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Some of Nietzsche’s most radical philosophising can be found in his Genealogy of Morals (1887) and Will to Power (1888) �. In these works, as well as elsewhere amongst his oeuvres, we sometimes come across passages which suggest that controlled, selective breeding programmes are the means by which to improve the human race, encouraging stronger and more intelligent individuals to emerge as a result. As philanthropic as this standpoint intends to be, it is fair to say that many readers nowadays would feel that such programmes contravene moral sensibilities.



Perhaps the reason for this is the historical lesson we have learned from the consequences of the breeding programmes implemented in Nazi Germany of the Second World War. To read Nietzsche is to remember that such moral intuitions which warn against these programmes have not always been as widely accepted as they perhaps are today. Reading Nietzsche can frequently open a window to an age when the eugenicist fancy was a light which transfixed scholars of the time. 



Nietzsche’s views were certainly in accordance with the intellectual force of the day - a force that convinced of the purity and certain ascendance of German stock. Indeed, it could be argued that Nietzsche’s seductive and brilliant style intensified and gave a focus to the eugenicist suspicions - which resulted in Nietzsche’s work becoming rigorously consulted by Nazi policists.



Nietzsche’s views in this area appear to have been at least partly derived from his interest in writings on evolution and the biological debates of the day. At around the time that Nietzsche was writing, evolutionary theorists such as Darwin and Lamarck were the focus of much intellectual argument. Nietzsche, took issue with what he perceived as being Darwin’s theory of ‘Natural Selection’ and attempted to provide a more philosophically satisfying picture which he thought would support his conception of the Übermensch - which he proposed to be the next evolutionary step up from modern humanity, the greater being yet to come, the messiah of his godless philosophy.



The light of history now strongly influences the way Nietzsche’s position here is read. Not only might the notion of subjecting human beings to manipulated breeding seem inhumane and callous, but the very notion of a genetically enhanced Übermensch is a questionable goal in itself, perhaps unrealisable, and certainly an arbitrary model considering that Nietzsche’s prescription concerning the qualities of this supposed superhuman are at least challengeable. Furthermore we may question Nietzsche’s confidence in breeding programmes from a biological standpoint - modern evolutionary theory renders less obvious Nietzsche’s assuredness in the success in such undertakings.



This presents an interesting problem in modern readings of Nietzsche. How deeply does bad biological theory penetrate Nietzsche’s work, and how should that affect the way we understand Nietzsche in the present day? To what extent was his writing an endorsement of the Nazi policies which invoked his intellectual support, and to what extent was his writing abused by these so-called Nietzschean politicians? And how may we reconcile what we know about biological theory today with the vision of the Übermensch, which Nietzsche certainly seemed to assert was the noblest and inevitable successor to humankind?



This essay, in examining these questions, shall attempt to illuminate the biology in Nietzsche’s work under the lamp of modern science and consider a philosophical critique.



Often in Nietzsche’s work we come across statements which are overtly anti-Darwinian. Many passages in his Will To Power (1888) are subtitled ‘anti-Darwin’. Despite this, Nietzsche’s connection with Darwin’s work is unclear: as Keith Ansell-Pearson points out:



There is plenty of evidence to suggest that Nietzsche was familiar with the work of the English Darwinians... but no evidence to suggest that he had any direct acquaintance with the work of Darwin itself. 

(Ansell-Pearson 1997 p87)



It seems much of Nietzsche’s criticism is more accurately directed towards the Darwinian school, which did not always precisely mirror Darwin’s original theories. In any case, he was certainly familiar with the work of such English Darwinists as Huxley and Spencer. It is not unlikely that it was through these intermediaries, and of course through contemporary Darwinian debate, that he derived his conception of what Darwin’s arguments were.



This is perhaps regrettable, as in some ways Nietzsche’s thoughts on evolution were closer to Darwin than he might have realised. Both Darwin and Nietzsche wrote against the beguiling notion that evolution followed some kind of deterministic or directive pattern. Readers of Darwin in Nietzsche’s day, however, (and too often in our own), seemed to read Darwin’s notion of ‘survival of the fittest’ as an assertion that the struggle for life between organisms entails the inevitable success of stronger, better individuals which dominate and eventually take over biological niches to the exclusion and extinction of ‘weaker’ types.



Such a reading of Darwin underplays his stress upon indeterminacy, a function also important in Nietzsche’s thoughts on evolution. This is actually a central tenet in the correct understanding of Darwinian evolution. According to Darwin, an organ’s origin was entirely separate to its usefulness. The only explanation Darwin could offer for a specialised organ or creature was in the conversion of its function over time, according to selective pressure, not as a response to a determined purpose.

