
Preface

Think of this book as a scholarly work not restricted to scholars. I have outfitted the 
text here and there with traditional academic impedimenta, textual references and 
the occasional quotation of a Greek word or phrase. But I do this only to illuminate 
particular points, and only those points that the thoughtful general reader will appre-
ciate along with the scholar. Additional details and arguments are in the endnotes.

As for the book’s content, it is an exploration of those of Plato’s and Nietzsche’s 
ideas that can be joined in dialogue or debate. These include many of their most 
representative ideas, so one result of my study is a general survey of their work. And 
as the particulars of the relationship between these two thinkers provide material for 
reflection on the nature of philosophy and wisdom, I explore these matters too, and 
I conclude that in exceptional cases this apparent duality might be a unity, especially 
when a third element, artistry, is present.

Finally, with this book I tell a story. Some parts of my narrative are traditional and 
will therefore be familiar and uncontroversial, others are less conventional. In any 
case, it is on the whole my own version of Plato and Nietzsche, and of wisdom and the 
love of wisdom. As particularly my own, the story I tell is somewhat idiosyncratic, but 
I trust it will engage and inform a few curious readers.
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Conventions

Translations

All translations from the Greek are my own. Editions are listed in the bibliography 
under the author’s name.

The majority of Nietzsche translations are borrowed from published works, which 
are listed in the bibliography under Nietzsche’s name. Selections from Nietzsche’s 
early lectures and notes on Plato (KGW II.4) are by Andrew Davis. A few unattributed 
quotations from Nietzsche’s notebooks and letters are my own.

Abbreviations

Plato’s works:
Ap. Apology
Cra. Cratylus
Euthphr. Euthyphro
Grg. Gorgias
Ion Ion
Lg. Laws
Men. Meno
Phd. Phaedo
Phdr. Phaedrus
Phlb. Philebus
R. Republic
Sph. Sophist
Sts. Statesman
Smp. Symposium
Tht. Theaetetus
Ti. Timaeus

Nietzsche’s works:
KGW Nietzsche Werke: Kritische Gesamtausgabe
KSA Sämtliche Werke: Kritische Studienausgabe
KGB Briefwechsel: Kritische Gesamtausgabe



x Conventions

A The Antichrist
BGE Beyond Good and Evil
BT The Birth of Tragedy
EH Ecce Homo
GS The Gay Science
GM On the Genealogy of Morals
HH Human, All Too Human
HL “On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life”
P “The Philosopher”
PHT “Philosophy in Hard Times”
PPP The Pre-Platonic Philosophers
PTG Philosophy in the Tragic Age of the Greeks
SE “Schopenhauer as Educator”
TI Twilight of the Idols
TL “On Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral Sense”
UM Untimely Meditations
WP The Will to Power
WS The Wanderer and His Shadow
Z Thus Spoke Zarathustra

Other works:
DK Diels and Kranz: Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker
DL Diogenes Laertius: Lives of Eminent Philosophers
WWR Schopenhauer: The World as Will and Representation

Citations

I refer to passages in Plato’s works by title abbreviation and line number. Regarding 
the transliterated Greek as it appears in my text, sometimes when making a general 
point by way of the mention of a word, or when I want the reader to see the word in 
its primary form, I put the word in the nominative case regardless of its form in the 
cited location.

I refer to passages in Nietzsche’s works by title abbreviation, chapter or part title 
when necessary, and aphorism or section number. I refer to PPP and PTG by page 
number, and to TL by page number of Breazeale 1990.



Introduction

There is a tradition going back to the ancients of evaluating a philosopher according to 
the way he lived his life and how he met and managed his death. Plato died naturally 
while revising a work that he must have known would be his last, the final summit in 
a long life of intellectual mountaineering. Nietzsche died most unnaturally, his mind 
passing away a full decade before his body finally expired, during a period that should 
have been the prime, not the end, of his career as a thinker and author. As for their 
lives, Plato at birth (c. 428 bce) was given the name “Aristocles,” the “Plato” being a 
nickname derived from a word meaning “broad” and applied to him, according to one 
ancient account, from his robust physique; he was reputed to have been a wrestler. 
He was born into a noble family, and many of his relatives were active in Athenian 
political life—on his mother’s side he descended from the same family as the sage, 
poet, and lawmaker Solon, and he was related as well to Critias and Charmides, two 
notorious anti-democrats active especially in the aftermath of the Peloponnesian War. 
As a young man he composed poems and aspired to be a tragedian, but when he met 
Socrates everything changed: he burned his tragedies and dedicated his life to the love 
of wisdom. In the turmoil following Socrates’ trial and execution (in 399 bce), Plato 
fled Athens for a time but eventually returned and began to write the dialogues for 
which eventually he was designated “divine.” Sometime later, and perhaps following 
the first of three trips to Italy and Sicily, where he made the acquaintance of everyone 
from Pythagorean philosophers to Dionysius I, tyrant of Syracuse, he commenced 
teaching in a public park approximately a mile beyond Athens’ city walls and near to a 
property he purchased and on which he established a residence. The park was sacred 
to an Athenian hero named Hekadêmos, and it is from this name that we have the 
word “Academy.” In later years at the request of a friend Plato sailed again to Sicily, 
this time in order to educate young Dionysius II, who from his father had inherited 
rule of Syracuse. The idea was to produce a philosopher-king, but this was not to 
be. Dionysius was mercurial and peevish; he made neither ethical nor intellectual 
progress and eventually sent Plato brusquely away. Later still, after a final fruitless 
effort in Sicily, Plato disengaged from political affairs and settled exclusively into a life 
of the mind. He lived into, or close to, his eightieth year, and to judge from his late 
works, including his last work the Laws, his mind was sound until the day he died.1

Nietzsche’s life was very different. Born in 1844 to a Lutheran minister who died 
young from “softening of the brain,” Nietzsche suffered throughout his life from a 
variety of debilitating ailments, and he lived in fear of succumbing to a fate like his 
father’s. As a child he was pious, quiet, small and serious—and also remarkably bright. 
In 1858 he earned a scholarship to attend a prestigious boarding school called Pforta, 
where for the next six years he received an excellent classical education. From Pforta 
he went to university with the intention of studying theology, but soon he abandoned 
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his faith and turned his attention exclusively to classical philology, which is to say to 
the meticulous study of the languages, literature, history, and culture of the ancient 
Greeks and Romans. He was early on recognized as a brilliant young scholar, and 
at the age of twenty-four, before he had even completed his doctorate, he was hired 
by the University of Basel in Switzerland as Professor of Classical Philology. Around 
this time he made the acquaintance of the composer Richard Wagner, with whom he 
enjoyed a close, indeed almost a filial relationship for several years. The men bonded 
in particular over a common admiration for the philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer, 
whose masterwork, The World as Will and Representation, Nietzsche had discovered 
in a bookstore by chance only a few years earlier. It was his first serious exposure to 
contemporary philosophy, and he was captivated.

As a young professor with a passion for the Greeks and a steadily intensifying 
interest in philosophy, Nietzsche studied, taught, and wrote at length about the 
Presocratic philosophers and Plato. Once he even applied to fill the university’s vacant 
chair of philosophy, but he was passed over for not being officially credentialed in the 
subject. Despite this particular lack of academic training, Nietzsche began eventually 
to publish works of philosophy, and in 1879 he retired from Basel and spent the rest 
of his active life living and writing as a philosopher, surviving on a small inheritance 
and a pension, these funds supplemented by the occasional kindness of friends. He 
withdrew from teaching primarily because he was too sick to continue (his eyesight 
in particular was abysmal, and for a time there was fear that he might go blind), and 
his various disorders dogged him the rest of his days. Convinced that his physical and 
mental health depended on the appropriate atmospheric-meteorological conditions, 
he resided most winters in northern Italy and summers in Switzerland. He lived alone 
in rented rooms, maintaining contact with friends and relatives through the mail. 
He sent them his books as they appeared, and these associates were among the few 
who read them. In the late 1880s Nietzsche at last began to attract a small audience, 
and in 1888 a highly regarded intellectual-literary historian and critic, Georg 
Brandes, delivered a series of lectures on Nietzsche’s philosophy at the university in 
Copenhagen, Denmark. But this was all too late; Nietzsche was doomed.

In December of 1888 while lodging with a family in Turin, Italy, Nietzsche posted 
several bizarre notes to various friends and strangers (including the German Kaiser 
and the King of Italy), signing them “The Crucified” and “Dionysos.” Then, on the 
third day of the new year, he suffered a fit and collapsed in a local piazza. A few days 
later a friend from Basel arrived in Turin to find the philosopher in his rooms unmis-
takably out of his mind. The man took Nietzsche to a psychiatric clinic in Switzerland, 
and from there Nietzsche’s mother took him to a clinic in Germany. For some time 
after his breakdown Nietzsche cycled in and out of semi-lucidity, but eventually he 
ceased almost altogether to talk or to exhibit any signs of a normal mental life. From 
1890 he stayed with his mother in Naumburg until she died seven years later, at which 
point his sister installed him in Weimar under her own care, where he remained until 
his death in August 1900.

So what can we learn of philosophical significance from the lives and deaths of 
Plato and Nietzsche? It is evident that Plato was the healthier of the two, psychologi-
cally as well as physically; he lived a long, full life, as rich in action as in thought. There 
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is no indication of morose withdrawal from the world, nor of any shallow or naive 
optimism. As even Nietzsche would admit—as perhaps he does admit when he writes 
that Plato had “the greatest strength any philosopher so far has had at his disposal” 
(BGE 191)—Plato possessed and exercised the power to mold the western world in his 
image, which form it has held for more than two millennia.

Nietzsche was not so fortunate physiologically. He recognized this himself, and he 
acknowledged in print that he was decadent, at least to a degree (EH “Wise” 1). But this was 
so through no fault of his own, no rash decisions or reckless behavior. Nietzsche’s problems 
were more fundamental, elemental, and they may have been inherited.2 More striking than 
his debilitated condition was his capacity to accomplish so much in spite of it. That a man 
so sick and often unhappy could compose a hymn of affirmation as profound as Thus 
Spoke Zarathustra was to Nietzsche’s way of thinking the surest sign of his fundamental 
health; and if we think of this as a spiritual or philosophical health, then I for one believe 
that he must have been right. Zarathustra is most definitely the work of a man who has 
attained to the condition of Yes-sayer and world creator, even if only temporarily.

