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For the present, the comedy of existence has not yet "become conscious" of itself. For the present, we still live in the age of tragedy, the age of moralities and religions.
-NIETZSCHE'
JESSICA LOVEJOY: You're bad, Bart Simpson. BART: No I'm not! I'm really- JL: Yes you are. You're bad . . . and I like it. BART: I'm bad to the bone, honey.2
Good Girls and Bad Boys
You know the stories: he cut the head off the statue of jebediah Springfield; he burned down the family Christmas tree; he shoplifted a copy of Bonestorm; he cheated on an IQ test and got himself placed in genius school; he fooled the town into thinking there was a little boy trapped down a well, etc., etc., etc. Bart Simpson isn't some loveable little scamp who always seems to find himself in trouble; he isn't a rebel with a heart of gold. He's a wise-cracking delinquent, a bad boy in bright blue pants, a spoiler, one of Satan's minions-if you believe in that sort of thing.
You probably think it's his sister, Lisa, who's the virtuous one. She's bright, talented, very logical, rational, sensitive. She has principles: she fights injustice as she sees it; she's a vegetarian because she believes in animal rights; she stands up against the greedy Mr. Burns's excesses; and she has love and compassion for her friends and family, and indeed for all those who are less fortunate. She's the little girl we love to love. You'd probably say she's the only admirable character on the show.
Well, let me tell you about another bad boy, the bad boy of philosophy (what-you didn't think philosophy bad bad boys?). His name was Friedrich Nietzsche, and-philosophically-he's as bad as they come, honey. He too was a kind of wise-crack- ing philosophical delinquent. He bucked authority, he was a spoiler. And one of Satan's minions?-hell, he wrote a book called The Antichrist! He seemed to hate everything, every ideal that most people love and hold dear to themselves-more, he would tear down those ideals by cleverly showing how they were interconnected with things that those same people hate. He rebuked religion, he laughed at pity. He called Socrates a buffoon who got himself taken seriously. He called Kant a deca- dent, Descartes superficial, and John Stuart Mill a nathead! He infamously wrote in Thus Spake Zarathustra, if you're going to women, "Don't forget the whip!"3
Now, while Nietzsche rejected and even laughed at the tra- ditional ideal, the so-called "good person," the compassionate, religiously virtuous person, he forged something of his own ideal: the free spirit; the person who rejects traditional morality, traditional virtues; the person who embraces the chaos of the world and gives style to his character.
Could it be that from a Nietzschean perspective we've been admiring the wrong character? Might Lisa Simpson be part of what Nietzsche calls world-slandering weariness, decadence, slave morality, resentment? Sure, it's fun to be bad, but might there be something healthy and life-affirming, something philo- sophically important about it? Could Bart Simpson be, in the end, the Nietzschean ideal?
The Birth of Comedy: Appearance vs. Reality
In order to answer the above questions, we need to understand why Nietzsche was the philosopher's bad boy, and why he extolled the virtues of acting out (so to speak). In his earliest works, Nietzsche was very much influenced by the philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer, who was a particularly unfunny man. As legend has it, for example, he once threw an old lady down a flight of stairs. Now, among other things, Schopenhauer held a version of the division between appear- ance and reality. He believed that the world as we experience it, as things, people, trees, dogs and Squishies, is only a kind of surface appearance or, in his words, a representation. Under- neath or behind this appearance is the true nature of the world, which he called will. This will is a blind, ceaseless, driving force, the same force and will that we find in ourselves as the sex drive, for example, or as the instinct for Duff Beer. Because the will is an endless striving, desires are sated but arise over and over again. You drink a Duff (or ten), get drunk, and your desire is momentarily satisfied. But tomorrow the desire arises anew. Now, Schopenhauer believed that to desire and to have one's desires frustrated is to suffer, and thus since there is no ultimate end to the desire, no ultimate satisfaction, life is perpetual suffering.
