty as a theory—as a real
ity it is the primordial fact of all history: let us be at least 
that honest with ourselves!—” 

56 

kind of reality is absolutely 

Being, of 

illusion. 

into a ‘real’ one and an ‘apparent’ one, 

39 

56 Ecce Homo

and affl
disregarded or endured. 

‘apparent world’—in plain terms: 

the fabricated world and reality. 

First Proposition. The reasons which have 

been given for designating ‘this’ world as 

apparent actually account for its reality— 

any other 
unprovable. 

Second Proposition. The characteristics 

which have been given to the ‘true Being’ 

of things are the characteristics of non-

nothingness—the ‘real world’ has 

been constructed from the contradiction 

of the actual world: an apparent world, 

indeed, to the extent that it is merely a 

moral-optical 
Third Proposition. Concocting stories 

about a world ‘other’ than this one is 

utterly senseless, unless we have within us 

a powerful instinct to slander, belittle, pass 

suspicion on life: in which case we are 

avenging ourselves on life with a phantas-

magoria of ‘another’, ‘better’ life. 

Fourth Proposition. Dividing the world 

whether in the manner of Christianity, 

, Foreword, p. 2. 

A ‘true’ world beyond the here-and-
now means the messy corporeal 
world of pain and suffering that hurts 

icts can be more easily 
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déca-
dence declining 57 

58 

57 
58 

or of Kant (a crafty Christian, when all’s 

said and done), is but a suggestion of 

—a symptom of life.

The supramundane is the escape into 

which those weary of life can depart, at least 

in their imagination and hopes. This privi-

leging of the ideal over the corporeal is not 

original to Christianity, but is also found in 

Greek thought, especially Plato. Nietzsche 

sees both as prioritizing the transcendent 

over the immanent, the ideal over the real. 

Although it is an intellectual move with 

widespread ramifications, cowardice is its 

root, a chronic inability to face the world: 

Courage in the face of reality is what 

ultimately distinguishes between 

such types as Thucydides and Plato: 

Plato is a coward in the face of real-

ity—therefore he takes f light into 

the ideal.

Twilight of the Idols, III:6. 
Twilight of the Idols, X:2. 

For Nietzsche, Christianity is simply a 
more degenerate form of Platonism. 

It is this same failure of nerve that is found 

in Christianity and all décadence forms of 

thought. In fact, for Nietzsche, Christianity is 

simply a more degenerate form of Platonism: 

Plato is boring.—Ultimately, my dis-

trust of Plato runs deep: I find he has 

strayed so far from all the fundamental 

instincts of the Hellenes, he is so spoilt 

by morality, so proto-Christian… 

And how much Plato there still is in 

the concept ‘church’, in the structure, 

system, practice of the church!59 

Even though the psychological and philo-

sophical origins of the otherworld predate 

Christianity, the blame is laid at the feet 

of the church for continuing to propagate 

the erroneous and life-hostile evaluation. In 

fact, Christianity did worse than merely 

ensure the continuation of the error, mak-

ing it more insidious, more democratic: it 

was no longer just the wise man with access 

to the ‘true world’, but now every Peter and 

Paul. Thus not only is it Platonism, but it is 

“Platonism for ‘the people’”.60 

Perhaps more precisely, Christianity, 

59 Ibid. Nietzsche often explicitly connects Plato with 
Christianity: e.g. On the Genealogy of Morals, I:1; Beyond 
Good and Evil, pp. 28, 191; The Anti-Christ, p. 55.  
60 Beyond Good and Evil, Preface (emphasis added). 
Nietzsche‘s contempt for any doctrine of human equal
ity is deep and broad. Found throughout his works are 
vehement denouncements of anything vaguely smelling 
of the idea. The importance of his elitism is that soci
eties are justified by the great individuals they produce 
(e.g. Beyond Good and Evil, pp. 44, 203; Thus Spoke 
Zarathustra, Prologue, p. 3; II:2; The Will to Power, p. 766) 
and any democratic urge is a move towards bringing all 
down to the level of the mediocre. 
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for Nietzsche, combines the declining 

(idealistic) thought of the once great 

Greeks with the declining (slave) morality 

of the once great Hebrews. Both these 

aspects are conf lated in the Christian 

God. He is a contrived ideal61 that 

expresses a ressentiment towards the world 

and life by placing over them something 

greater and more perfect, a being who not 

only in his nature displaces the world as of 

primal import, but who also judges and 

condemns the proud and powerful while 

upholding the humble and weak. 

The Christian conception of God… 

God as the declaration of war against 

life, against nature, against the will 

to live! God—the formula for every 

slander against “this world”, for every 

lie about the ‘beyond’! God—the 

deification of nothingness, the will 

to nothingness pronounced holy!62 

God as the font of all value and moral judge 

of all thought and action leads to the evac-

uation of all natural values.63 In order to 

maintain God’s supreme status, nothing 

else can have anything but instrumental 

value. Thus there is, in Nietzsche’s eyes, an 

inevitable “demonization of nature [and of] 

61 In Nietzsche‘s punning of ideal/idol in p. 2 of the 
Foreword to Twilight of the Idols (and also in the title 
itself, of course), it is ironic that God turns out to be the 
greatest idol of all. 
62 The Anti-Christ, p. 18. If God is a fiction, then to place 
him above everything else is really to put nothingness 
first: ”nothingness in all pessimistic religions goes by the 
name of God” (On the Genealogy of Morals, III:17). 
63 The Anti-Christ, p. 26.  

64 

create a and God. 

the declining (idealistic) thought 

great Hebrews. 

64 

existence itself, which survives as essentially 
devoid of value (the nihilistic renunciation 

of existence, the desire for nothingness or 

desire for its ‘opposite’, a different way of 

being, Buddhism and related matters)”.

God is the invention of the priestly type: 

slandering this world and lying about the 

next, Christian priests, weak and miserable 

men serving weak and miserable people, 

weak miserable 

Nietzsche’s novelty lies not in his rejection 

of God as merely a fictional projection of 

human desires, but in the fact that he iden-

tifies the desires projected as ruinous ones. 

God is not the perfection of all that to 

which man aspires; God is the nightmare of 

all man’s pettiness and feebleness: 

Christianity, for Nietzsche, combines 

of the once great Greeks with the 
declining (slave) morality of the once 

On the Genealogy of Morals, II:21. 
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or in nature or behind 

us

as a 

as God.65 

nobler 

animal 

42 

65 

fictional 

the fact that he identifies the desires 

That we find no God—either in 

history

nature—is not what differentiates 

, but that we experience what has 

been revered as God, not as ‘god-

like’ but as miserable, as absurd, as 

harmful, not merely as an error but 

crime against life. We deny God 

It is specifically the Christian God that is in 

view as the problem here. There are cer-

tainly other possibilities: 

That the conception of gods need not 

in itself necessarily lead to the dete-

rioration of the imagination… that 

there are ways of making use 

of the invention of gods than to 

the end of self-crucifixion and self-

defilement of man in which the 

latter centuries of European history 

have displayed their mastery—this, 

fortunately, is revealed by the mer-

est glance at the Greek gods, those 

ref lections of noble and self-con-

trolled man, in whom the 

The Anti-Christ, p. 47.  

