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Preface

Until rather recently, most philosophers in the English-speaking
world have paid Nietzsche little heed. European philosophers of
diverse orientations have considered him a thinker to be reckoned
with throughout the course of this century; but he has seldom been
taken seriously across the English Channel (and North Atlantic).
Outside of what used to be the Continentally-inspired underworld,
he for the most part has been either ignored altogether, or accorded
only minor significance as a forerunner of existentialism, or else
crudely caricatured, vilified, and cavalierly dismissed. Indeed, his
long neglect was no doubt at least in part due to the fact that a
great many people formed their impressions of him from the uses
made of him by fascist and racist ideologues, and from the related
scandalous treatment accorded him by such commentators as
Bertrand Russell. Russell may be an extreme case; but it is worth
noting some of the things he says about Nietzsche in his History of
Western Philosophy (New York, Simon & Schuster, 1945, pp. 760-
3, 766-7):

Nietzsche, though a professor, was a literary rather than an
academic philosopher. He invented no new technical theories in
ontology or epistemology; his importance is primarily in ethics,
and secondarily as an acute historical critic. . . . His general
outlook . . . remained very similar to that of Wagner in the
Ring; Nietzsche’s superman is very like Siegfried, except that he
knows Greek. This may seem odd, but that is not my fault. . . .
[Nietzsche] attempts to combine two sets of values which are
not easily harmonized: on the one hand he likes ruthlessness,
war, and aristocratic pride; on the other hand, he loves
philosophy and literature and the arts, especially music. . . . True
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PREFACE

virtue [for Nietzsche], as opposed to the conventional sort. . . , is
not profitable or prudent; it isolates its possessor from other
men; it is hostile to order, and does harm to inferiors. It is
necessary for higher men to make war upon the masses, and
resist the democratic tendencies of the age. . . . He prophesied
with a certain glee an era of great wars; one wonders whether he
would have been happy if he had lived to see the fulfillment of
his prophecy. . . .

He condemns Christian love because he thinks it is an
outcome of fear. It does not occur to Neitzsche as possible that a
man should genuinely feel universal love, obviously because he
himself feels almost universal hatred and fear, which he would
fain disguise as lordly indifference. His ‘noble’ man — who is
himself in his day-dreams — is a being wholly devoid of
sympathy, ruthless, cunning, cruel, concerned only with his own
power. King Lear on the verge of madness, says: I will do such
things — what they are yet I know not — but they shall be the
terror of the earth.” This is Neitzsche’s philosophy in a nutshell.

Happily, it is no longer necessary to fight the battle that had to be
waged to discredit this absurd picture of Nietzsche — even if, in
some quarters, its influence still lingers on. As his writings have
become more widely available, in better translations, and as more
discerning commentators have weighed in, a different picture of him
has at least begun to emerge; and it has become possible not only
to discuss him in polite intellectual society, but also to engage the
interest of a growing number of philosophers in the bearing of his
thought upon a variety of issues of concern to them.

Such earlier and more recent studies as Morgan’s What Nietzsche
Means and Danto’s Nietzsche as Philosopher (to mention only two
of the more notable cases in point) have contributed to this
transformation of the climate of opinion; but the greatest credit for
it belongs to Walter Kaufmann (whose untimely death occurred just
as this book was being finished). Through his many excellent
translations of Nietzsche’s writings, his useful commentaries and
introductions to them, and his fine and widely-read Nietzsche:
Philosopher, Psychologist, Antichrist, he did more than anyone else
in our part of the world has done to rescue Nietzsche from both
his unjust detractors and his ill-motivated abusers, and to gain for
him the attention and appreciation he deserves. I have not
attempted to write another book of the sort he wrote. His remains
perhaps the best introduction to Nietzsche’s life and intellectual
development (although Hollingdale’s Nietzsche: The Man and His
Philosophy and Hayman’s recent Nietzsche: A Critical Life are also
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PREFACE

deserving of mention); I commend it to the reader both in its own
right and as a very helpful background text for this study. My
concerns and approach here, however, are rather different.

Nietzsche was a thinker, figure and influence about whom many
sorts of books have been and can and should be written. This book
is an instance of only one of them. He had many sides and
moments, and has had many audiences with differing sensibilities
and interests; and no single work can do justice to all of the
former, or satisfy all of the latter. The ‘perspectivism’ of which he
speaks is not without a certain application in this context. The
vantage point from which — and the eyes with which — he is viewed
in the present study may be complemented by others, as others are
here, to good effect. And that which is thus viewed does not have a
sharp and clear shape and structure, but rather acquires definiteness
only in the course of interpretation. These circumstances, however,
far from diminishing Nietzsche’s interest, are elements of his
greatness and importance, and are among the reasons why we never
will (or in any event should) have done with him.

Nietzsche’s productive life was relatively short, encompassing less
than a score of years (beginning in the early 1870s, and ending
with his collapse in 1889), the second half of which was of far
greater importance than the first. In this brief period, however, he
did a prodigious amount of writing, and dealt with as broad a
range of matters as almost anyone ever has. In addition to the
considerable number of works he published and prepared for
publication, he left a great mass of notes, which scholars
undoubtedly will be mining for generations, and which can neither
be entirely ignored nor easily digested. And even the works he
completed for the most part consist chiefly in assemblages of rather
loosely connected notes rather than sustained arguments and
systematic treatments of particular topics. He had a great deal to
say, about a great many things; and no single study can take
account of more than a part of it.

This is so even if attention is confined — as it is here — to what
Nietzsche has to say on matters of a philosophical nature, passing
over his interspersed reflections on other matters (which are many),
and his excursions along literary lines. The present study is an
examination of his philosophical thinking; and while this already
makes it selective (as well as interpretive), it is of necessity selective
in other ways as well. In deciding what in Neitzsche’s philosophical
thinking and writings to deal with, and how to do so, I have been
guided by two basic intentions: first, to do at least something
approaching justice to the range, manner and issue of his
philosophical endeavours; and second, to render them accessible,
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PREFACE

intelligible and interesting to philosophers and philosophically-
minded readers more generally in the English-speaking world,
regardless of their particular philosophical orientations and prior
acquaintance with him. I have considered it neither necessary nor
desirable to deal with the extensive secondary literature on him;
that either would have added considerably to the length of this
book (which is long enough as it is), or would have required that
less be said about Nietzsche himself (which would have worked
against my chief aims).

On the other hand, T have found it necessary for my purposes to
make extensive use of things Nietzsche wrote but had not
incorporated into any of the works he published or prepared for
publication up to the time of his collapse. These unpublished
writings too exhibit his philosophical thinking, and indeed contain
much more of his expressed thinking on certain important matters
than do his finished works. Restricting attention to the latter alone,
therefore, would have been both artificial and impoverishing. In any
event, what this book is a study of is the philosophical thinking
expressed in the things he wrote, including manuscripts and notes
he left as well as works he completed. One may always question
the commitment of a writer to things he writes but does not
publish; but this is a worry of which too much can be made. And
it is doubly desirable not to make too much of it in the case of
someone like Nietzsche whose productive life ended abruptly and
quite early, with major projects under way and in the offing,
material for which he was accumulating in the notebooks from his
later years. One cannot know what use he might have made of this
material; but this, in my opinion, is no reason to ignore it.

My decision to draw upon it, however, has been conjoined with
another: to confine my citations and explicit attention largely to
works Nietzsche completed, together with his unpublished early
essay On Truth and Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense, and the extensive
and reasonably well organized selection of material from his
notebooks from the last decade of his productive life published
under the title of The Will to Power. The former essay is too
important and interesting to be ignored; and the latter collection is
sufficiently representative of the mass of material in his notebooks
to serve my purposes. Although a more extensive selection from
them has long been available in German in Karl Schlechta’s three-
volume edition of his writings, and the complete contents of these
notebooks are now available in the definitive Colli-Montinari
Kritische Gesamtausgabe, their utter lack of organization presents
enormous difficulties, for which the collection entitled The Will to
Power provides a partial remedy. It more than suffices to reveal the
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PREFACE

nature and substance of the philosophical thinking expressed in the
notebooks, as I believe anyone who expends the time and effort to
investigate their fuller contents will discover.

I have sought to direct the attention of readers to texts indicative
of his philosophical thinking which they might reasonably be
expected to have read or to be able to read themselves. I take The
Will to Power to be such a text (or collection of texts). I leave to
others with more narrowly scholarly interests the labor of
considering what refinements of interpretation might be suggested
by other material in his notebooks (and also in his correspondence).
I have given quite enough prominence to his unpublished notes in
this study; to have dealt with them more comprehensively would
have been to accord them more significance than is their due in
relation to his other writings. While those not to be found in The
Will to Power are not explicitly utilized here, however, T have
sought to interpret Nietzsche in a manner consonant with what I
have found in them.

Nor is this the last limitation of the present study requiring to be
acknowledged. While T have at various points (especially in the last
two chapters) taken notice of things Nietzsche has to say in
writings antedating The Gay Science, 1 have concentrated my
attention upon his philosophical efforts in the second half of his
productive life, beginning with this work. It is his thinking in this
period of his philosophical maturity which interests me most, and to
which T believe the greatest value for philosophers today attaches. It
is only occasionally in his earlier writings that he shows the kind of
philosophical power, insight and sensitivity characteristic of so much
of his later work; and indeed it is only occasionally that he even
addresses himself to significant philosophical issues and tasks in
them. Prior to The Gay Science he was only on the way to
becoming the important philosopher he came to be. It is for the
most part only as certain of his earlier discussions are germane to
positions he later developed, therefore, that I have made reference
to them.

I also have largely passed over his literary-philosophical
efforts, written though they for the most part were in this later
period — including not only his many epigrams, ‘songs’ and
poems, but also his most famous work, Thus Spoke Zarathustra.
I have found it useful and illuminating at various points to refer
to certain things he says and themes he develops in the latter
work, and consider familiarity with it to be essential to the
understanding of him. It does not readily lend itself, however, to
the sort of analysis undertaken here; and since there is little of a
philosophical nature in it that Nietzsche does not elsewhere work
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PREFACE

out in a more straightforwardly (or prosaically) philosophical
manner, I have preferred to concentrate upon his other ways of
putting his points, calling Zarathustra in to give evidence only on
occasion.

In a systematic study of Nietzsche’s works, Zarathustra would of
course require extensive discussion — as would the books he
published prior to The Gay Science, in their entirety and for what
they are, no less than would the others he wrote (not all of which,
or all parts of which, are of a philosophical nature). The present
volume, however, is no such study, and is organized quite
differently. Each chapter in it is devoted to one of his major
philosophical concerns, and draws upon material to be found in
many different things he wrote which is pertinent to his treatment
of the issues these concerns subsume. It is only if one takes account
of the various things he has to say about them in his widely
scattered discussions of them that one can do something
approaching justice to his thinking with respect to them, which is in
many cases much more subtle and complex than one might gather
if one considered only the remarks he makes in some one place. He
does not devote separate works to the systematic treatment of each
of the matters he deals with, but rather touches upon them and
returns to them on many different occasions, seldom if ever setting
down anything that might be considered his definitive position
concerning any of them; and so it is incumbent upon one who
would understand him to draw together the many strands of his
dispersed and unsystematic reflections upon each of them, and to
attempt to discern what they add up to.

I have been guided in my interpretation of Nietzsche not only by
these considerations, but also by the further conviction that
although he was not a systematic thinker, his thought is
fundamentally coherent, both with respect to particular issues and in
general; and that what he says on some occasions is best construed
in the light of what he says on others, rather than in a manner that
would saddle him with numerous basic inconsistencies (as many
commentators and interpreters, both unsympathetic and sympathetic
to him, have been all too quick and happy to do). It was
undeniably part of his method to approach problems and issues
from a variety of different angles, and to experiment with different
formulations (often of a one-sided or over-simplified nature) in
dealing with them, even though this might result in at least the
appearance of confusion and even contradiction. I would contend,
however, that it is both a legitimate way of reading him, and also a
very fruitful one, to take him thus to have been working toward
and working out a set of interconnected positions which his various
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remarks and reflections collectively serve to indicate and elaborate,
qualifying and complementing each other.

To be sure, the later Nietzsche unquestionably abandoned some
of the views he advances in his earlier writings and modified others,
as shall be observed in due course; and it would not seem to be
possible to read him in this way in all cases even if attention is
confined to his writings from the latter half of his productive life.
But in most cases this can be done; and the results may be argued
both to do him a greater measure of justice than is done him
otherwise, and to be of considerable interest. I leave the final
assessment of these results in both respects to my readers, however,
and mean to do no more at the moment than to announce my
interpretive strategy.

I also have chosen simply to pass over Nietzsche’s frequent
rhetorical excesses, and the ill-considered shots he so often takes at
various targets which catch his eye along his way. I do so not
because I do not find them annoying, offensive, or embarrassing,
and not because I do not deem him deserving of criticism for
indulging himself in them, but rather because I feel that dwelling
upon them gets in the way of coming to terms with the substance
of his philosophical thought. They blemish and mar its surface; but
one must school oneself to look past them, filtering them out as so
much unfortunate static, if one is to be able to get down to matters
of philosophical moment. It is almost as though Nietzsche wished to
give readers all the excuses they could wish to be put off by him,
in order that only those large-minded enough not to be would stay
with him long enough to see what he was really driving at; and
indeed he frequently suggests as much. But there is no denying that
his own shortcomings and all-too-human tendencies are often on
display here as well. Still, while much can be (and has been, and no
doubt will continue to be) made of them, I consider it the better
course — at least for my purposes — to cut through them and focus
upon that in his thought which can and should be taken seriously,
and which neither stands nor falls with them and the expressions he
gives them.

In sum, I have written one kind of book on Nietzsche’s
philosophical thinking, which should at least have its uses. It is
intended both to serve as a counterweight to certain common and
inadequate construals of him (among which I number not only
those echoing Russell’s, but also those advanced and inspired by
certain recent French writers, of which Allison’s collection The New
Nietzsche contains a fair sampling), and to give new impetus to the
attempt to gain for him the attention he deserves in our part of the
contemporary philosophical world. In any event, it is one
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philosopher’s interpretation and analysis of a substantial slice of
Nietzsche — a sustained and extensively developed examination of
what is surely the most philosophical part of the writing he did.
This examination is carried out in a spirit reflecting extensive
exposure to philosophical currents of the past several centuries on
both sides of the English Channel. T would hope that it will not be
found idiosyncratic, and have cited Nietzsche extensively in an
attempt to show that this is not the case.

I would also hope that today, a century after the initial
publication of The Gay Science, the time has arrived when a sober
assessment of the philosophical enterprise Nietzsche launched in
earnest in it can begin to be made by heirs of both traditions, with
the aid of studies of this kind. Indeed, it might not even be too
much to hope for something more. Philosophy today is again — or
perhaps still — in something like the condition Nietzsche discerned a
century ago, as he reflected both upon it and upon our culture
more generally; and he could well prove helpful in our attempt to
reorient our thinking, with some version of his ‘gay science’ serving
as our compass. For anything like this to become a real possibility,
however, or even for him to have a more modestly fruitful impact
upon current and future philosophical endeavor, Nietzsche the
philosopher must be brought into focus. This is what I have
attempted to do; and the limits, organization, and procedure of this
book all flow directly from this intention.

On a much more mundane plane, a word about my citations
from Nietzsche’s writings and their identification is required here.
Important and useful as Kaufmann’s book on Nietzsche has been
and continues to be, his greatest and most enduring contribution to
Nietzsche studies in the English-speaking world may in the long run
turn out to be his generally excellent translations of many of
Nietzsche’s writings, including not only all of his completed works
from The Gay Science onward, but also The Birth of Tragedy and
the collection of notes published as The Will to Power. Certain
other translations of some of these works exist, and continue to be
made; but it would seem fair to say that his are the standard ones,
and deserve to be accorded this status (although those that have
been made by his sometime collaborator R. J. Hollingdale stand out
from the rest, and may generally be relied upon). For this reason,
and also because I have seldom found that I could improve
significantly upon Kaufmann’s renderings, I have for the most part
followed them in my citations from works he translated. I have
considered this advisable in view of their reliability, their remarkable
closeness to the spirit of Nietzsche’s own language, their general
availability, and the desirability of enabling readers to locate things
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I cite easily in the passages from which they are taken. In the cases
of writings Kaufmann did not translate, on the other hand, T view
the existing translations differently; and my citations from them
accordingly are my own versions.

Nearly all of Nietzsche’s writings cited are divided into numbered
sections (usually of only modest length), and in some cases into
larger parts (chapters or divisions) as well. In a few instances these
sections and parts do not bear numbers, but may easily be supplied
with them along obvious lines. Rather than giving page numbers
referring to the location of passages cited in particular German or
English editions, therefore, it has seemed to me to be far preferable
to follow what is fairly standard practice, and to identify my
citations wherever possible by means of these numberings. (To have
supplied the page numbers in various volumes of the Kritische
Gesamtausgabe, for example, would have been quite unhelpful to
most readers; although in a few instances I have had no recourse
but to do this.)

I have identified all works cited by the acronyms of their English
titles (e.g.: GS = The Gay Science). A key to the acronyms I
employ, as well as other pertinent information, is provided following
the Acknowledgments. In the cases of works in which sections are
supplied with numbers running consecutively from beginning to end,
I have given only these numbers (e.g.: GS 353 = The Gay Science,
section 353). In the cases of works in which the section numberings
supplied begin again in each part of the work, on the other hand, I
have given both part numbers (in Roman numerals) and section
numbers (e.g.: GM 11:124 = On the Genealogy of Morals, essay II,
section 24). T have done the same thing in the case of Thus Spoke
Zarathustra, in which the numbers of the sections of each of the
four major parts have had to be provided. In the identification of
some citations the letter ‘P’ appears; it indicates that the sections
designated are to be found in the Preface (or, in the case of
Zarathustra, the Prologue) to the work specified. In the few cases in
which page numbers have had to be given, they refer to pages in
the volumes of the Kritische Gesamtausgabe as indicated in the
Reference Key. This description of my practice may seem confusing;
but the practice itself should be found quite transparent, and is
much more convenient than any other that might have been
followed. It allows readers to locate the passages cited quickly,
whatever English or German (or other) editions they might happen
to use; and it is also very economical in terms of the space it
requires. Should some readers have preferred a different practice, I
beg their indulgence of mine.
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Introduction

Nietzsche presents a problem to many English-speaking
philosophers. Schooled in the tradition of Locke, Berkeley, Hume
and Mill, and strongly influenced by the examples of Moore and
Russell, Ayer and Quine, and Ryle and Austin, they commonly find
it hard to know what to make of what they find when they open
one of his books and begin to read. His prose is lucid and free of
cumbersome phraseology and obscure terminology, quite unlike that
of most German philosophers from Kant and Hegel to Husserl and
Heidegger; but there are few extended, systematic discussions of
particular topics and issues to be found in them. They consist
instead for the most part in collections of relatively short reflections
(often of an aphoristic nature), the drift of which is frequently
unclear, and the connections between which are often loose if not
simply non-existent.

Remarks which seem quite sensible and strike familiar chords are
interspersed among others which appear outlandish or are utterly
perplexing. At one moment, one encounters calm, cool, cautious,
detached analysis; at the next, one is confronted with heatedly
polemical or highly metaphorical rhetoric. On the attack, Nietzsche
sometimes proceeds with the precision of a surgeon and the finesse
of a fencer; while at other times he resorts to the tactics of a street
fighter, lashing out with anything he can lay his hands on. And
when setting forth a position of his own, he avails himself of
considerations of any sort which serve his purpose, however
unconventional they might be in terms of traditional philosophical
procedure.

For the most part, Nietzsche resembles less a mathematician
attempting to prove a theorem, or a scientist attempting to
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substantiate a theory, than a (rather fiery) courtroom lawyer
attempting to persuade a jury, or an unruly Socrates challenging the
convictions of a miscellany of interlocutors — or even, sometimes, a
pamphleteer promoting a cause, or an Old Testament prophet
hurling accusations at a society gone astray. He does not hesitate to
confront the reader with suggestions involving radical modifications
of commonly accepted ways of thinking, either in the form of flat
assertions expressing his insights, or supported only by general
indications of the kinds of considerations which might be brought
to bear in justification of them. It is often as if he were simply
saying: ‘You think of the matter that way, and it is quite
understandable that you do; but why not think of it this way
instead?” Where he can, he attempts to make a case for thinking of
things as he proposes, and for ceasing to think of them in ways he
suggests to be mistaken; but he does not consider it the better part
of wisdom to withhold all such suggestions unless and until decisive
reasons for doing so can be adduced. And whether for rhetorical
purposes or simply because he is wont to do so, he frequently
peppers his discussions with outbursts and tirades of a sort seldom
encountered in philosophical literature, sometimes offering nothing
more in support of the positions he takes than the force they
generate.

These are some of the reasons why many English-speaking
philosophers find it difficult to come to terms with Nietzsche, even
if they are sufficiently sympathetic to or intrigued by some of the
things he says to be interested in doing so. Thus it is commonly
urged against him, and cited as a kind of justification of this
relative neglect by many recent and contemporary philosophers on
this side of the English Channel, that however interesting and even
right some of the things he says may be, he does not provide
enough by way of argument in support of what he says to make it
possible to deal with him in a serious philosophical way.

As the foregoing remarks indicate, there is some justice in this
observation, at least in certain areas of Nietzsche’s thought. As a
final verdict concerning his philosophical efforts generally, however,
its justice depends upon the legitimacy of regarding a particular sort
of philosophical argumentation as constituting the only procedure
appropriate to philosophical inquiry, and of taking Nietzsche’s way
of addressing issues to deviate too greatly from this paradigm to
constitute a legitimate form of philosophical endeavor. And this is a
matter requiring serious consideration; for the consensus of opinion
concerning it may at least be contested. There is perhaps no more
fundamental philosophical question than that of what constitutes
appropriate philosophical procedure. It is a question which many
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philosophers never stop to consider. One who would read Nietzsche
as a philosopher, however, is compelled to confront it — indeed, he
clearly would have it so — both by what he himself has to say
about the nature of philosophy, and by what he does when he deals
with various substantive philosophical issues.

I

Must a philosopher proceed rather as a geometer or a logician does
when proving a theorem, or as a physicist or an economist does
when putting forth a theory, in order to be said to be doing
philosophy? Philosophers themselves often have thought so, and
consequently have either addressed themselves to the task of
producing such arguments, or have confined themselves to drawing
critical or skeptical conclusions from the fact that the views advanced
by others are not accompanied by arguments of comparable rigor.
Neither enterprise, however, is very fruitful. Attempts along the
former lines seem invariably either to issue in trivialities, or else to
turn out to be vulnerable to attack; while such critical responses
neither constitute any real advance toward the solution of substantive
philosophical questions, nor establish that these in reality are mere
pseudo-questions requiring no solution. Furthermore, it is difficult to
ignore the challenge posed to this view by the efforts of certain
writers from ancient times down to the present who are generally
held in high esteem in the philosophical community. To mention only
two examples: what is to be made of Plato’s procedure in many of
the Dialogues, and of that of Wittgenstein in such later writings as
the Investigations? Rigorous, straightforward argumentation was
hardly unknown to either of them; but both of them apparently
became convinced that their purposes would best be served by the
adoption of different procedures.

The case of Wittgenstein is particularly relevant to the
understanding and evaluation of what Nietzsche does in the course
of his attempts to deal with philosophical issues. His later writings
contrast markedly with his Tractatus, not only substantively but
also methodologically. In them his criticisms of views which he
considers to be mistaken do not typically consist in attempts to
refute them by convicting them of inconsistency, circularity and the
like, or by demonstrating the invalidity of certain of the
assumptions on which they are based. Rather, they generally take
the form of attempts to undermine them, by adducing a variety of
considerations intended to bring to light and at the same time call
into question the kind of thinking from which they issue. And his
efforts in the direction of reorienting our thinking along different
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lines for the most part do not have the character of tight lines of
reasoning from other and purportedly more plausible or self-evident
first principles or putatively indisputable facts. They largely consist
rather in tentative suggestions or considerations intended collectively
to convince one of the preferability of some alternative picture of
the general matter in connection with which the views criticized
were advanced. Wittgenstein would have been the first to admit
that philosophizing in this way is a very untidy affair; but he seems
to have believed that this sort of approach is required if one is to
be able to get to the bottom of fundamental philosophical issues
and begin to deal with them at all adequately.

Something quite similar is encountered in the case of Nietzsche.
Indeed, T would suggest that there is a stronger basic philosophical
affinity (certainly with regard to procedure, and possibly where
certain substantive questions are concerned as well) between
Nietzsche and the later Wittgenstein, than there is between either
of them and at least most other philosophers of note with whom
each is usually associated. To be sure, it is undeniable that
Nietzsche does not hesitate to venture onto ground (some would
say thin ice) on which Wittgenstein would not have dreamed of
treading. But the difficulty with which one is faced when one
looks for ‘arguments’ in Nietzsche is very much like that which
faces one in the case of Wittgenstein. And the problem here, if
there is one, may not be a matter of shortcomings in the sort of
procedure followed at all. Rather, it may pertain to a tendency on
our part to take for granted and insist upon adherence to a style
and standard of philosophical ‘argument’ that is unduly narrow
and possibly ill-suited to some of the more fundamental issues
with which it is at least part of the business of philosophy to
deal.

At times Nietzsche does attempt to tackle what he takes to be a
mistaken position head on, developing lines of reasoning meant to
leave any reasonable person no alternative other than to
acknowledge its untenability. And at times he attempts to provide
equally conclusive grounds compelling assent to substantive views
which he himself advances. Instances in which he offers arguments
of these sorts, however, are relatively few and far between in his
writings. If one were to confine one’s attention to them alone, the
result would be a very incomplete and inadequate picture of what
he is trying to do, where both the critical and the constructive sides
of his philosophical endeavor are concerned. This would be
comparable to confining one’s attention to the bones of a creature
most of whose structural matter is cartilage, in an investigation of
the character of its bodily frame.
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Much more frequently, Nietzsche’s procedure in critical analysis is
less to try to disprove than to discredit. And in advancing a
position, rather than trying to prove his point he generally seeks
first to establish its viability and then to urge its greater plausibility
in relation to various alternatives to it, availing himself of many
different sorts of considerations in doing so. Here the analogy of a
lawyer attempting to make a case in court is both appropriate and
instructive. A part of his case may involve probing the credibility of
witnesses, frequently by focussing more upon their general
trustworthiness and circumstances rendering the reliability of their
testimony dubious, than upon the actual content of their testimony
and their apparent or even genuine sincerity in giving it. Another
part often involves the marshaling of circumstantial evidence,
particularly when direct evidence is lacking or too insubstantial to
be decisive. And perhaps the most important part involves
considering the possibility of various different interpretations of the
whole of the testimony and evidence brought forward in connection
with the issue before the court, and attempting to show - to
convince the judge or jury — that certain of these possible
interpretations are to be discounted in favor of another (which may
be very different from that which at first seemed to be the most
plausible, or even obviously correct).

Nietzsche’s procedure is often very similar. Implicit in it is the idea
that the situation of the philosopher is often comparable to that of a
lawyer who takes on hard cases which do not admit of quick and
easy resolution. It is undeniable that justice is not always done in the
courtroom. And there likewise is no guarantee that a case made by
Nietzsche (or by anyone else who philosophizes as he does), however
persuasively argued it may be, may be relied upon to establish the
superiority (let alone the finality) of one position on some
philosophical issue in relation to another. (Thus he remarks (WP 17):
‘what convinces is not necessarily true — it is merely convincing — a
note for asses.’) But it is not unreasonable to suppose that in general
the likelihood of reaching a just verdict concerning the relative merits
of various philosophical positions — where this cannot be established
beyond all question of doubt in any more straightforward way — will
be greater if one proceeds in this sort of way than it is if one
declines to do so, and opts instead for some tidier and simpler but
less penetrating decision-procedure. Moreover, just as a courtroom
verdict can be appealed, a case made by a philosopher can always be
reconsidered; only here the line of appeal is neither hierarchical nor
limited. To proceed by making cases is to leave oneself forever open
to the possibility of counter-cases. But Nietzsche sees no alternative,
short of shunning most important issues.
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Nietzsche’s own preferred expression for this sort of procedure
is not ‘making a case,” but rather ‘interpretation.” It is his
conviction that interpretation has been the actual, if generally
unacknowledged, enterprise of previous thinkers who have not
been content merely to work within the framework of
interpretations developed by others. And it is his further
contention that a genuine philosopher (as opposed to all mere
‘philosophical laborers’) will not and should not abandon
interpretation in favor of some more ‘exact’ form of thinking and
reasoning, but rather must engage more self-consciously and
deliberately and less dogmatically in it. (Both of these points will
be developed in the first chapter below.) So he characterizes his
own philosophical activity as interpretive, despite the fact that this
would appear to place his own positions on a par with those he
rejects and brands as ‘lies,” ‘errors,” and ‘fictions.” ‘Supposing that
this also is only interpretation — and you will be eager enough to
make this objection? — well, so much the better’ (BGE 22).

This might lead one to wonder whether, by allowing and indeed
insisting that ‘interpretation’ (or, more fully, the devising and
making of cases for and against various ‘interpretations’) is at the
heart of all genuine philosophical activity, Nietzsche does not in fact
lower the latter to the level of the mere mongering of
Weltanschauungen, thus reducing it to a kind of quasi-literary
enterprise of little or no cognitive significance. Some interpreters
and many readers have in fact taken this to be precisely his
intention, or at any rate the upshot of his treatment of the matter;
and they have then proceeded to praise or condemn him, as this
conclusion agrees or conflicts with their own sentiments. This is
especially common among those inclined to suppose that
‘interpretation’ is a very subjective sort of affair; and that, to the
extent that it can be shown to be involved in the development of a
position being advanced, its presence undermines any appearance
the positions may have of credibility. Once something becomes a
matter of one interpretation against another, the idea runs, ‘it is all
relative’ — relative to the feelings and attitudes of those advancing
the conflicting interpretations; and thus the discussion has left the
ground on which serious argument can alone be based and
cognitively significant conclusions reached. Incipit Zarathustra, exit
scientia.

As I read him, however, this is not at all Nietzsche’s view of the
matter. ‘Interpretation’ as he understands it is by no means an affair
so hopelessly ‘relative’ and ‘subjective’ that to construe philosophical
activity in terms of it is tantamount to depriving it of all cognitive
import. Indeed, it seems to me that he is on to something important

6



INTRODUCTION

in taking the enterprise of philosophy - properly understood and
carried on — to be fundamentally (although perhaps not exclusively)
a matter of engaging in the complementary activities of critically
examining received or proposed interpretations and developing (and
making cases for) others which might improve upon them. And if
this is so, the question of what constitutes and counts as a
philosophical argument largely becomes the question of what is
involved in the establishment of the relative soundness and
adequacy of such interpretations.

In order to deal with this issue, it is necessary to consider the
question of whether some interpretations are or can be better
than others — ‘better’ not merely in the sense of being more ‘life-
enhancing’ or more agreeable psychologically to certain types of
people than others are, but rather in the sense of being less
distorting and more faithful to the nature of that which is
interpreted than others. Nietzsche does take the value of different
interpretations in most human contexts to be primarily a function
of considerations of the former sorts. He also suggests that
interpretations are of considerable symptomatic significance,
serving to reveal a great deal about those who advance them. It
by no means follows, however, that he holds the relative
soundness or tenability of different interpretations to be
conceivable only along one or both of these lines. Indeed, an
attentive reading of him reveals that he not only allows but
moreover insists that some interpretations may be better than
others, where ‘better’ is construed not in terms of such
cognitively neutral notions as that of ‘value for life,” but rather
in terms of soundness and adequacy.

In this connection notice should be taken of the language
Nietzsche employs in remarks of the following sort: “The sense of
truthfulness . . . is nauseated by the falseness and mendaciousness
of all Christian interpretations of the world and of history; rebound
from “God is truth” to the fanatical faith “All is false” > (WP 1).
And again: ‘One interpretation has collapsed; but because it was
considered the interpretation it now seems as if there were no
meaning at all in existence’ (WP 55). Here he both commits himself
to the appropriateness of characterizing a particular interpretation as
‘untenable,” ‘false,” and ‘mendacious,” and at the same time quite
clearly suggests the illegitimacy of concluding, from the ‘collapse’ of
one interpretation discovered to be thus unworthy of acceptance,
that any other must be equally objectionable. Indeed, his derisive
reference to ‘the fanatical faith “All is false” > shows that he is by
no means disposed to lump all ‘interpretations’ together as equally
‘false.’
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Nietzsche employs similar language in speaking of certain other
interpretations as well. Here I shall take note only of something he
says with respect to one in particular. He questions

the faith with which so many materialistic natural scientists rest
content nowadays, the faith in a world that is supposed to have
its equivalent and its measure in human thought and human
valuations. . . . That the only justifiable interpretation of the
world should be. . . an interpretation that permits counting,
calculating, weighing, seeing, and touching, and nothing more —
that it is a crudity and naiveté (GS 373).

Several points about Nietzsche’s many remarks along these lines
may be noted. One is that he considers the various
interpretations he singles out for attention — from the ‘Christian-
moral’ to the ‘natural-scientific’ — to have a definite utility, in
the sense of performing a significant practical function in relation
to the needs and limitations of various sorts of human beings.
And the second is that, this utility notwithstanding, he expressly
terms each of them not merely perspectival but erroneous, or at
any rate naive and superficial. He does suggest that the practical
value of an interpretation endows it with a certain sort of
validity, and even that it may thus be accorded a kind of
(pragmatic) ‘truth.” The fact that he also considers it appropriate
to characterize interpretations enjoying this status in these other
ways, however, clearly indicates that he not only envisions the
possibility of attaining a vantage point from which their
contingency can be discerned, but moreover takes it to be one of
his accomplishments to have reached a position from which the
untenability or inadequacy of such interpretations may be
grasped.

I

Nietzsche does take the general position that ‘it is our needs that
interpret the world; our drives and their For and Against’ (WP
481). So his answer to the question, ‘what interprets?,” is ‘our
affects’ (WP 254). As shall be seen, moreover, he both considers the
‘drives’ and ‘affects’ finding expression in interpretations to be quite
various, and denies that anything on the order of ‘a “drive to
knowledge” > numbers among them (BGE 6). And he further holds
that, at least as a rule, the kinds of interpretations to which they
give rise are strongly colored by them, and so have a more or less
distortedly perspectival character. These general considerations do
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not, however, lead him to reject the very possibility of a kind of
comprehension issuing from interpretation that would amount to
something more than this, to which philosophers might (and ought
to) aspire. That he countenances this possibility, and what he takes
its realization to involve, may be seen in the following passage,
which sheds considerable light on much of what he says and tries
to do:

But precisely because we seek knowledge, let us not be ungrateful
to such resolute reversals of accustomed perspectives and
valuations which the spirit has, with apparent mischievousness
and futility, raged against itself for so long: to see differently in
this way for once, to want to see differently, is no small
discipline and preparation of the intellect for its future
‘objectivity’ — the latter understood not as ‘contemplation without
interest’ (which is a nonsensical absurdity), but as the ability to
control one’s Pro and Con and to dispose of them, so that one
knows how to employ a variety of perspectives and affective
interpretations in the service of knowledge.

Henceforth, my dear philosophers, let us be on guard against
the dangerous old conceptual fiction that posited a ‘pure, willless,
painless, timeless knowing subject’; let us guard against the snares
of such contradictory concepts as ‘pure reason,” ‘absolute
spirituality,” ‘knowledge in itself: these always demand that we
should think of an eye that is completely unthinkable, an eye
turned in no particular direction, in which the active and
interpreting forces, through which alone seeing becomes seeing
something, are supposed to be lacking; these always demand of
the eye an absurdity and a nonsense. There is only a perspective
seeing, only a perspective ‘knowing’; and the more affects we
allow to speak about one thing, the more eyes, different eyes, we
can use to observe one thing, the more complete will our
‘concept’ of this thing, our ‘objectivity,” be (GM 1II:12).

Notwithstanding his insistence that there is ‘only a perspective
“knowing” * (as opposed to a knowing that would be absolute and
independent of all ‘perspective seeing’), Nietzsche thus is concerned
to distinguish ‘knowledge’ from ‘perspectives and affective
interpretations’ merely as such, and suggests that it is something
which can be sought and can in some measure be achieved. It, no
less than that which is employed ‘in the service’ of its attainment,
has the character of ‘interpretation’ — but it is ‘interpretation’ with
a difference. It has an ‘objectivity’ that is lacking in the cases of the
various ‘perspectives and affective interpretations’ it employs and
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upon which it draws. For when the latter are played off against
each other, one ceases to be locked into any one of them; and so it
becomes possible to achieve a meta-level perspective, from which
vantage point various lower-order interpretations may be superseded
in favor of others less narrow and distorting than they.

Here it is further illuminating to consider something Nietzsche
says concerning the emergence of ‘scientific thinking,” and also the
possibility of its supersession by a ‘higher’ form of thinking:

So many things have to come together for scientific thinking to
originate and all these necessary strengths had to be invented,
practiced, and cultivated separately. As long as they were still
separate, however, they frequently had an altogether different
effect than they do now that they are integrated into scientific
thinking and hold each other in check. . . . And even now the
time seems remote when artistic energies and the practical
wisdom of life will join with scientific thinking to form a higher
organic system in relation to which scholars, physicians, artists,
and legislators — as we know them at present — would have to
look like paltry relics of ancient times (GS 113).

Nietzsche might well have added ‘philosophers’ to his list, and have
gone on to say that the kind of thinking he envisions is the very
sort of thing the ‘new philosophers’ he subsequently called for
would engage in. It likewise is the sort of thing he himself
undertook to attempt to practice. This possibility requires extended
discussion, and will receive it in the first several chapters to follow.
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Philosophers and Philosophy

Nietzsche began his career as a philologist; but his investigations in
this field, and his subsequent independently undertaken efforts in
social and cultural criticism and psychological analysis, came to
converge upon philosophy, leading him to it and requiring it of him.
At least for the last decade of his productive life he thought of
himself primarily (if not exclusively) as a philosopher, devoting
himself chiefly to philosophical endeavor. Yet his relation to
philosophy even in this later period of his intellectual maturity is
not easily or simply characterized. He tended to be as harshly
critical of much of what philosophy traditionally had been and had
become in his time as he was persuaded of the great importance of
philosophy as he practiced it and would have it be; and he was
frequently as severe with most of his generally esteemed
philosophical predecessors as he was extravagent in his estimation
of what he often called ‘my type of philosopher,” and in his
expectations of such ‘new philosophers.” In this chapter T shall
attempt to sort out his views on these matters. They warrant
attention in their own right; and they also require to be borne in
mind when considering his specific philosophical efforts.

The philosophical enterprise

I

One way of approaching the question of Nietzsche’s conception of
philosophy is to consider the sorts of issues and problems with
which he takes it to be the business of philosophy to deal. And the
most obvious indications of his thinking along these lines are
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provided by his own choices of subjects in his various writings in
which he engages in what he expressly regards as philosophical
inquiry. From The Birth of Tragedy onward, for example, he
addresses himself repeatedly to the nature of art and its relation to
life, as well as to larger questions pertaining to human nature and
the character of reality more generally. Problems relating to the
nature and significance of scientific and rational thought are also
raised in this early work, and in the essay On Truth and Lie
written at about the same time - from which point forth he
concerns himself extensively with various epistemological matters.
Religious thought and experience receive considerable attention in
many of his writings, as do a broad range of social, cultural and
political phenomena. Morality is dealt with at great length in
several of his works (of which his Genealogy of Morals is but one
instance), and quite centrally in almost everything else he wrote.
And a concern with the nature of value and the status of a wide
variety of ‘values’ looms very large indeed in his writings from first
to last, finding expression in his notion of the project of a
‘revaluation of all values.’

All of these issues and problems are familiar enough. They are
basically those with which philosophers generally have long been
concerned and continue to occupy themselves. If Nietzsche parts
company with them here, he does so more in his manner of dealing
with these matters and in the positions at which he arrives with
respect to them than in his selection of them. In the first instance,
in contrast with some philosophers though in company with others
(and with most today), he holds that all of these are matters with
which philosophy cannot even hope to deal satisfactorily if it
approaches them aprioristically, attempting to ascertain self-evident
first principles of some sort from which conclusions with respect to
them may be deduced or inferred. Such a procedure may of course
be followed, and may issue in a logically rigorous system; but
neither the appearance of self-evidence of the first principles selected
nor the logical rigor with which consequences are inferred from
them establishes that the system is anything more than a description
of a possible world.

Nietzsche further is far from being persuaded, on the other hand,
that philosophers should content themselves merely to make explicit
the ontological commitments inherent in our ordinary or scientific
ways of thinking and speaking about ourselves and the world, to
provide a rational reconstruction of our everyday and scientific
modes of cognition, and to systematize our axiological intuitions
and explore the intricacies of our ordinary uses of moral and
evaluative terms. Analyses of these sorts have their uses, on his
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view, and constitute a part of the business of philosophy, but they
by no means exhaust it. They serve merely to set the stage for the
raising of a further — and philosophically more significant — set of
questions. For example: do our ordinary and scientific ways of
thinking and speaking about reality (ourselves included) adequately
represent it, or do they distort or fundamentally misrepresent it?
What is to be made of our everyday and scientific modes of
cognition, and of the ‘knowledge’ they yield? What is their actual
place, function, and value in human life? How are our basic
evaluative intuitions and normative attitudes to be regarded? What
is the status of the moral theories propounded by various moral
thinkers? What value do prevailing ‘values’ themselves possess?

