What Future for the European Political Community?

Nietzsche, Nationalism, and the Idea of the ‘Good Europeans’

Dr. Stefan Elbe

Senior Lecturer in International Relations

Department of International Relations 

University of Sussex

Brighton, BN1 9RH

United Kingdom

s.elbe@sussex.ac.uk

Abstract: How can we conceive of a European political community that transcends the various national identities constitutive of the European Union, without simply replacing these identities with an even larger, pan-European identity? This is a question that scholars and policy-makers have been grappling with unsuccessfully since the inception of the European project. This paper argues that inspiration for such a novel form of political community can be found in the idea of the ‘good Europeans’ outlined by the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche towards the end of the nineteenth century. The paper begins by situating Nietzsche’s reflections on what it means to be a ‘good European’ within the larger context of European secularisation. The paper subsequently outlines why Nietzsche viewed the adherence to national identities (and by extension the modern nation-state) as a profoundly misguided response to secularisation that ought to be resisted. These attempts to reconstitute secular political communities, Nietzsche anticipated, were merely ‘labyrinths of the future’ – albeit labyrinths which still mark the parameters for many contemporary debates about political community in Europe. Nietzsche’s own idea of the ‘good Europeans’, by contrast, opens the path for thinking about the future of the European political community that (i) avoids nationalist interpretations of community, (ii) remains open to those who currently live outside the border of the European Union, and (iii) seeks to address the problem of the increasing globalisation of the ‘last man’ by cultivating and exemplifying a deep commitment to the experience of freedom.
Biographical Note: Stefan Elbe is Senior Lecturer in International Relations in the Department of International Relations at the University of Sussex. His publications include Europe: A Nietzschean Perspective (London: Routledge, 2003), ‘“We Good Europeans…” Genealogical Reflections on the Idea of Europe,’ Millennium: Journal of International Studies, Vol. 30, No. 2 (November 2001), pp. 259-284; ‘Labyrinths of the Future: Nietzsche’s Genealogy of Nationalism,’ Journal of Political Ideologies, Vol. 7, No. 1 (Spring 2002), pp. 77-96; ‘European Nihilism and Annihilation in the Twentieth Century,’ Totalitarian Movements and Political Religions, Vol. 1, No. 3 (Winter 2000), pp. 43-72.

Keywords: Community, Constitution, Death of God, Europe, Good Europeans, Idea of Europe, Nationalism, Nietzsche, Nihilism, Preamble, Secularisation. 

Paper Length: 8,850 words including footnotes


What Future for the European Political Community?

Nietzsche, Nationalism, and the Idea of the ‘Good Europeans’

Plato once suggested that one could not imagine a city where the idea of a city was completely lost and no longer recognizable at all. Over two thousand years later, rummaging amidst the ashes of the Second World War, the architects of the emerging European community confronted this same question – albeit, of course, on a much larger scale. Would it be possible to create a genuine European political community without articulating a common idea of Europe that the various peoples of Europe could collectively embrace? Despite initially opting for a functionalist strategy revolving around economic and technical cooperation, there was no doubt in the minds of founding fathers like Robert Schuman that ‘Europe cannot and must not remain an economic and technocratic undertaking. It must have a soul, awareness of its historical affinities and its present and future responsibilities and political determination in the service of a single human ideal.’
 Just as with Plato’s city, the European Union would eventually have to advance an inspiring idea of Europe if it was not just to remain an expedient economic and institutional arrangement, but was also to serve as the basis for cultivating a deeper European community. Following decades of incremental and at times contradictory progress, this long awaited opportunity to define the contours of the European soul, and ‘to forge a common destiny,’
 finally emerged on October 29, 2004 when delegates representing the member states of the European Union agreed and signed the text of the European Constitution.

The negotiations leading up to the drafting of the Constitution were predictably complex, generating considerable debate about the ideational principles upon which the Union ought to be based. An important area of disagreement was whether the Preamble of the Constitution should make an explicit reference to Europe’s Christian heritage, or whether it should adopt a more secular tone. The Catholic Church and some heads of state (such as the Polish president Aleksander Kwaśniewski) argued strongly for a Christian conception of Europe, while France and others argued in favour of a decidedly secular stance. The negotiations about the Preamble to the Constitution thus formed a significant site for contesting which idea of Europe the political community ought to be based upon. In the end compromise prevailed with the Preamble now broadly ‘drawing inspiration from the cultural, religious and humanist inheritance of Europe, from which have developed the universal values of the inviolable and inalienable rights of the human person, freedom, democracy, equality and the rule of law…’
 Yet the success of this compromise would prove to be short-lived, as the French and Dutch electorates soon rejected the Constitution in their respective national referenda, effectively putting the Constitution on ice for the time being. As so often in the history of the European Union, the question ‘What future for the European political community?’ must be confronted anew, opening up the possibility of considering alternative and more unconventional conceptualisations of the European idea.