H. C. Plotkin clarifies here:



Darwin was... aware of the possibility that a structure or behaviour might exist and serve a function now that is different from that for which it was originally selected... A not too dissimilar notion of ‘exapation’ has recently been suggested, an exapation being an adaptation that has recruited to functional requirement a phenotypic trait that either originated as a non-adaptative feature or first evolved for some other use. In this case too the adaptation might depart considerably from what an engineer would consider optimal design.

(Plotkin 1994 p54)



Nietzsche could not agree with the interpretations of Darwin which he read. He writes, in a passage which curiously echoes Darwin,



The evolution of a thing, a custom, an organ is not its progressus towards a goal… it is a sequence of more or less profound, more or less independent processes of appropriation… while forms are fluid, their ‘meaning’ is even more so.

(Genealogy of Morals, 1887, 2 xii)



As Nietzsche surveyed humanity, he saw a species which, although dominating the earth, was besieged by degeneracy and mediocrity. It seems that his vision of modern humanity was difficult to reconcile with the picture of progressive evolution which he felt came from Darwinism.



As Keith Ansell-Pearson points out in his book Viroid Life: 



Nietzsche is, in fact, closer to Darwin in his thinking on evolution and adaptation than to the explicit Lamarckian position freely attributed to him… Lamarckism offers a too perfect model of adaptation and does not place the emphasis in evolution, as Darwin and Nietzsche do, on the role of functional indeterminacy in complex evolution’. In Darwin it is clear that the process by which adaptive traits are produced is initially independent of their potential usefulness in adaptation. 

(KAP 1997 p88)



Despite this, Nietzsche’s anti-Darwinism, justified or not, affords us a valuable angle on his biological insights, as it is his need to react against Darwin that seems to bring his own evolutionary theory to an unwarranted anthropomorphism, as I shall argue later. 



In the Will to Power, Nietzsche writes:



What surprises me most when I survey the broad destinies of man is that I always see before me the opposite of that which Darwin and his school see or want to see today: selection in favour of the stronger, better-constituted, and the progress of the species. Precisely the opposite is palpable: the elimination of the lucky strokes, the uselessness of the more highly developed types, the inevitable domination of the average, even sub-average types. 

(WTP 1888; 685)



Nietzsche’s misconception of Darwin is clear here. He seems to subscribe to the common misinterpretation of the theory of Natural Selection which holds it to entail a model of progressive evolution from so-called ‘lower’ to ‘higher’ species. Readers of Darwin have often questioned just what force urges evolutionary progress - a question which itself betrays a misguided interpretation of Darwin. A modern Darwinist would deny that such an urge exists, and would instead argue that an increase in complexity and nurture are merely consequences of conflicting evolutionary pressures. A creature that happens to care for its young is likely to have its offspring live long enough to themselves reproduce, and thus as a matter of course become more common as a species. Likewise, complexity emerges as a matter of course via the processes of genetic mutation and recombination, not according to some plan. Both are the workings out of colliding forces, and to perceive an upward trend in the system would be a projection on the part of the observer.



A better term for Natural Selection, scholars seem to agree, would be Natural Destruction. Modern Darwinist Stephen Jay Gould writes, in explication of Darwin’s theory:



Natural Selection is a long sequence of hecatombs. Individuals vary in no preferred direction about an average form for the population. Natural Selection favours a small portion of this spectrum. Lucky individuals in this portion leave more surviving offspring; the others die without (or with fewer) issue. The average form moves slowly in the favoured direction, bit by bit per generation, through massive elimination of less favoured forms.

(Gould 1994 p147)



Nietzsche could not find this answer in the Darwinist writings he received. He saw Natural Selection as a largely negative feedback mechanism levelling out uniquely enhanced individuals precariously searching out their niche, and encouraging the gregarious ‘average’ to survive by communal co-operation. He did not see how Natural Selection could account for the increasing complexity and enhancement he saw in the history of evolution.



Here is the point where Nietzsche does significantly diverge in his thinking from Darwin, and where we may trace the influences of non-Darwinist biology. Nietzsche saw in his understanding of evolution the need to posit another force working in nature which he called the Will to Power.