It is above all to questions such as these that Nietzsche considers
it imperative for philosophers to address themselves. And he takes
this task to be complicated by the fact that there is nothing
pertaining to the objects of inquiry in each case which may be
considered unproblematical. It cannot be assumed in ontological
inquiry, for example, that even the most basic categories of our
thought reflect actual features of reality; or that there is a
qualitative ontological difference between non-human reality and our
own. It cannot be assumed, in epistemological inquiry, that either
language or science or even logic is self-warranting, or stands in
any particular relation to the world. And it cannot be assumed, in
axiological and normative inquiry, that any moral principles or
values are self-evidently or unconditionally valid.

Thus philosophers may not take for granted that reality consists
of ‘things’ or ‘substances’ of various sorts, and merely inquire into
their natures. They cannot take for granted that knowledge
conceived as the correspondence of thought and reality is possible,
and merely inquire into the conditions of its possibility and the
limits of its scope. They cannot assume that reason and logical
thought yield truths about reality, and merely inquire into the
content of these truths. They further cannot assume that there are
at least some moral principles which are binding upon all men, and
merely inquire into what they and their consequences are. And they
cannot proceed upon the assumption that anything commonly
supposed to be of value possesses the value thus accorded to it, and
merely inquire into the relations between such ‘values’ and into
their implications for various specific practices.

It may be very well (and indeed necessary) to take many things
along these lines for granted in the course of daily life, and even in
the context of various fields of intellectual endeavor; but Nietzsche
considers it highly objectionable if a philosopher does so in his
philosophizing. This is not because he 1is committed
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methodologically to some requirement of absolute certainty or
presuppositionlessness in philosophical inquiry. It is rather because
he is convinced of the genuinely problematical character of any and
all such assumptions. Thus he regards it as one part of the task of
philosophy to bring them to light and subject them to intensive
critical scrutiny. And its next major order of business is to
reconsider the matters indicated, and to seek to provide accounts of
them doing them justice.

This enterprise, while large and important, does not exhaust the
task of philosophy as Nietzsche conceives it. For it further includes
the investigation of a broad range of forms of human activity and
experience, from the social and the religious to the artistic and the
scientific. Philosophy for him thus is social philosophy and the
philosophy of religion, art and science (and of language,
education, history, etc.), no less than it is epistemology, value
theory and philosophical cosmology and anthropology. But while
current designations of the former sort may appropriately be used
here, his view of the business of philosophy with respect to these
various spheres of human experience is rather broader than that of
most philosophers at present. For he does not take it to consist
solely in the investigation of what transpires in them, let alone in
the mere analysis of the forms of language associated with them.
It also, and more importantly, involves their interpretation in terms
of their place in human life more generally, and their assessment
in the light of certain basic evaluative considerations. It is only as
this is done, on his view, that analyses of the various ‘forms of
life’ mentioned acquire any real philosophical significance. On the
other hand, however, he considers it necessary to undertake such
inquiries both in order to work out a satisfactory philosophical
anthropology and in order to prepare the way for the ‘revaluation
of values’ he regards as the culmination of the philosophical
enterprise.

As a partial extension of this point, Nietzsche further considers it
incumbent upon the philosopher to adopt a critical stance with
respect to whatever might be the reigning ‘ideal of today,” and
indeed to stand ‘in contradiction to his today.” Such philosophers
find ‘their task, their hard, unwanted, inescapable task, but
eventually also the greatness of their task, in being the bad
conscience of their time,” and in ‘applying the knife vivisectionally
to the chest of the very virtues of their time’ (BGE 212). As has
just been mentioned, it is part of their part, as he conceives it, to
subject prevailing ‘forms of life’ to assessment; and he would not
have such assessment understood as a purely theoretical exercise. In
contrast to Hegel, for whom philosophy is its age comprehended in
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thought and the discernment of what is ‘rational’ and ‘necessary’ in
the way things have come to be, he holds that it is part of the task
of the philosopher to transcend his age in thought, and to subject it
to critical scrutiny.

Nietzsche recognizes that a philosopher, no less than anyone else,
is at least initially a child of his age, and that therefore this task is
a very difficult one. Indeed, he takes it to be further complicated by
the fact that there is no philosophical method the employment of
which enables one to achieve complete objectivity and a God’s-eye
view of things. But these difficulties do not add up to the
impossibility of attaining to a standpoint beyond one’s time from
which it may be critically assessed, and the larger enterprise of
philosophy carried on. Thus he asks: “What does a philosopher
demand of himself first and last?’ and answers: “To overcome his
time in himself, to become “timeless.” With what must he therefore
engage in the hardest combat? With whatever marks him as a child
of his time.” And this involves the development of a critical
awareness of all that characterizes ‘his time’ as well, which is thus
brought before the bar of judgment. It falls to him to be ‘the bad
conscience of his time,” to which end ‘he needs to understand it
best” (CW P).

By the same token Nietzsche rejects the Wittgensteinian view that
philosophy has a merely analytic function to perform (except where
its own house requires to be set in order by means of self-criticism),
‘leaving everything as it is’ where extra-philosophical ‘forms of life’
are concerned. He instead advocates what might be termed an
‘interventionist’ conception of the philosophical enterprise in its
relation to the various domains of human life. “My concept of the
philosopher,” he writes, ‘is worlds removed from any concept that
would include even a Kant, not to speak of academic “ruminants”
and other professors of philosophy.” For, he continues, ‘I understand
the philosopher as a terrible explosive, endangering everything’ (EH
I11:2:3), through whom ‘the highest self-examination’ of humanity is
undertaken and the course of human life is altered (EH III:4:2).

This sort of philosopher is far from ‘leaving everything as it is’
and merely subjecting it to analysis. Careful analysis, while highly
prized by Nietzsche, is for him only preliminary to the main tasks
of philosophy; and these likewise are not restricted to the forms of
criticism he also calls for and himself undertakes. ‘My style,” he
says, ‘is affirmative, and deals with contradiction and criticism
only as a means’ (TI VIII:6); and he conceives of philosophical
thinking generally along the same lines. ‘Critics,” on his view, ‘are
instruments of the philosopher and for that very reason . . . a
long way from being philosophers themselves,” even though
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genuine philosophers will exhibit and insist upon ‘critical
discipline’ of the highest order. One might with justice ‘call them
critics,” he allows; but they are further thinkers who ‘employ
experiments in a new, perhaps wider, perhaps more dangerous
sense’ (BGE 210), with a view not only to the attainment of a
deeper and more adequate comprehension of what is the case than
that for which mere ‘philosophical laborers’ settle, but moreover to
the transformation of human life as they find it.

In short, Nietzsche holds that once it is recognized to what
extent matters stand as they do in human life owing to ‘the
monstrous fortuity that has so far had its way and play,” and
what ‘might yet be made of man’ under suitably altered conditions
(BGE 203), the task confronting the philosopher becomes that of
seeking out ‘a new untrodden way to his enhancement’” (BGE
212). Philosophy restricted to the analysis of established ‘forms of
life,” either resolutely or simply modestly ‘leaving everything as it
is,” like ‘philosophy reduced to “theory of knowledge,” ’ is
‘philosophy in its last throes,” blind to ‘the masterly task and
masterfulness of philosophy’ as he would have it understood (BGE
204).

I

This characterization of the enterprise of philosophy is still
incomplete, however; for the most important part of it in
Nietzsche’s eyes has yet to be made explicit. Philosophy, he
maintains, is an essentially creative affair, in a number of ways,
pertaining not only to the interpretation of events but also to the
direction they take. ‘To introduce a meaning — this task still
remains to be done.” It can be accomplished only through the
determination of some sort of ‘goal’; and this must take the form
of a ‘creative positing,” a ‘forming, shaping, overcoming, willing,
such as is of the essence of philosophy’ (WP 605). Thus he writes
that ‘my kind of philosopher’ is one in whom ‘a creative mode of
thought dominates. . . ; a mode of thought that prescribes laws
for the future’ (WP 464). And in this connection he suggests that
‘one can conceive philosophers as those who make the most
extreme efforts to test how far man could elevate himself (WP
973), by means of such legislative and prescriptive undertakings.

Nietzsche commonly puts this point in terms of the ‘creation,’
‘determination’ or ‘legislation’ of values. ‘There are two distinct
kinds of philosopher,” he contends: ‘those who want to ascertain a
complex fact of evaluations’ and ‘those who are legislators of such
evaluations’ (WP 972).
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I insist that people should finally stop confounding philosophical
laborers, and scientific men generally, with philosophers. . . .
Those philosophical laborers after the noble model of Kant and
Hegel have to determine and press into formulas, whether in the
realm of logic or political (moral) thought or art, some great
data of valuations — that is, former positings of values, creations
of value which have become dominant and are for a time called
‘truths’. . . . Genuine philosophers, however, are commanders and
legislators. . . . They first determine the Whither and For What
of man, and in doing so have at their disposal the preliminary
labor of all philosophical laborers. . . . With a creative hand they
reach for the future, and all that is and has been becomes a
means for them, an instrument, a hammer (BGE 211).

What Nietzsche terms ‘the education of the genuine philosopher’
may require that ‘he himself has also once stood on all those
steps” on which philosophical laborers remain standing. He holds,
however, that these are ‘merely preconditions of his task,” which
‘itself demands something different — it demands that he create
values’ (ibid.). Nietzsche can conceive of no more awesome and
difficult task than that of developing systems of values capable of
structuring and rendering meaningful the lives of men. Yet nothing
is more imperative than this, on his view, particularly at the
present time. For the old systems of values by which people long
have lived are collapsing; and he fears that without at least the
possibility of others which might take their place being recognized,
the chilling hand of nihilism will achieve a stranglehold upon
human life.

This undoubtedly will not sit well with those accustomed to
conceiving of philosophical thought primarily in terms of the
marshaling of arguments for and against assertions and theories of
certain kinds. But it is one of Nietzsche’s basic intentions to
challenge such a conception of philosophy — not only by contending
that the creation of values is part of the task of philosophy, but by
arguing that all genuine philosophical thinking is fundamentally and
importantly creative. The latter, larger point is certainly to be
distinguished from the former, and may perhaps be less reluctantly
conceded. If it is granted, however, then a step at least has been
taken in the direction of the broadening of the conception of
philosophy along the former lines.

The development of novel interpretations of things, Nietzsche
insists, is a genuinely innovative affair, by no means consisting
simply in reasoning straightforwardly from various facts, or in
coming to see some feature of the world the way it actually is. And
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if, as he supposes, this is an important part of the philosophical
enterprise, his contention that the creation of values is part of it as
well begins to look somewhat less bizarre. For although there are
differences between the two, there are significant similarities as well.
If it is a part of the business of philosophy to shape our thinking
about the world, it would not seem unreasonable to hold that it is
also a part of that business to shape our manner of esteeming
things and so orienting our lives in it. And if the task of the
philosopher is not merely to reflect upon what is involved in
making interpretations of reality but moreover to make
interpretations of this sort, it might likewise seem plausible to
suppose that it is not restricted to reflection upon what is involved
in making determinations of values, but further extends to engaging
in their determination. These considerations may not be decisive,
but they should serve at least to render his insistence upon the
valuecreating function of philosophy intelligible.

Nietzsche further suggests that the ‘philosophers of the future’ he
envisions may appropriately ‘be called attempters’ (BGE 42) or
‘men of experiments’ (BGE 210), and terms philosophy as he
conceives and practices it ‘experimental’ (WP 1041). This point,
noted previously, to some extent both clarifies and is clarified by his
conception of the creative character of philosophy. ‘Experimental’
here is not to be understood in the sense of empirical research. It
rather refers to trying out different ways of viewing things, and
exploring the implications and consequences of different possible
ways of structuring and living life, with a view to determining
which of the former are most fruitful and illuminating, and which
of the latter are most conducive to the general ‘enhancement of
life.” Nietzsche’s ‘new philosophers’ will likewise be ‘attempters’ in
that they will devote themselves to ‘attempts’ along these lines — but
without losing sight of the ‘experimental’ character of their
undertakings.

Their ‘attempts’ and ‘experiments’ will be creative, in that they
will involve the development of new interpretations of things and
unconventional models of human existence, and thus of new
conceptual frameworks and systems of values. “What dawns on
philosophers last of all,” Nietzsche writes, is that ‘they must no
longer accept concepts as a gift, nor merely purify and polish them,
but first make and create them, present them and make them
convincing’ (WP 409). And the same applies with respect to the
larger interpretations in which such concepts figure. What is
required of philosophers is ‘active interpretation and not merely
conceptual translation” (WP 605), replacing established ways of
thinking born of all-too-human limitations and motivations through
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the fashioning and rendering persuasive of more sophisticated and
penetrating alternatives.

In doing so, and indeed in undertaking any part of the task of
philosophy as this has been characterized above, Nietzsche holds
that the philosopher must be prepared to draw upon considerations
of any sort which bear upon the matters with which he is
concerned. These considerations may be psychological, sociological,
historical, linguistic, physiological, or natural-scientific. All are
relevant to philosophical issues far more frequently than
philosophers commonly suppose. Their relevance, moreover, is by no
means merely peripheral; and they may be ignored only at the cost
of superficiality and error in one’s philosophical thinking. This holds
true, on his view, both with regard to epistemological, ontological,
and evaluative and normative questions, and also where existing
and possible ‘forms of life’ are concerned. Thus, for example, he
suggests that, in the case of moral concepts and issues, the efforts
of ‘professional philosophers’ to deal with them require to be
informed by the work of ‘philologists and historians’; and that ‘it is
equally necessary to engage the interest of physiologists and doctors
in these problems,’ leaving ‘academic philosophers to act as
advocates and mediators,” and ‘transforming the originally so
reserved and mistrustful relations between philosophy, physiology
and medicine into the most amicable and fruitful exchange’ (GM
1:17n.).

To say this is not to say that (reversing the traditional relation of
dependence) philosophy must be built upon the various special
sciences, the testimony of which is beyond any question or doubt.
On the contrary, philosophy has an indispensable function to
perform in the analysis and criticism of their basic concepts and
principles, in the interpretation of their findings, and in the
resolution of problems arising as they thereby are recast and more
adequately grasped. It is rather to say that neither philosophy nor
the various special sciences should be conceived and treated as an
absolute foundation for the other; and that they must depend upon
each other in order for either to be capable of treating satisfactorily
the kinds of issues with which it falls to them to deal. In the end,
however, Nietzsche is quite emphatic with respect to their standing
in relation to each other: ‘I venture to speak out against an
unseemly and harmful shift in the respective ranks of science and
philosophy,” he writes, holding it to be objectionable that the former
‘now aims with an excess of high spirits and a lack of
understanding to lay down laws for philosophy and to play the
“master” herself,” and that philosophers all too commonly accede to
its pretentions (BGE 204). Against this tendency on both sides, he
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urges that ‘all the sciences have from now on to prepare the way
for the future task of the philosophers,” which he takes to culminate
in ‘the solution of the problem of value’ (GM 1:17n).

Problems with philosophers

I

Nietzsche’s repeated reference to the need for ‘new philosophers’
reflects his judgment that philosophers previously have commonly
fallen far short of satisfying his conception of the genuine
philosopher. The latter may be further illuminated by considering in
some detail his views concerning philosophy as it has long been
carried on. He has a good deal to say in this connection, above all
with respect to a number of widespread tendencies and short-
comings which he takes to be characteristic of philosophers from
the Greeks to his own day. In setting out his main charges against
them, T would suggest at the outset that one would do well not to
attach too much importance to the existence of exceptions to his
many sweeping generalizations, if the exceptions are only that. His
generalizations are to be taken simply as such, rather than as
applying with equal force in all cases. The more important question
is that of whether or not his observations and criticisms have the
general validity he supposes them to have, and point to failings
which in fact have been widespread in the course of the history of
philosophy.

First, he contends that philosophers for the most part have not
properly understood the nature of philosophical activity, and have
been far too prone to dogmatism. They have generally failed to
grasp the fact that genuinely philosophical activity is not only to be
distinguished from the mere ‘philosophical labor’ of analyzing,
explicating, systematizing and applying previously developed
conceptual and evaluative schemes, but also does not consist
exclusively in the apprehension and articulation of indubitable facts,
the establishment of incontrovertible first principles, and the
rigorous derivation of consequences from them. As has been
previously observed, he considers it to be a fundamentally
interpretive affair, involving the development of novel ways of
thinking by means of which the comprehension of things and events
and the course of human life may be reoriented.

This is not to say that philosophers have not in point of fact
engaged in activity of this sort — although relatively few of them
have, in his opinion, while most (including even Kant and Hegel)
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have been mere ‘philosophical laborers’ in the above sense. But
where they have, he contends, they have commonly misconstrued
what they were doing. They have mistaken their ‘creative positing’
for purely objective ‘ascertaining’; and, as a consequence, they have
not been prepared to admit either the conditioning or the
provisional and perspectival character of the frameworks they have
developed. And, as a consequence of this, both they and the
‘philosophical laborers’ who operate within the context of these
frameworks have tended to be excessively dogmatic, claiming
(illegitimately) the status of absolute knowledge and truth for them.
Nietzsche might call upon philosophers to be ‘legislators’ rather
than mere caretakers and advocates of long-established conceptual
schemes and modes of interpretation and evaluation; but he would
not have them be dogmatists. Thus he never tires of inveighing
against the dogmatic turn of mind and pretentions of his
predecessors, and insists that one should

. . . know that no philosopher so far as been proved right, and
that there might be a more laudable truthfulness in every little
question mark that you place after your special words and
favorite doctrines (and occasionally after yourselves) than in all
the solemn gestures and trumps before accusers and law courts
(BGE 25).

Next, Nietzsche charges philosophers generally with something even
more serious. ‘Nothing is rarer among philosophers than intellectual
integrity,” he writes, although ‘perhaps they say the opposite,
perhaps they even believe it (WP 445). For their thinking tends to
be strongly influenced by a variety of ‘prejudices’ of several
different sorts, to which they are insufficiently sensitive, and which
anyone of intelligence with a lively ‘intellectual conscience’ should
be able to recognize as such and seek to put out of play.

In the first instance, he contends that they commonly are guilty
of evaluative prejudices with respect to various features of human
existence and experience. ‘Philosophers are prejudiced against
appearance, change, pain, death, the corporeal, the senses, fate and
bondage, the aimless’ (WP 407). And they further tend to be
prejudicial in their treatments of a great many other matters, their
positive and negative assessments of which are symptomatic of
dispositions widely prevalent among them but seldom justified or
even acknowledged. These include the transitory and the abiding,
the developing and the permanent, the contingent and the necessary,
the particular and the universal, the capricious and the lawful, the
chaotic and the orderly, complexity and simplicity, the irrational and
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the rational, the physical and the mental, the unconscious and the
conscious, creation and cognition, conflict and concord, suffering
and happiness, assertiveness and submission, egoism and altruism,
and difference and equality.

It is not Nietzsche’s intention to suggest that there is nothing to
be said in support of any of the ‘prejudices’ of philosophers with
respect to these things, let alone that they ought one and all to be
reversed. He does in fact have strong reservations about many of
them, and would reverse some, considering most to be ‘merely
foreground estimates,” made ‘from some nook, perhaps from below,
frog perspectives, as it were, to borrow an expression painters use’
(BGE 2). But the point for present purposes is simply that, however
understandable and even desirable it may be for most people to
adhere unquestioningly to many of them, a philosopher has no right
to do so. Indeed, gua philosopher, one has a positive obligation to
set them aside, at least unless one can make a case for them.
Otherwise they are mere prejudices, which often have far-reaching
and important consequences in the schemes philosophers develop,
but which render such schemes questionable to the extent that this
is the case. And it is Nietzsche’s contention that prejudices of this
sort have been shared by so many philosophers that there is little in
the history of philosophy that does not reflect their influence.

No less common and significant, in his eyes, are a variety of
‘prejudices’ of a somewhat different sort, consisting of certain things
which philosophers have tended to presuppose or rely upon, but
which ought to be the objects of the severest critical scrutiny. Here
too, he has many things in mind, of which I shall mention only
some. Philosophers, for example, are held to ‘have trusted in
concepts as completely as they have mistrusted the senses,” and
‘have not stopped to consider that concepts and words are our
inheritance from ages in which thinking was very modest and
unclear’ (WP 409). They also tend to take for granted the supreme
importance and intrinsic value of ‘knowledge for the sake of
knowledge,” and in many cases the possibility of ‘absolute
knowledge’ as well; and to regard as self-evident and
unconditionally and universally binding ‘moral definitions in which
former cultural conditions are reflected” (WP 407). They commonly
are naively disposed to ‘believe that there are “immediate
certainties”; for example, “I think,” or as the superstition of
Schopenhauer put it, “I will” > (BGE 16). So he observes that
Schopenhauer ‘only did what philosophers are in the habit of doing:
he adopted a popular prejudice and exaggerated it’ (BGE 19).

Philosophers also ‘all are tyrannized by logic’ (HH 1:6),
submitting unquestioningly to ‘our subjective compulsion to believe
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in logic,” and ‘imagining that this compulsion guarantees something
connected with “truth,” > as though the machinery of logic ‘enabled
us to fix the real world> (WP 521). This too is a prejudice, on
Nietzsche’s view, and an erroneous one at that, as shall be seen.
They likewise are held to be under the sway of ‘the prejudice of
reason,” which ‘forces us to posit unity, identity, permanence,
substance, cause, thinghood, being,” even though all are fictions.
And they are purported to embrace all too readily the ‘crude
fetishism” involved in ‘the basic presuppositions of the metaphysics
of language,” which begins with a ‘belief in the ego,” construes ‘the
ego as a substance,” and ‘projects this faith in the ego-substance
upon all things,” everywhere seeing ‘a doer and a doing,” and
interpreting all events in terms of this fictitious model (TT IIL:S5).

Nietzsche further suggests that philosophers have commonly
simply taken for granted such things as the basic rationality of
reality; the nomological character of events; the existence of ‘things
in themselves’; the possibility of a correspondence between thought
and being; the existence of non-natural values and absolute and
universally binding moral principles; the preferability of knowledge
and truth to ignorance and error under all circumstances, and of
‘moral’ to ‘immoral’ actions and intentions in all situations; the
explicability of human actions in terms of reasons and intentions;
the intrinsic worth of the human individual; the autonomy of the
soul in relation to the body; the unsurpassability of humanity in its
present form, man’s limitations notwithstanding; the essential
equality of all men; and the ideological character of human
existence and human history.

Not all philosophers, of course, have taken all of these things for
granted; but many of the latter have at least commonly been
accepted as articles of faith. And since Nietzsche considers these
assumptions in point of fact to be very questionable (and indeed
largely untenable), he contends that the particular positions
philosophers have gone on to develop on the basis of them are
thereby rendered dubious at best. What he finds most objectionable,
however, is simply the readiness of many philosophers to take things
of this sort as ‘given,” without considering and taking seriously the
possibility that there might be good reasons for thinking them
untenable, and recognizing that they are at least highly
problematical. It may not be immediately apparent what these
reasons might be; but even so, his basic point would seem to be
well taken.

Nietzsche further considers philosophers often to be ‘prejudiced’
in an even deeper respect: they are committed in advance to certain
positions and views, which they profess to arrive at by disinterested
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inquiry. Thus they act as ‘wily spokesmen for their prejudices which
they baptize “truths,” > though they may be ‘very far from having
the courage of conscience that admits this, precisely this, to itself’
(BGE 5). Among them ‘only certain truths are admitted; they know
what they have to prove; that they are at one over these “truths” is
virtually their means of recognizing one another as philosophers’
(WP 445). Those assumed ‘truths’ Nietzsche goes on to cite in this
passage pertain to morality; and it would seem that, together with
certain religious beliefs (notably with respect to God and the soul),
various general moral views and evaluations are what he chiefly has
in mind here. Determined to preserve or salvage as much as
possible of the religion and morality to which they are committed,
philosophers have frequently been prepared to go to any lengths to
vindicate and justify their basic tenets, adopting whatever tactics
they found to be necessary in order to be able to do so.

Thus he contends that the reason why ‘all philosophical architects
in Europe from Plato onward have built in vain’ is that they ‘have
built under the seduction of morality.” ‘Their intent seemingly was
directed toward certainty and “truth,” but actually it was toward
“majestic moral edifices,” > as Kant had put it (D P: 3). And to
this he adds the charge that, historically, one finds them ‘always in
the service of the nihilistic religions’ — religions, that is, which, by
promoting the view that the loci of all value are God and the soul
while ‘this world is good for nothing,” are covertly nihilistic (WP
401). To the extent that they have been mere ‘philosophical
laborers’ on behalf of such basic interpretive and evaluative
constructs ‘which have become dominant and are for a time called
“truths” > (BGE 211), committed to them from the outset and
determined to preserve them in their essentials in the face of all
challenges, they are ruled by prejudices rendering their thinking
profoundly suspect.

It is not enough, however, simply to observe that this is
frequently the case. It is further necessary to consider what is to be
made of these sorts of prejudices and the fact that philosophers so
often are subject to them. And what Nietzsche goes on to propose
in this connection is that their thinking, no less than that of human
beings generally, tends to be shaped by and reflect their basic needs,
dispositions, and other influences of a very ‘human’ sort. Such
factors require to be taken into consideration, on his view, in order
to enable one to understand the adoption by various philosophers
of similar or differing general orientations, basic assumptions, points
of departure and forms of procedure. And thus he undertakes a
form of investigation which he terms his ‘psychology of
philosophers.” It may not by itself settle the question of what is to
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be made of what they have to say; but he contends that it is
indispensable to a proper resolution of this question. ‘Every
philosophy is a foreground philosophy,” he remarks. ‘Every
philosophy also conceals a philosophy; every opinion is also a
hideout, every word also a mask’ (BGE 289).

v

It is commonly held that, where such fundamental features of
philosophical thinking are encountered, philosophical bedrock has
been reached; and in a sense, Nietzsche would agree. He would
grant, that is, that there may well be no answer to the question of
what a philosopher’s reasons might have been for settling upon
certain possibilities on this level rather than others — since
arguments can be mounted and justifications given only within
contexts in which this has already occurred. It does not follow,
however, that there is no answer to the question of why he does so.
And Nietzsche suggests that the answer to this question is generally
and largely to be sought along ‘psychological’ lines, broadly
construed.

Gradually it has become clear to me what every great philosophy
so far has been: namely, the personal confession of its author and
a kind of involuntary and unconscious memoir (BGE 6).

In this way, he writes, ‘the hidden history of the philosophers, the
psychology of the great names, came to light for me’ (EH P:3). In
the case of each of them, it sooner or later becomes appropriate to
say: ¢ “There is something arbitrary in his stopping here to look
back and look around, in his not digging deeper here but laying his
spade aside; there is also something suspicious about it” > (BGE
289). What on one level of consideration appears ‘arbitrary,’
however, is actually far from it. Thus he suggests that ‘if one would
explain how the abstrusest metaphysical claims of a philosopher
really came about, it is always well (and wise) to ask first: at what
morality does all this (does he) aim?’ And he further contends that
‘his morality bears decided and decisive witness to who he is,” and
how ‘the innermost drives of his nature stand in relation to each
other’ (BGE 6).

This does not mean that Nietzsche discounts the importance of
cultural and intellectual-historical factors; on the contrary, he
places considerable emphasis upon them. He holds, however, that
such factors seldom render a single orientation inevitable; and that
psychological factors generally play a crucial role in determining
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which specific one is adopted. He further should not be taken to
be advocating some form of strict determinism which would
exclude the possibility of any real creativity and originality; from
what has been said earlier, on the matter of creativity in the
enterprise of philosophy, this should be obvious. But he maintains
that philosophical thinking always occurs within a horizon which
the basic needs and dispositions of the philosopher (modified by
cultural and intellectual-historical factors) at least partly determine.
All of ‘the basic drives of man,” he remarks, ‘have done
philosophy at some time,” in various configurations and with
different ones predominating in different cases. ‘I do not believe
that a “drive to knowledge” is the father of philosophy,” he
writes; it is always some other ‘drive’ that ‘has, here as elsewhere,
employed understanding (and misunderstanding) as a mere
instrument’ (BGE 6).

It should be added at once that Nietzsche does not suppose that
considerations of this sort are decisive in the evaluation of the
merits of a philosophical scheme. Such a scheme may or may not
prove fruitful and illuminating; the needs and dispositions of the
philosopher which impelled him to develop it by no means settle
this question. He does maintain, however, that there are many cases
— particularly but not only when we are confronted with competing
systems of values — in which considerations of this sort should serve
at least to raise doubts. For example: if it can be shown that a
certain sort of morality has been developed in response to various
widespread but ‘all too human’ needs, or that a certain view of
knowledge manifests a negative disposition toward the senses and
the body, this will surely have some bearing upon their assessment.
And in fact, Nietzsche argues, this sort of thing is to be found time
and again in the history of philosophy. A variety of cases in point
will be considered in due course.

It might seem that it would not be possible for Nietzsche to
carry his ‘psychology of philosophers’ farther than this. In fact,
however, he does so; and this brings us to the most fundamental
charge he levels at them in this connection. If their thinking is
commonly dominated and shaped by ‘ulterior motives,” which more
than anything else are held to have ‘obstructed the course of
philosophy’ (WP 413), these ‘ulterior motives’ in turn are taken to
reflect a basic and widespread disposition among philosophers
throughout the history of philosophy, of hostility toward life and
the conditions of life in this world.

If one wants a proof of how profoundly and thoroughly the
actually barbarous needs of man seek satisfaction, even when he
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is tamed and °‘civilized,” one should take a look at the ‘leitmotifs’
of the entire evolution of philosophy: — a sort of revenge on
reality, a malicious destruction of the valuations by which men
live. . . .

The history of philosophy is a secret raging against the
preconditions of life, against the value feelings of life, against
partisanship in favor of life. Philosophers have never hesitated to
affirm a [metaphysical] world provided it contradicted this world
and furnished them with a pretext for speaking ill of this world.
It has been hitherto the grand school for slander (WP 461).

Thus motivated, he contends, they have been led to develop various
metaphysical schemes involving a distinction between ‘this world,’
construed as a merely ‘apparent world,” and another realm to which
all honors are accorded. ‘The latter has hitherto been called the
“real world,” “truth,” “God.” ’ For Nietzsche, however, it is a
‘world invented by a lie,” which ‘we have to abolish’ — a ‘lie’ born
of a lamentable disposition he seeks to diagnose, and to counter
where it cannot be overcome (ibid.).

He often links the prevalence of this disposition to the general
condition he calls ‘decadence’; and he diagnoses the phenomenon of
‘decadence’ ultimately as a consequence of certain physiological
deficiencies and psychological defects. He attributes some of the
inadequacies of philosophers to the fact that they are too much
children of their age, too naive and superficial, and ignorant of too
many things; but he discerns this constitutional affliction at the root
of the most fateful of their shortcomings. He speaks of their having
been dominated by ‘ulterior moral motives’ in this connection,
because the sort of morality he has in mind is one of the basic
manifestations of ‘decadence’ (which he glosses in terms of
exhaustion, weakness, hypersensitivity, and diminished vitality)
through which a disposition of hostility toward life and the
conditions of existence is both given a semblance of dignity and
provided with an apparent justification. ‘Concerning life,” he writes,
‘the wisest men of all ages have judged alike: it is no good.” And
rather than supposing that their general agreement on this matter
‘evidences the truth,” he voices the suspicion that ‘at least something
must be sick here’; and that these seemingly ‘wisest of men’ have
actually been ‘decadents’ (TI III:1), or ‘types of decline,” whose
‘negative attitude to life’ is a symptom of ‘degeneration’ (TT III:2).

It is the prevalence among them of this condition and the hostile
disposition to which it gives rise, on Nietzsche’s view, which
accounts for many of the prejudices of philosophers, and for the
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steadfastness with which they cling to them. Their commitment to
truth time and again has been overridden, and their thinking
distorted, by a deep dissatisfaction with the conditions of human
existence in this world, and a great longing for life to be other than
it is. The inability to endure things as they are, he holds, has led
philosophers to develop interpretations of reality which are more
satisfying to them — philosophy ‘always creates the world in its own
image’ (BGE 9) — and to make whatever assumptions are necessary
to this end. At the same time, however, it has induced them to
persuade themselves so completely of the reasonableness and self-
evidence of their preferences and ‘givens’ that they suppose their
conclusions to satisfy the high standards of rationality and rigorous
argument they set for themselves as philosophers.

Seen in this light, the history of philosophy consists far less in
a series of objective and disinterested attempts to ascertain ‘the
truth’ than in a series of psychological case studies of flights
from reality. In a sense, Nietzsche does not hold the failings of
his predecessors along these lines against them, his charge that
they have been lacking in ‘intellectual integrity’ notwithstanding;
for he supposes that they would not have been driven to such
lengths if the stakes for them personally had not been so great.
Their attempts to construe reality in a manner more agreeable to
them were not undertaken lightly, but rather with deadly
seriousness: their very ability to find existence endurable hung in
the balance. Nor does Nietzsche hold them in complete contempt
for their inability to endure it on its own terms; for while he
attributes this inability to weakness, he does not regard their
weakness as any fault of their own, and considers the strength
they have lacked to be rare indeed. In fact, he frequently
expresses doubt that anyone is capable of confronting reality and
enduring life entirely without illusion (cf. BGE 39). While
philosophers whose schemes were developed in accordance with
profound ‘human’ needs may be regarded with sympathy,
however, this does not render such schemes immune to criticism.
And it likewise does not remove the obligation of the
philosopher to strive to resist this tendency, and to engage in
continual self-scrutiny for indications that he has not been
successful in doing so. Indeed, one who fails to do so is held by
Nietzsche to be no genuine philosopher at all.

Vv

There remain to be mentioned several further, different sorts of
criticisms which he levels at philosophers generally. One of them
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has been indicated in passing above: philosophers, he holds, have
tended to attribute too much significance to, and to place too much
trust in, certain forms and features of language. “Words lie in our
way,” as he remarks, tempting us to mistake labels merely
constituting signposts of problems for their solutions, when they do
not actually lead us astray (D 47). And it is not only particular
words and concepts that seduce and mislead the unwary; for ‘faith
in grammar’ does so as well, and even more profoundly. Thus he
writes:

Where there is affinity of language, it cannot fail . . . — owing to
the unconscious domination and guidance by similar grammatical
functions — that everything is prepared at the outset for a similar
development and sequence of philosophical systems; just as the
way seems barred against certain other possibilities of world-
interpretation (BGE 20).

The most important example of this, which on Nietzsche’s view has
given rise to numerous philosophical errors, is the subjectpredicate
form of assertorial propositions. Philosophers have tended to
suppose that it reflects the formal structure of reality, and have
been led by it, for example, to think of both objects and the subject
of experience and action on the model of substances modified by
attributes. But this is by no means the only case in point. They also
have been all too quick to draw substantive conclusions from the
existence of certain linguistic conventions, often supposing, for
example, that the conventional application of different sets of
predicates to persons and to non-human things establishes the
existence of an ontological difference between them; and that the
unconditionality of the language of morals is indicative of the
unconditionality of fundamental moral principles.

Philosophers further have frequently taken the practical
indispensability of certain concepts and the existence of conceptual
connections to yield information concerning ontological states of
affairs. Thus they have inferred, for example, that reality consists of
a multiplicity of discrete ‘things’ of some sort, from the
indispensability of the notion of a ‘thing’ in our ordinary discourse
about the world; and that human beings are free agents, from the
fact that the language in which we describe their actions involves
the attribution to them of responsibility for their actions, which in
turn conceptually entails their freedom. In all such cases, Nietzsche
considers philosophers to have been extremely naive; and to have
been led astray time and again by their blind ‘faith in language.’
For language, he observes, along with the entire stock of concepts
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embedded in it, is far from being a kind of Book of Revelation of
ultimate truths or reliable guide to their discovery. Indeed, he takes
it to be filled with crude oversimplifications, distortions, convenient
misrepresentations, superstitions and remnants of our ancestors’
ignorance (WP 409).

It is quite understandable that philosophers should have been
slow to discern the problematic character of the very medium in
which they operate. It seems to have all the marks of complete
self-evidence, and to require no justification or critical scrutiny;
and it easily escapes notice altogether, like the spectacles on one’s
nose. Nietzsche insists, however, that it is far from being a purely
neutral medium, and that its specific characteristics and features —
from its formal structure and its basic concepts to its conventions
of usage and the descriptive and emotive meanings of its particular
terms — tend in a variety of ways to be reflected in philosophical
as well as ordinary thinking. Moreover, he contends, it is a human
phenomenon; and the possibility must be reckoned with that the
factors which have gone into making it what it is relate primarily
to certain contingencies of human life. It is imperative, in this
light, for the philosopher to treat linguistic data with the utmost
caution. Thus Nietzsche exclaims: ‘We really ought to free
ourselves from the seduction of words!” (BGE 16). And he asks:
‘Shouldn’t philosophers be permitted to rise above faith in
grammar? All due respect for governesses — but hasn’t the time
come for philosophy to renounce the faith of governesses?” (BGE
34).

Next, he contends that philosophers commonly have turned a
blind eye to development. ‘If one is a philosopher as men have
always been philosophers, one cannot see what has been and
becomes — one sees only what is,” he writes, adding that ‘since
nothing is,” i.e., since there is no immutable being but rather only
the changing, ‘all that was left to the philosopher as his “world”
was the imaginary’ (WP 570). Virtually everything about ourselves
and about life and the world more generally has come to be as it
is; but philosophers have been largely oblivious to this circumstance.
And this, he holds, not only has led them to overlook the
possibility of further change and development, but also has
adversely affected their analyses of the nature and significance of
things as they presently are constituted.

Nietzsche has a great many things in mind here. Among them
are our (conventional) morality and values, our art, sciences, and
religions, our language, conceptual schemes and logic, our
perceptual and cognitive faculties, our social and political
institutions and legal and economic systems, our patterns of
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interpersonal interaction, our emotional and spiritual life, our
physiological nature, and the very world we live in and of which
we are a part, with all of its animate and inanimate forms.
Philosophers, he claims, have tended to confine themselves to
descriptions of these things in their present states, and to regard the
structures they describe as eternal and immutable. And in doing so,
on his view, they have been profoundly mistaken. ‘Everything has
developed,” he contends; ‘there are no eternal facts,” and thus ‘no
absolute truths’ expressing them (HH I1:2). He readily acknowledges
the importance of that sort of analysis consisting in the careful
description of what presently obtains. He argues, however, that an
‘historical sense’ is indispensable for the philosopher if he is to
achieve any real understanding of the nature and significance of the
phenomena whose present structures are thus described. And an
‘historical sense’ is something he considers most philosophers to
have lacked almost completely.

All philosophers have the common defect that they start out from
present-day man and expect to reach their goal through an
analysis of him. They reflexively think of ‘man’ as an aeterna
veritas, as something unchanging amid all turmoil, as a steady
standard of things. Everything the philosopher says about man,
however, is basically nothing more than testimony about the man
of a very limited time-frame. The lack of an historical sense is
the hereditory defect of all philosophers. Indeed, many
unthinkingly take the latest version of man — as it has emerged
under the impress of specific religions, and even of specific
political events — as the fixed form from which one must
proceed. They are unwilling to learn that man has developed,
and that his cognitive capacity likewise has developed (HH I:2).

Philosophers have been inclined (for reasons which Nietzsche thinks
are partly cultural and partly psychological) to acknowledge
‘becoming’ and development only - if at all — in the form of
accidental change, the Heraclitean flux, or at the most, the
actualization of potentiality; and so they have tended to consider it
irrelevant where most philosophical issues are concerned. For
Nietzsche, on the other hand, it is ‘becoming,” rather than ‘being,’
which ought to be foremost in the minds of philosophers, as they
turn their attention to any of the matters indicated above. He thus
maintains that a break with the traditional manner of
philosophizing — which set its sights on ‘being,” and in doing so
gave short shrift to ‘becoming’ — is imperative; and that ‘historical
philosophizing is henceforth necessary’ (ibid.).
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A further, related shortcoming of previous philosophers, according
to Nietzsche, is that they have lacked a ‘psychological sense,” which
he holds to be no less necessary for the philosopher than an
‘historical sense.” And here he has in mind much more than an
appreciation of the need for the sort of ‘psychology of philosophers’
he advocates and undertakes. Philosophers also need an acute
‘psychological sense,” on his view, in order to avoid serious errors
and get very far in their inquiries into the nature and significance
of many human phenomena. Thus he maintains that ‘superficiality
in psychological observation has set the most dangerous traps for
human judgments and conclusions, and continues to set them’ (HH
1:37).

Many philosophers in the past have at least acknowledged that
non-rational factors (e.g., ‘appetites,” ‘passions,’ ‘desires,” ‘natural
inclinations,’ etc.) play an important role in human life. Nietzsche
contends, however, that most have understood them in very
simplistic terms, and have greatly underestimated their actual
influence; and that few have taken them into account when they
have turned to a consideration of the many spheres of human life
in which the influence of such factors is not immediately apparent.
If philosophers have been insensitive to the developmental character
of such things as prevailing evaluations, moralities, modes of
cognition, religions, institutions, and patterns of conduct, they have
been even less appreciative of the extent to which psychological
factors have shaped their development, and continue to affect
people’s involvement in and commitment to them. It is only if these
factors are taken into consideration, on his view, that a proper
assessment of such phenomena can be made. And because he finds
most philosophers lacking in the psychological sensitivity required to
discern and investigate their nature and effects, he considers their
accounts of these matters to suffer accordingly. Thus he asks: “Who
among philosophers was a psychologist at all before me, and not
rather the opposite, a “high swindler” and “idealist”?” (EH IV:6).
And he holds that ‘the mistakes of the greatest philosophers’
commonly originate precisely in their deficiencies along these lines
(HH 1:37).