In his first book, The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche clearly adopts this Schopenhauerian dualistic view of a distinction between appearance and reality, will and representation, but interestingly he personifies the word "will," treats it as if it were a conscious agent, and refers to it as "the primal unity."4 Now, the word "aesthetics," which has to do with the study of art and beauty, is derived from the Greek word, "aisthetikos," which refers to the perceptive quality, or the appearance of things. Since the world as representation, the world we experience around us everyday, is an appearance, Nietzsche in this first work talks about this world as if it were a kind of artistic cre- ation of this personified primal unity at the heart of things:
"[W]e may assume that we are merely images and artistic projections for the true author, and that we have our highest dignity in our significance as works of art-for it is only as an aesthetic phe- nomenon that existence and the world are eternally justified . . ."5 The "true author" is of course the primal unity, but-con- tinuing the anthropomorphism-why does it project us and the rest of the world, why does it do art? Nietzsche says:
". . . the truly existent primal unity, eternally suffering and contra- dictory . . . needs the rapturous vision, the pleasurable illusion, for its continuous redemption. And we, completely wrapped up in this illusion and composed of it, are compelled to consider this illusion as the truly nonexistent-i.e., as a perpetual becoming in time, space and causality-in other words, as empirical reality.6"
The world as we know it, the everyday world, the world as rep- resentation, is a mere illusion, the "truly nonexistent." And at its heart, reality is so awful-a ceaseless, blind, driving, ultimately aimless and therefore unsatisfied and suffering will-that to see into this heart, to understand the true nature of existence, is debilitating. What's more, the curse of human beings is to be (able to be) aware of their situation, to realize the nature of the world and to want to put it right. But of course that's impossi- ble. Nietzsche says: "Conscious of the truth he has once seen, man now sees everywhere only the horror or the absurdity of existence."7
According to Nietzsche, art, and only art, is our saving grace:
"Here, when the danger to his will is greatest, art approaches as a saving sorceress, expert at healing. She alone knows how to turn these nauseous thoughts about the horror or absurdity of existence into notions with which one can live: these are the sublime as the artistic taming of the horrible, and the comic as the artistic dis- charge of the nausea of absurdity.8"
We and the primal unity alike, having grasped the meaningless chaotic nature of things, both need the "rapturous vision" and the "pleasurable illusion" for our "continuous redemption"; we need it really just to survive.
The Birth of Tragedy concerns the way the ancient Greeks dealt with the horror and the absurdity of existence: through art, specifically Attic tragedy, they were able to overcome the horri- ble truth, they were able to find redemption. According to Nietzsche, this is the healthy, honest way to face chaotic, mean- ingless existence. But there are unhealthy and dishonest ways as well. These consist mainly in denying the meaninglessness, the absurdity, the chaos, the horror, turning away from it, lying to oneself and others about the nature of reality. In Ancient Greece, this unhealthiness and dishonesty is embodied, accord- ing to Nietzsche, in the person of Socrates. He says:
". . . there is, to be sure, a profound illusion that first saw the light of the world in the person of Socrates: the unshakable faith that thought, using the thread of causality, can penetrate the deepest abysses of being, and that thought is capable not only of knowing being but even of correcting it.9 "
Instead of acknowledging the true character of the world and learning to deal with the chaos, Socrates believed that thought was capable of not only grasping and understanding the world, but also of fixing it. Nietzsche goes on to say:
"Socrates is the prototype of the theoretical optimist who, with his faith that the nature of things can be fathomed, ascribes to knowl- edge and insight the power of a panacea, while understanding error as the evil par excellence.10"
We all know Socrates to be the supremely rational person. Reason is not only our guide to understanding the world, he tells us, but it is the key to living well, and evil is only ignorance. For Nietzsche, in this earliest work, this is a grand mistake, a symptom of degeneration and weakness; it is a lie we tell our- selves because we're too weak to face reality.
