NIHILISM INFORMATION:

Origins of Nihilism:


The basic principles which underlie nihilism existed long before there was a term that attempted to describe them as a coherent whole. Most of the basic principles can be found in the development of ancient skepticism among the ancient Greeks. Perhaps the original nihilist was Gorgias (483-378 BCE) who is famous for having said: “Nothing exists. If anything did exist it could not be known. If it was known, the knowledge of it would be incommunicable.

Is Nihilism a Violent Philosophy?:


Nihilism has been unjustly regarded as a violent and even terroristic philosophy, but it is true that nihilism has been used in support of violence and many early nihilists were violent revolutionaries. Russian Nihilists, for example, rejected that traditional political, ethical, and religious norms had any validity or binding force on them. They were too few in number to pose a threat to the stability of society, but their violence was a threat to the lives of those in power…

MORE INFO ON NOHILISM AND VIOLENCE

Like anarchism, nihilism has been unjustly regarded as a violent and even terroristic philosophy. Unjust as it may be, though, it is true that nihilism has been used in support of violence and many early nihilists were violent revolutionaries. The connection between nihilism and violence may not be necessary and inherent, but it is historical. 

Russian Nihilists rejected that traditional political, ethical, and religious norms had any validity or binding force on them. They did not advocate simply the destruction of society, however; instead, they argued that by tearing down the invalid social structures of old, they would be able to establish a new and better society. 

Those Russian Nihilists who were politically involved at first tried to make their case intellectually, publishing pamphlets about their ideas and urging others to throw off the chains of the past. Unfortunately, Russia at this time was ill-suited for such efforts. Most of the peasants couldn't even read in the first place, and the Nihilist propaganda only really appealed to the students and intellectual classes anyway. 

If talking was not a feasible option for social revolution, then violence was the next choice. The primary object of revolutionary violence was the Czar, the symbol of hereditary privilege, political power, and even religious authority in Russia. Several attempts were made on the life of Czar Alexander II — he escaped a gun shot fired by Demetrius Karakozov on April 4, 1866, an attempt to wreck a train he was riding, and an attack in February, 1880. Finally, he was killed by a bomb thrown by Grineveckij on March 1, 1891. 

The Nihilists were too few in number to pose a real threat to the stability of Russian society, but their violence was obviously a threat to the lives of those in power. General Strelnikov was assassinated at Odessa in 1882. The new Czar, Alexander III, had a number of attempts made on his life as well. Therefore, the Russian authorities engaged in extensive efforts to shut them down and jail the leaders. At one mass trial in 1877, 193 persons were charged but 94 were ultimately acquitted. 

Czar Alexander III continued the reactionary efforts but it wasn't too long before the Nihilist movement simply ran out of steam. It wasn't popular with the masses of the people, so jailing and otherwise silencing various Nihilist leaders often went a long way towards achieving the political goals of the Russian leaders. 

This is not to say, however, that the Russian Nihilists had no impact at all. Their emphasis on materialism as opposed to idealism probably helped pave the way for the later ascendancy of communism. It is also reasonable to conclude that the critiques of traditional culture helped Russians to shed past prejudices and assumptions, even if they didn't embrace the Nihilist philosophy entirely. Finally, the Nihilist willingness to resort to violence, like political assassination, in the pursuit of political and social goals may have also played a role in the similar willingness on the part of Russian Communists just a couple of decades later.

Are Nihilists all Atheists?


Atheism has long been closely associated with nihilism, both for good and for bad reasons, but usually for bad reasons in the writings of critics of both. It is alleged that atheism necessarily leads to nihilism because atheism necessarily results in materialism, scientism, ethical relativism, and a sense of despair that must lead to feelings of suicide. All of these tend to be basic characteristics of nihilistic philosophies.
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Atheism has long been closely associated with nihilism, both for good and for bad reasons, but usually for bad reasons in the writings of critics of both. It is alleged that atheism necessarily leads to nihilism because atheism necessarily results in materialism, scientism, ethical relativism, and a sense of despair that must lead to feelings of suicide. All of these tend to be basic characteristics of nihilistic philosophies. 

In some ways the connection between nihilism is valid but in other ways it is not — disentangling the two requires first a better grasp of what atheism is all about and how premises of critics tend to cause them to misrepresent it. Fundamentally, atheism is simply the absence of belief in the existence of any gods — it does not require that one adopt materialism, scientism, ethical relativism, or a sense of despair over the apparent meaninglessness of life. 

Those who invest much in traditional religious beliefs do not, however, quite see things that way. For them, their religion and theism are what provide them with morality, with meaning in life, and with a sense of connection to eternal, spiritual values. Without their religion and without God, they find it inconceivable that a person could hold on to any of those things. 

And, in all fairness, some atheists do abandon those positions. Most atheists (in the West, at least) tend to be materialists of one sort or another, not believing in any non-material or supernatural realm. Atheists are also generally ethical relativists, adopting one form or another of ethical nihilism. And, finally, there are plenty of atheistic existentialists who believe that human life is objectively meaningless. 