This shortcoming is related to the one mentioned before it, in
that the latter consists in viewing things simply as they are, without
regard to their underlying determinants. Either failing alone, on
Nietzsche’s view, is bad enough; but when the latter compounds the
former, the consequences are likely to be very serious indeed.
Precisely this, however, is purported to be the general rule among
his predecessors. And so also, in addition to maintaining that
‘historical philosophizing’ is henceforth necessary, he takes the
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position that ‘psychology is now again the path to the fundamental
problems’ (BGE 23).

One further point Nietzsche makes remains to be mentioned. It is
related to those just indicated, and stands to the latter somewhat as
the latter does to the former. The psychological factors affecting the
development of things human, he argues, must themselves be
understood (at least in part) in terms of physiological factors; and
he contends that philosophers generally have been, if anything, even
more neglectful and ignorant of the role of such factors in the
shaping of human life than they have been of the sorts of
considerations indicated above. Thus, in answer to the question
“What do philosophers lack?’, the first thing he mentions is ‘an
historical sense,” and the second is ‘knowledge of physiology’ (WP
408).

Nietzsche’s thinking along these lines requires brief elaboration,
in order to make clear his reasons for taking philosophers to task
on this count. Human beings, he holds, are fundamentally natural
organisms, all of whose faculties are ultimately grounded in
physiological structures. The human mind consequently cannot be
treated as a thing unto itself, which functions in a completely
autonomous manner in relation to the human body in any of its
operations. Our perceptual and cognitive abilities, the processes of
thinking, feeling, evaluating and willing, and the wide range of
experiences which constitute our spiritual and social life, all have
their basis in our physiological nature. The latter is the condition of
their possibility; and what is more, according to Nietzsche, it
fundamentally conditions their character. This is not to say that it
strictly and completely determines them; on the contrary, he
maintains that through a process of sublimation, there can and does
occur a qualitative transformation of physiological processes into
mental and spiritual ones, which do not admit of explanation in
purely physiological terms. It does mean, however, that the
autonomy of the latter in relation to the former is never more than
partial; and that attention to the physiological foundations of the
various forms of human mental and spiritual life is necessary, if an
adequate understanding of their natures, functions and limitations is
to be achieved.

It is Nietzsche’s contention, however, that previous philosophers
typically have been heedless of physiological structures and
processes, partly owing to their ignorance of them, and partly
because they have erroneously assumed that the mind is not
significantly dependent upon factors of this sort in its various
operations. And as a consequence, he maintains, the analyses they
have given and the positions they have taken in their treatments of
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human nature, knowledge, religion, art, morality, and many other
matters for the most part have been either profoundly mistaken or
highly superficial. He recognizes that to admit and insist upon the
relevance of physiological (and psychological) considerations to
philosophical investigations of these matters is to abandon the ideal
of philosophy as a discipline independent of the empirical sciences
and untainted by the corrigibility attaching to all empirical
knowledge. This is an ideal, however, which he considers it
imperative to lay to rest. He is emphatic in his rejection of the view
that philosophy can be no more than a handmaiden of the sciences,
as has been observed; but he is equally insistent upon the
erroneousness of supposing that philosophical questions are of such
a nature that the sciences generally, and physiology in particular,
can have no significant implications for them. Most philosophers,
however, have on his view either supposed this to be so or
proceeded as though it were the case; and this has seriously affected
what they have gone on to say with respect to a broad range of
issues.

One might well feel that, while Nietzsche may be justified in
challenging the reverence in which those who have shaped the
history of philosophy are so often held, his harsh treatment of
them is carried too far, and does them considerable injustice. Yet
while it may be that his criticisms are too sweeping, and that
exceptions to his generalizations are more numerous than he
recognizes, it must be allowed that he fastens upon some very real
and fundamental shortcomings, which are common not only to
many philosophers prior to him, but to many more recently as
well. His critique has the further value of drawing attention to
ways in which even the most able philosophical minds can go
astray. And at the very least it serves to make clear the necessity
of reconsidering the status and significance of many of the things
philosophers are often disposed to assume or accept and rely
upon, on the one hand, and to ignore or deem philosophically
irrelevant, on the other.

Philosophy as linguistic analysis: a case in point

VI

In Beyond Good and Evil, Nietzsche proclaims that ‘a new species
of philosophers is coming up’ (BGE 42) - philosophers who will
differ greatly from those whose thought has dominated the history
of philosophy, and also from his philosophical contemporaries. And
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in the course of the present century, ‘new philosophers’ have indeed
arisen, both in Europe and in the English-speaking world, who have
broken radically with the philosophical tradition of which he is so
critical, and who have understood the enterprise of philosophy quite
differently than earlier philosophers did. At least for the most part,
however, they have not exactly been the kind of ‘new philosophers’
Nietzsche envisioned and called for. And while he can hardly be
said to have undertaken to criticize conceptions of the nature of the
enterprise of philosophy which have emerged and become
predominant only in the present century, he does have a good deal
to say that bears relatively directly on at least one such
philosophical tendency. I refer to that recent variant (or family of
variants) of analytic philosophy which might be called ‘linguistic-
analytic philosophy,” in virtue of its methodological emphasis and
reliance upon one form or another of linguistic analysis in dealing
with philosophical questions. This is a matter of no less interest and
importance than Nietzsche’s treatment of his predecessors; and so it
is well worth considering how he stands in relation to this
development.

It was not too long ago that most English-speaking philosophers
were inclined to think of Nietzsche either as no real philosopher at
all, or else as a philosopher whose only importance is historical,
and who - as one who labored in the darkness before the dawn of
the analytic era — could safely be ignored by those engaged in the
ongoing enterprise of analytic philosophy. More recently, however, a
very different view of him has come to enjoy some currency,
according to which he is credited as having been a ‘predecessor’ of
the ‘analytic movement’ in philosophy (cf. Arthur Danto, Nietzsche
as Philosopher). There is an important element of truth in this view;
and as a corrective, suggesting that analytic philosophers ought to
take him more seriously, that what he has to say is by no means
irrelevant to what they are doing, and that his contributions to
certain of their concerns are considerable, its emergence has been a
good thing.

To characterize Nietzsche in this way, however, is as misleading
as the previously prevailing view of him was mistaken. To be sure,
he anticipated many of the objections of analytic philosophers to
earlier ways of philosophizing; and he dealt with many
philosophical problems with an analytical rigor that is very much in
keeping with the spirit of analytic philosophy. Yet he also was
highly critical of the conception of philosophy as an enterprise to be
restricted to or conducted exclusively on the basis of linguistic
analysis — or at any rate, of the presuppositions and self-limitations
this conception involves. At one point Nietzsche speaks of himself
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as ‘the first perfect nihilist of Europe who, however, has even now
lived through the whole of nihilism, to the end, leaving it behind,
outside himself (WP P:3). He might with equal justice (and
hyperbole) be styled ‘the first perfect analytical philosopher of
Europe,” who, however, perceived the limitations of mere linguistic
analysis where the resolution of genuine philosophical problems is
concerned; ‘leaving it behind,” in the sense of seeing the necessity of
going beyond it, and developing a mode of philosophizing which
enabled him to do so.

Thus while Nietzsche may have been a predecessor of the
analytic movement, he also is one of its severest critics, albeit ante
rem. And in this latter capacity, he ought to be taken most
seriously by analytic philosophers generally, and by linguistic-
analytic philosophers in particular, even if they prefer not to avail
themselves of his many positive contributions to the discussion of
issues with which they themselves are concerned. For while they
may safely go about their business without bothering to pay much
attention to their predecessors, they cannot afford to fail to consider
the merit of the arguments of their critics, where these apply. And
Nietzsche is not just any critic, whose views may be dismissed
lightly. Indeed, the very fact that he is sufficiently sympathetic to
the aims and procedures of analytic philosophers to be legitimately
ranked among their ‘predecessors’ (at the very least) suggests that
his criticisms ought to be reckoned with; for he knew whereof he
spoke, notwithstanding that ‘the analytic movement’ proper did not
emerge for another generation.

VII

While it has become common in recent years to hear analytic
philosophers claim philosophical descent from Socrates, their more
immediate philosophical progenitors were men like Hume and
Kant. Convinced that the reach of previous metaphysicians had
exceeded their grasp, the latter were moved to place severe
restrictions upon the knowledge to which philosophers (and human
beings generally) could legitimately aspire, and to propose a
fundamental modification of that conception of the business of
philosophy which had prevailed previously. Proceeding from the
premises that neither speculative reasoning nor experience can ever
yield knowledge of ultimate reality, and that we have no other
cognitive faculty by means of which certain knowledge of it might
be gained, they argued that philosophers should abandon their
metaphysical pretentions. We should restrict ourselves, they urged,
to analyzing the nature and limits of our cognitive faculties and
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that kind of foreground knowledge of ourselves and the world
which they can and do afford us, together with the basic values
and moral principles which inform our evaluative and normative
experience.

Analytic philosophy may be viewed as a development in this
tradition. Its adherents observe the prescriptions and proscriptions
mentioned quite religiously — a good deal more so, in fact, than
Kant did himself. Kant labored to erect ‘majestic moral edifices,” as
has been observed, even though he renounced the attempt to raise
speculative metaphysical ones; whereas analytic philosophers
generally reject projects of either sort. Among them the main task
of philosophy is usually understood to be the analysis of the
concepts basic to the various areas of human thought and life, as
opposed to the discovery of ultimate truths concerning the matters
arising in each such area. They tend to regard the attempts of
earlier philosophers and their non-analytic contemporaries to
discover such truths as naive and quixotic; for the sorts of
speculation they involve are held to be capable neither of logical
demonstration, nor of empirical confirmation, nor of linguistic
justification.

As heirs of a philosophical tradition further preoccupied with the
desire to ‘elevate’ the status of philosophy from that of a mere
handmaiden of theology to that of a discipline on all fours with
mathematics (in some cases) and empirical science (in others) in
terms of intellectual respectability, analytic philosophers generally
feel obliged to renounce any endeavor that does not at least have
the appearance of conforming to the highest standards of formal
rigor and adherence to fact. The enterprise of analyzing conceptual
schemes is seized upon by some, who feel that it meets this
requirement, whereas the interpretation of reality and normative
theorizing do not. Consequently, they are inclined to abandon
metaphysics in favor of epistemology, ontology in favor of the
philosophy of natural science, philosophical theology in favor of the
philosophy of religion, philosophical psychology and anthropology
and the philosophy of society and culture in favor of the philosophy
of psychology and the social sciences, and normative ethics in favor
of meta-ethics.

Philosophy for them is thus to be transformed from the attempt
to give substantive answers to various kinds of fundamental
questions in its own right, into the second-order analysis of the
ways in which non-philosophers deal with these or related
questions. The business of philosophy, as these philosophers
understand it, is neither to discern the true nature of things, nor to
indicate how we should or may best live our lives. Rather, it is to
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clarify and explicate the basic concepts employed by developers and
employers of conceptual schemes of various sorts as they go about
their non-philosophical affairs. Thus a well-known contemporary
philosopher writes:

Philosophy takes the conceptual systems developed by scientists,
mathematicians, art critics, moralists, theologians, et al., as its
subject matter and seeks to explain and clarify what has to be
explained and clarified about such systems in order to render
them fully comprehensible. (Jerrold Katz, The Philosophy of
Language (New York: Harper & Row, 1966), p. 2.)

Philosophy so conceived cannot be held to consist merely in idle
speculation about meaningless questions. It has its own special sort
of relatively ‘hard’ data, and a useful task to perform in relation to
them, involving the employment of analytical techniques which are
at least as rigorous and ‘scientific’ in their own way as those of any
other discipline, and more so than most. The respectability it thus
acquires, however, is achieved at the cost of its effective relegation
once again to the status of handmaiden: it is restricted to tidying
up after others, and leaves the posing and answering of substantive
questions entirely to ‘scientists, mathematicians, art critics, moralists,
theologians, et al.’

There is another group of analytic philosophers who do not
envisage so purely subordinate a role for philosophy, at least in
relation to the.various special disciplines and interests of which the
above are examples. They continue to be concerned (nominally, at
any rate) with at least some of the sorts of substantive questions
with which philosophers traditionally have attempted to deal, in
such areas as ontology, the philosophy of mind, moral philosophy,
and social philosophy. And they pursue them without constantly
looking over their shoulders for guidance to the ‘conceptual systems’
constructed and employed by others. Yet they labor under self-
imposed restraints of another sort, associated with their preferred
alternative methodology of ‘ordinary language analysis.” Finding the
‘data’ constituted by such ‘systems’ either too artificial, too
constraining, or simply irrelevant to the questions with which they
are concerned, and yet anxious to lay hold of relatively objective
data of some sort by means of which to resolve disputes and
maintain a degree of intellectual respectability, they seize upon the
conventions governing the ordinary use of language (which in
practice usually means the ordinary use of English).

Under the influence of philosophers like Moore, Wittgenstein,
and Austin, these philosophers maintain that the proper way to
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evaluate a philosophical thesis is to determine whether it
accurately reflects or does violence to the conventions of usage
applying to the terms figuring in the statement of the thesis. They
likewise suppose the proper way to determine whether or not a
philosopher’s treatment of a certain notion is sound is to consider
whether it accurately reflects the way(s) in which the term in
question is ordinarily employed in non-philosophical contexts. In
general, they would have it that the proper way to approach
substantive philosophical questions is to transform them into
questions about the meanings and uses of terms, which then can
be dealt with by a ‘linguistic analysis’ of the relevant features of
the language making it possible to pose the questions in the first
place. Conventions of linguistic usage may be explored with an
empirical rigor that at least approximates the standards of
scientific respectability; and they constitute an objective (or at least
inter-subjective) criterion in terms of which arbitrary and
idiosyncratic claims can be detected.

Their apparent concern with substantive philosophical
questions notwithstanding, many philosophers favoring this
approach are led ultimately to abandon the attempt to give
substantive answers to such questions altogether. For some, it is
replaced by an attempt to show that such questions only arise
because philosophers violate conventions of usage and thereby
become perplexed by problems which really are only pseudo-
problems. For others, its place is taken by a program of analysis
of the forms of language in which substantive assertions are
made: thus moral philosophy is transformed into an analysis of
the language of morals; ontology is transformed into an analysis
of propositions with existential import and an examination of
linguistic category-differences; and the philosophy of mind is
transformed into an analysis of the language in which persons
and their behavior are ordinarily described. Those who do
remain concerned to deal substantively with at least some
philosophical questions, on the other hand, tend to be led by
their commitment to the method of ‘ordinary language analysis’
to regard linguistic conventions as decisive in delimiting the
range of answers to these questions which warrant serious
consideration, and in many cases as decisive in determining
which of these answers is to be preferred as well.

Whatever their particular tendencies along these lines, these
philosophers are implicitly or explicitly of the persuasion that
linguistic conventions are not merely data, but philosophically
important data; that the enterprise of philosophy depends for its
respectability and success upon a close adherence to them, since
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none more informative and reliable are available to it, where
questions for which the data of the various other disciplines are
either irrelevant or indecisive are concerned; and that it is thus the
business of philosophy, not to subject these conventions to critical
scrutiny, but rather to deal with philosophical questions in the light
of an investigation of them. Some hold, with Wittgenstein, that
philosophers should leave them as they are. Others hold, with
Austin, that a bit of rearranging may prove desirable now and then.
One cannot go further than this, however, without seriously
qualifying or abandoning altogether one’s reliance upon the
methodology in question, and thus departing from the philosophical
orientation associated with it.

Conceived along these lines, philosophy is a much more
autonomous discipline, and much less a handmaiden of other
disciplines and interests, than it is when conceived along the lines
suggested in the passage cited earlier. At the same time its close
adherence to the body of data constituted by convention of
linguistic usage may be argued with considerable force to elevate it
well above the level of groundless and meaningless speculation, to
the status of a genuine discipline on a par with at least some of the
sciences. Yet, to repeat, a price is paid here as well, in the form of
a relinquishment of autonomy in relation to conventions of
linguistic usage. And it should be observed that any conclusions
pertaining to substantive philosophical questions reached by means
of ‘linguistic analysis’ — however correct they may be in terms of
the relevant linguistic phenomena — depend for their validity upon
an assumption the soundness of which is at least not immune to
challenge: namely, the assumption that the language we speak and
analyze is a reliable guide to the matters into which, as
philosophers, we inquire.

The legitimacy of this assumption may, of course, be cheaply
established, through the stipulation that, as philosophers, we may
legitimately inquire only into those matters to which the language
we speak and analyze is a reliable guide. If this move is made,
however, it then becomes this stipulation the soundness of which
may be questioned. And if this stipulation is defended on the
ground that it is only if philosophers restrict their efforts in this
way that philosophy can retain (or acquire) the status of a genuine
discipline meriting the respect of the scientific community, the
matter still is not settled, even assuming the truth of this claim. For
it can still be questioned whether the end suggested is sufficiently
desirable to justify the means required to achieve it, or indeed
whether this end is desirable at all.
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VIII

Nietzsche does not think it is. He writes: ‘Permit me to say that the
scholar and scientist. . .are fundamentally different from the
philosopher. — What I desire is that the genuine concept of the
philosopher should not utterly perish> (WP 420). He is
fundamentally opposed to the cluster of philosophical tendencies
whose more recent manifestations I have been discussing, in part
because he feels that philosophy stops far short of performing its
most important functions when philosophers take scholars and
scientists as their models, or become too preoccupied with the
conceptual systems of the latter. In the former case, they never
become more than mere ‘philosophical laborers,” who simply
‘determine and press into formulas’ previously established ways of
thinking and speaking (BGE 211), and whose only accomplishment
is thereby after a fashion ‘to make previous events surveyable,
comprehensible, graspable, and usable’ (WP 972). In the latter case,
they never become more than mere ‘critics,” about whom Nietzsche
has this to say, in the course of describing the characteristics of true
philosophers as he conceives of them:

Critical discipline and every habit that is conducive to cleanliness
and severity in matters of spirit will be demanded by these
philosophers, not only of themselves. . . — nevertheless they still
do not want to be called critics on that account. They consider it
no small disgrace for philosophy when people decree, as is
popular nowadays: ‘Philosophy itself is criticism and critical
science — and nothing whatever besides.” This evaluation of
philosophy may elicit applause from all the positivists of France
and Germany. . . ; our new philosophers will say nevertheless:
critics are instruments of the philosopher and for that very
reason, being instruments, a long ways from being philosophers
themselves (BGE 210).

In both cases, Nietzsche’s complaint is that such philosophers
never engage in the attempt to go beyond the explication,
analysis and criticism of the efforts of others, and to develop
interpretive and evaluative schemes which differ from (and
perhaps improve upon) those previously fashioned and presently
accepted. The same may be said of those who restrict themselves
to either ‘ordinary language’ or ‘special language’ analysis. And
since it is in terms of this attempt that he conceives the most
important function of philosophy, it follows that he would find
the program of analytic philosophy - in so far as it consists
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merely in one or both of these kinds of analysis — to be seriously
wanting. Commenting upon philosophers in the tradition of
Hume and Kant, he writes:

Philosophy reduced to ‘theory of knowledge,” in fact no more
than a timid epochism and doctrine of abstinence — a philosophy
that never gets beyond the threshold and takes pains to deny
itself the right to enter — that is philosophy in its last throes, an
end, an agony something inspiring pity (BGE 204).

His judgment undoubtedly would be no less harsh where
‘philosophy reduced to “linguistic analysis” ’ is concerned. It is
important to keep in mind, however, that his objection is not to
‘critical discipline’ and ‘cleanliness and severity’ of thought, which
are philosophical virtues no less for him than for analytic
philosophers. Indeed, he would find no fault with the most
exacting projects of linguistic-analytical inquiry - as far as they
go. In this respect, he sides with analytic philosophers and against
their less cautious predecessors, as when he says, for example,
with reference to earlier moral philosophers: ‘How remote from
their clumsy pride was that task they considered insignificant and
left in dust and must — the task of description — although the
subtlest fingers and senses can scarcely be subtle enough for it’
(BGE 186). What he objects to is the notion that careful
description and painstaking analysis of existing interpretive and
evaluative systems and of linguistic conventions is the sole and
entire business of philosophy, and that philosophers should concern
themselves neither with the extra-systematic evaluation of these
systems and usages nor with the development of new ones. It is
here that he parts company with linguistic-analytic philosophy, in
no uncertain terms.

The linguistic-analytic philosopher, seen in Nietzsche’s perspective,
is rather like ‘the objective man’ to whom he contrasts the genuine
philosopher, and of whom he says he is ‘an instrument, a precious,
easily injured and clouded instrument for measuring and, as an
arrangement of mirrors, an artistic triumph that deserves care and
honor; but he is . . . only a delicate, carefully dusted, fine, mobile
pot for forms that still has to wait for some content and substance
in order to “shape” itself accordingly’ (BGE 207). The ‘content and
substance’ which give shape and direction to the reflections of
linguistic-analytic philosophers are basically the two kinds of ‘data’
referred to above: in some cases, the ‘conceptual systems of
scientists. . . , moralists, theologians, et al.’; in others, conventions
of ordinary linguistic usage.
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To be sure, both do pertain, in Wittgenstein’s terms, to
‘language-games’ which ‘are played.” And it is undoubtedly true that
the analysis of them can yield considerable insight into how they
‘are played.” Such analyses are of great interest and importance, as
Nietzsche himself was one of the first to see. For, on a general
level, they can shed considerable light upon our nature and
capacities as what he might call the ‘language-game-playing animals’
we are. And, on a more specific level, these analyses can reveal
much about our practices, our institutions, the interpretive and
normative frameworks in terms of which we tend to organize our
experience and behavior, and the various other components of what
Wittgenstein refers to as our ‘form (or forms) of life.” Further, by
bringing to light the implicit rules governing the playing of the
language-games in question, they often show — more clearly and
definitively than we may ordinarily be able to determine — how
questions and problems arising in the course of playing them are to
be dealt with.

Such analyses do not, however, establish either the impossibility
or inferiority of other sets of language-games with different
governing rules, or the reliability of the rules governing them where
the resolution of philosophical issues is concerned. And the
recognition that these games are played, and that philosophers no
less than others tend to think and act in accordance with them,
does not establish the meaninglessness or futility of any attempt to
pose philosophical questions that transcend them, or to answer
philosophical questions otherwise than in terms of the rules which
govern them. Any general claims along these lines rest on
assumptions the validity of which cannot in principle be
demonstrated by the analysis either of the kinds of conceptual
systems indicated, or of ordinary language. And on Nietzsche’s view,
there are reasons for doubting that any general claims along these
lines are sound.

With regard to the first point, he would consider it extremely
naive and parochial to suppose that the language-games which a
certain group of people happen to play are the only ones which
could be played, or are immutable, or represent the acme of
perfection in spiritual development; and here, at least, most analytic
philosophers would agree. Nietzsche further holds, however, that it
is not only possible but moreover incumbent upon the true
philosopher to take up a position outside of the language-games
with which he finds himself confronted - ascending, as it were, to
the meta-level in relation to them. And from this position he may
undertake to criticize them as well as analyze them, develop
alternatives to them as the results of his philosophical investigations
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and reflections suggest the desirability of doing so, and proceed to
deal with philosophical issues independently of them. In other
words, the true philosopher is not entirely a prisoner of whatever
‘language games’ happen to be played in the linguistic community
and sub-groups with which he finds himself confronted (unlike most
people — including mere ‘philosophical laborers’ — whose prison they
are). If he were, his only alternatives to simply exploring his prison
and making himself at home in it would be either silence or
outbursts of protest against the absurdity of his situation. Nietzsche
does not minimize the difficulty of escaping from this prison; nor is
he unaware of the peculiarity of the attempt to do so when it is
evaluated by ordinary standards:

That one wants to go precisely out there, up there, may be a
minor madness, a peculiar and unreasonable “You must’. . . . The
question is whether one really can get up there. This may depend
on manifold conditions. In the main the question is how light or
how heavy we are — the problem of our ‘specific gravity.” One
has to be very light to drive one’s will to knowledge into such a
distance and, as it were, beyond one’s time, to create for oneself
eyes to survey millennia and, moreover, clear skies in those eyes.
One must have liberated oneself from many things that oppress,
inhibit, hold down, and make heavy precisely us Europeans today
(GS 380).

Few people are capable of doing this; but then Nietzsche never
expected true philosophers to be very many. His argument that this
sort of transcendence of the ‘form of life’ of one’s own age is
possible for at least a few is simply that from time to time men
have appeared who have done it — who have hit upon ways of
thinking which depart significantly from established patterns of
thought. And in some cases, at least, these have marked genuine
advances in relation to the latter in our understanding of ourselves
and the world in which we live.

Such advances do occur, although it is difficult if not impossible
to make them by simply deciding to do so, or to prove one is
making one, or to lay down precise criteria for deciding when one
has been made. They are made (although not by those who remain
the unwilling or willing captives of received conceptual schemes and
linguistic conventions); even though those who make them must
draw upon existing ways of speaking and thinking in doing so.
After all, Nietzsche does not mean to suggest that true philosophers
must invent whole new languages, or even new batteries of
technical terms. Here his own example is instructive. He lifts certain

44



PHILOSOPHERS AND PHILOSOPHY

terms out of ‘the language games which are their original homes’
(in Wittgenstein’s phrase, but counter to his admonition); and, by
linking them with other notions and suggesting new uses for them,
while at the same time drawing upon certain of their original
connotations, he employs these terms to work out novel
interpretations. This sort of creative transformation of concepts may
not be a very tidy affair; but that, for him, is no mark against it,
since there is no tidier substitute for it. The fastidious may shun it;
but without it, on his view, there can be no genuine advance in
philosophical understanding — even though such advances may be
the exception rather than the rule among attempts along these lines.

To be sure, it is one thing to recognize the possibility of breaking
out of the confines of the conceptual framework initially structuring
one’s interpretive and evaluative thinking, and of developing another
which differs significantly from it. It is something else to establish
the possibility of developing another which not only differs from the
first, but moreover places one in a position to offer legitimate
criticisms of it, and to deal with philosophical issues in an arguably
superior way. And it is crucial to Nietzsche’s case that this second
possibility should be established; for the philosophical desirability of
making the attempt depends upon it. After all, if one could hope to
do nothing more than develop an alternative to the initial
conceptual framework, with nothing to recommend it over the latter
other than the fact that it is different, nothing would be gained
philosophically by the development of it.

The establishment of this second possibility, however, does not
require that one actually succeed in producing an alternative that
can be shown to be superior to the initial conceptual framework;
although doing so would obviously clinch the case. It requires only
(in addition to the first possibility) that one grant the essentially
provisional character of all such frameworks; the conceivability of
some being more adequate to what obtains and transpires than
others (the measure of adequacy being explanatory power, subject to
qualifications pertaining to the economy and non-arbitrariness of
principles); and the supposition that for any conceptual framework
that is merely relatively adequate in this respect, there could be
another which would be more so. These assumptions are at least
reasonable; and it is therefore with apparent justice that Nietzsche
considers this second possibility to be a real one.

IX

Linguistic-analytic philosophers who confine themselves to the
analysis of one or both of the sorts of ‘data’ discussed above, from
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which — when they are venturesome enough to do so — they draw
their substantive philosophical conclusions, quite evidently do not
attempt to go beyond the conceptual frameworks with which they
are confronted and to develop new ones. As strictly ‘analytic’
philosophers, they analyze rather than devise. And, once again,
Nietzsche parts company with them (and calls for a kind of
conceptual innovation they shun) not over their projects of analysis
as such, but rather over their restriction of themselves to such
projects, and over their willingness to allow the resolution of
substantial philosophical questions to be determined in accordance
with them.

His reasons for doing so are connected with his reservations
concerning the philosophical significance of both of these sorts of
data. If either could reasonably be supposed to be the most reliable
guides available — or even simply generally reliable guides — for the
philosopher to follow in attempting to deal with any and all
questions, he would have no good reason to hold that those who
occupy themselves exclusively with the analysis of such data and
their application to philosophical questions are not true
philosophers, and that the real business of true philosophers lies
elsewhere. It is his contention, however, that the status of data of
both sorts is highly problematical, at least where their philosophical
import is concerned.

Consider first ‘the conceptual systems developed by scientists,
mathematicians, art critics, moralists, theologians, et al.” The
analysis of these conceptual systems will surely tell us a great deal
about the terms in which those in question think, the kinds of
judgments they make, and even the nature of the enterprises in
which they engage. But the fact that a certain language-game is
played does not settle the question of what is to be made of it; nor
is this question settled by an examination of how it is played, what
its rules are, what moves within it are and are not legitimate, and
so forth. Likewise neither the fact that certain conceptual systems
are developed by those who play them, nor the analysis of these
‘systems,’ settles the question of the status of the referents of the
concepts employed. And thus the significance of such analyses for
ontological, axiological and epistemological questions is far from
clear. Nietzsche would consider it absurd to suppose that an
analysis of the conceptual systems developed by theologians would
settle a question such as that of the existence of God, or that an
analysis of those developed by moralists would settle the question of
whether or not there is some universal and unconditionally binding
set of moral principles; and he clearly would be right. Similarly, the
analysis of the conceptual systems of mathematicians and art critics
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does not by itself resolve issues pertaining to the reality of numbers
and the status of aesthetic qualities. And it is only if one
antecedently commits oneself to a certain philosophical position that
one may feel oneself to be in a position to resolve ontological
questions through the analysis of the conceptual systems developed
by scientists.

More generally, Nietzsche holds that such conceptual systems are
not to be relied upon by the philosopher for two reasons. First: as
conceptual systems, they are no less provisional than are
philosophical conceptual frameworks, and so constitute no secure
foundation upon which to base philosophical inquiry. Indeed,
because those who develop them often take things for granted that
philosophers with any degree of critical awareness would find highly
questionable and even untenable, philosophers would be foolish to
repose any degree of confidence in them merely because those who
develop them display a kind of expertise in the employment of them
which philosophers are conscious that they lack.

Second, and equally important: Nietzsche is highly sensitive to
the extent to which ‘human, all-too-human’ factors and other
extraneous circumstances tend to influence the development of
conceptual systems. He subjects scientists, moralists and religious
thinkers as well as philosophers to a kind of extensive psychological
analysis, with a view to showing that at the very least one must
proceed very cautiously in dealing with the conceptual systems they
develop, since it is quite commonly the case that these systems
reflect either their own needs, interests and desires or certain deeply
rooted errors and myths, rather than the actual state of affairs with
respect to the matters with which they deal. If there is any reason
to suspect that this may really be so in more than a few isolated
cases — and Nietzsche’s analyses would seem to establish at least
this much - it follows that philosophers would indeed be well
advised to refrain from treating the kinds of conceptual systems
under consideration as data which may be relied upon in dealing
with philosophical issues.

At this point one may be tempted to fall back upon ordinary
language as a source of reliable data in philosophical inquiry; for
it is not subject to difficulties of this sort. Nietzsche maintains,
however, that it is subject to other difficulties of equal seriousness.
To be sure, he is by no means of the opinion that the analysis of
linguistic conventions is utterly irrelevant to philosophical inquiry.
On the contrary, he argues that the language people speak exerts a
profound influence upon the way they think, and that the analysis
of language alone enables one to get to the bottom of many
philosophical problems. For example, he poses the question, ‘What
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light does linguistics, and especially the study of etymology, throw
on the history of the evolution of moral concepts?’ — and thereby
also on the status of various moral concepts — and suggests that
this light would be considerable (GM I:17n.). He contends that the
ubiquitousness of certain metaphysical views — concerning, for
example, the substantiality of both the self and whatever else there
is — is related to the existence of basic grammatical forms which
direct our thinking along these lines, quite independently of
considerations of what is actually the case; and that therefore
philosophers cannot afford to neglect the study of linguistic
structures. Thus he speaks of our ‘unconscious domination and
guidance by similar grammatical functions,” which pave the way
for some philosophical positions and tend to bar the way to
others (BGE 20). And he constantly stresses the philosophical
importance of exploring the subtle nuances, differing uses, and
interrelationships of the terms in which philosophical positions are
stated.

While thus insisting upon the importance of linguistic analysis
in philosophical investigation, however, Nietzsche contends that the
language we speak can hardly be taken to be a reliable guide in
dealing in a positive way with issues of philosophical importance.
Attending to deviations from conventional usage may occasionally
reveal where and how some philosophers have gone astray; but if
we take the language we speak as our guide, we only succeed in
miring ourselves further in any confusions our language may
happen to contain. And he suspects that it contains a great many
of them. Thus he says, in a passage with the heading ‘Words lie
in our way!’

Whenever the ancients set down a word, they believed they had
made a discovery. How different the truth of the matter was! —
They had come across a problem; and while they supposed it to
have been solved, they actually had obstructed its solution. —
Now in all knowledge one stumbles over rocksolid eternalized
words, and would sooner break a leg than a word in doing so
(D 47).

Many linguistic-analytic philosophers would rather reject a
philosophical thesis than depart from an established linguistic usage;
and Nietzsche is in effect inviting us to reflect whether linguistic
conventions warrant such deference. It may well be that one ought
not to depart from them arbitrarily. When one considers the lack of
philosophical sophistication of those among whom these conventions
were established, however, it is difficult to see why they should be
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allowed to function as the ultimate arbiters of philosophical
disputes. No one has ever produced a plausible argument to the
effect that the conditions under which our language has developed
guarantee that one has only to use the language non-deviantly in
order correctly to represent reality; nor does it seem likely that any
such argument could ever be produced.

In short: there will inevitably be many cases in which linguistic
conventions reflect the prejudices, confusions, superstitions and
plain ignorance of those to whom we owe them. We do not doubt
that our ancestors had many such intellectual failings; and we
should have to believe in something akin to Divine Inspiration in
order to suppose that these failings did not affect the linguistic
conventions they evolved. This reflection by itself does not enable
us to determine precisely which conventions are to be abandoned;
and it certainly does not establish that the entire lot of them
constitute one great philosophical disaster area (although Nietzsche
thinks that this is largely so). It does suggest, however, that a
philosopher cannot safely suppose that the path to the satisfactory
resolution of substantive philosophical questions is simply that of
the analysis of ordinary language and the determination of its
implications for these questions. Thus Nietzsche remarks, in a
passage which could not bear more directly on the program of the
form of linguistic-analytic philosophy presently under
consideration:

Philosophers. . . have trusted in concepts as completely as they
have mistrusted the senses: they have not stopped to consider
that concepts and words are our inheritance from ages in which
thinking was very modest and unclear.

What dawns on philosophers last of all: they must no longer
accept concepts as a gift, not merely purify and polish them, but
first make and create them, present and make them convincing.
Hitherto one has generally trusted one’s concepts as if they were
a wonderful dowry from some sort of wonderland: but they are,
after all, the inheritance from our most remote, most foolish as
well as most intelligent ancestors. . . . What is needed above all
is an absolute skepticism toward all inherited concepts (WP 409).

Nietzsche is far from oblivious to the dangers and difficulties that
beset the philosopher who ventures to break with established
linguistic conventions, and attempts to develop a way of viewing
things which is both different from and superior to that which these
conventions dictate. For one thing, he observes, we tend ‘no longer
to observe precisely where words fail us, because it is hard then to
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think precisely’ (D 115). For another, while the intersubjectivity of
linguistic conventions is no guarantee of truth, it does endow them
with a kind of objectivity that serves to check idiosyncratic
interpretive tendencies on the part of those who observe them,
which in most cases are of no philosophical significance whatsoever,
and the indulgence of which is generally sheer folly. The
philosopher who attempts to develop a new conceptual framework
that departs from established linguistic conventions runs the risk of
merely replacing commonly accepted errors with novel ones. And
for a third, Nietzsche knew only too well that one who does so
runs a further risk; for in breaking free from conventional patterns
of thought, one is living very dangerously, as he explicitly observes.
One thereby sets aside perhaps the single most important source of
psychological security and stability in human life; and this is to risk
more than the appearance of madness.

It is for reasons such as these that Nietzsche repeatedly states
that those who have it in them to be true philosophers will never
be many; that it would be most unfortunate for those who do not
to try to follow the course he indicates; that nothing is more
demanding and dangerous than genuine philosophizing; and that
even in the case of those best able to undertake the task, the
attempt to carry it out may well be their undoing, and may have
the result (in the language of Zamthustra) that they ‘go under.” Yet
his conviction of the importance of the task, and his recognition
that it cannot be carried out without breaking with established
conventions of thought and linguistic usage wherever these are
discovered to reflect errors, confusions, superstitions and the like (as
they undoubtedly often actually do), led him to make the attempt,
and to consign even the best of those who were unable or unwilling
to do so to the category of mere ‘critics’ and ‘philosophical
laborers.” And it is to this category that he would (quite rightly, it
would seem) consign those who restrict themselves to linguistic
analysis and the application of results thereby obtained to
philosophical questions.

‘T do not wish to persuade anyone to philosophy,” Nietzsche writes;
for ‘it is inevitable, it is perhaps also desirable, that the philosopher
should be a rare plant’ (WP 420). The hazards of genuinely
philosophical thinking constitute one of his reasons for taking this
position; and his recognition of the fact that he has ‘set up the
most difficult ideal of the philosopher’ (‘Learning is not enough!’) is
another (WP 421). Few people possess the many qualities he takes
to be required if one is to be able to measure up to the intellectual
standard he sets forth. And fewer are capable of withstanding the
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rigors of philosophy as he ‘understood and lived it.” For it involves
‘living voluntarily among ice and high mountains — seeking out
everything strange and questionable in existence’ — and requires that
one be able to ‘dare’ and ‘endure’ much more ‘truth’ than most
people can (EH P:3).

Nietzsche’s own philosophical practice may often fall short of or
diverge from the standards and principles he advocates; and the
picture of the genuine philosopher and philosophy he sets forth may
strike many as uncongenial in various respects. But he would be
neither surprised nor disconcerted in either event, and would take
neither circumstance to count against the picture itself. Whether it
admits of being more fully realized than it is in his own case, and
what significance would attach to anything that might come of it
should this transpire, are open questions. At the very least, however,
both his critique of traditional and commonplace modes of
philosophizing and his advocacy of alternatives to them make clear
the need to reappraise much about philosophy that is all too often
taken for granted among philosophers.

51



II

Truth and Knowledge

Perhaps no part of Nietzsche’s philosophy is more confusing, even
to the attentive reader, than what might broadly speaking be called
his epistemology — that is, his treatment of knowledge, truth, and
certain matters relating to them. Yet it also may well be that no
other part of it is of greater contemporary interest and importance.
The positions he takes in some cases turn out to accord closely
with views currently enjoying considerable favor; while in others he
in effect mounts a strong challenge to views equally widely held.
This will already have become apparent to some extent in the
course of the previous chapter. I shall now consider what he has to
say along these lines more directly and systematically.

Toward a naturalistic epistemology

I

Two things must be recognized at the outset, if anything
approaching a proper understanding of his epistemological views is
to be achieved. First: when Nietzsche speaks of ‘truth’ and
‘knowledge,’ these terms do not have a single sense and reference in
all of their occurrences. In some cases they are to be understood as
they have traditionally been employed by philosophers with
commitments to certain sorts of metaphysical positions of which he
is highly critical. In other instances they are to be understood as
referring to what ordinarily passes for ‘truth’ or ‘knowledge’ among
non-philosophers (sometimes people generally, at other times
specialists of various sorts such as scientists), and to the most that
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truth and knowledge can amount to in everyday or scientific affairs.
And there are further occasions upon which he uses such terms to
refer to the legitimate objectives of certain sorts of substantive
philosophical inquiry which he himself advocates and undertakes.

Thus, for example, when Nietzsche says that something or other
is true of the world, with respect to human nature, or concerning
what ordinarily passes for truth, it should not be assumed that his
observations about the nature of what ordinarily passes for truth
are meant to apply without qualification to these assertions. And it
likewise should not be supposed that he considers the latter to have
the same sort of warrant that commonplace or scientific ‘truths’ are
suggested to have. His various remarks in which terms like ‘truth’
and ‘knowledge’ figure can be rendered collectively coherent only if
they are viewed as efforts on his part both to accept and analyze
the ways in which such terms function in particular domains of
discourse (without attempting to legislate an end to their
employment in them), and to interpret and assess their employments
in these contexts from several standpoints taken up external to and
beyond them (from which standpoints the kinds of things which
count as ‘truth’ and ‘knowledge’ within these domains often turn
out to warrant characterization in different terms, and epistemic
demotion). In examining any particular remark he makes along
these lines, therefore, one must take care to consider precisely what
sort of a remark it is intended to be, and how far and on what
level of analysis it is to be taken to apply.

Next: Nietzsche’s views on these matters cannot be properly
understood unless one grasps the nature of his rather
unconventional general approach to them. Like any philosopher
concerned with them, he attempts to answer such questions as
“What is truth?’ and ‘What is knowledge?’ And, as many others
before and after him have done, he finds it advisable to begin by
examining what are generally acknowledged (by people generally, by
scientists, by most philosophers, etc.) to be typical examples or
paradigm cases of ‘truth’ and ‘knowledge,” with a view to seeing
what they involve. But he is not content simply to try to
understand what commonly pass as such on their own terms.
Rather, he considers it imperative to view them in the light of other
considerations pertaining to the character and circumstances of the
kind of creature we are, in the setting of whose life all such forms
of truth and knowledge are framed and attained.