It's clear that if our world is chaotic, meaningless and absurd, the Simpson universe is even more so. Think of the craziness that we witness from episode to episode. Jasper mistakes Friday's pills for Wednesday's and instantly turns into some kind of werewolf-like creature; Mr. Burns is simultaneously seventy- two and a hundred and four years old; Maggie manages to shoot Mr. Burns; Aunt Selma finds husband after husband; Marge and Chief Wiggum have the same color blue hair; and nobody ever gets any older.
The point I want to make here is that in Springfield, the town without a state, Lisa plays the role of Socrates, the theoretical optimist. Despite being confronted with the chaotic, absurd world around her, she persists in believing that reason can not only help her to understand that world but correct it. She tries to stand up for animal rights; she tries to cure Mr. Burns of his greediness and Homer of his ignorance. She tries to mold Bart's character, to teach him how to be virtuous. She uses flashcards to try and teach Maggie such words as "credenza," even though Maggie never speaks. Lisa struggles from week to week to pen- etrate the dark, abyssal clouds of absurdity and meaningless- ness, vice and ignorance, with her razor-sharp intellect and her reason. But, alas, nothing ever really changes. Mr. Burns remains greedy, Homer ignorant, Bart vicious, and Springfield at large absurd. Consequently, from a Nietzschean point of view, the tables might be turned on Lisa. All the characteristics and virtues for which we admire and praise her might in fact be symptoms of a Socratic sickness, a hyper-rational weakness, a flight from reality into illusion and self-deception.
But even if this is true, even if this is the way we ought to view Lisa, that doesn't automatically mean that Bart, the rebel, the spoiler, the maker of fart noises, and the nightmare of Sunday school teachers and babysitters, is to be admired.
Life as Art, Or at Least as a Cartoon
Soon after The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche abandoned any form of dualism, he rejected the split between representation and will, appearance and reality. In this later view, Nietzsche claims there is only the chaotic flux; flux is the only reality: "The rea- sons for which 'this' world has been characterized as 'apparent' are the very reasons which indicate its reality," Nietzsche says; in other words, the fact that it becomes, that it's in flux, means that it's real; "any other kind of reality is absolutely indemon- strable.""
So why did we ever believe there was something beyond what we experience, beyond "this" world, why did we ever think there was a distinction to be made between appearance and reality? One of the main reasons, Nietzsche says, is because of the structure of language. We see actions, deeds, being per- formed (that is, we experience phenomena in the chaotic world around us), and the only way we can make sense of these actions or phenomena, to grasp them, is to project behind them, by means of language, some stable subject which causes them' ("I" run; "you" yell; "Nelson" punches.) Because thinking and language cannot describe or represent a world in flux, it is nec- essary to speak as if there were stable things which have prop- erties, and stable subjects which cause actions. This limitation of thought and language then gets projected into the world. We actually come to believe in unity, substance, identity, perma- nence (in other words, being). Nietzsche says:
"... the popular mind separates the lightning from its flash and takes the latter for an action, for the operation of a subject called lightning ... But there is no such substratum; there is no "being" behind doing, effecting, becoming; "the doer" is merely a fiction added to the deed-the deed is everything. The popular mind in fact doubles the deed; when it sees the lightning flash, it is the deed of a deed: it posits the same event first as cause and then a second time as its effect. 12"
We say, "lightning flashes," but are there really two things, the lightning and the flash? No, of course not. But this seems to be the only way we're able to grasp and express things. We have to use a subject, "lightning," and a verb, "flashes," in order to express what we've experienced. But in so doing, we trick our- selves into believing that there's some stable thing behind the action which in fact causes it. That is, because we have the sub- ject/predicate distinction built into our language, we come to believe that this adequately mirrors the structure of reality. But this is a mistake. We say, "Homer eats," "Homer drinks," "Homer belches," when in reality there is nothing called "Homer" beyond the eating, drinking, and belching. There is no being behind the doing. Homer just is the sum of his actions, and no more.
This distinction between doer and deed petrified in our lan- guage is the beginning of the split between appearance and reality, Nietzsche tells us, and gets transformed by Plato, for example, into the forms/particulars dichotomy; by Schopen- hauer into the will/representation distinction; and by Christians into the split between heaven and earth, God and man. "I am afraid we are not rid of God because we still have faith in gram- mar,"13 Nietzsche says.
