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Call for Papers:

To further practice reading as an art and to foster rumination,
what Nietzsche believed “modern man” has not properly cultivated,
The Agonist is seeking exegeses of Nietzsche’s texts. “An aphorism,
properly stamped and molded,” Nietzsche urged, “has not been
‘deciphered’ when it has simply been read; rather, one has then to
begin its exegesis, for which is required an art of exegesis” (GM: P §8).

The Agonist is interested in exegeses of individual
aphorisms, bearing in mind that they fold into Nietzsche’s entire
corpus and are not entities that one can consider in complete
isolation. We are particularly interested in exegeses of aphorisms
from Morgenréthe and Die froliche Wissenschaft, two of the more
neglected books of Nietzsche’s oeuvre, but welcome exegeses
on all the published works as well as the Nachlass. In this act of
ruminating on individual aphorisms within the orbit of Nietzsche’s
entire philosophy, we want to promote careful philological
reading, the art of “reading well, that is to say, reading
slowly, deeply, looking cautiously before and aft, with
reservations, with doors left open, with delicate eyes and fingers”
(D: P §5). If Nietzsche demanded for his work “only perfect
readers and philologists,” it is incumbent upon us to learn, as
he insisted, to read him well. For a section strictly devoted to
exegesis, we seek work that strives to fulfill this task.

“A book like this, a problem like this, is in no hurry; we both, I
just as much as my book, are friends of lento” (D: P §5).

For all submissions of exegeses, the editors can be contacted at:

nceditors@nietzschecircle.com.
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ESSAY

The Eternal Return:
Genesis and Interpretation:

by Paolo D’lorio

1. Return of the Same?

Gilles Deleuze claims that "we misinterpret the expression 'eternal
return' if we understand it as 'return of the same'," above all, he says, we
must avoid "believing that it refers to a cycle, to a return of the Same, a
return to the same," and further, he contends that "It is not the same
which returns, it is not the similar which returns; rather, the Same is the
returning of that which returns, —in other words, of the Different; the
similar is the returning of that which returns, —in other words of the
dissimilar. The repetition in the eternal return is the same, but the same
in so far as it is said uniquely of difference and the different."! This
interpretation, which was widespread in France and in the world, relies on one
fragment by Nietzsche, and one fragment only. This fragment was published as
"aphorism" 334 of Book Two of the non-book known as The Will to Power.?

It is worth mentioning that this so-called aphorism was put together
by the editors of The Will to Power, who merged two posthumous fragments
from 1881 in which Nietzsche compared his own conception of the eternal
return of the same as a cycle taking place within time with Johannes Gustav
Vogt's mechanistic conception, which involved (besides the eternal return in
time) the eternal co-existence of the same in space. This dialogue between
Nietzsche and Vogt is clearly visible in the manuscript not only because the

* This article first appeared in French in 2000 (“Nietzsche et I’éternel retour. Genése et
interprétation,” in Nietzsche. Cahiers de [’Herne (Paris: I'Herne, 2000): 361-389.). A
Brazilian edited version by Ernani Chaves was published in 2006 (*O Eterno Retorno. Génese e
Interpretacdo,” in Cadernos Nietzsche 20, (Sao Paulo, 2006): 69-114. A second Brazilian
translation by Ernani Chaves and Rosistera Pereira de Oliveira, extending upon the
original French version, was published in 2007 (*Cosmologia e filosofia do eterno retorno em
Nietzsche,” in Scarlett Marton (éd.), Nietzsche pensador Mediterrdneo. A recepcéo italiana, ed.
by Scarlett Marton (S@o Paulo: Discurso Editorial, 2007): 193-263). The present translation by
Frank Chouraqui corresponds to the extended version and was revised by the author.

! See Gilles Deleuze, Nietzsche and Philosophy, tr. by Hugh Tomlinson (London: The Athlone
Press, 1983), 48; Deleuze, Nietzsche (Paris: PUF, 1965), 41; and Deleuze, Difference and
Repetition, tr. by Paul Patton (London: Continuum, 2004), 374.