Nietzsche’s novelty lies not in his 
rejection of God as merely a 
projection of human desires, but in 

projected as ruinous ones. 

in man felt himself deified and did 

not tear himself apart, did not rage 

against himself!66 

Thus, it is belief in God, specifically the 

Christian God, but also in any formulation 

of reality that privileges the Beyond or the 

unconditional, that betrays a weariness with 

life inimical to human greatness and f lour-

ishing.67 This tendency on the part of those 

fatigued and dissatisfied with existence to 

posit ‘afterworlds’ (the German word is 

etymologically related to ‘metaphysics’) is 

discussed at length by Zarathustra68 in one 

of his early orations: On the Afterworldly. It is 

those who possess “a weariness that does 

66 On the Genealogy of Morals, II:23.

67 “Every philosophy that ranks peace above war,

every ethic with a negative definition of happiness,

every metaphysics and physics that knows some finale,

some final state of some sort, every predominantly aes

thetic or religious craving for some Apart, Beyond,

Outside, Above, permits the question whether it was

not sickness that inspired the philosopher.” The Gay

Science, Preface, p.2; cf. Ecce Homo, ‘Why I am a Destiny’,

p.8: “The concept ‘the Beyond‘, ‘real world’ invented so 
as to deprive of value the only world which exists—so 
as to leave over no goal, no reason, no task for our 
earthly reality!”. Also Beyond Good and Evil, p.31: “the 
worst of all tastes, the taste for the unconditional”; p.46: 
“the slave wants the unconditional”; p.154: “everything 
unconditional belongs in pathology”. It is interesting to 
note that Zarathustra seeks unconditional love for eter
nity; seeks—to the exclusion of all else—mastery over 
time, the explanation of eternity within. 
68 Zarathustra is the central character in Nietzsche’s 
most famous (though perhaps most difficult) book 
called Thus Spoke Zarathustra. He is a reworking of the 
Persian prophet Zoroaster, and while not to be sim
plistically equated with Nietzsche, certainly served as a 
mouthpiece through which he could express and 
explore some of his thoughts. 



kategoria 22-text  27/4/04  4:41 PM  Page 43

43 

Vile bodies: Nietzsche against Christianity


not want to want any more” that “wants 

to reach the ultimate with one leap”. To 

escape their suffering and fatigue, they 

imagine an order of existence in some man-

ner beyond or above the one in which they 

are currently stuck, though in reality this 

fantasy is a “dehumanized inhuman world 

which is a heavenly nothing”. Ultimately, 

the problem is located in the body; it is a 

bodily weakness and results in an anti-bod-

ily movement, a spiritualization of the 

world that devalues the corporeal and dis-

places such natural values onto the intangi-

ble, the heavenly, onto Being. Yet it is a 

movement that contains the seeds of its 

own overthrow, for even the highest sym-

bols must be borrowed from the earth: 

Jesus’s redemptive blood, one of the central 

69 

On the Despisers of the Body 

70 

69 

70 

they imagine an order of existence in 

though in reality this fantasy is a 

images of Christian theology, is also one of 

the most bodily and down-to-earth. 

Seeking justification for an existence 

that has caused pain and against which a 

grudge is held, the Afterworldly mistak-

enly seek solace in a fanciful f light from 

and elision of their body. However, for 

Nietzsche this dream world is a nightmare. 

Christianity, which has despised the 

body, has so far been the greatest of 

humanity’s misfortunes.

“Body am I, and Soul”—thus 

speaks the child. And why should 

one not speak like children? 

Thus Spoke Zarathustra, I:3: “It was the sick and 
decaying who despised body and earth and invented the 
heavenly realm and the redemptive drops of blood: but 
they took even these sweet and gloomy poisons from 
body and earth… Ungrateful, these people deemed 
themselves transported from their bodies and this earth. 
But to whom did they owe the convulsions and raptures 
of their transport? To their bodies and this earth.” 

Twilight of the Idols, IX:47. 

To escape their suffering and fatigue, 

some manner beyond or above the 
one in which they are currently stuck, 

“dehumanized inhuman world which 
is a heavenly nothing”. 
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72 

44 

71 
72 

But the awakened and knowing 

say: body I am entirely, and nothing 

else; and the soul is only a word for 

something about the body. 

What contempt we have for a 

religion that teaches misunderstand-

ing of the body!

Nietzsche attacked Christianity not simply as 

a failed and pathetic system, but in particular 

for its views on the body, as he understood 

Nietzsche attacked Christianity not 
simply as a failed and pathetic system, 
but in particular for its views on the 
body, as he understood them. 

Thus Spoke Zarathustra, I:4. 
The Anti-Christ, p. 51.  

them. Following his denigration of the after-

worldly as living in a system of life-slandering 

phantasmagoria, Zarathustra’s next speech 

concerns the manner in which the body is 

misunderstood and subsequently vilified. 

In this speech, Zarathustra draws a con-

trast between the self and the ego. The for-

mer is the body; the latter is consciousness. 

However, unlike Descartes and Plato, for 

whom the body is the instrument of the 

conscious mind or soul, Zarathustra claims 

that the “little reason” of the conscious ego 

is an epiphenomenon bubbling upon the 

foundational physicality of human exis-

tence in which are manifest a plurality of 

warring drives. These drives are both 

located within and identified with the 

body.73 Far from being the pilot in the ship, 

the psychical “ego” is controlled by the 

somatic “self”. The impulses and instincts 

of the body are sovereign. The unconscious 

is not a recalcitrant part of the mind to be 

brought under the ego’s sway, but is the 

body exerting its control and primacy. 

Here Nietzsche’s motivations are dis-

closed. His aim is to remove the space of 

responsibility by subjecting the allegedly 

free subject to scrutiny, thereby undermin-

ing the moral interpretation of the world 

and recovering the innocence of becoming. 

Returning to Zarathustra’s speech On 
the Despisers of the Body, those who pretend 

that their soul is in control of their body 

73 Thus Spoke Zarathustra, I:4—“Behind your thoughts 
and feelings, my brother, there stands a mighty ruler, an 
unknown sage—whose name is self. In your body he 
dwells; he is your body.” 
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end up disdaining the body due to the 

ego’s jealousy of the self. The ego is unable 

to keep up its pretence of control, and 

through exhaustion seeks a new state that 

requires no reference to the body. Yet in 

doing so, it must always be fooling itself, 

and the bad faith required to achieve this is 

the ressentiment towards which Nietzsche 

has so much hostility.74 Ressentiment is thus 

a reactive psychological disposition that 

has been physiologically conditioned. 

The fruit of this ressentiment is the pun-

ishment of the body, and the frustration of 

its natural drives. The mind pretends 

authority and autonomy, and there is then 

a tendency towards ascetic repudiation of 

bodily impulses.75 These upheavals in the 

natural orderings of bodily functions, and 

the healthy expression of its drives, are 

effected and enshrined through a system 

of morality that introduces new ethical 

value judgements in the place of the nat-

ural life-affirming ones.76 This is the slave 

revolt in morals (mentioned earlier), and 

Christianity is the heir to its execution in 

74 “The concept ‘soul’,‘spirit’, finally even ‘immortal soul’, 
invented so as to despise the body, so as to make it sick— 
‘holy’—so as to bring all the things in life which deserve 
serious attention, the questions of nutriment, residence, 
cleanliness, weather, a horrifying frivolity! Instead of health 
‘salvation of the soul’—which is to say a folie circulaire 
between spasms of atonement and redemption hysteria!” 
Ecce Homo, ‘Why I am a Destiny’, p. 8. 
75 “Wherever the religious neurosis has hitherto 
appeared on earth we find it tied to three dangerous 
dietary prescriptions: solitude, fasting and sexual absti
nence.” Beyond Good and Evil, p. 47; cf.  On the Genealogy 
of Morals, Essay III. 
76 See On the Genealogy of Morals, Essay I. 

77 

78 

77 in other 

or evil: 
78 

later Judaism, as well as being the most 

pervasive (and perverse) shape it has his-

torically assumed.

Nietzsche repeatedly makes it clear that 

it is primarily Christians who are the despis-

ers of the body. The church has taught the 

mortification of bodily passions and for this 

it is ridiculed: 

Destroying the passions and desires 

merely in order to avoid their stu-

pidity and the disagreeable conse-

quences of their stupidity seems to 

us nowadays to be itself simply an 

acute form of stupidity. 

Nietzsche is not advocating an undisci-

plined lack of self-control or an animal 

passivity in the face of one’s passions. Self-

mastery is one of his highest values and the 

passions left to themselves are stupid and 

blind. There are two primary differences 

between Nietzschean and Christian disci-

pline: its locus and its purpose. Nietzsche’s 

Despite other parallels he may draw
places, it is here that Buddhism is distinguished from 
Christianity. According to Nietzsche, Buddhism is more 
advanced than Christianity because it has abandoned 
moral judgement. Pain is simply called suffering, not sin 

The Anti-Christ, p. 20.  
Twilight of the Idols,V:1 

Nietzsche repeatedly makes it clear 
that it is primarily Christians who are 
the despisers of the body. 
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did 

79 

46 

79 Ibid

affirmative regulation is not so much of the 

mind or soul, which are ephemeral at best, 

but is rather of the body: 

The right place [for discipline] is the 

body, gesture, diet, physiology—the 

rest follows on from this… This is 

why the Greeks remain the fore-

most cultural event in history—they 

knew, they what was necessary; 

Christianity, which has despised the 

body, has so far been the greatest of 

humanity’s misfortunes—

For the church (and the ascetic ideal more 

generally), the purpose of discipline is 

the eradication of passion, since passion is 

, IX:47. 

