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Nietzsche on ‘Character’ and ‘Translation’: Proposal
for an Interpretative Strategy

David Kretz
Bard College Berlin

Nietzsche’s writings pose a range of challenges for interpreters, both because
of what he said and how he said it. His literary style refuses easy categoriza-
tion into any genre of text. Often one finds very di¯erent, even contradictory
thoughts on a particular topic in his vast oeuvre, only some of which seem
to be explained by a development of views. At times he remains deliberately
allusive and enigmatic.1 And the controversial post-mortem redaction of some
of his most influential writing by his Nazi-a˘liated sister does do not make
things easier either.

Di¯erent interpretative strategies have been adopted in response to these chal-
lenges. Some have attempted rational reconstructions that aim to distill of his
texts a coherent body of arguments and theses on a range of topics. While such
a strategy seems promising when dealing with some philosophers (say, Kant
or Aristotle), for the above cited reasons, their potential in the case of Niet-
zsche seems humble, at least prima facie. Nevertheless, some people tried and
some with considerable success. Alexander Nehamas’ Nietzsche: Life as Liter-
ature could perhaps be cited as an admirable example of this tradition in its
attempt to defend a unified and coherent thesis about Nietzsche (namely, that
the literary text is Nietzsche’s primary model for understanding the world).2

Most scholars have qualified and limited their reconstructions. Rather than
going for the global picture of defending one big theory of Nietzsche, they
attempt to reconstruct only his views on one particular sub-topic, and perhaps
at only one point in time (say, ‘the early Nietzsche’s theory of art’). This
introduces degrees of eclecticism and pragmatism – if the whole is not to be
had, we must (eclectically) take parts of Nietzsche and (pragmatically) put
them to use somehow. While scholars are often reluctant to apply such terms
to their approach, some people, like Bernard Williams and Michel Foucault,
are nevertheless quite straightforward about it: “I agree with a remark made by
Michel Foucault in a late interview, that there is no single Nietzscheism, and

1The end of the second essay of the Genealogy comes to mind, for example.
2Nehamas [1] p. 3.
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that the right question to ask is ‘What serious use can Nietzsche be put to?’”3

The most sophisticated accounts of Nietzsche, on both sides of the analytic–
continental divide, propose very carefully elaborated views, combining sensi-
tivity to historical and philological context with erudite acquaintance with the
whole of Nietzsche’s oeuvre, and subtle argument with literary sensibilities, to
qualify and justify their eclectic reconstructions. The accounts of people like
Robert Pippin or Gilles Deleuze cannot be easily dismissed as overly ambi-
tious rationalism, nor as cheap ‘anything goes’ eclecticism. While each of their
readings might on some high level have some shortcomings,4

and while they do not venture to construct a single coherent theoretical body
taking into account all of Nietzsche’s writing, they can give reasons for the
trade-o¯s and interpretive choices they make, and unless we can do better than
them the proper thing to do might be to accept their readings, or what we
deem the best among them, as authoritative.

It is beyond the scope of this essay to criticise thoroughly and decisively even a
single one of those thoughtful interpretations. However, I want to take my dis-
satisfaction with both ‘rational reconstruction’ and ‘eclectic pragmatism’, and
the fact that even those who blend the two in sophisticated ways remain in dis-
agreement with each other, as motivation to explore the possibility of another
interpretative strategy. The merits and potential of such a strategy will not be
su˘ciently tested unless a much longer application of it has been undertaken.
And I should admit at the outset that until then any draft cannot wholly avoid
the charge of being itself either overly rationalistic or overly eclectic. I am
aware of the problem, yet think that this will not be an obstacle to the essay’s
main goal: to sketch out in rough strokes a di¯erent interpretative strategy,
that will elicit enough curiosity to motivate further exploration, and prove in-

3Williams [2] p. 5. More on Foucault below.
4Pippin’s readings of Nietzsche, and of Nietzscheans like Bernard Williams, often come in a dis-
tinctly Hegelian flavour, for example. Nor does he try to hide the fact very much (cf. Pippin
[14] pp. 46, 49, 51, 61; [12] p. 125; [13] p. 185. For his take on Williams’ Nietzscheanism see his
‘Final Reply to Geuss’, available in draft on his homepage). The general thrust of such a read-
ing is to find in Nietzsche a dialectical movement that opposes a positive, a˘rmative side to the
negative-critical side of his project. Yet at the culmination of Ch. 3 of Nietzsche, Psychology, First
Philosophy Pippin admits that “the positive, erotic side of the project he [Nietzsche] proposes
is only just barely on view and remains merely suggestive, tantalizing in the way he probably
intends” (Pippin [14], p. 65). We can agree with the last part ofthe claim or not, but note that
gently pushing Nietzsche into a Hegelian direction remains di˘cult, if not impossible, for even
the most qualified and motivated.
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structive in itself. I also want to add that my goal is not, of course, to replace
previous approaches, but to o¯er considerations that helpfully complement
them.