2 Among at least five different versions of The Will to Power available to Deleuze, he used
Friedrich Wirzbach’s collection in its French translation by Geneviéve Bianquis, published by
Gallimard in 1935. In 1962, after the publication of the French version of the Critical Edition
of Nietzsche by Giorgio Colli and Mazzimo Montinari, published by Gallimard, the publisher
had, for good reason, stopped the re-edition of The Will to Power in order to make way for
much more reliable texts. This made for a surprise when Gallimard itself re-edited the pocket
version of this controversial text in 1995. For a history of this forgery, see Mazzino Montinari,
“La volonté de puissance n’existe pas,” edited and with an epilogue by Paolo D'Iorio (Paris:
éditions de I'éclat, 1996).
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author refers explicitly to Vogt's most important work (Force: A Realistic and
Monistic Worldview) just before these two posthumous fragments as well as
between them; but also because the text itself quotes some concepts and
refers to some technical terms taken from Vogt's book in quotation marks,
such as "energy of contraction."? Vogt declared that the world is made of one
single and absolutely homogenous substance which is spatially and temporally
defined, immaterial and indestructible, and which he called "force" (Kraft) and
whose "fundamental mechanistic, unique and immutable force of action is
contraction."* After reading this passage and highlighting some others in the
margin of his copy of Vogt's book, Nietzsche takes his notebook M III 1 and
writes the fragment quoted by Deleuze:

Supposing that there were indeed an "energy of contraction" constant in all
centers of force of the universe, it remains to be explained where any
difference would ever originate. It would be necessary for the whole to dissolve
into an infinite number of perfectly identical existential rings and spheres, and we
would therefore behold innumerable and perfectly identical worlds COEXISTING
[Nietzsche underlines this word twice] alongside each other. Is it necessary for me
to admit this? Is it necessary to posit an eternal coexistence on top of the eternal
succession of identical worlds?>

In the French version of The Will to Power used by Deleuze, the term
"Contractionsenergie" is translated as "concentration energy" instead of
"contraction energy," and the phrase "Ist dies néthig fir mich, anzunehmen?"
is translated as "is it necessary to admit this" instead of "is it necessary for me
to admit this?" and this does away with the whole meaning of the comparison.
The effects of arbitrary cuts, of the distortion of the chronological order, of
the oversights and approximations of the French translation of The Will to
Power combined lead to the obliteration of the dialogue between Nietzsche

3 Cf. posthumous fragments 11 [308, 311, 312, 313] of 1881, on pages 126, 128, 130 of
Notebook M III 1. I quote the Colli/Montinari edition (Friedrich Nietzsche, Werke. Kritische
Gesamtausgabe (Berlin/New York: de Gruyter, 1967-)) and use mostly the English translations
published by Walter Kaufmann amending those translations in view of the German originals
when deemed necessary. I refer to the Posthumous Fragments with the initials PF followed by
the batch number (which is erroneously called “notebook” in the Cambridge translation), the
fragment number between brackets and the year of writing. This method allows us to locate
each fragment in a simple and easy way, in both the German original and in all translations of
the Colli / Montinari edition.

4 Johannes Gustav Vogt, Die Kraft. Eine real-monistiche Weltanschauung. Erstes Buch.
Die Contraktionsenergie, die letztursédchliche einheitliche mechanische Wirkungsform des
Weltsubstrates (Leipzig: Hautp & Tischler, 1878), 655 p., the quote is on p. 20, with the
hypothesis of the existence of some Contraktionsenergie discussed in detail on pp. 21, 26 and
27. Nietzsche's copy is kept at Weimar’s Herzogin Anna Amalia Bibliothek de Weimar (accession
number C 411). The fact that Nietzsche had access to this book in Sils-Maria in the Summer
of 1881 at the time of his conception of the Eternal Return is confirmed by the letter to Franz
Overbeck from August, 20-21¢, in which the philosopher asks his friend to send him a number
of books among which is Vogt’s. Nietzsche pursues his dialogue with Vogt in PF 2[3] of 1882
and 24[36] of 1883-1884.

