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Nietzsche A Very Short Introduction Michael
Tanner

Nietzsche A Very Short Introduction Michael Tanner offers a concise yet profound overview of one of the
most influential philosophers in Western history. Michael Tanner’s work aims to distill Nietzsche’s complex
ideas into accessible insights, making it an essential resource for students, scholars, or anyone interested in
understanding Nietzsche’s philosophy. This article explores the key themes and ideas presented in Tanner’s
introduction, providing a comprehensive guide to Nietzsche’s life, thought, and enduring legacy.

Understanding Nietzsche’s Life and Context

Early Life and Background

Nietzsche was born in 1844 in Röcken, Prussia (modern-day Germany). His upbringing was marked by a devout
Christian environment, which he would later question and critique. Tanner emphasizes the importance of
Nietzsche’s early education and his exposure to classical languages, which shaped his philosophical outlook.
Nietzsche’s academic career began with his studies in philology at the University of Bonn and later Leipzig,
culminating in his position as a professor at the University of Basel.

Historical and Cultural Context

Nietzsche’s ideas emerged during a period of profound upheaval in Europe, including the decline of traditional
religious authority and the rise of scientific rationalism. Tanner notes that understanding this backdrop is vital



to grasping Nietzsche’s critique of morality, religion, and culture. The 19th century’s rapid technological and
social changes also influenced Nietzsche’s thinking, pushing him to question established values and norms.

Core Philosophical Themes in Nietzsche’s Thought

Will to Power

One of Nietzsche’s central concepts, the “will to power,” is introduced in Tanner’s overview as the fundamental
driving force behind human behavior. Unlike the simplistic notions of survival or pleasure, the will to power
signifies an innate desire for growth, self-overcoming, and dominance. Tanner explains that this idea underpins
Nietzsche’s critique of traditional morality and his vision for individual self-assertion.

Revaluation of Values

A recurring theme in Tanner’s summary is Nietzsche’s call for a “revaluation of all values.” Nietzsche believed
that Western morality, especially Christian morality, suppressed human vitality and creativity. Tanner
emphasizes that Nietzsche advocated for a radical reassessment of values to foster life-affirming principles
rooted in strength, vitality, and individual excellence.

Übermensch (Overman or Superman)

The concept of the Übermensch is one of Nietzsche’s most famous ideas. Tanner explains that the Übermensch
represents an ideal individual who creates their own values and lives authentically beyond conventional
moralities. This figure embodies self-mastery, creativity, and existential courage. Nietzsche saw the
Übermensch as a goal for humanity’s future evolution, especially after the “death of God.”
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God is Dead

Tanner highlights Nietzsche’s provocative declaration that “God is dead,” which signifies the decline of religious
authority in modern life. This statement is not merely atheistic but signals the collapse of absolute moral
foundations. Without divine authority, humanity faces the challenge of creating meaning and values
independently. Tanner stresses that Nietzsche viewed this as both a crisis and an opportunity for cultural
renewal.

Nietzsche’s Critique of Morality and Religion

Master-Slave Morality

In Tanner’s introduction, the distinction between master and slave morality is key. Master morality arises from
the noble class, emphasizing qualities like strength, pride, and vitality. Conversely, slave morality, associated
with the oppressed, values humility, meekness, and resentment. Nietzsche, through Tanner, critiques how slave
morality has inverted values, leading to a suppression of human excellence.

Criticism of Christianity

Tanner discusses Nietzsche’s fierce critique of Christianity, which he saw as a religion that promotes weakness
and denies the natural instincts of humans. Christianity’s emphasis on humility and guilt, according to
Nietzsche, undermines life-affirming instincts. Tanner notes that Nietzsche’s critique aims to liberate individuals
from these moral constraints to pursue their true potential.



Nietzsche’s Literary Style and Influence

Literary and Aphoristic Style

Nietzsche’s writing is characterized by its poetic, aphoristic, and often provocative style. Tanner points out that
this approach allows Nietzsche to challenge readers and provoke critical thinking. His use of metaphor and
irony makes his ideas memorable and impactful, despite their complexity.