Mediocrity is the enemy of the great, 
the search for happiness a symptom 
of weakness. 

bodily and therefore evil.80 For Nietzsche, 

through regulation of the drives and 

engaging them in the creative task of self-

creation, one can direct them to better 

goals, ultimately towards the justification 

of humanity in the willed inception of the 

Overman (Übermensch).81 

The Overman is a shadowy figure who 

mainly appears in Thus Spoke Zarathustra. 

The goal of fashioning a few exceptional 

individuals82 is the legitimation of human 

existence, and therefore any means 

required to achieve this end are justified, 

including sacrificing the goods and values 

of the many. Mediocrity is the enemy 

of the great, the search for happiness 

a symptom of weakness based on a 

“contemptible kind of well-being that 

shopkeepers, Christians, cows, women, 

Englishmen, and other democrats dream 

about”.83 Rather, what is good is ascend-

ing power, the struggle (agon) of war, 

which brings out strength. It is only the 

80 “[Christianity] has put the emphasis throughout the 
ages on eradication (of sensuality, pride, the urge to rule, 
to possess, to avenge). But attacking the passions at the 
roots means attacking life at the root: the practice of the 
church is inimical to life…” Twilight of the Idols,V:1. 
81 Considerable debate remains over the impor
tance, purpose and even coherence of the idea of the 
Übermensch in Nietzsche’s thought. For a good intro
duction, see Ansell-Pearson, An Introduction to Nietzsche 
as Political Thinker : The Perfect Nihilist, Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, 1994, Chapter 5. 
82 Of the specific historical examples offered by 
Nietzsche, some are great military or political leaders 
(Caesar, Napoleon), but most are great artists, writers 
and musicians such as Aeschylus, Thucydides, 
Michelangelo, Shakespeare, Goethe and Bizet. 
83 Twilight of the Idols, IX:38. 
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86 

décadence. 

it.87 

86 The 
Gay Science Beyond Good and Evil

ation free from ressentiment 

87 
Beyond Good and Evil

recurrence of the same.

Where these values have not been 

actively sought, but on the contrary actively 

avoided and opposed, the consequent fight 

against healthy instincts is the mark of 

declining life, of If this occurs over 

a long enough period, the instincts become 

corrupted to the extent that they oppose life 

and health. As these degenerate instincts 

spread, it becomes commonplace for the 

world to be interpreted in ways that belittle 

In Nietzsche’s eyes, this is precisely 

what had happened through the propaga-

tion of Christian values throughout Europe. 

Since one’s physicality is the reality, and 

the concept of a soul is only a lie, then con-

sciousness dies with the body. There is no 

e.g. Thus Spoke Zarathustra, I:15; I:17; II:2; III:12; 
, p. 335; , pp. 42-44, 61, 

105, 108, 203, 210, 292, 295.The moral creativity of the 
Übermensch is a major theme in Nietzsche, but must 
not be misconstrued as arbitrary volitionism, since cre

must be faithful to the 
earth and embody the characteristics noted above. To 
create values does involve some artistic licence, as it 
were, but is more importantly to be the vindication of 
one’s own worth. 

Twilight of the Idols, II:11; The Anti-Christ, pp. 7, 11, 19; 
, p. 45-62. 

A great individual must mould 
himself into a work of art, and this 
is the task of a lifetime. 

strong and healthy who are able to affirm 

life. Only they are able to embody life-

affirming and noble values: discipline and 

self-overcoming; responsibility; a strong 

independence and reverence for oneself 

rather than the fictitious common good; 

insight about the nature of reality, and the 

courage and honesty to accept that wis-

dom without ressentiment; a sense of 

adventure and experiment that is willing 

to try new things and walk new paths; 

generosity and creativity out of superabun-

dance rather than pity and impoverish-

ment; a lack of antipathy towards receiving 

or inf licting pain; the pathos of distance, 

even within one’s own soul; and the joy, 

mockery and playfulness that reject the 

spirit of gravity and the temptation to take 

anything too seriously.84 A great individual 

must mould himself 85 into a work of art, 

and this is the task of a lifetime. One who 

lives all this would be an Übermensch, one of 

those able to overcome nihilism by being 

the source of their own values, creating 

their own tables of good and evil, giving 

themselves their own law, one able to over-

come ressentiment by affirming the eternal 

84 These descriptions are scattered throughout 
Nietzsche’s work. See The Anti-Christ, p.2; Beyond Good 
and Evil, pp. 29, 41, 43, 188, 262,, 225, 227, 229, 257, 284, 
287, 294; Thus Spoke Zarathustra, II:12, II:22, III:12:12, 
III:12:23; On the Genealogy of Morals, I:10 and II; and The 
Gay Science, pp. 2, 124, 319, 325, 343-4, 370. The very 
title The Gay Science indicates playfulness. 
85 Since it is always and only men who can be great. 
For Nietzsche’s views on women, see Beyond Good and 
Evil, pp. 84-86, 113-115, 127, 131, 139, 144-145, 232
239; Thus Spoke Zarathustra, I:18. 
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ment, 

Health and sickness 

one is free to become a 

be 

and 
we 

48 immortal soul. The only existence one gets 

is temporal and there is no Platonic-

Christian escape to an atemporal eternity 

beyond this world. That this world is the 

only one, and that we are bodily, also means 

that what is real is characterized by change, 

becoming, and temporality, rather than by 

permanence. This is where Nietzsche’s 

conception of the ‘eternal return of the 

same’ is relevant. It is a mental exercise in 

which one deliberately removes all possible 

transcendent vindication of existence 

through the postulation of all events cycling 

endlessly—without cessation and therefore 

without meaning. Under such conditions, 

Nietzsche asks, is it possible to still love the 

world when all ‘beyonds’ that might possi-

bly justify it are removed? Only the 

supremely healthy, those free from ressenti-
can honestly say, “Yes and Amen”. 

No

Christian or not to do so; one is not 

‘converted’ to Christianity—one 

must sufficiently sick for 

it….We others, who have the 

courage for health also for con-

tempt, what contempt have for a 

religion that teaches misunder-

Since one’s physicality is the reality, 
and the concept of a soul is only a lie, 
then consciousness dies with the body. 

standing of the body!88 

Every philosophy that ranks 

peace above war, every ethic with a 

negative definition of happiness, 

every metaphysics and physics that 

knows some finale, some final state 

of some sort, every predominantly 

aesthetic or religious craving for 

some Apart, Beyond, Outside, 

Above, permits the question 

whether it was not sickness that 

inspired the philosopher. The 

unconscious disguise of physiologi-

cal needs under the cloaks of objec-

tive ideal, purely spiritual goes to 

frightening lengths—and often I 

have asked myself whether, taking a 

large view, philosophy has not been 

merely an interpretation of the 

body and a misunderstanding of the 
body… what was at stake in all 

philosophizing hitherto was not at 

88 The Anti-Christ, p. 51.  
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all “truth” but something else—let 

us say, health, future, growth, 

power, life.89 

One does not refute a sickness.90 

Nietzsche seeks a “revaluation of all 

values”91 to overturn all the anti-worldly, 

anti-bodily, anti-life values he sees in 

Christianity. He claims that although this 

task is of daring proportions, it has been 

done once before—by Judaeo-Christianity 

and in the opposite direction.92 As has 

been outlined in the last two sections, this 

Christian inversion of natural, life-affirm-

ing values is the product of ressentiment and 

results in the denigration of all that is 

worthy. Nietzsche believes that people’s 

theoretical beliefs are the expression of 

their existential attitudes, not vice versa. 

Therefore, he rejects intellectualism, and 

the pride in his claim regarding Christianity 

is that he has shown it not simply to be false, 

but to be “a capital crime against life”—a lie 

used for “unholy” purposes.93 

In response, he calls for a reassessment 

of embodiment that will challenge the 

Western prejudice against the body as the 

source of sin and error. Yet this revalua-

tion of all values is problematic, since if all 
values are revalued, on what basis are they 

revalued? 

Here Nietzsche draws a distinction 

between natural and moral values. Moral 

89 The Gay Science, Preface, p. 2.

90 The Case of Wagner, Postscript.

91 The Anti-Christ, p. 62;  Twilight of the Idols, Foreword.

92 On the Genealogy of Morals, Essay I.

93 The Will to Power, p. 251; The Anti-Christ, p. 56. 


94 

95 

94 , 

95 cf. Ecce Homo, 

values have predominated since the 

Christian-moral interpretation of the 

world usurped the natural values of the 

old master. It is these moral values that are 

inimical to life, and it is these moral val-

ues that must be changed on the basis of 

the natural values. Rather than assessing 

bodily processes and impulses on the basis 

of moral values, Nietzsche seeks to judge 

moral values on the basis of the natural 

drives. His famous catch-cry—“revalua-

tion of all values”—can then be amended 

to read: revaluation of all (moral) values.

