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Symptomatology in Friedrich Nietzsche and René Girard:

Demarcation, Illustration and Onto-aesthetical Consequences

We all know that Nietzsche and Girard have lots of themes (Christianity, resentment,
etc.) in common in their philosophies. They are also suitable for comparison in the
sense that both analyze discourses and behavior in the light of their psycho-
physiological background. While Nietzsche starts from instincts that would eventually
stem from a will to expand (cf. infra), Girard postulates the evolutionarily profitable
mimetism which overtook the instincts. In this text, I want to search for the onto-
aesthetical consequences of their psycho-physiological point of view. Because of this
viewpoint, I would like to call them ‘symptomatologists’. The term ‘symptomatology’
implies that the Nietzschean and Girardian ‘psychophysiologies’ presuppose another
treatment of linguistic and cultural signs and expressions in which not the search for
their effects of signification is crucial. In a symptomatological context, signs and
expressions are considered as symptoms for what lies hidden in and through the
expressions, for which these are symptomatic. The description of a human as a
‘predator’, for example, is not just a metaphor with some ‘derived’ meaning, but
might (!) be - in keeping with Girard — a symptom of mimetic or even masochistic
fascination, whereas the animalisation could point at the obstacle-nature of someone
who is both the mimetic model-obstacle and the object of desire. The concept ‘God’
on the other hand is not just some religious ‘idea’ but might (!), for Nietzsche, be a
symptom of décadence. So, if we think symptomatologically, we are not primarily

busy with effects of signification or even with referentiality but with the psycho-



physiological background of all sorts of behavior. There is one problem. If we think
consistently, every symptomatology is of course itself a symptom of 'something'.
Therefore, a symptomatology also has to be a metasymptomatology, which reflects on
itself as involved in the mechanisms which it investigates and draws from this
reflection guidelines on an appropriate treatment of this involvement. Girard is aware
of this when he mentions the “épistémologie de I’amour”.' (For Nietzsche this is
somewhat more difficult, because self-reflection is in his symptomatological
philosophy in contradiction to a healthy, subconscious determination based on the
instincts.) Girard’s view on love however, is also problematic. In my opinion, it must
be clear that love shouldn’t be merely thought of as ‘just’ a positive form of de-
differentiation, a kind of mirror image of the de-differentiation of violence. It should
in no case imply that one gives oneself — yes or no as an imitatio Christi —up to a
mimetic flux, be it a religious one, or a moral one, or a social one, or an emotional one
that, at best, would bring a human being to fulfillment and insight. Although
sentiments, social interactions, etc., and the manipulation of these are crucial for the
guidance of the human being, ideally they have to be included completely in a rational
way of thinking and living that is conscious of its circularity and practical
implications and does not relapse into 'feeling' or 'faith'. Therefore, I’'m very attracted
to the idea of rational autonomy, which doesn’t’ mean ‘freedom’ in the romantic
sense, but self-determination. I will say more about that when I will mention Spinoza

at the end.

So, I want to discuss the onto-aesthetical consequences of the symptomatologies of
Nietzsche and Girard. Before I can do that, I must present some general thoughts

about Nietzsche.



In an unprecedented way, Nietzsche analysed all sorts of religious, philosophical,
cultural, artistic and aesthetico-existential formulas as symptoms of psychological
mechanisms with a physiological background. As I already stated, for Nietzsche, the
instincts are at the basis of his analysis.” Nevertheless, he too concludes that man is
existentially threatened by the loss of instincts, which is the origin of the
consciousness that points at the same time to both the weakness of the organism as
well as the strength of its survival instincts.” This double assessment of consciousness
is connected with a distinctive duality in his work. On the one hand, he admires the
automatic, unconscious behavior of distinguished people® and sees the ‘innocence’
and the spontaneity of this behavior — in combination with the actual amorality of it —
as explanation for the susceptibility of the strong to the criticism from the resenting
weak, who, after all, need and use their consciousness for their attacks.’ On the other
hand, he criticises the automatized and therefore also unconscious untruthfulness of
priests and theologians.® Moreover, in the Antichrist, he describes Jesus Christ as an
idiot whose instincts are so weak that they cannot bear impressions, so that
automatically he cannot perceive any differences or hostilities in reality. His
resentment remains completely subconscious.” He literally lives in a ‘heaven on
earth’. From a psychological viewpoint, we find on the one hand the pursuit of a
positive state of impulsivity which at the most instrumentalises consciousness, on the
other hand the struggle with false but internalized ideas and impressions that cause a
false calmness®. The difference between both forms of ‘being-closed-in-oneself® is the
more ‘manic’ and natural character of the drive or impulsivity, positively appreciated
by Nietzsche, which furthermore includes, based on its continuously aggressive and