5 Nietzsche, PF 11 [311] of 1881.
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and Vogt and it looks as if Nietzsche were criticizing his own idea of the
eternal return of the same as a cycle in this note scribbled in his notebook—which
would make it an exception in his whole written work. Deleuze, whose entire
interpretation relies on this sole posthumous note whilst ignoring all the
others, comments: "The cyclical hypothesis, so heavily criticized by Nietzsche
(VP II 325 and 334), arises in this way."® —In fact, Nietzsche was not
criticizing the cyclical hypothesis but only the particular form of that
hypothesis presented in Vogt's work. All of Nietzsche's texts without exception
speak of the eternal return as the repetition of the same events within a cycle
which repeats itself eternally.”

If Deleuze's interpretation holds that the eternal return is not a circle,
then what is it? A wheel moving centrifugally, operating a "creative selection,"

6 Deleuze, Nietzsche and Philosophy, 48. See also Deleuze, "Conclusions - sur la volonté
de puissance et I'éternel retour," in Nietzsche. Actes du colloque de Royaumont du 4 au 8
juillet 1964 (Paris: Les éditions de Minuit, 1967), 284: "more precisely the notes of 1881-1882
explicitly oppose the cyclical hypothesis" and Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, p. 7 and
p. 372: "how could it be believed that he understood the eternal return as a cycle, when he
opposed "his" hypothesis to every cyclical hypothesis?"

7 These observations should guard those philosophers who intend to build their own
interpretation of Nietzsche upon The Will to Power, as most scholars have done until a
very recent period. In my postface to Montinari, 1996, I had also insisted that Deleuze's
interpretation of the concept of the will to power too — which totally rests upon another
posthumous fragment which contains a grave deciphering error — is, in sight of the correct
transcription of the manuscripts, now untenable, especially with regard to the key concept of
"internal will." In his Nietzsche and Philosophy, p. 46-47, Deleuze explains: "one of the most
important texts which Nietzsche wrote to explain what he understood by the will to power is
the following: 'the victorious concept 'force', by means of which our physicists have created
God and the world, still needs to be completed: an inner will must be ascribed to it, which I
designate as will to power." The will to power is thus ascribed to force, but in a very special
way: it is both a complement of force and something internal to it [...] The will to power is
thus added to force, but as the differential and genetic element, as the internal element of its
production."” Unfortunately Nietzsche's manuscript doesn't read innere Wille (internal will),
but innere Welt (internal world). It is therefore impossible to declare that the will to power
is "both a complement of force and something internal" not least because this would lead
into a form of dualism of the kind that monistic philosophy strives to eliminate at all cost.
Indeed, from a philosophical perspective, Wolfgang Miller-Lauter had already shown that the
passage used by Deleuze seemed suspicious insofar as it contradicted a number of Nietzsche's
other texts (see Miiller-Lauter, "Nietzsches Lehre vom Willen zur Macht," Nietzsche-Studien, 3
(1974): 35 f.). A second glance at the manuscripts in the wake of the Colli-Montinari critical
edition confirmed this analysis philologically. (Deleuze quotes the Wirzbach collection, Book II,
§ 309, which has been published as posthumous fragment 36[31] from June-July 1885 in the
Colli-Montinari critical edition; according to Wolfgang Miller-Lauter, this fragment does
not justify any deciphering difficulty and we would therefore not be dealing with a deciphering
mistake but with a conscious correction on Peter Gast's part, cf. Miller-Lauter, "'Der Willer zur
Macht' als Buch der 'Krisis'," Nietzsche-Studien, 24 (1995): 258). For the sake of exhaustivity,
let me recall that Deleuze explains his (unfortunately mistaken) view of the eternal return with
reference to his (equally flawed) understanding of the will to power: "This is why we can only
understand the eternal return as the expression of a principle which serves as an explanation
of diversity and its reproduction, of difference and its repetition. Nietzsche presents this
principle as one of his most important philosophical discoveries. He calls it will to power." (Deleuze,
Nietzsche and Philosophy (1962), 45).
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"Nietzsche's secret is that the eternal return is selective" says Deleuze:

The eternal return produces becoming-active. It is sufficient to relate the will to
nothingness to the eternal return in order to realize that reactive forces do not
return. However far they go, however deep the becoming-reactive of forces,
reactive forces will not return. The small, petty, reactive man will not return.

