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I do not agree that Nietzsche was in any way more regressive than most other males of his day. Some of his writing was outrageously sexist, but the most notorious comments he made about the male of the species were far from complimentary, and taken singularly, statements Nietzsche makes about a few demographic groups could be construed as most foul.   I must admit candidly that where Nietzsche decries women as a hindrance to philosophy or scholarship, I have said the same of men. It was required of women, up into the 20th century, to escape to the convent of their respective faith in order to elude the yoke and servitude of marriage and children in order to pursue their talents and interests. Even today, the necessary sacrifice of time and attention for rearing children falls on women. That may ring chauvinistic, and progress has been made, but overall, it remains an unpleasant truth. So while Nietzsche had a flair for the obvious, ugly and inescapable truth, those truths maintain dual use irrespective of gender. Nietzsche would undoubtedly disagree, but it is precisely in this dual use that feminists can find an appreciation of Nietzsche’s writing, and their own Will to Power.

Robert Holub offers a comprehensive, if proprietary, interpretation of the social and cultural influences of Nietzsche in Nietzsche and the Women’s Question (no date), and considers his opinions on feminism “retrograde” even for his time. H.L Mencken’s The Philosophy of Friedrich Nietzsche (1908) is perhaps the most inclusive, dispassionate, and well arranged source for Nietzsche’s thoughts.  In a book excerpt of What Nietzsche Really Said, (2001) Kathleen Higgins, with Robert Solomon dispel some popular Nietzschean myths, and number two on their list of misconceptions is that Nietzsche hated women. Hate us, love us, or confused and confounded by us, Nietzsche had much to say about us, and this may get me kicked out of the girls club, but not all of it was unfounded.

From the flattery will get one anywhere department, and Nietzsche’s aphorism from the Gay Science, Vita femina, we have possibly the single most complimentary thing Nietzsche ever wrote about women: 
“But perhaps this is the most powerful magic of life: it is covered by a veil interwoven with gold, a veil of beautiful possibilities, sparkling with promise, resistance, bashfulness, mockery, pity, and seduction.  Yes, life is a woman.” (Nietzsche, no date)

In any case, Nietzsche did not dismiss us, patronize us, or reduce our endless possibility to the choices between Madonna and whore. No, there are other categories, “Woman is not yet capable of friendship: women are still cats and birds. Or, at best, cows.” (Nietzsche, no date). Unfriendly of him, that cow comment, and confusing in light of his analogy of us as life. Maybe before one can understand his meaning, one must know a little about his life.

Except for the loss of his father at an early age, Nietzsche’s early life was ordinary enough, and abundant in advantages. The son, nephew, and grandson of Lutheran ministers, theological studies were a natural choice in education, although he narrowed his studies to the study of language and texts in college. His own sickliness might relate to his abhorrence for weakness in others, but the accident that led to his discharge from military duty also led Nietzsche to the University at Leipzig, and the greatest influences on his theoretical thought.  Wagner was a father figure of sorts for Nietzsche, which explains the turbulence of their relationship, and Nietzsche’s disappointment in Wagner’s later anti-Semitism. What is more interesting is the acquaintance he made at this time with Hermann Brockhaus, and what one could fairly assume was the muse for Thus Spake Zarathustra; a copy of “Vendidad Sade — a text of the Zoroastrian religion, whose prophet was Zarathustra” (Stanford, 2007). 

The influential men Nietzsche met at Leipzig helped Nietzsche gain access to professorship at Basel University, an endorsement rarely granted one as young as he was at the time (Stanford, 2007). Although his intellect undoubtedly warranted such dispensation, clearly Nietzsche enjoyed access and promotion other men, the masses, did not. That Nietzsche enjoyed the benefits of the upper classes is evident in his posture towards ordinary people, and perhaps his antipathy to democracy is a reflection of that status. That he considers the vagaries of chance smiling on him to be a mark of merit rather than dumb luck is a peculiarity of the “self made man” of any era. What is more inscrutable is how his physical limitations translated to his general intolerance of weakness in men, and in the particular suspicion with which he interpreted weakness with in regard to women.

Together with any weakness of his own, we must examine the earliest influence on Nietzsche’s thoughts in relation to women: Arthur Schopenhauer and his infamous essay, On Women. Mencken (1908) considered Schopenhauer to have been an influence, but he laughed at the idea that, absent that essay, Nietzsche would not have come to the same conclusions on his own. Holub maintained that one must understand the period Nietzsche commented from and avoid sentimental revision of obvious meaning, “Unlike earlier philosophers who commented on women from Plato to Schopenhauer Nietzsche's remarks were always penned in the context of an actual social movement.” (Holub, no date).  Higgins and Solomon (2001) dismiss the idea that Nietzsche meant his words in a literal sense, but their book excerpt offers no real evidence that he did not mean exactly what he wrote. Schopenhauer’s caricature may have negatively prejudiced Nietzsche’s opinion of women, but more to the point, Schopenhauer provided him with the ink well to dip our braids in; given the times and his intentional provocation of the rest of society, he was hardly likely to spare females his judgments. 