Nietzsche was in direct correspondence with the embryologist Carl von Nägeli.� Nägeli’s theories were derived through the examination of the interplay between internal and external forces acting upon a developing embryonic organism. In evolution, he saw the primal force as belonging to internal factors, which urged increasing complexity in correspondence with the external. In his Mechanico-Physiological Theory of Organic Evolution, Nägeli writes:



Natural Selection prunes the phylogenetic tree but does not cause new branches to grow’. 

(von Nägeli 1898 Ch. 8)



It is in agreement with Nägeli that Nietzsche hypothesised his Will to Power, which he felt explained in principle the animalistic lust for survival and progress. In reaction to Spencer, Nietzsche writes:



Herbert Spencer has defined life itself as an ever more purposeful inner adaptation to external circumstances. But such a view misjudges the very essence of life; it overlooks the intrinsic superiority of the spontaneous, aggressive, overreaching, reinterpretating and re-establishing forces, on whose action adaptation gradually supervenes. It denies, even in the organism itself, the dominant role of the higher functions in which the vital will appears active and shaping 

(Genealogy of Morals, 1887, 2 xii. Italics mine.)



Another strong influence on Nietzsche’s formulation of the Will to Power as a biological force was Wilhelm Roux (1850-1924). Roux also thought that Natural Selection was poorly placed to explain internal organ development, being a purely external influence. Ansell-Pearson writes:



Nietzsche’s thinking on this question of struggle between parts evolves under the influence of Wilhelm Roux... Nietzsche cites key insights from this text in the notes of 1883�... It is only several years later in the Nachlass material of 1886/7 that he begins to explore its significance in the context of his formulation of ‘form-shaping forces’ and his critique of Darwin... There can be little doubt that Nietzsche’s contention that ‘exploitation’ (Ausbeutung) belongs to the ‘essence of what lives’ as a basic organic function (as a consequence of the will-to-power) is derived from large part in his reading of Roux.

(KAP 1997 p98)



The influence of Roux and other like-minded biological thinkers can be unearthed in many passages from his works, for example:



‘Exploitation’ does not pertain to a corrupt or imperfect or primitive society: it pertains to the essence of the living thing as a fundamental organic function, it is a consequence of the intrinsic will to power which is precisely the will of life.

(Beyond Good and Evil 1886; 259) 



In light of this it is perhaps easier to see how Nietzsche derives his faith in breeding programmes as assertive and positive eugenics. If human progress could only be the result of an instantiation of the Will to Power in breeding, then for the human race to allow itself to become dully subservient to external selective forces could be to halt the progress of the species. Nietzsche’s replacement of Natural Selection with artificial selection intends to counteract this force which he thought would otherwise consume humanity into further ‘equalised’ animalistic existence. Nietzsche conceived of the eugenicist� programme to be a desirous, healthy movement in the spirit of the principle of life, the Will to Power. Supervising human breeding would act against the homogenising pressure of Natural Selection and create the conditions necessary for the Übermensch. 



In these days, Darwinism is much better understood in academic circles, and the misconceptions regarding indeterminacy which Nietzsche would have absorbed, although still popularly held, are less likely to enter into a scholarly debate. Furthermore, modern genetic research has, in many ways, uplifted the mystery of heritability which clouded biological writings on evolution in Nietzsche’s and Darwin’s times. Because of this fact we stand on much better ground from which to criticise Nietzsche’s biological ponderings and his faith in supervised breeding programmes.



This understanding, however, was unavailable to those who later appropriated Nietzsche’s writings to support eugenical programmes - the most notorious of these being the Nazi party. It is they who are said to have most determinedly sought to actualise Nietzsche’s instruction, and it is because of this that many have come to fear Nietzsche’s ‘superman’. Perhaps an evaluation of the Nazi’s interpretation of Nietzsche will provide an important tincture to our understanding of his biopolitical thought.

At that time in Germany, the interest in eugenics was enjoying an unprecedented high. As intellectual and popular concern turned towards thoughts of a higher, stronger, militant Germany, Nietzsche’s masculine, pervasive rhetoric gained a good deal of power.



In this environment, Nietzsche’s thought was taken very seriously and interpretation of his work was particularly one-dimensional. The early biographer of Nietzsche, M. A. Mügge, himself an ardent supporter of eugenics, wrote:



Nietzsche’s strongest point lies in his attitude towards negative eugenics. He advocates the elimination of the unfit and prohibition of offspring to certain people, e.g. syphilitics and criminals, two categories which in some American States have already been made harmless through legislation. [The concept of the superman] will undoubtedly exercise a great spiritual influence on man as a stimulus to action’.