Before going on to talk about Nietzsche's reversal of the tra- ditionally "good" and traditionally "bad," I want to point out that, though of course TV hadn't yet been invented when Nietzsche lived, and though animation was the farthest thing from his mind, a cartoon like The Simpsons may be the perfect embodiment of (or metaphor for) Nietzsche's insight about the fiction of the "doer" being projected behind the "deed." That is, in a show like The Simpsons there truly is no being behind the doing. What you see is what you get. Homer, Bart, Lisa, Marge, and Maggie are indeed no more than the sum of their actions. There is no substance, no ego, no being behind the phenom- ena, which then causes those actions. A cartoon is of course purely phenomenal, pure appearance; there aren't even actors on screen or on stage portraying the characters, who can, as it were, take off the mask and step away from the character. What more is there to Bart than his weekly misdeeds? The answer: nothing. There couldn't be anything more to him. He is purely the sum of what he does. Nietzsche's insight, again, is that this is not only the way cartoons work; this is the way the world is, the way reality is constructed. The world is a chaotic, meaning- less flux of becoming, and to be real, to be a part of the world, to be a part of the flux, is to appear. The appearance doesn't mask reality; the appearance is reality. Or, better: we can now do away with these concepts, appearance and reality, alto- gether. All we can really say is, there is the flux.
The Nietzschean Ideal
To repeat, in his earliest writings, Nietzsche held that the world was divided into appearance and reality, will and representa- tion, a view which he soon repudiated by claiming that there's nothing masking the chaos, there is no being behind doing. Now, here's the really interesting consequence of this shift in his position: As opposed to the earlier view, in which we were mere phenomena of the underlying will, artistic projections, art works for the primal unity which is the true artist and spectator, we are now both will and phenomenon, or rather, these are the same thing. Thus we ourselves become artist, spectator, and art- work all in one: "As an aesthetic phenomenon existence is still bearable for us, and art furnishes us with eyes and hands and above all the good conscience to be able to turn ourselves into such a phenomenon."14 Nietzsche has obliterated the distinction between art and life. Consequently, since it is as an aesthetic phenomenon, as an artistic endeavor that existence is justified or redeemed, Nietzsche moves from talking about justification of the world to individual justification. It is as expressions of will, as will manifest, that we are artists and art works combined, and thus we justify ourselves, we provide meaning for our lives, by creating ourselves, through these expressions of will, through our actions.
What would it mean, though, to make an artwork of one's life? Recall that for Nietzsche, abandoning a reality hidden behind appearance means also abandoning any notion of a sta- ble, enduring ego or subject: "The 'subject' is not something given, it is something added and invented and projected behind what there is."15 Part of what Nietzsche is after here, then, is to construct a self for oneself out of one's various drives, instincts, wills, actions, etc. In his influential work, Nietzsche: Life as Literature, Alexander Nehamas tells us: "The unity of the self, which therefore also constitutes its identity, is not something given but something achieved, not a beginning but a goal."16 In The Gay Science, Nietzsche hints at this ideal or project when he speaks of "giving style" to oneself:
"One thing is needful.-To "give style" to one's character-a great and rare art! It is practiced by those who survey all the strengths and weaknesses of their nature and then fit them into an artistic plan until every one of them appears as art and reason and even weaknesses delight the eye. . . In the end, when the work is fin- ished, it becomes evident how the constraint of a single taste gov- erned and formed everything large and small. Whether this taste was good or bad is less important than one might suppose, if only it was a single taste!17"
Since the ego is "only a conceptual synthesis,"18 not something stable or given, it is a part of the flux, like everything else, the goal for Nietzsche becomes to perform this synthesis, to con- struct an identity for oneself, to create oneself, according to some kind of plan or schema, thus giving "style" to one's character.