Of the above scholarly opinions, only Mencken quotes Nietzsche directly, “The Man who regards women as an enemy to be avoided” says Nietzsche, “betrays an unbridled lust which loathes not only itself, but its means” Nietzsche’s further writing regarding Schopenhauer offer further explanation:

“Above all, we should not underestimate that Schopenhauer, who treated sexuality as a personal enemy (including its tool, woman, that “instrumentum diaboli”) needed enemies to keep in good spirits; that he loved bilious, black-green words, that he scolded for the sake of scolding, out of passion; that he would have become ill, become a pessimist […] if deprived of his enemies, of Hegel, of woman, of sensuality and the whole will to existence, to persistence” (Emphasis mine). (Nietzsche, translated by Kaufmann, 1967, Genealogy of Morals, 3rd essay, section 7 Pg. 106). 

Nietzsche goes on to explain that Schopenhauer’s joy of and in misogyny is characteristic of philosophers endeavor to avoid distraction from the solitude necessary for greatness. It is a fact that living things tend to be neglected by ardent pursuit of any artistic or epic  endeavor, and that tending to those needful beings lends one to neglect scholarly work, but Schopenhauer needn’t have been so chary of women; while he was a nice enough looking young man, the bloom faded from his own rose soon enough. He would have had plenty of time to get things done. Was that catty? Yes, we can be cats, but cats are not all, nor originally, domesticated animals, just as birds are not all, nor originally, caged.

To compare us to cows, now that is another matter entirely, that bites. Barbs must have a point in order to puncture the skin, or the ego. Was his remark in 67 of the Gay Science (Nietzsche, no date) on the bovine state of women post marriage completely inaccurate? Would that statement have been taken with such umbrage had it been posited within the forum of a woman’s rights protest rather than from a man with equally uncomplimentary things to say about us?

  Young women have often looked at their mother’s married lives in utter horror and with a feral determination: that will not be me! I viewed my mother’s such, my daughter mine. It is easy to understand how feminists might argue that provocation to greater will was exactly what Nietzsche had in mind in his observations. After all, did he not use similar stimulants to prod men to self-actualization? Higgins and Solomon propose that, “Because he shares a number of concerns with our era's feminists, a number of feminist thinkers are currently reinvestigating Nietzsche's ideas about sex and gender.” (Higgins and Solomon 2001). That is an inaccurate assessment of intent though; Nietzsche had no such interest in our natural freedom, or confidence in our natural strength. As much as he considered the masses an entity of utility to the gentility, he considered woman as a limited liability to man (Mencken 1908). 

It is a sad irony that Helene Druskowitz, one of Nietzsche’s closest female friends at one time became, one assumes in response to her friends disregard of feminist interests, as aggressively anti-male in fact as Nietzsche was considered to be toward women.  I do not agree with Holub that Nietzsche definitively matched Druskowitz in hostility. Druskowitz was a passionately avid feminist and Nietzsche’s intellectual and egotistical equal. While Nietzsche’s views are understandably antithetical to a devout feminist, there is no evidence there was malice involved in his expression of them. Nietzsche’s bewilderment to Druskowitz’ reaction to his gift (Holub, No date), of Thus Spake Zarathustra illustrates his basic innocence of gender politics. Any cynical man would have known better, but Nietzsche was an honest man, and seemed to believe that the one equal he acknowledged in the opposite sex would appreciate his work even if she disagreed with parts of it. From reading Holubs description of this event it is plain to see that two great egos clashed and the humans attached to those egos had their feelings hurt along with their pride. More is the pity; an honest and able woman would have proved his premise wrong by remaining his friend and arguing with him directly. Instead, she proved the very points she disagreed with by running off to snipe from a distance.