Affirmation alone returns, this that can be affirmed alone returns, joy alone
returns. Everything that can be denied, everything that is negation, is expelled
due to the very movement of the eternal return. We were entitled to dread that
the combinations of nihilism and reactivity would eternally return too. The eternal
return must be compared to a wheel; yet, the movement of the wheel is endowed
with centrifugal powers that drive away the entire negative. Because Being
imposes itself on becoming, it expels from itself everything that contradicts
affirmation, all forms of nihilism and reactivity: bad conscience, ressentiment...,
we shall witness them only once. [...] The eternal return is the Repetition, but the
Repetition that selects, the Repetition that saves. Here is the marvelous secret of
a selective and liberating repetition.®

There is no need to remind the reader that neither the image of a centrifugal
movement nor the concept of a negativity-rejecting repetition appears
anywhere in Nietzsche's writings, and indeed Deleuze does not refer to
any text in support of this interpretation. Further, one could highlight that
Nietzsche never formulates the opposition between active and reactive
forces, which constitutes the broader framework of Deleuze's interpretation.
For some years, Marco Brusotti has called attention to the fact that Deleuze
introduced a dualism that does not exist in Nietzsche's writings. To be sure,
the German philosopher describes a certain number of "reactive" phenomena
(for example, in the second essay of the Genealogy of Morality, § 11,
he talks about "reactive affects" [reaktive Affekte], "reactive feelings"
[reaktive Geflihlen], reactive men [reaktive Menschen]); but these are
nonetheless the result of complex ensembles of configurations of centers of
forces that remain in themselves active. Neither the word nor the concept of
"reactive forces" ever appears in Nietzsche's philosophy.®

We would like to pause for one moment to cast a philosophical glance on
Deleuze's interpretation as a whole.'° In his portrayal of Nietzsche, Deleuze

8 Deleuze, “Conclusions - sur la volonté de puissance et l'éternel retour” (1967): 285;
Deleuze, Nietzsche (1965): 37; Deleuze, Nietzsche and Philosophy (1962), 66; Deleuze,
Nietzsche (1965): 38 and 40.

° Cf. Brusotti, “"Die ‘Selbstverkleinerung des Menschen’ in der Moderne. Studie zu Nietzsches
‘Zur Genealogie der Moral’,” Nietzsche-Studien, 21 (1992): 83, 102, 103; Deleuze, Nietzsche
and Philosophy (1962), 46-47 passim.

0 One may stress that Deleuze acted on a good intuition when titling his book Nietzsche
and Philosophy. Indeed, it is definitely not “Nietzsche’s philosophy”: rather, it is “Nietzsche
and Deleuze’s philosophy” or “Deleuze and Nietzsche’s philosophy” which this text deals
with. For a sociological perspective on Deleuze’s interpretation in the context of the French
philosophy of the Sixties, let us refer to this page by Louis Pinto: “the invention of new paths,
which results from improvisation rather than calculation, was neither obvious nor easy. For he
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elaborates an extraordinary philosophy of affirmation and joy, which clears
existence of all reactive, negative and petty elements. He strives to locate a
mechanism that—unlike the negation of negation, which characterizes Hegel's
(and Marx's) dialectic—would produce the "affirmation of affirmation" in the
eternal return:

The eternal return is this highest power, a synthesis of affirmation which finds its
principle in the Will. The lightness of that which affirms against the weight of the
negative; the games of the will to power against the labor of the dialectic; the
affirmation of affirmation against that famous negation of the negation.!!