The proposal I want to outline – provisionally and imaginatively – unfolds in
three steps. First, I o¯er a close reading of Nietzsche’s thoughts on ‘charac-
ter’, arguing that the literary character can serve as a model for synthesizing a
whole out of Nietzsche’s thought, albeit a dynamic and open-ended one (1).
Secondly, following Duncan Large’s speculation, and taking my cues from (i)
Nietzsche’s own writing, especially on ‘character’, (ii) etymology, and (iii)
the phenomenology of translation, I argue that translation is indeed the key
method by with such a synthesis could proceed (2). Lastly, I o¯er an axiologi-
cal consideration, why such an interpretative strategy expresses precisely those
values that are appropriate when dealing philosophically with Nietzsche, and
conclude with a discussion of one value in question, the value of fidelity (3).
The first part deals with an ontological condition, the second part withmethod-
ology, the last part with axiology.

(1) My ontological thesis is that trying to reconstruct from Nietzsche’s writ-
ings a character, rather than a theory, allows for the reconstruction of a whole,
avoiding some pitfalls of eclecticism – but a whole with all the dynamics, de-
velopments, and contradictions even, such as are typical of us human, hence
avoiding some pitfalls of rationalist reconstructions. The notion of character
is understood here more like we would use it when referring to a character in
a theatre play or a novel, rather than to an entrenched moral or psychological
disposition.5

Would Nietzsche be open to such a use of the term? He uses the word in di¯er-
ent ways and with changing connotations throughout his writing. For once,
he sometimes uses it to designate persons, sometimes he uses it for objects. For
example, he speaks of the character of the genre of opera, or the character of a
people, Volkscharakter.6 In The Birth of Tragedy he notes that the term charac-
ter, understood in its theatrical context, is at the root and origin of (Dionysian)
drama: “This process of the tragical chorus is the original phenomenon [Ur-
phänomen] of drama – this experience of seeing oneself transformed before

5The claims of this paragraph might seem to align themselves with Nehamas’ theses that for Niet-
zsche literature is the model for life, and that the self’s relation to itself is like an author’s relation
to her text (Nehamas [1]). While I am generally sympathetic towards much of this, I remain
neutral on those theses here. What’s at stake for me is not how Nietzsche thinks that we relate
to ourselves or our lives, but rather how serious readers of Nietzsche shall relate to his work.

6Nietzsche [8] §23.
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one’s eyes and acting as if one had really entered another body, another char-
acter” (§8, p. 43). 7 Following common usage, a character in a play is seen as
something one can take up and transform oneself into at will.

Yet more often in his very early writings, he conceives of it as a deeply en-
trenched ethical disposition and as radically opposed to the theatrical realm of
mere appearance. In the Untimely Meditations for example he criticises David
Strauss as lacking character while pretending otherwise: “This union of au-
dacity and weakness, of rash words and cowardly acquiescence. . . this lack of
character and strength masquerading as strength and character. . . ”.8 With a
similar usage of the term he celebrates the purity of Wagner’s character, which
protected him from corrupting parties and false friends.9 In short, far from a
role one takes on, one’s character is exactly that which is not staged and played,
one’s true self in a way, that is opposed to mere appearance, role, image.10 For
example, Shakespeare’s Romans, he contends, “are nothing but flesh-and-blood
Englishmen”, but even so they are more authentic characters than “our con-
temporary men of letters, popular figures, o˘cials or politicians” who are but
“creations of historical culture [Bildungsgebirge], wholly structure [Bildung],
image [Bild], form, without demonstrable content and, unhappily, ill-designed
form, and, what is more, uniform [Uniform]”, as he puts it memorably.11

His next work onwards however, Human, All-too Human, we begin to see a
shift in Nietzsche’s understanding of character: from the true centre of a strong
and admirable self, character becomes seen as something more unstable, mal-
leable, and constructed. Section 41 holds that “the character is unalterable is
not in the strict sense true; this favourite proposition means rather no more
than that, during the brief life-time of a man, the e¯ective motives are unable
to scratch deep enough to erase the imprinted script of many millennia”. And
§222 radicalises the point: “Man as a whole has become and is changeable and

7Ibid. p. 43.
8Nietzsche [9] pp. 33–34.
9Ibid. p. 244. Cf. Nietzsche [10] §182.
10 In these early text, the notion at times seems to take on an even biological rigidity. For exam-
ple in the 4th meditation he refers to “the character and bone-structure of human nature” (cf.
Nietzsche [10], §56). Later on such remarks become rare, but references to physiology never
completely stop. As Robert Pippin puts is in an apposite remark, “studying properly Nietzsche’s
position on nature and naturalism is quite di˘cult. . . . There is another essay one could wish for
from Nietzsche in Ecce Homo – ‘How I avoided becoming a ‘Gedankenlose Naturalist”’ (Pippin
[14] p. 55).