transforming activity, the demystification or destruction of false forms of peace.



It is not difficult to contrast this ‘mania’ or zest for living and growth with the,
according to Nietzsche, life-threatening character of metaphysics and faith, the
representatives of which are described by Nietzsche in the Antichrist, not accidentally,
as pale people, leeches and vampires.” However, the question is whether or not
Nietzsche's concept of life is so viable itself. I think that Nietzsche’s concept of ‘life’
reflects the (imagined) ultimate incarnation of what Girard calls “metaphysical
autonomy”. Like the child that symbolises the Ubermensch, the principle of life itself
— one could even say: Dionysus — is equally innocent, playful and frivolous as it is —
considered from within morality — subconsciously heartless and criminal by
indifferently destroying existing forms. It is no coincidence that Girard considers — in
the line of Freud, albeit from a radically different point of view — the child and the
criminal next to the artist as typical metaphors for narcissism, which — according to
Girard — does not really exist.'” The harshness of life poses not only no obstacle for
Nietzsche in the glorification of it; on the contrary, it enhances his fascination.'' We
can explain this by means of Girard’s view on masochism, which he has already

connected with Nietzsche.'?

The principle of life, controlled and observed by Dionysus, has to do with the
narcissism that is also crucial for the distinction Nietzsche makes between “masters”
and “slaves”. According to Nietzsche, the “masters” gave names to people and things
while being consciously aware of their own sovereignty, of their own being, of the
fact that they represent the most powerful and ‘real’ part of being."> Subsequently, one
can conclude that the others have at best a derived way of existence. The hierarchy is
founded when the “master” awards himself ‘real being’. Nietzsche refers to the Greek

word ‘esthlos’, which — according to Nietzsche — meant etymologically ‘having more



reality’.'* Nietzsche’s view on the necessity of hierarchy is contaminated with the
narcissism that we can also find in Nietzsche’s conceptualisation of life in general.
Therefore, his view is dominated by the idea of metaphysical autonomy. One cannot,
in its true sense, ‘strive’ for the identification with this autonomy, since striving for
satisfaction with and in oneself produces a pragmatic paradox. This is also the
typically modern paradox of striving for originality in the double meaning of the word
(“firstness’ and singularity); one cannot learn how to be the first or to be unique.” At
the same time, Nietzsche also criticises the illusion of originality. In Menschliches
Allzumenschliches he targets the concept of genius, which probably coheres with the
gradual break-up between him and Wagner.'® Also interesting — because, just like the
criticism of the genius discourse, it seems to be contradicting the unmediated and
spontaneous identification with “life” — is also a passage in which he, ex negativo,
defines good taste as the ability to resist the desire to strip nature of the masks behind
which it hides."” These masks are associated with the artistic creation of forms. The
question is: when Nietzsche stresses the importance of masks and forms, doesn’t that
imply a rejection of life itself? Form could, in the Girardian point of view, be
interpreted as the model-obstacle that presupposes some sort of distance in order to
enjoy the suggestion it arouses. Still, this interpretation does not seem correct to me or
at least incomplete. The pleasure of the form, which for Nietzsche also implies an

active creating of forms (“nur fiir Kiinstler!”'®

), does not lead to a rejection of life or
not even feelings of reservation regarding life, since precisely the deceptive and
creative nothingness, which is the essence of life itself, turns out to be the biggest and
therefore most fascinating obstacle, with which not only artists identify themselves

when they create forms, while celebrating their own creative power, but also that part

of the ‘public’ that is sensitive to what lies hidden in and through these forms, to the



creative potentiality of life as such, whereas life is nothing in itself. Those members of
the public can only be artists themselves. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be able to
recognize the creative power as the background and essence of all creative acts. This
is the core of the onto-aesthetics that result from Nietzsche's concept of life, with

which I would like to continue now.