Zarathustra insists that body is the 

ground of all meaning and knowledge. 

Health and strength should be recognized 

and sought as virtues. These are physical, 

rather than moral virtues. But what status 

does a virtue have if it is not moral? 

Nietzsche’s highest value is that of life. 

This is not an easy term in Nietzsche to 

define; it is not biological phenomena gen-

erally, nor an otherworldly spiritual force, 

nor human existence in its socio-cultural 

The Case of Wagner, Preface; cf. Twilight of the Idols
V—‘Morality as Anti-Nature’. 

‘Why I am a Destiny’, p. 8: “the value
lessness of all values which are or have been believed in”. 

Rather than assessing bodily processes 
and impulses on the basis of moral 
values, Nietzsche seeks to judge moral 
values on the basis of the natural drives. 
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96 

breeding”.97 

96 ficulties of 

and 155-163. 
97 Beyond Good and Evil

Beyond Good and Evil, 
vented

there is no such thing as unexpressed or potential 
is the expression of strength (On the 

proof of strength”, 

context. Life is a primitive term for 

Nietzsche; it stands for primal reality which 

eludes all description. ‘World’ (‘earth’ for 

Zarathustra) and ‘becoming’ come close to 

having the same reference point, though 

considered from different angles. Life is 

what is opposed by the construction of any 

otherworld. It is a chaotic f lux, immediate 

and pre-ref lective and, above all, corporeal. 

Thus, natural values are those that 

affirm life, those that are faithful to the 

earth, those that say ‘yes’ to the world. 

They are “life-advancing, life-preserving, 

species-preserving, perhaps even species-

They are intrinsic to reality 

and thus are not dependent upon the sanc-

tion or blessing of particular individuals: 

Ted Sadler discusses some of the dif
these Nietzschean terms in Nietzsche: Truth and 
Redemption. Critique of the Postmodernist Nietzsche,The 
Athlone Press, London, 1995, pp. 116ff., especially 136 

, p. 4.This is not necessarily the 
same as individual preserving: 
p.13. The key is that strength is . This is because 

strength; strength 
Genealogy of Morals, I:13). ”Excess of strength is the sole 

Twilight of the Idols, Foreword. 

Two of the primary markers of health 
are power and strength, both of which 
are not simply the potential for 
change but the effecting of change. 

We are far from claiming that the 

world is worth less; indeed it would 

seem laughable to us today if man 

were to insist on inventing values 

that were supposed to excel the 

value of the actual world.98 

Linked to life is the notion of health, that 

highest and best state of affairs in an indi-

vidual, group or society that proceeds 

from living in aff irmation of reality. 

Nietzsche speaks of the “great health” 

that can be attained when all the noble 

values are endorsed and lived.99 Two of 

the primary markers of health are power 

and strength, both of which are not sim-

ply the potential for change but the effect-

ing of change. Life is in f lux and anything 

that seeks stability is unhealthy. 

Nietzsche’s primary evaluative scale 

ranges not from ‘good’ through to ‘evil’, 

but from ‘healthy’ through to ‘sick’. This 

is like the original aristocratic scale, which 

ranged between the twin extremities of 

‘good’ and ‘bad’, and was free from con-

tamination by moral values. This scale of 

‘good’ to ‘bad’ was in many ways inverted 

to create the moral range based around 

the opposition of ‘good’ and ‘evil’. Taking 

what was ‘good’ in the healthy noble 

assessment, this was rebaptized as ‘evil’, 

because it was these things which caused 

pain for the weak and mediocre who 

needed to invent moral concepts to justify 

98 The Gay Science, p. 346.

99 The Gay Science, p. 382; Ecce Homo, ‘Thus Spoke

Zarathustra‘, p. 2.
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themselves and take revenge on the 

strong. It is only once ‘evil’ has been 

defined that ‘good’ receives its negative 

definition: ‘the absence of evil’.100 

Nietzsche’s values are therefore ‘beyond 

good and evil’, because they have overcome 

this ressentiment-filled dichotomy of the 

weak. A further consequence of replacing 

moral values with natural ones is that there 

is no single definitive health.101 This does 

not necessitate an ungrounded relativism of 

values, but it does mean that the conditions 

of health for an individual are relative. In 

opposition to the once and for all will of 

God for all humanity found in moral values, 

there is no absolute fixed standard of values, 

but they will differ between individuals and 

between social groups, relative to the condi-

tions of growth and strength for that indi-

vidual or group. This variation is not totally 

voluntaristic. Although Nietzsche also 

highly values creativity, he is a long way 

from advocating free-wheeling voluntarism. 

There is much content in the natural values 

one is free to create. It is not simply the case 

that any values one wills are good ones 

100 On the Genealogy of Morals, Essay I; Beyond Good 
and Evil, p.260. 
101 The Gay Science, p.120: ”There are innumerable 
healths of the body; and the more we allow the unique 
and incomparable to raise its head again, and the more 
we abjure the dogma of the ‘equality of men‘, the more 
must the concept of a normal health, along with a nor
mal diet and the normal course of an illness, be aban
doned by medical men. Only then would the time have 
come to reflect on the health and illness of the soul, and 
to find the peculiar virtue of each man in the health of 
his soul. In one person, of course, this health could look 
like its opposite in another person.” 

because 

or décadence 

he 

décadence 

102 
103 
104 The Gay Science

values one wills are good ones 

in 

flect 

one wills them. The crucial factor is 

whether they are, in Zarathustra’s phrase, 

faithful to the earth, whether they accurately 

ref lect the conditions of health of life for the 

individual in question.102 

When Nietzsche diagnoses the sickness 

(whose definition itself is sim-

ply ‘declining life’ or a mode of life 

opposed to the healthy instincts),103 

speaks more than metaphorically. An ide-

alistic (anti-bodily) philosophical outlook 

betrays a body that is weak.104 Those with 

degenerate views (often degenerate views 

on the body) are themselves bodily degen-

erate. Physiology conditions psychology, 

which in turn conditions philosophy. 

Nietzsche applies this to himself. 

Acutely aware of his own ongoing sickness, 

he reasons that he has experienced 

Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Prologue, p. 3. 
Twilight of the Idols, II:11. 

, Preface, p. 2. 

It is not simply the case that any 

because one wills them.The crucial 
factor is whether they are, 
Zarathustra’s phrase, faithful to the 
earth, whether they accurately re
the conditions of health of life for 
the individual in question. 
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from the inside and is thus qualified to 

speak about it. He considers his illness to be 

the reason for his earlier forays into the 

Christianity of the writer Schopenhauer, 

and speaks of his subsequent intellectual 

growth as first requiring a period of conva-

lescence.105 Similarly, Zarathustra is physi-

cally struck down at the thought of the 

eternal recurrence (visualizing endless repe-

tition, as described earlier) since his intel-

lectual aff lictions of pity and disgust are 

causally connected to his physical condi-

tion. He too needs to become a mental and 

physical convalescent before he can return 

to health: a healthy body bringing a healthy 

mind that can joyously affirm the eternal 

return. Throughout Ecce Homo, Nietzsche 

attributes his best writings to periods of 

physical health. The sections in which he 

divulges the secrets of his greatness (‘Why I 

am So Clever’, ‘Why I am So Wise’, ‘Why 

I Write Such Good Books’) are preoccu-

pied with questions of the conditions of 

health: nutriment (diet), climate, exercise, 

residence, cleanliness. When he describes 

himself while writing Ecce Homo, he is 

superlatively positive, since during the last 

quarter of 1888 he euphorically regained 

complete health for the first time since his 

early twenties, albeit temporarily.106 

Nietzsche also implements this in diag-

105 Ecce Homo, ‘Why I am So Wise’, pp.1-2, 6. 
106 Nietzsche collapsed in early January 1889 and, 
true to his philosophy, his enfeebled  and progressively 
paralysed body resulted in a childish mind that barely 
phrased a coherent sentence over the next decade 
before body and mind lapsed into a coma. He died on 
25th August, 1900. 

nosing Christianity. It is a religion created by 
the weak, composed of the weak, and for the 

benefit of the weak. However, while it does 

enable them to gain a measure of revenge 

against the healthy and allow a perverted 

experience of power and strength (at least 

for the priest), it is also ultimately a religion 

that results in the enfeeblement of society, 

holding back those who could be truly great 

and filling everyone with ressentiment, justi-

fying that ressentiment and perpetrating it: 

Christianity needs sickness almost as 

much as Hellenism needs a super-

f luity of health—making sick is the 

true hidden objective of the Church’s 

whole system of salvation procedures. 