This has the consequence for him that the longstanding idea of
the autonomy and priority of epistemology in relation to other
branches of inquiry must be abandoned. The results of inquiries
into epistemological questions may have important implications for
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other forms and projects of inquiry; but the reverse is also true.
The nature and scope of human knowledge, the cognitive
significance of perceptual experience and scientific theorizing and
logical reasoning, and the conditions under which various kinds of
propositions may be considered true, are issues which cannot be
settled prior to the consideration of all substantive questions. They
can be dealt with properly only within the context of a general
understanding of man’s nature and his relation to the world,
drawing upon their exploration from a variety of perspectives. Any
such understanding, of course, will only be provisional, and may
turn out to require to be revised or even fundamentally modified.
But Nietzsche considers it incontrovertible that in dealing with
epistemological issues one is dealing with certain sorts of human
affairs, and that therefore one’s conclusions concerning them will be
either superficial or erroneous (as analyses of the knowledge we do
or can have, etc.), if they are not interpreted accordingly.

I

The kind of approach he takes to them is often characterized as
‘naturalistic.” This label has been used to refer to so many divergent
philosophical orientations, however, that it signifies little more than
a departure from both traditional empiricism and rationalism, and a
disposition to interpret all things human in terms of the interactions
of creatures of one distinctive but fundamentally natural kind with
their environment and each other. Nietzsche’s treatment of
epistemological issues may be termed ‘naturalistic’ in this sense; but
to characterize it in this general way is merely to indicate his
approximate place on a very crude philosophical map. Its nature is
suggested somewhat more concretely by such remarks as the
following: ‘To what extent even our intellect is a consequence of
conditions of existence — : we would not have it if we did not need
to have it, and we would not have it as it is if we did not need to
have it as it is, if we could live otherwise’ (WP 498). And, on the
other hand: ‘The way of knowing and of knowledge is itself already
part of the conditions of [human] existence. . . : this actual
condition of existence is perhaps only accidental and in no way
necessary’ (WP 496). Again: ‘Behind all logic and its seeming
sovereignty of movement there stand valuations or, more clearly,
physiological demands for the preservation of a certain type of life’
(BGE 4). And finally:

There is no question of ‘subject’ and ‘object,” but of a particular
species of animal that can prosper only through a certain relative
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rightness; above all, regularity of its perceptions (so that it can
accumulate experience). . . .

The meaning of ‘knowledge’: here, as in the case of ‘good’ or
‘beautiful,” the concept is to be regarded in a strict and narrow
anthropocentric and biological sense. In order for a particular
species to maintain itself and increase its power, its conception of
reality must comprehend enough of the calculable and constant
for it to base a scheme of behavior on it. The utility of
preservation — not some abstract-theoretical need not to be
deceived — stands as the motive behind the development of the
organs of knowledge — they develop in such a way that their
observations suffice for our preservation. In other words. . . : a
species grasps a certain amount of reality in order to become
master of it, in order to press it into service (WP 480).

Nietzsche observes that most previous philosophers, in dealing with
epistemological and other philosophical questions, have tended to
treat man and the elements of his conscious life as a being and a
set of activities to be understood in terms altogether different from
those appropriate to entities and processes occurring in the world of
nature. And he regards this as a mistake, even though he does not
think that there are no significant differences between ourselves and
other things. He writes: “To translate man back into nature. . . —
that may be a strange and insane task, but it is a task — who
would deny that? Why did we choose this insane task? Or, putting
the matter differently: “Why have knowledge at all?” > (BGE 230).
His answer to the question he raises here is indicated by the way in
which he puts it: it is only if a man is ‘translated back into nature,’
at least initially, that we and our various activities can be properly
understood.

To this it must immediately be added (lest one mistakenly
conclude that he thereby opts for a merely ‘biologistic’ approach in
these matters) that Nietzsche considers it no less important also to
‘translate’ ourselves back into society. For in this context, he holds,
the human intellect is further shaped in important ways, and the
means of all genuine thinking and possible cognition are acquired.
This further ‘translation back’ likewise does not constitute his final
move and last word where all truth and knowledge are concerned,
however, but rather is only another part of his treatment of them,
as shall be seen.

One of the points of departure of Nietzsche’s discussion of
epistemological questions is thus the assumption that man is a
particular ‘species of animal’ with certain general capacities, which
like those of other kinds of living creatures originated and

55



TRUTH AND KNOWLEDGE

developed as ‘means of life’ (even if some of them may
subsequently have come to be employed in ways standing in little
or no direct relation to this basic function). This, he contends, holds
true of our ‘spiritual’ faculties — including our cognitive powers —
no less than of our more basic functions. He does not present direct
arguments for this position; but he would appear to consider at
least something of the sort to be a consequence of the supposition
that there is no transcendent Deity. Once the existence of such a
Deity is dismissed, he takes the ground to be cut out from under
anyone who would give a non-naturalistic account of the origin and
nature of any of man’s faculties. Or at any rate, there then can be
no ‘religious sanction and guarantee of our senses and rationality’
of the sort to which Descartes and others appealed; and this renders
the idea ‘that thinking is a measure of actuality’ a piece of
‘moralistic trustfulness’ which is quite without warrant — ‘a mad
assumption, which experience contradicts every moment’ (WP 406).
Thus he considers intellectual integrity to demand not that one
refrain from presupposing anything along the lines indicated above,
but rather that one make these presuppositions and not shrink from
their consequences for various further philosophical questions, such
as those arising in epistemology. His naturalistic epistemology
represents his attempt to work out these consequences.

Nietzsche is well aware of certain fundamental difficulties which
would at least seem to make it impossible to deal satisfactorily with
epistemological questions. In particular, it is arguable that a kind of
knowledge we cannot have would be necessary for us to be able to
do so. Thus, for example, he writes: ‘One would have to know
what being is, in order to decide. . .what certainty is, what
knowledge is, and the like’; and he goes on to suggest that, ‘since
we do not know this, a critique of the faculty of knowledge is
senseless: how should a tool be able to criticize itself when it can
use only itself for the critique?” (WP 486). In a similar vein, he
observes that ‘the intellect cannot criticize itself,” at least as
philosophers have long set up the problem, because on the normal
view of the matter ‘its capacity to know would be revealed only in
the presence of “true reality,” i.e., because in order to criticize the
intellect we should have to be a higher being with “absolute
knowledge” > (WP 473).

Nietzsche is not deterred by these reflections, however, for he
finds that it is possible to say a good deal about epistemological
questions if they are approached in the manner he proposes. It may
be impossible for one who does not already ‘know what being is’
to determine the status of what commonly passes for ‘truth’ and
‘knowledge’ if nothing whatever is presupposed about man’s nature
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and circumstances. It does not follow, however, that this remains
impossible even if certain presuppositions concerning them are made
— although the conclusions one thereby reaches involve a severing of
the conceptual link between these phenomena and ‘what being is.’

The situation is further altered, moreover, if — as Nietzsche does
— one repudiates the very notion of ‘being’ or ‘true reality’ as
something transcending the world with which we find ourselves
confronted in experience, and to which our thoughts or assertions
must correspond if there is to be any ‘truth’ or ‘knowledge’ at all.
For it then follows that we do not have to ‘know what being is’
before dealing with the question of what ‘truth’ and ‘knowledge’
are, since there is nothing of the kind to be known even in the
ideal case. To be sure, one would be obliged to conclude that the
latter notions, wherever they have a legitimate employment, must be
analyzed in some way other than in terms of such a
correspondence. This is a conclusion, however, which Nietzsche
draws and embraces, leading him to attempt to understand them
differently.

It is with their employment in connection with the idea of such a
correspondence in mind that he at times says such things as that °
“knowing” itself is a contradictory idea’ (WP 608), and that ‘there
is no “truth” > (WP 616). It would be a great mistake, however, to
infer from these and other similar assertions that he denies the
legitimacy of these notions altogether. On the contrary: he does not
merely mention them in the course of proclaiming them incoherent
or empty, but also makes considerable use of them in connection
with his own philosophical undertakings and achievements, as well
as analyzing their uses (which he does not challenge) in a variety of
non-philosophical contexts. Indeed, it is not even the case that he is
unwilling to countenance anything like the correspondence theory of
truth, and any associated conception of knowledge, as shall be seen.

A preliminary analysis of truth

I

It is somewhat artificial to consider Nietzsche’s discussions of truth
and knowledge separately. He frequently deals with them together;
and his analysis of the former is very similar to his analysis of the
latter. To talk about ‘truth,” on his view, is to talk about ‘truths’;
and to talk about ‘truths’ is to talk about the contents of
propositions asserted or beliefs held. And the same holds with
regard to knowledge. Knowledge is usually taken to be something
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like ‘justified true belief.” If the truth of a proposition is basically a
matter of a certain sort of justification of its affirmation, however,
as Nietzsche takes it to be, and if the justification required for a
belief to count as knowledge is not different in nature from that in
virtue of which the belief may be said to be true, as he also
maintains, then the connection between ‘truth’ and ‘knowledge’ is
quite close. Indeed, one might say that he is proposing something
approaching an assimilation of the former to the latter, in that the
operative notion in both cases — of something like ‘warranted belief’
— usually is associated more closely with the latter than with the
former. Since what he has to say about truth has certain important
implications for the question of what the nature and limits of
knowledge are, however, I shall deal with the former before turning
to the latter.

Nietzsche nowhere undertakes to give a thorough, systematic
analysis of ‘truth’; but he says a great many things about it in
various places in his published and unpublished writings. Considered
individually, many of his remarks are striking; while when
juxtaposed, they collectively are both remarkable and bewildering.
He is best known, in this connection, for remarks of the following
sort: “Truths are illusions, of which one has forgotten this is so’ (TL
p. 375: page numbers in references identifying citations from this
work refer to the pages on which these passages are to be found in
the Colli-Montinari Kritische Gesamtausgabe of Nietzsche’s Werke,
part III, vol. 2). And: ‘What are man’s truths ultimately? Merely his
irrefutable errors’ (GS 265). And: ‘Truth is the kind of error
without which a certain species of life could not live’ (WP 493).
And: ‘There are many kinds of eyes. . . — and consequently there
are many kinds of “truths,” and consequently there is no truth’
(WP 540).

Many commentators have seized upon his remarks along these
lines, taking them to convey the main thrust and character of his
position with respect to the nature of truth. It is less often recalled
and taken into consideration, however, that the same Nietzsche who
made these remarks also considered ‘truthfulness’ to be of the
utmost importance (cf. EH IV:3), held ‘the real measure of value’ of
a person’s spirit to be ‘how much truth’ it can ‘endure’ and ‘dare’
(EH P:3), contemptuously attributed an ‘absolute lack of intellectual
integrity’ to those who feel that ‘it does not matter whether a thing
is true, but only what effect it produces’ (WP 172), and wrote: ‘At
every step one has to wrestle for truth; one has had to surrender
for it almost everything to which the heart, to which our love, our
trust in life, cling otherwise. That requires greatness of soul: the
service of truth is the hardest service’ (A 50).
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This certainly raises problems of interpretation; and it must also
be admitted that the language in which Nietzsche couches much of
what he has to say about truth (as about most of the other matters
he discusses) is often excessively metaphorical, unnecessarily
hyperbolical, overly combative and provocative to a fault. If one
takes seriously the variety of things he has to say and construes
them as qualifying and complementing each other, however, one
discovers that they collectively suggest and constitute elements of a
comprehensive analysis that is not only coherent but also of
considerable interest.

I thus shall take Nietzsche to have been proposing a number of
different analyses, on a variety of levels, for several different kinds
of ‘truths.” Those things which he himself is prepared to affirm
concerning matters of substance are instances of only one of them,
and a very special and unusual one at that. Another embraces those
garden-variety ‘truths’ of daily life and special human pursuits
which he sometimes refers to as ‘man’s truths’ — i.e., generally
speaking, things pertaining to ordinary thought and experience and
their more technical refinements and offshoots. More concretely, it
consists in the kinds of things which commonly pass as ‘truths’ in
ordinary descriptive and normative discourse, and also in such
specialized forms of discourse as those of science and mathematics.
(These are the ‘truths’ he usually has in mind when he uses such
terms as ‘errors’ and ‘illusions’ to express his assessment of their
ultimate status.) And a third consists in the putative ‘truths’ (which
he takes actually to be ‘lies’ and ‘deceptions’) of other-worldly
religious thinkers and metaphysically inclined philosophers for whom
‘being’ of some sort is taken to underlie all experienced reality.
These broad distinctions must be recognized if one is to be able to
get anywhere at all in sorting out the various things Nietzsche has
to say about truth.

Broadly speaking, ‘truth’ for Nietzsche is primarily a kind of
property of certain propositions; or rather, it is a property
identifiable in the cases of each of a number of different sorts of
propositions. Following long-established precedent, he sometimes
also employs the term in referring to what these propositions are
about; but he actually considers the notion to be only secondarily
or derivatively applicable (if at all) to whatever this may be. The
problem of the analyst of ‘truth,” for him, is thus that of
determining the conditions under which a proposition (or, more
broadly, an interpretation) may be said to have the property of
‘truth’ — or of determining what that property is in the cases of
the different sorts of propositions of which ‘truth’ may be
predicated.
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Several different kinds or levels of analysis of ‘truth’ may be
discerned and should be distinguished in Nietzsche’s writings. One is
primarily descriptive. It consists in analyzing what might be termed
the ‘surface conditions,” or criteria employed within a particular
type of discourse, in virtue of the satisfaction of which a particular
proposition may be considered ‘true.” (I shall refer to such analysis
as ‘first-order truth-analysis.’) Another is also descriptive, or at any
rate analytically interpretive, but on a deeper level. It consists in
attempting to determine what is fundamentally involved — what is
going on beneath the surface, conditioning the character of the
surface — in the emergence of such forms of discourse and ‘truth.’ (I
shall refer to this as ‘second-order truth-analysis.’) And a third is
perhaps more prescriptive than merely descriptive or analytical;
although none of these terms is really adequate to describe it. It
consists in the development of an account of the conditions a
proposition (or better, an interpretation) would have to satisfy, and
might actually be able to satisfy, that would set it apart from both
‘man’s truths’ and ‘metaphysical truths,” and endow it with superior
epistemic status. (I shall refer to this as ‘third-order truth-analysis.’)
Since Nietzsche undertakes all three sorts of ‘truth-analysis’ at
various points, one is bound to misunderstand him if one fails to
heed their differences and their limits.

v

His third-order analysis and his conception of the kind of ‘truth’ to
which philosophers can and should aspire can only be properly
appreciated in the light of his first- and second-order analyses of
the other categories of ‘truths’ mentioned. Accordingly, I shall begin
with the latter. Nietzsche is quite prepared to concede to the sorts
of propositions in question eligibility for this designation, bowing to
precedent and convention. He maintains, however, that the ‘truth’ of
such ‘truths’ cannot be separated (other than very artificially and
abstractly) from their being ‘held true’ or determined to qualify as
true; and that it cannot be adequately understood independently of
considerations pertaining to what this involves. ‘Truth’ may be a
property of propositions; but it is a property of a rather complex
relational sort, which propositions do not possess independently of
their situation in a larger context. And this context is constituted
not only by their relations to other propositions, but also by
conditions pertaining to the standpoint and concerns of those by
whom they are or might be asserted. Thus he considers it necessary
to go further than analyses which safely stop at the water’s edge,
and say no more than that the predication of ‘truth’ of a

60



TRUTH AND KNOWLEDGE

proposition is tantamount merely to the emphatic or deliberate
assertion of that proposition, or that the truth of a proposition is
simply a matter of what it asserts being so.

The broad category of ‘man’s truths’ affords the analyst of
‘truth’ a wealth of types as well as innumerable particular cases,
which should not be ignored. Indeed, this very wealth is well worth
noting. There are many different kinds of such propositions; or
rather, there are diverse sorts of ordinary and special (non-
philosophical) discourse in which propositions are employed and
adjudged to be true and untrue. It may be that one would be ill-
advised immediately to conclude from the existence of this variety
that ‘truth’ requires to be given a different analysis and has a
different meaning in each case. It does suggest the possibility,
however, that more might be involved here than a mere difference
of particular truth-conditions in at least some such cases; and that
what is called for may be a characterization of the nature of ‘truth’
in different terms where this is so, reflecting differences in the kinds
of discourse in connection with which the notion has an established
employment. Nietzsche takes this to be the case, at different times
sounding conventionalist, coherence, correspondence, and pragmatic
themes in dealing with the ‘truth’ of different sorts of ‘man’s
truths.’

A fundamental idea underlying his analysis of all such ‘truths’ is
that none of them can plausibly be regarded as holding true in
virtue of standing in a relation of correspondence amounting to a
picturing, representing or modeling of a reality which is as it is
independently of our experience of it. They are inextricably bound
up with the domains of discourse (and associated forms of life) in
which they occur, and in terms of which the standards or conditions
are set by reference to which they may qualify as ‘truths.” This
idea, of what I shall call their D-relativity, is at the heart of his
celebrated doctrine of ‘perspectivism,’ according to which they may
be considered to hold true only from some particular perspective,
and thus only within the context of some particular ‘language-game’
played in accordance with rules more or less strongly conditioned
by various contingent circumstances.

Nietzsche further holds the correspondence theory of truth (as
traditionally understood) to be wanting in that, on his view, it
cannot be the case that the ‘truth’ of any such propositions — and
indeed of any propositions at all — is a matter of their standing in
a correspondence-relation to a reality that has an intrinsic structural
articulation and ordering, since there is no such reality for
propositions to correspond to. The world, as he conceives it, has
the character of ‘becoming’ rather than of ‘being,” of ‘flux’ rather
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than structure, and at bottom of ‘chaos’ in the sense of the absence
of an inherent, immutable order of any sort. (His reasons for taking
this position will be explored in the following chapters.) And if this
is so, no version of the correspondence theory presupposing the
existence of what he calls a ¢ “true world” of being’ can stand.

To be sure, our experience always exhibits at least a degree of
structural articulation and order; but to the extent that it does,
Nietzsche contends, this is at least in large measure owing to the
fact that such characteristics have been imposed upon it. Here his
line of thinking is distinctly Kantian; and like Kant, he stops short
of idealism, refusing to equate reality with the world as we
experience it, but maintaining that our experience is as it is for us
to a very great extent in consequence of the way in which we
constitute it. He radicalizes Kant, however, naturalizing and
relativizing him, and maintaining that it is chiefly practical
considerations which account for our experience being ordered as
it is.

If truth is conceived as a correspondence of thought and being,
therefore, or of a structurally articulated proposition to a
comparably ordered state of affairs the features of which are fixed
independently of the process through which it becomes an object
of experience, there is and can be nothing of the kind. When
Nietzsche asserts that ‘there is no truth,” his point is that no
propositions are or can be true in this sense. And on the basis of
considerations of this sort, he dismisses all ‘truth-candidates’
framed accordingly from further consideration, other than as
oddities the persistent nomination of which is a phenomenon
worthy of attention as such. Except in the case of metaphysical
propositions, however, he does not consider this to be the end of
the matter; for as has been observed, he finds it both possible and
appropriate to construe other sorts of propositions and their
‘truth’ along different lines.

Indeed, having ruled out the idea of a correspondence of this
nature, it can now be allowed that on the level of first-order
analysis of certain sorts of ‘truths’ there is something to the
intuition that ‘truth’ involves a correspondence of what is thought
or asserted and what obtains. And far from conflicting with
Nietzsche’s conception of the perspectival or D-relative character of
most ‘truths,” this intuition actually squares with it not only readily
but also significantly. To see how this is so, however, one must
grasp one of the most important features of the domains of
discourse or language-games in which his ‘perspectives’ consist. They
are not to be construed as mere vocabularies people somehow
acquire and with which they articulate their experiences of pre-
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linguistically determinate objects and events and states of affairs of
various kinds. Rather, they are ‘forms of life’ in the sense of spheres
of human experience and activity in which certain kinds of objects
and states of affairs are fixed and differentiated in accordance with
various sorts of linguistic apparatus. What counts as an object, a
difference between objects, and a relation between them, is
determined by the concepts and rules of particular schemes of this
sort, and has no standing or meaning independently of them.

The ‘truth’ of a given proposition thus is a matter of its
conformity to the linguistic-conceptual scheme within which it
functions, together with its appropriateness in relation to some
state of affairs holding among the objects that are fixed and
constituted in accordance with this scheme. Thus its ‘truth’ is D-
relative and may be given a ‘coherence’ characterization; but at
the same time it may more immediately (i.e., within the context of
the schematized experiential situation in which it is deemed
appropriate) be given a ‘correspondence’ analysis. Something does
occur to which a given proposition uttered may be said to
correspond, in many such cases; but this correspondence is made
possible and conditioned by the emergence of the form of life or
‘perspective’ which embraces and links what obtains in experience
and what is thought and said.

When Nietzsche proclaims ‘man’s truths’ to be ‘errors,” as he
does on numerous occasions, and says such things as, ¢ “Truth”:
this. . .does not necessarily denote the antithesis of error, but in the
most fundamental cases only the posture of various errors in
relation to one another’ (WP 535), on the other hand, he does so
to underscore the point that these correspondences should not be
thought to involve anything more than this. Such propositions
represent certain states of affairs as obtaining which do so only for
us, and cannot be supposed to obtain independently of the
‘perspective’ within which we happen to be operating. The terms in
which such propositions are cast cannot appropriately be applied to
the way the world is apart from our schematization of it; and so,
however things may actually stand with the world, in relation to its
nature such ‘truths’ turn out to be ‘errors.’

This should not be taken, however, to preclude the possibility of
any ‘true’ assertions whatever except those the ‘truth’ of which is
strictly D-relative, and the ultimate ‘erroneousness’ of which is as
complete as (and of the same nature as) that of all such
propositions encountered within commonly played human language-
games. It has already been remarked that Nietzsche advances a
number of claims of a substantive nature, which he would seem to
regard as exceptions to this general rule. And he further is evidently

63



TRUTH AND KNOWLEDGE

committed to the possibility (and indeed the existence) of certain
‘truths’ that are neither ‘true’ nor ‘erroneous’ in the senses or
respects in which the kinds of (strictly D-relative) propositions under
consideration are: namely, those pertaining to the status of these
propositions.

It may also be observed that, in pronouncing ‘man’s truths’
generally to be ‘erroneous,” Nietzsche is implicitly operating with
something like a correspondence conception of ‘truth’ and ‘error’
after all — and one in which the notion of correspondence invoked
is not simply a matter of the appropriateness of a D-relative
proposition to an experienced or contemplated state of affairs, the
relevant features of which are fixed by the discourse within which
both occur. If he considered the latter correspondence to be the only
sort conceivable and the sole and ultimate criterion of ‘truth,” he
would have no reason to term such ‘truths’ fundamentally erroneous
rather than merely extra-systemically meaningless; nor would he if
he took considerations of coherence or pragmatic value to be the
last word where ‘truth’ is concerned. The elaboration of what he
has in mind along these lines, however, must be postponed for the
moment; for it pertains to third-order rather than first-order
analysis.

Nietzsche’s insistence upon the existence of very considerable
differences among various sorts of commonplace ‘truths’ does not
preclude the possibility of his giving any general formal
characterization of what it is for at least most such propositions to
be ‘true,” which goes beyond the trivial analysis to the effect that
“p” is true if and only if p.” And indeed more than this can be
said. As a first approximation, the first-order analysis of such
‘truths’ he offers is this: to count as ‘true,” a proposition must be
stated in terms of the language of some domain of discourse; it
must assert that some state of affairs of a sort articulatable in terms
of the language of this domain obtains; and finally, this assertion
must be warranted in terms of the criteria associated with this type
of discourse governing the obtaining and non-obtaining of the kind
of state of affairs in question.

If a proposition satisfies these conditions, it is true — though, of
course, true only D-relatively. Or rather, the satisfaction of these
conditions is for Nietzsche what the first-order truth of most classes
of propositions amounts to. This formal characterization is not an
adequate (complete) first-order analysis of their ‘truth,” however, for
the reason mentioned previously: ‘being warranted’ in some
linguistic-experiential contexts turns out upon examination to be
quite different from what this involves in others. It is one of the
virtues of Nietzsche’s analysis that it compels attention to the detail
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which comes into view under such more fine-grained analysis, and
to its importance for the understanding of both the status of such
propositions and the nature of truth.

Vv

What then do the warrants of various kinds of propositions consist
in, beyond the fact that they satisfy the minimal, formal conditions
indicated above? Since Nietzsche is much more interested in the
second-order analysis to be given of such ‘truths,” he does little
more than drop hints about how he would expand upon their first-
order analysis along these lines. It is necessary to provide some
indication of what he would seem to have in mind here, however,
in order to set the stage for the discussion of his second-order
analysis which follows.

In his scattered remarks along these lines, the principal types of
propositions to which Nietzsche directs his attention may for
purposes of convenience be designated as mathematical, semantic,
empirical, scientific, logical, and normative. In the cases of some of
the sorts of discourse in which such propositions are asserted, the
criteria by reference to which their warrant may be determined are
more clear-cut than they are in others. But it should not be difficult
to see that they differ from case to case, in some instances very
markedly, while in others more subtly but nonetheless significantly.

The warrant of a geometrical theorem (or other such
mathematical proposition), for example, is relative to certain
stipulated or tacitly assumed definitions, axioms and postulates
fixing the specific character of the system in which it occurs.
Moreover, it is a matter not merely of its consistency with the
latter, but rather of a very tight connection with them (viz.,
entailment or derivability). These first principles of the system, on
the other hand, are not warranted in this way. Indeed, they can
hardly be said to be warranted at all, except where the selection of
some such system for some practical purpose is the issue, in which
event pragmatic considerations come into play. Such considerations
play no essential role here, however, since the uses to which such
systems may be put are incidental to their natures. On Nietzsche’s
view, therefore, one need say little more about the first-order truth
of mathematical propositions than that it either is directly
stipulative or else is a matter of derivability by specified procedures
from stipulated principles.

The warrant of a semantic proposition (in which, e.g., the
meaning of some expression is stated, or a conceptual relation
between certain notions is indicated) is rather different. In the first
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place, while it may assert the existence of a kind of connection of
elements, this connection is of another and much looser kind. And
more importantly, the warrant of such a proposition is basically a
matter of the conformity or correspondence of what it asserts about
the meaning or use of an expression to the way in which the latter
functions in the (natural or technical) linguistic context in which it
characteristically occurs. This correspondence is what the (first-
order) truth of such a proposition most immediately consists in; for
its touchstone is the existence of an established specific practice
among speakers of the language, rather than formal derivability
from first principles. Such practices, however, are not discrete,
monadic units. On the contrary, the very meaningfulness as well as
the warrant of any assertion about any one of them depends not
only upon its ties with the other or others which are explicitly
mentioned, but moreover upon innumerable background ties with
other linguistic practices which constitute the web of (that
particular) language. This is a ‘coherence’ theme, which Nietzsche
stresses in a variety of the contexts under consideration. And thus
the more complete first-order analysis of the truth of semantic
propositions he suggests is to be given in terms of a foreground
correspondence and a background coherence.

Something of the same sort is also to be said, on his view, in
connection with empirical propositions (here to be understood as
assertions pertaining to the sorts of things, events and states of
affairs figuring in ordinary human experience and admitting of
description in ordinary language). Yet the warrant of an empirical
proposition is to be analyzed in somewhat different terms. In the
first place, it is a matter of the obtaining of a different sort of
foreground correspondence. This is indicated in the commonsense
observation, to which Nietzsche is quite willing to subscribe (as far
as it goes) at the level of first-order analysis, that a proposition of
this sort is true only if what is asserted squares with something
which has been observed to transpire. As a first approximation, one
might say that for Nietzsche the truth of such a proposition is to
be cashed out in terms of its being an appropriate and accurate
representation of some experiential phenomenon.

To say this much is not to say enough, however; for he considers
it mistaken to suppose that truth here is a matter exclusively of the
obtaining of such a relation of correspondence. ‘An isolated
judgment is never “true,” ’ he observes; ‘only in the connection and
relation of many judgments is there any surety’ (WP 530). What we
are dealing with in the case of ‘true’ empirical propositions is
something like an intricately woven tapestry of interlocking and
mutually supporting threads. Moreover, the tapestry, while intricate,

66



TRUTH AND KNOWLEDGE

is loosely woven; and while it may be said to form a whole and
hang together, all parts of it are not tightly linked with all others.
To the extent that it does exhibit something approaching strict
coherence, this coherence is a more or less local phenomenon. The
warrant of an empirical proposition is in part a function of its
coherence with other propositions held to be true which are in its
immediate contextual vicinity; but it may and need stand in no
discernable relation to others further removed from it.

Here the image may perhaps be shifted to that of the
Wittgensteinian rope consisting of shorter, overlapping and
intertwined strands; only it requires to be extended, by conceiving
of each strand as itself being constituted as is the rope. The relation
of a particular ‘true’ proposition to the entire domain of empirical
discourse is not that of one of the larger strands of which the rope
immediately consists to the rope itself, but rather of one of the
smaller strands to one of the larger. A condition of the first-order
truth of such a proposition — a part of its warrant — is that it can
be woven in, at some point or other. If this coherence requirement
is overlooked, on Nietzsche’s view, the first-order truth of such
propositions will be inadequately understood.

It would also be a mistake, however, to think that this sort of
coherence is all that the first-order truth of such propositions
involves. As has been observed, it also involves a relation to what
might loosely be called experience, and more specifically to what
transpires in experience. It is not a purely conceptual or linguistic
affair, even if it is not a purely factual affair either. The form of
discourse under consideration may roughly be characterized as
discourse about the world as we encounter it; and while it may be
naive to think that ‘truth’ here is simply a matter of the
straightforward correspondence of propositions to extralinguistically
determinate states of affairs, this is something which must not be
lost sight of. Such correspondence occurs (when it does) in a
context set by a scheme which itself cannot be given a
correspondence analysis; and even then it is not a sufficient
condition of (first-order) truth, since a further ‘coherence’ condition
must also be met, of the sort indicated above. It is, however, a kind
of correspondence nonetheless, vindicating the widespread conviction
that there is something too obviously right about the
correspondence theory of truth to be denied or ignored.

VI

It is notoriously difficult to formulate some clear criterion enabling
one to distinguish between empirical propositions in the above sense
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and those of a ‘scientific’ nature. Nietzsche suggests the warrant
(and therefore the first-order ‘truth’) of assertions of the latter sort
to be a more complicated and somewhat different affair than that
indicated above, however, and to be very different indeed from that
encountered in the case of mathematics. For propositions of this
sort require a kind of justification that is neither necessary in the
more ordinary cases, nor attainable merely by deductive reasoning
or semantic analysis; while at the same time they are held to be
capable of some further sort of justification and so to be either
warranted or unwarranted, even if not ‘true’ in any ultimate or
absolute sense. Claims of ‘truth’ are (and, according to Nietzsche,
may reasonably be) advanced for such propositions, even if they
may have to be retracted subsequently, and even if the possibility of
this eventuality is recognized by those who advance them. What he
is concerned with is the nature of the warrant which such
propositions may have when they are sufficiently firmly established
to gain the assent of the scientific community, given that this assent
is hedged against the possibility referred to. This, he suggests, is
what their first-order ‘truth’ amounts to; and he sees no reason to
refuse to distinguish at all — even on the level of scientific inquiry —
between ‘truth’ and ‘falsity’ merely because it does not amount to
more.

The warrant of a scientific proposition, for Nietzsche, is to be
conceived in terms of its connection with a theory redescribing some
domain of phenomena in a manner facilitating generalization,
quantification, explanation and prediction, of which theoretical
model such a proposition may state some feature or consequence.
Its warrant is thus a function of the warrant of the theory to which
it is so related; and so his first-order ‘truth’ is fundamentally a
matter of its coherence with a theory, which in turn stands in a
more complex relation to what transpires in experience than that
encountered in the case of empirical propositions and ordinary
discourse. If it may be said to correspond to what transpires in
experience, it does so only in a much broader and looser sense; and
it is also subject to certain special systematic and pragmatic
requirements. (More will be said in this connection later in this
chapter.)

To be sure, Nietzsche would be the first to insist that ordinary
languages in which ‘empirical’ propositions are formulated may also
be said to be ‘theory-laden’; that there are no simple, prelinguistic
(and therefore pre-theoretical) ‘facts’ or ‘givens’ about which such
propositions are merely accurate or inaccurate reports; and that
therefore there is an important sense in which the ‘truth’ of such
propositions is no more a matter of a straightforward
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correspondence-relation of particular thoughts with particular
segments of bare reality than is that of scientific propositions cast
in theoretical terms. However, these observations only become
appropriate beyond the level of their first-order truth-analysis. Az
this level, on the other hand, the conditions under which they are
warranted are adequately characterizable much more simply. Thus
the ‘truth-conditions’ of the two kinds of propositions may be seen
to differ, and with them the nature of the first-order ‘truth’
associated with each.

‘Logical’ propositions (of the sort Nietzsche has in mind) differ
markedly from both of these kinds of propositions; and while they
have certain affinities with semantic propositions, their truth-
conditions differ from those of the latter as well. They purportedly
express facts of a certain sort about the ways in which our
experience must be organized (if it is to be coherent), our thought
must proceed (if it is to be rational), and our language must be
employed (if it is to be intelligible), capturing basic presuppositions
of our general way of perceiving and thinking and talking about the
world.

At first glance, the warrant of such propositions might be
thought to be essentially the same as that of semantic propositions;
for a proposition of the former sort is not ‘true’ unless a kind of
correspondence-relation obtains — unless, that is, what it asserts
about the way our experience is organized, our thought proceeeds,
or our language works, conforms to the way in which these things
in point of fact happen to be. However, it actually involves more
than this; for a logical ‘truth’ differs from a semantic ‘truth’ in that
it purports to express not merely a purely contingent fact about the
meaning or use of some expression, but rather a necessity of some
sort.

Such necessities may ultimately turn out to be conditional rather
than absolute (as Nietzsche in fact argues); but that is an issue
arising only when one turns from their first- to their second-order
analysis. At the level of first-order analysis it suffices to recognize
that they have this character of necessity if they are logical truths
at all, and to take account of the distinctiveness of status and
nature which thus is theirs. Their ‘truth’ is not merely a matter of
their correspondence to events or classes of events of the sort which
may be encountered in the course of experience, nor yet again
simply of the coherence of the principles they express with the
kinds of experience, thought or speech to which these principles are
held to apply. It is rather a matter of their warrant as expressions
of fundamental constraints upon the latter, which structure and
regulate (and so in a sense constitute) them in the manner of the
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rules of a game. ‘Rational thought is interpretation according to a
scheme that we cannot throw off,” Nietzsche writes (WP 522);
logical truths are propositions expressing features of this scheme;
and their truth is their warrant conceived in terms of the
correctness of taking the principles they express to be partially
constitutive of and inviolable within it.

Finally, mention must be made of normative propositions (here
to be understood as assertions expressing moral and evaluative
judgments or principles). It may seem odd to make reference to
them here, at least to those who suppose that propositions of
this sort are neither true nor false, but rather, for example, are
to be regarded merely as covert recommendations or articulations
of value-feelings. Nietzsche does have some sympathy with this
view of them, as a possible second-order analysis of such
propositions; and he is quite vehement in his denial that most
such propositions which ordinarily pass for ‘truths’ have any
genuine ultimate or universal validity. It seems to him, however,
that propositions of this sort require to be included in any
inventory of ‘man’s truths,” and analyzed along with the rest,
because they represent a kind of ‘holding true’ that is as well
established and as common as (if not more so than) any other.
Indeed, he further suspects that other kinds of ‘holding true’ may
well owe more than a little to it.

In speaking of such ‘truths’ (and in particular, of what he calls
the ‘moral “truths” > which he takes to have dominated the thought
of philosophers as well as others for so long), Nietzsche does not
have in mind any normative proposition which anyone at all might
happen to assert. Rather, he is thinking of those which are
expressions of what are sometimes called normative ‘intuitions’ and
the principles which inform them - principles that members of a
group or community take for granted, as beyond question, and as
binding or valid quite independently of what they recognize to be
merely their particular inclinations, needs, choices and wishes. Their
immediate warrant is a matter of their being vouchsafed by the
conscience or sensibility of those in question — when it accords with
their ‘sense’ of right and wrong, good and bad, desirable and
undesirable. Here the origin and status of these phenomena are not
at issue. The only relevant considerations are that people commonly
do make such determinations, and do so in this way. Thus for
Nietzsche the proper first-order analysis to be given of the ‘truths’
of ordinary moral and evaluative discourse is something like an
‘intuitionist’ analysis; and consequently their ‘truth’ may be thought
of as a matter of the correspondence of assertions made by those
engaging in it to their normative ‘intuitions.’
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This requires some qualification, however; for it is a further
feature of such discourse that the assent one may initially be
inclined to give to such a proposition is subject to withdrawal if a
loose sort of coherence condition is not also satisfied. Its status
within normative discourse is to some extent problematic until it is
seen whether it runs afoul of others of a like nature, and thus of
the larger body of normative intuitions informing one’s experience.
The adjustment of the one to the other is a subtle and intricate
process, rarely carried out either deliberately and rigorously or
completely; but it does occur, and is a feature of ordinary
normative discourse requiring to be taken into consideration in the
analysis of what ‘truth’ amounts to in it. Such discourse is no more
a completely disjointed affair than is empirical discourse; and thus
here again one is confronted with a kind of foreground
correspondence against a type of background coherence.

‘Man’s truths’ and human life

VII

The foregoing remarks by no means constitute a complete first-
order truth-analysis for the types of propositions and discourse
mentioned; but they should serve at least to indicate the lines along
which Nietzsche would have it carried out. On this level of analysis
one’s task is to discern and set forth the principles implicit in the
making of various sorts of truth-determinations by those involved in
forms of life in which such determinations are established practices,
rather as one might try to discover and lay out the rules of a game
as these are accepted and followed by those who play it. The kind
of second-order analysis Nietzsche goes on to provide, on the other
hand, involves stepping back from them, examining the nature of
the games within which these rules are followed, and considering
what is to be made of the kinds of ‘truth-determinations’ therein
encountered, from what might be thought of as a general
anthropological perspective.

Thus whereas his first-order analyses of ‘truths’ of various kinds
center upon their contextual warrant, his second-order analyses
focus upon the functions of truth-determinations of these kinds in
the lives and activities of those who engage in the forms of
discourse in which they are made. In place of the general theme of
a foreground of some sort of correspondence against a background
of coherence that runs through many of his first-order analyses, the
dominant theme here is that of a foreground of convention against
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a background of pragmatic value, or what might perhaps better be
termed instrumental significance. Here too, however, he discovers
important differences, in degree and kind, of both conventionality
and instrumentality.

In his early essay On Truth and Lie, Nietzsche suggests that ‘the
contrast between truth and lie’ has its origin in the establishment of
linguistic ‘conventions,” involving the selection of a variety of
‘metaphors’ to serve as ‘a uniformly valid and binding designation
of things’ (TL p. 371). He cites the existence of many different
natural languages as reason enough for supposing that nothing more
than convention is involved here. By virtue of such linguistic
conventions, various ‘sounds’ and °‘signs’ are linked with each other
as they are given specific uses and endowed with meanings. The
truth of some propositions, termed ‘semantic’ above, is simply a
matter of their accurately expressing the conventions governing the
relations between certain of these ‘metaphors.” The ‘facts’ or states
of affairs they express are matters of convention. Thus in this sort
of case, Nietzsche writes, comparing words to dice, ¢ “Truth” here
means — to use every die just as it is marked. . . , and never to do
violence to the order of castes and to the sequence of classes of
rank’ (TL p. 376).

More remains to be said about them than this, however; for a
full appreciation of what the truth of such propositions amounts to
requires that reference be made not only to the type of convention
involved, but also to the general function of conventions of this
type. It would of course be absurd to suppose that the truth of a
particular semantic proposition or even the existence of a particular
convention of language is a direct function of pragmatic or
instrumental considerations of any sort. But when a broader view of
the matter is taken, such considerations may be seen to loom very
large indeed. We are here dealing with what might be thought of as
a certain sort of linguistic practice. It is with the general point of
such practices involving the identification of certain propositions as
‘true’ that second-order analysis is principally concerned. The
practice under consideration is the maintenance of a network of
linguistic conventions within which such propositions may be
formulated (and to the perpetuation of which they contribute). And
the purpose thereby served is twofold: it makes possible a form of
communication without which we could not ‘exist socially and in a
disciplined manner,” as we perforce must do (TL p. 371); and it
greatly facilitates the processing of our experience in ways lending
themselves to effective action.

The linguistic conventions of which semantic ‘truths’ are
expressions thus are not merely conventional but, moreover, are
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fundamentally anthropocentric in the sense of being geared to
certain practical contingencies and requirements of our human
existence. The purposes natural languages fundamentally serve,
however, neither mandate the development of any one particular
language (as is evident), nor place any premium on a strict and
neutral reflection of reality. It is at most ‘only the relations of
things to man’ that are registered in them, expressed in ways
subject to no constraints other than the above-mentioned practical
ones, and revealing everywhere the inventiveness of metaphorical
thinking (TL p. 373). Thus Nietzsche writes:

What therefore is truth? A flexible army of metaphors,
metonymies, anthropomorphisms, in short, a sum of human
relations, which have been poetically and rhetorically intensified,
transformed, bejeweled, and which after long usage seem to a
people to be fixed, canonical, and binding (TL p. 374).

This sort of account is taken by Nietzsche to be appropriate
wherever the truth of a proposition is a matter of the linguistic
conventions governing the use of the expressions figuring in it.
Moreover, he regards it as at least a part of the story in all cases,
owing to the fact that any intelligible proposition can only be stated
by employing elements of some human language. He does not
consider it to suffice, however, in the cases of various other sorts of
‘truths,” for which he goes on to provide somewhat different
second-order analyses.