This Nietzschean ideal culminates in the figure of the Uber- mensch, or overman, the being who has achieved this very dif- ficult project of making an artwork out of his life, the self-creating being. Nehamas says: "Thus Spoke Zarathustra is constructed around the idea of creating one's own self or, what comes to the same thing, the Ubermensch ."19 And Richard Schacht says: ". . . the 'overman' is to be construed as a symbol of human life raised to the level of art. . ."20
Sure, It's Fun To Be Bad, But Might It Also Be ...
I discussed above "Socratic optimism," the belief that the uni- verse is intelligible and meaningful, and how it is a means to avoid accepting and embracing the chaotic meaningless flux of existence. Throughout his life, Nietzsche never ceases to rail against those who he claims deny reality, those who aren't strong enough to affirm life the way that it is. These include most traditional philosophers and virtually all religions. What they tend to have in common, Nietzsche says, is that they posit a fictitious other world, something beyond, as the denial of the here and now, the flux, in an effort to comfort themselves. Plato, for example, believes in a realm of eternal and unchanging forms, beyond this world of transient and unstable particulars. Christians posit as their "other" God, heaven, and a soul, stand- ing in opposition to human beings, the earth, and the body. In other words, this world is chaotic and meaningless and there- fore unendurable; consequently, in order to make myself feel better, I'll believe that there is something which is the opposite, something which is eternal rather than transient, stable rather than chaotic, and meaningful rather than meaningless.
This would be all well and good, were it not for a couple of very dire consequences, Nietzsche says. First, in positing a world of infinite value, reality, the here and now, is divested of any possible value that it might have. Just because the world, as it is, is inherently meaningless, doesn't mean that nothing has value. Value is something that is generated by human beings, in the way we lead our lives, and through our relationships to things and to other people. Our lives and this world have value because we invest them with value. But when we create and believe in a beyond that is of infinite value, something that's eternal and unchanging, the here and now, reality, in compari- son, is emptied of any possible value. What worth does the earth or my body have in comparison to heaven and my immor- tal soul? What value do the particulars in the world have, in comparison to Plato's eternal forms? None, of course! All worth, all value is transferred out of the world, out of this life to a non- existent beyond, leaving us with a world worth nothing.
Second, this kind of thinking is not just a private consolation. Those who believe in a beyond traditionally have wanted to force others, and indeed typically the rest of the world, to accept that belief too. In the first essay of On the Genealogy of Morals, "'Good and Evil,' 'Good and Bad'," Nietzsche tells the story of how moral valuations first came about. The judgment, "good," Nietzsche says, first arose when the strong, the healthy, the active, the noble, designated themselves and everything like them as"good":
"[I]t was "the good" themselves, that is to say, the noble, powerful, high-stationed and high-minded, who felt and established them- selves and their actions as good, that is, of the first rank, in con- tradistinction to all the low, low-minded, common and plebian.21"
The strong nobles, as an affirmation of themselves and every- thing that was like them, coined the word, "good," to designate themselves and their kind. In contrast, rather as an afterthought, they designated everything that was not like them, everything weak, sickly, ignoble, as "bad," not, mind you, as any kind of condemnation. These terms didn't yet have any kind of moral connotation attached to them. The nobles had no sense that things could or ought to be different, that a bad person was in any way responsible for being bad. This mode of valuation was simply a way of distinguishing themselves, and of designating those who were not like them.
Nietzsche refers to this mode of valuation as "master moral- ity," and he doesn't pull any punches in describing these early "masters" or "nobles": Indeed, they were strong, healthy, and active, but they were also uneducated, lacking in self-reflection, and they were violent. They took what they wanted, robbed, raped, pillaged, all because they could, because they were strong enough to do so, and because they enjoyed it. Think of Nelson and his cronies. They beat up kids, take their lunch money, steal their cupcakes, all with seeming impunity. Why? Because they can, of course. No one is tough enough to stop them.
Now, the "bad," as designated by the nobles, the weak, the sickly, the ignoble and inactive, of course didn't like being beaten up and having their cupcakes stolen. But there was noth- ing they could do about it. They weren't strong enough to stand up for themselves. Consequently, there developed in them a deep, festering, hateful resentment against the nobles. This fes- tering resentment, then, is the origin of "slave morality":
"The slave revolt in morality begins when ressentiment itself becomes creative and gives birth to values: the ressentiment of natures that are denied the true reaction, that of deeds, and com- pensate themselves with an imaginary revenge. While every noble morality develops from a triumphant affirmation of itself, slave morality from the outset says No to what is "outside," what is "dif- ferent," what is "not itself"; and this No is its creative deed. This inversion of the value-positing eye-this need to direct one's view outward instead of back to oneself-is of the essence of ressenti- ment: in order to exist, slave morality always first needs a hostile external world; it needs, physiologically speaking, external stimuli in order to act at all-its action is fundamentally reaction.22"
Out of his resentment for being weak, sickly, for being mal- treated and being unable to do anything about it, the "slave" reacts, he screams No at what is different, at the noble, at what he wishes he could be. He labels the noble, "evil," and as an afterthought calls himself, "good."
Nietzsche doesn't mean to say that these people were actu- ally and literally slaves. He's using that term to designate the weak, sickly type of man whose morality springs from resent- ment. What this "slave," this weak man wants, more than any- thing, is to be strong, to be healthy and active, to take, to conquer, to rule; he wants to be like the noble. Unable to do this, he exacts his revenge upon the strong and healthy. First, Nietzsche says, the slave's weakness is transformed into "some- thing meritorious"; his "impotence which does not requite [is changed] into 'goodness of heart'; anxious lowliness into 'humil- ity'; subjection to those one hates into 'obedience'."23 His inabil- ity to be strong, healthy and active is reinterpreted as a virtue, as something desirable, and of course the commanding strength and vitality of the "master" is, in contrast, redefined as some- thing reprehensible. Then, in a crafty and underhanded move, the weak man devises his heaven as the kingdom where be will rule, and where the strong will be punished for their strength: "These weak people-some day or other they too intend to be the strong, there is no doubt of that, some day their 'kingdom' too shall come-they term it 'the kingdom of God,' of course . . ."24 The meek shall inherit the earth, and the "evil" will be punished for eternity. Nietzsche says: "When the herd animal is irradiated by the glory of the purest virtue, the exceptional man must have been devaluated into evil."25
Slave morality triumphed, of course. The weak were able to convince the simple-minded nobles that weakness, humility, obedience, pity, etc., are virtues, and that strength, action, vital- ity, etc. are vices. According to Nietzsche, this was a calamity of unimaginable proportions. Strength, health, vitality, an ability to not only accept the chaos of the world, but to embrace it and to mold it into something beautiful-these are the very traits and characteristics necessary for the person who is capable of invest- ing his life and this world with meaning, with value and worth, to actually do so. And not only have they been lied and vilified into something repugnant, but the earth and this life have been devalued. Consequently, we're left with a valueless, devalued existence and are powerless to reinvest it with meaning, with vitality, with worth.
This, then, is the root of Nietzsche's "bad boy" persona, why he bucks tradition and morality, why he reviles most things that the majority of us weaklings take to be the most important, but which, he claims, are really life-denying, life-slandering, and dangerous. Consequently, he counsels us to go "beyond good and evil," to move beyond the "slave morality," to stop transfer- ring value and worth out of this world and out of this life, and to have the strength and courage to embrace the chaos of existence and our lives and to forge something meaningful out of it.
Bart the Ubermensch?
Okay, so Nietzsche is the philosopher's bad boy, and Bart Simpson is Springfield's bad boy. Certainly Bart bucks authority, and he has rejected (or perhaps never actually adopted) tradi- tional morality. Trying to convince Mr. Burns to allow him to come along to retrieve the Flying Hellfish bonanza, for example, he says: "Can I go with you to get the treasure? I won't eat much and I don't know the difference between right and wrong."26 But would Nietzsche have approved of Bart? Could Bart in some way be an exemplar of the Nietzschean (reverse) ideal? Alas, the answer is clearly no.
First-and many people make this mistake-even though Nietzsche condemns "slave morality," calling it world-slandering and life-denying, he is not at all advocating master morality. The masters were violent, unthinking brutes. Nietzsche is not hold- ing them up as an ideal, saying we should be like them, that might makes right, etc. He's not counseling us to bully others, take their lunch money, and eat their cupcakes. So even if Bart were to adhere to a master morality ethic-and it seems that this characterization would fit Nelson and Jimbo better than him- that still wouldn't make him an exemplar of the Nietzschean ideal.
No, Nietzsche's ideal is more the artist, the self-overcoming, self-creating individual, who forges new values, who makes an artwork out of his life. And I think we'd be hard-pressed to describe Bart in this way. He does seem at times to have a sense of the chaos of the world and his existence. For example, hop- ing to play Fallout Boy in the new Radioactive Man film, he says: "If I get this role, I can finally come to terms with this funny lit- tle muddle called Bart."27 He realizes that his life is chaotic, that he's a "funny little muddle," which needs to be given form. And indeed there does seem to be a consistent sort of style to his character, but the way he defines himself is largely reactive, and this is of course something that Nietzsche would not condone at all. What I mean is that Bart largely defines himself and forges his identity, not as some kind of triumphant affirmation of his talents and abilities, not as a grand and creative weaving- together of the disparate elements of his self, but rather he defines himself in opposition to authority. For example, Bart accidentally gets Principal Skinner fired when he brings Santa's Little Helper to school for show-and-tell. Ned Flanders fills in as principal, eliminates detention, puts all the kids on the honor system, and serves peanut butter cups and Yoo-Hoo to whomever gets sent to his office. Bart and Skinner become friends, oddly enough, and then after Skinner re-enlists in the army, Bart realizes that he misses Skinner's authoritarian (as opposed to Flanders's very lax) rule. Lisa tells him why:
BART: It's weird, Lis: I miss him as a friend, but I miss him even more as an enemy.
LISA: I think you need Skinner, Bart. Everybody needs a nemesis. Sherlock Holmes had his Dr. Moriarty, Mountain Dew has its Mellow Yellow, even Maggie has that baby with the one eyebrow.28
Everyone may need a nemesis, but while Holmes had a distinct character all his own and thus used Dr. Moriarty simply to test his formidable skills, Bart actually seems to create or define him- self precisely in opposition to authority, as the other to author- ity, and not as some identifiable character in his own right.
In one very telling episode, the entire town of Springfield is convinced by self-help guru Brad Goodman that they ought to act like Bart, and "do what they feel like." News anchorman Kent Brockman curses on live TV and sprays his mouth full of whipped cream; Reverend Lovejoy plays Marvin Hamlisch (very poorly) on the church organ in front of the congregation; Aunt Patty and Aunt Selma ride naked through town on horseback. Seeing that everyone is following his lead, Bart proclaims to his sister: "Lis, today I am a god."
But Bart soon finds that having everyone do as he does is not all ham and plaques. He wants to respond to Mrs. Krabappel's questions in class, but everybody is giving wise-cracking answers. He wants to do some of his "patented spitting off the overpass," only to find dozens of people already standing there hocking lugies. Bart is not happy, and again it is Lisa who pro- vides the answer to why:
BART: Lis, everyone in town is acting like me. So why does it suck?
LISA: It's simple, Bart: you've defined yourself as a rebel, and in the absence of a repressive milieu your societal nature's been co-opted.
BART: I see.
LISA: Ever since that self-help guy came to town, you've lost your identity. You've fallen through the cracks of our quick-fix, one-hour photo, instant oatmeal society.
BART: What's the answer?
LISA: Well, this is your chance to develop a new and better identity. May I suggest . . . good-natured doormat?
BART: Sounds good, sis. Just tell me what to do.29
Bart's whole identity is created around rebelling, bucking authority. Consequently, when the authority disappears, Bart loses his identity. He no longer knows who and what he is. Interestingly, Lisa, in all her wisdom, suggests to Bart that he forge a new identity, a good-natured doormat, presumably a Ned Flanders-like goody-goody, over whom people (like Homer) walk. Bart, not knowing how to go about such a thing wants her to tell him what to do. In other words, again, far from being the Nietzschean self-overcoming, self-creating ideal, the being who actively gives style to his character and forges new values, Bart is still looking to identify himself reactively, in response to others, through the mediation of others (both through Lisa, who will instruct him what to do, and through oth- ers who, presumably, will be the ones to walk over him). In a "repressive milieu," Bart is the anti-authority, he does everything his parents and teachers forbid him to do-that's just who he is, and that's all he is. In the absence of that milieu, Bart flounders and grasps for someone to help define and create himself.
Bart may in fact represent the precariousness of our position in a post-Nietzschean world. That is, according to Nietzsche we must go "beyond good and evil," and leave all our metaphysi- cal comforts behind: God, heaven, soul, a moral world order, and so on. But, in abandoning another world, a beyond, we're in great danger of slipping into nihilism: "The most extreme form of nihilism would be the view that every belief, every con- sidering-something-true, is necessarily false because there sim- ply is no true world."'10 He goes on to say: "One interpretation has collapsed; but because it was considered the interpretation it now seems as if there were no meaning in existence, as if everything were in vain."31 In other words, once we abandon any notion of some eternal and perfect beyond, and are left with only the chaotic flux that is the world, we're in danger of falling into an anything-goes nihilism, an intellectual and moral free- for-all. While the possibility of such a thing terrified Nietzsche, it wasn't something he had to face. In his lifetime, the Western world was still a very religious and oppressively moral place. Consequently, it made very good sense-and indeed, it was an act of great courage and foresight-to act out the way he did, to buck tradition, to rebuke the church. The last thing Nietzsche wanted to do was create another religion, another eternal and absolute system, so, once he'd acted out, all he could do was counsel his readers to invest their lives with meaning, to embrace the chaos and make artworks out of their lives.
But what are we supposed to do, now that the dark blanket of nihilism has slipped over us (and if you're not aware of it, trust me it has)? There's a thin fuzzy line between continuing to act out, continuing to rebuke and destroy the old idols in an effort to forge a new path, new values, on the one hand; and on the other hand immersing ourselves in the nihilism, engaging in the intellectual and moral free-for-all, not taking anything seri- ously, believing that, since there are no absolute values, nothing is of any real value. Bart, the boy in the bright blue pants, may indeed represent this nihilistic danger. He has no (or few) virtues; he has no creative spirit; he has accepted the chaos of existence, but not in such a way as to form it and forge some- thing beautiful out of it; he accepts and deals with it in a sort of spirit of resignation. Nothing really means anything, so why not act out, why not do what I feel like? He rejects, rebukes and reviles, not in an effort to destroy old, life-slandering, life-deny- ing and hollow idols, but really out of a lack of a solid identity, a lack of any kind of complete self.
Comedy Becoming Conscious
Yes, sadly, in the end Bart may just be part and parcel of the decadence and nihilism that pervades our era. And in that respect we might look upon him as a kind of cautionary exam- ple: this is what Nietzsche was trying to warn us about. But, and to end on a happier note, even though Bart isn't our Nietzschean hero and may be an example of nihilistic decline, The Simpsons may as a whole be something more. Our lives and the world are no less chaotic and absurd than they were for the ancient Greeks, and if, as Nietzsche says, their comedy was a necessary "artistic discharge of the nausea of absurdity,"32 then perhaps The Simpsons might serve that function for us as well. As a social satire, a commentary on contemporary society, the show often achieves stunning brilliance; it is often truly excel- lent, in the best Greek sense of the word. And it usually achieves this excellence by taking the disparate elements of our chaotic American lives and molding them together, giving them form, giving them style, forging them into something meaning- ful and sometimes even beautiful. Even if it is only a cartoon.
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