As different as their lives were, Plato and Nietzsche walked the same path. Plato set 
out first, and Nietzsche was the upstart who insisted on walking beside him. Under 
normal circumstances such a man would be only obnoxious, a nuisance the great man 
must ignore to press forward on his own. But Nietzsche was that rarest of latecomers, 
one who actually merits the respect he claims for himself.

* * *

Quite apart from the problem that we lack secure biographical information, Plato is 
nearly impossible to know. His decision to adopt the dialogue form is simultaneously an 
election never to address his audience directly. Plato nowhere unambiguously states that 
“this is who I am, and this is what I believe.” We are left guessing, and nothing is ever 
finally settled. A Platonic dialogue is a labyrinth, and Plato presents us with no Ariadne 
for aid. So although in this book I attribute to him a variety of beliefs and philosophical 
commitments, the truth is that no one has any idea what Plato thought about specific 
matters. I am sure it is reasonable to suppose, for example, that he believed in a soul under 
some description, and that he thought it somehow more valuable than the body, for the 
general idea recurs so often in his writings that the claim that he believes something 
like this is at least prima facie plausible. But only plausible; never certain. And as to how 
exactly he conceived the substance of this soul, and what he thought of its fate after the 
death of the body: I cannot say with confidence, nor can anyone else. Plato addresses 
these matters on more than one occasion, but often in the context of what appear to be 
myths or allegories, and usually with differences in the details. All labyrinth, no thread.

For a different perspective on this same problem, consider the question whether 
Plato intends his creation story in the Timaeus literally or figuratively.3 There was 
disagreement even among his own students. Xenocrates, who knew Plato personally, 
maintains that he described an act of creation merely in order to facilitate under-
standing of his analysis of ontological principles that are conceptually distinct but that 
never have in actual fact existed independently one from the other. Aristotle, on the 
other hand, writes as if he takes the creation story literally, and he even argues against 
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it. Aristotle also knew Plato well. Here we have two of Plato’s personal acquaintances, 
each with his own interpretation of a matter of great import for understanding the 
master’s ideas about the nature of the universe. How can there be such confusion? 
Could these men not approach Plato and ask him what he meant? If not, why not? Or 
did they query him but receive the sort of reply one sometimes hears from poets and 
artists—“I meant what I wrote exactly as I wrote it. Had I meant something different 
I would have written something different”—which is to say a reply that amounts to 
a refusal to elaborate or explain? If so, why would Plato speak this way? Was he as 
secretive in person as he is in his texts?

We know just as little about the chronology of Plato’s composition of the dialogues. 
We are told that he left the Laws unfinished at his death, which leads most scholars 
to identify this as his final work; and since this work exhibits certain stylistic features 
in common with some dialogues but not with others, many scholars conclude that he 
wrote the stylistically similar dialogues in the same period as the Laws, which is to 
say late in his life. This line of reasoning, if not conclusive, is at least plausible; but it 
accounts for only a handful of dialogues. As for the others, it is often assumed that Plato 
intended those that stress uncertainty, indecision, and lack of knowledge (aporia) to 
be more or less accurate depictions of Socrates, but we cannot be sure, for Xenophon’s 
Socrates seems to know quite a lot, and even Plato’s Socrates makes broad claims to 
knowledge from time to time.4 If these dialogues are authentically “Socratic,” then it 
might make sense to date them early in Plato’s career, before he developed his own 
independent ideas to any great degree of complexity and depth. But it is not plausible 
to conclude that every aporetic dialogue must be early, for presumably there was 
nothing preventing Plato from later in life composing a work in the mode of his early 
style.5 Finally, then, there are the so-called “middle-period” dialogues, which exhibit 
a mature and refined artistic sensibility (both of prose style and dramatic-narrative 
construction) and a well-developed metaphysical system usually involving the theory 
of Forms. The artistry and the metaphysics seem to distinguish these works from the 
less ambitious “early” dialogues, in which the Forms do not explicitly appear, and also 
from the technical and frequently dense “late” dialogues, which seem to some to reject 
or at least to minimize the theory of Forms and to introduce different (or additional) 
metaphysical principles. Platonic chronology has always been controversial, and today 
many scholars regard these three divisions with suspicion,6 but as the terminology is 
still more or less standard, I shall refer in this book to “early” dialogues, which depict 
specifically Socratic practice and that stress aporia; “middle” dialogues, in which we 
encounter Plato’s own thoughts in their first full blossom and early maturity; and the 
“late” dialogues, which are more complex, obscure, and whose central problems and 
methodologies are of course related to, but also somewhat different from, the middle 
works.7 I myself am not committed to these divisions, and while I think it important 
to familiarize readers with terms that they are likely to encounter in the secondary 
literature, I consider it equally important to stress that scholarly consensus and 
practice are always subject to change, and that this is so because in the end we just 
do not know the truth about these matters, and in many cases we cannot know it. In 
the nineteenth century it was common to identify the Phaedrus as Plato’s first work,8 
and although nearly no scholar active today accepts this, I would not insist that it is 
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impossible.9 Plato, as I have mentioned, wrote no work in his own voice; he speaks to 
us only through his characters, and sometimes he stresses his authorial absence by, 
for example, framing a dialogue as the report of a report of a conversation overheard. 
In short, he goes out of his way to distance himself from us, or from the ideas he is 
relating, or both. But which is it, and why? As usual, we do not know.

We know much more about Nietzsche’s activities as a writer. It is standard to 
divide his works, too, into early, middle, and late, though in his case the chronology is 
undisputed. But his intentions as a writer are somewhat more obscure. Determining 
exactly what he meant to say, what ideas, if any, he advocated and why, where he 
stood with respect to certain specific matters (the generalities are usually relatively 
clear)—it can be as difficult to sort through all this as it is in Plato’s case. Nietzsche 
makes nothing easy for us. This is so in part because, unlike many traditional 
philosophers, he seems not to have ranked consistency among the highest of his 
aspirations as either a thinker or a writer. In Human, All Too Human he advises 
philosophers against maintaining “a single mental posture, a single class of opinions, 
for all the situations and events in life.” Better, he suggests, to “listen to the soft voice 
of different situations in life,” and to resist “treating ourselves as fixed, stable, single 
individuals” (HH 618). But please do not mistake me here: I do not maintain, with 
some philosophers and many a literary theorist, that Nietzsche was so playful, so self-
deconstructive, that in his texts he intentionally undermines and contradicts his own 
words and ideas. No: it is clear to me that Nietzsche maintains a uniform intellectual 
approach to a recurrent set of problems throughout much of his work, at least in a 
general sense. But when it comes to specifics he was, I believe, perfectly content to 
entertain a thought and to put it into print whether or not it was strictly consistent 
with other thoughts expressed in other works, or even with material in other sections 
of the same work, so long as the idea struck him as insightful, provocative, or intellec-
tually fertile.10 He once wrote that “[o]ne does not only wish to be understood when 
one writes; one wishes just as surely not to be understood” (GS 381). Nietzsche got 
his wish, for he is often misunderstood, as much by those who exaggerate the signifi-
cance of his “playfulness” as by those who impose their personal ideal of a rigorous 
consistency on the riotous flow of his ideas.

The free-spiritedness of Nietzsche’s intellectual life is manifest in his practical 
activities as an author. He loved to write while walking in the open air, a fact that 
doubtless inspired his observation that “[o]nly thoughts reached by walking have 
value” (TI “Maxims” 34). We know from a letter that he wrote The Wanderer and His 
Shadow in several small notebooks while walking around St. Moritz,11 and in The 
Gay Science he mentions his “habit to think outdoors—walking, leaping, climbing, 
dancing, preferably on lonely mountains or near the sea where even the trails become 
thoughtful” (GS 366). More than one account of his daily activities in Sils-Maria has 
him strolling thoughtfully around the local lakes or hiking high into the mountains, 
pencil and notebook in hand.12 Nietzsche came alive when thinking and writing while 
walking outdoors, pursuing through the clear sky of his mind an endless flight of ideas, 
the most appealing of which he caught and pinned down in prose. This approach is 
well suited to one who would assemble a fascinating collection of thoughts, and 
although the singularity of a man’s taste will give to his collection a recognizable unity 
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of style, it will not necessarily eliminate every idiosyncrasy, including a mischievous 
attraction to a diversity of surprising and apparently incompatible ideas.

In the section of The Gay Science from which I have quoted just above, Nietzsche 
remarks on his habit to “approach deep problems like cold baths: quickly into them 
and quickly out again.” He insists that this approach does not necessarily hinder one 
from thinking deeply about deep problems, and at least in his case I am sure he is right. 
Nietzsche is often profound, but his way of thinking and writing also leads to the “incon-
sistencies” at issue here. He who dives and resurfaces repeatedly rarely approaches his 
treasure from the same angle of descent. We might judge this imprudent if the treasure 
were a lockbox full of gold, but if it is a tangled knot of philosophical problems, then 
approaching from different directions to view it from a shifting variety of perspectives 
may well be the most appropriate method. Such problems are multifaceted in and of 
themselves, and one’s thoughts about them probably ought to reflect this diversity.

* * *

While on the topic of what to make of Nietzsche’s way of writing, I should mention the 
vexed question regarding the proper use of his unpublished notes (his Nachlass), particu-
larly the collection of notes available today under the title The Will to Power. Nietzsche did 
not prepare this book for publication himself; rather, his sister Elisabeth Förster-Nietzsche 
assembled the manuscript after his death with the help of editorial assistants. The group 
worked from one of many drafts (though not the most recent) of proposed contents 
for a book that Nietzsche sometimes thought to call Der Wille zur Macht. But this draft 
amounts to only four general subject headings, so the selection of specific excerpts from 
Nietzsche’s notebooks, the distribution of his notes under the four headings, and the 
arrangement of these notes relative to one another are the result of decisions made by 
Förster-Nietzsche and her editorial team. In at least one sense, then, The Will to Power is 
not a book. It certainly is not a book by Nietzsche. However, so long as one keeps this in 
mind I see nothing illicit in making use of the work. It is after all a vast and convenient 
collection of Nietzsche’s notes available in an English translation, and Walter Kaufmann in 
his commentary helpfully indicates instances of editorial malfeasance (as when Nietzsche’s 
text has been altered or, inexplicably, carved up and scattered throughout the work). The 
careful reader will disregard the headings and order of presentation, attend to the indicated 
dates of composition, and always keep in mind that the work is a selection of excerpts 
from Nietzsche’s notebooks rather than an intentional, polished, and finalized work. The 
unpublished notes are available in their entirety in Mazzino Montinari and Giorgio Colli’s 
edition of Nietzsche’s complete works (the Kritische Gesamtausgabe), and the “student 
edition” of this work (the Kritische Studienausgabe) is gradually appearing in translation 
by way of Stanford University Press’s The Complete Works of Friedrich Nietzsche.