Impact on Philosophy and Culture

Nietzsche’s influence extends beyond philosophy into literature, psychology, art, and culture. Tanner
emphasizes that his ideas inspired existentialism, postmodernism, and critical theory. Thinkers like Freud,
Heidegger, and Foucault drew upon Nietzsche’s concepts, demonstrating his profound and lasting legacy.

Criticisms and Misinterpretations

Misuse of Nietzsche’s Ideas

Tanner acknowledges that Nietzsche’s work has been misappropriated, most notoriously by the Nazis, who
distorted his ideas to serve their agenda. However, Tanner clarifies that Nietzsche himself was opposed to anti-
Semitism and nationalism. Misinterpretations often arise from selective reading or misrepresentation.

Complexity and Controversy

Nietzsche’s philosophy is inherently complex and often paradoxical, leading to diverse interpretations. Tanner
advises readers to approach Nietzsche’s texts with care and awareness of their multiple layers. Engaging with
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secondary literature and scholarly analyses, such as Tanner’s, can aid in understanding his nuanced ideas.

Conclusion: The Relevance of Nietzsche Today

Tanner’s “Nietzsche: A Very Short Introduction” serves as an essential guide to understanding why Nietzsche
remains influential today. His critique of morality, religion, and culture continues to resonate in contemporary
debates about values, identity, and meaning. Tanner emphasizes that Nietzsche’s call for self-overcoming and
individual authenticity offers a compelling vision for personal and societal transformation. Summary of Key
Points:

Nietzsche’s life and historical context shaped his revolutionary ideas.1.
Core concepts include the will to power, the Übermensch, and the death of God.2.
He critically examined morality, especially Christian morality, advocating for a reevaluation of values.3.
His literary style is provocative, aphoristic, and poetic, influencing diverse fields.4.
Misinterpretations and misuse have clouded some understandings of his philosophy.5.
Today, Nietzsche’s ideas challenge us to rethink morality, authenticity, and human potential.6.

By exploring Tanner’s concise yet comprehensive introduction, readers gain valuable insights into Nietzsche’s
philosophy, fostering a deeper appreciation of his enduring relevance. Whether for academic purposes or
personal curiosity, understanding Nietzsche through Tanner’s lens opens up new pathways to engaging with
one of philosophy’s most provocative minds.

Nietzsche: A Very Short Introduction by Michael Tanner – An In-Depth Review

Introduction

In the landscape of philosophical literature, "Nietzsche: A Very Short Introduction" by Michael Tanner stands out



as a compelling entry point into the complex world of Friedrich Nietzsche’s thought. As part of the acclaimed
Very Short Introductions series by Oxford University Press, Tanner’s work aims to distill the essence of
Nietzsche’s philosophy into a concise, accessible format without sacrificing depth or nuance. This review
explores the book’s structure, key themes, strengths, limitations, and its overall contribution to Nietzsche
scholarship and public understanding.

Overview of the Book’s Purpose and Audience

Purpose and Scope

Tanner’s book is designed to serve as an introductory guide, catering primarily to students, newcomers to
philosophy, or general readers interested in Nietzsche’s ideas. It navigates the dense terrain of Nietzsche’s
writings, life, and influence, offering clarity where many more extensive texts might overwhelm.

Target Audience

Beginners seeking an accessible overview1.
Readers interested in philosophy’s impact on culture and history2.
Students needing a concise resource for coursework or personal exploration3.

Balance of Accessibility and Depth

While the book is intentionally brief, Tanner manages to balance clarity with intellectual rigor, providing enough
depth to engage readers without requiring prior expertise.

Structural Breakdown and Content Overview

Biographical Context1.

Tanner begins with a succinct biography of Nietzsche, highlighting key periods of his life:
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Early education and influences1.
His intellectual development2.
Personal struggles, including health and mental health issues3.
His eventual mental breakdown and subsequent withdrawal from public life4.