11Nietzsche [9] pp. 85–86.
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even the individual man is not something firm and steadfast.” The idea of char-
acter as an entrenched moral disposition is even viewed as a perverse ideal:
“The man of strong character lacks knowledge of how many possibilities of
action there are and how many directions it can take; his intellect is unfree,
fettered. . . .”12

But with this change in the ontology of character comes an interesting devel-
opment of his value judgments. On the one hand, there is an intensification
of his disregard for all kinds of dramatically enacted characters. For example,
when he holds in §160 that, because characters are changeable, their expres-
sion through visual and literary art is “just as superficial as is our knowledge of
men” and it is therefore valued only by “those who comprehend even an actual
human being only in crude and unnatural simplification”. The anti-theatrical
sentiments peak in the later published fifth volume of The Gay Science, where
he notes that acting and masquerading, the exploration of di¯erent subjectiv-
ities, is for the weak and mischievous, for “lower-class families”, “diplomats”,
“Jews”, and “women”, and also notes – his early fascination for Wagner long
gone – that “I am essentially anti-theatrical – but Wagner was, conversely, es-
sentially a man of the theatre and an actor”.13 The entire institution of theatre
is most decisively condemned:

No one brings the finest sense of his art to the theatre; nor does
the artist who works for the theatre: there one is people, public,
herd, woman, pharisee, voting cattle, democrat, neighbour, fellow
man; there, even the most personal conscience is vanquished by
the levelling magic of the ‘greatest number’; there, stupidity breeds
lasciviousness and is contagious;

However, there exists in parallel to the persistent strand of anti-theatrical sen-
timents a range of di¯erent views in his writings. As he holds in a famous
passage from the earlier parts of The Gay Science:

One thing is needful – to ‘give style’ to one’s character – a great
and rare art! It is practiced by those who survey all the strengths
and weaknesses that their nature has to o¯er and then fit them
into an artistic plan until each appears as art and reason and even
weaknesses delight the eye.14

12Nietzsche [11] §228.
13Nietzsche [7] §361, §368.
14Ibid. §290.
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Here character appears as something in need of artful fashioning. How are
we to understand the two side by side? Nietzsche is not simply contradicting
himself, because the main di¯erence, it seems, is the time-span in question.
Professional actors are suspicious for taking on too many roles in too little
time, and in democratic societies, Nietzsche thinks, everyone becomes such an
actor:

But there are. . . ages, truly democratic ones. . . where the individ-
ual is convinced he can do just about anything and is up to play-
ing any role, and everyone experiments with himself, improvises,
experiments again, enjoys experimenting. . . . Precisely because of
this, another human type becomes ever more disadvantaged and is
finally made impossible; above all the great architects: the strength
to build is now paralysed. . .who still dares to undertake works
that require millennia to complete?15

Nietzsche seems to value people who show persistence and seriousness in their
long-term attempts to fashion great selves like great artworks, who have the
passion in themselves to life great lives, or even become “greater than life”, as
we would say now. A key passage from the first part ofHuman, All Too Human
puts it nicely, where Nietzsche praises those who have the “seriousness of the
e¯ective craftsman which first learns to construct the parts properly, before it
ventures to fashion a great whole; they allowed themselves time for it”.16 While
the fleeting play of moderns seems like an expression of nihilistic incapacity
to love, commit, and truly value and desire, the great artists will act with a
seriousness and dedication that dissolves the boundaries between reality and
imitation, the hallmark of all Metaphysical Dualism.17

