Heraclitus, Marcus, Nietzsche
Duquesne PHIL 603, Final Exam, Spring 2010
Now that you have opened this document you have four hours to write two essays. This time you have some choice. Choose one essay from between 1 and 2, and another from between 3 and 4. You may consult any books or notes you wish. Once the four hours have expired, save your document and send it to me as an attachment at my Duquesne email address: millerp2212@duq.edu
1. Contradiction and Reconciliation. Several important Stoic dogmata seem to collide in Marcus’s philosophy: first, there is supposed to be one unified cosmos, and yet there are supposed to be at least two principles at work in it (passive matter and active cause); second, the cosmos is supposed to be providential and yet the self is supposed to be an inner citadel of freedom; finally, divine reason is supposed to be omnipotent, and yet ethical injunctions presuppose that there is evil in the world to be avoided. Present passages from the Meditations that testify to each of these presuppositions. Referring to these passages, but going beyond them whenever necessary, explain the importance of each dogma to Stoic philosophy. Why must Stoics such as Marcus affirm plurality, freedom, and evil, as well as unity, fate, and reason? What are the precise problems with doing so? Can these problems be solved within Stoicism itself? For example, might the appearance of conflict arise from the difference between a third-person and a first-person perspective; in other words, between the Logos of the cosmos and the logos of oneself? If so, might the central lesson of Stoicism—to recognize the identity of oneself and the cosmos—dispel this appearance? If it does, would it create new conflicts? Now, consider the origin of these dogmata in Heraclitus, whom the Stoics revered. Referring to specific aphorisms, explain the roles of one and many, fate and freedom, reason and evil in his philosophy. Does he affirm both poles of each contradiction? Does he deny them? Or is his approach to their apparent conflict more subtle? It is certainly more paradoxical. If good sense can be made of this paradoxical approach, does its subtlety permit Heraclitus to avoid conflicting presuppositions? Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that he affirms such conflict. Does this simply reveal his brazen irrationality? Or is some deep wisdom here concealed? With these questions in mind, assess the claim that Stoics such as Marcus, despite their reverence for Heraclitus, deformed the central insight of his philosophy, preserving much of its spirit, elaborating some of its practical techniques, but rendering the whole less nimble. Like Heraclitus, the Stoics aimed to affirm the world. Were they able to do so consistently? In the same critical spirit, assess Nietzsche’s attempt to accomplish the same goal. First expose the contradictions in the epic journey of Zarathustra: for example, between the joy of his will as it creates new possibilities for the future, and his passive suffering from the accident and necessity of his past (Seung calls this the contradiction between the Faustian and the Spinozan selves). Next show how Nietzsche’s epic hero hopes to reconcile these contradictions. Compare his attempt to the similar efforts of Heraclitus and Marcus. Did Nietzsche preserve the subtlety of Heraclitus on this score? Did he Overcome him?
2. Time and Eternity. Essential to Stoic spiritual exercise, according to Hadot, was the circumscription of the present (312, 131–37). For Marcus this was no abstract thought, had once or twice, but a recurring theme of his most personal writing. He knew the sting of death, after all, and sought to master it by a sustained meditation on time. Here are some of the passages where this meditation is most explicit: 2.14, 2.17, 4.43, 4.47, 5.10, 5.13, 5.23, 6.4, 6.18, 6.37, 7.18, 7.29, 8.20, 9.14, 9.19, 9.21, 9.32, 9.35, 10.7, 10.17, 10.18, 10.27, 11.1, 11.3, 12.24. Amid all these passages, what patterns can you discern? How did Marcus understand time? Does it return eternally? Or is there an eternal recurrence of the same? Is there any difference between these two versions of the doctrine, either theoretically or practically? Whether or not there is, to what extent did Marcus’s understanding of time and eternity follow Heraclitus’s? (Here you should incorporate the most important elements of your answer to the fifth question above.) Whatever his fidelity to Heraclitus, Marcus was not content to formalize his understanding in one or two aphorisms. He repeated it to himself over and over again. Why? Although his meditations lack the formal precision of Heraclitus, they are not altogether formless. What structure did he give to this perpetual return of himself? Might this structure resemble the structure of time itself? How might recognition of this resemblance be the ultimate exercise of Stoicism? Turning to Nietzsche, finally, what does his Zarathustra preach about time and eternity? Begin by briefly recounting his critique of the hinterworld, where the immortal soul has been thought to find redemption from temporal sufferings in an eternity guaranteed by a just god. What spirit animates this elaborate fantasy, according to him, and what condition is the ultimate source of this spirit? Rather than denying this condition with such a fantasy, Zarathustra encounters a spiritual exercise—the eternal recurrence—to help him affirm it joyfully. What is his version of this exercise? How successfully does he practice it? Does his version differ from those of Marcus or Heraclitus? In either case, is the best version of this exercise coherent? Is it practicable? Can it promise eternity without abrogating time? Can it promise a sort of redemption?