This biographical framing contextualizes Nietzsche’s ideas, emphasizing how his personal experiences shaped
his philosophical outlook.

Core Philosophical Themes1.

Tanner organizes the core of the book around Nietzsche’s major themes, making complex ideas approachable:

Will to Power: The central concept that drives Nietzsche’s understanding of life and human motivation.1.
Übermensch (Overman/Superman): The ideal individual who creates their own values beyond traditional2.
morality.
Eternal Recurrence: The thought experiment about living life repeatedly in an infinite cycle.3.
Master and Slave Morality: The distinction Nietzsche makes between different moral outlooks rooted in power4.
dynamics.
Critique of Religion and Morality: His critique of Christianity and conventional morality as life-denying.5.

Nietzsche’s Style and Method1.

Tanner discusses Nietzsche’s aphoristic writing style, emphasizing how it reflects his philosophical
method—provocative, poetic, and often paradoxical. This section underscores the importance of approaching
Nietzsche’s texts with an interpretive mindset rather than expecting systematic philosophy.

Influence and Legacy1.



The book explores Nietzsche’s impact across various domains:

Philosophy (existentialism, post-structuralism)1.
Literature and arts2.
Psychology (Freud, Jung)3.
Cultural critique4.

Tanner emphasizes how Nietzsche’s ideas continue to resonate and provoke debate, making his work timeless.

Critical Analysis of Tanner’s Approach

Strengths

Conciseness with Clarity: Tanner succeeds in condensing the vast and complex Nietzschean corpus into1.
digestible segments, making it manageable for beginners.
Contextual Richness: The biographical insights enrich understanding, illustrating how Nietzsche’s life2.
experiences inform his ideas.
Balanced Perspective: Tanner neither dismisses nor uncritically endorses Nietzsche’s philosophy; instead, he3.
presents it with nuance, acknowledging its controversies.
Accessible Language: The prose is straightforward, avoiding unnecessary jargon, which broadens4.
accessibility.

Limitations

Lack of Depth for Experts: For advanced scholars or those seeking detailed exegeses, the book might lack1.
sufficient depth or engagement with secondary literature.
Simplification Risks: The necessity of brevity means some complexities and ambiguities in Nietzsche’s2.
thought are inevitably simplified.
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Limited Engagement with Criticism: While Tanner presents Nietzsche’s ideas fairly, some critics might desire3.
a more detailed discussion of the philosophical and ethical criticisms leveled against Nietzsche.

Comparative Positioning

Compared to more comprehensive biographies or scholarly analyses, Tanner’s work is a primer—a launching
pad rather than an exhaustive account. It effectively introduces Nietzsche’s thought, but readers interested in
deep philosophical debates or textual analyses may need to supplement this with more detailed works.

Key Themes Explored in Detail

Will to Power

Tanner articulates the Will to Power as Nietzsche’s fundamental concept, which posits that all living beings are
driven by an inherent striving for growth, dominance, and self-assertion. This idea underpins many of
Nietzsche’s critiques of morality, his concept of the Übermensch, and his view of life’s affirmation.

Implication: It challenges traditional notions of morality rooted in guilt, sin, and self-denial.1.
Critical Reflection: Tanner discusses how this concept has been interpreted variably—either as a naturalistic2.
account of life or as a metaphor for human ambition.

Übermensch

The Übermensch represents Nietzsche’s vision of an individual who overcomes conventional morality to create
new values. Tanner explores the ambiguity surrounding this figure, clarifying that it is not a superhuman but an
ideal of self-overcoming.

Cultural Impact: The concept has been misappropriated historically, notably by the Nazis, a point Tanner1.
addresses to clarify Nietzsche’s genuine intentions.



Philosophical Significance: It embodies Nietzsche’s call for authenticity and life-affirmation.2.

Eternal Recurrence

Tanner explains the Eternal Recurrence as a thought experiment about living one’s life repeatedly. This idea
emphasizes the importance of embracing life fully, with all its pain and pleasure.

Interpretive Challenges: The book discusses whether this is a literal metaphysical claim or a poetic device.1.
Relevance: It encourages readers to consider the gravity of their choices.2.