Christianity has at its basis the rancune of 

the sick, the instinct directed against the 

healthy, against health.107 

This is why Nietzsche places himself as 

the opponent of Christianity. This is why 

he defines himself as ‘Dionysus against the 

Crucified’: he is the one who celebrates 

the earthly body, who is against the one 

who sacrifices it. 1 

Byron Smith is a student doing a second hon-

ours year at the University of Sydney. This is an 

adaptation from his thesis, Vile Bodies: Nietzsche, 
Christianity and the Body: A critique of Nietzsche’s 
critique of the body in Christianity, 2000. In the 

next issue of kategoria, Byron will examine 

Nietzsche’s rejection of Christianity and 

demonstrate the ways in which Nietzsche fun-

damentally misunderstood that which he 

thought he was attacking. 

107 The Anti-Christ, p. 51.  
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The laws of man 
and the law of God 

Athol Moffitt 

1. The article ‘The law’s conscience and 

the Chancellor’s foot’ by Andrew Miers 

(kategoria no. 18, pp. 35-55) deals with only 

one branch of the law—that of equity, the 

principal area of which relates to the title 

to and interests in land. The criminal law 

and the law concerning ‘human rights’ and 

other personal rights need separate consid-

eration. Law in these areas is more vitally 

related to the conscience and soul of man, 

the ethics and morality of religion and the 

laws of God (see later). 

2. Much of the article deals with early 

English legal history and in particular the 

origins in English law of equity, via the 

chancellor. In early English law, monarchs 

claimed to rule by divine right and, as such, 

to be the law givers; and the fonts of justice. 

The early ecclesiastical courts, which orig-

inally included jurisdiction concerning 

succession of property (probate) and 

divorce, were those of the monarch. 

It could be said the monarch assumed a 

position somewhat equivalent to that of 

Moses, whose people came to be governed 

by the laws of God brought down by 

Moses from the mountain. 

3. Whatever the consequences in early 

times to the then nature and content of 

the law, the position of the monarch 

changed with the English constitutional 

changes in the 17th century. Parliament 

and, through it, the people, gained con-

trol of the making and administration of 

the law. In the process, the judiciary were 

made independent of the executive (the 

separation of powers). 
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4. 

lying judicial decision, but also in respect 

5. 

It is against this background that the oper-

ation of the law of God today, and its inf lu-

ence in these times of a more secular 

society, must be considered. 

In this context, the law and its relation-

ship with the law of God must be evaluated, 

not merely in respect of the principles under-

of the content of the law enacted by the 

people, by the legislatures which they elect. 

Judges of today, when they perform 

their true function in interpreting and 

applying the law, do so not on their per-

sonal view of what is fair or just, but objec-

tively as representatives of the community, 

applying perceived community standards, 

or, one might say, the conscience of the 

community. The same applies concerning 

any judicial discretion, such as the sentence 

to be passed for a proven crime. The indi-

vidual judge evaluates the circumstances of 

the particular case, but is guided in the 

determination of the sentence by commu-

nity standards and the decisions of the body 

of judges in comparable cases, similarly alert 

to community standards. If a judge steps 

outside his discretion, so confined, an 

appellate court is there to adjust such error. 

This applies generally, in order to achieve 

In the end, the critical questions are: 
what are those standards, and what is 
their relationship to the law of God? 

uniformity and objectivity in accordance 

with recognized standards. Critical to fair-

ness of the law is that all should be dealt 

with equally, so far as practicable. 

6. It follows from (5) and as stated in 

Andrew’s article, that the law, in its inter-

pretation and application, is not according 

to the whim or personal view of the indi-

vidual judge, or, in the case of equity, in 

accordance with the “length of the 

Chancellor’s foot”, but is on a broader basis 

which accords with community standards 

as to conscience and fairness. 

7. In the end, the critical questions are: 

what are those standards, and what is their 

relationship to the law of God? As 

Andrew’s article correctly concludes, they 

are not based on some assessment of some 

majority view of the community. It is clear 

something more basic is involved. Indeed, 

the law protects the minority from oppres-

sion of the majority and of their views. 
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8. The article concludes in effect, correctly 

in my view, that the standards applied by the 

law are of a higher order and equate to the 

accepted morality of the community. It has 

been said by another (see later) that this 

morality is the view of right-thinking people 

of that which is obvious as fair and just. The 

ultimate statement in the article is that the 

world “refuses to acknowledge the ultimate 

law giver [is] God”. However, this leaves 

open an important further question. This is, 

to what extent is the law of God, or, in par-

ticular, that revealed in the Old and New 

Testaments, but especially the teachings of 

Jesus, the source of the “higher moral 

order”, which provides the basis of our laws 

and their administration? To what extent is 

the morality and ethics of religion basic to 

our law, whether or not admitted in our sec-

ular society? 

9. I digress from the debate based on the 

conscience of equity to the criminal law 

and the laws concerning human rights. 

Here, questions of morals and ethics, 

including Christian morals and their 

respective places in Western societies, arise 

for acute consideration. These subjects are 

addressed in a penetrating lecture on 

jurisprudence: ‘The Enforcement of 

Morals’ (25 pages) to the British Academy 

in 1959 by the Hon. Sir Patrick Devlin 

(a House of Lords justice).1 As he 

observed, the law does not require people 

From The Proceedings of the British Academy 
(Jurisprudence), Vol XLV, Oxford University Press, 
London. 

10. 
religion into 

admitted in our secular society? 

to be good or not sin on some moral, ethi-

cal or religious standard, but does prohibit 

that which is considered adverse to the 

interests of society. After much analysis, his 

conclusions include, in effect, that “society 

cannot live without morals”, which are 

“those standards of conduct of which a rea-

sonable man approves”, that “morals and 

religion are inextricably joined—the moral 

standards generally accepted in Western 

civilization being those belonging to 

Christianity. Outside Christendom, other 

standards derive from other religions. None 

of these moral codes can claim any validity 

except by virtue of the religion on which 

it is based”, and that morality cannot be 

maintained without “teaching which is 

doctrine” and “of enforcement which is 

the law”. 

An important example of the input of 

the Judaeo-Christian 

English law (extending to many countries 

of the world, including the US and 

Australia) is that essential to guilt (and 

punishment) is the existence of a guilty 

mind. This is the essence of both reli-

gions, which judge man according to 

what is in his heart and mind and soul. 

To what extent is the morality and 
ethics of religion basic to our law or 
derived from them, whether or not 

1 
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and punishment depend solely on causing 

duct, guilt and punishment in areas in 

mens rea, in which guilt and 
punishment depends on the state of 

religious teachings. 

Another equivalent is to be found in the 

laws concerning human rights, and in 

many ways in which the respect for the 

dignity of man is pursued, including at the 

international levels, by Western societies. 

All these accord with the teachings of 

Jesus, especially as summarized in the sec-

ond commandment to “love” your neigh-

bour—as a duty to all, whoever they be. 

There is added “on this hangs all the law 

(and the prophets)”. In some countries 

still today, as in very early England, guilt 

the death of another, without regard to the 

circumstance and, in particular, the state 

of mind of the one whose action caused 

the death. The golden thread of English 

law is mens rea, in which guilt and punish-

ment depends on the state of mind of the 

person charged with the crime. This law 

has its basis in those religious teachings. 

11. What I said in (§10) is well illustrated 

in relation to acceptable standards of con-

which those Judaeo-Christian teachings 

have not been reached or are not recog-

The golden thread of English law is 

mind of the person charged with the 
crime.This law has its basis in those 

nized. I take an example examined by me 

in Project Kingfisher,2 pp. 214-220, which 

deals with Japanese actions in WWII, 

including the killing of persons in occupied 

territories, whom they treated as 

‘strangers’ to whom no duty was owed. 