Deleuze opposes the historical course of the Hegelian notion that confronts,
struggles and finally dialectizes the negative and results in a consoling
teleology leading to the triumph of the idea or the liberation of the masses
with the centrifugal movement of the wheel, which simply ejects the negative.
It is still a case of a consoling and optimistic teleology, which, instead of
confronting the weight of history, the grief and the negative, makes it
disappear in one centrifugal stroke of a magic wand. There is reason to worry
that this be a case of repression, which, unable to dialectize or accept the
negative, simply seeks to exorcise it in one gesture of "creative selection."
But exorcism is a feat of magic and not of philosophy: it is unfortunately not
enough to make the negative disappear. In all probability, the negative will
come back with a vengeance.

In contrast to Deleuze's "affirmation of affirmation”, which affirms only
affirmation, Nietzsche conceives of the eternal return from a rigorously
non-teleological perspective as the accomplishment of a philosophy strong
enough to accept existence in all its aspects, even the most negative, without
any need to dialecticize them, without any need to exclude them by way of
some centrifugal movement of repression. It denies nothing and incarnates
itself in a figure similar to the one Nietzsche, in Twilight of the Idols, draws of
Goethe:

Such a spirit, who has become free stands in the middle of the world with a
cheerful and trusting fatalism in the belief that only the individual is reprehensible,
that everything is redeemed and affirmed in the whole — he does not negate
anymore. Such a faith however, is the highest of all possible faiths: I have baptized
it with the name of Dionysus.'?

who was specialized in scholarly commentary, the passage through the authors was more or
less unavoidable, but only a few of them lent themselves to innovation. Instead of presenting
oneself as a downright creator, one rather had to locate the author through whom innovation
was best secured. The discovery of a new thinker being an uncertain undertaking, requiring
certain credentials, the original interpretation, creative or re-creative of a household
philosophical name seemed at first more accessible to a young writer” (Pinto, Les Neveux de
Zarathoustra. La réception de Nietzsche en France (Paris: Seuil, 1995), 161).

11 Deleuze, Nietzsche and Philosophy (1962), 186.

2 Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols, “Skirmishes of an Untimely Man” § 49.

—_—
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2. Zarathustra, the Master of the Eternal Return

All of Nietzsche's arguments for a detailed theoretical explanation of the
eternal return are contained in a notebook written in Sils-Maria during the
summer of 1881. In the published work, the content of the doctrine remains
unchanged but it is presented by Zarathustra according to very different
strategies and philosophical forms of argumentation. We will start analysing
the public presentation of the eternal return before discussiong theoretical
arguments in the third part of this article.

In the dramatic and dialogical structure of Thus Spoke Zarathustra, one
needs to pay attention to the rhetorical progression that takes place between
the moments where the thought of the eternal return is enunciated. Even
more, we must pay attention to which characters announce the doctrine or
which ones they announce it to. Nietzsche carefully stages Zarathustra's
maturation process, his gradual assimilation of the eternal return and the
effects that the doctrine has on the different human types to whom it is
intended. Indeed, this is where lies the originality (and the force) of
Zarathustra's style over forms like the treatise or the traditional
philosophical essay. While reading Nietzsche's aphoristic works—and even
more so the manuscripts—one must pay attention to the dialogue that
Nietzsche, in the wake of his readings, establishes with his philosophical
interlocutors. While reading Zarathustra, one must in the same way pay
continuous attention to the narrative context, to the role played by some
characters and to the nuances a word adopts when enunciated by or to
different characters. Hence the double question which we must bear in mind
throughout our analysis of the role of the eternal return in Zarathustra: who
speaks? who listens?