Those he terms ‘logical,” for example, are suggested to pertain to
characteristics of human thought of a different and deeper order.
They express rules which, while not conventional to the extent that
semantic truths are, nonetheless have a kind of quasiconventional
status, and play a similar functional role, though on a more basic
level. Rather than determining the meanings and governing the uses
of particular expressions, they establish and relate the general
categories into which such expressions fall, and set the formal
conditions of their employment. They thus are not semantical but
rather syntactical in character. They too are contingent; but while it
is only ‘the expediency of a certain race and species’ that is
reflected in them (WP 514), the formal features of our thought and
experience to which such truths relate are ‘conditions of life for us’
which have become ‘part of us’ (WP 515). Their only necessity and
universality pertain to the character and parameters of our human
existence. This does endow them with a special status and
significance, elevating them beyond the level of semantical variation
and deliberate suspension or alteration. But that should not prevent
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us from recognizing that they are still only ‘conditional truths,’
owing their standing as such to the manner in which our species
has developed.

Thus, according to Nietzsche, ‘in the formation of reason, logic,
the categories, it was need that was authoritative — the need, not to
“know,” but to subsume, to schematize, for the purpose of
intelligibility and calculation’ (WP 515). A proposition of logic, he
contends, ‘contains no criterion of truth, but an imperative
concerning that which should count as true’ (WP 516). Here both
the proto-conventionality and also the fundamental instrumentality
of the formal features of our thought and experience of which
logical ‘truths’ are expressions are indicated. Nietzsche alternates
between acceding to the employment of the term ‘truth’ in this
context and seeking to clarify its nature in it, and insisting upon the
point that if truth is construed in terms of some sort of adequacy
relation between propositions and reality, the sort of thing
encountered here should not be taken to exemplify it. For he holds
that it is ‘a sign that truth is not involved at all’ in the latter sense
if, as in the present case, it turns out that the basic operative
consideration is the attainment of ‘advantages’ of a practical nature
(WP 255).

On the other hand, it is by no means Nietzsche’s intention to
belittle the importance of devices which establish such advantages.
On the contrary, he has a very lively appreciation of anything
serving to do so. Indeed, he is concerned in part to free the notion
of ‘truth’ from its exclusive association with the existence of such
an adequacy relation. He would not have it reserved exclusively to
cases in which some relation between propositions and reality might
be supposed to obtain. He is prepared to allow its employment to
stand in cases of the sort under consideration, and takes the
position that ‘truth’ thus has an application and a meaning
determined by the nature of the kind of relation and practice here
encountered. When he says, ‘The categories are “truths” only in the
sense that they are conditions of life for us’ (WP 516), he is
attributing a conditional form of practical indispensability to them,
and is further reconfirming their status as ‘truths’ precisely in virtue
of this fact — though ‘only in [a] sense,” only in one sense, and a
limited one at that.

Allowing the application of the term ‘truth’ in this context to
stand, analysis yields a sense differing from that in which he
employs it when he says that ‘truth is not involved at all’ here. In
the case of the former, though not in the case of the latter, ‘the
value for life is ultimately decisive’ (WP 493). And where ‘truth’ is
understood in this way, the fact that ‘value for life’ is relative to
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the particular ‘conditions of life’ of a type of creature, together with
the fact that these ‘conditions’ are contingent and ‘species-specific,’
has the consequence that a radical ‘perspectivism’ obtains where
such ‘truths’ are concerned. This is a point Nietzsche never tires of
making.

VIII

His account of the ‘truth’ of what have been termed ‘empirical
propositions,” on this level of analysis, is closely connected (as might
be expected) with that which he gives in the case of semantic
propositions. A natural language, consisting of the ‘flexible army of
metaphors, metonymies, anthropomorphisms’ that has become ‘fixed,
canonical and binding’ for a linguistic community, fleshes out the
syntactic and logical-categorial skeleton which structures our
experience, articulating the world as we apprehend it. It is to the
world of experience thus articulated that particular empirical
propositions apply. And the truth of such propositions is a property
they can be conceived of as possessing only within this relational
context, in which only what has already been thus schematized can
be an object of reference.

It is above all with this general situation in mind that Nietzsche
says: ‘The entire domain of “true—false” applies only to relations,
not to an “in-itself” > (WP 625). And while from a first-order
perspective it is quite legitimate to speak of truth as involving the
obtaining of a correspondence-relation between what is asserted and
some experiential state of affairs, from the standpoint of his second-
order analysis he contends that ¢ “truth” is the will to be master
over the multiplicity of sensations: to classify phenomena into
definite categories’ (WP 517). Such mastery through classification is
in the highest degree useful, and indeed is imperative for creatures
such as we are. But the facilitation of our dealings with the world,
which function it performs, is the most that ‘truth’ here can be held
ultimately to amount to. And the variable conditionality of such
facilitation, together with the more radical contingency attaching to
the selection of specific means of achieving it, has the consequence
that Nietzsche draws in another of his ‘perspectivist’
pronouncements: ‘There are many kinds of eyes. . . — and
consequently there are many kinds of “truths,” and consequently
there is no truth’ (WP 540).

Here again he adopts a double approach to such ‘truths.’” On the
one hand, he repeatedly insists that since their ‘truth’ is ultimately
merely a matter of the utility of the linguistic schematization of
experience within which they figure, they have no epistemic status
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that could qualify them as ‘truths’ in any more significant sense. On
the other hand, he is quite prepared to allow the term ‘truth’ a
continued employment in this connection — with its sense adjusted
accordingly. It would be an error to suppose that it is his intention
to strip the term of all senses other than that with which he thus
proceeds to supply it. But he does make much of it, and indeed
makes use of it in a way that goes beyond the general context in
which he initially identifies it, as when he writes: The criterion of
truth resides in the enhancement of the feeling of power’ (WP 534).

The basic idea here is still that of the facilitation of our dealings
with our environing world. Something more than mere collective
self-preservation and the mastery of the multiplicity of sensations
and the complexity of processes it requires is indicated, however;
and it is no longer simply the status of ordinary empirical
propositions that he has in mind. The link between the two
applications of this conception is nonetheless intelligible enough. We
are, Nietzsche contends, ‘a particular species of animal that can
prosper’ (that is, ‘maintain itself and increase its power’) only if
there is a sufficient ‘regularity of its perceptions’ to enable it to
‘accumulate experience,” and enough of ‘the calculable and constant’
in its schematization of ‘reality’ for it to develop a ‘scheme of
behavior.” In short, ours is a case in which ‘a species grasps a
certain amount of reality’ — and also artfully transforms and
schematizes it — ‘in order to become master of it, in order to press
it into service’ (WP 480).

It is this basic picture, explicitly cast in ‘anthropological and
biological’ terms, which Nietzsche takes to indicate ‘the meaning of
“knowledge” > and the character of ‘truth’ as they apply to the
sorts of empirical propositions we employ in our ordinary affairs,
on this level of analysis. And it is this line of thought that he
extends in remarks like that cited previously on ‘the criterion of
truth.” The ‘strict and narrow anthropological and biological sense’
which he says these notions are to be regarded as having here (or
rather, with which he here endows them) is on his view a very
fundamental one, even if it is not the only one he is prepared to
entertain. The fact that the general sort of facilitation in terms of
which he explicates it is suggested to involve not only an artful,
artificially regularizing and inventively articulating schematization of
our relations to our environing world, but also a ‘grasping’ of ‘a
certain amount of reality,” is well worth noting. For while the latter
is buried in the former in the ordinary case, it contains the germ of
a development capable of transcending the confines of truth and
knowledge as here realized and analyzed. In the present context,
however, he passes over this possibility (to which T shall return),
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placing his main emphasis upon the former character of such
‘truths.’

Thus, for example, Nietzsche chides ‘the realists,” saying: ‘that
mountain there! That cloud there! What is “real” in that? Subtract
the phantasm and every human contribution from it, my sober
friends! If you can!” This contribution, he contends, is enormous
and various: ‘your descent, your past, your training — all of your
humanity and animality’ are involved (GS 57). As he had observed
in On Truth and Lie, where ordinary discourse is concerned
‘truth’ in the sense of an ‘adequate expression’ of what exists and
transpires independently of us ‘is never the issue’; for language
‘designates only the relations of things to man,” and expresses
them in ‘the most audacious metaphors’ (TL p. 373). Only our
general obliviousness to this circumstance enables us to ‘imagine’
that, in following the ‘conventions of language’ and their
‘designations’ of these relations, we ‘possess a “truth” ’ consisting
in ‘the adequate expression of all realities’ and the ‘coinciding of
designations and things’ (TL p. 372). The ‘laws of truth’ which
govern such discourse are of a different sort, deriving instead from
‘the legislation of language’ which operates along other lines
altogether (TL p. 371). ‘True’ empirical propositions are thus more
than the ‘empty shells’ Nietzsche takes mere ‘tautologies’ to be
(TL p. 372); but what they capture are ‘only the relations of
things to man’ metamorphosed and specified in particular
contingent ways by ‘artistically creating subjects’ operating in
concert (TL p. 377), along lines conditioned by the circumstances
of their existence and their constitutional requirements and
capacities.

This early second-order analysis of what the truth of empirical
propositions amounts to is retained in its essentials by Nietzsche in
his later writings, in which he repeatedly stresses the decisiveness of
‘utility” in the framing of the experiential-linguistic context in which
they have their place. Their truth, on his view, is ultimately a
matter of the sort of truth he grants to ‘the arranged and simplified
world” of experience ‘at which our practical instincts have been at
work,” as when he writes: ‘it is perfectly true for us; that is to say,
we live, we are able to live in it. . .> (WP 568). The idea that
anything more is involved here, along the lines of ‘a sort of
adequate relationship. . .between subject and object,” is ‘a well-
meant invention which, I think, has had its day’ (WP 474). It may
be appropriate to make use of the notion of such a relationship at
the level of first-order analysis, along with the idea of coherence, in
dealing with such ‘truths.” On the present level of analysis of them,
however, Nietzsche contends that ‘the essence of “truth” ’ turns out
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to require to be understood and explicated in terms of ‘valuations’
expressive of ‘conditions of preservation and growth’ (WP 507).
‘Our empirical world” is articulated along lines reflecting the
operation of factors pertaining to the latter, and what we ‘regard as
true’ follows suit (WP 583).

One further important part of Nietzsche’s second-order analysis
of such truths remains to be brought out. It relates to their social
character, which is to be discerned not only in their
conventionality but also in the kind of instrumental significance
they possess. Given considerable prominence in On Truth and Lie,
this point receives its most extended treatment in one of the
central sections of the last part of The Gay Science (GS 354).
Linking the emergence and character of ‘consciousness’ to the
‘capacity of communication,” and this in turn to the ‘need for
communication,” Nietzsche argues that the ‘strength and art of
communication’ are proportional to its practical necessity and
utility, serving principally as a means of making possible and
facilitating relations ‘between human beings.” Thus c‘the
development of language and the development of consciousness. .
.go hand in hand,” and both fundamentally do ‘not really belong
to man’s individual existence but rather to his social or herd
nature.” “This is the essence of phenomenalism and perspectivism
as I understand them,” he goes on to say: ‘the world of which we
can become conscious is only a surface- and sign-world, a world
that is made common and meaner,” through a process in which
what is ‘useful in the interests of the human herd, the species,’ is
decisive in determining the character of experience and language.
And this is held likewise to be the essence of the (only) sort of
‘truth’ that is here to be found.

To be sure, this second-order analysis of the truth of empirical
propositions does not apply in any straightforward way to
particular propositions of this kind. When the question before one is
that of the conditions which must be satisfied in order for some
such proposition to be considered true, nothing more than
Nietzsche’s first-order analysis in terms of correspondence and
coherence is either called for or appropriate. While many
philosophers might think that this is the end of the matter, however,
and that nothing else remains to be said or can meaningfully be
said about the status of truths of this kind, he demurs. For on his
view it is only when one looks beyond this first-order analysis,
taking a broader and deeper view of what is going on in the
playing of this sort of language-game, that the matter becomes
interesting, and one begins genuinely to comprehend rather than
only superficially to understand it.
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IX

Nietzsche takes a similar position with respect to ‘truths’ in science.
His treatment of them differs in a number of respects from that
considered above, however, owing to what he takes to be the
differing character and status of scientific as opposed to empirical
propositions and ordinary discourse. In On Truth and Lie he
characterizes science as a latter-day successor to natural languages
in the schematization of the world beyond the level of ordinary
experience, building upon and also departing from the sort of
articulation of it achieved by means of them: ‘Language is what
originally worked at the construction of concepts; more recently
science has done so.” And he goes on to observe that a difference of
no little significance has thereby emerged, between the ‘truths’ at
which science thus arrives and those life-sustaining ‘errors’ whose
practical-social utility is the essence and limit of their ‘truth’ -
suggesting further that the former are significantly privileged in
relation to the latter:

the inquirer builds his hut close to the tower-structure of science,
in order to be able to cooperate with it and to find protection
under its bulwark. And he needs protection: for there are
fearsome powers which continuously press upon him, and which
oppose ‘truths’ very differently fashioned and under many
different banners to scientific truth (TL p. 380).

One of the general points Nietzsche is concerned to make with
respect to the sort of truth under consideration here, however, is
that what science comes up with is ‘descriptions’ rather than
‘explanations,” and ‘interpretations’ rather than statements of sheer
‘matters of fact,” even though it may purport and be thought to
do otherwise. It redescribes and reinterprets phenomena in terms
departing from those of ordinary discourse, schematizing them in
ways reflecting a modified perspective upon events. This
perspective, moreover, while modified, remains a fundamentally
‘human’ one, notwithstanding its greater subtlety, sophistication,
and ‘objectivity’ in dispensing with many of the grosser
anthropomorphisms of ordinary thought and discourse, and
substituting for them a more abstract and quantitative conceptual
scheme. Thus he remarks that ‘physics, too, is only an
interpretation and exegesis of the world (to suit us, if I may say
so!) and not a world-explanation’ (BGE 14). And he suggests that
one might even go so far as to ‘consider science as an attempt to
humanize things as faithfully as possible,” in that the concepts
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devised and employed in it to ‘describe things and their one-after-
another’ are more reflections of the character and requirements of
our human intellect than appropriate designations of what actually
exists and occurs. ‘Our descriptions are better’ than those given in
‘older stages of knowledge and science,” he allows; but he qualifies
this assessment by observing that ‘we do not explain any more
than our predecessors,” and ‘operate only with things that do not
exist: lines, planes, bodies, atoms, divisible time spans, divisible
spaces’ (GS 112).

To be sure, the sciences by no means have to do and present us
with nothing more than complete fictions. Thus Nietzsche contrasts
them with ‘logic and that applied logic which is called
mathematics,” in which ‘reality is not encountered at all, not even
as a problem’ — as he thereby implies it is (at least to some extent
and in certain respects) in them. But he considers it ‘a crudity and
naivete’ to suppose that ‘an interpretation that permits, counting,
calculating, weighing, seeing, and touching, and nothing more’ is
‘the only justifiable interpretation of the world,” and that the world
has ‘its equivalent and measure’ in it. ‘A “scientific” interpretation
of the world’ along these lines, he contends, ‘would be one of the
poorest in meaning,” in that what ‘would be grasped first — and
might even be the only thing that allowed itself to be grasped’
through the kind of thinking it involves and by means of the
concepts employed, is ‘precisely the most superficial and external
aspect of existence’ — its roughest outlines and mere ‘skin’ (GS
373).

Like our ordinary, pre-scientific schematization of the world, ‘the
scientific view of the world’ is linked in its development to our
practical need to ‘make comprehensible’ and ‘exploitable’ (WP 677).
It further manifests ‘the intellect’s dislike of chaos’ and predilection
for ‘constancy’ (WP 594). Its divergence from ordinary thinking is
suggested by Nietzsche to have involved the impingement upon
these requirements of a number of other impulses which ‘had to
come together for scientific thinking to originate,” such as ‘the
impulse to doubt, to negate, to wait, to collect, to dissolve’ (GS
113). And the result has been a reschematization of the world
departing increasingly from the original embodied and perpetuated
in ordinary discourse. The manner in which this is done, however,
remains fundamentally linked to the basic human purposes of
enhancing the fact or feeling of our mastery of the world with
which we find ourselves confronted, and of rendering its aspect
more agreeable to our intellect. ‘Science,” he therefore maintains,
ultimately ‘belongs under the rubric “means” > (WP 610). And it is
in terms of this understanding of it that he considers the ‘truth’ of
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scientific propositions and interpretations to require to be conceived
on the level of second-order analysis.

Thus while scientific thought may wear the mask of
disinterestedness, value-neutrality and ‘objectivity,” it remains an
expression of what Nietzsche terms our ‘will to power’ — a refined
and subtle expression of it, but an expression of it nonetheless. It
involves the establishment of new conventions of description, in the
construction of models devised and the framing of concepts
introduced in the elaboration of theories; but ‘truth’ here is not
merely a matter of convention. For beyond such conventionality,
scientific ‘truths’ have a further and more significant character,
which he takes to constitute the fundamental sense of their ‘truth.’
It is to be construed, on his view, in terms of a twofold
effectiveness, to which simplification, abstraction, the use of fictions,
and even a kind of shrewd superficiality often contribute in
important ways.

One face of this effectiveness relates to the extension of our
capacity to control and exploit courses of events. The other
pertains to the furthering of our ability to reduce the chaos and
bewildering profusion of phenomena transpiring in our lives and
encounters with the world to a semblance of order and
simplicity. Such effectiveness is not tantamount to the
achievement of an adequacy relation between interpretation and
reality, as Nietzsche has been seen to insist; and thus scientific
‘truth’ is not to be conceived along the latter lines. If ‘truth’ is
understood in that sense, which he not infrequently has in mind
in speaking of it, then as he often observes, science yields but a
modicum of ‘truth’ at most, and more ‘error’ than ‘truth.’
Indeed, he considers it to fall well short of affording us the most
adequate and penetrating comprehension of life and reality that
is humanly attainable.

Yet it does not merely falsify or fabricate. The effectiveness
Nietzsche takes to be decisive here not only involves selectivity,
oversimplification and artificiality, but also signifies the capturing of
certain features of what obtains and transpires in the world. The
kind of ‘error’ encountered in this case is not that of ‘lies’ and
‘illusions,’ but rather that of distorting abstractions and convenient
fictions, which engage with the world even as they misrepresent it —
precisely through the way in which they do so. The sort of ‘truth’
which the issue of scientific endeavor possesses thus turns out, on
this level of analysis, to be both distinct from those characteristic of
other forms of discourse and a notable and significant human
achievement — even if something rather different from what it is
commonly and naively taken to be.
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This discussion of Nietzsche’s second-order truth-analysis is
incomplete, in that normative discourse has not been dealt with.
This omission will be made good, however, in later chapters dealing
with values and morals, about which he has too much to say for
justice to be done here to it. For the moment I shall simply observe
that, in this case too, the analysis he offers is a further variation on
the same general theme encountered in these other cases, of
conventionality established in accordance with certain sorts of basic
pragmatic or instrumental considerations, his usual blanket
designation of which is ‘conditions of life.’

Ordinary and scientific knowledge

X

At the conclusion of this chapter I shall explore Nietzsche’s views
concerning the possibility and nature of a sort of truth (and of a
related form of knowledge) which would transcend those considered
thus far, and which he takes to be exemplified by the issue of the
kind of interpretation he undertakes and conceives genuinely
philosophical thinking to involve. Before doing so, however, the
foregoing discussion of his multi-level analysis of ‘truths’ of various
sorts requires to be supplemented by an examination of his
treatment of knowledge in its more common forms and as it has
generally been construed. Much of what he has to say along the
latter lines reflects his views with respect to the former, as one
might expect from the nature of the case. It is only in his
reflections on what various sorts of knowing and forms of
knowledge (both putative and genuine) do and do not involve,
however, that the general epistemological position associated with
his analysis of truth fully emerges.

Certain basic features of Nietzsche’s approach to the topic of
human knowledge were indicated at the outset of this chapter. One
should recall in particular his insistence upon the necessity of
recognizing that human life is the context in which all forms of
human knowledge arise; and that the intellectual operations they
involve are developments of human powers which inescapably
reflect various features of our human constitution and circumstances
of our human existence, both biological and social. A proper
orientation to the subject cannot be achieved, on his view, unless
one dismisses the fiction of the mind as the seat of certain
capacities with which we have somehow been endowed quite
independently of our biological and social evolution, equipping us to
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do things having no connection with such mundane matters as our
preservation, socialization, and basic dispositions.

This fiction is a variation of one of a brace of metaphysical
hypotheses — the ‘soul-hypothesis,” the ‘God-hypothesis,” and the
hypotheses of the existence of a world of ‘true being’ and of ‘things
in themselves’ — all of which have some bearing upon the matter of
knowledge and have long influenced its understanding, and all of
which further are considered by Nietzsche to be untenable (as shall
be seen in the next chapter). And when the problem of knowledge
is confronted anew against a background of the recognition of their
untenability, one is confronted with several radical alternatives, each
wreaking a kind of havoc upon received views concerning it. One
might choose to allow the traditional conception of knowledge
framed along lines set by these hypotheses to stand. In this case,
however, the idea of knowledge would then likewise have to be
dismissed as a meaningless (or at any rate, empty) fiction.
Alternatively, one might abandon this construal of it, and recast the
notion along basically naturalistic lines. In this case it would retain
a variety of legitimate applications, embracing a number of
intellectual operations generally considered to be cognitive
phenomena; but certain basic revisions in the understanding of what
they involve would be required.

Nietzsche sometimes seems inclined simply to take the former
course; but he actually opts for both alternatives. This is why some
of the remarks he makes in this connection appear to be at such
variance with others, and explains how he can say such things as
‘our apparatus for acquiring knowledge is not designed for
“knowledge” > (WP 496). On some occasions he confines himself to
criticism of the possibility (attainability and meaningfulness) of the
sort of thing the latter — ‘knowledge’ in scare-quotes — is supposed
to involve. On others, however, he is concerned with the character
of the products of the former — ‘our apparatus for acquiring
knowledge.” These he sometimes contrasts with the former in terms
associated with it (e.g., as ‘errors’ in contrast to an imagined form
of knowledge conceived in terms of the idea of truth as the exact
correspondence of thought and being), and sometimes seeks to
exhibit in more appropriate language, contrasting them only with
each other. If this is not recognized, he is bound to be
misunderstood.

Nietzsche’s treatment of knowledge in effect proceeds in several
stages. He is concerned both with what human ‘knowing’ generally
amounts to and involves, and also with the possibility and status of
further humanly attainable forms of cognition and comprehension.
In conjunction with this twofold (analytical and constructive)
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undertaking, however, he also considers it imperative to lay to rest
and rid ourselves of certain myths and illusions with respect to the
nature of knowledge. We must recognize what our knowledge
cannot be if we are to be able to grasp what it is and can be. Thus
his theory of knowledge involves a critique of other theories of
knowledge it is intended to replace.

One of the things our knowledge cannot be, he argues, is a non-
perspectival, unconditioned apprehension of ‘true being.” This is an
ideal he considers to have seduced and misled a great many
philosophers from Parmenides and Plato onward. On this notion of
knowledge, ‘knowledge and becoming exclude one another.’ This is
something upon which its proponents themselves have insisted,
concluding that ‘consequently, “knowledge” must be something else,’
and must be of ‘something else.” For Nietzsche, however, there is
nothing else, the world being fundamentally ‘in a state of becoming’
rather than having the essential character of some sort of ‘being.’
And the recognition that ¢ “beings” are a part of our perspective’
rather than ultimate constituents of reality — ontological fictions, as
it were, with which we operate because we must do so ‘in order to
think and infer’ — requires that the notion of knowledge framed in
terms of their projection into reality be abandoned (WP 517). In
short: if ‘knowledge is possible only on the basis of belief in being’
(WP 518), then the status of knowledge so conceived is the same as
that of this belief; and its characterization as a mode of
apprehension transcending our human condition and fastening upon
the ultimate constitution of reality is seen to be without any
substance.

Another sort of thing knowledge cannot be, Nietzsche contends,
is the apprehension of various sorts of bare ‘facts,” which when
collected serve to make possible comparisons, generalizations and
inferences. This empiricist picture of knowledge is as misguided in
its own way as the rationalist model is ill-conceived. The latter rests
upon the myths of ‘being’ and of the mind as a transcendent
subject essentially attuned to its embrace in thought; the former, on
the other hand, involves the myth of ‘the given’ and of thought as
its mirror and articulation. ‘Against positivism, which halts at
phenomena — “There are only facts” — I would say: No, facts are
precisely what there is not, only interpretations. We cannot establish
any fact “in itself”: perhaps it is folly to want to do such a thing’
(WP 481).

Whatever we experience is already schematized or structured in
accordance with some mode of ‘interpretation’ informing our
experience, for which some other may in certain circumstances be
substituted, but from all modes of which we cannot abstract
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without eliminating an indispensable condition of the possibility of
intelligible experience. There are ‘facts’ only in the context of
interpretations which endow our experiences with whatever
‘meaning’ they have, and so are constitutive of whatever facts are
available to us. Thus Nietzsche writes: “There are no “facts-in-
themselves,” for a sense must always be projected into them before
there can be “facts.” > The notion of ‘a “sense-in-itself,” a
“meaning-in-itself,” > he contends, is simply ‘perverse’ and
nonsensical (WP 556). Knowing, therefore, cannot be a matter of
ascertaining and collecting any such ultimate particular facts which
the distillation and reduction of our experience to its bare essentials
might be supposed to yield.

«

5

X1

Abandoning empiricist as well as rationalist myths with respect to
knowledge does not, however, leave us entirely empty-handed, and
is not taken by Nietzsche to require that we abandon the notion of
knowledge altogether. The quest for ‘foundations’ must indeed be
abandoned, and the aspiration to ‘absolute knowledge’ relinquished;
and the construal and criteria of knowledge must accordingly be cut
loose from both. The effect of doing so, however, ought rather to
be to reorient our approach to those actual and possible forms of
thinking which have some legitimate claim to the title of knowledge
— either because they have long and commonly been accorded it
(and so have a de facto right to it), or because they may on other
grounds be argued to be even more deserving of it. Nietzsche does
insist that ‘the biggest fable of all is the fable of knowledge,’
insofar as it is supposed to deal with the unconditioned in an
unconditioned manner; since ‘there are no things-in-themselves,” and
‘coming to know. . .is always “placing oneself in a conditional
relation to something” > (WP 555). On the other hand, however, he
also is quite prepared to allow that there is such a thing as ‘coming
to know’ if this is conceived in terms of the establishment of a
certain sort of ‘conditional relation,” as this passage itself indicates,
and in which case the ‘something’ to which thought is thus related
is no empty fiction.

What human knowledge generally amounts to and involves, on
his view, is the assimilation of our relations to our environing world
to a practically serviceable conceptual scheme, in the establishment
and elaboration of which our needs are presumed to have played a
dominant role. It is the comprehension of ‘a world that we
ourselves have made’ (WP 495) - i.e., ‘an arranged and simplified
world, at which our practical instincts have been at work> (WP
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568). Apart from mathematics, which Nietzsche regards as an
altogether different matter (WP 530), ‘there would be nothing that
could be called knowledge if thought did not first re-form the world
in this way into “things,” into what is self-identical’ (WP 574). This
has happened, however; and consequently there is something that
may be so designated — a type of belief which has this human ‘re-
formation of the world’ as its condition, and our human relations
to our environing world as both its context and its content. So he
writes:

Coming to know means ‘to place oneself in a conditional
relation to something’; to feel oneself conditioned by something
and oneself to condition it — it is therefore under all
circumstances establishing, denoting, and making-conscious of
conditions (not forthcoming entities, things, what is ‘in-itself’)
(WP 555).

That most common form of ‘knowing’ which consists in what is
often called the ‘understanding’ of something is for Nietzsche
fundamentally a matter of ‘being able to express something new in
the language of something old and familiar’ (WP 479). This is what
he has in mind when he suggests that ¢ “knowledge” is a referring
back® (WP 575); its nature reflects the general fact that, ‘in our
thought, the essential feature is fitting new material into old
schemas (= Procrustes’ bed), making equal what is new’ (WP 499).
Such ‘knowing’ may not be the only sort of thing it is within our
power to accomplish; but the modest achievement it represents is
what passes for ‘knowledge’ most frequently — and not only in
ordinary life:

What is it that the common people take for knowledge? What do
they want when they want ‘knowledge’? Nothing more than this:
Something strange is to be reduced to something familiar. And
we philosophers — have we really meant more than this when we
have spoken of knowledge? (GS 355).

To this a related point may be added, concerning another common
practice which also is considered a form of coming to know
something. This practice consists in naming. When something has
been given a name, we feel that it has been brought within the
compass of our knowledge. The name is thought to give us a
handle on it, and so to enable us to grasp it in thought. As was
earlier observed, Nietzsche recognizes that this may actually be a
step in a process ultimately resulting in a substantial addition to the
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world of experience, and thus generating the possibility of new
knowledge, since ‘it is enough to create new names and estimations
and probabilities in order to create in the long run new “things” ’
(GS 58). By itself, however, naming, as a way of rendering familiar
what does not readily admit to the preferred strategy of reduction
to something already familiar, does not amount to much. “We set up
a word at the point at which our ignorance begins,” but in doing so
only mark ‘the horizon of our knowledge,” rather than expand it in
any significant way (WP 482). As long as our knowledge of
something extends no further than the word for it, it is knowledge
of a very minimal sort indeed.

If (as Nietzsche contends) the impetus to the schematization of
the world of experience within the context of which human
knowledge generally has its place originally was and continues to be
of a fundamentally practical character, then the nature of such
knowledge must be understood in functional terms relating to the
basic requirements at work in it. These, he suggests, are several. We
are held to be so constituted that, in order to live, we must be able
both to ‘reckon and calculate’ and also to ‘communicate.” A
condition of the possibility of the former sort of operation is an
‘adapted world” in which there is a ‘continual recurrence’ of
‘identical, familiar, related things.” And by the same token, ‘for
there to be communication something has to be firm, simplified,
capable of precision. . .” (WP 569). Both imperatives thus conspire
to the same general effect. “We “know” (or believe or imagine) just
as much as may be useful in the interests of the human herd, the
species’ (GS 354). ‘Knowing’ here is a matter of applying elements
of the conceptual scheme ‘we have produced. . .in order to be able
to live in a world” (WP 568), where this requires working out
effective patterns of action and interaction.

‘Knowing that’ is thus a function of ‘knowing how,” which relates
to the attainment of practical objectives in our dealings with the
world and each other, and in which efficacy takes precedence over
all other considerations. ‘Knowledge works as a tool of power,” not
merely in the superficial sense that theoretical insight often can be
turned to practical advantage, but also in a more fundamental
sense. For the character of ‘knowing’ reflects both a ‘will to power’
and the contingencies of our constitution on the one hand, and on
the other the sorts of possibilities presented to us by the world.
Such knowledge is essentially geared to the exploitation of
circumstances rather than to their neutral ascertainment. It is ‘not
some abstract-theoretical need not to be deceived’ that underlies and
guides ‘the development of the organs of knowledge,” Nietzsche
writes, in commenting on ‘the meaning of “knowledge” ’ here, but
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rather the need of ‘a particular species to maintain itself and
increase its power’ (WP 480).

His reasoning here is that ‘even our intellect is a consequence
of conditions of [our] existence’ (WP 498), and requires to be
understood in light of the basic principle of evolutionary
development to the effect that any salient traits possessed by
forms of life are related to strategies of those forms of life
serving to facilitate their dealings with the world. What is held
to be more concretely ‘at work here,” in the case presently under
consideration, is ‘the utilitarian fact that only when we see things
coarsely and made equal do they become calculable and useful to
us’ (WP 515). Ours is a species that ‘can prosper only through a
certain relative rightness’ in its apprehension of things, but also
only on the condition that it develops and operates with a
‘conception of reality’ involving ‘enough of the calculable and
constant for it to base a scheme of behavior on it.” It ‘grasps a
certain amount of reality in order to become master of it, in
order to press it into service’; but in order to do this it must
‘grasp’ selectively, and achieve a degree of ‘regularity of its
perceptions’ which represents a simplifying and distorting
imposition (WP 480).

Thus Nietzsche suggests that ‘the entire apparatus of knowledge
is an apparatus for abstraction and simplification,” geared to ‘taking
possession of things’ (WP 503). ‘The so-called drive for knowledge
can be traced back to a drive to appropriate and conquer,” he
writes; and its issue reflects the premium placed by the latter upon
‘the quickest possible reduction of the phenomena, economy, the
accumulation of the spoils of knowledge (i.e., of world appropriated
and made manageable)’ (WP 423). There is such a thing as human
knowledge that is not only attainable but attained in considerable
measure by human beings generally in the course of their lives. Its
attainment is possible, however, only because things have first been
‘made knowable,” through the creation of ‘the deception of beings’
(WP 517). In short:

only to the extent that the ‘comprehending’” and ‘knowing’
intellect encounters a coarse, already-created world, fabricated out
of mere appearances but firm to the extent that this kind of
appearance has preserved life — only to this extent is there
anything like ‘knowledge’; i.e., a measuring of earlier and later
errors by one another (WP 520).

This, in any event, is the situation with respect to what most
commonly passes for and counts as ‘knowledge’ in human life,
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which thus is obviously to be bracketed with the sort of ‘truth’
Nietzsche considers the greater part of ‘man’s truths’ to possess.
But this is by no means his last word on the entire subject, and
requires to be qualified in the instances of certain more subtle,
refined and modified forms of ‘knowing,” in addition to those of a
purely formal nature. One that he takes to be at least possible is
linked to the philosophical enterprise he undertakes and has in
mind in speaking of a ‘philosophy of the future’ and of ‘new
philosophers’ capable of engaging in it. (I shall consider it
subsequently.) Another is in certain respects related to it, though
far from identical with it. I refer to what he takes to be the sort
of ‘knowing’ encountered in the domain of ‘scientific’ thought,
understood in the broad sense of Wissenschaft (and thus
encompassing but not being restricted to the ‘hard sciences’). It is
to his discussion of such more refined and rigorous
wissenschaftlich knowing (to which the term ‘cognition’ often is
and may appropriately be applied) that I now turn.

XII

As has been seen, Nietzsche construes scientific inquiry as an
interpretive affair, issuing in redescriptions whose ‘truth’ is
fundamentally to be understood in terms of a foreground of
convention against a background of effectiveness in the
achievement of mastery, rather than in terms of anything on the
order of an adequate depiction of reality. At the same time,
however, he concedes to science a legitimate claim to the title of
knowledge, and takes this claim it has established to supersede
(although not entirely to cancel) the much older and persistingly
strong claim to that title made by and on behalf of common
sense. To be sure, he observes that there is an important respect
in which the development of scientific thinking promotes the
growth of an attitude of fundamental skepticism, at least
concerning the attainability of anything on the order of a
knowledge that would be ‘absolute’ and would have as its object
‘true being.” In any event, it comes up with nothing of the sort.
Its best confirmed conclusions are always provisional and subject
to subsequent revision, and perspectival to boot. Its best efforts,
moreover, never yield anything other than regularities,
probabilities, and relative quantitative determinations, applied to
theoretical constructs inseparable from the models in terms of
which they are framed. Yet Nietzsche holds that, however modest
it may be, and whatever might require to be said about its
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nature, a form of ‘knowledge’ is to be recognized as the issue of
scientific inquiry.

He has been observed to allow that, ‘in so far as the word
“knowledge” has any meaning, the world is knowable,” even though
he also goes on to say, ‘but it is interpretable otherwise’ (WP 481).
The addition is important, but so is the initial point. And it is of
science in particular that he is thinking when he makes this point.
‘The word “knowledge” > does ‘have meaning,’ i.e., has both
significant import and an appropriate application, in connection
with it. There is a ‘realm of knowledge’ that may be and has been
established; and although the domain of scientific thought is not
coextensive with it, Nietzsche takes science to deserve much of the
credit for its establishment, and to belong to it as well. Thus he
writes:

In science convictions have no rights of citizenship, as one says
with good reason. Only when they decide to descend to the
modesty of hypotheses, of a provisional experimental point of
view, of a regulative fiction, may they be granted admission and
even a certain value in the realm of knowledge — though always
with the restriction that they remain under police supervision,
under the police of mistrust (GS 344).

Entrance into this ‘realm of knowledge’ has as its condition the
employment of ‘scientific method’; and good standing within it is
forfeited if fidelity to this method and the modesty appropriate to
it are forgotten. This is a point on which Nietzsche lays great
stress, even though he also recognizes that the development of this
method was by no means entirely disinterested and devoid of
ulterior motivation. Thus he remarks that ‘truth, that is to say, the
scientific method, was grasped and promoted by those who
divined in it a weapon of war’ (WP 457). It opposed, and thereby
also aroused opposition: ‘All the methods, all the presuppositions
of our contemporary science,” he observes, have long been
‘regarded with the profoundest contempt,’ since ‘the whole pathos
of mankind’ has been ranged against ‘our objectivity, our method,
our silent, cautious, mistrustful ways,” which gradually were
learned and developed under its aegis (WP 469). A further and
critical step in their development, however, beyond ‘the victory of
science,” is held to be or no lesser importance: ‘the victory of the
scientific method over science’ (WP 466). For it is not to science
as such that the last word with respect to knowledge of the world
belongs.
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Nietzsche suggests, in one of his aphorisms, that ‘a thinker’ is
one who ‘knows how to make things simpler than they are’ (GS
189); and he considers those who think scientifically to be cases
in point rather than exceptions to the rule (as the more
enlightened of them recognize, even if their idolizers do not).
This circumstance may importantly qualify the epistemic status of
the knowledge they may be said to attain; but far from merely
detracting from the status which such knowledge might be
supposed to have, it is held to be one of the conditions of the
very possibility of this sort of cognition. Similarly, while such
thinking ‘measures the world according to magnitudes posited by
itself,” and schematizes it in terms of concepts and models of its
own devising, ‘there would be nothing that could be called
knowledge if thought did not first re-form the world in this way.
..> (WP 574). This process does involve the use of ‘fictions’ and
‘the invention of formulas and signs’ by means of which
‘confusing multiplicity’ is ‘reduced’ to a ‘manageable schema’
(WP 584); but it does not follow that nothing at all is grasped
thereby other than these thought-products themselves. Rather, as
has been seen, Nietzsche is prepared to speak of such cognition
as an affair in which one ‘grasps a certain amount of reality’
(WP 480).

Nietzsche makes much of the point that, in operating with
such conceptions, and in refining and elaborating the models and
accounts of the phenomena thereby designated, natural scientists
achieve no more than a conditioned and perspectival
understanding of certain features of reality. On his view,
however, this understanding may nonetheless come to
approximate to it sufficiently closely to warrant the ascription of
limited epistemic status to it — in part precisely by virtue of the
instrumental value it proves to have in facilitating our efforts to
achieve practical ‘mastery’ of our environing world. Where
models and hypotheses can be tested by experience, scientific
knowledge is possible. And such testing does not simply function
as a criterion in terms of the superior satisfaction of which
something qualifies as a piece of scientific knowledge. It also can
indicate that one has gotten hold of some feature of the world,
however superficial and contingent that feature may be, and even
if only in a rough and ready way.

It is characteristic of scientific thinking, Nietzsche observes, that
it fixes particularly upon those features of things and our relation
to them which admit of quantification (WP 710). Commenting upon
the sort of knowledge presently under consideration, he writes: ‘Our
“knowing” limits itself to establishing quantities,” although in

91



TRUTH AND KNOWLEDGE

ordinary experience ‘we cannot help feeling these differences in
quantity as qualities’ (WP 563). Our senses translate the former into
the latter. In science, however, we learn to decipher this translation,
and replace the latter with representations of the former. ‘Qualities
are an idiosyncrasy peculiar to man,” at least as we perceive them.
‘But everything for which the word “knowledge” makes any sense
refers to the domain of reckoning, weighing, measuring, to the
domain of quantity.” Qualities are ‘perspective “truths” which
belong to us alone and can by no means be “known” > (WP 565).
Quantities, on the other hand, are not thus so narrowly
‘perspectival,” and admit of a form of cognition to which higher
(and, as Nietzsche here suggests, more genuine) epistemic status may
be accorded.

Such cognition is not so strongly colored by ‘our human
interpretations and values,” which pervade ordinary experience to
the point that Nietzsche takes it to be inappropriate to employ the
term ‘knowledge’ in a strict sense in connection with it. He does
consider it important to recognize, however, that cognition of this
sort too is connected with and bears the stamp of the fundamental
practical human interests served by quantification (‘reckoning,
weighing, measuring,” and thus the mastery of the world with
which we find ourselves confronted). And he further holds that it
inevitably involves the employment of means of quantitative
representation which are ultimately arbitrary and conventional.
Such cognition, moreover, does not go very deep: ‘It is an illusion
that something is known when we possess a mathematical formula
for an event: it is only designated, described; nothing more!” (WP
628).

In short: if ‘knowing’ is conceived as involving a full
comprehension of something, then it cannot properly be said to be
accomplished here, however greatly the employment of such
representations might facilitate the obtaining of certain sorts of
results. ‘The calculability of the world, the expressibility of all
events in formulas — is this really “comprehension”?” (WP 624). As
Nietzsche allows in making this point, however, there are features
of things and events which may thus be represented. The
‘designation’ of such features not only has its uses, but also
constitutes at least a kind of limited apprehension of the realities
possessing them. And knowledge may be said to be thereby attained
if it is construed precisely as the ‘reckoning up’ of ‘that which is
calculable and can be reduced to formulas’ in them. It is this sort
of knowing, which is to be distinguished on the one hand from the
‘understanding’ that passes for knowledge in ordinary life, and on
the other from the fuller ‘comprehension’ that would surpass both,

92



TRUTH AND KNOWLEDGE

that Nietzsche regards as the main task and achievement of
scientific thought.