The Japanese, as an island community, 

beholden only to itself and cut off from the 

rest of the world for centuries, developed a 

2 Athol Moffitt, Project Kingfisher, Angus and 
Robertson, 1959. 
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culture not subject to the spread to many 

nations of Western inf luences, including 

those involving Judaeo-Christian values 

and teachings. Without relating it to war-

time events, this is expounded by Professor 

Doi (Tokyo University) in 1965 in his 

writing in Japanese about Japanese group 

culture.3 Standards of conduct and of duty 

were defined in relation to various groups 

such as country (Emperor), army unit, 

family, visitors. Each varied. Beyond duties 

to various groups of which a Japanese was a 

member, he owed no duty to others, such 

as strangers outside any group. Persons 

such as those in occupied territories, were 

‘strangers’, outside any group. There was 

no question of duty otherwise, or of an 

independent conscience, or general sense 

of right or wrong, such as against killing 

another who was a stranger outside the 

group duty. There is a comparable position 

today in respect of the observance of 

human rights in some parts of the world, in 

particular places not subject to the morality 

and teachings of the Christian religion. 

An Anatomy of Dependence, 1965, trans. John 
Bester, 2nd ed., Kodansha International,Tokyo, 1981. 

12. In my view, Lord Devlin is correct in 

his conclusion: 

If morals could be taught simply on 

the basis that they are necessary to 

society, there would be no need for 

religion; it could be left as a purely 

personal affair. But morality cannot 

be taught in that way…no society 

has yet solved the problem of how to 

teach morality without religion. So 

the law must base itself on Christian 

morals and, to the limit of its ability, 

enforce them, not simply because 

they are morals which are taught by 

the established church—on these 

points the law recognizes the right to 

dissent—but for the compelling rea-

son, without the help of Christian 

teaching, the law will fail. 1 

The Hon. Athol Moffitt, 

C.M.G., A.M., Q.C., is 

a retired President of the 

NSW Court of Appeal 

and the author of four 

books on public issues 

with a legal background. 
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God bless consumerism

Michael Jensen 

Naomi Klein 
No Logo 
Flamingo, london, 2000. 

I
n case you haven’t realized it yet, Nike 

has nothing to do with sports shoes. 

What Nike have created is a temple 

cult of sport. Amidst its pantheon of 

sporting gods sit swooshed immortals 

like Michael Jordon, Tiger Woods and 

Australians Cathy Freeman and, until 

recently, Shane Warne. Nike is, always and 

everywhere, the brand of victory. 

And yet, of late, there has been some-

thing hollow in their triumph. Media 

reports and protesters have recently high-

lighted the unsavoury globalized econom-

ics of the swoosh. The process goes 

something like this: The sportswear market 

is one of the most competitive and lucra-

tive on the planet. The companies 

involved—Reebok, Nike, Adidas, Asics— 

have to hawk their wares as hard and as 

much as they can. Nike’s strategy is to sell, 

not sports gear, but the idea of Nike as 

sport itself. To do this, it must sign the 

most successful sports stars—in the world, 

and in each country—to endorse the Nike 

logo. These sports stars demand million-

dollar fees, but also gain exposure which 

helps them become richer from higher 

profiles. It seems a win-win situation. 

Or does it? Of course, to afford the 

massive outlays for marketing, manufactur-

ing and other labour costs must be hugely 

reduced. Nike outsources all of its manu-

facturing to sweat shops in third world 

countries like Pakistan and the Philippines 

where labour laws permit minimum wages 

and unsafe and unsanitary working condi-

tions. It costs them only a few dollars to 

make a pair of sports shoes, but many more 

to sell them. The victims are the people 

who work fourteen hour days with no 

benefits and still are not even nearly able to 
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afford a pair of the shoes they make. 

Back in the West, while we do not suf-

fer so manifestly, we have to endure the 

increasing cacophony of advertising and 

logo-izing in our culture. There is virtually 

no space free of banners or logos or spon-

sors or endorsements or cross-promotions. 

Every act of altruism is sponsored. And the 

right of reply is denied the ordinary per-

son. If I do not like a billboard at my train 

station because its message is offensive or 

lewd or sexist or just plain ugly—well 

that’s just tough. Unless I can buy the 

space, or unless I am happy to risk arrest by 

wielding a spray-can, I am as muted as a 

TV during an ad break. ‘Free speech’ has 

been switched for ‘pay to say’. And the 

more we try to tune it all out, the more 

brayingly loud it all gets. It has to be, to get 

us to listen, so that our wallets can be 

coaxed open. And we have to combat the 

pervasive lie that buying a sports shoe buys 

a you piece of eternity. 

Klein is more journalist than ideologue: 
the task she sets herself is to tell the 
tale of millennium corporate economics 
and the rising tide of opposition to it, 
rather than to preach a sermon. 

This global cycle of greed is outlined in 

Canadian Naomi Klein’s book No Logo. 

Klein is more journalist than ideologue: 

the task she sets herself is to tell the tale of 

millennium corporate economics and the 

rising tide of opposition to it, rather than 

to preach a sermon. In the first of the 

book’s four sections, ‘No Space’, she tells 

the story of the massive expansion of 

advertising and marketing in the 1990s, as 

the various brands have competed to own 

coolness. Culture and education (at least 

in North America) have surrendered to 

marketing and sponsorships. Even political 

messages have been commandeered for 

marketing purposes—for example, Nike’s 

Tiger Woods ads in which he is quoted as 

saying “there are still some golf courses in 

the US on which I can’t play because of 

the colour of my skin”. 

In her second part, ‘No Choice’, Klein 

reports on how the promise of a vastly 

increased array of cultural choice was 

betrayed by the forces of mergers, preda-

tory franchising, synergy and corporate 

censorship. In Australia we see this in the 

airline industry and also in the soul-

destroying, mind-dulling, comforting 

sameness of our shopping malls. Thirdly, 

Klein addresses the issue of labour (‘No 

Jobs’). Increasingly, casual or part-time or 
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temp labour is replacing the traditional 

full-time workforce. While these jobs may 

be appealing to teenagers in search of 

pocket money, they are not the path to a 

satisfying career or economic freedom. 

The effect of this, in country towns espe-

cially, is ennervating. In contrast, the 

CEOs of the giant organizations are 

pulling down massive salaries. The man 

responsible for the most lay-offs in 1997— 

Eastman Kodak CEO George Fisher—cut 

20,100 jobs, and for his work the same year 

received an options grant that was esti-

mated at a cool $60 million. 

Worst of all, Klein documents at first 

hand the conditions in sweat-shops in the 

developing world. The mighty corpora-

tions are able to bid for the cheapest labour. 

In China or the Philippines or Indonesia or 

Mexico, factory workers, often underaged 

(at least by Western standards), churn out 

the clothes on our backs, the shoes on our 

feet and the toys that go with our Happy 

Meals. They have no unions, no safety, no 

benefits, no insurance, no freedom. And 

yet what they produce for a few cents an 

hour is sold in the West for more than they 

can earn in a month. 

Lastly, Klein documents the rise of an 

opposition to this tsunami of globalized 

culture. The S11 demonstrations in 

Melbourne last year were an example of 

the kind of organized resistance beginning 

to gather momentum. Klein describes the 

practice of ‘culture jamming’—that is, 

diverting the current of advertising and 

turning it back on itself. In Australia, the 

BUGA UP group culture jammed very 

successfully against tobacco advertising in 

the 70s and 80s, often turning the attrac-

tive models on the posters into skeletons or 

corpses. The most successful culture jam of 

all time would have to be the case of the 

small-time protesters in the UK, whom 

McDonalds took to court for handing out 

leaf lets decrying the practices of the ham-

burger giant. The court case, which 

stretched out over many years, was a pub-

licity disaster for McDonalds because some 

of the claims were proven to be true! 

The mighty corporations are able 
to bid for the cheapest labour. 

Klein’s book has made economic statis-

tics interesting, even compelling. Critics 

have pointed to the benefits of globaliza-

tion for human rights, and have noted that 

the anti-globalization movement itself has 

benefited from the globalizing technology 

of the Internet. It is also true that 



kategoria 22-text  27/4/04  4:41 PM  Page 66

66 & ideasbooks 

Greenpeace and other protestors held up as 

worthies in Klein’s account have used 

dubious tactics and been a little woolly 

with the truth. I find it a little annoying 

that she played the journalist and distanced 

herself a little from her subject (when she is 

clearly passionate about it). However, it is 

hard to ignore the moral force of Klein’s 

book and the challenge it throws down. 

Certainly, the depressing sameness of 
the consumerist world is a pale 
shadow of the rich and diverse world 
God made. 