Some scholars have taken Nietzsche’s unpublished material to reveal the true 
core of his thought, while others dismiss it as material that Nietzsche either benignly 
abandoned or quite intentionally discarded. Still others strive for a via media; they find 
much fascinating material in the notes (including, for example, Nietzsche’s reflections 
on nihilism, a subject on which he promised in print eventually to publish, but never 
did), and much they believe to illuminate or supplement the published matter, but 
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they would never ground significant and controversial assertions regarding Nietzsche’s 
“true doctrines” on material that occurs only in the notes and that has no support 
whatever in the published works. Bernd Magnus, in an article on the notes of 1888 in 
particular, distinguishes between those who regard Nietzsche’s Nachlass as unprob-
lematically legitimate and who, therefore, are supposedly eager to “move Nietzsche 
squarely into the wax museum of the great dead philosophers” by attributing to him 
quite definite moral, ontological, and epistemological views, and those who mind the 
sharp line between published and unpublished material and insist “that Nietzsche’s 
philosophy cannot be divorced from his style, that the mode of expression and what 
is expressed are in some sense inseparable.”13 Magnus argues that the latter approach 
(which is his own) “ought to situate [Nietzsche] as the first full-blooded postmodern, 
non-representational thinker, the fountainhead of a tradition which flows from him 
to Heidegger, Derrida, Foucault, Rorty, and much recent literary theory.”14 Whatever 
the value of Magnus’s philological insights, I cannot concur with his interpretive 
glosses. I count myself among the moderate types I described above, for I make use of 
Nietzsche’s notes, which I regard as rich, full of surprising thoughts and conjectures, 
and invaluable for gaining insight into the workings of Nietzsche’s mind; but I am 
particularly interested in, and most comfortable relying on, those notes Nietzsche 
wrote between 1885 and 1888, the last four active years of his life. This is so because, 
although we may with reason conclude that Nietzsche “discarded” ideas that he 
recorded in his notebooks in, say, 1882 but never developed (though his neglecting to 
develop them tells us nothing by itself about why he discarded the ideas, and it may 
have had nothing at all to do with his ceasing to believe them); nevertheless, given his 
tendency to write out, abandon, and revisit and revise ideas, I would not like to insist 
that he had rejected any particular note he wrote between 1885 and 1888 but failed 
to publish. We simply cannot say what he might have done with these notes had he 
not lost his mind. Nietzsche’s early notes and plans make it clear that he frequently 
dreamt up ideas, titles, outlines, and even drafts of content which he then set aside, 
modified, or even apparently rejected only to return to the original or a similar idea. 
His intentions to produce a work on the pre-Socratic philosophers, for example, cycled 
through a variety of phases over the course of more than three years—he developed 
plans, altered them, allowed them to languish, returned to original intentions, 
modified these; he announced a title to friends, later wrote to others of different titles, 
then wrote later still with reference to the previous title; he wrote and revised long 
sections but then seemingly abandoned the project to write and publish another book 
altogether, only later to return to his original notes, some of which he incorporated 
into other works and some of which he finally abandoned.15

In his final period Nietzsche removed several passages from the material that 
would later become Twilight of the Idols and made of them the beginning of The 
Antichrist.16 With this in mind, ask yourself: had Nietzsche suffered his breakdown 
before incorporating these passages into the later manuscript, or before sending this 
work off to the printer, would scholars today insist that we must count them among 
his “rejected notes”? If so, they would be mistaken.

In any case, it is at least plausible to suggest that Nietzsche “discarded” those early 
notes and drafts that he left undeveloped for a very many years, for we can say with 
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confidence that he had every opportunity to return to them but decided against it. Yet 
few scholars raise the alarm at the publication of Nietzsche’s early work on Homer, 
Greek history, or the pre-Socratic philosophers. They object only (or for the most 
part) when the unpublished material includes ideas that they themselves reject and so 
would rather not associate with Nietzsche, whom they admire. Thus the early essay 
“On Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral Sense” is controversial among those who want a 
Nietzsche friendly to knowledge and the pursuit of truth, and Nietzsche’s ruminations 
on the eternal return as cosmology or the will to power as ontology are unpopular 
among members of two different camps, among those who judge contemporary 
science the proper measure of all that is true and good, and also among those who 
have little use for the pronouncements of scientists or of anyone else who claims to 
know some truth about the world.

Having said all this, I should point out that I do not base any significant claims 
exclusively on Nietzsche’s notes. Yet I do make some use of them, and I am sure that we 
may gain occasional insights into, and even important elaborations on, his published 
thoughts by way of material from the Nachlass. But to return to Magnus’s classification 
of approaches to Nietzsche based on the use scholars make of his notes, I do not regard 
Nietzsche as a typical, traditional philosopher, and certainly not as ready for any wax 
museum. I believe, with Magnus, that Nietzsche’s artistry is essential to his work and 
his life as a philosopher, yet I regard the postmodern tradition with which Magnus 
would like to identify Nietzsche as (for the most part) a deviation from his thought, 
a deviation that in both form and content Nietzsche would repudiate. But this is not 
to say that I approach Nietzsche from the perspective of analytic philosophy—not, 
anyway, if this is taken to mean a style of philosophy that emphasizes logical rigor 
above all else and that makes every effort to conform to the latest substantive claims 
and methodological standards of the natural sciences.

No text in the received Platonic corpus is as problematic as Nietzsche’s Will to 
Power. It is true that scholars dispute the authenticity of this or that work (the so-called 
First Alcibiades, for instance), but as to the authorship of the major dialogues there is 
near universal agreement. Along with the dialogues there come down to us several 
letters, most of which scholars are inclined to dismiss. The “Seventh Letter,” however, 
is believed by many to be authentic. Unfortunately, there is no direct evidence on 
which to ground any judgment, and I must say that despite every argument in its favor 
I cannot resist the thought that the letter is just too good to be true. It is very nearly 
exactly the sort of document one would like to have from Plato (one could wish for 
more, I suppose; but I doubt that one could reasonably expect more), and this seems 
to motivate much of the passion in its favor. Scholars support their passion with 
arguments, but in this case no argument can secure anything more than probability, 
and probabilities of this sort depend far too much on subjective opinion to sway me 
one way or the other. Therefore I try to suspend judgment, though I admit to inclining 
toward doubt. In any case, as with my occasional use of Nietzsche’s unpublished notes, 
my not making use of the “Seventh Letter” does not affect my interpretation in any 
particularly controversial manner.
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* * *

Every text produced by a serious thinker who is also a gifted writer is difficult to the 
extent that the author expresses complex ideas in a lush style, and sometimes even 
profound ideas in a sublime style. This is true of Plato and Nietzsche, who unlike most 
other philosophers, but in common with the greatest of poets and creative writers, are 
challenging primarily because their work is often much richer than is evident from the 
easily accessible surface meanings. The edifices of their works conceal cellars beneath 
even their hidden basements. So, for example, Plato’s Phaedo addresses many subjects 
simultaneously, some of them more obviously than others: we must take seriously the 
arguments for the immortality of the soul, but we will overlook much if we ignore the 
possibility (which Plato himself calls to our attention) that the arguments are incom-
plete, unsound, or dependent on unproven hypotheses. The dialogue is also about, and 
as much about, the nature of philosophy and the life of a philosopher, a life that involves 
purification, from which notion there radiates a multiplicity of connotations and impli-
cations, from the mystic frenzy of Bacchic rites to the ethereal stillness of serene divinity. 
Then there are the dreams, the charms, the condemnation of misology beside the praise 
of ungrounded belief. All this is to say that Plato is capable of addressing many matters 
simultaneously, from a variety of perspectives and in different modes as well; and in the 
best of his works his skills are often on display. Nietzsche is like this too. To take just 
one example, consider the essay “What is the Meaning of Ascetic Ideals?” from On the 
Genealogy of Morals: here Nietzsche examines the deep background of western ascet-
icism from such a variety of perspectives that this ostensibly singular phenomenon 
fractures into a multiplicity of meanings, many of them active simultaneously in one 
and the same man, class of men, or social-cultural tradition. Running through all this, 
sometimes on the surface, sometimes submerged but moving resolutely through the 
undercurrents, are reflections on the nature and practice of the philosopher.17

I do not claim to have mined in this book the secret core of Platonic or Nietzschean 
doctrine. My intentions are rather more modest. I have tried to represent the work 
that I do with Plato and Nietzsche in the classroom as a professor and in my head as a 
thinker. As a result of this approach some readers might find certain of my interpretive 
choices idiosyncratic, but I suppose this is unavoidable in any case. I have not written 
with the aim of expressing The Truth About Plato And Nietzsche; rather I intend to 
present a generally informative and engaging account of the lessons I have taken from 
my long relationship with these men and their ideas. Others no doubt have different 
relationships with them, but I hope that interested readers will profit from my work 
despite the occasional disagreement or disappointment.

In the first four chapters of this book my primary goal is to present a general 
account of those of Plato’s and Nietzsche’s views on art, reason, ontology, epistemology, 
and ethics broadly construed that, as I have written in the preface, may be brought 
together in dialogue or debate. For this purpose I need not cover every aspect of either 
man’s philosophy, nor even every element of, or perspective on, the aspects that I do 
cover. Any such undertaking must involve judgments as to selection and presentation, 
judgments dependent at times on argument, and here and there throughout this work 
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I move beyond the bare presentation of my subjects’ views to take account of, or to 
remark on, current debates. Still, whatever I have to offer by way of original insight I 
reserve by and large for the final chapter, in which I draw on Plato and Nietzsche, the 
men as well as their work, to reflect on wisdom and the love of wisdom.

