PAGE  
7
Nanay and Schnee


“Travolta’s Elvis-man and the Nietzschean Superman”

By Bence Nanay and Ian Schnee

One might easily think that Nietzsche—a philosopher constantly at odds with religion who urged his readers to transcend value judgments of good and evil—would be right at home in the morally ambiguous universe of Quentin Tarantino. Aren’t Tarantino’s films full of the violence and moral-suspending motivations that an everything-is-permitted Nietzschean would rush to the Cineplex for? Reservoir Dogs is a film about violence for personal gain. Kill Bill Vol. 1 and Vol. 2 are films about violence for revenge. Natural Born Killers and True Romance are films about violence and love-redemption. If one looks back at all the reviews of Pulp Fiction from 1994 and 1995, “violent” is the one word they are all compelled to use in characterizing the film—even though, as Tarantino likes to point out, most of the violence occurs offscreen.

But if violence is the in-your-face feature of all of Tarantino films that’s impossible not to notice, it’s also one of the most complex features that’s easily misunderstood—especially in Pulp Fiction. To think that Pulp Fiction is an a-moral film that celebrates violence for its own sake (or for the sake of our goonish entertainment), and that it thereby reflects the hard-nosed outlook of Nietzsche’s anti-religion philosophy, would be to misunderstand both Tarantino and Nietzsche. In fact Pulp Fiction is a film etched with Nietzschean themes, but not for the reason commonly supposed.

Consider the celebration-of-violence charge. This criticism overlooks the anomaly of Jules, Samuel Jackson’s character, the hit man who has a mystical experience and gives up “the life.” Jules’s religious experience helps him refrain from blasting Pumpkin and Honey Bunny in the final moments of the film—in contrast to Vincent, the John Travolta character, who is caught off guard on his return trip from the toilet and finds the idea of not shooting them inconceivable. The fact that Jules’s conversion was chosen to be the climax of the film should make us think twice about how the film portrays violence.

And the fact that religion plays a key role in Jules’s motivations should make us think twice about how we should use Nietzsche to shed light on the film. At first blush, Jules as the hero of the film might make us think it’s a deeply anti-Nietzschean movie. But Nietzsche himself didn’t just celebrate violence and denigrate religion. Nietzsche was aware that religion can no longer provide the locus of meaning in our lives. In that negative sense he was a nihilist: he denied life has any meaning, if what we mean by “meaning” is the ultimate, get-your-rewards-in-Heaven kind. But he was anti-nihilistic in another sense: just because life doesn’t have any ultimate, religious meaning does not mean that it has no meaning at all.

Nietzsche’s concept of the superman helps illustrate this point. The superman is able to create new values, and see the meaning in life, in the face of the “ultimate irrationality” of it all. As we will argue, this is in fact just what Jules does, when he has his mystical experience, and it is just what Vincent is incapable of doing. Which is why the real hero of the film is not Elvis-man Vincent Vega (as Mia repeatedly calls him), but Jules, the Nietzschean superman.

Chance Governs Everything
“Chance governs everything; necessity, which is far from having the same purity, comes only later,” writes Luis Buñuel, Spanish film director, whom Tarantino acknowledges as one of the most important influences on his films.

Indeed, chance governs everything in Pulp Fiction. Each subplot of the movie has a critical unlikely event: Vincent has to take a dump on stakeout just at the moment that Butch sneaks back home; a kid, one of Marvin’s buddies, jumps out of the bathroom blasting six rounds at Jules and Vincent at pointblank range, the bullets missing everything but the wall; Butch and Marcellus run into each other on the street; Mia comes back to life after ODing on Vincent’s smack; Vincent accidentally blows off Marvin’s head; Pumpkin and Honey Bunny rob a diner which happens to contain (i) Jules with a portmanteau full of untold riches, and (ii) a man with a gun (Vincent) popping out of the toilet.

One tempting way to find meaning in these seemingly chaotic events would be to attribute them to some divine plan. Whether you think that God has a hand in every event, or that some divine clockmaker wound up the universe and now lets it run its course, this way of thinking about these events gives them meaning and purpose. It also gives the universe a set of values, or moral code—a distinction between good and evil.

One of Nietzsche’s key insights is that value systems shouldn’t be taken at face value. Instead of asking straightforward questions, like what’s the value of a certain action (is it morally wrong?), Nietzsche asked once-removed value questions: what’s the value of certain systems of value, like the religious distinction between good and evil?
 In the end he argued that the religious system of values is a bad one because it denigrates life—but we will return to that issue below.

The world of Pulp Fiction is certainly not this traditional religious one full of divine purpose. Events of the universe are not part of some divine plan but are just “freak occurrences,” in the words of Vincent. A consequence of this is that traditional values have no force. Killing isn’t morally wrong. Consider, for example, Vincent and Jules’s reaction when Vincent accidentally blows off Marvin’s head. They’re not in trouble because they killed someone—the moral issue is a non-factor, not even worth bringing up. They’re in trouble because they have bits of brain scatter-shot in the back of the car which might get noticed by Joe Blue. The Wolf, not the priest, comes to the rescue. 

Of course, this doesn’t mean the characters in Pulp Fiction have no values. They are actually obsessed with values, but they are the values of cool rather than religious morality. Here’s a short list of values characters espouse or act upon. Vincent: “You don’t be giving Marsellus Wallace’s new bride a foot massage.” Lance, the dope dealer: People who key cars should be killed; “no trial, no jury, straight to execution.” Vincent: “Don’t fuck with another man’s vehicle; it’s against the rules.” Jules: “Jimmy’s a friend; you don’t come into your friend’s house and start telling him what’s what.” Vincent: You don’t sleep with your boss’s wife (at least, not if your boss is Marsellus Wallace). Butch: You don’t abandon anyone, even your mortal enemy, to the S&M fate of two rednecks with a gimp.

The Nietzschean question would be to ask, what approach to life do these values signify? Value judgments themselves are just the starting point. Those judgments are treated like symptoms of underlying motivations that give rise to them.
 It is those underlying motivations that Nietzsche wants to expose and evaluate. As a matter of empirical fact, Nietzsche thought that secularization was destroying the traditional role of religion as the ultimate source of meaning in human life. To use a common metaphor, religion provided a mythical “narrative” that structured life’s events and gave life meaning. The world of Pulp Fiction precisely is this modern world of fractured “narratives”—a theme nicely illustrated by the formal factors of Tarantino’s filmmaking, the fractured temporal sequence and plotting devices—and we can get insight into the film’s characters by seeing how they react to this crisis of meaning.

Elvis-man vs. Superman

Nietzsche famously proclaimed that God is dead—but he wasn’t claiming that religious beliefs are false and therefore we should believe science instead. He wasn’t trying to be provocative at the expense of the faithful. In The Gay Science section 125 it actually isn’t Nietzsche himself who says “God is dead.” He puts the line in the mouth of a “madman,” who’s shouting it not in the face of churchgoers but to modern, seemingly sophisticated unbelievers. Their reaction: laughter at the madman’s earnestness.

They find it ridiculous that religion should even be taken seriously—as the madman does, and as Nietzsche himself does, because he realizes the monumental role religion has played in giving meaning to our lives. In Pulp Fiction Vincent is the sophisticated unbeliever fresh off the plane from Amsterdam. And Vincent has nothing but scorn for Jules when the errant bullets lead Jules to have a mystical experience and to start taking religion seriously.

We can see this aspect of Vincent’s character elsewhere in the film too. He spouts a bit of cultural relativism when he tells Jules that in Paris they call a quarter-pounder with cheese a “Royale with cheese.” At the same time, the film doesn’t portray Vincent as a broad-minded cosmopolitan. He’s not even a broad-minded cosmopolitan with regard to the fast-food in Europe he pontificates about. We immediately see his limitations when he doesn’t know what they call a Whopper: “I didn’t go into Burger King.”

The deeper implications of different systems of measure, like the English pound vs. the metric kilo, are a surprise to Jules. He’s further surprised (and disappointed, because he can’t be the know-it-all) when Brett, one of the kids soon to be executed by Jules, guesses why the French don’t use the name “quarter-pounder with cheese” (“Check out the big brain on Brett”).

At the beginning of the film, then, both Vincent and Jules are unaware of any deeper meaning to events. At this point Jules thinks the Ezekiel 25:17 line is just a meaningless vehicle of intimidation. But once Jules sees the light, he and Vincent embody different interpretations of the unlikely events that they keep encountering. Jules says we should see the six bullets, and chance itself, as a sign. Vincent says it's just a low-probability event.

Their banter isn’t just hipster philosophical reflection—it embodies two fundamentally different reactions to the existential crisis heralded by the demise of religion. To see this, let’s return to the religious mode of thinking about the world and values. Religious thinking relies on a kind of duality. On the one hand, there is the created world—the transient, physical world in which we live, full of evil in need of redemption. On the other hand, there is the eternal, all-good Heavenly realm. Nietzsche noted that once we posit a second realm, the Heavenly, as the source of infinite value, then worldly events by themselves can have no value at all.
 Whatever value some worldly event has is given entirely by its relation to the divine.

As we noted before, this isn’t a picture that anyone in Pulp Fiction buys. But, as Nietzsche argues, modern “rationalists” like Vincent do buy some of its metaphysical presuppositions. For they endorse the dualist idea that either the meaning of events in our world is imposed from without, or those events lack all meaning. The rejection of religion, in Vincent’s case, means that he is a nihilist: there’s no meaning to the world whatsoever. A second aspect of this point of view is its “dogmatism.” By this Nietzsche means that, for someone like Vincent, his own viewpoint, and system of value, is universally binding.
 If the bullets are just a freak occurrence and have no meaning to Vincent, they have no meaning, full stop. They don’t have any meaning to anyone—and if Jules believes otherwise then he’s just wrong. For Vincent, his interpretation is the interpretation. It just so happens that the universally right valuation is vacuous—events have no meaning—but Vincent’s view is dogmatic, just like the religious one, because it purports to universal validity.

Nietzsche himself wasn’t fond of either the religious or the rationalist view of values. He thought that both their dualist assumption about meaning and their dogmatic claim to universality were expressions of “sickness”—symptoms of an “unhealthy” view of life, which in turn he thinks is an expression of a certain kind of “weakness”.
 Not weakness in the sense of lacking physical strength, but a sort of weakness that may be called existential: those who are weak in this sense can’t face the chaotic facts of life. Vincent Vega, in spite of his macho image, is extremely weak in this sense.

In contrast to these expressions of weakness, Nietzsche advocated a form of life that has a kind of existential “strength”: this is embodied by someone who can face the fact that the universe has no ultimate, universally binding meaning and value, but who can nevertheless advocate perspective-relative (that is, non-dogmatic) systems of value that are creative and life-affirming. The person capable of doing this becomes a creator of meaning—someone who sees the significance of events and thereby gives the events that significance. This new meaning then is not some kind of Heavenly meaning coming from a postulated “other” domain; it is immanent, coming from within our world—from the person who creates it. Nietzsche has a lot of names for this form of life; most commonly he calls it the “free spirit” or the “superman.”

And Jules is just such a free spirit. In Tarantino’s world of violence, strength is all-important: not only (and not primarily) physical strength, but also strength in the existential sense. It is discovering meaning in seemingly meaningless and random events that makes one strong. This strength gives Jules the ability to stand up to Pumpkin and Honey Bunny in a way he wouldn’t have been capable of in the beginning of the film—and in a way that Vincent is still incapable of. Recall Vincent’s obstinacy: “Jules, you give that fucking nimrod fifteen hundred dollars and I’ll shoot him on general principle.”

Jules and Vincent have always had physical strength: Pumpkin and Honey Bunny are just small-time heisters looking for an easy score. Jules, by contrast, is one “bad mother fucker”. But once he has his mystical experience he is able to resolve the situation without recourse to violence. Still, the reason why his action is “good” is not because it is the morally right thing to do. That would be simply reverting to the religious system of value. It’s good because it’s an essentially life-affirming and creative act on Jules’s part. It’s an act that breaks free from the hyper-cool and might-makes-right gangster values of the underworld that Vincent is still stuck in. It’s an act that makes Jules a free spirit.

The Significance of Toilets
Vincent cannot see the significance of chance events. He’s the one person best placed to see some connection between the seemingly chaotic events of the movie, because his character is connected to almost every subplot. But, in one of the funniest running gags of the film, he is metaphorically “out of touch” because all the important things that happen to him happen while he (or someone else) is in the bathroom.

Marvin’s buddy is sweating it out in the bathroom with a .357 Magnum before attacking Jules and Vincent. Vincent is in the toilet giving himself a pep talk about loyalty during Mia’s OD and near death. And he is in the diner restroom during Pumpkin and Honey Bunny’s robbery. One would think all these eye-openers would make Vincent chary of using the john. But he (unlike Jules) sees them only as low-probability events, and the next time he’s in the bathroom he gets axed by Butch.

There are also more mundane events in the film full of significance that Vincent can’t see. For example, when his Chevy Malibu is keyed in the parking lot, he thinks it’s just bad luck. He complains to Lance: “I had it in storage three years. I was out five days and some dickless piece of shit fucked with it.” In fact, his car was keyed by Butch. This fact is hard to catch in the final cut of the film, but in both the script and a scene filmed but eventually deleted we see Vincent parking his car next to Butch’s while Butch is at Marcellus’s bar. Butch, then, is getting back at Vincent for calling him a “palooka.”

But this fact, like everything else, blows by Vincent. Vincent does exactly the opposite of what the Nietzschean superman is supposed to do. He is blind to the significance of the seemingly random events and doesn't attend to the danger signs around him. As Nietzsche would say, he fails to become the creator of meaning.

In an unpublished note, Nietzsche calls this condition “passive nihilism.”
 Vincent passively assumes the values of others. He gets his style from imitating Elvis. He wants other people to lavish him with respect without earning it: “A ‘please’ would be nice,” he whiningly complains to the Wolf. And he inherits the values of the gangster underworld without ever questioning them. The Nietzschean free spirit, by contrast, is spontaneous, creative, and continuously questions any values—her own and others. She continually outgrows old values, just as Jules outgrows the gangster values of Vincent.

Nietzsche is often put down as a moral relativist: as someone who thinks that any system of value is just as good as any other because there is no way to adjudicate between them. But this way of thinking about Nietzsche is both a simplification and wrong. While he might think that Vincent’s nihilistic view of life is as bad as a dogmatic or religious one, he also claims that there is a way of going through life that is better than either of them: we can refuse to take any moral system (religious or nihilist) for granted and become the creators of meaning ourselves. Just like Jules does.

The Cycle of Violence
All of Tarantino’s films are concerned with ways to end violence, but the theme of the cycle of violence, and of breaking out of the cycle of violence, is perhaps strongest in Pulp Fiction. This theme is responsible for the causal structure of the film’s subplots: a violent event in one subplot is the catalyst for another subplot and the violence in it (witness how the killing of Brett sets up Marvin’s death, and how Butch’s killing of his boxing opponent leads to the events with the rednecks).

This theme is also reflected in the film’s cyclical narrative structure: it begins and ends with the same robbery, the rest of the film, in a sense, providing a background and contrast to it so that the audience can understand the significance of the diner-scene climax. In this scene, which stands out from the rest of the film in as much as it is the only sequence in the film that does not end in violence (in spite of the fact that it has the largest potential head-count of all), Jules halts the cycle of violence by giving an interpretation to, by finding meaning in, the chance events of the movie.

In Nietzschean terms, it is discovering meaning in seemingly meaningless and random events that makes one strong—and only the strong can escape the cycle of violence. If you can’t be a meaning-creator, the film tells us, you'll get killed.
 The reason you get killed is not because you kill: everyone kills. There is no ethical punishment; Tarantino’s is not a religious moral universe. Rather, you get killed because you take the world at face value and hubristically fail to attend to the danger signs around you. You're blind to the significance of seemingly random events. Jules does see the signs, and he is strong enough to stop. Vincent is blind, and ends up dead.

Like Caine in Kung Fu
We don’t want to suggest that there’s a perfect fit between Nietzsche and Pulp Fiction. If there were, the film would probably not be as enjoyable as it is. It would be a dry illustration of some abstract philosophical theses, which rarely makes for good drama.

There are several aspects of Jules’s mystical experience, for example, that might not fit the superman model. For one thing, Jules calls his experience religious, and says it was the “hand of God” that came down and stopped the bullets. That doesn’t sound very Nietzschean at all. Furthermore, his new interpretation of the Ezekiel 25:17 passage still seems to be religiously inspired—he says he’s “trying real hard to be the shepherd.” How does that square with our claim that Jules is a Nietzschean superman?

Firstly, the fact that Jules uses religious imagery and concepts shouldn’t surprise us. He doesn’t have any other way to express the deep existential realization he’s just had. We shouldn’t expect him to start spouting Nietzschean terminology when he has no inkling of it at all. After all, Jules is a real, three-dimensional character rather than a cardboard-cutout philosophical mouthpiece.

Nietzsche himself was well aware that there is no creation in a vacuum—one can create new values only by using the broken materials of the old values one is familiar with. For example, Nietzsche himself often uses Christian imagery in discussing the superman or free spirit. In his work Thus Spoke Zarathustra Nietzsche created the fictional character Zarathustra, which is the closest Nietzsche comes to giving us of an extended illustration of what the superman is like. And in that work Nietzsche actually calls Zarathustra a shepherd.
 He also continually uses redemption language to characterize Zarathustra and the superman.
 So the fact that Jules uses religious concepts and imagery should not bar us from seeing him as embodying a Nietzschean free spirit.

Like Nietzsche urges, what we need to do is look beneath the surface-level imagery Jules employs and try to figure out the significance of the values he is espousing. When discussing the significance of the “miracle” with Vincent in the diner, Jules says it actually doesn’t matter whether it was an “according-to-Hoyle” miracle. What matters is the significance of the experience as he felt it—it was “a moment of clarity.” Jules’s experience was inherently personal, rather than dogmatic: he is not tempted to think that, through his “miracle,” he discovered some kind of universal meaning everyone should live by. This fits nicely with Nietzsche’s claim that meaning is always perspective-relative: what Jules is saying is, relative to his perspective and experience, it was a miracle. The “objective” question that Vincent is obsessed with is irrelevant.

What this experience lets Jules do is question the value system that has structured his life, and the process of re-evaluating the importance of values is a very Nietzschean reaction. But, critically, Jules does not do this by lapsing into a religious metaphysics—he doesn’t claim that meaning is provided by an infinitely important Heavenly realm. And there’s no hint that he is now dogmatic, thinking that everyone has to see the world his way.

Rather, what is Jules’s new plan for his life? “I’m just going to walk the earth. You know, like Caine in Kung Fu.” Walking the earth and seeking new adventures is actually just what Nietzsche’s fictional hero Zarathustra does. Vincent, of course, would be just as negative about Zarathustra as he is about Jules: “They got a name for that, Jules; it’s called a bum.” But Jules is strong enough to shrug off Vincent’s negativity. Jules no longer relies on others’ approval or values in deciding how to live his life. In effect, his experience has given him a new kind of freedom, precisely of the kind that Nietzsche would be proud: “Whoever has attained intellectual freedom even to a small extent cannot feel but as a wanderer upon the face of the earth—and not as a traveler toward some final destination; for that does not exist.”

� The idea that we never see what’s in the briefcase that is central to much of the film comes from one of Buñuel’s films, Belle du Jour. (The Buñuel quote is from My Last Sigh, New York: Knopf, 1983, p. 171.)


� This theme runs throughout Nietzsche’s work, but it is especially important to Beyond Good and Evil and On The Genealogy of Morals. See, for example, Genealogy Pref. 6: “We need a critique of moral values, the value of these values themselves must first be called into question.” 


� Talk of “symptoms” is one of Nietzsche’s favorite metaphors. See, for example, Twilight of the Idols II 2. 


� See, for example, Genealogy III, especially section 11. 


� See Beyond Good and Evil section 43. 


� See, for example, all of Genealogy III, and Twilight of the Idols V 1. 


� The Will to Power section 22. 


� Or you could escape on “Grace” like Butch, gaining redemption by returning to free Marcellus. We don’t mean to claim that the Nietzschean redemption of Jules is the only theme in the film. 


� We should also note that Tarantino treats Jules’s enlightenment rather ironically—that Jules’s decision to model his life on a TV action hero smacks of the ridiculous.  Perhaps Tarantino’s playful attitude toward his fictional creation is something Nietzsche would smile at.  Perhaps we are finding (creating?) meaning in something the filmmaker didn’t intend to be taken seriously at all.  


� Though note that being a shepherd is not a final state that Zarathustra stays in. It is one of the stages he passes through in his continual state of over-coming. But the point is that Nietzsche was not afraid of re-appropriating religious concepts. The name “Zarathustra” itself is a reference to another religion, Zoroastrianism. 


� For example, see Zarathustra II 20, and The Antichrist section 33. 


� Human All-too-Human I 638.