Of greater importance, however, is a more basic feature of
scientific thinking, which it has acquired along the way. Tied to no
particular body of theory and no single way of rendering
phenomena amenable to quantitative treatment, and subservient only
to very general rather than highly specific human interests, it is
characterized by a method and a conscience which render it capable
of continual self-renewal. This not only enables it to develop, but
moreover ultimately contributes to the establishment of the
conditions of its own supersession. This, far more than the
reduction of phenomena along quantitative lines, is what Nietzsche
has in mind in lauding the victory of ‘scientific method’ over
‘science.’

XIIT

Nietzsche concedes the existence of ‘something like a drive for
knowledge’ that is not merely a function and covert expression of
‘the other drives of the scholar’ in the scientific thinker: ‘some
small, independent clock-work that, once well wound, works on
vigorously without any essential participation’ of the latter (BGE 6).
He also recognizes and appreciates the very considerable
‘emancipation of science from moral and religious purposes’ that
has been achieved (WP 63). These points notwithstanding, however,
he has doubts about ‘the ultimate validity of the knowledge attained
by the natural sciences’ (GS 357), and considers the general
orientation of scientific thinking and its characteristic manner of
interpretation to be fundamentally suspect, even if hot entirely
misguided.

The fact that science continues to be sustained and motivated by
the old metaphysical and religious faith ‘that God is the truth, that
truth is divine’ (GS 344) is a circumstance which turns out not to
be so very serious, since Nietzsche holds it to be capable of
acquiring a new lease of life as an instrument of the ‘will to
power.” He contends, however, that it is tainted by a certain form
of prejudice carrying over from this same traditional mode of
thought. This is what he calls the ‘prejudice of being,” which tends
to the reification of processes, reduces difference to sameness, and
elevates the contingent to the necessary and regularity to
nomologicality. This prejudice accords ultimacy only to that which
transcends change and ephemerality, assimilating to it (or passing
over and dismissing as insignificant or merely apparent) everything
else that occurs and obtains.
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Having abandoned the metaphysical and religious quest for a
world of ‘true being’ beyond that in which we live, science is thus
taken by Nietzsche to be generally characterized by a disposition to
interpret ‘this world” and all that transpires in it along lines which
approximate as closely as possible to the outlines of this old ideal.
He does not deny that a measure of comprehension of it may be
thereby attainable, particularly insofar as the ability to arrive at
quantitative determinations of things in relation to each other is
developed. As has been seen, however, he considers such knowledge
to be rather superficial; and thus he has reservations about science
insofar as it not only concentrates upon those features of things
which admit of quantitative determination, but also disregards
others or treats them as derivative of and reducible to the
quantitatively determinable. This is one respect in which he takes a
‘critique of the psychological need for science’ to be relevant to the
assessment of ‘the scientific view of the world’: its accordance of
primacy to ‘what can be counted and calculated’ is linked not only
to ‘the desire to make practical, useful, exploitable,” but also to ‘the
desire to make comprehensible’ (WP 677).

It is the latter motive in particular that Nietzsche associates with
the above-mentioned prejudice. Quantification facilitates the
subsumption of events under concepts and formulas by means of
which we can represent the world to ourselves as constituted and
ordered along lines answering to the demand of our reason for
‘being’ — or, failing that, for structure that at least approximates to
the immutability and necessity of ‘being.” Our reason is so
constituted, as Kant had observed, that it is not satisfied until it
fashions for itself an ontological scheme of constitutively rather than
merely regulatively employed concepts and principles, in terms of
which it can comprehend what transpires in experience. And this
trait of reason, according to Nietzsche, lives on in science, even
though overtly metaphysical and theological thinking might be
repudiated.

The exaggerated significance attached to the quantitatively
determinable in scientific thinking is to be viewed in this light. And
the same holds with respect to the ‘mechanism’ and ‘causalism’
which he considers not merely to happen to characterize natural-
scientific thought, but moreover to express tendencies very basic to
it. (His critique of them will be considered in the next chapter.) It is
drawn, in short, to that which most readily allows of treatment as
forms (or at least approximations) of ‘being’ — to that, in other
words, which admits of quantification, reification, logicization,
classification. Nietzsche does not take this to render it devoid of
epistemic significance; but he holds that it does severely limit it.
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Truth and knowledge with a difference

X1V

Nietzsche conceives of the possibility of a further, somewhat related
but importantly different way of thinking of significantly greater
epistemic import, which he considers to find exemplification in his
own thought with respect to such diverse matters as the world and
life, our human nature and existence, and questions of value. It
would be fair enough to call it philosophical rather than merely
scientific; but this does not suffice to illuminate its character. To
understand what he has in mind along these lines, it is necessary to
examine the nature of the kind of knowledge, and the character of
the related form of truth, which he associates with it and takes to
transcend those considered up to this point.

Here he moves beyond his analysis and assessment of what
generally passes for knowledge and truth in more commonplace
human contexts, and in traditional philosophical and contemporary
scientific thought. That he takes it to be possible to supersede them,
at least in principle, is suggested by his repeated contention that in
the final analysis propositions satisfying the conditions indicated in
his first- and second-order analyses are not actually ‘truths’ at all,
and that the various forms of knowledge considered above
ultimately turn out to be of very modest or negligible epistemic
significance.

This consideration, however, is not by itself decisive, since one
might make these points and yet take a radically nihilistic
epistemological position involving the denial of the possibility of
doing any better. And it is a further circumstance to be reckoned
with that Nietzsche not only repudiates the very idea of ‘absolute
knowledge’ and of ‘truth’ as an exact correspondence of thought
and reality, but also maintains that ‘truth’ is inescapably
perspectival, and ‘knowledge’ essentially interpretive. Thus even in
taking the positions he does on various substantive issues, he allows
that they too are ‘only interpretations’ (BGE 22); and while
contending that the ‘new species of philosophers’ he envisions (and
to which he takes himself to belong) are assuredly ‘friends of
“truth,” > he insists that they will not suppose that ‘their truth’ is
or ought to be ‘a truth for everyman,’ let alone truth that is final
and ultimate — for they are ‘to be called attempters,” and ‘will
certainly not be dogmatists’ (BGE 42, 43).

One should not be too quick, however, to draw radical
conclusions from such admissions and qualifications. In the latter
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case, for example, what Nietzsche says leaves open the possibility
that the ‘truths’ arrived at by such philosophers might possess
epistemic superiority to those of ‘everyman,” from whose
commonplace judgments they depart. Indeed, his point in this
passage is by no means that all ‘truths’ are on an equal (and
equally suspect) footing, but rather precisely the contrary. Thus he
goes on to observe that ‘great things remain for the great, abysses
for the profound, nuances and shudders for the refined’; and his
gloss on the ‘new philosopher’s’ insistence that ‘my judgment is
my judgment’ is that ‘no one else is easily entitled to it’ (BGE
43).

The force of his remarks concerning the interpretive character
of all ‘knowing’ (his own thought and the efforts of such ‘new
philosophers’ not excepted) likewise should not be misunderstood.
It is one thing to hold, as he does, that ‘there would be no life at
all if not on the basis of perspective estimates and appearances’
(BGE 34), that there is ‘no limit to the ways in which the world
can be interpreted,” and even that ‘every interpretation [is] a
symptom of growth or of decline’ (WP 600). It is another,
however, to take this to be the end of the matter. And that
Nietzsche does not do so is indicated by his suggestion of the
possibility that ‘it might be a basic characteristic of existence that
those who would know it completely would perish,” and that the
amoral and discontented ‘are more favored when it comes to the
discovery of certain parts of truth’ (BGE 39). This may also be
seen, more concretely, in his proposal that one ‘make the
experiment’ of considering whether all phenomena can be ‘traced
back’ to ‘the will to power, as my proposition has it’ — and in his
contention that, if so, ‘one would have gained the right to
determine all efficient force univocally as — will to power’ (BGE
36). This might still be ‘interpretation,” but it is clear that for
Nietzsche it would be interpretation with a difference, having an
epistemically favored status in relation to various others which
have been and might be proposed.

What matters for the moment is not the specific content of
this interpretation (which will be considered subsequently), but
rather Nietzsche’s commitment to the possibility of such an
epistemic difference among rival interpretations, owing to which
the notions of ‘truth’ and ‘knowledge’ acquire a force and
meaning they lack in other contexts. And these remarks (together
with many others to similar effect) make this commitment
evident. Such an interpretation might also have ‘symptomatic’
significance, without its only significance being of this sort.
Moreover, what it would be symptomatic of could be something
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which would not preclude according epistemic superiority to the
interpretation, but rather might actually be at least indirectly
relevant to the possibility of one’s arriving at an interpretation
having such favored status. So, for example, when Nietzsche
suggests that ‘the strength of a spirit should be measured
according to how much of the “truth” one could still barely
endure,” extraordinary ‘strength’ on the part of the interpreter
(setting him apart from others who ‘require it to be thinned
down, shrouded, sweetened, blunted, falsified’) would seem to be
the sort of trait he has in mind, of which such an interpretation
could be regarded as a ‘symptom’ (BGE 39).

Nietzsche undeniably attaches the greatest significance to ‘the
enhancement of life,” and makes much of the point that ‘lies,’
‘errors,” ‘illusions,” ‘fictions’ and the like always have been and will
continue to be of the greatest utility with respect to it. Yet he also
was possessed of a lively intellectual conscience, confirmed in his
view of himself as a ‘man of knowledge,” persistent in his attempts
to arrive at a deeper and clearer comprehension of our human
reality and the character of life and the world than others had
attained, and committed to the pursuit of something he does not
hesitate to call ‘truth,” the status of which he takes to be quite
different from that of ‘man’s truths.” He may be prepared to make
large allowances where the flourishing and enhancement of life as it
is and must be lived are concerned; but he is unflagging in his
insistence upon ‘truthfulness’ in philosophy, contemptuously
attributing an ‘absolute lack of intellectual integrity’ to those who
suppose (as he clearly does not) that ‘it does not matter whether a
thing is true, but only what effect it produces’ (WP 172). He may
be unsure of the answer to the question, “To what extent can truth
endure embodiment?” But if, as he states, ‘that is the question,” and
that the fateful ‘experiment’ now underway as ‘the impulse for
truth’ collides and clashes with our old ‘life-preserving errors’ (GS
110), this clearly commits him to the possibility of a sort of ‘truth’
and form of ‘knowledge’ differing from what generally passes as
such but actually falls into the latter category.

In Dawn, Nietzsche characterizes our general human predicament
in terms of the metaphor of being enclosed within a ‘horizon, in
which, as within prison walls, our senses confine us.” In it we ‘live
and move’; and from it we ‘cannot escape.” He continues: “We are
in our webs, we spiders; and whatever we catch in them, we can
catch nothing whatever other than what admits of being caught
precisely in our webs’ (D 117). Yet in the same work, reflecting on
‘the thought of self-sacrificing humanity’ and the possibility that it
might come to ‘supersede every other aspiration,” he writes: ‘One
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may already swear that. . .the knowledge of truth would be the
single great goal remaining to which such a sacrifice would be
appropriate, because for it no sacrifice is too great’ (D 45). If he
subsequently came to have second thoughts on the matter, they
pertain to the ‘revaluation’ of the ‘value’ of such knowledge than to
the very possibility of attaining anything of the kind. As the
previous passage suggests, he is well aware of the difficulty of
getting very far; but he does not suppose that we are incapable of
getting anywhere at all. Our ‘imprisonment’ notwithstanding, he
holds that ‘we seekers for knowledge’ may yet attain something
more than an awareness of it and an understanding of its particular
features — although whether one actually succeeds in doing so will
‘depend upon manifold conditions’.

One has to be very light to drive one’s will to knowledge into
such a distance and, as it were, beyond one’s time, to create for
oneself eyes to survey millennia and, moreover, clear skies in

those eyes (GS 380).

With the clearer sight thereby attainable, something approaching
genuine comprehension becomes possible; and truths both large and
small which escape those confined within narrower perspectives and
conventional schemes of interpretation may be discerned. Here
reference may be made to what Nietzsche says ‘Zarathustra wants’:
namely, a certain ‘type of man’ who ‘conceives reality as it is, being
strong enough to do so,” and so ‘is not estranged or removed from
reality’ either in his understanding of it or in his manner of
existence. And he goes on to observe in this connection that ‘when
mendaciousness at any price monopolizes the word “truth” for its
perspective,” as it does in ordinary thinking and religious thought
(and has for so long in philosophy as well), ‘the really truthful man
is bound to be branded with the worst names’ (EH IIL:6:5).
Nietzsche does consider it important to caution those who might
aspire to number among his new ‘philosophers and friends of
knowledge’ to ‘beware of martyrdom’ and of ‘suffering “for the
truth’s sake,” > remarking upon both the detrimental effects and the
needlessness of seeking to ‘pose as protectors of truth upon earth.’
It is significant, however, that he immediately adds: ¢ — as though
“the truth” were such a weak and incompetent creature as to
require protectors’ (BGE 25). And neither of these cautions, nor yet
again the employment of ‘masks and subtlety’ he here also
recommends and himself frequently practices, signals any
abandonment of his commitment to ‘truthfulness,” or of the idea of
a higher sort of ‘truth’ and superior form of ‘knowledge’ than those
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encountered elsewhere. On the contrary, he clearly means them to
be reckoned among the ‘manifold conditions’ of the kind of
thinking he associates with the attainment of such truth and
knowledge.

XV

How, for Nietzsche, are these to be conceived? Very generally put,
‘truth’ here is to be understood as a matter of the aptness of a
characterization in relation to that which it characterizes; and
‘knowledge’ is conceived in terms of the interpreting of something
in a manner that does justice to it. Characterizations, like the
metaphors employed in giving them, may be more or less (or not at
all) apt. The justice done by interpretations to that which is
interpreted may likewise vary greatly. On the other hand, there is
no question of an exact correspondence in the case of the former,
or of certainty and finality in the case of the latter. Some
characteristizations may be seen to be inappropriate, and some
interpretations found misguided, while others may be accorded
superiority in relation to various alternatives; but in both cases the
possibility can never be ruled out of further alternatives which
might be superior in aptness and justice to them. While such
superiority may be genuine, moreover, there is and can be no
general set of rules for achieving it, or of criteria for assessing it.
The idea of a rigorous decision-procedure has no place here, any
more than it has in those disciplines dealing with human history,
culture, art and literature, as well as the enterprise of psychology as
Nietzsche understands it. Indeed, he regards the cases of these forms
of inquiry as highly instructive in this matter, and is in effect
extrapolating from them.

In conceiving of ‘truth’ and ‘knowledge’ along these lines,
Nietzsche remains committed to the idea that they have a
‘perspectival’ character even here. He does not take this to be fatal
to their epistemic significance; but he does consider it to affect their
status. The language in which any state of affairs is characterized,
he stresses, however apt the characterization may be, is never
immaculately conceived. It always bears the stamp of human
invention, whether it is of our own devising as conceptual
innovators or originates in that more ancient and impersonal
legislation through which words have acquired their conventional
meanings. Indeed, what makes a characterization apt is not simply
the relation of the proposition in question to the state of affairs to
which it pertains, but also its relation to a specific sort of linguistic
sensibility. The latter, in fact, is a condition of the very possibility
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of its aptness. The aptness of a metaphor in ordinary discourse
obviously depends in no small measure upon its resonance for a
group of users of a language, in abstraction from which its meaning
is altered and impoverished. Its ability to articulate and convey
something about that which is spoken of is a function of the
exploitability of associations they are capable of appreciating; and
this presupposes the existence or establishment of a discursive
context or perspective.

It is no less important to observe, however, that this does not
preclude the possibility of significant assertion by means of
metaphor, or place all metaphors which might be used in some
connection on an equal footing. Rather, it serves to render such
assertion possible, and allows one to go on to consider the aptness
of some metaphors relative to others, at which point it is their
relative capacity to illuminate the state of affairs under
consideration that becomes controlling. And the situation in which
the philosopher finds himself, with respect to the basic status of the
concepts figuring in the sorts of substantive assertion he may make
and his task in arriving at them, is taken by Nietzsche to be
similar. As was earlier observed, he urges that philosophers ‘must no
longer accept concepts as a gift, not merely purify and polish them,
but first make and create them, present them and make them
convincing’ (WP 412). And what is at stake here is ‘truth,’
understood not merely in terms of useful fiction or inescapable
illusion, but rather as a matter of the aptness of characterizations of
what obtains and transpires.

Knowing likewise for Nietzsche is always and inescapably a
perspectival knowing, because it involves a process of interpreting
on the part of creatures whose relations to that which they
interpret affect their interpretations — which relations are
conditioned by their constitutions, histories and circumstances. We
are not (and cannot transform ourselves into) pure spectators of
all time and existence, whose apprehension would be independent
of and uninfluenced by anything other than the nature of that
which is contemplated. Indeed, even if we could, there would be
much about our existence as human beings and the world of
which our lives are a part which would escape our grasp, since
the human relations which are largely or partially constitutive of
their reality would become opaque to us. Nietzsche considers it an
error to suppose that even if it were possible, a non-perspectival
contemplation of things would yield a fuller and deeper
comprehension of them than may be attained through perspectival
interpretations of them. For he contends that the former would
fail to capture anything of them, lacking any relation to them;
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whereas the latter affords at least the possibility of enabling
something of them to be discerned. Their reality, on his view, is a
relational affair; and their comprehension is possible, and indeed
may meaningfully be spoken of, only by means and in terms of
the adoption of standpoints attuned to the sorts of relations
constitutive of them.

As shall be seen in the following chapter, Nietzsche rejects the
notion that ‘a thing freed from all relationships would still be a
thing’ (WP 560). ¢ “Things that have a constitution in themselves,’
” he writes, is ‘a dogmatic idea with which one must break
absolutely’ (WP 559). This view has important implications for the
nature and possibility of knowledge, as he indicates when he says:
‘A thing would be defined once all creatures had asked “what is
that?” and had answered their question’ (WP 556). The possibility
of differing perspectives, and the fact that ‘coming to know. . .is
always “placing oneself in a conditional relation to something” ’
(WP 555), take on a significance they might not have been
suspected to have, if it is the case that things have no constitution
other than that with which they are relationally endowed. For our
multiply perspectival access to things and the world then turns out
to accord with their fundamental character, and to be a condition
of the possibility of — and a means of arriving at — a relatively
comprehensive interpretation of them that would do something
approaching justice to them. If the nature of something is a
function of the various ways in which it admits of being
encountered and the forms of interaction into which it is capable of
entering, and if these are discernable only from a variety of specific
standpoints, then to the extent (and only to the extent) that one is
capable of making the appropriate shifts of perspective, that nature
becomes accessible to one.

The unavoidability of ‘placing oneself in a conditional relation to
something” upon which Nietzsche insists in connection with ‘coming
to know,’ therefore, does not deprive the latter notion of all save
merely nominal application. Rather, it characterizes what ‘coming to
know’ involves — ‘it is under all circumstances establishing,
denoting, and making conscious of conditions’ — even as it rules out
‘the fable of knowledge’ conceived in terms of the ‘unconditioned’
apprehension of ‘what is “in-itself” > (WP 555). What he
understands by ‘conditions’ here are the ‘conditional relations’ of
which he takes not only our ‘coming to know something,” but also
what there is to be known, to be a function. And thus what he
seeks to do is not merely to lay this fable to rest, but moreover to
resurrect the notion of the possibility of knowledge in modified
form, as the conditioned apprehension of the conditioned.
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XVI

Nietzsche makes much of the point that interpretation generally not
only is at once reflective and determinative of the perspectives
within and in terms of which we operate as we confront the world,
but further is fundamentally bound up with our ‘affects’ (and so,
ultimately, with the ‘physiological conditions’ in which they are held
to be rooted). ‘One may not ask: “who then interprets?” * he
writes; ‘for interpretation itself is a form of the will to power, exists
(but not as a “being” but as a process, a becoming) as an affect’
(WP 556). Or, if one does pose the question ‘Who interprets?’ his
answer is: ‘Our affects’ (WP 254). We commonly attribute
interpretations, as we attribute thoughts and intentions, to persons;
and on a certain level of description, this is a reasonable and
convenient way of speaking. But the postulation of a thinking
subject whose nature it is to do such things as think, will, and
interpret is for Nietzsche a piece of philosophical mythology. Thus
he writes: ‘Is it necessary to posit an interpreter behind the
interpretation? Even this is invention, hypothesis.” It is a notion on
a par with the idea of the ‘subject,” which ‘is not something given,
it is something added and invented and projected behind what there
s.” In place of this referring of interpretations to any such entity, he
holds it to be ‘our needs that interpret the world; our drives and
their For and Against.” And he suggests that ‘each one has its
perspective that it would like to compel all the other drives to
accept as a norm’ (WP 481).

Here again, however, rather than taking this to rule out the
possibility of the achievement of any sort of comprehension that
might merit the name of ‘knowledge,” Nietzsche draws the opposite
conclusion, even while insisting upon the importance of not
overestimating or misconstruing any results achieved or achievable
along these lines. The very multiplicity and mutability of these
‘drives’ that is characteristic of our human constitution, on his view,
lends itself to this purpose. Thus while suggesting that it may in a
sense be considered to reflect a ‘diseased condition in man, in
contrast to animals in which existing instincts answer to quite
definite tasks,” he goes on to observe: “This contradictory creature
has in its nature, however, a great method of acquiring knowledge:
he feels many pros and cons, he raises himself to justice’ (WP 259).

In short, Nietzsche considers it at least to be possible for us to
‘raise ourselves to justice’ in our thinking, or at any rate to
something approaching ‘justice,” through the development of more
sophisticated interpretations, by drawing upon and yet transcending
the narrower and more distorting perspectives attained under the
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influence of the various interpretation-engendering ‘drives’ at work
within us. The latter may themselves be indifferent to such ‘justice,’
and indeed may perpetrate ‘injustices’ to the extent that they
individually dominate our thinking. Collectively, however, they
constitute the means of compensating for their particular ‘injustices’
sufficiently to bring the attainment of ‘justice’ and the acquisition of
‘knowledge’ so understood within the realm of possibility.

In a similar vein, addressing himself to the issue of ‘the meaning
of knowing’ and reflecting upon Spinoza’s view of it (‘Non ridere,
non lugere, neque detestari, sed intelligere!’), Nietzsche suggests that
‘this intelligere’ is ultimately a ‘result of the different and mutually
opposed desires’ of the sort from which it is here distinguished. It is
to be distinguished from them; but it does not develop and proceed
entirely independently of them, for it is ultimately ‘only a certain
behavior of the instincts toward one another.” They are the
conditions of its possibility: ‘Before knowledge is possible each of
these instincts must first have presented its one-sided view of the
thing or event,” he writes; ‘after this comes the fight of these one-
sided views, and occasionally this results in a mean,” having the
character of ‘a kind of justice and contract’ (GS 333). The
qualification ‘occasionally’ is not to be overlooked; Nietzsche does
not suppose that such ‘justice’ invariably arises. But it can do so;
and when it does, it constitutes the attainment of an understanding
transcending the ‘one-sided views’ of which he speaks which
warrants designation as ‘knowledge.’

It will be observed that the particular ‘instincts’ indicated here
form a very short list, and stand at some remove from the sorts of
things to which he often means to refer when he employs this and
other such expressions. The shortness of the list is owing merely to
the circumstance that these are the only ones of which mention is
made in the line from Spinoza which is Nietzsche’s point of
departure. Elsewhere he mentions others, which, when they are
‘integrated’ and ‘hold each other in check,’ yield results very
different from those in which they tend to issue: ‘the impulse to
doubt, to negate, to wait, to collect, to dissolve.” And these too are
only cited as ‘examples’ (GS 113).

The fact that these are the sorts of things Nietzsche specifies,
however, when he elaborates upon his contention that it is our
‘drives’ or ‘affects’ which are to be regarded as ‘interpreting’ here
as well as in other cases in human life, is of considerable
importance. For it shows that he does not mean that all
interpretations are the immediate issue of rudimentary ‘drives’
linked directly to the basic constitutions and conditions of
preservation and growth of those who develop and adhere to
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them. The kinds of ‘impulses’ he mentions may be reckoned
ramifications and developments of the latter rather than
dispositions of an altogether different origin. His insistence upon
the rootedness of the former in the latter, however, is balanced by
his recognition that the tendencies in terms of which our various
particular patterns of thought and action are to be understood
generally represent very considerable refinements and modifications
of our more basic ‘drives.” Thus he makes much of what he terms
the ‘spiritualization’ of the latter, taking it to be crucial to our
ability to turn to account our various forms of perspectival access
to the world, and so to be able to lay legitimate claim to a
measure of justice in its interpretation.

In this connection, I would refer again to an important passage
from the Genealogy, in which Nietzsche writes: ‘There is only a
perspective seeing, only a perspective “knowing.” > This is held to
be owing to the impossibility of ‘an eye turned in no particular
direction, in which the active and interpreting forces, through which
alone seeing becomes seeing something, are supposed to be lacking.’
What he takes to follow, however, is not only the untenability of
the idea of a ‘pure knowing subject’ and of ‘knowledge in itself,’
but also something more positive: ‘the more affects we allow to
speak about one thing, the more complete will our “concept” of
this thing, our “objectivity” be.” By learning ‘to see differently’ and
‘to want to see differently,” the necessary ‘discipline and preparation
of the intellect for its future “objectivity” * are acquired. This
‘objectivity,” he continues, is to be understood as ‘the ability to
control one’s Pro and Con and to dispose of them, so that one
knows how to employ a variety of perspectives and affective
interpretations in the service of knowledge.” It is ‘precisely because
we seek knowledge’ that Nietzsche draws attention to the possibility
of such ‘objectivity’ and to the role played by our ‘affects’ in its
achievement (GM III:12).

One condition of the possibility of the higher-order ‘knowledge’
of which he here speaks is that there is something to be thus
‘known,” which may or may not be comprehended at all adequately.
And it should be obvious that he could not express himself as he
does here (and frequently elsewhere) if he did not consider this
condition to be satisfied, notwithstanding his repudiation of ‘things-
in-themselves,” ‘true being,” and other such standard items of
ontological inventories. Where both the world and life generally and
also our human existence and nature are concerned, he supposes
that there obtain and occur at least some things with respect to
which it is meaningful to speak of the attainability of
comprehension.
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Another condition of the possibility of such ‘knowledge’ is that
we be able to acquire the ‘ability’ Nietzsche here mentions, of
‘knowing how to employ’ certain resources in such a way that they
serve its attainment. And here again, he clearly considers this
condition to be at least satisfiable, even if not easily satisfied. Its
satisfaction may be thought of as involving the achievement of skill
at the art of interpretation, and indeed, at a special form of this
art. Its immediate text, as it were, is the issue of various more
narrowly perspectival and strongly conditioned ways of
apprehending things (which themselves are interpretive rather than
transparently revelatory). The greater this skill, and the richer the
resources upon which it is able to draw and operate, the better are
the prospects of its doing justice to that with which it is thereby
brought into relations of both perspectival access and mediation.

Our capacity to do justice to things, moreover, will inevitably
vary not only with the skill thus acquired, but also with the
extent to which the perspectives we are capable of adopting
embrace the range of relations constitutive of their reality. What
we have made, therefore, and what we have brought about, and
also what we have come to be, are for this reason more tractable
matters of investigation than those where our involvement is more
marginal. Even in cases of the latter sort, however, we are not
entirely at a loss as long as all access capable of yielding some
acquaintance is not precluded. Regardless of ‘how far the
perspective character of existence extends’ (GS 374), our own
existence and activity are not something entirely distinct from life
and the world ‘in themselves,” but rather instantiate and are of a
piece with them. And this means that we are not debarred in
principle from ever achieving any comprehension of the character
of the reality they and we comprise.

XVII

Nietzsche makes a significant point in this general connection, by
implication, in remarking that ‘a “scientific” estimation of music’
restricted to ‘how much of it could be counted, calculated, and
expressed in formulas’ would be ‘absurd,” in that ‘nothing, really
nothing of what is “music” in it” would thereby be ‘comprehended,
understood, grasped’ (GS 373). For it follows that he takes it to be
possible, at least in this sort of case, to achieve a superior
comprehension and estimation of that which is under consideration
than this, by approaching it differently. And the fact that he cites
this example in the context of a criticism of the adequacy of ‘a
“scientific” interpretation of the world’ indicates that he takes
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something comparable to be possible in other sorts of cases as well.
So he proclaims ‘an interpretation that permits counting, calculating,
weighing, seeing and touching and nothing more’ to be ‘a crudity
and naiveté’ approaching ‘idiocy’ (GS 373). And in doing so he
clearly has in mind the possibility of improvements upon it. While
remaining ‘interpretations,” they would not merely be different, but
moreover would be less ‘naive’ and superficial, and more adequate
to their objects — whether these be pieces of music, human
existence, or ‘the world” more generally.

It is further instructive to consider certain remarks Nietzsche
makes in connection with his contention that ‘psychology is now
again the path to the fundamental problems.” He calls upon others
to join him in daring ‘to descend into the depths,” and to explore
the ‘immense and almost new domain of dangerous insights’ that is
opened up when ‘the power of moral prejudices’ (which has
‘operated in an injurious, inhibiting, blinding, and distorting
manner’ in previous interpretations of ‘the spiritual world’) is
overcome. And he maintains that, if one who follows this course
thus ‘makes a sacrifice’ of a hard and painful sort, ‘it is not the
sacrifizio dell’intelletto, on the contrary!” It is admittedly
interpretation on his part to suggest that the ‘spiritual world’ which
thus comes under scrutiny is to be construed in terms of ‘the
doctrine of the will to power’; and the same applies with respect to
the ‘hypotheses’ he advances pertaining to various human
phenomena and to ‘the general economy of life’ and its
‘enhancement.” But it should be evident that he takes there to be
features of human life calling for investigation and admitting of
being both misconstrued and apprehended. And he clearly considers
it to be not only legitimate but also important to distinguish
between interpretations of them which are distorted by ‘prejudices,’
and others informed by ‘insights’ into them (BGE 23). It is not too
much to speak of the attainment of knowledge in the latter case,
notwithstanding the avowedly interpretive character of the enterprise
and its issue. Indeed, Nietzsche’s repeated references to himself as a
‘man of knowledge’ have no more common application than in this
context, in connection with such ‘self-interpretation.’

This moreover does not represent the limit of the domain in
which he supposes it to be possible to develop interpretations that
are more than merely fictitious (though possibly useful and life-
enhancing) schematizations read into what obtains and transpires.
As has been observed, he also takes it to be within our power to
address ourselves to how matters stand with respect to life and the
world more generally, and to develop accounts of them to which
greater epistemic significance may be accorded. He styles himself ‘an
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old philologist who cannot desist from the malice of putting his
finger on bad modes of interpretation,” scientific as well as religious
and metaphysical. And he further ventures to explore and devise
alternatives, supposing it to be possible to improve upon such ‘bad
modes of interpretation’; even though he recognizes that whatever
one might come up with would still be ‘only interpretation’ (BGE
22).

What goes on in the world may be easily and generally
misinterpreted, in ways which are more or less wide of the mark.
Nietzsche is persuaded, however, that this world and what goes on
in it have various characteristics in relation to which this may
meaningfully be said — and what is more, that it is possible for us,
even within the inescapable limits of our human perspective, to
achieve some insight into them and interpret them in a manner
more appropriate to them. So, for example, addressing himself to
‘physicists’ wedded to an interpretation involving the idea of
‘nature’s conformity to law,” he suggests that one ‘could read out of
the same “nature,” and with regard to the same phenomena, rather
the tyrannically inconsiderate and relentless enforcement of claims of
power’; and thus one could (as he does) ‘end by asserting the same
about the world as you do, namely that it has a “necessary” and
“calculable” course, not because laws obtain in it, but because they
are absolutely lacking, and every power draws its ultimate
consequences at every moment’ (BGE 22). In both cases one is
‘interpreting’ what goes on in the world; but it does not follow that
both ‘modes of interpretation’ have the same epistemic worth, or
that it is meaningless to raise the question of what epistemic worth
each has.

In speaking of ‘bad modes of interpretation,” Nietzsche is posing
this question and indicating his acceptance of the legitimacy and
possibility of differentially answering it in particular cases. ‘Bad
modes of interpretation’ might of course be worth retaining, if they
prove to be of such convenience, utility, or other such practical
value in certain contexts that they thereby more than compensate
for their want of fundamental epistemic significance. But this is a
separate matter. If it were not possible for interpretations to be
devised for which anything more could be said (either because,
where life and the world are concerned, there were nothing to be
grasped, or because we lacked any form of access to them), this
would indeed be the only sort of thing to consider. No such
interpretation would or could then have any positive epistemic
significance. However we might interpret the world, there would be
nothing about it of which any interpretation of it could ever be the
comprehension.
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But this, for Nietzsche, is not the case. On the contrary, he
suggests that there are conditions under which one might ‘gain the
right’ not only to deny the soundness of various characterizations of
life and the world, but also to advance certain alternative
hypotheses with respect to them, and indeed to regard these
hypotheses as more or less justified and just, and so to allow for
the attainability of a form of comprehension amounting to
knowledge accordingly conceived (cf. BGE 36). And he likewise
allows for the possibility of ‘truth’ construed in terms of the aptness
of characterizations of states of affairs in the world, thereby
preserving something of the basic idea underlying the
correspondence account of truth. There may not be a great deal
about the world (and ourselves) that admits of such comprehension
and characterization; but that remains to be considered, and in any
event is a different issue.

XVIII

One reason why Nietzsche has often been misunderstood on this
matter relates to his repeated insistence that truth is something
(requiring to be) created. It is supposed that this commits him to
the rejection of the idea that truth has anything to do with an
adequacy relation of the sort indicated, since it seems to reduce the
establishment of truth to mere fabrication and invention. This view
is mistaken; his actual position is a rather more complicated (and
certainly more interesting) one. Before undertaking to correct this
mistaken impression, however, I shall consider some of the points he
makes in this connection which take him some distance in this
direction.

Nietzsche does view most of what generally passes for ‘truth’ in
something like this light, as has been seen in dealing with his
various first-order truth-analyses. Moreover, if, as he maintains, ‘it
is enough to create new names and estimations and probabilities in
order to create in the long run new “things” > (GS 58), then by the
same token this process also suffices for the ‘creation’ of ‘new
truths’ pertaining to the ‘new “things’” thereby constituted. A
further sort of case in point is indicated when he writes: ‘Many
ideas have come into the world as errors and fantasies, but have
become truths, because men subsequently have provided them with
a genuine foundation” (HH II:190). Here again the ‘truths’ in
question may be considered to have been ‘created,” coming to count
as ‘truths’ precisely insofar as it has come about (or has been
brought about) that there are events and situations answering to
them.
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In cases of these sorts, it may be noted, ‘truth’ has the sense of
an adequacy-relation between propositions or concepts and states of
affairs; and Nietzsche’s insistence upon the ‘created’ character of
such ‘truths,” far from ruling out its construal in this manner,
actually is but a corollary of the analysis of the status and
circumstances of establishment of the states of affairs to which they
pertain. To the extent that the world with which we deal and of
which we are a part, in its particular features and contents, is the
product of our transforming, constituting, fixing activity, ‘truth’ with
respect to it (along with it itself) is our doing, and not merely
something we may or may not discover. We bring it into existence
as we fashion the reality we encounter and are in a determinate
manner. We thus establish the conditions of the possibility of truth
as an adequacy-relation, and in doing so ‘create’ it. It is at least in
part along these lines that Nietzsche would appear to be thinking
when he writes:

‘Truth’ is therefore not something there, that might be found or
discovered — but something that must be created and that gives a
name to a process, or rather to a will to overcome that has in
itself no end - introducing truth, as a processus in infinitum, an
active determining — not a becoming-conscious of something that
is in itself firm and determined (WP 552).

But he has something more in mind as well, in stressing the
created and creative character of ‘truth’ not only within such
narrower contexts but also on the broader and higher plane of
philosophical inquiry. This may be seen in his frequent recurrence
to the idea that ‘genuine philosophers’ are not mere ‘philosophical
laborers,” content to operate with previously established concepts
(BGE 211); and that they further are not simply ‘critics,” who
restrict themselves to the analysis and critique of concepts
employed and views advanced by others (BGE 210). For both stop
short of the constructive enterprise of reinterpretation and
revaluation, which for him is the task of the genuine philosopher.
He is far from thinking that ‘truth’ here ceases to be a matter of
any concern for such a philosopher. On the contrary, as has been
observed, he maintains that ‘these coming philosophers’ are to be
thought of as ‘new friends of “truth” > (BGE 43). ‘Truth’ of the
sort that concerns them is an adequacy-relation between
characterizations of reality and the character of that reality on a
more fundamental level than others are willing and able to reach.
But in this case too it remains something requiring to be ‘created’
in an important sense, rather as even the most apt metaphor owes
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its existence to a creative act of formulation and is not merely
read off from that to which it refers.

Nietzsche’s point here is that all such truths are characterizations
of states of affairs rather than the latter themselves; and that the
former are not mental or linguistic copies of the latter, however
well they convey something of their character. Rather, they are
constructions in the different medium of concepts, which owe their
status as much to the nature of the medium and what is done in
and with it as to the states of affairs addressed. And just as even
the most commonplace of characterizations (along with language
itself) must be acknowledged to be human creations, any novel
characterization department from them and any endowment of
terms with modified meanings and new uses is likewise creative. A
philosophy who has something different to say, therefore, and who
in saying it appropriates, adapt, extends and adds to existing forms
of expression, is necessarily a ‘creator’ insofar as he does so. And
such ‘creativity’, far from being incompatible with the attainment
and extension of comprehension, is indispensible to this end.

To be sure, not all conceptual and interpretive creativity issues in
characterizations contrasting favorably with those of longstanding
currency. On the contrary, this may be the exception rather than
the rule. The history of philosophy, on Nietzsche’s view, is replete
with examples of failed attempts to devise interpretations doing
more justice to things and events than is done by means of ordinary
thought and language, even though their originality must often he
conceded. But the frequent failure of such attempts does not
warrant the conclusion that all efforts along these lines were better
eschewed, in favor either of strict fidelity to established modes of
conceptualization and expression, or of noncommittal analysis of
them. And to ignore the element of creativity involved in all
philosophical endeavor of and interpretive nature that ventures
beyond these sterile limits is to fail to appreciate one of the
essential conditions of the possibility of any enlargement of the
bounds of truth and knowledge.

Another of Nietzsche’s points with respect to truth and
knowledge, which is just as easily and commonly misunderstood,
pertains to their inescapably ‘human’ character. As has been seen,
he considers it meaningless (or at any rate profoundly misguided) to
suppose that there is or could be any ‘truth in itself> and
‘knowledge in itself,” maintaining that it is meaningful to speak of
‘truth” and ‘knowledge’ only in relation to the interpretive
articulation of states of affairs in which we ourselves are implicated,
by means of concepts of our devising. On his view all apprehending
(whether or not it amounts to anything approaching genuine
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comprehension) involves interpreting; and ‘truth’ is a property which
properly can be predicable of nothing other than propositions the
assertability of which is warranted with reference to some
interpretation. If this is so, and since moreover there are no
‘interpretations in themselves’ but rather only interpretations existing
as a result of encounters on the part of creatures like ourselves with
their environing world, it follows that truth and knowledge can
exist only for interpreters. And more specifically, they can exist at
all for us only as ‘human truth’ and ‘human knowledge,’
inseparable from the conditions and character of our human
existence and interpretive situation.

It does not follow, however, that they are thereby radically
invalidated in principle. On the contrary, it is a condition of the
very possibility of truth and knowledge that there exist creatures
having access to the world and with the capacity and means to
address themselves to it. Indeed, there can be truth and knowledge
only where there exists some medium in which states of affairs can
be given expression; and in the absence of something on the order
of human language and thought, this requirement would not be
satisfied. Where nothing can be put into words because there is no
such expressive medium at hand, and also in abstraction from the
establishment and employment of any such interpretive
schematization, the notions of truth and error, and of knowledge
and ignorance, have no application. If the interpretive process
renders everything that might be said or thought about the world
by us a ‘human’ rather than absolute and unconditioned
formulation, it also is our means of entry with respect to it.

In short, truth and knowledge may be held to be importantly
‘human’ without thereby being reduced completely to the merely
human and denied all larger epistemic significance. It is simply a
feature of what truth and knowledge are that they do not and
cannot exist concretely except as bound up with some interpretive
schematization of the sort exemplified by various human languages
and conceptual schemes. If ‘words lie in our way,” as Nietzsche
suggests, so that we are constantly ‘stumbling over them’ in every
domain of inquiry (D 47), it also is only through the use of this
medium that these obstacles to comprehension can be discovered
and removed, and comprehension itself enhanced.

XIX

Truth and knowledge for Nietzsche must be dealt with together on
this level of consideration; for while truth here may be given its
third-order analysis in terms of a relative adequacy-relation between
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characterizations and states of affairs, the aptness of the former
with respect to the latter is inseparable from the interpretation
drawn upon in formulating it, and thus from what Nietzsche takes
knowledge to involve. With this understood, however, I shall focus
for the moment upon the former in abstraction from the latter, in
order to bring out certain points relating to his third-order analysis
of truth.

