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Why Nietzsche held both a doctrine of free will and a view that the
world is possibly governed by eternal recurrence has been a point of con-
troversy for some time now. Critics have given various interpretations of
the significance of eternal recurrence in Nietzsche’s philosophy. Karl
Jaspers, for example, stated that the idea of eternal recurrence was to
Nietzsche “...most overpowering, while probably no one since then has
taken it seriously.”! Others feel that eternal recurrence was #he most
important aspect of Nietzsche’s philosophy--but were at a loss to explain
why it was’'so. An early critic of Nietzsche wrote;

Ascending the tower of modern knowledge, but still encizcled by the clouds

of his prophetic visions, Nietzsche drew conclusions which are of doubtful

value from a cosmological standpoint. His Fternal Recurrence may cosmologi-

cally be possible; but how does it concern us, since we have no recoliection of
our former existences?

The critic went on to compare Nietzsche's doctrine of eternal recurrence
with Heraclitus’ doctrine of the world as being in a process of
change. Without adequately supporting his evaluation, he concluded: “Of
course all this, i.e., Heraclitus’ theory, is only hypothesis; yet it is little
more probable than Nietzsche’s cloud-like visions of Eternal Recurrence
and Superman.’*?

Further criticisms are affirmed on the basis that if one accepts the
doctrine of eternal recurrence, how is one to avoid confusion which arises
over the difficulty in finding a common meeting ground for the two main
themes in Nietzsche’s philosophy. Why would an individual seek to ex-
ercise an act of creation if he is part of a world which i historically
determined by eternal recurrence? Arthur C. Danto said of Nietzschean
doctrines such as the overman and eternal recurrence:

Here, perhaps, Nietzsche speaks as & philosopher in a narrower sense. But
these doctrines do not give the sense of fitting together in any systematic and
coherent way .. . They do not seem te be solutions to what we would call
philosophic problems. If, indeed, Nietzsche's philosophy is to be found here,
then that philosophy appears as a conjunction of disparate teachings, . . . an
assembly rather than a coastruction, . . . uasupported, ill-digested, and unfit
for location within that context of philosophical analyzing in which the
philosophical critic or historian feels at home.

Danto, despite his above statements, went on to attempt to show that

Nietzsche’s philosophy was still filled with meaning. I, also, will endeavor
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to show that eternal recurrence is not only very impoertant to the under-
standing of Nietzsche’s thought, it is a concept Nietzsche needed in order
to make the will to create a trait suitable to the man who has the potential
to become the overman.

First, in partial answer to the stated problem, I wish to consider the
possibility that Nietzsche would have held that one is free only if one
accepts the fact that eternal recurrence is a possible cosmological view of
the nature of things—a view which is unacceptable to the “little man.”
Finally, T will attempt to answer the related question: What reason does
one have for accepting eternal recurrence as a possibility? In his book
Nietzsche as Philosopher, Danto presents a logically consistent argument
for the existence of eternal recurrence—an argument hinted at by
Nietzsche. If, however, we do not wish to commit ourselves to granting
the truth of the premises of the argument as presented by Danto, then
what other concern could possibly compel us to accept eternal recurrence?

Nietzsche stressed that certain “forces” tend to enslave man and de-
value life. These forces include the seif, God, conventional morality, and
the rule of masters. A free act only occurs after one realizes that he has
been enslaved. Dissatisfaction follows the awareness of enslavement. Only
then, for example, can the self be overcome; only then can one create
one’s self anew. A man determined in his existence does not create a new
state of affairs; only one dissatisfied with his condition can endeavor to
change that condition.

One is only relatively free, however, if all that he overcomes are par-
ticular forces. Life itself, as determined by eternal recurrence, must be
overcome. Just as morality, for example, determines one in a particular
aspect of one’s existence, eternal recurrence determines one in every
aspect of his existence. Just as one attains partial freedom if he overcomes
morality, one attains complete freedom when he overcomes that which
determines every part of his existence. How, one might ask, does one
overcome something which is a determining factor of all existence?
Nietzsche’s answer appears to be: One overcomes eternal recurrence by
willing that eternal recurrence be a fact! Instead of feeling nausea at

" eternal recurrence—an eternity which denies the possibility of a heaven or

even a different kind of state of affairs than one is accustomed to—one
wills that what cannot be otherwise should be what it is. Then and only
then can one laugh—laugh as a human canmot.® A human has to willa
beyond; the overman seeing that there possibly is no beyond, wills the life
that is.%