From time to time in the body of this work I object to Nietzsche’s reading of Plato, 
which may seem to indicate a preference or bias; but I do not value either one of these 
thinkers above the other, and I hope no one will read any such judgment into my 
commentary. It would be impossible to object to Plato’s reading of Nietzsche, for there 
is no such reading; and as for my occasional animadversions on Nietzsche’s remarks, 
notice that I reserve them for those of his criticisms directed specifically against Plato. I 
say little against either man’s ideas in and of themselves. If I criticize Nietzsche, it is only 
to disarm his attempts to prejudice readers against Plato, and thereby in favor of himself, 
and I do this because I would like to generate in readers’ minds an equipollence of evalu-
ation. For me the greatest good to be had from observing the struggle between Plato and 
Nietzsche is in the experience of the struggle itself, the constant interplay between the 
two with neither one ever dominating the other—and not only in observing all this, but 
in wrestling with them intellectually, participating in this agon in which no victor is ever 
declared, nor any quarter asked. I strive for equipollence also because I believe there is 
much to be learned from the commonalities between Plato and Nietzsche, especially the 
similarities in their approach to philosophy, for I do believe they are similar in this regard, 
although I admit that this is not quite evident. I attempt to bring out these commonalities 
at least indirectly in the first chapter of this book, and I do so quite explicitly in the last.

* * *

I have long been absorbed by questions regarding the nature of philosophy and the proper 
activities of the philosopher, and usually I am moved, and find it fruitful, to reflect on 
these matters with reference not only to Plato’s and Nietzsche’s explicit statements about 
philosophy, but with reference as well to their manner of manifesting philosophy in their 
own lives and practices. But given the lack of agreement today as to the meaning of the term 
“philosopher,” and considering also that the popular meanings diverge from anything that 
either Plato or Nietzsche would have recognized as the term’s true substance, it does us no 
good to refer to them as philosophers. But neither should we refer to them as “wise men” 
or “sages,” for in an age when even adolescents may be characterized as “wise,” we must 
regard these words as presently devoid of meaning. I would like to rediscover the proper 
substance of these words, but without assuming a shared understanding of either their 
connotations or denotations. Therefore I will avoid them—at least when addressing this 
subject specifically—and employ instead an expression that I believe captures something 
of Plato’s wisdom as well as Nietzsche’s philosophy, namely, the expression “thinker-artist.”

By “thinker” here I mean to indicate one whose primary activity is intellectual, a 
pondering man who reflects deeply on the sort of questions that Dostoevsky called 
“accursed” and that Melville, borrowing from Milton, liked to sum up as revolving 
around “Fixed Fate, Free-will, fore-knowledge absolute,” which questions inevitably 
introduce the related problems of God (or God’s absence), human suffering, and 
meaning. For such men the “interesting” but ultimately shallow cogitations of the 
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political man, the scholar, and the scientist are, even in their ripest maturity, little more 
than the raw material and seeds of thought. As for the “artist” in this expression, with 
this term I intend to designate one who thinks about these deep matters creatively, 
which is to say unconstrained by contemporary standards of either substance or 
methodology, one so disinclined to restrict the freedom of his intellectual spirit that 
he is happy to engage even in what Nietzsche once characterized as “indemonstrable 
philosophizing” (P 61). He may draw on logic or science if he is moved to do so, but 
if he is not so moved he will suffer no pangs of conscience from ignoring or flouting 
them for the sake of beauty or profundity, provocation or the sublime.

Plato died while writing his Laws, a philosophical work that hints at being in the 
tradition of wisdom literature. Wise men write poems and legislation (which is not to 
say that every poet or legislator is wise), and the anonymous Athenian in this work not 
only formulates laws but he refers to the work itself as a sort of poem. But Plato, sage 
though he may have been, never wrote explicitly as a sage. Why this is, why he chose 
always to write from behind the mask of the philosopher—this is only one of the many 
veils that hide him from our view.

Nietzsche does not immediately strike one as a sage. The wise man is serene, is he 
not? But Nietzsche was forever agitated. He understood that he was something like an 
explosive in human form, that he was, as he wrote, dynamite, or as I would put it, a 
depth charge. He insisted on more than one occasion that his demolitions were meant 
to clear the ground for the greater and more serious task of creative affirmation, and 
I for one am willing to take him at his word. His Zarathustra alone confirms this. But 
he did not live long enough to transition from destruction to sustained creation.18 He 
was forever thinking through his problems, an intellectual activity characteristic of the 
philosopher still only on his way to wisdom. I adapt this idea from Plato’s “Divided 
Line,” and although I know that Nietzsche would reject the epistemology and the 
ontology associated with this schematic, the notion of dianoia, of thinking through, 
captures something of Nietzsche’s intellectual life: he was bound to certain first 
principles, even if bound only in the sense of continually working to undermine them.

Nietzsche wrote poems, to be sure, and we may even say that he formulated laws 
through his second-self, Zarathustra. But if Plato was a sage writing in the mode of 
a philosopher, Nietzsche-Zarathustra, though writing occasionally in the mode of a 
wise man, was perhaps the eternal philosopher. But wise man or philosopher, Plato 
and Nietzsche both acted as thinker-artists, which is to say that they lived, thought, 
and wrote, in brief that they created as this type.

If philosophy and wisdom are distinct, as they are on most accounts, even so they 
must each involve the thinking and the artistry that I have described above, and to 
which I will return in the final chapter of this book. If they are not distinct, as may 
be implied by an ancient anecdote involving Pythagoras as well as by an implication 
of Diotima’s speech in Plato’s Symposium, then in that case we may characterize them 
identically. In any case, this expression “thinker-artist” will, I hope, serve to unsettle 
the clichéd connotations of the words “philosopher” and “sage” and so provide a 
clearing for an unobstructed consideration of their proper meaning, or anyway of a 
meaning, proper or not, that Plato and Nietzsche perhaps held in common.
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Art and Reason

Plato or Socrates

Attentive readers will have remarked that in the Introduction I have much more to say 
about Plato’s life and works than about Socrates. So it is, and to borrow a phrase that 
Nietzsche once aimed at Plato: I am a complete skeptic about Socrates. This is not to say 
that I doubt the man’s existence. Although it is true that the Socrates we encounter in 
Plato’s dialogues never lived, that he is a character fashioned by Plato’s creative genius, 
it is no less true that Plato drew inspiration for his character from the life of a real 
man, Sôkratês the son of Sôphronsikos. This Socrates was born in 470 bce, matured 
in Athens during the city’s Periclean golden age, trained as a stonemason, fought as a 
hoplite in the Peloponnesian War, grew famous and then infamous as a rationalizing 
intellectual (a philosopher or a sophist—many could see no distinction between the 
types), was charged after the war with religious heterodoxy and corrupting the city’s 
youth, then tried, convicted, and executed in 399 bce. I do not doubt that this man was 
an impressive, even an inspirational human being and philosopher; the existential and 
intellectual influence he worked on those who knew him, and even on those who only 
occasionally encountered him, is testament to his uniqueness and merit. Nietzsche is 
surely right to regard him as having had a decisive influence on world history.1 But 
this man, as remarkable as he was, was not identical to the Socrates whose words 
and ideas we know through Plato’s dialogues. He may have resembled the Socrates of 
Plato’s early aporetic works, but really we have no good way to verify this. Evidence 
culled from the writings of Aristophanes, Plato, and Xenophon is so inconsistent 
that it may be naive even to count it as evidence.2 It is, at best, difficult to know what 
to make of the conflicting testimony, each item individually as well as the collection 
taken together. I do not mean to imply that other scholars thoughtlessly identify the 
historical Socrates with Plato’s Socrates. No one would equate the two without any 
qualification whatever. Most would likewise resist any attempt to sever them utterly, 
as would I. My eccentricity is that in the expression “Plato’s Socrates” I put the stress 
on “Plato” whereas others tend to stress the “Socrates.” Scholars of ancient philosophy 
too often neglect in practice the distinction they admit in theory between Socrates 
and Plato; they slide from the formula “Plato’s Socrates,” through the expressions 
“Socrates as he appears in Plato’s dialogues” and “the Socrates Plato wrote about” to, 
finally, “Socrates,” without qualification. Thus they often write of “Socrates” as if the 



14 Plato and Nietzsche

word denoted Socrates the man, the historical figure who lived and died before Plato 
had even begun to write his dialogues, all the while attributing to this man ideas and 
qualities that so far as we know belong only to the character that Plato created.

Of course there are scholars who when analyzing doctrine—that is, when 
attempting to determine what the ancient philosophers believed—are careful to mind 
the distinction between Plato and Socrates,3 but even these scholars tend to neglect 
the implications of this distinction. If we admit that the Socrates who moves and 
inspires us is the character who appears in Plato’s dialogues, then we should reflect 
on the fact that this character would lack the resonance that so deeply affects us if he 
were abstracted from the dialogues as artistic wholes. To me this suggests that Plato is 
the primary source of Socrates’ power. It is standard practice to dismiss or diminish 
Xenophon’s Socratic works on the grounds that the man was just too simple, too 
shallow, to comprehend a mind as restless and original as Socrates’.4 This may well be 
right, but I would add from the other direction that Plato was in turn more profound 
than Socrates; so some measure of the depth that we criticize Xenophon for failing to 
fathom in Socrates was not actually present in the man to begin with. It was carved 
out later by Plato. Nietzsche seems to have acknowledged this in at least one place, 
namely when he asked whether “the Platonic Socrates” is anything other than “Plato 
in front and Plato behind and Chimaera in the middle” (BGE 190).5 Plato fashioned 
the Socrates we know by drawing the character as he did, but also by situating this 
character in the context of the specific interlocutors he interacts with, the resonant 
settings in which they converse, and the subtle undercurrents of hidden significance 
of the order of their discourse and their language, even down to their vocabulary and 
syntax. In short, Socrates is nothing without the dialogues that contain him, and these 
dialogues are nothing without their creator, Plato.