As has just been indicated, the requirement of some sort of
relation of relative adequacy of something asserted of the world
(our existence included) with respect to what happens to obtain and
transpire in it is here regarded as essential. The basic consideration
is that of how matters actually stand with the world and human
life — whether there is anything in or about them which might and
does answer to some assertion. And it is with this sort of
consideration and conception of truth in mind that Nietzsche
pronounces most of what we say and think to be ‘false,” and the
ways in which we tend to speak and think to be large-scale
falsifications. Wherever reference is made to entities, properties and
processes which owe their identity and reality principally or entirely
to the manner in which we schematize the world, what is said is
without positive truth-value of this sort; even though it may count
as ‘true’ in terms of the appropriate criteria as brought out by first-
and second-order analysis. And it acquires negative truth-value on
this level of consideration (although its first- and second-order
standing is not thereby affected) if it is elevated from its place
within some domain of discourse and human experience, and is
advanced to candidacy for inclusion in an account of the way the
world is. It may apply well enough to what Nietzsche calls ‘the
world that concerns us,” which is real enough for what it is; but the
reality of this ‘world” is basically an experiential affair, the issue of
our long-term collective encounter and interaction with an
underlying reality with which it is far from agreeing.

Nietzsche thus takes virtually all of ‘man’s truths,” and even most
‘truths’ of science, to be fundamentally erroneous, in that they are
cast in terms of notions which he considers to be subverted by a
radical failure of reference when viewed in this larger context. His
grounds for supposing this to be so in particular cases are not
presently the issue. (They shall be considered subsequently.) What
requires to be grasped here is the conception of ‘truth’ with which
he is operating in arriving at this assessment of them, and which he
is prepared to apply in connection with certain alternative
characterizations of the world, life, and human existence. And the
point of these remarks is that it is a necessary if not sufficient
condition of the applicability of the notion of ‘truth,” on this level
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of consideration, that anything of which essential mention is made
must refer to (or be explicable in terms of) something that is not
merely a fiction or peculiarity of the manner in which we may
happen to schematize and experience the world, but rather actually
is a part or feature of it.

There is more to the matter than this, however; for it is further
only if (or to the extent that) the actual constituents or features of
life and the world thereby indicated are appropriately construed and
characterized, on Nietzsche’s view, that propositions framed in terms
of such notions may be considered to qualify as true. It is this
further requirement which the idea of ‘aptness’ introduced above
was meant to capture. What there is and goes on in the world,
what life involves in general and in different sorts of cases, and
what processes occur and transformations result under various
circumstances in human life, are among the things he takes both to
be commonly misrepresented, and to admit of more apt and
revealing designation and articulation.

The terms of which Nietzsche avails himself in this connection —
such as ‘force,” ‘system,” ‘power,” ‘master’ and ‘slave,” ‘herd,’
‘spirituality,” ‘affect’ and ‘instinct’ — are all borrowed from existing
forms of discourse. They are transformed and refined in the course
of his appropriation and employment of them, however, and are
held to serve to bring out something important about the matters
indicated. Unquestionably and indeed openly metaphorical at the
outset, they are taken to be illuminating metaphors, admitting of
development into concepts which are appropriate and revealing with
respect to various features of the world, life and human existence.
Characterizations of the latter cast in terms of them (or in terms of
others which might be brought forward and developed in their
stead) have as much truth to them as the diagnoses they provide
are sound, and the interpretations they express do justice to the
matters addressed. The metaphorical use of any such notions,
however, will be fruitful in these respects only if it is restrained by
what Nietzsche calls ‘a fundamental will of knowledge, pointing
imperiously into the depths, speaking more and more precisely,
demanding greater and greater precision. For this alone is fitting for
a philosopher’ (GM P:2). This is required if the potential for the
more discerning articulation of events and states of affairs
established by the emergence of language of sufficient richness and
flexibility is to be realized.

It may not be possible to formulate any such account of events
other than in the artificial medium of concepts; and no account
may be free of perspectival distortion, or so exhaustive and
accurate that it does not admit of being improved upon, and
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precludes the possibility of any differing but comparably
illuminating alternatives. But Nietzsche does take it to be possible
for language to be devised and employed in such a way that it
captures and brings out features of what goes on in the world and
life, and what human nature and existence involve. It need not
invariably merely project artificial and fictitious constructions into
them, or simply read out of our experience of them such
constructions imposed upon them by the prior operation of our
senses and intellect in accordance with their own characteristic
structures and requirements.

More specifically, for Nietzsche, the processes they involve, the
types of organization and relations to which they give rise, the
kinds of development and change they exhibit, and even the basic
tendencies at work within them, admit of diagnoses in conceptual
formulations expressing something of their character. To be sure,
this will be so only if it is the case that their character stands in at
least some degree of homology to that of events of which we can
and do have experience, and which language provides us means of
designating and specifying. This is a condition, however, which he
supposes to be satisfied. And if or where it is, then the language
whose referential capacity in relation to such events is already
established may be drawn upon, to fashion models and coin
metaphors refinable into philosophical concepts and interpretations
applicable to the phenomena in question.

Such refinement necessarily involves the generalization of such
notions, in a manner required by reflection upon respects in which
the homology may be suspected to be limited. Nietzsche’s
supposition that, while limited, this homology is nonetheless
substantial, is of course problematic, as he is well aware. The
fundamental homogeneity of all events, however, those constitutive
of the basic features of human life included, is something he
believes it to be not only reasonable to assume but also
unreasonable (in the absence of countervailing evidence) to deny. In
any event, its plausibility may be allowed. And this suffices to
render coherent the notion of truth under consideration, construed
in terms of the aptness of assertions with respect to how matters
stand with reality, not merely as it is commonly apprehended in the
course of our ordinary experience, but rather as it is more
fundamentally constituted.

XX

The value of knowledge with respect to how matters thus stand
with the world and life and our human existence is once again a
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separate matter for Nietzsche. It is truths of the sort presently
under consideration that he has in mind, however, when he speaks
of the possibility that ‘something might be true while being harmful
and dangerous to the highest degree’ (BGE 39). And it is only in
light of the third-order analysis of truth along the lines indicated
above, which departs from and supersedes the first- and second-
order analyses considered previously, that sense can be made of his
frequent observations to this effect. The same holds with respect to
the aspect which truths of this sort may be found to bear. They
may be felt to be exhilarating, or harsh and ugly, or merely
uninteresting, or all of these at different times and for different
inquirers, depending on their states of mind, their fortitude and
their chosen tasks; but this does not affect their nature and content,
let alone their possibility. Thus Nietzsche speaks approvingly of
those who are prepared ‘to sacrifice all desirability to truth, every
truth, even plain, harsh, ugly, repellent, unchristian, immoral truth.
— For such truths do exist’ (GM 1:1). And he contends that the
philosophers of the future he envisions, in whom ‘the will to truth
thus gains self-consciousness’ and brooks no compromise with
wishful thinking and ‘moral’ prejudice (GM II:27), ‘will not dally
with “truth” to be “pleased” or “elevated” or “inspired” by her.
On the contrary, they will have little faith that truth of all things
should be accompanied by such amusements for our feelings’ (BGE
154).

The work in which the latter passage occurs opens with the
famous rhetorical question: ‘Supposing truth is a woman - what
then?” The point Nietzsche seeks to make here is that ‘truth’ is
something requiring to be won, by means quite other than the
‘awkward and very improper methods’ of those who think it
something needing only to be seized to be possessed (or already
theirs as a kind of gift). So he observes that ‘what is certain is that
she has not allowed herself to be won’ by philosophical ‘dogmatists’
thus blundering and misguided (BGE P). He obviously does not
thereby mean to suggest that there is nothing deserving of the name
that could in some different fashion be ‘won,” nor yet again that
what might be ‘won’ is in the end nothing more than a fantasized
product of desire and imagination, the ‘winning’ of which is mere
reappropriation. The force of his remarks is rather that, if we
modify both our understanding of the status of the sort of ‘truth’
that is a possibility (along the lines of his third-order analysis) and
our approach to its establishment (in accordance with his associated
conception of knowing and coming to know), it is indeed something
that may be won; even if it cannot be completely or entirely
securely possessed, remains mutable and ambiguous in various
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respects, and will always be receptive to different, more attentive
and persuasive suitors.

The road to knowledge for Nietzsche is no royal one, leading
directly and easily to its goal by means of mechanical procedures,
immediate intuitions or revelations. Indeed, it is not even a single
road, but rather a variety of circuitous paths, enabling one to reach
various vantage points from which different aspects of life and the
world become discernable. Scientific inquiry, historical and
genealogical investigation, psychological analysis, and reflection upon
the character of differing forms of activity we may observe and
experience all figure prominently among them. Each can afford
some insight at certain junctures, and complements while informing
the interpretation of the issue of the rest. The knowledge that is
thereby attainable can only be ‘discovered little by little, gradually
and piecemeal.” And the same applies with respect to the emergence
of ‘the different means of knowledge,” which are manifold:
‘imagination, inspiration, abstraction, desensualization, invention,
educated guessing, induction, dialectic, deduction, criticism, material-
collecting, impersonal thinking, contemplativeness, the ability to
view things comprehensively, and not least, justice and love toward
everything there is,” all play a part in it (D 43).

This relatively early statement of the ‘many powers’ needed by
‘the thinker’ anticipates Nietzsche’s conception of philosophical
thought as frobliche Wissenschaft — an experimental, tentative and
interpretive kind of thinking, ‘hardened in the discipline of science’
(BGE 230) and yet emancipated from the narrowness of its
perspective; historically and linguistically informed, but resistant to
longstanding intellectual prejudices and ‘the seduction of words.’
Creative and venturesome in the development of concepts and
hypotheses, it is at the same time guided by the ‘conscience of
method,” which ‘must be essentially economy of principles’ (BGE
13). Prepared to avail itself of the results of any narrower mode of
inquiry capable of shedding light on matters to be dealt with, it is
heedless of ‘the siren songs of old metaphysical bird catchers.” (BGE
230). And, not least, it is characterized by ‘that genuinely
philosophical combination. . .of a bold and exuberant spirituality
that runs presto and a dialectical severity and necessity that takes
no false step’ (BGE 213).

What may be attained thereby might not measure up to certain
standards of knowledge reflecting the convictions or longings of
some philosophers, or satisfy the criteria derived by others from
their consideration of the way the notion functions in ordinary
language or special domains of discourse and inquiry. Nietzsche
attaches great importance to its attainment, however, even if not
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supreme importance or intrinsic value, as both his own dedication
and his repeated accordance of high honors to it attest. And he
takes it to surpass anything that might otherwise be achieved, in
acuteness, penetration and profundity.

And knowledge itself: let it be something else for others. . . — for
me it is a world of dangers and victories in which heroic
feelings, too, find places to dance and play. ‘Life as a means to
knowledge’ — with this principle in one’s heart one can live not
only boldly but even gaily, and laugh gaily too (GS 324).

There is a dialectic here that must be recognized, if Nietzsche is not
to be misunderstood. The ‘principle’ he enunciates is not meant to
stand unconditionally, as though knowledge were of intrinsic and
supreme importance. Rather, on his view it derives its warrant from
the fact that for someone like himself it is a recipe for living
‘boldly’ and ‘gaily,” and so for living as well as it is possible for
him to live. The strengthening and enhancement of life, which is
what he takes in the final analysis to matter most, is not invariably
or exclusively promoted in this particular way. He clearly supposes,
however, that it can be.
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Metaphysical Errors

As was observed in the first chapter, Nietzsche has a good deal to
say about previous thinkers and their views, but finds there to be
little to be said for them, and indeed is strongly and sweepingly
critical of them. This is so not only where issues relating to
morality and value are concerned (as shall be seen in due course),
but also with respect to the interpretation of the world’s and our
own fundamental natures. He considers it to be his task not only to
attempt to develop accounts of them which do something
approaching justice to them, but also to subject the sorts of
accounts which have long enjoyed favor to critical analysis, thereby
clearing and setting the stage for his own.

Nietzsche focusses his fire in particular upon a variety of
metaphysical hypotheses at the heart of certain traditionally and
currently prevalent ‘world-interpretations,’ theological, philosophical,
and natural-scientific; and it is with his treatment of them that I
shall be concerned in the present chapter, before turning to what he
proposes in place of them in the several chapters that follow. It is a
crucial if only preliminary part of his philosophical enterprise to lay
these interpretations decisively to rest (and not simply to seek to
understand how they could have arisen, and to assess their ‘human’
significance and value for ‘life’); and it is therefore of considerable
importance to see how he undertakes to dispose of them. I shall
begin with his critique of the hypothesis central to the world-
interpretation which exercises him perhaps more than any other —
the ‘God-hypothesis’ — and then shall turn to a number of others,
which he takes to be rather closely bound up with it or akin to it.
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God

I

For Nietzsche, it would be difficult to overestimate the importance
(both practical and philosophical) of the question of whether or not
there is a God. As he observes, with regard to belief in God, so
much ‘was built upon this faith, propped up by it,” that its
abandonment has consequences beyond ‘the multitude’s capacity for
comprehension’ (GS 343). One could fairly characterize a good deal
of his philosophizing as an attempt to draw out these consequences,
for a whole range of issues: to show what positions are thereby
rendered untenable, and to proceed to deal with these issues in the
manner he takes to be indicated when both the very idea of God
and the long ‘shadow’ cast by this idea over much of our ordinary
and traditional philosophical thinking are banished. Thus he begins
the third book of The Gay Science by remarking that the
abandonment of belief in God is only the first step requiring to be
taken: ‘we still have to vanquish his shadow, too’ (GS 108), and to
carry out the ‘de-deification of nature’ and proceed to ¢ “naturalize”
humanity’ (GS 109). This lends particular importance to his
treatment of the question of the existence of God. It is also of
considerable interest in its own right, and in another respect as
well: it constitutes a paradigm case of the kind of approach he
takes to many other metaphysical hypotheses.

Nietzsche’s most famous assertion concerning God is his
proclamation that ‘God is dead.” The death of God, he maintains, is
‘the greatest recent event’ (GS 343). He refers to this ‘event’ in a
number of places, most notably in the well-known section of this
same work bearing the heading ‘The Madman’:

Have you not heard of that madman who lit a lantern in the
bright morning hours, ran to the market place, and cried
incessantly: ‘I seek God! I seek God!’. . .“Whither is God?’ he
cried; ‘T will tell you. We have killed him — you and 1. All of us

are his murderers. But how did we do this? . . . Who gave us
the sponge to wipe away the entire horizon? . . . God is dead.
God remains dead. And we have killed him. . . . There has never

been a greater deed; and whoever is born after us — for the sake
of this deed he will belong to a higher history than all history
hitherto’ (GS 125).

What Nietzsche is speaking of here, however, is the demise of belief
in the existence of God, as a cultural event of profound significance
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for people who from time immemorial have been accustomed to
thinking in terms of a theocentric interpretation of themselves, their
lives, values, and reality. It is sometimes suggested that his concern
with the question of the existence of God actually went no further
than this — with the consequences of the decline of belief in a
transcendent deity; that whether or not there really is a God was
an issue of little or no importance to him; and that this is the sort
of metaphysical question of which there can be no meaningful
discussion, except in terms of the practical consequences of believing
one thing or another. This construal of Nietzsche, however, is
profoundly mistaken. He is very interested in the psychological (and
cultural and social) consequences of ‘the death of God’ in this
sense. But he is also intent upon establishing that, whatever these
consequences might be, and however unprepared most people might
be to deal with the fact, the supposition of the existence of a
transcendent deity is philosophically unconscionable, and requires to
be repudiated.

That Nietzsche denies the existence of a transcendent deity is
sometimes questioned in light of the fact that he says such things
as: ‘The question of the mere “truth” of Christianity — whether in
regard to the existence of its God or the historicity of the legend
of its origin. . . — is a matter of secondary importance as long as
the question of the value of Christian morality is not considered’
(WP 251). And: ‘That we find no God - either in history or in
nature or behind nature — is not what differentiates us, but that
we experience what has been revered as God, not as “godlike,”
but as miserable, as absurd, as harmful, not merely as an error
but as a crime against life’ (A 47). It is suggested that passages of
this sort show his actual concern to be with something quite
different from the question of whether or not God exists — namely,
with the problem of what is to be made of the kind of morality
and scale of values associated with belief in the existence of such
a God.

While it is certainly true that Nietzsche was very much concerned
with the latter issue, however, such a concern obviously does not
preclude one’s taking the question of the existence of God to be of
great moment. Moreover, and more importantly, it should be
observed that taking the position he does with respect to this
morality and scale of values presupposes that one is prepared to
answer this question, in the negative. For their tenability and
significance obviously cannot be decided independently of it; and
they come out very differently for one who thinks that the question
is to be (or even might be) answered affirmatively. Nietzsche does
say: ‘The whole absurd residue of Christian fable, conceptual
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cobweb-spinning and theologies does not concern us; it could be a
thousand times more absurd and we would not lift a finger against
it. But we do combat the ideal that. . .appeals to all the cowardices
and vanities of wearied souls’ (WP 252). Yet he also writes: ‘Our
greatest reproach against existence was the existence of God,” belief
in which ‘turns life into a monstrosity.” And he goes on to remark
that ‘our greatest relief is ‘precisely that we have eliminated’ this
idea (WP 707).

The supposition of the non-existence of God thus underlies the
condemnation of Judeo-Christian morality and values (and others of
a like nature developed in association with similar otherworldly
religious beliefs) to which Nietzsche gives such vigorous expression.
The two issues, on his view, are intimately connected and cannot be
completely separated. And the same holds where values are
concerned. “When we thus reject the Christian interpretation, and
condemn its “significance” as a forgery, we are immediately
confronted in a striking manner with the Schopen-hauerian question:
Has existence then a significance at all?” Nietzsche observes, with
reference to Schopenhauer, that ‘unconditional and honest atheism is
simply the presupposition of the way he poses his problem,’
asserting it to be ‘a triumph achieved finally and with great
difficulty by the European conscience, being the most fateful act of
two thousand years of discipline for truth that in the end forbids
itself the lie of faith in God’> (GS 357). And the same is true for
him.

That Nietzsche goes well beyond a cautious agnosticism, and
shares Schopenhauer’s ‘unconditional and honest atheism,’ is
something he makes quite plain time and again. Thus, for example,
he speaks of that which ‘led to the positing of “another world” in
primeval times’ as ‘an error in the interpretation of certain natural
events, a failure of the intellect” (GS 151). He suggests that ‘God
himself’ is ‘our most enduring lie> (GS 344), and that ‘God’ is
‘merely a mistake of man’s’ (TI 1:7). He refers to the ‘stupendous
concept, “God,” ’ as the ‘last, thinnest, and emptiest’ of ‘the brain
afflictions of sick web-spinners,” which ‘they place . . . in the
beginning, as the beginning,” even though in fact it ‘comes at the
end — unfortunately! for it ought not to come at all!” (TT 1II:4). He
regards ‘God’ and ‘souls’ as theological inventions which have no
‘contact with reality’; they are said to be ‘nothing but imaginary
causes’ and ‘imaginary beings’ (A 15). ‘We deny God,” he states;
‘only thereby do we redeem the world’ (TT VI:8). In short, he takes
the position that ‘the belief in the Christian God has become
unbelievable’; it is a belief we no longer may suppose to be tenable
(GS 343).
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In this light, it becomes clear what Nietzsche means in the
passage cited earlier, in which he remarks: ‘“That we find no God -
either in history or in nature or behind nature — is not what
differentiates us’ (A 47). His point is that to characterize him as an
atheist is not to say enough, in that he does not stop with a denial
of the existence of God, but moreover goes on to deny the ‘divine’
and estimable character of the qualities and traits generally
associated with God and godliness.

Who are we anyway? If we simply called ourselves, using an old
expression, godless [ones], or unbelievers, or perhaps immoralists,
we do not believe that this would even come close to designating
us: We are all three in such an advanced stage that one — that
you, my curious friends — could never comprehend how we feel
at this point. Ours is no longer the bitterness and passion of the
person who has torn himself away and still feels compelled to
turn his unbelief into a new belief, a purpose, a martyrdom. We
have become cold, hard, and tough in the realization that the
way of this world is anything but divine. . . . We know it well,
the world in which we live is ungodly, immoral, ‘inhuman’ (GS
346; emphasis added).

This passage is of considerable importance. It shows that what
Nietzsche takes to set himself apart from atheists generally is not
that he wishes to disassociate himself from their denial of the
existence of God. Rather, he differs from them in that, while he no
less than they makes this denial, he no longer shares the ‘bitterness
and passion’ of those who find the non-existence of God distressing
and remain preoccupied with this circumstance. His concern is not
merely with the establishment and proclamation of God’s non-
existence; he is declaring himself to have gone further, addressing
himself to the question which now emerges of how we are to
reinterpret the world and ourselves and revalue our lives and our
possibilities, given that we are no longer to think about them in
relation to the existence of a transcendent deity.

I

This only serves to raise the question, however, of whether
Nietzsche merely proposes to assume the untenability and
erroneousness of what might be called ‘the God-hypothesis,” or
thinks there are compelling reasons for rejecting it. He does list ‘No
God’ as one of his ‘presuppositions’ (WP 595); but this does not
settle the matter, since one may obviously treat something one has
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initially attempted to establish as a ‘presupposition’ of one’s
subsequent reflections. He does seem to feel that it should no longer
be necessary to press the matter, in the sense that he regards the
non-existence of God as settled beyond any reasonable doubt; so he
remarks that ‘seriousness, the profound self-overcoming of the spirit,
no longer permits anybody not to know about this’ (A 38). In
order not to leave his flank exposed, however, he addresses himself
to the issue on a number of occasions, setting forth the
considerations which he takes to suffice to lay the ‘God-hypothesis’
to rest, apart from what he supposes to be its harmful practical
impact on human life.

‘We deny God,” Nietzsche states; but for what reasons? ‘The
belief in God is overthrown,” he claims; but how? The whole
answer to these questions is not to be found in his answer to his
rhetorical question, “Why atheism today?’, in Beyond Good and
Evil, where he writes: ¢ “The father” in God has been thoroughly
refuted; ditto, “the judge,” “the rewarder.” Also his “free will” ’
(BGE 53). This is merely what he says he ‘found to be causes for
the decline of European theism, on the basis of a great many
conversations, asking and listening.” The spread of atheism may be
attributable to the fact that such anthropomorphic
conceptualizations of God as ‘father,” ‘judge,” ‘rewarder’ and the like
cannot survive the critical scrutiny of sophisticated thinkers alert to
the illegitimacy of construing God in human terms, and to the
further fact that for most people belief can no longer be
commanded or inspired in a being who is not thus readily
comprehensible in any such terms. But this does not suffice to show
that a suitably deanthropomorphized and demythologized God is no
less ‘unbelievable,” and is likewise to be dismissed. The ‘causes for
the decline of European theism’ are not necessarily good reasons for
the complete rejection of the ‘God-hypothesis’; and Nietzsche means
to do more than merely to suggest the untenability of belief in a
God conceived along crudely anthropomorphic lines.

Similarly, he does not wish to rest his case simply upon his
contention, with respect to the explanation of certain sorts of events
often taken to justify belief in the existence of a God, that ¢ “God”
is far too extreme a hypothesis’ (WP 114). For the fact that other,
less ‘extreme’ hypotheses are available, by means of which the same
things can be explained, would not by itself suffice completely to
discredit the ‘God-hypothesis,” and to warrant the contention that it
is an ‘error’ and a ‘lie’ to be ‘denied’ and ‘repudiated.’” A world-
interpretation based upon this hypothesis certainly has the virtues of
explanatory power and simplicity, for there is nothing the existence
and occurrence of which cannot be readily explained on the single
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assumption of the existence of an omnipotent and omniscient deity.
Unless it can be argued that the ‘God-hypothesis’ is not only
unnecessarily extravagant but also in some way fatally suspect,
therefore, it can hardly be ruled out as categorically as Nietzsche
evidently thinks it can be and intends it to be.

He likewise recognizes that the radical untenability of this
hypothesis cannot be established merely by showing (as various
earlier philosophers like Hume had attempted to do) that the kinds
of arguments for the existence of God which are often taken to
have considerable force in fact fail to accomplish their purpose. All
that would follow from this is that the existence of God remains an
open question; and while agnosticism might thus be indicated, it
could not legitimately be inferred that there is no God of the sort
these arguments purport to demonstrate. Under such circumstances
intellectual integrity might require that one refrain from assenting to
the ‘God-hypothesis’; but it would also require that one refrain
from denying it, unless there is more to be said concerning it than
this. If none of the considerations mentioned up to this point are
sufficiently relevant and decisive to warrant Nietzsche’s claim that
‘truthfulness’ demands that the existence of God be regarded as a
‘malignant counterfeit’ (A 38), and that ‘the falseness and
mendaciousness’ of world-interpretations based on it be recognized
(WP 1), therefore, what other sort of consideration does he take to
do so?

His thinking along these lines is indicated most clearly and
explicitly in a relatively early work (Dawn) in a section bearing the
heading ‘The Historical Refutation as the Decisive One’ (D 935).
This section follows closely upon another in which he poses the
rhetorical question: “What if God were precisely not the truth, and
precisely this were proven? And if he were but the vanity, the
craving for power, the impatience, the terror, and the ecstatic and
agonized madness of man?’ (D 93). The sort of consideration he
introduces admittedly does not logically rule out the possibility that
the ‘God-hypothesis’ might be correct; but that he takes it to be
both relevant and conclusive is evident from his use of the terms
‘refutation’ and ‘decisive’ in connection with it (or rather, with the
case to be based upon it). He writes:

Previously one sought to prove that there is no God. — Today
one shows how the belief that there is a God was able to arise,
and in what way this belief has acquired its weight and
importance: thereby the counter-proof that there is no God
becomes superfluous. — When one previously had refuted the
proffered ‘proofs of the existence of God,” there always remained
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the doubt whether there might not be better proofs to be
discovered than those refuted: at that time atheists did not
understand how to go about wiping the slate clean (D 95).

Much of what Nietzsche has to say about the notion of God
consists precisely in discussion of ‘how the belief that there is a
God was able to arise, and in what way this belief has acquired its
weight and importance.” He explores a number of possible
explanations of both the origination and the development and
‘weight and importance’ of the belief. With regard to the former, he
tends to oscillate between two rather different theories, which might
be called his ‘error’ and ‘projection’ theories, appearing ultimately to
favor the second over the first. The first itself has several versions,
one of which has already been noted: namely, that the postulation
of a God initially was the result of ‘an error in the interpretation of
certain natural events, a failure of the intellect’ (GS 151). Another
focusses upon the misinterpretation of the nature and significance of
a different set of phenomena — namely, linguistic phenomena —
which were thought to evince a rationality and to bespeak rational
powers indicating a supernatural origin. It is in this connection that
he remarks: ¢ “Reason” in language — oh, what an old deceptive
female she is! T am afraid we are not rid of God because we still
have faith in grammar’ (TT 1ILS5).

The second (‘projection’) theory also has several variants.
According to one of them, ‘one sets up one’s own type as the
measure of value in general; one projects it into things, behind
things, behind the fate of things — as God’ (WP 205). And
according to another, each primitive community in need of a God
to compensate for certain things it lacks is suggested to have
‘created its “God” according to its needs’ (A 31). Here, therefore,
Nietzsche is suggesting that the idea of a God may be the product
either of strength or of weakness. Thus, on the one hand, he
writes: ‘A people that still believes in itself retains its own god. In
him it reveres the conditions which let it prevail, its virtues: it
projects its pleasure in itself, its feeling of power, into a being to
whom one may offer thanks’ (A 16). And, on the other, he speaks
of ‘the one God and the one Son of God’ as ‘both products of
ressentiment’ (A 40), suggests that ‘one needed God as an
unconditional sanction. . . , as a “categorical imperator” * (WP
275), and remarks: ‘It is a miserable story: man seeks a principle
through which he can despise men — he invents a world so as to
be able to slander and bespatter this world: in reality, he reaches
every time for nothingness and construes nothingness as “God” ’
(WP 461).
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Nietzsche further contends that the tenacity with which people
cling to the idea of God is in no small measure owing to the fact
that they have in effect become addicted to it as a means of
rendering their lives endurable. He writes: ‘How many still reason:
“Life would be unbearable if there were no God!
Consequently there must be a God!” * But, he continues, ‘the truth
of the matter is simply that one who has accustomed himself to
such ideas [as that of God] has no wish for a life without them:
thus they may be ideas necessary for him and his preservation’ (D
90). This tendency, on his view, is by no means characteristic of
ordinary people alone. He also sees it at work in the thought of
philosophers like Kant, who go to great lengths in an attempt to
defend the legitimacy and preserve the cogency of the ‘God-
hypothesis.” Indeed, he takes it to be an indication of how strongly
pronounced it can be among them that even their intelligence and
commitment to intellectual integrity do not suffice to counter it.
And behind this tendency he discerns a fundamental lack of self-
confidence and of the strength to accept and affirm life in this
world:

Christianity, it seems to me, is still needed by most people in old
Europe even today; therefore it still finds believers. For this is
how man is: An article of faith could be refuted before him a
thousand times — if he needed it, he would consider it ‘true’
again and again. . . . [It is an] instinct of weakness which, to be
sure, does not create religions, metaphysical systems, and
convictions of all kinds but — conserves them (GS 347).

These observations, however, pertain less to the tenability of the
‘God-hypothesis’ than to its appeal notwithstanding its dubiousness.
The detection of such appeal does not count directly against it. It
should serve to place one on one’s guard, and to arouse one’s
suspicions about its tenability; but this only helps to set the stage
for Nietzsche’s ‘historical refutation’ of this hypothesis, or what
might more aptly be termed his ‘genealogical subversion’ of it. His
case against it does not stand or fall with the accuracy of the
details of the account he offers of the origin and appeal of the idea;
he regards it as sufficient for his purposes if it is conceded that
some such specific treatment of these phenomena is capable of
explaining them satisfactorily — as historical and psychological
phenomena. One might be quite willing to grant this, however, and
yet question whether the soundness of this sort of explanation is
‘decisive’ for the problem at hand. Does it warrant the conclusion
that the God-hypothesis is unworthy of belief? Or is Nietzsche
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guilty of what is sometimes called the ‘genetic fallacy’ here, in
supposing this to be so?

I

In undertaking to answer these questions, it should be observed that
the reservations philosophers often have with respect to arguments
of this sort are generally felt more strongly in some cases than in
others. One need only substitute ‘ghosts’ for ‘God,” for example, to
appreciate this point. At the same time, it must immediately be
granted that the possibility of providing this kind of analysis does
not by itself suffice to ‘wipe the slate clean’ where the idea of the
existence of an entity of some sort is concerned. If there are
independent reasons for supposing that there may be something to
the idea, then no matter how ‘all-too-human’ its origins and
popular appeal might be, it cannot legitimately be written off
straightaway as a fiction unworthy of serious consideration. A
genealogical subversion of the sort Nietzsche attempts in connection
with the God-hypothesis may fairly be taken to establish a strong
presumption against the philosophical tenability of such an idea; but
it is a presumption that can be overridden, at least in principle.
Indeed, it is essential to his own purposes that this is so; for he is
quite prepared to grant that an analysis of this sort can be given of
any and every conception of what there is that has been or might
be developed, his own included.

The crucial question for Nietzsche is that of whether and how
any such conception can be resurrected from the ashes to which all
of them are initially reduced by the consuming fire of genealogical
analysis (and if so, which of them). He finds it inconceivable,
however, that any such case might actually be made out in the
instance of the idea of the existence of a transcendent deity. And it
is because he takes the prospects for the philosophical revival of the
‘God-hypothesis’ on grounds independent of those tendencies
exposed through genealogical analysis to be nil, that he considers
this analysis to constitute a ‘refutation’ of it which is ‘decisive.’

The strength of Nietzsche’s case may perhaps be more clearly
discerned by taking a somewhat different approach to the issue.
Philosophy is not simply a matter of ascertaining what can be
validly inferred and plausibly concluded from given sets of
assumptions and data. It more fundamentally involves the attempt
to decide what to make of various claims about the existence,
natures, and interrelations of entities and events and states of
affairs. At least for the most part, such decisions must be reached
without benefit of self-evident first principles or incorrigible facts,
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and by lines of deliberation lacking the tight rigor of a logical
deduction. There is not only a single question to be answered,
namely: What can and cannot be proven and disproven beyond the
possibility of doubt or challenge, i.e., proven and disproven strictly
speaking? The answer to that question would be: virtually nothing.
The more generally applicable and significant methodological
question is this: Is there any way of settling the status of various
claims clearly and decisively, at least to the extent of being able to
distinguish those which deserve serious consideration from those
which are completely untenable, given the indecisiveness of attempts
to do so by rigorous methods?

Methods are useful in a field of inquiry only if they enable one
to settle questions arising in that field. They are appropriately as
well as clearly ‘decisive’ only if, in addition to enabling one to
settle questions, they settle them in a way that is not arbitrary or
philosophically suspect. It would be wrong to suppose, however,
that a procedure is not reliable if it does not completely preclude
the possibility of skeptical challenge either to the acceptability of
the considerations upon which it draws or to the validity of the
conclusions it yields. What a philosopher ought to be concerned to
achieve is not certainty — at least where certainty is unattainable —
but rather understanding; and understanding is not something the
achievement of which depends essentially upon the development of
lines of reasoning tight enough to eliminate the slightest possibility
of doubt. It suffices for its attainment that one marshal
considerations which serve to establish a point beyond a reasonable
doubt, and which have sufficient force to warrant the judgment that
it cannot seriously be disputed.

Nietzsche’s claim, in connection with the God-hypothesis, is that
the considerations pertaining to it to which he calls attention render
it unreasonable to understand the idea of a transcendent deity as
anything other than a fiction. And he regards it as frivolous (or
worse) if one should continue to insist that it may be more than
this merely because it cannot be demonstrated with logical rigor
that there is no such entity. The strongest part of the case for the
God-hypothesis — that is, the only thing that remains after one
recognizes that it cannot be proven or supported by positive
argument, and discounts the all-too-human motivations which have
led people to embrace it — is the fact that it cannot be disproven.
And that is hardly a sufficient reason to dispute the conclusion that
it is untenable.

In sum: if we are ever to be able to settle the question of the
existence of a transcendent deity, it is essential to begin by
recognizing that what we are confronted with is an idea which
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people have conceived, and a belief which people have held; and
that our basic problem is to decide what is to be made of this idea
and this belief. The fact that philosophers have long felt themselves
obliged to consider some such matter seriously is of no great
importance, if considerations come to light which indicate that this
fact itself is to be explained by reference to circumstances of an
‘all-too-human’ nature. Philosophers do not hesitate simply to
dismiss the idea of the gods of the early Greeks (not to mention
those of more primitive peoples) and the belief in their existence in
this way; and it is Nietzsche’s contention that nothing beyond what
he terms ‘the wishes of our reverence’ and ‘our needs’ (GS 346),
along with a reluctance to face up to the practical implications of
doing so, stands in the way of our dealing with the idea of and
belief in ‘our’ God in a similar way.

If the idea of God and belief in the existence of God are
regarded as phenomena to be explained, genealogical considerations
are clearly at least of potential relevance. If these phenomena can
be explained in terms of such considerations, and if the only
compelling arguments which can be brought forward on behalf of
their conceptual and propositional content consist in demonstrations
that they can be formulated or reformulated in such a way as to
escape both logical and experiential objection, the view that such
considerations are actually relevant and indeed of great significance
with respect to the issue of their status becomes quite reasonable. It
can hardly be denied that at the outset of their career in human
thought their status was that of a fiction and a superstition.
Modifications of their content serving merely to ward off objections
made to various formulations of this content cannot as such be
taken to alter this status. Their origins and motivations render them
suspect; and the unavailability of any cogent arguments telling in
favor of them must be conceded to tell strongly against them in
light of this fact.

Nietzsche takes the upshot of these reflections to be that (in a
manner of speaking) the ‘God-hypothesis’ is even more emphatically
‘dead’ (no longer a ‘live’ issue) than is belief in God as a cultural
phenomenon. For while it may be that the non-existence of God
has not strictly speaking been proven, the existence or non-existence
of God is revealed to be a moot point. The very question is shown
to fail to survive the preliminary screening which separates issues
warranting serious consideration and hypotheses deserving to be
reckoned with as genuine possibilities from those which do not. The
‘God-hypothesis’ requires to be laid to rest, and further debate
concerning the existence of an entity of the sort indicated is
pointless. And it is pointless not in the sense that the issue is one it
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is beyond our power to resolve (owing, e.g., to our own cognitive
limitations), but rather in the sense that the genuineness of the
possibility upon which the issue centers is to be discounted. Once a
possibility has been recognized to be spurious, there ceases to be
any point in continuing to discuss the issue it poses.

Nietzsche’s emphatic repudiation of any suggestion that a
transcendent deity does or might exist, and his often belittling and
sometimes harsh treatment of those who fail to do likewise, are
consequently neither unconsidered nor unreasoned. His claim to
have provided an argument that has the force of a ‘refutation’ may
be exaggerated. It is compelling enough, however, to render
reasonable his contention that it is ‘decisive’; and it must in any
event be conceded to come closer to ruling out the God-hypothesis
than could be done in any other way.

The soul

v

Just as ‘God,” for Nietzsche, can legitimately be conceived only as
referring to something about the world, ‘soul,” he has Zarathustra
say, ‘is only a word for something about the body’ (Z I:4). And if
there is anything which he takes to come at all close to rivaling the
God-hypothesis in the importance of its philosophical and practical
consequences — and also in the profundity of its erroneousness — it
is what he correspondingly terms the ‘soul-hypothesis.” What he has
in mind here is the postulation of the existence of a peculiar entity
distinguishable and distinct from the living human body, which
however is supposed to be (identical with) that ‘self which each of
us most fundamentally has or is. As he recognizes, this postulated
entity is frequently denoted by a considerable number of names or
labels other than the more traditional one of ‘soul,” such as ‘the
ego,” ‘the subject,” and also ‘the mind’ or ‘spirit.” It does not greatly
matter to him which of them one might prefer to use, what
concerns him is the idea of the existence of any such entity.

It is Nietzsche’s contention that this hypothesis not merely is
sufficiently problematical to dictate a prudent suspension of
philosophical judgment with respect to its validity, but moreover is
quite as wuntenable as the ‘God-hypothesis,” and so likewise requires
to be abandoned. He is no more a mere skeptic where the existence
of a soul-entity is concerned than he is a mere agnostic with
reference to the existence of a transcendent deity. This should be
clear to anyone who reflects upon the language he repeatedly uses
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to characterize the status of ‘the soul,” ‘the subject,” ‘the ego,’ etc.,
and of belief in the existence of some ‘being’ or ‘substance’
answering to these descriptions. The idea of the ‘soul’ as ‘a “being,”
> and as ‘a something that is not process but enduring, substance,’
he contends, is a piece of ‘ancient mythology’ (WP 631), and a
‘fiction’ that is ‘of no use’ (WP 480). He writes: ‘To know, e.g.,
that one has a nervous system ( — but no “soul” — ) is still the
privilege of the best informed” (WP 229). There are ‘no subject
“atoms” > (WP 488), on his view. ‘The “subject” is only a fiction’
(WP 390). Again: ‘The “subject” is not something given, it is
something added and invented and projected behind what there is’
(WP 481).

Likewise, with respect to ‘the ego,” Nietzsche maintains that it
‘does not exist at all’ (WP 370). It is ‘a fable, a fiction, a play on
words’ (TI TV: 3), ‘only a conceptual synthesis’ (WP 371); and a
form of ‘crude fetishism’ is held to be involved in the belief that it
actually exists and has the character of a ‘being’ (TI II:5). The T’
too, conceived as a kind of spiritual entity, is termed ‘only a
synthesis which is made by thinking’ (BGE 54). ‘The word “I”, he
suggests, is simply a word which ‘we set up . . . at the point at
which our ignorance begins’ (WP 482), and which we erroneously
take to refer to ‘something that thinks’ (WP 484) and is ‘the given
cause of thought’ (WP 483).

These passages and others like them make plain that Nietzsche is
a rather enthusiastic participant in what he terms the attempt ‘to
assassinate the old soul concept’ (and its successor notions along
with it), to which he considers many modern philosophers to have
been party, albeit often unwittingly and even unwillingly (BGE 54).
‘One must . . . give the finishing stroke,” he says, to that form of
‘atomism which Christianity has taught best and longest, the sou/
atomism’ (BGE 12). He thus is no less intent upon proclaiming ‘the
death of the soul’ than he is upon proclaiming ‘the death of God’;
and it is no less crucial to his further purposes that he establish the
former than it is that he establish the latter. For his own conception
of man’s nature presupposes that both notions are to be ruled out.

It may be observed, in this connection, that Nietzsche considers
these two hypotheses to be intimately connected — the soul-
hypothesis leaning upon the God-hypothesis for its philosophical
and theological intelligibility, and the God-hypothesis leaning upon
the soul-hypothesis for much of its evidence and intuitive appeal
(and perhaps even being modeled upon it). He does not argue for
the dismissal of the former, however, merely by contending that it
presupposes the latter and therefore falls with it. Indeed, one of the
more remarkable features of his discussion and critique of the
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notion of a soul-entity is his willingness to separate the two issues.
Even though he does take ‘the old soul concept’ (and its latter-day
variants along with it) to be incoherent once one abandons ‘the old
God’ by reference to whom the purported existence and putative
nature of such an entity could be explained, he does not push this
line of argument. For he recognizes that the roots of belief in the
latter go deeper than this, and thus that it requires to be dealt with
in a manner better suited to the exposure of the sources of the idea
and of the power it has over our thinking.