Few, atheists, however, actually go so far as to commit suicide or engage in wanton criminality as the conservative religious critics insist must logically conclude from these positions. This should be a strong signal that what the critics contend are "logical connections" are in fact nothing of the sort. When we look closely we can also find that some of these positions have been adopted by devout religious believers. Existentialism was originally developed by Christian thinkers, for example. 

So atheism doesn't necessarily lead to nihilism while nihilism isn't necessarily a product of atheism. Is there, then, any connection at all? It is certainly arguable that atheism makes nihilism easier — for example, Nietzsche made the case that widespread atheism overthrew the only interpretation (theistic) of the world that was really popular. As a consequence, people got the impression that there wasn't really any meaning out there at all and so lost hope. 

At the same time, however, even this connection has in many ways disappeared. Today the negative image of nihilists is associated less with nonconforming atheists and more with overly conforming, robotic workers of the post-industrial age. It is argued that the heavy regimentation of the corporate world robs a person's life of all color, vitality, freedom, reducing a person's humanity to the point where they feel personally alienated from all that they do. In the end, after everything is packaged and sanitized and processed, there is nothing of real value left for them

Where does Nihilism lead?


Many of the most common responses to the basic premises of nihilism come down to despair: despair over the loss of God, despair over the loss of objective and absolute values, and/or despair over the postmodern condition of alienation and dehumanization. That does not, however, exhaust all of the possible responses — just as with early Russian Nihilism, there are those who embrace this perspective and rely upon it as a means for further development
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Many of the most common responses to the basic premises of nihilism come down to despair: despair over the loss of God, despair over the loss of objective and absolute values, and/or despair over the postmodern condition of alienation and dehumanization. That does not, however, exhaust all of the possible responses — just as with early Russian Nihilism, there are those who embrace this perspective and rely upon it as a means for further development. 

The first step in moving from despair to hope seems to be accepting the validity of nihilism as simply being the logical conclusion of brutal honesty about our lives and the world around us. The absence of objective and absolute values may not be an entirely pleasant conclusion, but that doesn't make it the wrong conclusion. The next step seems to be the argument that the absence of objective values does not therefore negate the possibility of any values whatsoever. 

For postmodernists, what follows is the belief that all values and all "metanarratives" are equally valid. Christians who accepted the principles of nihilism and created what became known as "Death of God" theology argued that in a "post-Christian" society, the nature and need for God had to be rethought. Not all atheists accept the principles of nihilism; among those who do, not all accept the postmodernist conclusion that all values are therefore equally valid. 

 Postmodern Nihilism

When it comes to how they respond to nihilism, modern and postmodern thinkers follow closely in the steps of German Friedrich Nietzsche who used the the assumption of nihilism as the basis for the revaluation of all values. Indeed, many who would count themselves as participants in postmodernism owe quite a lot to the work and insights of Nietzsche, particularly when it comes to his critiques of modernity and modern assumptions. 

It is a central thesis of postmodernism that there is neither truth nor error and that all beliefs and perspectives are equally valid. Rather than seeing this as a reason for despair, postmodernists rely upon this thesis as the source of inspiration, allowing them to ignore many traditional assumptions in order to develop new and radical ideas. Jacques Derrida, for example, has argued that the absence of any possibility for absolute truth should not lead us to nihilistic despair because it effectively eliminates the possibility of totalitarianism, a political and social system which relies so heavily upon the assumption of possessing an absolute system of truth that needs to be imposed upon everyone. 

Philosophers who adopt this position are also sometimes known as "antifoundationalists," so-called because they argue against the existence of absolute and objective "foundations" or "metanarratives" that structure our thinking, our reason, and our values. Although we may think that we have very good reasons for adopting our positions, we cannot argue that we have objective reasons for those positions — our "truths" are merely constructions, transitory in nature and ready to be abandoned as soon as something better comes along. At no point are our "truths" valid in any transcendental or transcultural way — they can only apply to us, in our particular circumstances and time. 

American philosopher Richard Rorty makes this point when he wrote in "From Logic to Language to Play" that "Nothing grounds our practices, nothing legitimizes them, nothing shows them to be in touch with the way things are." The response to such objective meaninglessness is to adopt a cheerful, or at least a very determined, nihilism which accepts that meaningless on its own terms and works to construct personal, subjective meanings which allow us to live. 

Contrary to Derrida's assertion, it does not seem very obvious that the absence of truth and values is a death-blow to the possibility of totalitarianism. Just the opposite seems to be the case, in fact, because without any external standards we can use for evaluating ideas and settling disagreements, then the only solution when faced with more than one option is raw power. After all, none of the options are really "better" and none rely more upon "truth" than any other. 

So there is nothing genuinely wrong with one of those views from taking power by force and being imposed by force, even if it isn't "true." This, it can be argued, is quite compatible with Nietzsche's argument that all interpretations of our world are driven not so much by a desire to simply and accurately describe matters of fact, but rather a will-to-power over ourselves, our world, and even others around.