3. Love & War. One of the appeals of transcendent philosophies and religions is that although they recognize war as an ineluctable part of our life here in time, they nonetheless promise a peaceful life outside of time—at least to those who follow their instructions. By contrast, Nietzsche not only recognizes war as integral to our lives here, but he seems positively to adore it. For this adoration he was appropriated by the Nazis and thus understandably rejected by many others since, especially for passages such as this one: “You should love peace as the means to new wars” (On War and Warriors). The Nazi appropriation was certainly superficial. It overlooked the nearby criticism of the state (On the New Idol), and it altogether neglected the litany of love with which the book begins (Prologue 2 & 4). Discuss these other sections in order to evaluate this bellicose interpretation, one which still exerts influence on the study of Nietzsche. For his part, Seung suggests that Nietzsche “was only talking about the war against passions in that sermon” (35; 33–35). Indeed, Seung compares this Zarathustrian “war” to the Stoic disciplining of passions (24–34), saying that “for their mastery over passions, the Stoics resorted to a highly ascetic and repressive discipline” (34). Unlike this “way of self-laceration,” however, Zarathustra’s goal is “to enjoy the passions without repression.” First, assess this interpretation of Stoicism by testing it against Marcus’s spiritual disciplines. Was Marcus an ascetic, and therefore a target of Zarathustra’s early speeches against the ascetic ideal? Second, assess this interpretation of Nietzsche. What is his approach to the passions, particularly the passion of love? Is it different from Marcus’s approach in the way Seung claims? Third, considering Nietzsche’s explicit admiration for Heraclitus—in Philosophy and the Tragic Age of the Greeks above all, but throughout his corpus—develop and evaluate another interpretation of Zarathustra’s adoration of war. After all, Heraclitus wrote that “war is father of all” (B53). Present this aphorism and others like it (e.g., B80), explaining the full range of their significance, and thus their full potential for interpreting Nietzsche’s Zarathustra. Did Nietzsche love war?

4. Love & Resentment. Zarathustra begins his teaching mission with this earnest profession: “I love mankind.” Soon afterwards, however, he delivers an excoriating speech on “the last man.” As accurate a condemnation of Nietzsche’s culture as it is of ours, this speech is full of contempt for his fellow man. The subsequent speeches relentlessly pursue the same theme, despising one segment of this culture after another. Show the most vivid examples of this contempt (from, e.g., On the Preachers of Death), but be sure to give a sense of its breadth. Whom does Zarathustra despise through the First Part? Does anyone escape his contempt? Much later, in the Third Part (On Passing By), he encounters his “ape,” someone who has memorized both the phrasing and the tone of his early speeches. Indeed, the ape’s tirade matches his own earlier speeches so closely that it is tempting to expect the master to embrace at last his true disciple. But Zarathustra interrupts him with these harsh words: “Your speech and your ways have nauseated me for a long time already...I despise your despising.” Why has Zarathustra rejected his ape? Does he reject his doctrines or his spirit or both? Were these really the doctrines and spirit of his former self? If so, is his rejection of his ape tantamount to a rejection of his former self? How has he changed in the meantime? Recall how a similar conflict between love and contempt arose throughout Marcus’s Meditations. Was this conflict an inconsistency in Stoic philosophy, or just a shortcoming of Marcus’s attempt to live it? If either were the case, did Marcus overcome this shortcoming or inconsistency? Or has Zarathustra succeeded where Marcus failed? Behind the contempt of both, remember, was the elitism of Heraclitus, whose criticism of his fellow men knew no bounds. Neither the Ephesians nor the epic poets nor his philosophical predecessors knew any relief from it. “‘The many are worthless,’” he wrote, “good men are few” (B104). Why was Heraclitus so contemptuous? Why did both Marcus and Nietzsche seek to overcome this contempt? Was their attempt to do so a departure from Heraclitean wisdom? Or did their common master fail to follow his affirmation of the world to its just end? 
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