Although I mentioned “doctrine” in the previous paragraph, the point I am 
insisting on here is distinct from a structurally parallel concern with the doctrinal 
content of the dialogues. Early in the twentieth century it was common among 
Anglo-American philosophers working in the analytic tradition to rifle Plato’s work 
for arguments relating to their own specific interests. If they were concerned with 
proving or disproving the proposition that the soul is immortal, for example, then 
they might extract the relevant arguments from, say, Plato’s Phaedo and subject them 
to logical analysis. The fact that these arguments appear in a dialogue with a meticu-
lously particularized dramatic setting was of no consequence to them. They were not 
interested in Plato or his work, but only in the soundness (or otherwise) of arguments 
for and against some specific position. But even those with a genuine interest in 
Plato have all too often mined his works primarily for arguments and doctrine. This 
approach goes back to the ancients themselves, to Aristotle first of all and later to 
the Neoplatonists, who were more systematic and analytical than literary (though 
Plotinus himself manages often to combine logical rigor with lyrical beauty). The same 
is true even of the great Renaissance Platonists. Many of Marsilio Ficino’s writings on 
Plato read more like scholastic commentaries than poetically informed interpreta-
tions.6 This narrow doctrinal approach was first challenged on a grand scale early 
in the nineteenth century when Friedrich Schleiermacher published the “General 
Introduction” to his series of German translations of Plato.7 Schleiermacher called his 
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contemporaries’ attention to Plato’s magnificent artistry, and he argued at length that 
to understand the dialogues’ content one must attend to their form. Schleiermacher’s 
influence was apparent in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but a 
plurality of scholars began to attend to the dialogues’ literary qualities especially 
in the second half of the twentieth century.8 Unfortunately, many of these scholars 
follow Schleiermacher also in exploring the form, not at all in order to appreciate its 
natural wonders, but from a steely determination to discover the secret path to the 
heart of Platonic doctrine. They approach Plato’s works as artistic wholes, to be sure; 
but attending to the art is for them only a means of acquiring a proper conception of 
the argument. In one sense, then, they are not so different from their hermeneutic 
opponents. They share with them a similar end, disagreeing only about the means.

I myself am less interested in Platonic doctrine than in Plato the man as a paradigm 
of the philosophical life. I study the dialogues as artistic wholes, not for the light this 
approach may shed on a dialogue’s argument or arguments, but rather for insight into 
Plato’s activity as a philosopher and as an artist. Socrates has long been our model 
of the philosophical life, but it seems to me that when thinking about the nature of 
philosophy and the activity of the philosopher we would do well to attend more closely 
to Plato. The differences between the two men are rarely discussed—the existential-
philosophical differences, I mean, not the doctrinal differences—but they are striking. 
Socrates conducted impromptu dialectical investigations into the nature of virtue in 
the streets and the public areas of Athens.9 Plato spent hours alone in silence plotting 
and composing complex dramatic ruminations on an astounding variety of subjects, 
from the nature and fate of the human soul to the creation of the cosmos and early 
human history, that read at their best like prose poems. Presumably Plato taught in 
the Academy, but we have no idea what form this activity took. And presumably 
his students read and discussed the dialogues, but according to what hermeneutical 
principles and to what end? Again, we have no idea.10 We know what we have, and 
we have the dialogues. We know that Plato elected to write these works in this style 
(or rather in these styles, for Plato was a master stylist), and we know that in both 
form and content the dialogues are anything but simple and straight philosophy. 
Whatever else Plato may have done as a philosopher, his activity as author, as artist, to 
which he must have devoted prodigious amounts of time and energy, has as much in 
common with the tragedians as it has with Socrates. It is often said that the Socrates we 
encounter in an early work like the Euthyphro is a more or less faithful representation 
of the man himself, and the aporetic works certainly do not depict anyone engaged 
in Plato’s most characteristic philosophical activity: Socrates was a talker, but Plato 
was a creative writer. Moreover, if Plato’s Socrates were always only the Socrates of 
the aporetic dialogues, then he would be impressive but ultimately limited. But ever 
faithful to his muse, Plato over the years matured into a deeper thinker and a more 
gifted writer than he had been when he conceived and executed his early works. His 
fully articulated version of Socrates is an endlessly surprising source of insight and 
inspiration, and this has less to do with his character’s historical exemplar than with 
Plato’s philosophical-artistic genius.

Again, most every scholar active today would accept at least some part of what I 
have just written, but even so it strikes me that many would rather not confront the 
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consequences, for the consequences suggest a revision of our traditional notion of the 
ideal philosopher. If for once we could look around Socrates to see Plato clearly for 
what he was in himself, and for what he accomplished as himself, we might acquire 
insight into philosophy and the philosopher quite different from that generated by 
attending exclusively to Socrates, or to Plato’s Socrates, or to Plato as only an adjective 
in the phrase “Plato’s Socrates.” We certainly will not agree with Alexander Nehamas 
that “it is just in being shown to fail to change the mind and life of those who talk to 
him that Socrates has succeeded in changing the mind and life of all those who have 
read the Platonic dialogues … .”11 Rather, insisting on a point that Nehamas himself 
acknowledges, namely that Plato “created the Socrates with whom we have all become 
more or less familiar,”12 we will say that it is in showing Socrates to fail to change the 
mind and life of those who talk to him that Plato has succeeded in changing the mind 
and life of all those who have read his dialogues. And when contrasting Socrates as a 
conversationalist with Nietzsche as a writer, we will not designate the latter “the most 
writerly of philosophers”13 without simultaneously applying the description to Plato. 
For, to whatever extent Nehamas is right that for Nietzsche “writing is also the most 
important part of living,”14 we might make the same claim respecting Plato.15

I shall reflect on philosophy in light of Plato’s (and Nietzsche’s) work in the final 
chapter, but let me state at the outset that if in this book I refer to Socrates in my own 
voice, then unless I am writing explicitly about the historical man, I intend nothing 
else than the character Socrates as created by Plato, and any interest or excellence I 
attribute to this Socrates belongs solely to his creator, Plato.

Apollo and Dionysus

To say that Nietzsche was obsessed with Socrates might well be an overstatement. But 
if so, it is no greater hyperbole than Nietzsche himself often indulged in. Still, if we 
would psychologize the man in this manner, I think a more accurate diagnosis would 
be that he was obsessed with contradicting Socrates. In an early notebook Nietzsche 
jotted down the following telling remark: “Simply to acknowledge the fact: Socrates 
is so close to me that I am almost continually fighting with him.”16 This is revealing, 
but the confession would have been more honest still had Nietzsche admitted that he 
almost always picks these fights himself, going out of his way to initiate the conflict. 
This, anyway, is how it appears to me when I consider the fact that if Nietzsche at some 
time believes x, then he criticizes Socrates for denying or undermining the influence 
of x, and if later he comes to believe not-x, then he attacks Socrates for affirming and 
promoting x. Consider, for example, his critical characterization of Socrates in The 
Birth of Tragedy as the “archetype and progenitor” of Alexandrian culture, the paradig-
matic theoretical optimist who naively believes that with knowledge acquired through 
science we humans one day will “heal the eternal wound of existence” (BT 18). Now 
set beside this the fact that he immediately followed up his Twilight of the Idols, in 
which work he devotes an entire chapter to analyzing “The Problem of Socrates,” 
with The Antichrist, in which he praises science and “Alexandrian training” (A 47).17 
Is Socrates, then, culpable as the spiritual source of Alexandrian scientific culture, 
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or is he to blame for being its greatest opponent? Either one, it seems, depending on 
Nietzsche’s own position at the relevant moment: if he disapproves of Alexandrianism 
and science, then Socrates must affirm them, and if later he admires them (or allies 
with them as the enemy of his enemy), then Socrates, naturally, must oppose them.

It is true that Nietzsche occasionally expresses admiration for Socrates, particularly 
in the writings of his middle period, when he was somewhat friendlier than in his 
early and late periods to reason and science.18 Yet in the works of his maturity he is 
regularly (if not quite exclusively) hostile. The pattern began with his first published 
work, The Birth of Tragedy Out of the Spirit of Music (1872), which he wrote under 
the twin influences of Richard Wagner and Arthur Schopenhauer. Though Nietzsche 
was already well educated in the facts of ancient Greek history and culture, having 
received the best philological training available in contemporary Germany, he learned 
much about the interpretation of the Greeks in conversation with Wagner. Wagner’s 
influence, however, was on the whole more inspirational than substantive.19 The real 
philosophical force of the book Nietzsche borrowed from Schopenhauer.

Arthur Schopenhauer was born to a prosperous German mercantile family in 1788. 
Unhappily ordained to apprentice and work in the family business, his father’s death 
(possibly by suicide) in 1805 liberated the young man from a life of shallow drudgery. 
Studying thereafter with private tutors as well as in the universities of Göttingen and 
Berlin, Schopenhauer developed remarkably quickly. In 1813 he composed a disser-
tation entitled On the Fourfold Root of the Principle of Sufficient Reason, with which 
he laid the groundwork for his masterpiece, The World as Will and Representation. 
In this latter work, published in 1818, Schopenhauer appropriates Kant’s philosophy 
of Transcendental Idealism, develops and modifies the original system, and supple-
ments it even with elements of Platonic metaphysics. Over the course of many years 
he brought out three editions of the book: in 1844 he issued a modest revision of the 
first edition accompanied by an entire second volume of supplementary chapters, 
and in 1859 he issued a third edition expanded by over 100 pages of fresh material. 
The most remarkable feature of the later editions must be the extent to which 
Schopenhauer augmented his original argument and analysis with references to the 
Buddhist literature he had in the interval come to admire, but his primary concepts 
remain unaltered. For our present purposes an exhaustive account of Schopenhauer’s 
philosophy is unnecessary. In this section I need only explain those of his ideas that 
are relevant to Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy. I shall return to his work in later chapters 
whenever it is—and it often is—in the background of Nietzsche’s thought.

To understand Schopenhauer we should know at least this much about Immanuel 
Kant (1724–1804): in his Critique of Pure Reason and Prolegomena to Any Future 
Metaphysics Kant argues that our knowledge of the nature of reality is not exclusively 
derived from the world through experience; much of our knowledge is rather imposed 
on the world by those faculties of our mind that generate experience.20 Consider, for 
example, our knowledge of the world’s spatial properties. Prior to Kant it was widely 
believed that the world in and of itself is spatial, which is to say that things like trees 
and suns are extended in space as three-dimensional objects and located in space at 
specific distances from one another, and that these spatial properties exist indepen-
dently of anyone’s experiencing them. Even if there were no minds to perceive the 
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world, the world would exist and its contents would have spatial properties and stand 
in spatial relations to one another. It was supposed that the same is true of temporal 
and causal relations. Events in the world really are earlier than, simultaneous with, 
or later than other events, and some of these events really do cause others—the two 
instances of “really” in this sentence stressing the point that these temporal and 
causal relations are features of the world as it is in itself independent of any and every 
perceiving mind. Kant rejects this way of thinking and argues that spatial, temporal, 
and causal relations are not properties of the world as it is in itself but are rather 
necessary features of our way of experiencing the world. Our minds impose these 
features on the world as it enters into our experience. So it is not the case that the 
world is independently characterized by spatial, temporal, and causal properties that 
we take in and come to know by experiencing the world; rather, the preconditions for 
a thing’s having these properties exist in our minds, and we bestow these properties 
on the world through the medium of our experience.