(Mügge c1913 p67)



This strong contemporary reading of Nietzsche seems unusually biased for academic writing. Nowadays we would shy away from such a dogmatic perspective on Nietzsche, and even wonder how Nietzsche might have appreciated his ‘pragmatic’ theories becoming ‘spiritual influence’.



This devotional attitude to Nietzsche’s work seems counterintuitive to Nietzsche’s proscription against yea-saying to any idol of faith - which is what Nietzsche’s thought appears to have become in the Germany of the early twentieth century. Indeed, as his slogans and aphorisms worked their way into everyday language, Nietzsche’s philosophy of (and for) the Übermensch approached the dangerous territory of the unquestionable authority. As his philosophy became institutionalised, it became increasingly construed as supportive of all eugenical thought.



The principle interpreter of Nietzsche for the Nazi party was Alfred Bäumler�. In his Nietzsche der Philosoph und Politiker (1931), Bäumler reframed Nietzsche into a primarily political thinker, whose writings on the Will to Power prefigured an era of heroic warfare transcending liberal politics.



It is clear, however, that Bäumler was highly selective of which aspects of Nietzsche he emphasised. Removed was his philosophy of eternal recurrence, dismissed as a mistaken and unmeaningful aside to his work. Also ignored, tellingly enough, were his commendations of the Jewish:



The way in which they honour their fathers and their children and the rationality of their marriages and marital customs distinguish them above all Europeans’

(The Dawn, 1881; 205)



In a footnote to his translation of Will to Power, Kaufmann writes:



While these words in a note not intended for publication sound ominous, it is clear from Nietzsche’s books that he is not thinking of the Jews, the Poles, the Russians, or any other peoples whom the Nazis later decimated. 

(WTP 1888; 872)



Bäumler chose instead to emphasise Nietzsche’s more grandiose nationalistic passages:



The time for petty politics is over. The very next century will bring the fight for dominion of the earth - the compulsion to large-scale politics.

(Beyond Good and Evil 1886; 131)



Clearly from this we can deduce that Nietzsche’s writings were widely misappropriated by the Nazi party throughout. In the quest for ideological support for their caustic politics of holocaust, their purposively tangled Nietzsche provided what amounts to an excuse.



Whilst recommendations for negative eugenical procedure are visible in Nietzsche’s work, no-where may we discover what constitutes consent for radical Nazi policy. A marriage system which demands approval in the interest of community health (as insupportable as that is in itself for different reasons) is in a vastly different category to the totalitarian commandment of so-called ‘healthy’ individuals to mate. Furthermore, where Nietzsche claims distaste for sub-standard humanity, as where he writes:



The great majority of men have no right to existence, but are a misfortune to higher men.

(WTP 1888; 872)



It is invalid to assume that genocide is on his mind. Instead, Nietzsche appears to claim faith that the Übermensch will rise above the rabble by its own virtue of power to become dominant. Protection from the weak does not entail their extermination.



In their enthusiasm to adopt eugenics under the protection of the benevolent hand of Nietzsche, the Nazi breeding programmes were eagerly begun. Despite this, they were not scientifically sound. Even had Nietzsche explicitly endorsed their actions, their systems were doomed to failure. Pseudo-scientific scholars devised systems of rank which were quite plainly arbitrary and biased. Whereas a stereotype of the ‘higher man’ was a project too ambitious even for Nietzsche, the Nazis took it upon themselves to categorically determine which features were of value to the species and which were verboten. With no sensitivity to the dangers of human breeding programmes, the Nazi eugenicists, for reasons which shall follow, could never have approached their goal. Their actions can only be considered criminal, even crimes against the Übermensch, and thus we cannot regard Nietzsche as responsible for their misguidance.



The beguiling notion still remains, however, that a more moderated interpretation of Nietzsche might have placed the Nazi Party in a better position to correctly apply eugenical principles in accordance with Nietzsche’s prescription. If the failure of the Nazi’s eugenics was due to misinterpretation, then perhaps we might be tempted to consider that eugenical practice is not per se an unreasonable science. However, an informed consideration of the science of human breeding programmes reveals that not only were the Nazi experiments unlikely to render desirable results, but that Nietzsche’s faith in them is similarly misfounded.



Superficially, the notion that a supervised breeding programme might yield an improved species of human with accentuated gifts does not seem so absurd, divorced from the moral reactions (the genealogy of which Nietzsche would of course invoke as counter) which would otherwise act to deter such a course. For centuries, planned breeding has resulted in greatly enhanced crops and livestock. Humankind’s ability to generate desirable results through selective breeding is a well proved talent. From the thoroughbred horses to sweetcorn, our successes lend much weight to the argument that the similar selective forces upon our own breeding might produce human beings of astounding quality.