2.1 Speaking Hunchback-ese to the Hunchbacks

Zarathustra being "the master of eternal return," this doctrine pervades all
four parts of the work. In certain passages, it is mentioned in an especially
explicit fashion. I have chosen five such passages, which I would like to
discuss briefly.13

The first passage dealing with the eternal return, even though Zarathus-
tra is unable to mention it directly, is the chapter "On Redemption" from part
two of Thus Spoke Zarathustra. There, Nietzsche opposes two conceptions of
temporality and of redemption. On the one hand, the redemption which
regards the transitory character of becoming as the demonstration of its
original sin and valuelessness and seeks to liberate itself from timeliness in
order to rejoin the immutable essence. On the other hand a conception of
redemption through time that Zarathustra begins to lay out when he speaks

13 The most interesting and thorough reconstruction of the presence of the eternal return in
Zarathustra is to be found in Marco Brusotti’s beautiful book Die Leidenschaft der Erkenntnis:
Philosophie und dsthetische Lebensgestaltung bei Nietzsche von Morgenréthe bis Also sprach
Zarathustra (New York and Berlin: De Gruyter, 1997). The space available here does not allow
me to engage this scholarly, fascinating and overall convincing interpretation.
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of the will that wills "backwards" (Zuriickwollen). Several intertextual keys
point to Schopenhauer as the representative of the first, nihilistic redemption
embedded in a spirit of revenge against time. Schopenhauer wrote that:

In time each moment is, only in so far as it has effaced its father the
preceding moment, to be again effaced just as quickly itself. Past and
future (apart from the consequences of their content) are as empty and
unreal as any dream; but present is only the boundary between the two,
having neither extension nor duration.

Zarathustra however calls "mad" this Oedipal conception of temporality:

Everything passes away, therefore everything deserves to pass away! 'And this
is itself justice, that law of time that time must devour its children': thus did
madness preach.

Schopenhauer spoke of the existence of an eternal justice and of the necessity
to deny the will to live:

The world itself is the tribunal of the world. If we could lay all the misery of the
world in one pan of the scales, and all its guilt in the other, the pointer would
certainly show them to be in equilibrium.

After our observations have finally brought us to the point where we have before
our eyes in perfect saintliness the denial and surrender of all willing, and thus a
deliverance from a world whose whole existence presented itself to us as suffering,
this now appears to us as a transition into empty nothingness.'4

Zarathustra replies:

No deed can be annihilated: so how could it be undone through punishment! This,
this is what is eternal in the punishment 'existence': that existence itself must
eternally be deed and guilt again! 'Unless the will should at last redeem itself and
willing should become not-willing—': but you know, my brothers, this fable-song
of madness!

Yet, this chapter does not focus solely on Schopenhauer but addresses
an entire philosophical tradition that goes back to Anaximander, at least.?®
The first pages of the second Untimely Meditation bear the mark of such a
tradition; there, the young Nietzsche speaks of the weight of the "Es war,"
the "it has been" which Zarathustra now intends to redeem through the active
acceptance of the past. But even as his discourse now seems to lead

4 Cf. Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Representation, tr. by E.F. Payne
(New York: Dover, 1969), § 3, § 63, and § 71.

15 In his lectures on The Pre-Platonic Philosophers as well as in the posthumous
Philosophy in the Tragic Age of the Greeks (§ 4), Nietzsche had precisely stressed this aspect of
Anaximander’s philosophy by likening it to Schopenhauer (cf. Nietzsche, Les philosophes
préplatoniciens, ed. by P. D'Iorio and F. Fronterotta, tr. by Nathalie Ferrand (Combas: éditions
de I'éclat, 1994), 22, 118, 123 and note 44 of p. 300).

w
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him to enunciate the doctrine of eternal return, Zarathustra brutally interrupts
himself:

'Has the will yet become its own redeemer and joy-bringer? Has it unlearned the
spirit of revenge and all gnashing of teeth? 'And who has taught it reconciliation
with time, and something higher than any reconciliation? 'Something higher
than any reconciliation the will that is will to power must will—yet how shall this
happen? Who has yet taught it to will backwards and want back as well?'—But at
this point in his speech it happened that Zarathustra suddenly fell silent and looked
like one who is horrified in the extreme.