Think of it this way: space, time, and causality are like filters on the apertures of our 
minds, through which the world as it is in itself must pass in order for us to experience 
it, and by which the world in its passage is stamped with spatial, temporal, and causal 
properties. Or, to employ another analogy, imagine a child’s toy, a small plastic box in 
which we may place an unformed blob of clay. The box has a star-shaped opening on 
one side and on top a lever attached to a pressure plate. When you push down on the 
lever the plate squeezes the clay through the hole, and the clay emerges from the box 
in the shape of a star. Now reverse this procedure just a little and imagine the box (the 
inside of the box) as a human mind, and set the unformed clay outside of the box to 
represent the external world independent of mind. Instead of a star-shaped opening 
our mind-box has space-, time-, and causality-shaped openings, so when we push and 
squeeze the unformed clay (representing the world as it is in itself) into the mind-box, 
it enters in the form of a well-defined spatial-temporal mass causally related to other 
such masses (which have entered the mind in the same way). Strange as they may 
be, these two images effectively illustrate Kant’s notion that space, time, and causality 
do not exist “out there” in the world itself, but only in our experience of the world. 
According to this scheme, then, in a very real sense the mind with its spatial, temporal, 
and causal filters constructs the world around us.

Schopenhauer adopted this idea from Kant, but not without making a few 
significant changes. Kant sometimes suggests that things in themselves cause our 
experiences. Schopenhauer objected to both the subject and the predicate of this 
proposition. He objected, specifically, to the plural noun, which implies that the world 
in itself is or contains a plurality of things, and to the verb, which suggests that these 
things are causally efficacious. To deal with the first objection first, Schopenhauer 
argued that there can be no plurality without either space or time, which he referred 
to together as the principium individuationis, the principle of individuation, for space 
and time are forms of sensibility that divide reality into distinct individuals. For 
two or more objects to be two or more objects rather than a simple unity, they must 
occupy either different spaces at the same time or the same space at different times. 
Two objects in exactly the same space at precisely the same moment of time are—well, 
they are not two objects; they are one and the same. If, then, the world’s spatial and 
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temporal features are products of the principium individuationis—products, that is, 
of our way of experiencing the world rather than properties of the world as it is in 
itself—then there can be no real divisions between or among things, in which case 
it makes no sense to refer to things in themselves, in the plural. Independent of our 
experience, reality must be one, an undivided unity. Similarly, if causality is exclu-
sively a product of our cognitive faculties, then we cannot believe that the world 
independent of our experience acts causally on us to produce this experience. The 
world as it is in itself must indeed be related in some way to our experience, for it is 
this world that our perceptual-cognitive apparatus (our senses and our brain, which 
language Schopenhauer prefers to Kant’s talk of “mind”) transforms into the spatial, 
temporal, causally interconnected reality in which we live, move, and act—the reality 
that we experience—every day of our lives. But the world cannot be causally related 
to this experience. Causality exists only within experience; hence it cannot obtain 
between experience and the world independent of experience.

All this is to say that Schopenhauer insists on following through to the end the idea 
that space, time, and causality are, and are only, modes of our experience having no 
reality whatever in the world as it is in itself. The world of experience, this plurality of 
objects that occupy distinct times and places and act causally on one another, which 
Kant had labeled the phenomenon, Schopenhauer prefers to call the representation. 
The word “phenomenon” derives from a Greek word meaning, literally, “the thing 
that appears,” so we can accept “representation” as an appropriate synonym, for with 
this word Schopenhauer means to indicate the world as it is shown, displayed, or 
represented to us in experience through the medium of our perceptual-cognitive 
apparatus. The world as it is in itself, independent of our experience, Kant had called 
the noumenon. Schopenhauer objects to this usage, for the original meaning of the 
word is “that which is thought” or “that which is the object of abstract knowledge,” 
whereas Kant had employed it to designate that side of reality to which thought and 
knowledge necessarily cannot attain.21 Schopenhauer refers to the world in itself as 
will, the reason for which I explain more fully in Chapter 3 (specifically pp. 86–8). 
For now it suffices to remark that Schopenhauer conceives of the world in itself as a 
unified entity perpetually striving toward no particular end. It strives because striving 
is of its essence, and that which essentially strives is will. So the world as it is in itself 
is identical to that which we know in ourselves under the name “will.” Its striving is 
not an act it performs as distinct from what it is, for it just is a striving, and nothing 
besides. And since it is nothing besides—nothing, for example, like a mind that could 
formulate a goal for its striving—it is a blind, aimless, purposeless striving.

This world as it is in itself, as I have said, does not cause our experience, as if it were 
one thing and our experience another, the two being related as cause to effect. Rather, 
it objectifies itself as the representation. It is, as it were, the “behind” or the “inside” of 
the world of our experience. In other words, the will and the representation are one 
and the same, absolutely identical, the relevant difference having to do not with them 
(or, rather, with it) but with our relation to it. Reality independent of our experience is 
will, and this same reality as experienced by us is representation.

And then there is music, which I introduce at this point because music is central 
to Nietzsche’s appropriation of Schopenhauer and because, as odd as this may sound, 



20 Plato and Nietzsche

music for Schopenhauer is essentially metaphysical. In the third book of the first 
volume of The World as Will and Representation Schopenhauer writes that music is 
“quite independent of the phenomenal world,” that it is “as immediate an objectifi-
cation and copy of the whole will as the world itself is” (WWR 1:52). In music the 
kernel of the world (known to us most directly as will) is made manifest to our senses, 
precisely as it is manifest also as the spatial, temporal world of our daily experience. 
Nietzsche later mocked this view as making of the composer “a kind of mouthpiece 
of the ‘in itself ’ of things, a telephone from the beyond” (GM 3.5), but this is what 
Schopenhauer believed, and Nietzsche for a time agreed. A great musician like 
Richard Wagner (with whom Nietzsche was on intimate terms during the period he 
wrote The Birth of Tragedy22) is a conduit through whom the thing in itself reveals 
itself, his various melodies exhibiting in disembodied form the strivings, anticipa-
tions, exaltations, doubts, withdrawals, frustrations, and sufferings that appear also in 
the phenomenal world in human form. In a human life these states are always bound 
by spatial, temporal particularities, which is to say that the phenomenal world always 
only partially reveals the will. The composer, on the other hand, evokes through his 
music the universal, for music expresses not merely this or that person’s specific 
instance of (for example) suffering, but the essence of suffering in general. Music, in 
short, is as direct a revelation of the metaphysical ground of physical reality as the 
human brain can either conjure or experience.

These elements of Schopenhauer’s metaphysics inform Nietzsche’s analysis 
throughout The Birth of Tragedy and are particularly relevant to the book’s famous 
thesis that “the continuous development of art is bound up with the Apollinian and 
Dionysian duality” (BT 1).23 The two terms of this duality were originally “artistic 
energies which burst forth from nature herself,” the Apollinian energy being most 
immediately manifest in “the image world of dreams,” the Dionysian in “intoxication 
and mystical self-abnegation” (BT 2). Apollo in this scheme represents an orderly and 
serene world of beauty, Dionysus a frenzied insight into the natural terrors of existence. 
Greek culture, Greek art, the whole of the Greek psyche itself, were infused with and 
informed by these opposed tendencies. Homer represents the highest manifestation of 
the Apollinian artist; the lyric poet Archilochus was the paragon of Dionysian poetic 
force. Homer was active most likely in the second half of the eighth century bce, 
Archilochus not long thereafter, and the Apollinian and Dionysian energies remained 
distinct and in tension until the second half of the sixth century bce when Greek cult 
and certain Greek artists managed to effect a “mystery of union” between them (BT 5). 
From this reconciliation Greek tragedy emerged, flowering in the first half of the fifth 
century bce, withering miserably away in the second.

But what has all this to do with Schopenhauer? Quite a lot, actually, for Nietzsche 
models his conception of the nature and significance of the Apollinian and Dionysian 
energies specifically on Schopenhauer’s two-sided account of the world as represen-
tation and as will. The Apollinian dream image is a symbolical representation of the 
world’s Dionysian essence of will. Recall that Schopenhauer describes the world as it 
is in itself, which he calls “will,” as an undifferentiated, ceaseless, and goalless striving 
force or impulse. Now add to this his insight that this will is beastly and terrible, 
the source of all the world’s suffering and pain. Every being in the world, whether 
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it be a force of nature, a chemical compound, or an animal, maintains its existence 
by overpowering and in some sense devouring other beings in its environment; and 
since these beings are one and all objectifications of the will, Schopenhauer infers that 
the will is ghastly, violent, and ultimately even self-tormenting. Nietzsche contends 
that the Dionysian artist knows this truth about the world’s heart, or rather that 
he experiences the reality of this in a manner beyond knowing. In mystical states 
of furious ecstasy he breaks free from the principium individuationis and, liberated 
from the spatial-temporal properties that individuate him, that bound, delimit, and 
determine him as a distinct individual separate from the totality, he sinks into the 
whole, dissolves and becomes one with the whole, and thereby acquires immediate 
insight into the nature of fundamental reality, the will. It is a thrilling and alarming 
glimpse into “the terror and horror of existence” (BT 3), an ephemeral experience that 
on a personal level corresponds to the Dionysian energy that pervades Greek culture 
in general. By this route the Greeks came to understand the “wisdom of Silenus,” 
according to which the best thing for humans is never to be born and second best is, 
having suffered the misfortune of birth, to die as soon as possible. The Dionysian artist 
carries this truth in his bones.