In a passage from Zarathusira, Nietzsche clearly states his view concer-
ning both the bondage or the lack of freedom of one who does not
overcome cternal recurrence and the reward—a reward of joy-obtained in
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willing what is the case to be the case:

To gain knowledge is & joy for the lion-willed! But those who have become
weary are themselves merely being “willed,” and all the bellows play with
them. And this is always the manner of the weak: they get lost on the
way. And in the end their weaziness still asks, “Why did we ever pursue any
way at all? It is all the same.” Their eyes appreciate the preaching, “‘nothing is
worth while! You shall not willl” Yet this is an exhortation to bondage.¢

But why, one might ask, ought one to accept that eternal recurrence s
the determining factor governing life? Though Nietzsche may have pre-
sented a logically consistent argument, why should one agree to his prem-
ises? For example, it would appear that one would not necessarily be
irrational if one were to deny the premise that the “sum total of energy is
finite” or that the “amount of energy is constant.”” The term “energy”
utilized here is entirely too vague, However, had Nietzsche admitted that
though one will not be convinced of the truth of eternal recurrence by
logical argument and had he gone on to state—as he obviously would
have—that still eternal recurrence is a theory readily acceptable to his
“overman,” one even so has reason to ask why the overman would wish to
accept the possibility of such a “dismal” world-view.

Let us ask somewhat more specific questions. (a) Why would it be in
my self-interest to accept eternal recurrence? (b} Would I obtain certain
desirable feelings of self-satisfaction and joy? {c) Despitc Nietzsche’s
insistence that the world lacks meaning, is it not true that he indeed did
grant one meaning to be extracted from life: the overcoming of eternal
recurrence? The key to the answer to all these questions lies is an analysis
of what Nietzsche meant by “amor fati.” Let us approach each question
separately:

(a)It is in my self<interest to love that which cannot be otherwise
because not to love it would lead one to have either a feeling of resent-
ment against the word or a non-commital attitude. Both of these
attributes, however, are predictable of the little man—not of the over-
man. Nietzsche’s assumption, of course, is that the overman is something
to be desired.

(b) To love life in spite of having knowledge of its determination by
eternal recurrence is a characteristic unique to the overman. Merely the
attainment of such knowledge enables the overman to experience‘‘joy.”
The eternal self-creation and self-destruction presents the strong-willed
with a “twofold voluptuousness™ in the “bliss of the circle” which is the
eternally recurring states of affairs.®

The little man requires a guarantee that something different (and
better!} will eternally arise and, thus, he postulates a God which will grant
him this guarantee. By such a postulate he negates his life and wills an
after life. The overman with his doctriné of eternal recurrence negates the
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after life and wills this life. Both the little man and the overman, though
in different senses, are ‘“‘self-satisfied.” The little man is satisfied with his
God, who, although unknown to the little man, is, as Feuerbach said,
merely a projection of his own self. The little man, then, is sell-satisfied
because his God is his own self. Thus he is satisfied with a fie.

The overman rejects all lies and by doing so rejects the God of the little
man, The overman is self-satisfied in the sense that he is the discoverer of
lies and because he wills the one truth—that life is overcoming and to cease
overcoming one is willing death. Moreover, the overman’s self-satisfaction
is based on his power to eternally overcome any les which might enter
into his own self. As quoted before, Nietzsche asserts that to “gain knowl-
edge is a joy for the lion-willed.” Indeed, it might be said that joyp is the
one emotion which distinguishes the overman from the little man. Also,
the overman attains a self-satisfaction by advancing an infinite distance
above men, i.e., by willing the world in the face of eternal recur-
rence. Only at such a distance can one “know what is height, what
depth.”®

(c) The remarks above indicate that despite the many quotes on the
meaninglessness of life, Nietzsche did indeed hoid that the overman is—at
least in two senses—an end-in-itself. First, since what is stagnant and re-
pulsive ought to be overcome—just as Life overcomes anything static—-the
will ought to be the instrument of overcoming. The being which manifests
a will to overcome is the overman and this being is something which ought
to be affirmed as valuable. Secondly, only the completely free being who
creates can attain that which even the little man strives for and calls the
meaning of existence—self-fulfillment, peace, and joy. However, while the
little man looks to the “Other” for fulfillment and joy—and thus never
finds them—the source of well-being for the overman is rot the other but
his own self.
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