What is depressing about Klein’s analy-

sis is just how insidious this whole matrix 

of greed is. The simple act of refusing to 

buy a particular brand is no longer an effec-

tive protest, because the alternative brand is 

a product of the same system. In addition, 

much of our media is part of the same sys-

tem—owned by giant infotainment 

machines. Knowledge itself is tainted. This 

is not individual sin, but the effects of sin 

on millions of people. The lines between 

victim and perpetrator are crossed and 

recrossed. The cursing of the ground in 

Genesis 3 affects even cyberspace. 

When Jesus drove the money-changers 

from the temple he drew two Old 

Testament texts together: 

“Is it not written: 

‘My house will be called a house of prayer 

for all nations’? 

But you have made it a ‘den of robbers.’” 

There was something grubby about the 

intrusion of shady business onto the place 

intended for meeting with God. In a sense, 

the creation itself is in fact a temple. Is it too 

far-fetched to imagine Jesus being as angry 

about the enslavement of our entire world 

to human consumption? Certainly, the 

depressing sameness of the consumerist 

world is a pale shadow of the rich and diverse 

world God made. There is something soul-

destroying about the uniformity of shopping 

malls—the same franchises, the same archi-

tecture, Muzak and air-conditioning, the 

same products at the same prices. 

So what about some ‘culture jamming’? 

Can we join Klein’s global army of vigi-

lantes? Take to the streets and the malls, 

protest, jump the barricades? The usual 

Christian response—“if it isn’t lawful, I’m 

not doing it”—rings kind of hollow. 

Doesn’t the imperative to protest greed 

and injustice and the incredible suffering of 

the many over-ride here? I was genuinely 

tempted to civil disobedience recently. 

Chivas Regal ran an ad campaign on bus 
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shelters which featured a long-legged 

model. Well, only her legs actually. The 

slogan was “Yes, God is a man”. I found it 

offensive on many levels. As a Christian. 

As a teacher of teenage girls who struggle 

with body image and the male gaze. That 

young men were encouraged to link alco-

hol to this kind of glamour. AND THAT 

IT WAS EVERYWHERE!!! You had no 

choice but to look. 

A non-Christian colleague and I dis-

cussed a possible ‘culture-jam’: he had done 

some before. Could we glue a homemade 

response on top of the ad—something like 

“Yes, but He’s not a sexist pig”? In the end, 

submission to the law won out, at least 

on my part. But protest through public 

channels against the ad proved so feeble. 

Even the feminists—fearful of backlash, I 

think—said they thought the ad was OK!! 

The best ‘culture-jam’ of all is the mes-

sage of Jesus Christ died and risen. The 

power of the Holy Spirit to change hearts is 

the only way out of the mire. To break a cycle 

of greed and degradation so pervasive is not 

within human strength. Klein’s book, even 

with its vaguely optimistic ending, makes 

clear just how humanly impossible the task of 

redeeming this grubby world is. 1 

Michael Jensen is the 

Chaplain at St Andrew’s 

Cathedral School. 
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How to surrender in 
three easy steps 

Phillip Jensen


Laura Doyle 
The Surrendered Wife: A Practical Guide 
to Finding Intimacy, Passion, and Peace 
with a Man 
Simon and Schuster, New York et.al., 
1999, 2001. 

At first our marriage was blissful. 

Then, I started to see John’s imper-

fections more glaringly, and I began 

correcting him. It was my way of 

helping him to improve…he didn’t 

respond well. And, it’s no wonder. 

What I was really trying to do was 

control John…Our marriage was in 

serious trouble and it had only 

been four years since we’d taken 

our vows… My loneliness was so 

acute I was willing to try anything 

to cure it… I talked to other 

women to find out what worked in 

their marriages… I decided I would 

try to follow in these women’s foot-

steps as an ‘experiment’ in my mar-

riage… Today I call myself a 

surrendered wife because when I 

stopped trying to control the way 

John did everything and started 

trusting him implicitly, I began to 

have the marriage I’ve always 

dreamed of. The same thing will 

happen to you if you follow the 

principles in this book (pp. 13-14). 

T
hat, in a nutshell, is what The 
Surrendered Wife is about. Author 

Laura Doyle found herself in the 

midst of a marriage that was going sour. 

At the same time, she noticed that friends 

were not having the same problems. In 

fact, her friends seemed to have quite 

good marriages. How did they do it? 

So she asked them, thought about it, and 

worked out a model of marriage. When she 

tried it, it worked. Being a Californian, she 

did not just enjoy the results herself, but set 

up a counselling network to help other peo-

ple have happy marriages. Now, evidently, 

she has reached (and helped) thousands of 

couples around the world. 

In the current climate this might seem 

surprising, for this book is politically incor-
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rect in the extreme. As the title suggests, 

Doyle advocates a deliberate hierarchy in 

marriage in which the husband is the boss, 

and the wife supports him in that. For 

instance: 

A surrendered wife is: 

• Vulnerable where she used to be a nag 

•	 Trusting where she used to be 

controlling


•	 Respectful where she used to be 

demeaning 

•	 Grateful where she used to be 

dissatisfied


• Has faith where she once had doubt 

(p. 20)

She explicitly advises that a wife must 
never surrender to physical abuse 
to herself or her children, to active 
addiction, or chronic unfaithfulness. 

In the contemporary media this is simply 

unacceptable. Thousands of couples might 

be grateful to her, but reviewers and com-

mentators have reacted to her work in hor-

ror. Her book has been almost universally 

panned, and she personally has been 

derided as a throwback, a doormat. Her 

advice is considered a recipe for women to 

be abused and their lives ruined as they sur-

render to appalling behaviour in a husband. 

Feminism has saved us from just these 

behaviours, the comments go. 

The criticisms of the book are fre-

quently quite unfair. For one, she takes 

trouble to make it very clear that she does 

not consider her advice applicable to all 

marriages. In fact, she explicitly advises 

that a wife must never surrender to physi-

cal abuse to herself or her children, to 

active addiction, or chronic unfaithfulness. 

Those who have criticized her on the 

basis that her ‘surrender’ philosophy will 

inevitably lead to wife-bashing have simply 

not read what she writes. The advice is, 

quite overtly, to submit only to good, lov-

ing husbands. 

It is hardly surprising, nonetheless, that 

the public reaction to the book has been 

negative. Her response is simply to point 

out that her philosophy regains much that 

the egalitarian view of marriage has lost: 

things like commitment, love, faithfulness, 

intimacy and so on. The bottom line is that 
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her programme works. Women who fol-

low her way get many of the things that 

they want. In a utilitarian world, this is the 

test of a philosophy. The fact that it goes 

against certain contemporary ideals is nei-

ther here nor there. 

Christians, of course, are not at all sur-

prised that her model works. Doyle, 

by empirical investigation and observation, 

has worked out some of the nature of sub-

mission, and has seen that there are great 

relational benefits in putting the other per-

son first. Whether or not she realizes it, her 

enthusiastic endorsement of ‘surrender’ 

ratifies what Christians have always known 

from the Bible. When you put the other 

person ahead of yourself, you are likely to 

have a relationship of great joy in a way that 

will never happen when you insist upon 

your rights. 

However, we must be clear about what 

it is she recommends. This book is not 

about biblical submission of wives to hus-

bands. Her understanding of submission is 

profoundly defective and unchristian, pre-

cisely because her philosophy is utilitarian. 

That is, she is driven not by what is right, 

but by what works. The reason for sub-

mission is, in the end, entirely selfish—so 

you can enjoy your relationship. In the 

end it is no different from a feminist phi-

losophy which encourages putting one’s 

own needs first and demanding one’s 

rights. They both see the actions as means 

to an end, and the end is selfish. All that 

Doyle has done is to work out that surren-

dering can be a far more effective means to 

that end, than being selfishly assertive. 

For the Christian, the utility of the 

behaviour—a successful marriage—is a by-

product. The reason for putting the other 

person first is because that is how to love 

someone; that is how to treat someone 

rightly; that is right, moral behaviour that 

God desires. The fact that it brings per-

sonal happiness is wonderful, but is not the 

reason for acting this way. Even when per-

sonal happiness does not result, Christians 

are obliged to continue to act in the self-

sacrificial way demonstrated by Christ. 

So while it is tempting for Christians 
to endorse her book, and for non-
Christians to regard her work as an 
example of the ‘Christian’ model of 
marriage, this is not Christian at all. 