The Apollinian artist has an altogether different psychology: he is at home in 
the world as fashioned by the principium individuationis, resting comfortably in the 
spatially and temporally circumscribed world of the representation. This is the realm 
of “measured restraint,” of Doric architecture and dactylic hexameter verse (BT 1–2). 
In this realm also are the Olympian gods, deities who by conquering the titans, the 
giants, and a grotesque variety of ravaging monsters brought harmony and order to 
the world. The Olympians mediate between suffering man and the menacing wildness 
of nature; they justify our lives by living similar lives themselves (BT 3). I wrote just 
above that the Apollinian dream image is a symbolical representation of the Dionysian 
element of will, and now I can clarify the thought by explaining that in Greek tragedy 
the appalling Dionysian truth that the world at its core is a ceaselessly and aimlessly 
striving will that feeds forever on itself and its own is revealed through the soothing 
Apollinian medium of beautiful dramatic symbolism. The dithyrambic chorus, in its 
Schopenhauerian role as musical medium of metaphysical truth, expresses in song the 
disquieting vision of reality that the action and dialogue manifest through speech and 
structured form. This is what Nietzsche has in mind when he insists, for example, that 
we must understand “the essence of tragedy” as “a manifestation and projection into 
images of Dionysian states, as the visible symbolizing of music, as the dream-world of 
a Dionysian intoxication” (BT 14).

Greek tragedy, then, is a revelation of the metaphysical will whose life-blood 
infuses the physical world that exists as representation. Oedipus’s suffering his 
abominable fate is a symbolical image of the metaphysical reality that is the essence 
of the world in itself. The Greeks at their best, according to Nietzsche, were able to 
confront such awful truths, to hold them up to view in their myths and on their public 
stages, because they were healthy and powerful enough to endure them. They could 
acknowledge the wisdom of Silenus—not merely abstractly to concede the point, but 
to feel it, experience it, indeed to have summoned it themselves from the depths of 
their own abysmal souls24—without succumbing to suicidal despair.
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Such was the mentality and vigorous nature of the Greeks who lived during the 
period that Nietzsche in his early work refers to as the Tragic Age, a period we might 
date roughly to between 600 and 400 bce, though during the last half century of this 
span tragedy and the tragic worldview more generally were in decline. Tragedy itself 
finally died by suicide (BT 11), or we might say by assisted suicide, the assistant being 
a man whom many contemporaries mistook for a cultural physician.

The suicidal agent himself was Euripides, the last of the three great Athenian trage-
dians, whose commitment to the tragic worldview has been doubted since antiquity. 
Euripides, it is often said, debased the tragic stage by populating his plays with 
common men rather than heroes—and not just with common men but with women 
and slaves as well. Nietzsche sums up this view by writing that through Euripides “the 
everyday man forced his way from the spectators’ seats onto the stage; the mirror in 
which formerly only grand and bold traits were represented now showed the painful 
fidelity that conscientiously reproduces even the botched outlines of nature” (BT 11). 
But Nietzsche, as usual, thinks his way beyond this standard account. The truth as he 
sees it is that Euripides altered tragedy as he did because he himself did not appreciate 
it, and that he did not appreciate it because he could not understand it. The emphasis 
on understanding, on rationalism and the misguided longing for critical knowledge, 
is central to Nietzsche’s analysis of tragedy’s demise. The tragic effect depends in part 
on inscrutability, the inscrutability of a human life, its relation to the gods and to 
fate, certainly, but also the obscurity and ambiguity of language, which mirrors and 
transmits to the audience the spirit of the broader existential mysteries. Euripides 
rejected this aspect of tragedy, as even his contemporaries suspected. Aristophanes, a 
younger comic poet, depicts in his Frogs a debate in the underworld between Euripides 
and Aeschylus. Aeschylus’s tragedies are permeated by an ominous spirit of enigmatic 
darkness, not just in the action but in the language as well, and Euripides complains 
in Aristophanes’ comedy that Aeschylus’s works are incomprehensible. Aeschylus, for 
his part, blames Euripides for contributing to the decline of vital cultural traditions, 
insisting that under his leveling influence the youth of Athens abandoned the virtues 
of physical activity to indulge in chatty conversations and disputations with their 
superiors. Here Aeschylus fingers the flaw that Nietzsche attributes to Euripides: under 
the influence of late fifth-century rationalism, he composes plays that all too often read 
less like tragic myths than transcripts of a philosophical debate.

But as much as Euripides’ critical spirit did to destroy tragedy, the medicine man 
who brewed the intellectual poison the poet drank, the assistant at the suicide, was 
none other than Socrates. Socrates inspired Euripides’ suicidal impulse; the Socratic 
spirit working through the man raised the poison to his lips. Euripides was “only a 
mask,” as Nietzsche puts it, through which Socrates acted (BT 12).

Socrates, too, was a mask, though in a sense only a very thin one. Nietzsche admits 
the existence of “an anti-Dionysian tendency operating even prior to Socrates,” but 
he insists that this tendency “received in [Socrates] an unprecedentedly magnificent 
expression” (BT 14). In Twilight of the Idols he characterizes the philosopher as having 
been marked by a “hypertrophy of the logical faculty” (TI “Socrates” 4), and this 
formulation captures nicely the thrust of his point in The Birth of Tragedy.25 Above 
all else Socrates sought knowledge, knowledge accessible to the rational mind that 
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rational agents can compress into precise definitions and communicate in words. He 
aspired to bring light to the darkness, to carry the torch of reason into those labyrinths 
of history and life in which others saw only the shadowy operations of chance or fate. 
As Nietzsche puts it, “Socrates conceives it to be his duty to correct existence” (BT 13), 
and he will do so by forcing what he can of the world into the confines of logic and 
dismissing the rest as misunderstanding and illusion.

Reason equals virtue equals happiness. This equation, which Nietzsche regards 
as the axis around which the Socratic worldview revolves, is quintessentially anti-
tragic.26 He who regards the world from a tragic perspective understands (as a result 
of intuition or naked insight) that truth is obscure and suffering ultimately ineradi-
cable. Bad things happen to good people, unavoidably and for no reason. This is 
the way of the world, and there is nothing to be done about it. Nothing, that is, by 
way of changing it. But if we can do nothing about it, we can at least do something 
with it. We can acknowledge and accept it, and perhaps even aspire to a condition of 
exuberant wellbeing from which to affirm it. This tragic affirmation Nietzsche refers 
to, especially in the books of his maturity, as Dionysian—simply Dionysian, with no 
distinct reference in these late works to the Apollinian element.27 The fundamental 
antagonism is not that between Apollo and Dionysus—the union of these two gods is 
the procreative force out of which tragedy was born. The real opposition is between 
Dionysus and Socrates, the god of unreason versus the idolator of dialectic.

Socratic rationalism can never accept an image of the world as inaccessible 
to intellect at its core. But this is precisely what Nietzsche’s Dionysian version 
of Schopenhauer’s metaphysics postulates (and Nietzsche here is in fundamental 
agreement with Schopenhauer himself28). And since a human is one more part of 
this world, a representation carved out from the will by the sorting and categorizing 
activities of the principium individuationis, and therefore in a sense an ephemeral 
appearance and illusion, there is no independent identifiable self for a man to know 
in compliance with the Apollinian maxim, “know thyself,” to which Socrates was 
especially dedicated. In short, the world as a whole, ourselves included, is a represen-
tation of the will inaccessible to reason as embodied in logic and science, or accessible 
only on the surface, for reason itself necessarily generates the representation and so 
can never reach beneath this to the world as it is in itself. If it be possible at all to attain 
to a deeper insight, it must come by way of a Dionysian dissolution of the individual (a 
rupturing of the principium individuationis) resulting in a “mystic feeling of oneness” 
with the eternal, infinite, metaphysical will at the root of all things (BT 2). Losing 
oneself in this way is doubtless a disorienting event, and the insight one attains in 
consequence is most definitely disturbing. But this, as we have seen, is precisely why 
we need art: science is impotent to understand or to address this sort of metaphysical-
existential mysticism; art alone has the affirmative, redemptive, transformative power 
to guide men safely through these obscure and haunted realms.
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Art and life

When Nietzsche writes that “it is only as an aesthetic phenomenon that existence and 
the world are eternally justified” (BT 5), he assumes a metaphysical account of reality 
such as we have just gone through—he assumes, that is, that we humans are representa-
tions of the will, representations that in this and other passages he imagines as living 
artistic creations through which the will as the one true artist contemplates, redeems, 
and entertains itself (BT 3, 4, 24). The immediate context of the line makes it clear that 
Nietzsche is imagining Schopenhauer’s great metaphysical will as an unconsciously 
creative artist that projects the phenomenal world of empirical reality (the represen-
tation) as an artist paints a picture. We may therefore regard the world as we know it, 
and every item within it, as analogous to images on a painter’s canvas. On this view we 
are, quite literally, phenomena, appearances, which according to Schopenhauer, and 
to Nietzsche as well during this period, is the precise ontological status of everything 
empirical; and with the addition of only the slightest metaphorical note, we may regard 
ourselves as appearances generated by an artist, as art-objects, and hence as aesthetic 
phenomena. Ten years later, when Nietzsche writes in The Gay Science that “[a]s an 
aesthetic phenomenon existence is still bearable for us” (GS 107), he no longer accepts 
Schopenhauer’s metaphysics. Humans are humans, products of nature and natural 
forces, not phenomenal objectifications of the metaphysical will. But even though a 
full decade intervened between Nietzsche’s formulating these different accounts of life 
as an aesthetic phenomenon, during which time he revolutionized his approach to 
metaphysics, there is underlying both passages the idea that humans bereft of assis-
tance tend to suffer from the burden of their lives. In The Birth of Tragedy Nietzsche 
identifies as the “very first philosophical problem” the human experience of guilt, and 
the suffering consequent on this, deriving from the necessary act of satisfying basic 
needs—the need for fire, for example, which early humans imagined they satisfied 
by theft (BT 9). Thus Nietzsche assumes that we humans require, or at least desire, a 
justification of the world and our existence. Given our alleged history of transgression 
and a Dionysian insight into “the terrible destructiveness of so-called world history as 
well as the cruelty of nature” (BT 7), we require a theodicy. Art, and for the Greeks an 
art-world populated by gods and heroes acting and suffering very much like humans, 
who through the nobility of their splendor show life to be eternally good—art like this 
is a theodicy in and of itself. In The Gay Science, despite his rejection of Schopenhauer’s 
metaphysics, Nietzsche continues to conceive of humans as somehow strangers in the 
world, or to the world, sunk in untruth, at a loss and suffering. But art can still help us, 
can make our lives bearable, even if it cannot save us. Through art we gain a perspective 
above our troubled lives, a view from mountain peaks to contemplate our own grave 
moods and moodiness with a light heart; observing our lives with the clarity of distance, 
regarding ourselves as an artistic spectacle, we delight in the action below, the comedy 
as well as the tragedy of existence. There is no redemption; no theodicy is possible. But 
with the aid of art we can learn to endure, persevere, and perhaps at long last to enjoy.