We have observed that Nietzsche both factually embraces and criticises the originality
discourse. In essence this is not to be considered a contradiction, since precisely the
ability to collectively form traditions, structures and norms and consequently avoid an
‘anarchistic’ formlessness that, at best, could be overwhelming is linked by Nietzsche
to the presence of healthy instincts, of a healthy cultural climate that supports great
individuals. The forms that are made possible by these instincts, by such a cultural
climate — also for instance, in the field of politics, so-called natural institutions'® —
concern the whole being of man. What is constantly being pursued, individually as
well as collectively, is to become and to create what one is virtually ‘predestined’ to,
based on the instincts that constitute one’s being. The ‘meaning’ of the forms that the
philosopher or the artist in the Nietzschean sense enjoys and creates, is the sheer fact
itself that those forms are the expression of the creative potential that connects the
designer, the philosopher or the artist, with life. This ‘fact’, this connection appears
for the right recipients, namely other 'artists', as a sign, as a symptom of affective and
creative affinity. Philosophers and artists realise the creative transfiguration of reality,
not from a dislike of, but as a participation in this meaningless reality, which ‘merely’
creates illusions, and is loved as such. We have to associate this point of view, I think,
with the dematerialisation that is necessarily caused by the striving for metaphysical

autonomy.



Nietzsche’s onto-aesthetics imply that someone who has already ‘real being’ is
creative as a consequence of this kind of being and becomes in that manner even more
‘real’, even more himself as a living representation of the creative nothingness which
is the essence of life. The limit of this hyperbolic affirmation is therefore the figure of
the Ubermensch. In affirmative acts of creation, reality itself is transcended into “die
Realitit noch einmal” ** What does all this have to do with Girard and with
mimetism?*' Girard also sees the creative and aesthetic ability as a symptom of a
healthy psycho-physiological state of being, in particular of a healthy mimetism,
which renders, for instance, a realistic representation of mimetic phenomena in the
form (1) of so called ‘romanesque’ works possible.*” Creative power and happiness
result from the return of Being® which Girard associates with conversion and which
refers to the end of the dematerialised and chaotic perception of reality that resulted
from the metaphysical desire. This return entails an awareness of the importance of
mimetism as the background of the form we give to existence and the products of our
creative force. A real embracement of this awareness coincides with a full
reintegration into reality. We finally found the principle of our life. Nothing else is
really essential when we know and have this key to any real progress and happiness.
This insight renders self-conscious creativity possible. Fulfillment is, however,
already given before and beyond the realisation of creative acts, morally or
aesthetically, even though such acts necessarily result from it, as well as they preserve
and — indeed — enhance this fulfillment hyperbolically as its own consequence. Also
for Girard — be it in my own, perhaps also rather ‘creative’ interpretation — the essence
of life is the creative activity itself. As soon as man participates in this activity, his
perfection is already achieved and all that he is left to do is to become even more what

he already is.



Following the mimetic theory, this creativity appears to be the practical implication of
a rational and ‘meta-mimetic’ point of view, which overcomes the romantic (and

Nietzschean) conceptualisation of it.

I want to end my text with a short remark on the compatibility of a Girardian onto-
aesthetical view with the philosophy of Spinoza. Spinoza teaches us that real
rationality consists of having insight in God or Nature, the only thing that exists on its
own, independently, as the unity of everything, governed by necessity (cf. causality).
When we understand that unity and when we can live according to that understanding,
then we will live actively, which means that we can joyfully be and become even
more who we really are. It is clear to me that also the mimetic theory doesn’t (have to)
imply that we should depend on religion or on others in order to avoid scapegoating
or romantic lies. The only thing we have to do, is to internalize the mimetic truth,
which has to become a fixed structure in our brain in order to be able to regulate our
way of thinking, acting and reacting in all sorts of situations. In order to do that, in
order to internalize that truth, we do need some good examples, but our final goal
must be to find that kind of rational fulfillment that is at the same time stabile and

productive.
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