Background: In our class discussion of Nietzsche’s Twilight of the Idols for Professor Carlson’s “Philosophy of Religion” seminar, we stumbled across the perplexing phrase of Nietzsche’s: “the inability not to react/respond”.   Initially the discussion moved in the direction of seeing this phrase as a condemnation of impulsive people who act without thinking.  Several of us thought the value was quite the contrary, that it was impulsivity which was lauded and cool, critical reflection which was being critiqued.  This paper was a continuation of that discussion in which I gathered the references to this phrase, presented them to the class, followed by my own analysis of Nietzsche’s use of the phrase  in order to stimulate class discussion.  We did not come to consensus on the matter. 
Frederick Nietzsche: Twilight of the Idols
References to “the inability not to react/respond”

Morality as Anti-Nature: (MAN) 2 p. 487

The same means in the fight against a craving — castration, extirpation — is instinctively chosen by those who are too weak-willed, too degenerate, to be able to impose moderation on themselves; by those who are so constituted that they require La Trappe, to use a figure of speech, or (without any figure of speech) some kind of definitive declaration of hostility, a cleft between themselves and the passion. Radical means are indispensable only for the degenerate; the weakness of the will — or, to speak more definitely, the inability not to respond to a stimulus — is itself merely another form of degeneration. The radical hostility, the deadly hostility against sensuality, is always a symptom to reflect on: it entitles us to suppositions concerning the total state of one who is excessive in this manner.

What the Germans Lack: (WGL) 6 pp. 511 - 512

I put forward at once — lest I break with my style, which is affirmative and deals with contradiction and criticism only as a means, only involuntarily — the three tasks for which educators are required. One must learn to see, one must learn to think, one must learn to speak and write: the goal in all three is a noble culture. Learning to see — accustoming the eye to calmness, to patience, to letting things come up to it; postponing judgment, learning to go around and grasp each individual case from all sides. That is the first preliminary schooling for spirituality: not to react at once to a stimulus, but to gain control of all the inhibiting, excluding instincts. Learning to see, as I understand it, is almost what, unphilosophically speaking, is called a strong will: the essential feature is precisely not to "will" — to be able to suspend decision. All unspirituality, all vulgar commonness, depend on the inability to resist a stimulus: one must react, one follows every impulse. In many cases, such a compulsion is already pathology, decline, a symptom of exhaustion — almost everything that unphilosophical crudity designates with the word "vice" is merely this physiological inability not to react. A practical application of having learned to see: as a learner, one will have become altogether slow, mistrustful, recalcitrant. One will let strange, new things of every kind come up to oneself, inspecting them with hostile calm and withdrawing one's hand. To have all doors standing open, to lie servilely on one's stomach before every little fact, always to be prepared for the leap of putting oneself into the place of, or of plunging into, others and other things — in short, the famous modern "objectivity" — is bad taste, is ignoble par excellence.

Skirmishes of an Untimely Man: (SUM) 10 pp. 519 - 520

What is the meaning of the conceptual opposites which I have introduced into aesthetics, Apollinian and Dionysian, both conceived as kinds of frenzy? The Apollinian frenzy excites the eye above all, so that it gains the power of vision. The painter, the sculptor, the epic poet are visionaries par excellence. In the Dionysian state, on the other hand, the whole affective system is excited and enhanced: so that it discharges all its means of expression at once and drives forth simultaneously the power of representation, imitation, transfiguration, transformation, and every kind of mimicking and acting. The essential feature here remains the ease of metamorphosis, the inability not to react (similar to certain hysterical types who also, upon any suggestion, enter into any role). It is impossible for the Dionysian type not to understand any suggestion; he does not overlook any sign of an affect; he possesses the instinct of understanding and guessing in the highest degree, just as he commands the art of communication in the highest degree. He enters into any skin, into any affect: he constantly transforms himself.

* * *

Robert’s Reflexive Response:

The Inability Not To Respond in the Twilight (of the Idols)
In MAN 2 (487) the “inability not to respond” is called a form of “weakness of the will,” a form of “degeneration.”  The weak-willed/degenerates who cannot moderate themselves instinctively choose to create barriers between themselves and their passions.  Nietzsche sarcastically refers to this creation of a barrier as “La Trappe,” a reference either to the strict Trappist order (as per Kaufmann’s footnote) or a popular beer of the 19th century.
 The hostility to uncontrollable passions (which leads people to drink or enter monasteries) climaxes in those who cannot even employ orders or alcohol to control themselves, resulting in diatribes by such people “against the senses.”  

Which is worse: the “inability not to respond” or the subsequent “fight against a craving”?   When Nietzsche refers to the former as “merely another form of degeneration” is he implying that degeneration is a condition that must be embraced as part of the tragedy of life? Or is the “inability” something against which we must struggle?  In his “Problem of Socrates,” when he indicates that “philosophers and moralists [are deceiving themselves] if they believe that they are extricating themselves from decadence when they merely wage war against it,” (478) Nietzsche seems to imply that it is not this “inability” itself which is the problem so much as the stupid struggle against it. 

WGL 6 (511-12) presents a proximate use of the phrase “inability not to react” in a different context: a diatribe against German public education.  Nietzsche’s first sentence contains an ironic warning that his tone and style are about to change.
  After lambasting the education system (WGL 5), he adopts a complex, sarcastic tone, more typical of his style in his contemporaneous The Anti-Christ.  He opens with a statement upon which nearly all his readers would agree: the goal of education = noble culture.  He then moves into a seductive argument seemingly against the “inability to resist a stimulus.”  He associates this “inability” with “pathology,” a parallel of his view of criminals as “strong” humans placed under “unfavorable circumstances” (549).  He traps his open-minded audience into nodding in agreement --  until he pulls the rug out from under them with his depiction of the results of “having learned to see” (thanks to modern, democratic, public education): ”one will have become altogether slow, mistrustful, recalcitrant…” resulting in a state in which one will “lie servilely on one’s stomach before every little fact.”  Clearly, this “modern ‘objectivity’” of not reacting to stimulus is “bad taste” for Nietzsche.  

Residual doubts about the superiority of becoming instinctively responsive, about benefiting from “the inability not to react” are put to rest in his final use of the phrase in SUM (519 - 20).  In this passage he praises the Dionysian aesthetic which retains the “ease of metamorphosis,” the practitioner of which “possesses the instinct of understanding … in the highest degree just as he commands the art of communication in the highest degree.”  Not only has he advocated this Dionysian dance of life, Nietzsche has demonstrated it personally through his mask-shifting styles throughout these passages.

� Given Nietzsche’s enjoyment of double entendre and his definition of beer and Christianity as narcotics (507) both meanings of the term are most likely operative.  In French “trappe” also has the same meanings as “trap” in English: a detaining device.


� His final comment in WGL 7 reaffirms his sarcastic tone in asserting that any explication will further confuse badly-educated Germans (who can’t read properly). 





