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I investigate Nietzsche’s engagement with Schopenhauer’s pessimism by focusing on 
Nietzsche’s aim, expressed in writings starting in 1886, to “deepen pessimism.” Nietzsche’s talk of 
intensifying pessimism seems paradoxical in light of his negative appraisal of Schopenhauer’s 
pessimistic views and his calls to celebrate life. By solving this paradox, I argue that the theme of 
deepening pessimism, ignored by scholars, provides a central clue for grasping Nietzsche’s way of 
overcoming pessimism and moving towards a Yes-saying attitude to life. I interpret the deepening of 
pessimism as Nietzsche’s critique of Schopenhauer’s moral philosophy (broadly construed) which 
results in pessimism ascribing an even lower value to life. This Nietzsche takes to be of remedial 
value since it clears the ground for and provides the psychological impetus to the creation of new 
values and to the affirmation of life. I thus show how the theme of the deepening of pessimism ties 
together several of Nietzsche’s central ideas and uncovers a unity in his thought.  
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Guy Elgat 
Dissertation Summary 
 
It is well known that Nietzsche was influenced greatly by Arthur Schopenhauer, but that he did not 
share Schopenhauer’s pessimistic view that given the predominance of suffering in life, life is of 
negative value and that it is therefore better never to have been. Rather, and in direct opposition to 
Schopenhauer, Nietzsche famously held that life should be affirmed and sought ways to say Yes to 
existence rather than No. My research focuses on the precise ways in which Nietzsche sought to 
reverse Schopenhauer’s valuation of life and overcome his pessimism. 
 
While various aspects of the Nietzsche’s relation to Schopenhauer have been dealt with extensively 
in the secondary literature, one central issue of immense importance has been typically left out: 
Nietzsche’s stated aim to deepen pessimism. While Nietzsche criticizes Schopenhauer’s pessimism, 
as I have noted, he at the same time claimed to be seeking to deepen it. But this seems prima facie 
contradictory: why would one wish to deepen, and thus presumably further, a worldview which one 
takes to be absolutely wrong? I propose that Nietzsche took the deepening of pessimism to be a 
means to combat it. Nietzsche’s deepening of pessimism consists in arguing against Schopenhauer 
that neither is it possible to attain the redemptive state of pain-less will-lessness nor has suffering 
any meaning. I thus examine Nietzsche’s critique of Schopenhauer’s moral philosophy, of his 
aesthetics and of the ascetic ideal which underlies his philosophy as a whole. In all three, what is at 
stake for Schopenhauer in one way or another is the possibility of release from the will. The ascetic 
ideal, in addition, is crucial for the meaning that it gives to the pessimist’s existence. Absent this 
possibility of release and without meaning to suffering, and given the pessimist’s underlying values, 
life will be ascribed an even lower value and pessimism would thus be deepened.  
 
With regard to morality, I show how Nietzsche consistently argued, especially in his earlier writings, 
against the idea of pure selflessness and held that all actions are at least to some extent self-
regarding. But given that Schopenhauer held that purely altruistic acts of compassion could put one 
on the road to will-less salvation, Nietzsche’s arguments against pure altruism close off this path. In 
the case of Schopenhauer’s discussion of the aesthetic state, Nietzsche argues that in contrast to 
Schopenhauer’s view we have no reason to think that either the perceiver of beauty or its creator (the 



artist) could be described as occupying the position of the “pure, will-less, painless, timeless 
knowing subject.” The aesthetic state is thus shown to hold no promise of redemption either. In the 
case of asceticism Nietzsche shows how Schopenhauer’s entire metaphysical position could be seen, 
in light of the analysis of asceticism in The Genealogy of Morality, as driven by the life-preserving 
instincts, that is, by the will to life, not by its denial. This has the consequence of showing not only 
that ascetic practices cannot hold the promise of redemption as construed by Schopenhauer but also 
that there is reason to be incredulous about Schopenhauer’s metaphysics and the meaning it provides 
to the pessimist by explaining his predicament.  
 
But it is precisely the discovery that the ascetic ideal is driven by life-preserving forces that holds the 
key for how pessimism’s deepening could be turned into its cure. Once Schopenhauer’s pessimism is 
criticized and thus deepened, I argue, the life-preserving instincts that were attached to it are freed 
and could – Nietzsche believes – be harnessed for a new purpose, namely, the affirmation of life. I 
show how this psychical mechanism is operative at the background of many of Nietzsche’s claims 
and how he takes it to hold the promise of the overcoming of pessimism in the form of a creation of 
new values. I therefore turn to an account which explains what the creation of values means for 
Nietzsche and argue that to create a value is to invent a description of the object to be valued which 
resonates in a proper manner with the psyche of the person to whom the new value is offered. I then 
connect this idea to Nietzsche’s thought of amor fati, the love of fate, by arguing that amor fati 
essentially involves creating values for oneself. I then show how Nietzsche revalues pain and 
suffering in a way which could ground an affirmative attitude to life.  
 
 


