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Nietzsche is an important philosopher because he was the first to recognise
what being ‘modern’ really means for Western Europeans.
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He saw that two thousand years of belief in Christian values was coming

to an end, and that this meant that our individual lives no longer had any
purpose or meaning.
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Even worse, nearly all of the key ideas and values of Western thought were

just ‘metaphysics’, without foundation, and he believed that this
devastating fact would have to be confronted honestly.
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He finally suggested the need for ‘new people’ who would understand and
celebrate this new state of affairs. And all of these disturbing ideas he
expressed in an extraordinary way:
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"At last the horizon appears free again to us, even granted that it’s not

bright, at last our ships may venture out again. . . . the sea, our sea lies open
again; perhaps there never has been such an ‘open sea’."
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Nietzsche knew he was a prophet. Photographs of him usually reveal a man
with a ridiculous walrus moustache and wild staring eyes. He always
thought he was writing for a more appreciative future audience, and
described himself as a ‘posthumous’ philosopher.
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So, one hundred years later, perhaps we are that audience and he is the first
great postmodernist.
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What was really wrong with Western civilization was Christianity — a

religion for which Nietzsche seems to have had a passionate Oedipal

hatred. (He was the son of three generations of strict Lutheran preachers.)
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Nietzsche’s view was that Christianity was the latest and most pernicious
stage in a peculiar way of thinking that began with Socrates. Socrates
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encouraged the belief in immortal souls and absolute truths.
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His disciple Plato devised a ‘two-world’ philosophy, which claimed that
this everyday material world is an inferior copy of a perfect transcendent

one. These beliefs in ‘higher’ (or ‘transcendent’) truths and existences
blended easily into the subsequent theology of the Christian Church.
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Philosophical skepticism wusually comes in different forms. Most
philosophers tend to be selective sceptics as a matter of course. They often
declare that all previous philosophies are invalid, but that their own truths
are cast-iron. Some, like Nietzsche, are more worryingly global. They

contend that there is no such thing as human knowledge, and that “truth’ is
either unreachable or worse, a myth.
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Nietzsche’s brand of global skepticism is wusually called ‘anti-
foundational’, a term that needs a bit of explanation. As King Lear
famously says, quoting Aristotle, ‘Nothing will come of nothing’. All

philosophy has to start with some core beliefs that are thought to be “self-
evident’ and therefore true.
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In his most famous work, Thus Spake Zarathustra (1884), Nietzsche
finally clarified those two doctrines for which he is most famous: the
‘Overman’ and the myth of ‘Eternal Return’. These are his remedies
against the chaos and nihilistic despair that he suggests will eventually

envelop the Western world after the collapse of Christian and scientific
world views.
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The Ubermensch — translated either as Overman or Superman — is a new
kind of being, a superior character who will be able to leave behind the
pull of human gravity. Overmen will be powerful, strong and healthy
individuals, who live an earthly and sensuous life, free from the error of
belief in some transcendent reality and the restrictions of ‘herd morality’.
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