It is when we come to question of this ‘quality’ and what we mean by it, that we encounter the first problem with Nietzsche’s eugenics. Although throughout Nietzsche’s writings we find numerous references to the superb strength and nature of his Übermensch, never are we presented with a clear and scientific outline of the precise qualities of such a being - which is in part why the concept of the Übermensch is highly interpretable. This calls into serious question the usefulness of a breeding programme in the quest to foster the Übermensch. One essential requirement in planned breeding is that there are definite guidelines in place governing selection at all stages. If there is no prescription, then there is very little guarantee that any desirable results will be determined by supervision. It is certainly clear that the results of a programme which concentrated on the selection of individuals with particular, measurable traits would be more likely to succeed than the a programme based on more subjective and abstract qualitative judgement.



It is curious that, although Nietzsche was an advocate of supervised human breeding, he is content to at times leave the exact details of the selective qualities to others. In this passage, he seems to have left the issue of selective control to democratic consent:



…every marriage [should be] warranted and sanctioned by a certain number of trusted men of the community, as a matter of concern to the community. 

(WTP 1888; 733)



In terms of science, such supervisive techniques would be thought to have little merit. The experimental control would be weak, and only subjective evaluations of such a project would be possible.



This highlights a failing in Nietzsche’s scientific method, but does not in principle count against the notion that a more rigorous and scientific breeding agenda might augment the human species. However, a more subtle examination of the value of breeding projects does reveal more fundamental difficulties.



It is not altogether clear that selective breeding ever results in ‘stronger’ individuals from an objective viewpoint. Often, the results of breeding yield animals or plants which indeed excel in areas, but which are unlikely to survive under less controlled conditions. Racehorses are swift, but wax tired quickly and die relatively young. The domestic potato plant is selected for maximum nutrition, but the potato famine of Ireland (which occurred when a single blight virus wiped out the entire population of genetically identical potato plants, resulting in the starvation and death of many in the Irish farming community) raises the question of just how objectively well selected these plants were.



This is not to say that all artificially bred creatures are substantially weak in significant areas. The challenge is rather to the mindset that grades these creatures according to a subjective scale - the same mindset that incorrectly reads Darwin’s theory as involving the progressive movement towards better species. To see an artificial breeding programme as encouraging the development of certain desired phenotypes would be accurate, but to then regard the augmented progeny as being ostensibly higher types would be a questionable move. With regards to the artificial breeding of the Übermensch, a careful scientific selective breeding programme might result in humans who were better equipped in certain respects, but the question as to whether these Übermensch could be objectively described as ‘higher men’ might yield different answers according to different measures.



Perhaps the greatest misconception in all eugenicist writings, including Nietzsche’s, is an ignorance of the value of variation in a species. Selective breeding in almost every case aims for progeny which are maximally homogeneous, to ensure that all, or most offspring possess the desirable characteristics which are selected�. Whilst these qualities are valuable in terms of human utility, it is difficult to prove from an objective standpoint that these individuals have any evolutionary ‘power’.

The fact is that inherited desirable traits do not always result in extrinsically superior creatures. To lessen the gene pool within human culture is, for reasons which shall be explained hereafter,  more likely to weaken the species than anything else. This is easily demonstrable in history - one only has to look at the consequences of closed breeding in the haemophilic British royal family of the last century in order to see how damaging breeding for types which are humanly estimated to be ‘pure’ can be.



The biological principle behind this phenomenon is that of ‘recessivity’, the same principle exploited by the Nazi’s in their attempts to cultivate an Aryan race. In basic language, some genes are dominant over other genes - for example, the gene for brown eyes is dominant over the gene for blue eyes, so an individual who has genes for both colours will exhibit the brown colour over the blue. Any individual with blue eyes must therefore only possess genes for blue eyes, and so could never have brown eyed children. Such ‘recessive’ traits were deemed ‘pure’ by Nazi eugenicists and thus such indicators as blue eyes and blond hair became hallmarks in Aryan breeding.