Zarathustra fails to enunciate or even to name eternal return. And the
hunchback (representing the scholar burdened by the weight of history and of
his erudition) listened to him while covering his face with his hands because he
already knew what Zarathustra was getting at. He responds: why didn't you
say it? "But why does Zarathustra address us in a different fashion than he
addresses his disciples?" And Zarathustra, regaining his good spirits
after a moment's hesitation, replies: "But what is the surprise in this, with
hunchbacks, surely, one must speak hunchback-ese." Still, the hunchback is
well aware of the fact that Zarathustra not only lacks the strength to an-
nounce his doctrine to others, but even more, that he does not even manage to
confide in himself:

'Good,' said the hunchback. 'And with students one may well tell tales out of school.
'But why does Zarathustra speak otherwise to his students—than to himself?—'

2.2 The Shepherd of Nihilism

After the chapter "On Redemption," where Zarathustra dares not expose
his doctrine, the eternal return begins to be enunciated in part three of the
work. In the first place, it is the dwarf who formulates it in the chapter "On the
Vision and the Riddle." Facing the "gate of the instant" which symbolizes the
two infinities that stretch towards the past and the future, the dwarf whispers:
"all truth is crooked, time itself is a circle." The dwarf represents the spirit of
gravity, and he embodies the herd morality, "the belittling virtue" which is the
title of another chapter from part III. The dwarf can endure the eternal return
without great difficulties because he has no aspirations; unlike Zarathustra
he does not wish to climb the mountains that symbolize elevation and
solitude. In two unpublished notes, from the summer and the fall of 1883,
Nietzsche writes:

The doctrine is at first favored by the rassLg, before it gets to the superior men.
The doctrine of recurrence will first smile to the rabble, which is cold and without

any strong internal need. It is the most ordinary of life instincts, which gives its
agreement first.®

Hence, the content of the doctrine is the same, but whereas the dwarf can

16 Nietzsche, PF 10[44] and 16[3] 1883.
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endure it (because he interprets it according to the pessimistic tradition for
which "nothing is new under the sun"), Zarathustra, who is the "advocate of
life" regards the eternal return as the strongest objection to existence, and
as the rest of the dream suggests, he does not yet succeed in accepting it."”
After the vision at the gate of the instant, the chapter is brought to an end by
the enigma of the shepherd. Under the most desolate moonlight, in the midst
of wild cliffs, Zarathustra glimpses at a shepherd who has a black serpent
dangling from his mouth. The serpent represents nihilism, which accompanies
the thought of eternal return, the condition by which one's throat is filled with
all things most difficult to accept, all things darkest. Zarathustra, who cannot
tear the serpent away from the throat of the shepherd, cries to him: "bite,
bite!" The shepherd bites, spits the serpent's head into the distance, and, as
if transformed, starts to laugh.

This is the anticipation and the premonition of what Zarathustra himself will
have to confront, and which will still take him years and years. Only towards
the end of part III are we told, in the chapter titled "The Convalescent," that
he succeeded at last, even though he paid for it with eight days of illness. In
that chapter, the eternal return is enunciated anew, this time by Zarathustra's
animals, whereas Zarathustra himself is still lacking the strength to speak.

Deleuze has correctly identified the rhetorical progression between the
different formulations of eternal return at work in Thus Spoke Zarathustra.
Only, he interprets those differences as the expression of a shift in the
content of the doctrine: as if Zarathustra was gradually realizing that the
eternal return is in fact not a circle that repeats the same, but a selective
movement which eliminates the negative.

If Zarathustra recovers, it is because he understands that the eternal return is not
this. He finally understands the unequal and the selection contained in the eternal
return. Indeed, the unequal, the different, is the true reason of the eternal return.
It is because nothing is equal, nor is anything the same, that 'it' recurs (Deleuze,
"Conclusions — sur la volonté de puissance et I'éternel retour" (1967): 284).