Master-Slave Morality

This dichotomy describes two types of morality:

Master morality: Values strength, vitality, and nobility.1.
Slave morality: Values humility, meekness, and resentment.2.

Tanner emphasizes Nietzsche’s critique of slave morality, especially as embodied by Christianity, which he sees
as a life-denying force.

Overall Contribution and Final Assessment

"Nietzsche: A Very Short Introduction" by Michael Tanner is a commendable introduction that accomplishes its
goal of making Nietzsche’s thought accessible without oversimplification. It provides a solid foundation for
further exploration and demonstrates an appreciation for Nietzsche’s philosophical richness.

Strengths at a Glance:

Clear, engaging prose1.
Well-structured thematic overview2.
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Contextual biographical insights3.
Balanced presentation4.

Possible Improvements:

Incorporate more discussion of Nietzsche’s influence on specific disciplines1.
Address some interpretive debates more explicitly2.
Offer suggestions for further reading or more advanced texts3.

Conclusion

In sum, Michael Tanner’s "Nietzsche: A Very Short Introduction" is an excellent starting point for anyone
seeking to grasp the essentials of Nietzsche’s philosophy. Its clarity, conciseness, and contextual richness make
it a valuable resource for students, educators, and curious readers alike. While it may not satisfy those seeking
in-depth scholarly analysis, it succeeds admirably as an accessible, thought-provoking primer that invites
readers into the provocative world of Nietzsche’s ideas and their enduring relevance.

Whether you are new to philosophy or seeking to deepen your understanding of Nietzsche’s influence on
contemporary thought, Tanner’s book offers a compelling and manageable entry point into one of philosophy’s
most intriguing figures.

Questions & Answers About nietzsche a very short introduction
michael tanner

No Question Answer



1 What is the main focus of Michael
Tanner's 'Nietzsche: A Very Short
Introduction'?

The book provides a concise overview of Friedrich Nietzsche's
philosophy, life, and influence, making complex ideas accessible
to a general audience.

2 How does Tanner interpret
Nietzsche's concept of the 'Will to
Power'?

Tanner explains the 'Will to Power' as Nietzsche's idea that the
fundamental driving force in humans is the pursuit of exerting
and enhancing their own power and influence.

3 What insights does the book offer
about Nietzsche's critique of
traditional morality?

Tanner discusses Nietzsche's rejection of conventional moral
values, emphasizing his call for a re-evaluation of morals to
foster individual strength and creativity.

4 Does Tanner address Nietzsche's
concept of the 'Übermensch'?

Yes, Tanner explores the 'Übermensch' as Nietzsche's vision of
the ideal individual who creates their own values beyond
conventional morality.

5 How accessible is Tanner's
introduction for readers new to
Nietzsche?

The book is designed to be very accessible, providing clear
explanations and context for readers unfamiliar with Nietzsche's
complex philosophy.

6 What role does nihilism play in
Tanner's discussion of Nietzsche?

Tanner examines Nietzsche's analysis of nihilism as the
consequence of the decline of traditional religious and moral
frameworks, and discusses Nietzsche's efforts to address this
crisis.

7 Does Tanner cover Nietzsche's
influence on modern philosophy and
culture?

Yes, the book highlights Nietzsche's profound impact on
existentialism, postmodernism, and contemporary cultural and
philosophical debates.

8 What is Tanner's approach to
explaining Nietzsche's writing style
and personality?

Tanner discusses Nietzsche's provocative and poetic style, as
well as his complex personality, clarifying how these elements
shape his philosophical work.
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9 Would this book be suitable for
someone interested in philosophy
but unfamiliar with Nietzsche?

Absolutely, Tanner's 'Very Short Introduction' is ideal for
newcomers seeking a concise, engaging overview of Nietzsche's
ideas and significance.

Nietzsche, Michael Tanner, philosophy, existentialism, nihilism, ethics, morality, German philosophy, 19th-
century thinkers, short introduction
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