What Hitler, and Nietzsche, were not aware of is the fact that all human beings possess recessive genes or series of genes which, if paired with their like, would result in disease (e.g. Haemophilia, Cystic Fibrosis, Sickle-cell Anaemia etc.). Occurrences of such diseases in normal population is down to statistic probability - generally such recessive genes are widely spread out in population, and their pairing is an accidental occasion.  In a population of humans selectively bred for ‘purity’, such recessive genes would become far more dense within the population and the chances of debilitating disease would be greatly enhanced.



This fact alone is a significant warning for those who would maintain that artificially supervising  breeding in humans would strengthen rather than disable the race. However it is not unthinkable, although not immediately foreseeable, that technology will overcome this problem, and lend support to Nietzsche’s programme. In theory, if enough is known about the human genome, then pairings of harmful recessive genes might be avoided and genetic quality might be preserved in breeding programmes.



As reasonable as this possibility sounds, it is still entirely misfounded for two principle reasons.



The first of these is, of course, the gross underestimation of the effects of environment in human development. The influence of external (i.e. non-genetic) factors is highly influential in the shaping of gene expression. From chemical interaction to social signals, all interactions between genes and the environment might affect a developing organism at any age�. In fact it is inconceivably difficult to tell how many influences are at work upon a growing creature, and just as difficult to control them. Under certain conditions selective breeding can be successful, as where with plants or animals environmental control is a little more pragmatic. With the possibility of selecting for particular types in humans via breeding, however, (especially when the desired types are as indistinct as ‘intelligence’ and ‘integrity’), environmental control is much more complicated, as the effect of social factors on our inherited genetic constitution is little understood. 



Nietzsche, in his own writings, did concede the importance of environmental factors. Indeed, he thought it essential that Übermenschlich humans were fostered in protection from adverse environmental effects. His concern arises from his belief that the most resplendent individuals are the most fragile:



Among men, too, the higher types, the lucky strokes of evolution, perish most easily as fortunes change.

 (WTP 1888; 684)



Indeed, Nietzsche even sought the protection of the healthy from the unhealthy in a move entirely oppositional to the Darwinism he read:



Strange as it may sound, one always has to defend the strong against the weak; the fortunate against the unfortunate; the healthy against those degenerating and afflicted with hereditary taints… I find the ‘cruelty of nature’, of which so much is said, in another place: she is cruel towards her children of fortune, she spares and protects and loves les humbles. 

(WTP 1888; 685)



So in Nietzsche’s conception, breeding programmes would not stop at manipulation of heredity, but would also control the environment of the favoured offspring.



It is the second point that confounds Nietzsche’s schedule more pointedly. Most importantly, and most damning for the human engineering possibility is the fact that judgements of gene quality are not as straightforward as eugenicists would like to imagine. Genes are not objectively good or bad; to claim so is categorically anthropocentric. Genes are merely prescriptions for chemicals which affect the organism in ways that depend upon the environment they are released into. Genes which affect some people adversely affect others positively, and vice versa.�



This means that not only are the traits of the Übermensch indistinct, but the expression of its genetic componentry is equally indistinct. The disease Sickle-cell anaemia is an excellent example here. Sickle-cell anaemia is a blood defect caused by a recessive gene pairing, like haemophilia. However, to remove this recessive gene from the gene pool of the human population would not enhance the quality of the species - under an alternative measure of quality, the gene is of great value, as individuals who have a single copy of the gene are immune to malaria.



So in according to the findings of modern genetic science, we would be tempted to disagree with Nietzsche’s sentiments regarding programmed breeding. He was wrong to assume that the government of marriage would ensure a healthier species as a necessary consequence.



Perhaps of deeper philosophical concern is the way Nietzsche has dubiously biologised his notion of Will to Power. Nietzsche’s proposition that a force of will is the engine of evolution is a highly contentious one.



In proposing the Will to Power as a motivational biological energy, Nietzsche writes:



There must be present something that wants to grow and interprets the value of whatever else wants to grow. 

(WTP 1888; 643, italics mine)



For one so openly opposed to metaphysical appeal, such an account of a biological force is decidedly metaphysical�. It seems here that Nietzsche is falling into the trap for which he criticised Darwin, namely, of anthropomorphising the process of evolution, bestowing upon it a system of meaning and values that are clearly unscientific.



As Nietzsche questions values in his book Genealogy of Morals, a significant part of his critique examines the ‘values’ which he discovers in Darwinism. Interestingly enough, it seems that a good deal of this revaluation has as much to do with politics as it has to do with biology.