Holub notes the difference in tone Nietzsche takes after the publishing of Thus Spake Zarathustra (2006), but he does not make the obvious connection to his falling out with Druskowitz in that change. Not offered honest confrontation, stung by what could only be perceived as betrayal, and disappointed in having his suppositions proven true, it is plain that he sniped back in his writing. Holub considers this deterioration in Nietzsche’s tone as a response to the woman’s movement in general, but the stridency of Nietzsche’s words betrays the personal nature of his complaint.“’But they [woman] do not want truth what do woman know about truth! From the beginning, nothing has been more alien to women, more repellent, more inimical than truth their great art is the lie, their highest concern appearance and beauty’" (Holub, quoting Nietzsche, No date). Could Nietzsche have made it any plainer who he referred to? While it is true that Nietzsche couches his taunts in the argument of the day, if one considers the harshness in its accurate context and in consideration of previous, softer, deliveries, his snarl is heard as that of a twice wounded and disillusioned man. 
In contemplating the work and meaning of the words Nietzsche wrote as they pertain to women, no study would be complete without regarding the connections between Lou Andreas-Salome ’, Zarathustra 1:18, On old and Young (2006), the whip, and, as an historical artifact, a photograph. 

Higgins and Solomon (2001) provide the historical background of Nietzsche’s relationship with Lou Andreas-Salomé before he lost her to Paul Rée and a picture taken of the three that has often been used against Nietzsche, but strangely enough not the other two:

“In a famous photograph with Nietzsche and their mutual friend (and Nietzsche's rival) Paul Rée, Lou is perched in a wagon, holding a whip over the two men. This picture is often "Exhibit A" in the case against Nietzsche for his sexism. But Nietzsche himself posed the picture, and we should not forget who holds the whip, nor the joking spirit in which the picture was made.” (Higgins and Solomon, 2001).
This background offers a deeper and more accurate analysis of the old woman and the whip riposte than Holub offers, and in this Higgins and Solomon also seem more authentic:

“Given that Zarathustra has been rhapsodizing about his own fantasies of heterosexual love, the old woman's suggestion hints that she does not think that women will participate so readily. Far from endorsing the naturalness of male control, the old woman presents the sexes as engaged in a power struggle that the male is by no means assured of winning.” (Higgins and Solomon, 2001). 

Considering what Holub himself admitted, albeit in a way that conveys darker intent, that the old woman is one of the few speaking parts in Thus Spake Zarathustra (2006) not given to Zarathustra and by proxy Nietzsche, the chapter takes on an entirely different meaning than Holub credits it with. In Higgins and Solomon interpretation, Nietzsche offered a cartoon of the popular male opinion of the day, and in her answer, the old woman told him to bring a lunch. Holub dismisses the whole scene between Zarathustra and the old woman as one dimensional, something to be considered in the strictest literal sense, while any reading of Nietzsche in general and Thus Spake Zarathustra (2006) in particular must take into account the metaphorical. The irony of Nietzsche asking for and offering his own comeuppance has too much appeal to accept that at this time in his writing, Nietzsche was crass enough to mean any of Zarathustra’s words in a literal sense and think it was well written. He had to have meant that as comedy. Could it be that that scene was an olive branch of sorts to women, certainly not an apology, but a little inside joke? Am I completely off base in thinking that it was precisely here that Nietzsche was most misunderstood, and that in being misunderstood by one he counted most to understand the inside joke that he snapped and lost what little patience he had for women? 

This is not apologia, mind you. Nietzsche was not a progressive of his time in any feminist sense, but Holub engages in some less than attractive shrillness towards the end of his essay by painting Nietzsche as a one dimensional monster of a suffragette’s worst nightmare. He admittedly based this opinion solely on Nietzsche’s work towards the end of the full use of his faculties, and throws in a sneer for women who choose to take away from reading Nietzsche what is useful while considering the rest only for what it is worth. That is as unfair to Nietzsche and insulting to the readers intelligence as is ideologically lazy the romanticized notion of Nietzsche as a champion of women’s actualization. Mencken (1908) offers the only consistently reliable translation of Nietzsche’s work, although I obviously reject much of his concurrence and conclusions as they pertain to my gender. 

In any event, I’m not sure feminism needs to hail Nietzsche as our hero in order to appreciate him. I’m certain that at least part of feminism negates the need for male hero figures. I’m also confident that he would not seek shelter behind our skirts. It is a pleasant thought to think of his genteel horror at finding blue jeans instead. Nietzsche’s opinion that the female of his day were incapable of being the extraordinary man is far from irrelevant to the discussion, but it was interspersed in his commentary, rather than dominating it. Disagreement should not dictate our entire understanding of a brilliant and delightfully defiant mind. Friends, equals, disagree continually. Women today would not agree with most of our female ancestors of his time as to what the role and place of women is or should be in society, and those arguments among women barely require generational distance. Feminists would do well to consider an honest reckoning of Nietzsche and his reasoning; not as an apology for him or defense of themselves, but in the same use men make in his less than fawning interpretation of themselves. 
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