So while it is tempting for Christians to 

endorse her book, and for non-Christians to 

regard her work as an example of the 

‘Christian’ model of marriage, this is not 

Christian at all. It is not derived from God or 

Christ. In fact, Doyle’s weakest chapter is the 

one on religion, where the self-delusion 

involved in this philosophy of marriage 

becomes sadly evident. It helps her, she 

finds, if she has a god to follow. So she 

invents one. Then she listens to what he says. 

I had rejected the God of my child-

hood for being too neglectful, pun-

ishing, and insensitive…[so] I fired 
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the God I had been brought up with 

and I wrote about what I wanted in 

a higher power and decided that he 

existed for me; I had faith that he 

would show me the way. It worked 

(p. 239).

This would have to be the most inane reli-

gion ever practised. Doyle listens to ‘Spirit’ 

(as she calls her god), prays to him, and 

thanks him for his gifts—despite knowing 

that he is entirely her own creation. She has 

surrendered far more than her behaviour 

here. But clearly she doesn’t mind the 

inanity—as she says, it works. 

She married in order to control her 
husband, and failed. She has now 
worked out a new way to control her 
husband—submission. 

But even more than that, this philoso-

phy is not Christian in its emphasis on sur-

render. It has taken the idea of submission, 

and pulled it out of all recognition until 

it becomes little more than legalism. 

Consider, for instance, what it means to 

‘respect’ one’s husband: 

Respect means that when he takes 

the wrong freeway exit you don’t 

correct him by telling where to 

turn. It means that if he keeps going 

in the wrong direction you will go 

past the state line and still not cor-

rect what he’s doing. In fact, no 

matter what your husband does, you 

will not try to teach, improve, or 

correct him. That is the essence of 

a surrendered wife (p. 35). 

That is also plain silly, for most couples. 

It is entirely possible for a wife to let her 

husband know, in a respectful way, that 

she saw an exit sign which he didn’t. Of 

course, it can also be done in a mean, nag-

ging way. The basic attitude towards the 

other person is what counts; the action 

itself is neutral. 

For Laura Doyle, however, it seems 

these rules were very beneficial. She 

was, and perhaps still is, a strongly control-

ling person. She married in order to con-

trol her husband, and failed. She has now 

worked out a new way to control her hus-

band—submission. It is working, but that 

doesn’t make her actions less controlling. 

Having seen this work for herself, Doyle 

generalizes to all women—but because her 

ideas are empirically driven, she can only 
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assume that what worked for her will work 

for everyone. So instead of principles of 

love which can be applied differently in dif-

ferent situations, she can only give rules of 

behaviour—let your husband look after the 

money, don’t give him directions in the car. 

As absolutes, these are fairly useless. For 

women exactly like her they may be appro-

priate. But she has totally failed to under-

stand why they may be appropriate. She is 

simply seeking the new mode of behaviour 

that can achieve her ends, when her old 

mode of behaviour did not. 

This provides an insidious undermin-

ing of pure motives for good actions: 

Now, I treat my husband respect-

fully not only to cultivate closeness 

in our marriage, but also to preserve 

my dignity. I don’t miss the hostility 

hangovers (p. 37) 

In fact, Doyle seems to find it necessary to 

justify her advice on the grounds that it is 

good for the wife. It is not good enough to 

respect one’s husband because of who he 

is, or because he deserves respect, or 

because that is a good thing to do. No, the 

reasons are entirely selfish—to cultivate 

closeness, and to preserve one’s dignity. 

These are indeed good things to have; but 

they demonstrate that the only basis Doyle 

has for her advice is self-fulfilment. She has 

not managed to see beyond that. 

Laura Doyle has a shrewd self
awareness of her own personality and 
her own tendency to take control. 

This is not to say the book is worthless. 

Laura Doyle has a shrewd awareness of 

her own personality and her own tendency 

to take control. She has also worked 

extremely hard to give it up. Because she 

has worked so hard, she has a very clear 

understanding of how self-deluding we can 

be. For instance, listen to the wisdom of her 

advice on how to apologize: 

When you apologize, be sure to refer-

ence the specific situation. For 

instance, you might say, “I apologize 

for being disrespectful when I criti-

cized the way you were helping 

Taylor with her homework”. Next, 

allow him to respond. The tempta-

tion to comment on the original situ-

ation in response to what he says will 

be enormous. Don’t do it (p. 42). 

There are bits and pieces of good com-

mon-sense advice like this all throughout 
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the book. But as a programme for mar-

riage, this is very much focussed on 

women with an excessive tendency to 

control. Doyle’s particular problem may 

not be everyone’s problem. For women 

who are control freaks, this is a useful 

book to help them see how unconscious 

and all-pervasive their nagging, domi-

neering character can be. But just as not 

Overall, this book provides a useful 
analysis of one woman’s struggle to 
escape her own control problem. 

all husbands are wife-bashers, not all 

wives are domineering shrews. 

Overall, then, this book provides a use-

ful analysis of one woman’s struggle to 

escape her own control problem. But for 

women who do not have this particular 

problem, this book could be disastrous. It 

could be encouragement to a servitude that 

is totally opposed to the Bible’s under-

standing of submission. This book does 

not provide teaching for the normal per-

son. It is a corrective for the woman with a 

dominant personality who rides rough-

shod over her husband. 

Our culture certainly needs this cor-

rective; in the backwash of feminism, fam-

ilies are suffering the consequences of mis-

guided mothers (and fathers) who believed 

feminist propaganda. But this is not a 

Christian book, nor is it ultimately a good 

marriage-guidance book. It is a secular, 

well-meaning but self-seeking, utilitarian 

account of how to make a particular kind 

of relationship run more smoothly. It has 

some similarities to God’s ways, because 

God’s ways work. Without his wisdom 

and the framework of revelation, however, 

The Surrendered Wife is sadly deficient. The 

real thing is much better. 1 

Phillip Jensen is Anglican 

Chaplain at the University 

of New South Wales. 



kategoria 22-text  27/4/04  4:41 PM  Page 75

NE W  F R  O M 


MAT T H I A S  ME D I A…


The Essence of Darwinism 

Kirsten Birkett’s fourth book in The Essence of series contains a short survey 

of current evolutionary theory, its relationship to classical Darwinism, 

and an analysis of the reasons for its violent controversies. This book is for 

all thinkers from senior high school onwards. 

Order now by contacting Matthias Media. 



kategoria 22-text  27/4/04  4:41 PM  Page 76

Australian Subscription form 

Please enrol me as a subscriber to kategoria 
Please send a gift subscription 

Name:. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Address: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . p/code: . . . . . . . . 

Ph:. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . (h) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . (w) 

Send gift subscription to


Name:. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 


Address: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 


. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . p/code: . . . . . . . . 

To pay by credit card or invoice: 

Australia: FREECALL 1800 814 360 (Sydney 9663 1478) 
Fax (02) 9662 4289 

International: +61–2–9663 1478 

Fax +61–2–9662 4289 

Email: sales@matthiasmedia.com.au 

Or mail to: 
SUBSCRIPTION RATES 

Matthias Media Regular: $45.00 
Reply Paid 225 Student: $35.00 
Kingsford NSW 2032 Institutions: $75.00 
AUSTRALIA (includes postage within Australia) 

Cheque enclosed: (to ‘St Matthias Press’) 

Please debit my: Bankcard 

Mastercard 

Visa 

Card #: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Name on card: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Signature: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Expiry: . . . . . . . . . . . 



kategoria 22-text  27/4/04  4:41 PM  Page 77

UK and Europe Subscription form 

Please enrol me as a subscriber to kategoria 
Please send a gift subscription 

Name:. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Address: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . p/code: . . . . . . . . 

Ph:. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . (h) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . (w) 

Send gift subscription to


Name:. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 


Address: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 


. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . p/code: . . . . . . . . 

To pay by credit card or invoice: 

UK/Europe: 0181–942–0880 

Fax 0181–942–0990 

Email: MattMedia@compuserve.com 

Or mail to: 
SUBSCRIPTION RATES 

PO Box 665 UK: £14.00 

London SW20 8RU Europe: £22.00 
ENGLAND 

Cheque enclosed: (to ‘St Matthias Press’) 

Please debit my: Bankcard 

Mastercard 

Visa 

Card #: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Name on card: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Signature: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Expiry: . . . . . . . . . . . 



kategoria 22-text  27/4/04  4:41 PM  Page 78


	Contents
	Editorial
	Of truth, tolerance and tyranny
	Vile bodies: Nietzsche against Christianity
	The laws of man and the law of God
	books and ideas: God bless consumerism
	books and ideas: How to surrender in three easy steps