Nietzsche saw Darwinist theory as arising from what he considered as the contemptible, dry, democratic, liberal political system of England, where he saw the movement towards cultural equality as stifling the talented, the creative, the intelligent, the exceptional elite of the population. In Darwinism he saw a parallel - a mechanism which he felt was irreverent to an active ‘will’. The model of evolution as propelled by a desire for ‘self-preservation’ he found passive, and contrary to his conception of the Will to Power as the very essence of life. He writes:



The democratic bias against anything that dominates or wishes to dominate, our modern misarchism (to coin a bad word for a bad thing) has gradually so sublimated and disguised itself that nowadays it can invade the strictest, most objective sciences without anyone’s raising a word of protest. In fact it seems to me that this prejudice now dominates all of physiology and the other life sciences, to their detriment, naturally, since it has conjured away one of their most fundamental concepts, that of activity, and put in its place the concept of adaptation - a kind of second-rate activity, mere reactivity. 

(GM 1887; 2 xii)



Nietzsche’s reaction against social Darwinism lies in his distaste for a system which he sees as counteractive to his view that self-overcoming and self-transformation is vitally human and a central force of all life. However it could be argued that Nietzsche’s proposition of the Will to Power as the fundamental biological drive is an alternative system which is equally metaphysical, and has its own political overtones.



Nietzsche seems to be guilty himself of what he (wrongly) accuses Darwin. Furthermore, where he expresses distaste for Darwin’s theories with translation to the political arena (in his eugenical suggestioning) he seems to himself be politicising his biological philosophy.



Ironically, Nietzsche’s misreading of Darwin has seen him make precisely the errors which he felt he read in Darwinist writing, whereas Darwin was actually guilty of none of this. Indeed, the social Darwinists who were accountable for Nietzsche’s criticism were perhaps less extreme than Nietzsche himself.



One is tempted to think that Nietzsche’s attack on Darwinism is ‘reactive’ in itself. His misdirection in the discussion appears to lie in his inability to divorce concepts of value and qualitative judgement from a more scientific understanding of force and form. He is searching for an explanation for evolutionary processes rather than an academic description, and his contention with Darwinism seems to reside in his ‘gut dislike’ for the explanation which he extracts from it. Furthermore, Nietzsche’s own biological theories, when surveyed scientifically, suffer for being saturated in anthropomorphic value talk. Where he describes the development of an organism he speaks as though there is an individual subject present which somehow understands its own progress. 



Oddly, in recasting the account of evolution in terms of a system which he finds more reverent to the principle of life (i.e. his Will to Power), he has arrived at the conclusion that, were Natural Selection to be left alone and breeding to continue unsupervised, degeneracy would result. This seems to counteract his intuition of the ‘overcoming force’ as being paramount in nature in a curious paradox. If he has extracted the Will to Power from the essence of life, wherefore the need to oversee and direct breeding artificially? If his Will to Power pervades all, where is the danger which needs to be addressed by selective breeding?



Instead, Nietzsche’s appeal to artificial selection reveals something deeper - something which perhaps amounts to a revenge on the era of Natural Selection which he plans to bring to an end with the dawn of controlled breeding. Nietzsche, in effect, wishes to take arms against cruel Nature (in the sense of ‘chance’), which could so casually eliminate the gifted. One might not help but construe his championship of strength as comparable to the helpless rebellion of an adolescent deliberately underestimating his own weakness.



There is another interpretation, from within the scientific field, of Nietzsche’s directive to foster the Übermensch as a future humanoid species derived from artificial selection. In modern writings on the future of evolution which invoke cyber-technology as a rising noospherical dimension, Nietzsche’s Übermensch has become an important figure. In a move which reinterprets Nietzsche’s eugenics as a prescription for the artificial fostering of a meat-metal superhuman, the Übermensch has become an icon which permits obeisance to Nietzsche’s encouragement to ‘prepare to overcome humanity’ without the morally abhorrent and untenable science of controlled breeding�. 



Whilst the particulars of this modern project are outside the scope of this essay�, it is relevant to this discussion to note that there are possible reinterpretations of Nietzsche’s theorising which some believe supersede the inaccuracies in his science and renourish his philosophy.



One point, however - the evident anthropocentrism of Nietzsche’s evolutionary views does present the question of whether these modern interpretations of the Übermensch really do reflect Nietzsche’s own conception. Ansell-Pearson puts it nicely:



What is forgotten and erased in this contemporary use and abuse of Nietzsche is that Nietzsche’s repeated invocation of the overhuman calls us back to the human. The promise of the overhuman is bound up in ways yet barely explored, and in ways little understood, with the memory of the human. Contemporary techno-theorising blinds us to the ‘real problem regarding man’. 