Actually, if it is not Zarathustra who formulates his own doctrine, it is be-
cause he lacks the strength to teach it, even though he succeeds in evoking
the thought of eternal return, using it as a weapon, and finally, in accepting

7 The difference between Nietzsche’s eternal return and the cyclical theories of time established
since the Ancient Times is precisely to be found in the new meaning of this doctrine in Nietzsche,
where it becomes an instrument towards not a nihilistic deprecation of existence, but towards
a stronger affirmation. Even if he did already know this doctrine beforehand, Nietzsche found
out in the summer of 1881 in Sils-Maria for the first time that it did not necessarily involve a
devaluation and a rejection of the ephemeral and that the return may even give back the
seemingly ephemeral its value. Right after the revelation of this new sense of the return,
Nietzsche wrote in his notebooks, in reference to Ecclesiastes’ “nothing new under the sun” in
Marcus Aurelius’ reworking: “this Emperor constantly shows himself the ephemeral character
of all things so that he will not grant them too much importance and remain calm. I experience
the ephemeral in a wholly different manner—it seems to me that all things have far too much
value to be considered to be so fugacious—to me it is like pouring the most precious wines and
ointments into the sea” (PF 12[145] 1881). A few years later, whilst transcribing this fragment
in @ notebook, he added this revealing sentence: “and my consolation is that everything that
once was is eternal: —the sea brings it back to the surface” (PF 11[94] 1887-1888).
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it when he finally cuts off the serpent's head himself. As a result, the animals
dutifully remind him of his doctrine, the one he must teach:

For your animals know this well, O Zarathustra, who you are and who you are to
become: behold—you are the teacher of the eternal return—that is now your fate

[...]

Behold, we two know what you teach: that all things recur eternally and we
ourselves with them and that we have already been here an eternity of times, and
all things with us.

You teach that there is a Great Year of Becoming, a monster of a Great Year, which
lust, like an hourglass, turn itself over anew again and again, that it may run down
and run out ever new—

—such that all these years are the same, in the greatest and smallest respects—
such that we ourselves are in each Great Year the same as ourselves, in the
greatest and smallest respects. [...] I come again with this sun, with this Earth,
with this eagle, with the serpent, —not to a new life, or a better life or a similar
life: —I come eternally again to this self-same life, in the greatest and smallest
respects, so that again I teach the eternal return of all things."

Like the dwarf, and even more than him, the animals are not afraid of
this doctrine for a simple reason: they are totally deprived of any historical
sense. In the beginning of his second Untimely Meditation, "On the Uses and
Disadvantages of Historical Studies for Life" Nietzsche had opposed the human
with the animal. The animal is tied to the post of the instant, while the human
is bound up and chained to the past and the weight of history. In the
preparatory notes to this first section of the second Untimely, Nietzsche
explicates the literary reference, which he conceals later, in the final text. The
reference is to Giacomo Leopardi's Night Song of a Wandering Shepherd in
Asia.'® As a pessimistic poet, whom both Schopenhauer and Nietzsche were
very fond of, Leopardi had represented human life as the life of a shepherd
who, while in the desert at night, speaks to the moon about the valuelessness
of all things human.

My flock, you lie at ease, and you are happy,
Because you do not know your wretchedness!
How much I envy you!

Not just because you go

Almost without distress,

And very soon forget

All pains, all harm, and even utmost terror;
But more because you never suffer boredom

These are the verses quoted by Nietzsche in his notebook, and which he
paraphrases in the final text. It is the same shepherd we encounter again in
Zarathustra's dream, the shepherd of pessimism and nihilism (the poem's

18 Cf, PF 29[97], 29[98], 30[2] of 1873-1874.
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ending is "Whether in lair or cradle, / It may well be it always is upon / A day of
great ill-omen we are born"), the shepherd whose mouth nihilism has choked
and who must find the strength to spit it out.'®

However, Zarathustra, who is the advocate of life, has understood that
by having the strength to accept the eternal return, it is possible to fight
pessimism. The rhetorical progression in the formulation of the eternal return
does not signify that Zarathustra encounters different doctrines, 