When Nietzsche reissued The Birth of Tragedy in 1886 he was even more consumed 
by the problem of suffering than previously, and the new subtitle he affixed to the 
book reveals his mood: Hellenism and Pessimism. In the freshly composed “Attempt 
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at a Self-Criticism,” with which the new edition begins, Nietzsche reflects on two 
different versions of pessimism as responses to an awareness of “everything under-
lying existence that is frightful, evil, a riddle, destructive, fatal” (BT “Attempt” 4). 
There is what he labels the “pessimism of strength” (BT “Attempt” 1), and there is 
the degenerate Christian pessimism of weakness. The former affirms even the ugly 
and terrifying sides of life; the latter denies them and longs to escape into an airy 
and comforting beyond. But the differences between these two reactions are less my 
concern here than Nietzsche’s formulation of the problem, which reveals something 
of his state of mind during his last intellectually active years, and something as well 
of the concerns he projected onto Socrates and Plato. In the fifth book appended to 
the second edition of The Gay Science (which appeared in 1887) Nietzsche writes 
that art and philosophy always “presuppose suffering and sufferers,” and once again 
he distinguishes the Dionysian pessimist who affirms life, however nasty and harsh, 
from Christian and romantic pessimists who long for healing and salvation (GS 370). 
Which variety of pessimist was Nietzsche himself? It seems to me that he wavers. He 
denies that the death of God has made the world worth less than we formerly believed 
(GS 346), yet he acknowledges that the decline of the Christian-moral interpretation 
of the world confronts us with the unsettling question whether our lives have meaning 
(GS 357). And although he advocates fighting against the religious types who “brood 
… about the value of existence and also about their own value” (GS 350), it is obvious 
that Nietzsche frequently engaged in these gloomy meditations himself. This, I believe, 
is why he had to strive, to struggle, to aspire to be a “Yes-sayer” (GS 276),29 and why he 
had so often to remind himself of this aspiration.30

The problem of suffering is in the background (and occasionally in the foreground) 
of Nietzsche’s account of the ascetic ideal in the “Third Essay” of On the Genealogy 
of Morals (from 1887). Here Nietzsche returns to man’s need to justify and affirm 
himself given the undeniable fact of human suffering and the dispiriting possibility 
that our suffering is meaningless.31 What can we make of a life that seems so flawed, 
and so essentially flawed, as always to suffer from itself? Worse, what can we make 
of such a life when we recognize this life as none other than our own? Observing 
himself, man senses that he is somehow malformed, and some men attain to the 
grim understanding that the malformation and their awareness of it together results 
in psychological-spiritual suffering. Here I am reminded of Dostoevsky’s insight that 
“[t]he tragic lies in one’s awareness of being misshapen.”32 This is not quite Nietzsche’s 
account of the tragic, but with this line Dostoevsky captures the gloom of the mood 
of one who knows himself to be an organism whose roots are rotten. In the relevant 
sections of the Genealogy Nietzsche is concerned with the priestly manipulation of 
metaphysics and morality as a response to suffering, but in other places, as we have 
seen, he himself regards art as among the noblest responses to human ills. A late note 
is representative here: “The profundity of the tragic artist lies in this … that he affirms 
the large-scale economy which justifies the terrifying, the evil, the questionable—and 
more than merely justifies them” (WP 852). The final clause is indicative of a tendency 
that emerges especially at the end of Nietzsche’s active life, a tendency to conceptualize 
the artistic impulse as more than merely a means for justifying or making life bearable, 
but additionally as an indication of overabundant health and strength—and more than 
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an indication, but actually a manifestation of the power one possesses to affirm and to 
stride with boldness into the shadow-sides of life that induce in weaker men shivers 
of suffering and fear.33

Nietzsche believes that Socrates was aware of the morbid truth of his own malfor-
mation. He interprets Socrates’ last words, as reported in Plato’s Phaedo, as a veiled 
admission of his misshapenness, or to employ Nietzsche’s preferred terminology, of 
his decadence.34 Relying on this interpretation, he takes Socrates to have judged that 
life is no good, that human existence is worthless. In Twilight of the Idols (1888) he 
objects to philosophical estimates of “the value of life,” for, he says, life’s value cannot 
be determined, neither by the living, who are “an interested party,” nor by the dead, 
for obvious reasons (TI “Socrates” 2). But this logical scruple is not Nietzsche’s main 
concern. Far more important to him is the observation that the very act of raising 
the question of the value of life must call the inquirer himself into question. And the 
man who answers his questionable question by concluding that life has little or no 
value—this man only condemns himself, exposes himself as infirm and corrupt. A 
man is just a piece of life, as it were, so to suffer from life to such an extent that one 
finds one’s existence problematic is to admit to being a problem oneself. What sort of 
man suffers from life, suffers from himself? A man who has “come to grief,” which is 
to say a decadent man (A 15).

In the case of a decadent like Socrates, art is of no use. Decadence is incurable. 
In his last works Nietzsche does not treat art as a possible solution to “the problem 
of Socrates.” Art may serve for some as a bulwark against a certain type of suffering 
and the threat of nihilism, but a hyper-rational metaphysician (a decadent type) has 
an improper relation to art. Art will do him no good, and he is no good for art. In 
this connection Nietzsche specifically identifies Plato as “the greatest enemy of art 
Europe has yet produced” (GM 3.25). I leave it to readers to judge for themselves 
the soundness of this estimation, remarking only that it differs from Nietzsche’s 
assessment of Socrates and Plato in The Birth of Tragedy, in which work he suggests 
that even though Plato was seduced by Socrates’ optimistic rationalism, his dialogues 
as art bear some relation to tragedy. He even speculates as to the possibility of an 
“artistic Socrates” (BT 14), and although he does not make the connection himself, 
I would argue that in Plato this possibility was actualized. When Nietzsche imagines 
Socrates asking himself whether there might be “a realm of wisdom from which 
the logician is exiled,” and whether art might be “a necessary correlative of, and 
supplement for science” (BT 14)—when I read this I cannot resist thinking of Plato 
himself as this wise artist.35

Nietzsche doubtless would disagree.
I have noted Nietzsche’s early observation that he is often fighting with Socrates. 

Later in life he reflected in a postcard to a friend that “perhaps this old Plato is my true 
great adversary?”36 He certainly has much to say against Plato. The question is whether 
we should take his criticisms seriously or, rather, which ones we should seriously 
consider, and which we may permit ourselves to shrug off. Plato understood that art 
in itself aims at the beautiful, which is why his account of mousikê in the Republic ends 
where “it is necessary to end,” namely, with a consideration of “desire for the beautiful” 
(ta tou kalou erôtika, 403c6).37 Plato knew the poets well; he cites them throughout his 
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works, and it is impossible to believe that he failed to appreciate their aesthetic value.38 
In the Republic he has Socrates say (on his—Plato’s—behalf, I am sure) that he has “a 
certain amity and respect from childhood for Homer” (595b9–c1), which is consistent 
with the Athenian’s expression of admiration for Homer and Hesiod in the Laws 
(658d–e). Yet, as we have just seen, Nietzsche labels Plato Europe’s greatest enemy 
of art. As for Plato’s own artistry, most unbiased critics will I think agree that Plato 
was an artist of tremendous power, one of the most astounding, mesmerizing artists 
ever to have created in any medium. Yet in Twilight of the Idols Nietzsche claims that 
“Plato is boring.” More, he condemns Plato as a “first-rate decadent in style” on the 
grounds that he “throws all stylistic forms together” (TI “Ancients” 2). Here Nietzsche 
aligns himself with the judgment of certain unnamed ancients, which he does also 
in his early unpublished lectures on Plato, in which he writes that “the verdict of the 
ancients was quite bitter (veering between styles, hyperbolic, dithyrambic, etc.).”39 
In this passage Nietzsche is almost certainly relying on Dionysius of Halicarnassus 
who, in a chapter treating of Plato’s style in his treatise on Demosthenes, complains 
in connection with the Phaedrus (which Nietzsche mentions in his lecture notes just 
prior to the passage I have quoted) that when Plato switches from a plain to a lofty 
style he often “disturbs the purity of his expression and exhibits a tasteless poetic 
style.”40 But though Dionysius reports that Plato’s contemporaries censured him for 
the same failing, he obviously judges Plato to have ranked among the preeminent 
masters of style. He opines that Plato’s failings are minimal at worst and not really 
deserving of censure,41 and he notes that Plato himself calls attention to the dithy-
rambs in the passage from the Phaedrus at issue.42 Dionysius’s primary objections 
apply to Plato’s attempts at oratory, but he acknowledges that some consider Plato the 
“most daimonic” (daimoniôtatos) stylist of all the philosophers and orators,43 and later 
he adds that others have remarked that if the gods speak a human language, then their 
king (Zeus) surely speaks in a Platonic style.44

There were among the ancients many other critics of Plato’s style, but the dominant 
view was that Plato was a stylist of the first order. Longinus mentions a minor stylistic 
flaw, but he introduces it by remarking that Plato was “divine in other respects.”45 He 
even identifies Plato as the most Homeric of writers (Homêrikôtatos), which, he says, 
the philosopher accomplished not by plagiarism but by emulation, as an impression 
molded from the beautiful forms of statues or craft-works.46 In brief, then, Longinus 
regards Plato as an artist, as a writer who creates as an artist.

But be these facts as they may, as Holger Thesleff notes, “the views taken by the 
ancient critics were mostly based on conventional rhetorical theory and concerned 
what we are used to calling Plato’s late style.”47 The ancient critics, to expand Thesleff ’s 
point, were less attuned than we are today to the possibility that Plato sometimes 
employs unexpected, unsettling, and even tortuously frustrating constructions (as in 
his “late style”) specifically for philosophical ends. So an ancient critic might, say, take 
Plato to be striving for elegance (and failing to attain it) when we would take him to 
be affecting a tragic tone in order to exploit the ironic potentialities of an expression 
or situation.48

In the Republic as well as the Laws Plato writes at some length specifically 
concerning the value of uniformity of style. He, too, opposes what Nietzsche terms 