There are other further passages that indicate that Nietzsche did in fact appre-

15Ibid. §361.
16Nietzsche [11] §163.
17Nietzsche [7] §290. The above cited passages on the democratic habits of experimenting with
roles, invite some reflections on Foucault’s reading of Nietzsche. It can be doubted that Foucault
would have taken aboard any ofthe rather anti-democratic, anti-Semitic, or misogynist expres-
sions that one finds in Nietzsche. To the contrary, he seems very supportive of the democratic
habit of experimenting with roles. If anything he seems to have taken on Nietzsche’s method,
rather than his values (e.g. pp. 266, 315–316). Such a choice, eclectic though it is, makes sense
given his larger philosophical aims of criticizing present institutions. It would make less sense if
one’s goal were primarily to interpret Nietzsche, given the prominence of value questions in his
largely anti-methodological writings (pace Deleuze, pp. 78–79). In the words of Albert Camus,
cited in an epitaph by Bernard Williams, “quand on n’a pas de caractère, il faut bien se donner
une méthode” (Williams [3]).
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ciate good acting, which does not merely experiment with roles but builds real
characters. To see this we need to introduce another notion that will be central
to a character-based interpretative approach.

(2) Mymethodological thesis is that the ‘royal road’ to reconstructing a charac-
ter from texts that were not written for the stage is the practice of translation.
Several considerations can be adduced to support this thesis, of which I want to
mention three in particular: underlying the idea is first of all the author’s intu-
ition (ii), confirmed by practical experience, that the process of acting and the
process or translating are phenomenologically profoundly alike. In both cases
the actor/translator sets out to become deeply acquainted with another subjec-
tivity; they learn to speak with someone else’s voice, take up foreign thoughts
and a foreign mindset. A good actor knows how Polonius would have said
something, similarly to the way a good translator could tell us how Nietzsche
would have said something in another language. Secondly, (ii) we can see how
this insight has found its way into ordinary language by noting that the term
‘interpretation’ designates not only the explanation of some text or object, but
also both theatrical acting and translational practice. For example, we speak of
a director’s interpretation of a play, an actor’s interpretation or a role, and it is
a commonplace to say that every translation is always also an interpretation.

Lastly and most importantly, (iii) whether one agrees to the parallel drawn
or not, it seems that Nietzsche himself supported it. In a key passage from
Beyond Good and Evil, which discusses translation, after noting how Germans
are favourably inclined towards everything “ponderous, lumbering, solemnly
awkward, every long-winded and boring type of style”, he adds that “Lessing
is an exception, thanks to his actor’s nature that understood and excelled at so
much”.18 Here we see how, in one of his last works, Nietzsche speaks sympa-
thetically of a great actor – who is not actually an actor but manifests the skill
in his excellent translations!

A translator who has extensively translated an author would thus seem best
able to fully engage this author, not unlike the way the best actors engage their
characters.19 She would have learned to speak and think like that author, not
consciously by knowing all the arguments, though that might be part of it,
but also unconsciously. Nietzsche would have become like a second first lan-

18Nietzsche [6] §28.
19Duncan Large has suggested this much, “speculating that the translator might represent the best
approximation to Nietzsche’s ideal reader” (Large [4] p. 1). To the best of my knowledge the
point has not yet been argued in more detail.
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guage to that person. Moreover, like a good actor, who studied a character
thoroughly and can convincingly enact that character even in situations out-
side the play, creatively applying the role to new situations, such a translator
could perhaps even, to some degree, extrapolate and tell convincingly and au-
thentically though not, of course, decisively, what an author would have said
on questions that he did not in fact encounter or write about.

Immediate objections abound and qualifications are in order. For the philo-
sophical purpose of this essay let us side-step for a moment the practical ob-
stacles, such as time constraints on the translator’s side or limited access to the
author’s text, and focus on more theoretical problems: for example, what if
two di¯erent interpreters come to di¯erent conclusions, di¯erent enactments,
di¯erent translations, as seems bound to happen? On this point I contend that
the translational interpretative strategy will be on par with the best rational
reconstructions. Di¯erent readings come to di¯erent conclusions under both
methods. Partly this might be due to genuine ambiguities in the text, partly
it might be because the interpreters brings their own prejudices or agendas to
the reading.

(3) However, rightly considered, this challenge brings out the greatest promise
of the translational approach, and with this I am moving to the axiological
analysis of the proposed method. The problem of prejudices distorting inter-
pretations is unavoidable, for rational reconstructivists and translational inter-
preters alike. But it is the latter that is better able to own up to this fact, a˘rm
it as it were, and integrate it positively into the approach. Far from it being
a weakness, framing the interpretative process in terms of acting, translating,
and performing opens up the possibility of engaging with and connecting to
a vast range of work that has been done on the ethico-political aspects of per-
forming, acting, spectatorship, and related concepts. Rationalist reconstruc-
tions seem, by design if not in fact, bound to the pretence of a scholarly gaze,
dissecting an author’s body of work with disinterested objectivity – an illusion
if ever there was one, as Nietzsche would be the first to tell us.20 A translator’s
interpretation, on the other hand, understood also as creative and recreating
performance, is open in principle to a wide range of stances vis-à-vis an au-
thor’s works: reconstructive and eclectic ones, but also critical, erotic, playful,
comic or tragic, to name just a few options, as seems appropriate to the author
and the audience. Beyond and in addition to traditional epistemological values
that we expect from rationally reconstructed theories (e.g. coherence, clarity,

20For example, Nietzsche [5] §§3.23–5.
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simplicity, and charity), the translational approach invites considerations of a
range of ethical, political, or aesthetic values.

