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Introduction.
In this essay, I ask the question what contribution does Nietzsche’s philosophy make to our understanding of the self? I intend to answer this question by first providing an outline of the main features of his thought in specific sections and giving my own critical evaluation of these ideas. Finally, in the conclusion, I will draw things together and give my judgment as to what I think Nietzsche’s contribution has been. Nietzsche’s philosophy is fundamentally concerned with the individual and how the individual self develops, self-becoming, (Miner,2011). This is unlike many other philosophers, both before and after him, who see the task of philosophy as either constructing metaphysical systems or engaging in the task of logical and linguistic analysis. Nietzsche rejects both of these as method and purpose in philosophy (Ure,2018) and instead focuses his attention on the individual and how the individual rises above the constraints and opposing forces of the human psyche that exist within the human psyche. Another departure Nietzsche makes from traditional philosophy is that he locates many of the drives and desires which determine behaviour to fall within an unconscious mind which is unknowable and separate from consciousness and reason. This is radically different from the philosophical tradition which preceded Nietzsche, in which conscious thoughts based upon reason determined our choices and actions. In this respect, Nietzsche greatly influenced subsequent thinkers such as Freud and Jung and the whole of the psychoanalytical movement. (Huskinson,2004). Also in this respect, Nietzsche was greatly influenced by the German philosopher Eduard Von Hartmann and his “Philosophy of the Unconscious” of 1869. However, the point of departure between Hartmann and Nietzsche is interesting for revealing a main concern of Nietzsche’s thought. Nietzsche thought Hartmann to be too pessimistic, whereas Nietzsche wanted to overcome such pessimism and overcome what he saw as nihilism. (Russell,1946). Further, it is important to also note that Nietzsche was also influenced by the philosopher Schopenhauer, to whom he regarded himself as successor. (Russell,1946). And it is in Schopenhauer that we find a type of universal will, which Nietzsche developed as the will to power within the individual, a will which enabled the individual to overcome nihilism. Another important aspect to Nietzsche’s thought was that he believed that the conventional moral system of the Judeo-Christian tradition had broken down and was no longer relevant. (Pippin, 2011). This led him to explore how an alternative morality could be developed and the will to power led him to base this new morality as a construct within the individual which goes beyond the convention notions of good and evil. So, in summary, the ideas of the unconscious, the will to power, the collapse of traditional morality and the need to overcome pessimism and nihilism, the ideas of self-cultivation and Übermensch are the main aspects of Nietzsche’s thought which I shall critically explore in this essay.
Will to Power
A fundamental concept in Nietzsche’s philosophy is the will to power.  Nietzsche, as stated above, was greatly influenced by the philosopher Schopenhauer, who he referred to as his educator. (Schacht,2001).  In his major work, “The World as Will and Representation,”(1819), Schopenhauer argues that there is a universal will which is behind reality; that what we call reality is merely representation, the thing-in-itself, the inner essence of all things is will. (Russell,1946). Schopenhauer so objectifies the will that it becomes the main force within the universe, much like God may be considered by theologians. Except that this force isn’t identified with God but is a separate the independent ultimate reality. This idea of the will greatly influenced Nietzsche and to understand his philosophy it is important to first understand Schopenhauer, particularly the will as the “will to live”. (Russell, 1946). In Nietzsche this will, this driving force in the universe, in nature and in people, becomes the will to power. The will to power as Nietzsche uses it, can be difficult to understand. However, some have interpreted the will to power as self-determination (Gardner,2009), which is how I understand this term in this essay.
Self-Cultivation
A good starting point to understand Nietzsche’s concept of the self is to explore his concept of self-cultivation. In “The Gay Science” Nietzsche presents his readers with a thought experiment. (Ure,2018,p.85). He asks them to imagine that they were approached by a demon who asked them to look at their lives and whether, given the choice, they would be happy to repeat their lives, time and time again, through eternity.  The point is, if they are happy to do so, then they have achieved and led a self-cultivated life. If they are not happy to, then this shows they have failed to make such a life for themselves. To Nietzsche, this was the meaning and purpose of philosophy, to provide a method for a person to examine their lives and thus provide some type of rules or guidance for living one’s life.  
In this sense, philosophy for Nietzsche is really a spiritual exercise, a process through which one discovers their real selves and achieves some type of spiritual connection and awareness. (Mitchel,2016) In this sense, Nietzsche isn’t dissimilar to the ancient Greek tradition of philosophy, which saw philosophy as a way of life, in contrast to the purely academic discipline it had become in Nietzsche lifetime. And the way in which philosophy applied to people’s lives was through the process of self-cultivation. Self-cultivation for Nietzsche seems to be a process of self-becoming and self-overcoming. Particularly, Nietzsche is concerned that the self is caught, as it were, between two opposites, which are opposite impulses or desires, which we often refer two as good and evil. The art, and Nietzsche does call it an art, is to overcome what he sees as this divided self. (Mitchell,2016), (Stolz,2020).
This division between two opposites is symbolized by Nietzsche use of the literary mythical figures, Apollo and Dionysus. Apollo, one of the Olympian deities, is the god of healing, prophecy, music and poetry. Dionysus, on the other hand, is the god of wine making, fertility, insanity, ritual madness and religious ecstasy. Both represent opposing impulses within the human psyche, and the art of self-cultivation is to overcome these. But how is this achieved? In Nietzsche’s writings, there are six methods to self-cultivation: 1, the avoidance of opportunities for gratification which will weaken the drive. 2, adhere to a schedule for gratification to restrict the drive to certain times. 3, overindulgence in the drive in the hope that the drive will be weakened by disgust. 4, make negative associations with the object of the drive. 5. focus one’s energy on something else to avoid the drive. 6, weaken the drive through exhausting oneself. (Stolz,2020). This is fundamentally a process of what Nietzsche calls self-dissection which ultimately leads to self-overcoming and self-perfection. (Stolz,2020).
Another key concept in Nietzsche’s understanding of the self is the idea of the unconscious and how it relates to these opposing impulses. For Nietzsche, the unconscious is of more significance than the conscious self.  The unconscious contains all those impulses which determines behaviour  both good and bad, positive and negative. This concept of the unconscious is crucial to Nietzsche’s philosophy, (Gemes and Le Patourel, 2015) as the process of reconciling these opposing unconscious processes in the psyche is the key to self-overcoming. We can better understand Nietzsche view of the opposing forces within the unconscious by again referring to his use of Apollo and Dionysus. In this respect, Dionysus is fundamentally dangerous, consisting of what we may call negative impulses. While, in contrast, Apollo represents positive impulses. While these impulses may seem to be in opposition, they are in a sense complementary as the Dionysian impulses need the Apollonian to provide a balance.
And it is this process of overcoming these opposing drives which leads to the Übermensch, which I shall now discuss.
Übermensch
The goal of self-cultivation and of overcoming oneself is to become what Nietzsche calls an Übermensch or “over-man”, someone who has overcome, surpassed and transcended the divided self. The Übermensch has, to quote Nietzsche in Huskinson, “the mighty capacity to draw together and unite, to reach the remotest threads and to preserve the web from being blown away…who unites what he has brought together into a living structure.” (Huskinson,2004, p.32).
 The term Übermensch occurs infrequently in Nietzsche’s writings, mainly appearing in “Thus says Zarathustra” (1883) and later in “Ecce Homo” (1888) (Huskinson,p.28). From this process of overcoming, the Übermensch is someone who has reconciled good and evil and has achieved unification over these opposites. (Huskinson,2004). The Übermensch has surpassed the conventional definitions and boundaries of morality and who now defines their own morality, going beyond what is conventionally defined as good and evil, and making new moral judgments, in which there is no real good or evil, (Mitchell,2016), fundamentally defining their own morality which suits their own needs and desires. Further, throughout Nietzsche’s philosophy the maxim,” become what you are” is frequently stated (Miner,2011), and it is through the Übermensch that this maxim is realized.
Evaluation.
Having outlined the main aspects of Nietzsche concept of the self, I am now going to undertake a critical evaluation of them based upon the following points: 
1. It has been observed that Nietzsche often fails to define his terms, particularly around his concepts of will to power and Übermensch (Huskinson). This can not only lead to confusion within academic circles, but it has also led to misunderstandings on a wider, political and cultural level. This can be seen, for example in the academic debates in Jonas and Yocek, in which undefined terms have led to misunderstandings when attempting to apply Nietzschean principles to educational theory. (Jonas and Yacek,2019). Failing to define terms properly also often leads people to make their own interpretations, which can be at the detriment of the individual writer. This has undoubtedly been the case with Nietzsche whose writings were unfairly associated with the German Nazi party. But even if this hadn’t been the case, leaving terms undefined is a major failing.
2. Nietzsche’s subjectivism. Nietzsche has been criticized for his perspectivism, (Jonas and Yacek,2019), but his subjectivism goes further than this. It is plainly the case that Nietzsche rejects the conventional morality which is derived from the Judeo-Christian tradition. Whatever the merits or otherwise of this tradition, it does offer a clear, objective, foundation for the basis of morality. And while Nietzsche wants to refute and reject this tradition, he does not attempt to provide an alternative objective morality. Instead, his concept of the Übermensch demands what can only be defined as an extreme individualism, each person pursuing their own particular version of morality.  One of the fundamental justifications for morality is its communal aspect, that all individuals within a specific group can agree with a common set of moral principles which are binding on all, just as the law is objective and binding on all in society. Nietzsche regards moralities as “sign language of the emotions”, (Ure,2018,P.86), implying that this is a reason for rejecting moralities. Whether morality does in fact reflect emotions is a debate which is ongoing. But the area of most criticism that can be levelled against Nietzsche is that his theory of the self does not provide a realistic basis for morality, other than pure individualism. And further, for Nietzsche it is the Übermensch which is the necessary origin of morality and which in turn demands a process of self-overcoming of the opposing forces within the self. This means that morality may only be possible for individuals who are capable of undertaking that process of self-overcoming. In contrast it is quite conceivable that not all individuals would be able, or willing to undertake this process, leaving them outside of morality.
3.Nietzsche develops his concept of individualized morality because he sees no virtue in the traditional Judeo-Christian view of morality. In this respect, it seems that he regarded Christianity as demanding and producing a state of unhappiness.  Whatever the realities were of the cultural and social circumstances that led to this view, it has to be asked whether Nietzsche actually misunderstood Christian doctrine, which actually  emphasizes personal happiness and fulfilment.
4.From a philosophical view, I also want to discuss the idea of the unconscious. While Nietzsche’s views of the unconscious have greatly influenced both Freud and Jung and the development of psychoanalysis and psychotherapy, it has to be said that there are conceptual difficulties arising from this term. Fundamentally, the idea of the unconscious is that its content is unknowable. But if it is unknown, then it’s contradictory to say that we can know its contents. And if we can’t know its contents then we can’t talk about the nature of these impulses. As has been said, Nietzsche uses the fictional figures of Apollo and Dionysus to symbolize the opposing forces supposedly within the unconscious. For Nietzsche to say Apollo represents one particular type of impulse and Dionysus another and the opposite, is to assign to them knowable content. So in reality, the unconscious impulses which Nietzsche says provide a conflict of opposites are known to us. This particular criticism of the concept of the unconscious has been made in general against the unconscious as it appears in philosophy, psychology and psychoanalysis (Carruthers,2001). What effect does this have upon Nietzsche’s philosophy? If the impulses that Nietzsche is referring to are knowable, then this puts a far greater emphasis on our conscious states of mind than Nietzsche would want to assign it. The conflict between the two opposites in the human psyche relies on the unconscious uncontrollable nature of these opposites, whereas assigning them to our consciousness implies a greater degree of conscious control over them than Nietzsche or psychoanalysis would want to admit. This means that for Nietzsche, the process of self-cultivation and self-overcoming is primarily a conscious process. To assign to impulses an unconscious unknowable status is to make them fundamentally innate, whereas being part of our conscious states infers a greater degree of responsibility and accountability. It may be the case that our conscious states are responsible for the conflicts that exist within the psyche and we can have conscious control over them. According to Stolz, probably one of Nietzsche’s most powerful psychological insights is the importance of the unconscious and the relative unimportance of consciousness in our day-to-day lives. (Stolz,2020).
 And this seems to account for Nietzsche’s view of subjectivism in morality. If the unconscious doesn’t have this central place within the psyche, then this undermines the argument for subjectivity in morality. Further, this also changes the view of the individual self, the “I,” which Nietzsche sees as illusionary and fictitious. (Gardner,2009). Consciousness gives more credibility to a concept of a conscious self or “I”.
Conclusion.
In conclusion, Nietzsche’s concept of the self is interconnected with his idea of the origin and purpose of morality. Whilst other philosophies of the self in both the East and the West also have connections with morality, Nietzsche’s concept is different in that the self is seen as the origin and purpose of morality. This is in contrast to other concepts of the self which largely see the self and morality as connected, but that morality lies outside of the self as something to be apprehended by the self, leading to objectivity. Whereas in Nietzsche the origin of morality is subjective, something to be discovered within the self. This is the first of several dichotomies that exist within Nietzsche’s thought: subjectivity against objectivity, unconscious versus conscious, and being versus becoming. Indeed, it may be a misnomer to speak of the concept of the self at all in Nietzsche, for as has been said before, Nietzsche’s views the self as fundamentally illusionary and fictitious and is something which has to be created through the process of self-cultivation. Instead of a conscious, rational self, everything in Nietzsche depends upon the concept of the unconscious being real, for it is through this unconscious that the self is invented. If we want a firm concept of the self, this reliance on the unconscious undermines that. For the idea of the unconscious brings with it a variety of philosophical problems, not least that its existence can be rigorously questioned. There is no doubt that some type of unconscious activity does exist, but the content of that may not necessarily be the type of content, knowledge or impulses which Nietzsche considers make up the unconscious. Here, I’m referring to the distinction between innate instinctual knowledge and the unconscious as it figures in Nietzsche and others. Instinctual innate behaviour is the type of unlearned behaviour that occurs automatically. And while this isn’t conscious, and so is unconscious, it may nonetheless not equate with a repository of conflicting drives which is regarded as the unconscious in Nietzsche’s terms. I think it could equally be argued that these impulses are the creation of the conscious self and also that what we take for unconscious is in fact the creation of the conscious mind. So I would argue that constructing his concept from the basis of the unconscious is a weariness in Nietzsche which as a consequence leaves his whole reasoning vulnerable. And if Nietzsche’s conceptual foundations are vulnerable, so it follows that his ideas of self-overcoming and especially of the Übermensch are also vulnerable. And so, more importantly, is his understanding of subjectivity and objectivity, particularly in relation to the origin of morality. And this to the extent that this raises and calls into question the whole purpose of the Übermensch in its role of the creation of morality, so much so that there may be no longer be a reason for a conception of the Übermensch at all. So, the challenge to the unconscious also challenges Nietzsche’s view of his subjectivism and determinism, two major premises in his concept of the self. And this also undermines the extreme individualism which is a consequence of his thought. 
On a positive note, it is undeniable that Nietzsche is unique among philosophers and has had a great influence on subsequent thinkers, such as Freud and Jung. (Huskinson,2004). Above all, Nietzsche stands out as a thinker who attempted to construct morality without recourse to religion, the Church or any other institution. For him, morality was a highly individualized process of personal discovery, locating the genesis of morality within the self. But does he succeed in producing such an alternative morality? In answer to this, I would argue that he doesn’t succeed. This is mainly due to the nature of morality itself. Fundamentally, any morality, to be meaningful and relevant, has to apply generally and be communal in nature rather than individualistic. Nietzsche wants to go beyond good and evil as such, but that doesn’t mean that there should be no principles on which actions are based. I think that Nietzsche recognizes this, but it nevertheless produces inconsistencies and contradictions. Further, not everyone may be able to achieve the type of unity between opposites he advocates, so potentially leaving morality available only to an elite. Above all, Nietzsche demonstrates the philosophical complexities that underpin morality and ethics and the conceptual difficulties in attempting to create a whole new moral system.
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