(KAP 1997 p14)



Thus we must be careful in the present time if we are to commit our own appropriations of Nietzsche’s eugenics to support our modern interests. Those futurists who so eagerly anticipate the age of cybertechnological advance have a sobering  standard to heed: we must be cognisant of the dangers of invoking Nietzsche’s writings on artificial selection as an intellectual foundation for our own projects, for we may well unwittingly follow the lead of the Nazi eugenicists in being guilty of the same miscalculation.



What I have endeavoured to (briefly) demonstrate in this essay is that there are good reasons why it is unwise to fly Nietzsche’s eugenical flag for (perhaps) any cause. Scientifically, Nietzsche’s theorising is often misinformed. His engagement with Darwin, whilst involving reasonable argumentation, is not entirely valid because of its inaccurate reading of Darwinism. Thus his critique does not meet Darwin; as we have seen, by way of example, his emphasis on the role of chance in determining function is actually parallel to Darwin’s central tenets. Indeed, we would be advised to be suspicious of Nietzsche’s attack of Darwin, wondering that the source of his argumentation might lie in his need to counteract a writer whom he saw as representative of a rival political ideology.



Furthermore, Nietzsche’s understanding of scientific theory, whilst it may have been in accordance with evolutionary scholarship of the day, has been shown to be misplaced. A more telling study of inheritance had yet to be conducted, and from our perspective we can now regard Nietzsche as having batted for the wrong side. Controlled breeding is itself not certain to provide the conditions necessary for the development of anything like the Übermensch, and the moral restriction which would normally prevent such a project in fact has been endorsed by modern scientific findings.



Thus, even if technological advance provides new possibilities for a modern adherence to Nietzsche’s project, we would be ill advised to invoke his writings as intellectual support. Nietzsche’s revenge upon Natural selection does not amount to anything scientific, and we are better advised to seek less literal interpretations of his Übermensch philosophy. Artificial methods of breeding and selection performed  in the name of the Will to Power turn out to be ineffective in comparison with chance-derived models of Natural Selection as proposed by Darwin and his followers. Any use or abuse of Nietzsche’s philosophy relating to this area should be subject to our disapproving scrutiny.
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� The Will To Power comprises over a thousand of Nietzsche’s unpublished notes, which were collected by his sister and published later with his Complete Works.

� The correspondence between Carl von Nägeli and Nietzsche is discussed by Andrea Orsucci in Beiträge zur Quellenforschung, Nietzsche-Studien, 22 p380.

� The sources to which Ansell-Pearson is referring he finds in the Colli and Montinari 15 volume edition of Nietzsche’s complete works (Nietzsche Sämtliche Werke: Kritische Studienausgabe, Berlin and New York, Walter de Gruyter) volume 10:272-5 and 302-4.

� Nietzsche could not have been familiar with the word ‘eugenics’, but was probably familiar with its founder, Sir Francis Galton (1822-1911). Galton, who was Darwin’s cousin, outlined his eugenical opinions in his book Hereditary Genius (1869).

� For details on Bäumler’s influence and interpretation see Aschheim 1992.

� A programme which bred for greater variance, which would more closely parallel Natural Selection,  might circumvent this problem. However, such a programme is difficult to conceive of in Scientific terms - the only measure of its success could be in the volume of varied types, which could give no indication as to whether better adapted creatures were being produced. Any measure of phenotypic advantage would be counterintuitive to the programme for greater variance, and would once again incur the problem of which subjective scale was being used as a standard.

� The literature supporting this claim is vast - indeed, it is the cornerstone of modern understanding of how genetics works. It is a basic genetic principle that genes alone do not equal an organism. Some interesting work on the Drosophila fruit fly has greatly contributed to genetic understanding in this area. See for example Biology of Drosophila (1994) ed. M. Demerec Ch. 5 ‘External Morphology of the Adult’ by G.F. Ferris.



�  Again, for evidence consult the body of work on Drosophila fruit flies: refer footnote 7.

�  Nietzsche is less metaphysical in his published works; however an examination of his notebooks does tellingly reveal a metaphysical element lurking behind his published philosophy.

� For a survey of the connection of Nietzsche with this trend see Ansell-Pearson 1997 Ch. 1.

� For an astonishing overview of modern Transhuman philosophy/culture in this area, see http://www.aleph.se/Trans/Cultural/Philosophy/ on the World Wide Web.



�PAGE  �23�





�PAGE  �23�










