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André van der Braak’s book is the first, and so far most comprehensive, 
academic study on “Nietzsche and Zen.” The great merit of his study lies in 
bringing together two different positions, one from the West and one from the 
East; one being a specific thinker, Nietzsche, the other a whole tradition, 
represented by Nagarjuna, Linji, Dogen and Keiji Nishitani, who did not know of 
each other (except Nishitani), revealing many parallels and deep relations, which 
are very helpful in clarifying each other and attest all the more for their validity 
and value as they come from very different backgrounds and are couched in 
different languages and styles.  

Preface, Introduction and Chapters 1 to 3 set the stage. Van der Braak situates 
his work in comparative philosophy and follows a cross-cultural hermeneutic 
approach, using a conception of philosophy that is not propositional but truth- 
and way-seeking, situating himself within the discussion of whether Nietzsche 
and (other) Zen masters should be seen as soteriological thinkers, aiming at some 
kind of “redemption,” or not. The study seeks to highlight Nietzsche as a 
transcultural thinker and to show “that whereas Nietzsche is more religious than 
previously thought, Zen is more philosophical and skeptical than previously 
thought.” Van der Braak also places himself in the “Western Sino-Nietzschean 
camp,” where the overcoming of an individualist psychology and an 
anthropocentric worldview has priority over a Chinese approach that is interested 
in Nietzsche’s “individualism.”  

As the subtitle of the book suggests, the concept of a “Self-overcoming 
without a Self” is the deepest link that connects “Nietzsche and Zen.” But 
whereas in Zen and Buddhism in general, the idea of non-self is firmly 
established, it is a little bit more complicated in Nietzsche. As van der Braak 
notes, it is only in his later works that self-overcoming turns into 
self-overcoming without a self, whereas the early Nietzsche still wrote about 
aspiring to one’s true self. However, even the early Nietzsche does not speak of a 
substantial “self” that should be realized, but of a “basic law of your true Self” 
that can be revealed by paying attention to the things we have revered, their 
nature and sequence. This “basic law” is later revealed as “the law of life, the law 
of necessary ‘Self-overcoming’ in the essence of life,” but it is neither there, nor 
here, without a “Self” or “Selves.”  
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Van der Braak’s understanding of “Self-overcoming” in Nietzsche is guided by 
Zarathustra’s first speech “On the Three Transformations” of the spirit from 
camel to lion to child, where “Self-overcoming” is not explicitly mentioned and 
which van der Braak transforms into an other-oriented, self-oriented and 
world-oriented perspective. This threefold rephrasing of the three transformations 
of the spirit is crucial, but seems to be quite innocent, even plausible while 
performing two feats in one. It not only dismisses the “Chinese 
Sino-Nietzschean” approach to Nietzsche, it also reduces the “Self” to an 
intermediate stage between two others, each without a self. But on one hand, the 
child is not an animal anymore. Animals can neither say self-consciously and 
-referentially “I” to themselves, nor do they have a “world” like humans, but 
environments. The upbringing of children in “real life” has, on the other hand, 
nevertheless many parallels to the characteristics of (herd-)animals since they are 
inevitably conditioned, socialized and educated in order to become “valid 
members” of a society and culture. The child is the beginning and the end of the 
“transformations of the spirit”, demonstrating the “law” of “necessary 
‘Self-overcoming’,” “necessary” in order to become what it is, “Self- 
overcoming” because it is the overcoming of imposed “Selves” on the way to 
becoming what it is. The intermediate state between the two is symbolized by the 
free-roaming lion who can throw off all burdens imposed by others but as yet 
unable to create new values and “win” a world. The play on the stage van der 
Braak is setting up moves obviously into an opposite direction. It is not an 
overcoming of the self to a world without self, but the overcoming of 
“No-selves” to a worldly self that is in the end richer and deeper than in the 
beginning. “Become what you are” is the imperative behind the three 
transformations of the spirit. 

In this sense we can also understand the Zen-simile that van der Braak 
mentions, where mountains are mountains first, then mountains are not 
mountains anymore, until the third stage is reached, where mountains are 
mountains again, but in a different sense than in the first stage; not only as a 
transition from the “realization of emptiness” to the “emptiness of emptiness,” 
but as the progress from a false “self” in the first stage to a no-self in the second 
to the revelation of the true self in the third. Applied to the question of 
“Self-overcoming,” Self-overcoming should be Self-overcoming again after 
having passed through a stage were self-overcoming was not self-overcoming but 
only “overcoming” without a self. “Self-overcoming without a Self” is not 
paradoxical, but almost mathematical, only “overcoming,” which is only a part of 
“Self-overcoming.” Overcoming “No-self” or “false Selves” with, for and by 
it-self is “Self-overcoming.”  

Van der Braak examines five “Self-overcomings” without a Self, which fit 
roughly into the three stages: I) the Self-overcoming of the “Will to Truth” (chs. 



Book Reviews 168

4–6), II) the “Ego” (ch. 3), III) “Redemption and Enlightenment” (chs. 8–9), the 
“Will to Power” (ch. 10), and of “Philosophy” (chs. 11–12). He mentions that the 
expression of the “self-overcoming of the will to power” does not occur in 
Nietzsche’s work, but is “a construction of some Nietzsche researchers,” however, 
the same could be said of the other “Self-overcomings.”  

The overcoming of the “Will to Truth” is shown on a theoretical level in 
Nietzsche and Nāgārjuna through revealing the perspectival and interpretative 
character of our world view and the deconstruction of all fixed positions (ch. 4), 
and on an existential level in Nietzsche and Linji (ch. 5) by replacing our 
traditional propositional or representational understanding of truth with a 
performative understanding of truth in becoming a truthful person or a “Master 
of Truth.” Truth “refers to a personal embodiment,” a case where the neglected 
“individuality” seems already predominant and rehabilitated. 

Chapter 6 deals with this personal embodiment, the cultivation of the body and 
the body-mind relation in Nietzsche and Dōgen. The body is important for the 
question of “Self-overcoming” because without a self, we are actually “no-body” 
and only by overcoming this state, do we become “some-body.” The body is the 
“principium individuationis.” According to Nietzsche, the body is the real “Self,” 
the “great reason” behind our “small reason” called “mind,” “soul” or “spirit,” 
which is really only “something about the body.” We, therefore, do not only have 
to become conscious of our bodily self against a tradition of neglect and abuse, 
we should also seek to cultivate our bodies.  

Not in Buddhism in general, but according to van der Braak, in Dōgen, at least, 
the priority of mind over body and even the distinction between mind and body 
itself is denied, both having parallels in Nietzsche. Nietzsche, as well as Dōgen, 
are advocating a cultivation of the mind through the body: Nietzsche through 
“educating the drives,” exemplified by the analogy of a gardener; Dōgen through 
the “somatic practice of Zazen.” This is one of the differences between Nietzsche 
and Dōgen that van der Braak is pointing out, mentioning only Nietzsche’s long 
daily walks as his practice of self-cultivation of the body, even suggesting that 
his own “project of incorporating truth” should be deemed a failure. However, 
this is rather the failure of an abstract point of view than the result of a closer 
examination of Nietzsche’s life, neglecting not only Nietzsche’s “fundamental 
questions” about choosing the proper diet and nutrition, location and climate, 
work and recuperation, but also the roots of his emphasis and understanding of 
“Self-overcoming” as the “law of life” in his own life, which could be 
exemplified by his relation to Schopenhauer and Wagner, the Germans, 
Christianity and morality.  

Just as there are many “Selves,” there are many ways of Self-overcoming. 
Nietzsche himself was rather against a practice of “sitting” and preferred walking 
instead, calling “sitting down (das Sitzfleisch) … the real sin against the holy 
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spirit.” Only the thoughts one has walked and worked for are of real value. A 
Zen-Buddhist could answer, that Zazen is about sitting and no-thinking or 
meditating on a koan, not about thoughts and thinking. In this case, the koan 
about the comparison between polishing a roof tile in order to become a mirror 
and doing sitting meditation in order to become a Buddha could be appropriate.  

Chapter 7 is on the “Self-overcoming of the Ego,” not of the “Self” and the 
two should not be confused. No doubt, Nietzsche considered the “small self” an 
error and a logical fiction that should be overcome, but he also distinguished this 
fiction of an individual from the true “life-system” everybody is. Each of us is 
less, and at the same time, much more than what we think; less, since we are not 
the imaginary sovereign ego with unlimited power and free will, but also more, 
since we are “the whole single line of humanity” up to ourselves. It is the 
embodied self that is overcoming itself, because that is “what it wants the 
most—to create beyond itself.”  

Chapter 8 is on the “Self-overcoming of Redemption and Enlightenment,” 
which should be described in non-essentialist, non-teleological and 
non-anthropocentric terms, because otherwise they are only delusions and 
“hitching posts for donkeys.” From nothing (no-self), nothing can come, but a 
“false self” is not nothing. After the critique of an other-oriented and 
self-oriented redemption in Nietzsche and in Zen, only a world-oriented 
redemption and enlightenment as it is envisioned in a “Dionysian redemption” 
and the third transformation to the child seems to be left.  

In Chapter 9 van der Braak draws parallels to the cosmic child in Heraclitus 
and its innocence and playfulness, but he remarks in the end: “However, 
interpreting Nietzsche’s child metaphor in terms of Heraclitus is insufficient 
because it leaves out the Dionysian aspect. An important aspect of the child is its 
‘return to the marketplace’.” It is in everyday-life where children are socialized 
and nobody really believes in god’s play or “overhumans.” That is why 
Zarathustra as a transformed child teaches the “overhuman” as the 
self-overcoming of the human in the market-place where many untransformed 
children and adults are gathered. 

Chapter 10 engages in a discussion with Keiji Nishitani and Bret Davis over 
Nietzsche’s concept of “Will to Power.” Since according to Nishitani, Nietzsche 
did not reach the highest standpoint of Zen-Buddhism, absolute nothingness, 
because he got stuck in the concept of “will to power,” Davis tries to make the 
“Self-overcoming of the Will to Power” plausible. Van der Braak follows Davis 
in this respect and interprets the “will to power” as a form of skillful means and 
criticizes Nishitani for his “individualist, existentialist” understanding of 
Nietzsche, for taking amor fati as an individual, not a cosmic Dionysian 
redemption, and for underemphasizing the “importance of the body and the 
earth.” 
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The fourth part of van der Braak’s study (Chapters 11 and 12) deals with the 
“Self-overcoming of Philosophy,” beginning with the distinction between 
esoteric and exoteric teachings, which Nietzsche understood as a difference of a 
perspective “from above” and “from below.” Despite the character of secrecy, the 
“will to power” appears in Zarathustra and elsewhere, van der Braak is 
presenting it as only an exoteric teaching, used by Nietzsche as “a counter 
perspective that will help his readers to emancipate themselves from the ‘thou 
shalt’ of their culture.” The parallel to this skillful employment of different 
perspectives is in Zen the use of “skillful means,” going back to the different 
perspectives that the Buddha used (perspectives from different heights) when 
speaking to different categories of followers. He also used the simile of the raft 
when crossing a river that we do not have to carry along anymore when we have 
reached the other shore. The distinction between other-oriented, self-oriented and 
world-oriented perspectives is another such useful tool. Nietzsche’s continuous 
emphasis on himself (“Ecce homo”) could also be seen as such a means to 
indicate that he is speaking and his “truths” are his truths and not necessarily true 
for everyone. 

What is important is not the teaching, philosophical system or doctrine itself, 
but “the personal interpretation or individual perspective,” a new way of doing 
philosophy. Already, the early Nietzsche wrote: “the only thing of interest in a 
refuted system is the personality. It alone is what is forever irrefutable” and what 
we will always love and revere and cannot be taken away by any later knowledge, 
because it is a model of Self-overcoming, representing not only an “individual” 
but a “personality.”  

The last chapter (12) tries to explain the new way of doing philosophy as the 
“revaluation of all values,” but van der Braak speaks of the revaluation of values 
on one hand and the revaluation of all values on the other indiscriminately. 
Extreme Nihilism draws a conclusion from normal nihilism and its revaluation of 
some values because it has become so suspicious of all values that they appear 
only as a means to continue life without coming closer to any solution: the 
“eternal recurrence of the same” appears as the “European form of Buddhism”: 
“nothingness (‘meaninglessness’) forever.” Samsara and nirvana are the same, 
which also means for Nietzsche that “the value of life cannot be estimated” 
because “value judgments on life, for or against, can ultimately never be true: 
they have value only as symptoms … in themselves judgments like these are 
stupidities” (Nietzsche, TI, Socrates 2). All evaluations can only be made within 
life from the perspective of some living beings. “God” as the transcendental 
representative and guarantee of an absolute point of view “is dead.” As a result, 
the revaluation of all values refutes the most extreme form of nihilism not simply 
with a reverse new “stupidity,” but avoids it at the same time by understanding 
itself as a “symptom” in the struggle of different “wills to power” as well. 
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This applies also to the second topic van der Braak takes up in this chapter, the 
question of the morality of good and evil. These too are not metaphysical, eternal 
values and Nietzsche replaces them with the difference between good and bad, 
which is actually “a more severe morality” because it refrains from absolute 
moral judgments, but has nevertheless to decide what is right and wrong. 
“Beyond Good and Evil” does not mean “beyond Good and Bad.” With “good 
and bad” we are modestly staying “faithful to the earth,” but with “good and 
evil” we try to transcend it. Self-overcoming is in itself virtuous, even the highest 
form of a “gift-giving virtue,” because it is aspiring to give its Self as gift. But in 
order to make a present of yourself, you have to become what you are first. 

 
Michael Skowron  

Kyungpook National University 
E-mail: skowronmichael@yahoo.com.au 
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WANG Zisong et al. 2010. A History of Greek Philosophy. Vol. 4. Beijing: 
People’s Publishing House, 1797 pp., ISBN: 9787010090878. 
 
In Chinese Academia, the publication of this volume has gained a great deal of 
applause, about which little more needs to be said here. As its name indicates, 
this entry in the series aims to reveal the fourth and the last stage of the history of 
ancient Greek philosophy, which covers the Hellenistic and Roman periods 
(about 800 years in total). Additionally, its appendix also serves as a brief 
summary of the foregoing volumes, which is quite helpful. This final volume is 
the end result of a marvelous academic project, which has lasted for 28 years. 
Prof. Wang Zisong is the Chief Editor of the whole project, and Prof. Chen 
Chun-fu is the executive editor of this volume. The new authors, who are mainly 
responsible for this volume, include Prof. Bao and Prof. Zhang. In this 
less-studied field they have worked for years to produce a series of translations 
and publications, and they have garnered laudable academic reputations. In this 
magnum opus approaching 1800 pages, they develop the key themes of the four 
schools, which are Epicureanism, Stoicism, Skepticism and Neo-Platonism 
(mainly Plotinus), largely by discussing primary sources and by consulting 
related scholarship from the English-speaking world, shedding new light on the 
relationships between these schools of thought themselves and to religions.  

Taking Guthrie’s History as a representative model, this work pursues 
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