One such account, this paper argues, can still be found buried within the writings of the nineteenth-century German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, where a unique but frequently overlooked idea of what it would mean to be a ‘good European’ within the cultural configuration of European modernity is sketched out in broad but distinctive strokes. The contours of this idea are necessarily broad because Nietzsche developed the notion of the ‘good Europeans’ not as a way of delineating a specific European identity that all European citizens should model themselves upon, but rather as a way of outlining a particular ethos that he thought Europeans might cultivate following the ‘death of God.’ It is the purpose of this paper to reconstruct this ethos on the basis of a selection of Nietzsche’s published writings (as well as many of his posthumously published notes), and to critically contrast this ethos with the idea of Europe embodied in the European Constitution. 

This ethos of the ‘good Europeans’, whom Nietzsche hoped would emerge in the future, specifically consists of three elements. First, this ethos entails a realisation that European secularisation calls into questions a whole host of metaphysical ideals associated with Europe’s cultural heritage, including many of those alluded to in the Preamble of the European Constitution. Second, these ‘good Europeans’ vehemently oppose any national response to European secularisation as being deeply inadequate. Broadly supportive of attempts to create a closer European political community, this ethos would seek to challenge those passages in the Constitution accommodating the persistence of existing national identities. Finally, these ‘good Europeans’ also believe that the spirit of Europe ultimately resides not in a particular political or economic institutional arrangement, but in a creative experience of freedom that is afforded to Europeans by the advent of secularisation. This ethos of Nietzsche’s ‘good Europeans’, which is explored in greater detail below, leads to a conceptualisation of a European political community that avoids nationalist interpretations of community, that remains open to those who currently live outside the borders of the European Union, and that seeks to address the problem of the globalisation of the ‘last man’ by continuing to cultivate and exemplify a deep commitment to freedom. Most importantly of all, this ethos of the ‘good Europeans’ opens up a path of advancing the process of Europeanization even when the institutional project of Europe runs into profound political difficulties.

1. The ‘Death of God’ and the Question of Europe

Although very much a late nineteenth-century figure, Nietzsche still remains a significant thinker for contemporary debates about the political community of Europe. Long before the European continent was to develop such a deep addiction to war in the first half of the twentieth century, Nietzsche began to fear the collapse of a common idea of Europe within the cultural configuration of European modernity. Nietzsche anticipated that one of the greatest dangers likely to confront Europe in the course of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries would be the loss of a European voice; Europeans would increasingly lack the means with which to cultivate a common European spirit.
 What would trigger this loss? The answer, for Nietzsche, lay in the advent of European secularisation – what he famously called the ‘death of God’. Nietzsche thought that this decisive cultural shift towards more widespread secularity entailed the possibility of a vast disenchantment of European culture. The diagnosis of European culture he advanced was one of nihilism. ‘Nihilism’, he penned in one of his notebooks ‘stands at the door’. But ‘[w]hat does nihilism mean?’, famously providing the answer: ‘[t]hat the highest values devalue themselves’. It means, moreover, that in Europe the overall ‘aim is lacking’ and the question ‘Why?’ no longer finds an answer’.
 Nietzsche thus used the word nihilism to denote that stage of Europe’s historical development towards the end of the nineteenth century, during which the theistic universe of Christianity was finally starting to lose its grip on the European imagination; and as modern science progressively challenged Christianity as a pervasive cultural force in Europe, so too it became increasingly difficult to continue to conceive of Europe as essentially a Christian club. There were simply no longer enough Europeans regularly kneeling at the cross to make this a persuasive vision for uniting the continent’s various peoples.

But what was Europe to be, if not a Christian continent? Here, Nietzsche detected and uncomfortable silence. While many of his contemporaries were seduced by the optimistic dream of scientific and technological progress – believing that henceforth Europe could do without the old Christian tales – Nietzsche spent much of his time worrying that science ultimately could not provide Europeans with a compelling new set of post-Christian values capable of bringing about a politically united community. Science, he warned, ‘never creates values’.
 Although science was undoubtedly a powerful intellectual pursuit, it could not answer the ‘Why?’ question, nor the question of why there should be a united European community. To the extent that modern European culture embraced, even put a primacy on science and scientific methodology, it would also find it increasingly difficult to articulate an ideal of Europe capable of replacing its formerly Christian identity. Nietzsche took this joint ‘decline of the faith in the Christian god, [and] the triumph of scientific atheism’
 to be the most decisive ‘European event’ of modern times – decisive because the rise of modern science cast irrevocable doubt on the Christian idea of Europe without offering a new European vision of its own. Gradually the Christian ice was beginning to thaw, permitting the European continent to decompose into a set of rivalling and hostile nationalisms. In the long run, Nietzsche sensed, Europe was in peril.

Although writing from the perspective of the late nineteenth century, this is an understanding of the dilemma of ‘Europe’ that still resonates amongst contemporary scholars. Not too long ago Anthony Smith aptly described Europe’s unavoidable political dilemma between its various nation states and the European Union as ‘a choice between unacceptable, historical myths and memories on the one hand, on the other a patchwork, memoryless scientific ‘culture’ held together solely by political will and economic interest that are so often subject to change’?
 Despite fifty years of European integration, the political project of Europe remains for too many an uninspiring and bureaucratic construct incapable of challenging the primacy of national identities. A compelling European dream no longer inhabits the European consciousness, with the result that the electorates of Europe have no qualms with rejecting a Constitution – however historic – if they do not see it as working in their immediate self-interest.

Nietzsche’s idea of the ‘good Europeans,’ by contrast, is a complex and original attempt to gradually move European culture beyond this impasse, and to keep a European dream alive in a post-Christian, secular cultural context. It is, in other words, an endeavour to reflect on this still very contemporary question of how can we have an inspiring idea of Europe that does not, on the one hand, resort to Christian or other mythologies which are no longer compelling except as matters of faith, and yet that is also not ‘merely’ a rationalised, technocratic, and institutional enterprise on the other? Unlike many of those who today continue to argue in favour of a Christian conception of Europe, Nietzsche thought the way out of this impasse clearly could not lie with a return to Christianity – this was no longer intellectually convincing. The evolution of Christianity in Europe, along with other belief systems, was now something that was itself to be explained in scientific terms. ‘Formerly’, Nietzsche observed in a work from his middle period:

one sought to prove that there is no God – nowadays one indicates how the belief that there is a God could arise and how this belief acquired its weight and importance: a counter-proof that there is no God thereby becomes superfluous. When in former times one had refuted the ‘proofs of the existence of God’ put forward, there always remained the doubt whether better proofs might not be adduced than those just refuted: in those days atheists did not know how to make a clean sweep.

The way forward for re-enchanting the European dream could not consist of a return to Christianity, but had to rest instead with a much more critical engagement with modern science, which had emerged as such a powerful new cultural force in Europe. 
Nietzsche thought that the great achievement of modern science – and indeed the secret of its pervasive grip on European culture – lay in its appearance as being objectively true and as value-neutral in nature. Scientific knowledge is widely deemed to be universal and free of cultural or political elements. As such, its status also seems incontestable. Nietzsche’s strategy for loosening the grip of modern science on the European imagination consisted of exposing this widespread perception of modern science as a profound illusion. Although on the surface science appears to be objective and value-neutral, Nietzsche thought the scientific endeavour always already embodies an implicit value – that of truth. As he argued in the Genealogy of Morals:

[t]hat which constrains these men [the modern scientists], however, this unconditional will to truth, is faith in the ascetic ideal itself, even if as an unconscious imperative – don’t be deceived about that – it is the faith in a metaphysical value, the absolute value of truth, sanctioned and guaranteed by this ideal alone (it stands or falls with this ideal).

The entire enterprise of modern natural and social science is based on the idea – always implicit but seldom consciously articulated – that we ought to pursue the truth of things. 
But from where, asked Nietzsche, do scientists derive this implicit and zealous pursuit of truth? Scientists clearly do not first meditate on the value of truth versus untruth in social life, and then decide to become scientists; more often than not they are drawn to science for one reason or another, and subsequently dedicate their lives to the pursuit of truth. It is usually only when their knowledge is put to immensely inhuman use, as with the case of the development of nuclear weapons for example, that scientists begin to reflect more consciously on the value of truth and knowledge. Nietzsche argued that in fact historically this scientific belief in the value of truth is actually an unconscious remnant of Christianity. ‘[W]e men of knowledge of today’, he insisted, ‘we godless men and anti-metaphysicians, we, too, still derive our flame from the fire ignited by a faith millennia old, the Christian faith, which was also Plato’s, that God is truth, that truth is divine’.
 The dedicated cultivation of truth as an overriding value can already be found in Platonic philosophy, including Plato’s famous allegory of the cave. In Plato’s case the ‘true’ world that needed to be discovered and studied consisted of the non-empirical and eternal Forms – a world that was also deemed by Plato to be superior because it contained all those essential properties such as truth, identity, unity, and stability that earthly existence did not possess.
 Plato thus stood at the beginning of a long European tradition that tended to denigrate the sensuous world in favour of some truer – or metaphysical – world. 
Nietzsche thought that Christianity had simply retained Plato’s habit of positing a ‘true’ world beyond the realm of earthly existence, and substituted it with a Christian narrative; like Plato it posited a timeless and divine world separate from earthly existence where the ultimate truth about life resides.
 In this regard, Nietzsche mused, the Christian faith is merely a form of ‘Platonism for the ‘the people’.’
 The task of devout Christians, too, was to study earthly existence in order to detect traces of this divine world. This can be seen, for example, by considering the importance of the Ten Commandments, or by bearing in mind the important role that confession played in Christianity. In assuming that knowledge of truth is also knowledge of the divine, both Platonism and Christianity postulate the existence of a true world and encouraged the rigorous pursuit of truth in relation to this metaphysical world.
 Nietzsche referred to this powerful impulse, which he saw as being so characteristic of nearly two millennia of European culture, as the ‘will-to-truth’; and it is from this same cultural trajectory, he argued, that modern scientists still derive their zeal and ambition to discover the truth of existence. Modern scientists, too, still believe that there is a true world beneath the sensuous world that can be discovered through strict adherence to the principles of science.
Not only is modern science’s implicit but powerful emphasis on the importance of truth still continuous with Christianity and Platonism, but for Nietzsche it was also precisely the Christian emphasis on the value of truth that, over time, first gave rise to modern science and scientific accounts of existence – accounts which would later begin to directly challenge the Christian narrative. Put differently, Nietzsche wished to draw attention to the immensely ironic circumstance that it was precisely the Christian insistence on the moral imperative of truth that, in the end, demanded that Europeans admit that the concept of God is a lie:

You see what it was that really triumphed over the Christian god: Christian morality itself, the concept of truthfulness that was understood ever more rigorously, the father’s confessor’s refinement of the Christian conscience, translated and sublimated into a scientific conscience, into intellectual cleanliness at any price. Looking at nature as if it were proof of the goodness and governance of a god; interpreting history in honour of some divine reason, as a continual testimony of a moral world order and ultimate moral purposes; interpreting one’s own experiences as pious people have long enough interpreted theirs….

The rise of modern science in Europe was therefore not simply the result of Europeans having voluntarily turned their back on Christianity for underlying personal or sociological reasons. Rather – and this is often seen to be one of the very strength’s of Nietzsche’s account – the European experience of the ‘death of God’ results from the sincere and consistent application of Christian morality.
 ‘We outgrew Christianity’, Nietzsche maintained, ‘not because we lived too far from it, rather because we lived too close, even more because we grew out of it. It is our strict and over-indulged piety itself that today forbids us still to be Christians’.
 The consistent pursuit of truth, cultivated initially by Platonism and subsequently popularised by Christianity, eventually gave rise to the modern scientific conscience which pursued truth at all costs with the result that it also felt compelled to expose Christianity as being merely a ‘faith’, a ‘mythology’, or in the case of the account of Genesis, even an outright ‘lie’. This systematic unfolding of the will-to-truth that Nietzsche retraced also explains why he detected a kind of logic behind the advent of secularisation, and why he insisted that this development was in a sense the necessary consequence of our valuations so far, i.e. why in Europe the highest values began to devalue themselves. 

But if this belief in the unconditional value of truth expressed in modern science is itself a residue of Christianity, then the thornier and more fundamental question arises as to how this continuing belief in the value of truth can be grounded in a secular culture following the ‘death of God’. The categorical pursuit of truth is certainly intelligible within a Christian framework that posits a supreme God who shines through all aspects of human existence and thus guarantees the existence of truth, indeed, is even equated with the truth. Yet this pursuit of truth becomes much more difficult to sustain intellectually once this overarching Christian theology collapses:

[a]t this point it is necessary to pause and take careful stock. Science itself henceforth requires justification (which is not to say that there is any such justification). Consider on this question both the earliest and most recent philosophers: they are all oblivious of how much the will to truth itself first requires justification; here the ascetic ideal has hitherto dominated all philosophy, because truth was posited as being, as God, as the highest court of appeal – because truth was not permitted to be a problem at all. Is this ‘permitted’ understood? – From the moment faith in the God of the ascetic ideal is denied a new problem arises: that of the value of truth.

The dilemma for modern science after the ‘death of God’, David Owen suggests, is that it can no longer persuasively ground itself: ‘science as the will to truth cannot itself articulate a ground on which to assert the value of truth.’
 

What ought one to do in this situation? Nietzsche thought there were essentially two options. First, one could refuse to problematise the overriding faith scientists put in the value of truth, and simply continue with the scientific enterprise as many scientists have done in the past. The problem with this response, however, is that it is not very scientific if by ‘scientific’ one understands the open and critical evaluation and examination of all of one’s assumptions. It is neither intellectually rigorous, nor consistent with the principles of science itself. Max Weber would later draw attention to this very problem in his famous lecture entitled ‘Science as a Vocation’ when he observed that ‘[s]cience … presupposes that what is yielded by scientific work is important in the sense that it is ‘worth being known’. In this obviously are contained all our problems. For this presupposition cannot be proved by scientific means’.
 Without providing an explicit grounding for the value of the will-to-truth, the scientific endeavour itself amounts to an act of faith in the inherent value of truth.

A better strategy – and the one Nietzsche recommended to the ‘good Europeans’ of the future – would be to subject the value of truth to deeper intellectual scrutiny. If we really want to get to the bottom of things following the ‘death of God’, we must also ask where this whole European desire and quest for truth came from, and what the value of pursuing such true worlds is. Henceforth, Nietzsche insisted, ‘[t]he will to truth requires a critique – let us define our own task – the value of truth must for once be experimentally called into question’.
 While such a response arguably remains true to the scientific spirit of critically questioning all assumptions, it also, of course, begins to undermine the entire basis of the scientific endeavour itself; for, once one begins to question the will-to-truth in the name of truth, the latter effectively begins to prey on itself. Nietzsche described this process in the following terms:

Christianity as a dogma was destroyed by its own morality … [a]fter Christian truthfulness has drawn one inference after another, it must end by drawing its most striking inference, its inference against itself; this will happen, however, when it poses the question ‘what is the meaning of all will to truth?’ And here I again touch on my problem, on our problem, my unknown friends (for as yet I know of no friend): what meaning would our whole being possess if it were not this, that in us the will to truth becomes conscious of itself as a problem.
 

For those willing to forge ahead this deeply, then, the advent of European secularisation ultimately calls into question not just Christianity but also modern science because the ‘death of God’ necessitates reflecting much more deeply on how the underlying will-to-truth at the heart of the enterprise of modern science is to be justified. There is no longer any a priori reason as to why modern science, which displaced Christianity as a cultural force in Europe, should be elevated as the highest European ideal in its aftermath. The status of science’s claim to be the embodiment of the new European idea is itself revealed to be extremely tenuous.

Even here, however, we have not yet fully plumbed the true depths of the implications of the ‘death of God’. Ultimately, the advent of European secularisation implied for Nietzsche not only that the Christian God is dead, but more importantly that ‘[a]ll gods are dead’, as he had Zarathustra famously proclaim.
 Once one begins to question the will-to-truth, it is not just the God of Christianity and modern science that is called into question, but more fundamentally the entire way of rendering European existence meaningful by positing the existence of a ‘true’ world behind or underneath the sensuous world. As Martin Heidegger pointed out, the ‘death of God’ ultimately means that the ‘suprasensory world is [now] without effective power. It bestows no life. Metaphysics, i.e., for Nietzsche Western philosophy understood as Platonism, is at an end’.
 The way in which Europeans had rendered life meaningful for more than two millennia was beginning to implode before his very eyes, which is also why Nietzsche understood himself to be living through such a crucial turning point in the history of Europe.
All of this has important implications for contemporary attempts to find a more meaningful idea of Europe that could serve as the basis for a reinvigorated European political community. This task is now revealed to be much more difficult than even many of those involved in drafting the European Constitution may have realised. For how can one possibly determine a more meaningful idea of Europe once the will-to-truth is put into question? Once one goes down this path, any attempt to posit the truth or essence of European existence around which a new European community could be built would no longer seem credible. It is also precisely the awareness of this deep impasse within secular, European culture that marks the first element of the ethos of Nietzsche’s ‘good Europeans’ of the future. They realise that that the deeper implications of secularisation entail not just the demise of Christianity, but also necessitate putting this will-to-truth experimentally into question. For these ‘good Europeans’ there could consequently be no return to a Christian conception of Europe, nor could Europe be built around the principles of modern science, nor even along the seemingly enlightened and progressive principles noted in the Preamble to the European Constitution – such as democracy, equality, and the rule of law. These are all attempts to determine the true meaning of Europe and what it means to be a European; as such they are also contemporary manifestations of Europe’s Christian-Platonic will-to-truth that fail to adequately challenge the latter. The deeper question these ‘good Europeans’ confront, therefore, is if the European idea cannot be defined in such a manner, then what meaning could the European idea still have in a secular cultural context?
2. Nationalism as a ‘Metamorphosis of the Cross’

How would Nietzsche’s ‘good Europeans’ respond to this deeper rupture in European culture that necessitates calling the Christian-Platonic will-to-truth experimentally into question? Nietzsche’s choice of naming his idea the ‘good Europeans’ indicates that he thought a nationalist response to European secularisation would be profoundly mistaken and inadequate. Nietzsche was convinced that at bottom modern nationalism was simply a secular replacement for the Christian God that had died. ‘What is the meaning of our nationalism?’ he asked, but ‘the metamorphosis of the cross’.
 Nietzsche sensed that following the ‘death of God’ Europeans would be looking for a new purpose in their lives, and that this spiritual vacuum would provide a nourishing cultural environment within which nationalism could prosper. Nietzsche himself wished to criticise this ‘old habit of supposing that the goal must be put up, given, demanded from outside – by some superhuman authority’. The response to secularisation that he nevertheless found most likely in modern Europe was that ‘[h]aving unlearned faith in that, one still follows the old habit and seeks another authority that can speak unconditionally and command goals and tasks’.
 Following the ‘death of God’ Europeans would be seeking a ‘temporary redemption from pessimism’, and in this quest would turn, amongst other things, to ‘nationalism’.
 Nietzsche thus urged his readers to understand nationalism as a modern attempt to endow European existence with a greater sense of meaning or purpose in the aftermath of secularisation.
 

This relationship between nationalism and secularisation was already identified quite early on in the historiography of European nationalism by pioneering scholars such as Carlton Hayes,
 Hans Kohn,
 and Arnold Toynbee.
 More recently this link has also enjoyed a resurgence amongst nationalism scholars. In his influential account, for example, Benedict Anderson broadly locates the rise of nationalism within the context of increasingly secular cultures. According to Anderson the waning appeal of religious modes of existence pointed to the need of ‘a secular transformation of fatality into continuity, contingency into meaning’, and in his view ‘few things were [are] better suited to this end than an idea of nation’.
 The title of Joseph Llobera’s study of the rise of modern nationalism in western Europe, The God of Modernity, similarly evokes this relationship.
 Llobera argues that modern national identity appeared in western Europe at the same time that all the intermediary bonds of society were collapsing, and religion was losing its grip on the peoples. Religion was a ready-made model for nationalism and in many cases it was also a powerful ally, reinforcing emerging nationalism.
 This allows him to conclude that ‘nationalism has become the functional equivalent of religion; or, expressed in a more pungent way, nationalism has become a religion – a secular religion where god is the nation’.
 These studies provide much empirical and historical support for Nietzsche’s earlier hypothesis that, at least in the European context, nationalism is partially indicative of a ‘metamorphosis of the cross’. 

Why, though, would Nietzsche’s ‘good Europeans’ not follow this now familiar and well-trodden path? The problem with a nationalist response to European secularisation is two-fold. First, a nationalist response addresses the problem of European secularisation on too small a scale. In light of the European dimensions of the ‘death of God’, Nietzsche thought that a European rather than merely a national response was evidently required. The ‘death of God’, he noted in The Gay Science, was ‘already beginning to cast its first shadows over Europe’
 – not just over individual nations. He thus repeatedly referred to nationalism as being ‘petty’ and small, and saw it as being in no way fit to address the magnitude of the phenomenon of European secularisation. These nationalist ideas are ultimately a dead-end for Europe: 

[n]ationalism, this nervrose nationale with which Europe is sick, this perpetuation of European particularism (Kleinstaaterei), of petty politics [has] deprived Europe itself of its meaning, of its reason – [has] driven it into a dead-end street. – Does anyone besides me know the way out of this dead-end street? – A task that is great enough to unite nations again?
 

In contrast to those favouring a Europe of nation states, Nietzsche consistently thought that the problem of the ‘death of God’ could only be addressed on a European level, which is why he deliberately extolled his idea of the ‘good Europeans’ who would be ‘laughing about the nations’
 and ‘supra-national’ in outlook.
 

The second reason these ‘good Europeans’ would reject a nationalist response to European secularisation is that rather than calling Europe’s Christian-Platonic will-to-truth experimentally into question, as Nietzsche thought the ‘good Europeans’ would have to do following the ‘death of God’, nationalism actually seeks to reactivate it in a new, earthly guise. Nationalism is a response to European secularisation that merely seeks to replace the worship of the old God with the worship of more secular idols and ideologies. As with modern science, Europe’s incessant desire to determine the deeper truth of existence – its will-to-truth – is merely redirected from the otherworldly realm to the earthly horizon. The nation is thus simply the most recent in a long line of ascetic ideals generated by Europe’s Christian-Platonic heritage in order to establish the true meaning or essence of existence. If, as Nietzsche thought, the advent of European secularisation ultimately entailed putting the will-to-truth of Europe’s Christian-Platonic tradition into question, then the re-activation of the will to truth under the guise of nationalist ideals was not intellectually persuasive, although such strategies might nevertheless achieve considerable popular success. ‘What is called a ‘nation’ in Europe today’, Nietzsche lamented in Beyond Good and Evil, ‘is really rather a res facta than res nata (and occasionally can hardly be told from a res ficta et picta)…’
 He had already articulated similar concerns about the constructed nature of nationalism in Human, All too Human, where he noted that ‘this artificial nationalism is in any case as perilous as artificial Catholicism used to be, for it is in its essence a forcibly imposed state of siege and self-defence inflicted on the many by the few and requires cunning, force and falsehood to maintain a front of respectability’.
 

At the root of modern nationalism, then, is the desire not to question the will-to-truth, but rather to escape the at times disenchanting experience of secularisation by replicating the comforting, transcendental ideals within the earthly realm. As Nietzsche noted in a passage from the Gay Science:

The demand that one wants by all means that something should be firm (while on account of the ardor of this demand one is easier and more negligent about the demonstration of this certainty) – this, too, is still the demand for a support, a prop, in short, that instinct of weakness which, to be sure, does not create religious, metaphysical systems, and convictions of all kinds but – conserves them. … Even the vehemence with which our most intelligent contemporaries lose themselves in wretched nooks and crannies, for example into nationalism [Vaterländerei] (I mean what the French call chauvinisme and the Germans ‘German’) … always manifests itself above all the need for a faith, a support, backbone, something to fall back on.

It is against the background of this critique of modern nationalism as a secular continuation of the will-to-truth that one must understand Nietzsche’s despising of the self-intoxication of the European nations,
 as well as his ardent pleas to overcome the petty nationalism of nation-states. In one of his notes Nietzsche pleaded to ‘[l]et some fresh air in! This absurd state of affairs must not go on any longer in Europe! What sense is there in this bone-headed nationalism? Now that everything points to larger common interests, what is the purpose of encouraging this scurvy egoism?’
 In his autobiography he even called nationalism the anti-cultural sickness par excellence.
 

The second element of the ethos of Nietzsche’s ‘good Europeans’ of the future, then, is that having understood the deeper ramifications of the ‘death of God’, they also actively resist a nationalist response to this cultural development. The cultivation of national myths and identities not only maintains the will-to-truth under secular conditions, but also facilitates the decomposition of Europe into a set of hostile and competing nationalisms. This was no way to keep a European dream alive within the cultural configuration of European modernity. Those who propagate nationalist ideas Nietzsche accordingly deemed to be perpetuating the ‘sickness of the century’ and were ‘an enemy of the good Europeans, an enemy of the free spirits’.
 In the contemporary context Nietzsche’s ‘good Europeans’ would thus also be much more critical of national identities than those drafting the European Constitution, in the Preamble to which one finds references to following a path of ‘unity in diversity’
 – which does not do much to challenge the persistence of national identities in Europe; nor does the Preamble’s concession that the various people of Europe should remain ‘proud of their own national identities and history’.
 From this perspective, although perhaps understandable in terms of political expediency, the European Constitution still remains at times too tolerant of national ideas and identities to be the embodiment of the kind of Europeanization that Nietzsche hoped the ‘good Europeans’ would cultivate. This still leaves unresolved, however, the deeper problem of how these ‘good Europeans’ could keep alive a common European spirit without simply replicating the logic of nationalism, and hence also of the will-to-truth, on a much larger scale. If Europe’s various national ideals and identities are still manifestations of Europe’s Christian-Platonic will-to-truth, then would not any attempt to replace the Christian idea of Europe with a new, more secular idea of Europe around which the European community could be structured similarly be a manifestation of this will-to-truth?
3. The ‘Good Europeans’ and the Experience of Freedom

For the ‘good Europeans’ the most promising way forward would be to seek to reinvigorate the European dream not through adherence to a common European ideal, but to reorient this dream around a profound experience of freedom. This would require a fundamental revaluation of Europe’s Christian-Platonic heritage whereby Nietzsche’s ‘good Europeans’ of the future would have to begin experimenting with a way of living that could flourish without needing to fix the truth of European existence. ‘One could conceive’, Nietzsche noted in this vein, ‘of such pleasure and power of self-determination, such a freedom of the will that the spirit would take leave of all faith and every wish for certainty, being practised in maintaining himself on insubstantial ropes and possibilities and dancing even near abysses. Such a spirit would be the free spirit par excellence’.
 And indeed for Nietzsche’s ‘good Europeans’ (or ‘free spirits’ as he sometimes also referred to them 
) ‘the demand for certainty is not … the inmost craving and the deepest need’. Instead he recommended to them in one of his notebooks ‘the magic of the opposite way of thinking, not to be denied the stimulation of the enigmatic,
 insisting that their starting point would have to be a ‘[d]eep aversion towards resting once and for all in any total interpretation of the world’. 
 Nietzsche’s revaluation of European values, then, does not consist of articulating a new set of ideals – national, European or other – but rather of beginning to experience value in a fundamentally different way.
 What is valuable about European culture after the ‘death of God’, for these ‘good Europeans’, is precisely that it affords them the possibility of experiencing existence in a way that is not reducible to any singular truth. As Nietzsche wrote in a letter ‘[m]y task is quite singular this time: I’ve asked myself what mankind has always hated, feared, and despised the most – and precisely out of this I’ve made my gold’.
 Nietzsche mined for his revaluation of European values where many of his contemporaries never even bothered to look.

This revaluation of values undertaken by the ‘good Europeans’ responds to the ‘death of God’ through understanding the latter as an immensely liberating cultural experience. Indeed, perhaps one of Nietzsche’s most important insights about the nature of European secularisation was that, despite the fact that it was often experienced as disquieting and disorienting, it also entails a vastly creative and liberating potential. Nietzsche noted quite explicitly how his own response to the ‘death of God’ is ‘not at all sad and gloomy, but rather like a new, difficult to describe kind of light, happiness, relief, amusement, encouragement, dawn’, and that ‘we philosophers and ‘free spirits’ feel, when we hear the news that ‘the old god is dead’, as if a new dawn shone on us; our heart overflows with gratitude, amazement, premonition, expectation. At long last the horizon appears free to us again’.
 Nietzsche’s ‘good Europeans’ would thus be distinguished from contemporary Europeanists by their attempt to revalue the traditional Christian-Platonic values revolving around the will-to-truth, and their consequent unwillingness to erect new European idols in order to replace the old God that has ‘died’. They would experiment instead with a way of living that rejoiced in the absence of positing a deeper essence to European existence and would understand this new form of existence as a liberation from the past constraints of Europe’s Christian-Platonic culture. 

In the end, it is this experience of freedom which is the ‘decisive event’ for the ‘good Europeans’, and is marked by a ‘dangerous curiosity for an undiscovered world [which] flames up and flickers in all the senses’.
 It is also this ethos of Nietzsche’s ‘good Europeans’, of pursuing a thinking that is more free than it is ‘true’, which can be said to constitute a vibrant alternative to the predominantly pessimistic assessments of Europe which predominate today. ‘Let us not undervalue this’, Nietzsche insisted: we ourselves, we free spirits, are already a ‘revaluation of all values’, an incarnate declaration of war and victory over all ancient conceptions of ‘true’ and ‘untrue’.’
 The Nietzschean perspective on the future of Europe places its wager on the possibility of a Europe consisting of ‘good Europeans’ who do not necessarily share a fixed idea of Europe. Nietzsche himself was even quite optimistic about this prospect in the long term, noting in Human, All too Human:

[t]hat there could someday be such free spirits, that our Europe will have such lively, daring fellows among its sons of tomorrow and the day after tomorrow, real and palpable and not merely, as in my case, phantoms and a hermit’s shadow play: I am the last person to want to doubt that. I already see them coming, slowly, slowly; and perhaps I am doing something to hasten their coming when I describe before the fact the fateful conditions that I see giving rise to them, the paths on which I see them coming?
 

Nietzsche’s vision of the ‘good Europeans’ is his attempt to communicate to his readers the possibility of a revaluation of European values based around an experience of deep intellectual freedom that European secularisation affords. Participating in this revaluation of values marks the third and final element of the ethos of the ‘good Europeans.’ At long last, Nietzsche noted in this vein, ‘our ships may finally venture out again, venture out to face any danger; all the daring of the lover of knowledge is permitted again; the sea, our sea, lies open again; perhaps there has never yet been such an ‘open sea’.’
 Most importantly of all, this experience of freedom can also continue to be communicated even whilst the political project of Europe finds itself in crisis.

Conclusion

Having explored the broad outlines of Nietzsche’s ‘good Europeans’, their ethos can finally be summarized as consisting of the following three characteristics: (i) their realization that the deeper dimension of European secularisation necessarily entails calling the Christian-Platonic will-to-truth experimentally into question; (ii) their realization that a European rather than a national response is required to this decisive and wide-ranging cultural transformation; and (iii) their ability to experience an existence partially freed from the will-to-truth not as a paralysing and distressing one, but as an important moment of liberation from the past constraints of European culture. The impossibility of positing a new idea of Europe, and the fact that all such ideals advanced by the European Union ultimately must remain questionable, are not a reason for despair but rather a symbol of the ‘protean diversity of life.’
 As Nietzsche put it:

[b]ut to stand in the midst of this of this rerum concordia discors and of this whole marvellous uncertainty and rich ambiguity of existence without questioning, without trembling with the craving and the rapture of such questioning, without at least hating the person who questions, perhaps even finding him faintly amusing – that is what I feel to be contemptible, and this is the feeling for which I look first in everybody. Some folly keeps persuading me that every human being has this feeling, simply because he is human. This is my type of injustice.

By refusing to posit a new essence underlying European existence, such a community consisting of Nietzsche’s ‘good Europeans’ would avoid nationalist, racist and other essentialising interpretations of Europe. In so doing, it would in principle also remain open to those who are currently outside the borders of the European Union. Finally, it is a conception of what it means to be a ‘good European’ that seeks to address the problem of the increasing globalisation of the ‘last man’ through combating the refusal to cultivate, within existence, an important reflective depth. From the Nietzschean perspective, proper Europeanisation would manifest itself not so much in the attempt to articulate a ‘true’ idea of Europe, but rather in the encouraging of the emergence of those ‘good Europeans’ who ‘can actually tolerate free thoughts’,
 and who can share in an experience of freedom that has long been lost in the political project of Europe.
 ‘I intend to find out’, Nietzsche wrote in a letter from 1874 ‘to what degree our friends, who are so proud of their freedom of thought, can actually tolerate free thoughts.’
 To recover this experience of freedom is the challenge of Nietzsche’s European thought. It is a challenge that may seem unconventional; but then again Europe would not be Europe if it were not able to find a new way out of an old dilemma.
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