What values would, could, or should such an approach express? It is a decisive
question, and by no means an easy one. Often it seems easier to say which
values the interpretation should not express. A satisfactory a˘rmative answer,
in absence of a decisive one, which seems likely to remain unattained (perhaps
for the better, one might add), still has to wait until a more extensive attempt at
such an interpretation has been carried out.21 But I would like to briefly discuss
one value in particular, and by way of conclusion point to a methodological
consequence of this discussion.

One value that has been traditionally associated with the practice of transla-
tion is the value of fidelity.22 Against the well-worn Italian adage “traduttore,
traditore”, a good translator is often considered to be one that is faithful to an
original – text, author, meaning or intention. It seems doubtful to me that Ni-
etzsche would much respect such an approach to his work. In §83 of The Gay
Science, Nietzsche’s most sustained discussion of translation, he distinguishes
two di¯erent approaches to translation that can be found in di¯erent cultures,
depending on their “historical sense”.23 Against the Germans of his time and
their sense of history, their concern for and fidelity to the past, he opposes the
practice of the revolutionary French, as well as the ancient Romans:

And Roman antiquity itself: how violently and yet naively it laid
its hands on everything good and lofty in the older Greek antiq-
uity! How they translated things into the Roman present! . . . They
seem to ask us: “Should we not make new for ourselves what is old
and put ourselves into it? Should we not be allowed to breath out
soul into their dead body?”

The paragraph itself does not make Nietzsche’s preference entirely clear. To-

21For example, as Pippin points out in his discussion of Nehamas’ theses, classical notions of
beauty and harmony seem no fit candidates for Nietzsche as guiding selves-constituting self-
narrations. Similar considerations might apply for Nietzsche-constituting translational interpre-
tations (cf. Pippin [12] pp. 122–125).

22A value that seems to me is not necessarily much cherished neither by rational reconstructivists,
nor eclectic pragmatists. Because both of them care first and foremostly about establishing the-
ories that work the former perhaps within certain, mostly textual, boundaries. A rational re-
constructivist, for example, would have in principle no reason to object to a reading that is
compatible with the text, rationally coherent, but arguably not what the author meant. In fact,
such readings often seem necessary to make past authors speak to the present.

23Ibid.
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wards the end of Book IV he refers to the historical sense as a “disease” and
“something poor and cold”, thus indicating that it is indeed the Roman ap-
proach he prefers, and thus not any kind simple fidelity to an orthodox orig-
inal.24 There might of course be good reasons to reject this approach: reasons
external to one’s views on Nietzsche – for example, if one does not like the
clear link he establishes between this kind of translational practice and im-
perialist aspirations (“one conquered by translating . . . not with any sense of
theft but with the very best conscience of the imperium Romanum”)25 – and
reasons internal to one’s views on Nietzsche – for example, if one prefers a
more Hegelian reading as described above, according to which neither the old
Romans nor the new Germans might have it ‘right’.

Be that as it may, the rejection of fidelity and skepticism towards imperial-
ism, could give rise to the following methodological consideration: one way of
thinking about the relation between the translational interpreter and her char-
acter/author would be to say that the former has eventually to be both per-
former and audience in this interpretation – that she has to oscillate between
actively and creatively being in-character and a reflective, listening stance out-
of-character. As with a translator speaking two languages perfectly, the inter-
esting part of the interpretation would not be the result, the finished interpre-
tation in either of the two languages, but rather the process of going back and
forth, of a plastic being-in-between – short, the Dialogue, in which the inter-
preter takes on di¯erent voices and stages a conversation between herself and
the characters she learned, through translation, to speak with and to speak as.

But “enough, enough! At this stage there’s only one thing appropriate for me
to do: keep quiet”.26 Such a dialogue will have to wait until a thorough attempt
at a translational interpretation has been undertaken. A prolegomenon to such
an undertaking, to thematize the ontological, methodological, and axiological
premises of such an approach, has been the hope and goal of this essay.
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