Before considering how he seeks to deal with it, however, it
would be well to take note of what Nietzsche regards as some of
the central features of the soul-hypothesis. On some occasions he
stresses what might be called its purported atomic (i.e., substantial
and unitary) character. Thus, for example, in the passage in which
he speaks of giving ‘the finishing stroke’ to ‘soul atomism,’ he
writes: ‘Let it be permitted to designate by this expression the belief
which regards the soul as something indestructible, eternal,
indivisible, as a monad, as an atomon’ (BGE 12). More generally,
he has in mind ‘our belief in the “ego” as a substance’ (WP 487),
and the notion of ‘the “ego” as a being ( — not affected by
becoming and development)’ (WP 517). The substantiality and unity
of this entity are thus linked with the idea that it is essentially
immutable, and thus ‘ahistorical,” in the sense of having the status
of something which has not and does not become what it is
through some sort of contingent developmental process or processes.
When Nietzsche states ‘No subject “atoms”. . . . No “substance” ’
(WP 488), he is referring to the notion of an immaterial entity
conceived as possessing these characteristics in particular.

On other occasions, he has something more in mind as well,
calling attention to the imputed cawusal function in terms of which
its nature is generally further specified. Thus he speaks of belief in
a ‘subject-substratum in which every act of thinking . . . has its
origin’® (WP 477), of the ‘superstition’ that ‘the subject “I” ’ is
required as ‘the condition of the predicate “think” > (BGE 17), and

of ‘the subject’ as ‘the term for . . . the fiction that many similar
states in us are the effect of one substratum’ (WP 485). ¢ “The
subject”,” he writes, is ‘interpreted . . . so that the ego counts as a

substance, as the cause of all deeds, as a doer’ (WP 488). Its
postulation involves not merely the sharp distinction of mind from
body, but also a ‘separation of the “deed” from the “doer” . . ., of
the process from a something that is not process but enduring,
substance . . . — the attempt to comprehend an event as a sort of
shifting and place-changing on the part of a “being,” of something
constant’ (WP 631).
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Nietzsche’s point here is that a certain (problematic) conception
of what this entity is taken to do looms large in what it is taken to
be; and that indeed the principal motivation of taking it to be
something real is that the occurrence of certain sorts of events is
construed as the performance of certain sorts of acts, which are
supposed to be the doings of a special type of doer. Thinking,
perceiving, imagining, knowing, willing, choosing and the like are
regarded as activities having their seat and source in ‘something that
thinks,” etc.; and this ‘something’ is correspondingly conceived as a
being whose nature it is to do such things. Against this view, he
maintains that ‘there is no such substratum; there is no “being”
behind doing, effecting, becoming; “the doer” is merely a fiction
added to the deed’ (GM 1:13).

Vv

The verdict Nietzsche renders with respect to this hypothesis is thus
that it ‘ought to be expelled from science’ (BGE 12), and from
philosophy as well, as a ‘fabrication,” a ‘fiction,” an ‘illusion,” a
piece of ‘ancient mythology,” and ‘merely a superstition.” The
considerations he advances and takes to establish this conclusion are
rather similar to those encountered above in connection with the
God-hypothesis. While he observes (correctly enough) that ‘our
conception of the ego does not guarantee any actual unity’ (WP
635), he recognizes that this does not suffice to make his case.
Similarly, it may well be, as he observes, that the word ‘I" which
we have for so long and so glibly employed conceals more than it
reveals, and is merely an opaque cipher introduced ‘at the point at
which our ignorance begins’ (WP 482); but this by itself would not
warrant the conclusion that the soul-hypothesis is to be rejected,
and that interpretations of the ‘I’ as a ‘substance’ and a ‘subject’
are notions which ‘have nothing to do with metaphysical truths,” as
he maintains (WP 513).

Moreover, it does not suffice to establish this conclusion merely
to point out that there is nothing we may discover through
introspection that is anything like what this entity is supposed to be
(as Hume remarks), and that the supposition of the existence of
such an entity is not required for the explanation of certain features
of our experience (WP 480). For all that follows from this is simply
that the soul-hypothesis is philosophically problematical. Something
more must be done if it is to be shown to be untenable, just as
something more would be required to show that it is sound. And
the mere absence of arguments strong enough to settle the issue
along the latter lines is insufficient by itself to settle it along the
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former. Here again, his further case against it ultimately comes
down primarily to an attack upon it of the sort which in the
previous section was called genealogical subversion.

To begin with, Nietzsche suggests, one ought to ask oneself: °
“What gives me the right to speak of an ego, and even of an ego
as a cause, and finally of an ego as the cause of thought?” > (BGE
16). And he observes that the fact that doing so is ‘habitual,” and
may even be practically ‘indispensable’ for us, ‘in itself proves
nothing against [the notion’s] imaginary origin’ (WP 483). It may
be the case that ‘we need “unities” to be able to reckon’; but ‘that
does not mean we must suppose that such unities exist’ (WP 635).
Indeed, far from establishing our ‘right’ to affirm the ‘soul-
hypothesis,” the habituality, utility and indispensability of our belief
in something like a ‘soul-entity’ is taken by Nietzsche to have the
opposite significance, and to count against our having a
philosophical ‘right’ to do so. For the ‘necessity’ of a belief not only
is quite consistent with its having ‘nothing to do with truth’ (WP
478), but moreover — in light of the ubiquity of ‘useful fictions’ in
human life and thought — creates a kind of prima facie presumption
against any ‘logical-metaphysical postulate’ (such as this one) which
accords closely with ‘the fact of a very strong belief” (WP 484). So
he remarks that ‘it could be useful and important for one’s activity
to interpret oneself falsely’ (WP 492).

To be sure, this presumption is one which can be defeated. It is
of some importance, however, that the presumption established at
the outset is this one, rather than the contrary one in favor of
philosophical hypotheses according closely with habitual, useful or
indispensable beliefs. For this has the consequence, on Nietzsche’s
view, that it is not necessary actually to disprove the hypothesis
under consideration, or to show it to be internally inconsistent or
incoherent, in order to discredit it sufficiently to warrant its
dismissal. Rather, he supposes it to suffice for this purpose merely
to show that the case for taking the notion of a soul-entity to be
merely a useful fiction is strong, and that the considerations which
have been taken to support the idea that something of the sort
actually exists in point of fact do nothing of the kind.

One of the main points Nietzsche makes in this connection is
that the habituality of our belief in a soul-entity is a consequence of
what he terms a ‘grammatical habit’ or ‘grammatical custom’; and
that the strength of this belief is ‘only owing to the seduction of
language (and the fundamental errors of reason that are petrified in
it) which conceives and misconceives all effects as conditioned by
something that causes effects, by a “subject” > (GM I1:13). The
conclusion ‘that when there is thought there has to be something
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“that thinks,” > he argues, is simply a reflection ‘of our grammatical
custom that adds a doer to every deed” (WP 484). So he writes:

It thinks; but that this ‘it’ is precisely the famous old ‘ego’ is . .

. only a superstition . . . and assuredly not an immediate
certainty. . . . Even the ‘it’ contains an interpretation of the
process, and does not belong to the process itself. One infers here
according to the grammatical habit: ‘thinking is an activity; every
activity requires an agent; consequently — * (BGE 17).

In short, Nietzsche is suggesting that our belief in the existence of a
soul-entity, and indeed our very notion of such an entity, is rooted
in an interpretation of a certain class of events as a kind of act,
and of such acts as the operations of a kind of agent. This
interpretation has long since ‘found a firm form in the functions of
language and grammar’ (WP 631); and as a consequence of this
fact it now appears to most people to be something intuitively
obvious. It is one of the basic articles of what he terms ‘the
metaphysics of language’ (TT III:5). Its centrality to the conceptual
scheme built into the very foundations of our language, however,
even if conjoined with the assumption that our language serves us
quite well for most of the purposes for which we require it, does
not warrant the conclusion that the interpretation of these events as
‘deeds’ of which some sort of soul-entity is the ‘doer’ is sound. On
the contrary:

The ‘spirit,” something that thinks . . . — this conception is a
second derivative of that false interpretation which believes in
‘thinking’: first an act is imagined which simply does not occur,
‘thinking,” and secondly a subject-substratum in which every act
of thinking . . . has its origin (WP 477).

Nietzsche is not here denying the existence of all events it is
customary to conceive and refer to as mental acts of various kinds
(thinking, perceiving, imagining, willing, etc.). Rather, he is
maintaining that such events are misinterpreted when they are so
conceived. And he is further suggesting that it is this
misinterpretation which is at least immediately and most directly
responsible for the further erroneous interpretation of the occurrence
of these events as involving the existence of a mental entity whose
nature it is (at least in part) to perform these putative ‘acts.” This
two-part interpretation, of course, is for the most part one that
people neither work out step by step for themselves, nor even
recognize that they employ. They simply assimilate it, as a single
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general ‘doer-deed’ model of conceputalization and self-
interpretation, along with the structure of the language they learn.

VI

While Nietzsche makes much of considerations of the above sort,
notice must be taken of a number of other, rather different points
he raises in this same general connection, which he likewise
considers to be relevant to both the understanding of the emergence
of the soul-hypothesis and its assessment. One is that the emergence
of ‘belief in the soul’ was associated with certain understandable
errors made in man’s first crude and fumbling attempts at self-
understanding. So he surmises that it ‘arose from unscientific
reflection on . . . the body (something that leaves it. Belief in the
truth of dreams — )’ (WP 491). And in a passage with the heading
‘Psychological history of the concept “subject,” ’ he suggests that
primitive reflections upon the body as a ¢ “whole” construed by the
eye,” and upon actions performed by this ‘whole,” served to ‘awaken
the distinction between a deed and a doer; the doer, the cause of
the deed, conceived ever more subtly, finally left behind the
“subject” > (WP 547). Attempts to understand what is involved in
such experiences as seeing only served to reinforce this line of
thought: ‘To make a kind of perspective in seeing the cause of
seeing; that was what happened in the invention of the “subject,”
the “I”!” (WP 548).

Thus this ‘invention’ is taken by Nietzsche to be the result of ‘a
simplification with the object of defining the force which posits,
invents, thinks, as distinct from all individual positing, inventing,
thinking as such . . . — fundamentally, action collectively considered
with respect to all anticipated actions’ (WP 556). Its occurrence
may be quite understandable, in view of ‘our needs, namely our
need for security, for quick understanding on the basis of signs and
sounds, for means of abbreviation’ (WP 513); but it nonetheless
must be recognized to represent nothing more than a kind of ‘crude
fetishism® (TT 1IL:5). So Nietzsche speaks of ‘our bad habit of taking
a mnemonic, an abbreviative formula, to be an entity, finally as a
cause, e.g., to say of lightning “it flashes.” Or the little word “I” ’
(WP 548).

There is more to the matter than this, however; for on his view,
in this case as in many others, certain sorts of social factors have
played roles of even greater importance. In particular, he argues that
there is a close link between certain very fundamental requirements
of human social existence and the notion of an atomic and agent
‘soul-entity.” It is a virtual presupposition of the viability of social
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life among human beings, he contends, that they regard themselves
and each other as accountable for their actions through time; for it
is only thus that they may be deemed both liable to imputations of
responsibility and guilt for actions performed in the past, and
capable of making promises and undertaking commitment extending
into the future. ‘Man himself must first of all have become
calculable, regular, necessary, even in his own image of himself,” for
this development to occur (GM II:1). Under the influence of the
idea that there is something about us which is constant and
identical through time, and which renders us accountable for our
actions through time in virtue of its being the source of our actions,
our lives may actually come to exhibit a degree of regularity and
calculability, which he supposes they otherwise would largely lack.
The consent of the members of a society to the establishment of
institutions designed to punish various forms of inconstancy and
rule-infraction also is thereby more readily obtained; their operation
further contributes to this development; and as they are internalized
in moral or religious guise, it is carried further still.

This idea is thus of the greatest social utility, if indeed it is not
socially indispensable. Far from providing support for the ‘soul-
hypothesis,” however, it seems to Nietzsche that this fact only serves
to strengthen the case against it. For to the extent that acceptance
of any notion may be seen to serve some practical purpose
associated with contingent features of our manner of existence, the
supposition that its actual status is merely that of a useful fiction is
rendered more compelling. And if he is further right in suggesting
that it was only as a consequence of a development (viz., the
blocking and turning inward of certain basic drives) associated with
the establishment of society that ‘man first developed what was
later called his “soul” > (GM I1:16), it would seem that the
hypostatization of our resulting ‘inner life’ as a kind of mental
entity does indeed ‘have nothing to do with metaphysical truths’
(WP 513), as he maintains. Taken together, these points suggest it
to be but an artificial construct, fixed by the societal function
performed by the notion in our social life, and by the nature of the
changes brought about in us as a result of our socialization, the
attendant ‘internalization’ of our natural impulses, and the influence
of the notion itself upon us.

It may be observed that Nietzsche does not take it to follow
from this analysis that we do not in fact exhibit anything like the
kind and degree of ‘calculability’ and ‘regularity’ of which he
speaks; nor does he conclude from it that we in fact are incapable
of becoming accountable for our actions. His view is rather that, to
whatever extent we may exhibit the former and be capable of the
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latter, we do not do so because an atomic and agent soul-entity
actually exists in each of us and makes it possible. We do so owing
rather to the fact that, under the above-mentioned conditions, we
come to have much the sort of character we would have if this
were the case. In short, Nietzsche is granting, and not denying, that
we ‘have become calculable, regular, necessary’; but he is suggesting
that we are this way (to the extent that we are) not because we are
so by our very nature (as the ‘soul-hypothesis’ would have it), but
rather because we have become this way. And it is his contention
that our having become this way is to be explained primarily in
terms of the social utility of our being this way — a circumstance
which deprives our constancy and accountability of any
metaphysical significance. Metaphysically considered, the notion of a
soul-entity is a fiction; although it is a fiction which itself serves to
help produce or reinforce this socially useful result. Or, insofar as it
is anything more than that, it is simply a convenient way of
designating (by hypostatizing) the result thereby produced — a result,
however, which is no actual entity at all, but rather is properly
understood as a functional characteristic of a socialized human
being.

VII

Beyond observing that there would appear to be no other
adducible reasons (different in nature from those which have been
dealt with) by reference to which a compelling or even plausible
case could be made for the existence of some sort of soul-entity,
Nietzsche considers no further argument to be required to warrant
the conclusion that the soul-hypothesis is not merely problematical
but untenable philosophically. It may remain a useful - and
perhaps even indispensable — fiction in a variety of contexts, both
practical and theoretical, as he would be the first to admit; but
that, for him, is quite beside the point. Here again, therefore, one
finds him taking the position that a recognition of the ‘human, all-
too-human’ genesis and appeal of an idea, conjoined with the fact
that it has nothing else going for it, has the consequence not
merely that he can no longer bring himself to take it seriously, but
moreover that it should no longer be taken seriously
philosophically (except as a profound and seductive metaphysical
error).

In some respects, Nietzsche’s treatment of the notion of a soul-
entity (and its various philosophical refinements and modifications)
is similar to Kant’s, in the first Critique. Kant had argued that the
notion is properly regarded as a ‘regulative’ rather than a
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‘constitutive’ one, which it is natural of reason to produce and
necessary for it to employ, but owing only to its own requirements
rather than to the actual content of experience; and that
consequently it is an error to take the notion to refer to a real
entity the existence and nature of which might be matters of
metaphysical inquiry and knowledge. Nietzsche in effect agrees,
differing from Kant primarily in what might be termed his
‘naturalization’ of Kant’s account. And it would seem that he is
no more guilty of commiting a ‘genetic fallacy’ in his treatment of
the matter than is Kant. What we are dealing with here, both
contend, is the fact of an idea which plays a central role in our
thinking and speaking and reasoning about ourselves; and thus the
proper way to approach it is through a consideration of the
nature of the role it plays. Once this role is understood, it
becomes clear that the very reasons which explain its centrality are
also reasons to regard it as being validly applicable only within
the context of certain human enterprises, and as being legitimately
understood only as a conceptual device facilitating these
enterprises. It is erroneously applied and wrongly understood, on
the other hand, when employed metaphysically, and construed in
the manner of those who entertain and advance the kind of soul-
hypothesis under consideration.

To be sure, Kant in the end allowed himself to postulate the
existence of a noumenal self that is both atomic and morally agent
after all, taking this to be justified in consequence of his reflections
upon morality. Here he and Nietzsche part company — both in their
interpretations of moral experience and in the inferences they draw
from them — in no uncertain terms. Indeed, they part company even
earlier, in that Nietzsche takes what Kant calls ‘the transcendental
unity of apperception’ to derive exclusively from the functional
unity of the body as the locus and instrument of perception and
action, together with the ordering and integrating apparatus of
language.

In rejecting the idea of a soul-entity as an atomic and agent
substance or being, and the soul-hypothesis construed as the
postulation of the existence of such an entity (whether in their
traditional metaphysical and ordinary forms or in their Kantian
guise), however, Nietzsche does not mean to be repudiating all talk
of ‘the soul’ and all types of ‘soul-hypotheses’ in connection with
the philosophical analysis of human experience and human nature.
Thus, after asserting that it is imperative to ‘give the finishing
stroke to that. . . calamitous atomism which Christianity has taught
best and longest, the soul atomism,” he makes the following
remarks:
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Between ourselves, it is not at all necessary to get rid of ‘the
soul’ at the same time, and thus to renounce one of the most
ancient and venerable hypotheses — as frequently happens to
clumsy naturalists who can hardly touch on ‘the soul’ without
immediately losing it. But the way is open for new versions and
refinements of the soul-hypothesis; and such conceptions as
‘mortal soul’ and ‘soul as subjective multiplicity,” and ‘soul as
social structure of the drives and affects,” want henceforth to
have citizens’ rights in science (BGE 12).

What Nietzsche has in mind here will be considered in detail in a
later chapter. For the moment it is enough to observe that he is
prepared to allow, and even to insist, that there is something
important about our nature — and indeed about ‘the body’ —which
it is legitimate (and perhaps even desirable and illuminating) to
characterize in terms of ‘soul.” It should be clear, however, both that
and why he holds that the traditional and customary construal of
‘the soul’ and its near-relations (‘the ego,” ‘the subject,” etc.) as an
atomic and agent substance and substratum requires to be branded
an error and rejected philosophically, the ‘naturalness,’ utility and
even indispensability of the notion notwithstanding.

Things

VIII

“When one has grasped that the “subject” is . . . only a fiction,’
Nietzsche writes, ‘much follows.” And one of the most important
consequences is held to be that the ‘object’ too is a ‘fiction,” and
that belief in the existence of ‘things’ as ‘substances’ or ‘beings’ of a
non-spiritual nature is no more tenable philosophically than belief in
the existence of God and the soul. For he argues that ‘it is only
after the model of the subject that we have invented the reality of
things and projected them into the medley of sensations.” The
‘things’ in question include not only the ‘physical’ or ‘material
objects’ with which many philosophers suppose us to be surrounded,
but also the ‘effective atoms’ of physical science, ‘other hypothetical
entities’ of a ‘material’ nature, and indeed the very notion of a
‘material’ world: “We have got rid of materiality’ (WP 552). And
they even include the ‘things-in-themselves’ of which philosophers
like Kant are wont to speak.

Nietzsche thus does not maintain merely that it is necessary to
modify the ‘thing-ontology’ with which philosophers usually and
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people generally operate, in such a way as to deny the status of
reality to most kinds of purported ‘things’ and to grant it to a
select few. His position is rather that it is necessary to abandon all
forms of ‘thing-ontology’ (and to develop an altogether different
way of thinking about the world).

He is no less emphatic on this point than he is with respect to
the two hypotheses discussed above, employing much the same
language here as he does in dealing with the notions of ‘God’ and
‘soul.” “There are no things ( — they are fictions invented by us),” he
writes (WP 634). ‘At length we grasp that things — consequently
atoms, too — effect nothing: because they do not exist at all . . .
(WP 551). ‘It is we who created the “thing,” the “identical thing,”

. after we had long pursued the process of making identical,
coarse and simple’ (WP 521). Among our many ‘erroneous articles
of faith,” on his view, ‘are, for example, the following:— that there
are enduring things, that there are equal things, that there are
things, substances, bodies, that a thing is what it appears to be . .
> (GS 110). And in this connection he observes that ‘it is enough
to create new names and estimations and probabilities in order to
create in the long run new “things” > (GS 59). We may find it
natural, useful and even indispensable and necessary to think in
terms of the ‘schematism’ of things, and difficult to imagine that
there is anything fictitious, artificial and invented about the ‘things’
we encounter in ordinary perceptual experience. As these remarks
show, however, it is clearly Nietzsche’s position that these
circumstances are of no ontological significance, and that their
apparent ontological implications are mistaken.

It is thus necessary to consider what he takes the notion of a
‘thing’ to involve, and the nature of the case he mounts against all
versions of what might be termed the ‘thing-hypothesis,” which he
holds to be sufficiently compelling to warrant its rejection. In doing
so, one must distinguish between ‘thing’ as an ontological category,
which may or may not be a coherent notion and of which there
may or may not exist actual instances; and ‘thing’ understood very
prosalcally, as a catch-all term appropriately applicable to all of the
various items of ordinary experience designated by commonplace
nouns (‘tree,” ‘rock,” ‘house,’ etc.), and subsuming whatever it is
that they are conventionally used to specify. It is by no means
Nietzsche’s intention to deny that there is anything in the world of
our experience to which they refer; and if a ‘thing’ is taken simply
to be any such item of our life-world, he would be quite prepared
to allow that there clearly are such ‘things’ — a great many of
them, of many different kinds. The chair on which T am sitting is
one, and the pen with which T am writing is another.
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Nietzsche is concerned, however, to make it clear that the basic
ontological status of these items of ordinary experience is quite
problematical. Thus he considers philosophical inquiry into their
ontological status to be called for — and he contends that such
inquiry yields the conclusion that neither they nor anything else
have the character of ‘things’ in the first sense of this term
distinguished above. He does not take the notion so construed to be
entirely unrelated to the way in which we tend (and are led by the
grammatical structure of our language) to think of the contents of
ordinary experience; on the contrary, he suggests that the former is
modeled upon certain features of the latter. But he maintains that
given the lines along which the former has been developed, and the
kind of use to which it is put, it has no legitimate application either
to the contents of ordinary experience or to anything else there is in
the world.

It is also necessary to distinguish between the contents of our
experience and the actual nature of the world in which we exist, in
the context of our encounter with which such experience occurs. In
principle, it is conceivable that the two should coincide; but as
philosophers have long recognized, their coincidence cannot simply
be assumed, and their divergence may be great. Nietzsche is highly
critical of the ways in which most philosophers have conceived of
the distinction between ‘appearance’ and ‘reality,” and of the relation
between them, as shall subsequently be seen. Despite his conviction
that they are intimately related, however, he is by no means
disposed to reject this distinction altogether. Indeed, he is no more
prepared to subscribe to the view that the actual nature of reality
and what there is in the world can be appropriately and accurately
expressed in the language we use to specify the contents of our
experience than he is to countenance the construal of the former in
terms of the ontological schematism of ‘things’ commonly favored
by philosophers persuaded of the merely ‘phenomenal’ character of
the latter.

In short, Nietzsche contends that neither naive nor transcendental
realism is a philosophically viable position; and that the kinds of
entities to which reality is ascribed in each case have the ultimate
status of ‘fictions’ and ‘inventions.” They may be very useful
fictions, and inventions the devising of which is understandable and
even necessary for us; but even if this is so, the only inferences we
are entitled to draw are inferences about ourselves. It is not his
purpose, however, to try to persuade those who become convinced
that he is right about their status that they ought to cease speaking
and thinking in terms of them entirely, in all contexts of human
life. Rather, he is intent only upon persuading us that we ought not
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to carry over this schematism into our philosophical reflections
upon what there is in the world.

It is quite common for philosophers to regard ‘thing’ as a term
so general and noncommittal that it may be used to refer to
whatever there is, with the consequence that the existence of
‘things” would seem to follow directly from the very minimal claim
that the world does in fact exist. They may readily grant that at
the outset of reflection the nature of what there is must be
considered an open question; but it is very easy for this question to
be turned into that of the nature of whatever things there are — and
this restatement of the question is by no means entirely innocuous.
Indeed, it is Nietzsche’s contention that this in fact is a highly
prejudicial way of orienting philosophical inquiry, which sets it on a
most unfortunate course even while in a sense rendering it more
manageable. It may facilitate thought as well as action to treat our
environing world as though it were composed of a multiplicity of
discrete entities (with various distinctive and common properties);
but this is by no means merely to paraphrase the notion of ‘that of
which the world consists’ in more precise but equally noncommittal
terms.

The idea of a ‘thing’ thus is not neutral between all possible
conceptualizations of what there is in the world, but rather only
between alternative accounts of the general character of the entities
of which the world is tacitly assumed to be the aggregate. This tacit
assumption, far from being a self-evidently valid axiom requiring to
be made explicit only in the interest of logical completeness,
actually constitutes a substantive philosophical presupposition that is
genuinely problematical at the very least. The idea that the world
consists of things of some sort is no transparent truth, but rather
an interpretation requiring to be analyzed and assessed. What we
find ourselves as philosophers confronted with here is not the
indisputable fact of a world of things, but rather a ‘thing-
hypothesis’ (or a number of variants of it), the meaning and status
of which must be explicated and determined. Nietzsche undertakes
to show that this hypothesis is untenable, and that we err in our
thinking about the world when ‘we interpret it by means of the
schematism of “things,” etc.” (WP 479). Once the case is made and
this interpretation is accordingly set aside, the way is opened for
other, different interpretations, as will be seen in the next chapter.

IX

Turning now to Nietzsche’s analysis of the notion of a ‘thing,” the
first point to be noted is that he considers it to be quite similar in
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certain fundamental respects to the idea of the ‘soul,” as the latter
was explicated in the preceding section. It is basically the notion of
something having the character of a ‘being,” which is both unitary
(a single, persisting, self-identical, self-contained and independently
existing whole), and agent (a substratum to which a variety of
‘effects,” changes, activities and properties are traceable and
attributable). Thus he speaks of ‘the doctrine of being, of things, of
all sorts of fixed unities” (WP 538). ‘Things’ are conceived as
‘individuals’ which ‘are the same’ through time (WP 520). A ‘thing’
is thus taken to be an ‘object’ with the characteristics of ‘duration,
identity with itself, being’ (WP 552). It is further supposed that
‘things possess a constitution in themselves quite apart from
interpretation and subjectivity,” and that ‘a thing freed from all
relationships would still be a thing’ (WP 560). A ‘thing’ is also
thought to be something which can ‘have’ a variety of ‘properties,’
but which is not identical with any single one of them or with all
of them taken together; thus ‘the “thing” in which we believe’ is
construed as a unitary ‘substance’ which is ‘a foundation for the
various attributes’ (WP 561).

A ‘thing’ supposedly not only ‘is,” moreover, but also ‘effects’
(WP 561). It is construed as being capable of entering into relations
with other ‘things,” and of affecting them and being affected by
them in the course of doing so. The conception of a ‘thing’ thus
reflects the influence of ‘the older, naive form of perception which
granted energy to things’ (WP 562). So Nietzsche speaks of ‘things’
as purported ‘causal unities . . . whose effect remains constant’ (WP
635). They are moreover taken not only to be the ‘seat of a driving
force’ (WP 625) and thus to produce effects upon other ‘things,’
but also to ‘behave regularly, according to a rule’ (WP 634). This
aspect of the notion of a ‘thing’ is given particular emphasis in that
variant of the ‘thing-hypothesis’ Nietzsche calls ‘materialistic
atomism,’ of which he observes that it ‘sought, besides the operating
“power,” that lump of matter in which it resides and out of which
it operates — the atom’ (BGE 17). But it is characteristic of other
variants of this hypothesis as well: ‘Everywhere [language] sees a
doer and doing’ (TT IIL:5).

Nietzsche argues that the view that the world consists of ‘things’
of this sort is untenable for a variety of reasons. ‘Ultimately,” he
writes, ‘man finds in things nothing but what he himself has
imported into them’ (WP 606). And this extends even to the notion
that they are ‘things.” Thus he insists that ¢ “constant causes,”
things, substances, something “unconditioned” ’ have all been
‘imvented’ (WP 624).
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At least a part of the motivation to advance and defend the
‘thing-hypothesis’ is removed, he suggests, when the identities of
what he sometimes terms ‘things-for-us’ are recognized to have no
ontological significance. Thus, he remarks:

what things are called is incomparably more important than what
they are. The reputation, name, and appearance, the usual
measure and weight of a thing, what it counts for — originally
almost always wrong and arbitrary, thrown over things like a
dress and altogether foreign to their nature and even to their skin
— all this grows from generation unto generation, merely because
people believe in it, until it gradually grows to be part of the
thing and turns into its very body. What at first was appearance
becomes in the end, almost invariably, the essence and is effective
as such (GS 58).

Nietzsche’s own use of the term ‘things’ in this passage might
appear to imply that he is here accepting the distinction between
‘things-for-us’ and ‘things as they really are,” and thus that he is
objecting only to ‘naive realism’ rather than to the ‘thing-hypothesis’
more generally. His point, however, is not merely that ‘things-for-us’
cannot be identified with ‘things as they really are,” as the preceding
section — entitled ‘To the realists’ — makes clear. For in it he
suggests that even if one could succeed in the impossible task of
attempting to ‘subtract the phantasm and every human contribution’
from some familiar ‘thing’ and set aside ‘your descent, your past,
your training — all of your humanity and animality,” one would not
then be able to catch sight of the ‘reality’ of the thing, for it would
have ceased to be any ‘thing’ at all: “There is no “reality” for us —
not for you either, my sober [realist] friends’ (GS 57). The
implication seems clear: the only ‘things’ there are are ‘things-for-
us’; and what might be termed ‘thinghood’ is no less a part of the
‘human contribution’ to our experience of that which we take to be
a ‘mountain’ or a ‘cloud’ (Nietzsche’s examples here) than are the
various particular qualities and characteristics we attribute to them.
Thus he speaks of ¢ “beings,” > no less than sensuously perceptible
properties, ‘as appearance’ (WP 617), and terms ‘the concept of the
thing’ merely ‘phenomenal’ (WP 635). “The origin of “things” is
wholly the work of that which imagines, thinks, wills, feels. The
concept “thing” itself just as much as all its qualities’ (WP 556).
Nietzsche’s case for the mere ‘phenomenality’ of ‘thinghood’ has
several distinct parts. One of them consists in an attack upon the
coherence of the notion of the ‘thing’s’ purported self-subsistency —
that is, its self-identical, unitary substantiality underlying the
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multiplicity of what are taken to be its ‘properties’ and ‘activities.’
‘If T remove all the relationships, all the “properties,” all the
“activities” of a thing,” he writes, ‘the thing does not remain over;
because thingness has only been invented by us owning to the
requirements of logic,” and so ultimately ‘with the aim of defining,
communication (to bind together the multiplicity of relationships,
properties, activities)” (WP 558). Moreover, he argues that ‘there is
no thing without other things,” since ‘the properties of a thing are
effects on other “things”: if one removes other “things,” then a
thing has no properties’; and thus ‘there is no ¢ “thing-in-itself” ’
(WP 557) — or, he might just as well have said, there is no ‘thing-
by-itself.” A ‘thing’ is supposed to be an entity the existence and
nature of which are independent of those of other ‘things’; but ‘in
the actual world,” Nietzsche maintains, ‘everything is bound to and
conditioned by everything else’ (WP 584). The notion of ‘things’
each of which has the character of an ‘in-itself is not merely
erroneous, but moreover ‘is even an absurd conception; a
“constitution-in-itself” is nonsense; we possess the concept “being,”
“thing,” only as a relational concept — > (WP 583A).

Nietzsche thus argues that the ‘things’ of ordinary experience
have the properties and indeed the identities they do only by virtue
of the relations in which they stand to other such ‘things’ and to us
and our purposes (cf. WP 556); and that those who would maintain
that there are any ‘things’ at all which differ in these respects from
the ‘things’ of ordinary experience thus can derive no comfort from
the common acknowledgment of the experiential reality of the latter.
Indeed, he goes further. If the case for the existence of ‘things’ is
made to rest upon the undeniability of the fact that the term has
an established application to much of what we experience, he
contends, what follows is not the plausibility but the absurdity of
the ‘thing-hypothesis,” quite apart from any considerations pertaining
to a lack of correspondence between the world of our experience
and the way the world actually is. For the ‘things’ of ordinary
experience prove to lack the self-subsistency which ‘things’ are
supposed to have. Consequently, the notion of a ‘thing’ must either
be cut loose from its mooring in experience (in which event the
case for the ‘thing-hypothesis’ based upon this connection collapses),
or adjusted to take into consideration the results of this analysis (in
which event the ‘thing-hypothesis’ itself is thereby in effect
abandoned).

Nietzsche was not the first philosopher to recognize that, upon
closer consideration, what we ordinarily take to be ‘things’ do not
satisfy the description of a ‘thing’ indicated above. This recognition
is almost as old as philosophy itself; and yet few of his predecessors
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were moved by it to abandon the ‘thing-hypothesis.” One reason
why they tended to cling to it so tenaciously, he suggests, is that
they were determined to achieve a kind of knowledge the very
possibility of which presupposes the existence of ‘things’ of some
sort as its objects, through a process of thought which is capable of
dealing effectively only with such ‘things.” This disposition,
moreover, is no mere philosophical idiosyncrasy; on the contrary, he
considers it to be merely the most highly developed form of a
fundamental characteristic of the human condition. We are creatures
whose fate it is to have to deal consciously with our environment;
and thus the requirements of expeditious thinking and the
accumulation and communication of experience are among the basic
conditions of our existence. This circumstance is reflected in the
character and content of the conceptual scheme with which we
generally operate, of which the idea of discrete ‘things’ is a central
feature.

We have arranged for ourselves a world in which we can live —
by positing bodies, lines, planes, causes and effects, motion and
rest, form and content; without these articles of faith nobody
now could endure life. But that does not prove them. Life is no
argument. The conditions of life might include error (GS 121).

More specifically, Nietzsche suggests that the conception of ‘things’
as ‘unities’ and as ‘constant causes’ is bound up in a fundamental
way with the nature of rational thought, to the extent that the very
‘process of reason’ depends upon it; and that ‘to let it go means:
being no longer able to think’ (WP 487) — or at least, to think
clearly and precisely, to reason logically and to categorize, generalize
and draw inferences. ‘We need “unities” in order to be able to
reckon: that does not mean we must suppose that such unities exist’
(WP 635). That there are ‘things that are the same’ is only an
‘apparent fact’ (WP 520), the appearance of which is a consequence
of the fact that rational thought is capable of dealing only with
unities which preserve their identity.

The ‘thing-hypothesis’ is thus held by Nietzsche to require to be
viewed and assessed in the light of the genealogy of the notion of
‘things,” in which certain practical requirements of human life have
been profoundly influential. ‘Because we have to be stable in our
beliefs if we are to prosper, we have made the “real” world a
world not of change and becoming, but one of being” (WP 507).
The world in which we exist, he maintains, is one in which ‘the
“number” of beings is itself in flux,” and in which ‘continual
transition forbids us to speak of “individuals” > (WP 520). As
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thinking beings, however, to deal with it effectively we are
constrained to impose order upon it, through the ‘apparatus of
knowledge,” which is ‘an apparatus for abstraction and
simplification.” This ‘entire apparatus,” on Nietzsche’s view, is
‘directed not at knowledge but at taking possession of things.” And
it is only in a loose manner of speaking that it may be said to be
‘things’ of which we thus seek to ‘take possession.” So he continues:
‘With “end” and “means” one takes possession of the process (one
invents a process that can be grasped); with “concepts,” however, of
the “things” that constitute the process’ (WP 503).

The line of thought which runs through such passages as these
would appear to be the following. What Nietzsche terms ‘the
schematism of “things” > (WP 479) is not merely one of a variety
of possible conceptual frameworks in terms of which we schematize
our relations to our environment. Rather, it is one which (owing to
the requirements of ‘the process of reason’ and to the
indispensability of this process in human life) we are constrained to
employ in order to get along in the world. Our belief in ‘things’ is,
as a practical matter, one of the ‘conditions of our existence.” ‘But
that a belief, however necessary it may be for the preservation of a
species, has nothing to do with truth, one knows from the fact that,
e.g., we have to believe in time, space and motion, without feeling
compelled to grant them absolute reality’ (WP 487). The practical
utility and indispensability of ‘the schematism of “things”,” in short,
neither guarantees that reality is in fact constituted accordingly, nor
establishes any presumption to this effect which would stand unless
defeated by independent argument.

It might seem that nothing more than an agnostic withholding of
judgment with respect to the issue of whether reality does or does
not consist (entirely or in part) of ‘things’ is warranted by the
recognition that the ‘thing-hypothesis’ stands in this relation to the
nature of our thought-processes and the conditions of our existence.
Nietzsche, however, goes further. ‘It is of the nature of thinking,” he
writes, ‘that it . . . measures the world according to magnitudes
posited by itself — such fundamental fictions as . . . “things,”
“substances,” logical laws, numbers and forms’ (WP 574). His point
in characterizing these ‘magnitudes’ as ‘fictions’ is that, as categories
which ‘thinking’ has ‘posited by itself,” they exist only for thought,
or only for thinking beings like ourselves. There are ‘things’ (for us)
only because there is thought; just as, for Kant, there is a spatially
and temporally ordered experiential manifold (for us) only because
there are minds whose sensibility has the forms of space and time.

‘Thought’ and ‘things’ thus go together; the former supplies the
concepts in accordance with which our encounter with reality issues
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in the experience of specific instances and types of the latter.
Eliminate thought from the picture, Nietzsche contends, and the
schematism of ‘things’ ceases to be at all intelligible. “Thing’ is not
only a category the justifiability of the employment of which is
restricted to the world of experience which (as he puts it) ‘we have
arranged for ourselves’ (GS 121). It is one the very meaningfulness
and legitimacy of the employment of which likewise requires that it
be confined to this domain. And so he concludes that the very
‘concept of the thing,” and not merely various particular kinds of
‘things,” is ‘phenomenal,’ i.e., it has application only to experiential
phenomena, and not to the actual nature of reality (WP 635).

X

There is more to Nietzsche’s case against the ‘thing-hypothesis’ than
this, however. There might still seem to be another strategy of
saving the hypothesis. It is reasonable to pose the question: what
could have served as our model in our invention and development
of this notion, if not something antecedently and persistingly present
in our environment the character of which it reflects and at least
fairly approximates? And if no other answer to this question is
forthcoming, the ‘thing-hypothesis’ would appear to acquire a new
lease on life.

Nietzsche has a different answer to this question; and it is one
which he takes to complete his case. It represents a reversal of the
more common view that this notion served as the model for the
conception of the soul discussed in the previous section — a view he
holds to be mistaken: ‘“The concept of substance is a consequence of
the concept of the subject: not the reverse!” And it is his contention
that ‘if we relinquish the soul, “the subject,” the precondition for
“substance” in general disappears’ (WP 485). In brief, he proposes
that the origin of the notion of a ‘thing’ is to be found in the
projection of the fictitious notion of a soul-entity into our
environing world. And he argues that both the fictitiousness of the
latter and the status of the former as a projection of the latter
weigh heavily against the legitimacy of employing the former in
giving an account of the nature of the world — and so against the
tenability of the ‘thing-hypothesis.” While ‘the process of reason’
may require the employment of ‘the schematism of “things,” > both
ultimately are based upon the soul-concept; and if the ‘soul-
hypothesis’ is to be rejected, the ‘thing-hypothesis’ falls with it.

Thus Nietzsche rhetorically asks: ‘Must all philosophy not
ultimately bring to light the preconditions upon which the process
of reason depends? — our belief in the “ego” as a substance, as the
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sole reality from which we ascribe reality to things in general?” (WP
487). And he goes even further: ‘The logical-metaphysical postulates,
the belief in substance, accident, attribute, etc., derive their
convincing force from our habit of regarding all our deeds as
consequences of our will . . . — But there is no such thing as will’
(WP 488). It is with this thought in mind that he suggests that
‘when one has grasped that the “subject” is . . . only a fiction,
much follows,” and goes on to say:

It is only after the model of the subject that we have invented
the reality of things and projected them into the medley of

sensations. If we no longer believe in the effective subject, then
belief also disappears in effective things, in reciprocation, cause

and effect between those phenomena that we call things. . . . If
we give up the effective subject, we also give up the object upon
which effects are produced. . . . If we give up the concept

‘subject’ and ‘object,” then also the concept ‘substance’ — and as
a consequence also the various modifications of it, e.g., ‘matter,’
‘spirit,” and other hypothetical entities, ‘the eternity and
immutability of matter,” etc. We have got rid of materiality (WP
552).

Nietzsche supposes it no longer to be necessary to argue for the
idea that the perceptible qualities of what we ordinarily take to be
‘things’ are merely ‘phenomenal.” Thus he places quotation marks
around the following passage, to indicate the commonplace
character of the thought it expresses: * “In the development of
thought a point had to be reached at which one realized that what
one called the properties of things were sensations of the feeling
subject: at this point the properties ceased to belong to the thing.” ’
Once this point was reached, he continues, all that remained of ‘the
thing’ was the idea of ‘the “thing-in-itself” > conceived as a unitary
substance having the power to produce various effects upon us and
other things. Now, however, even this residual notion must be
rejected; for ‘analysis reveal[s] that even force was only projected
into them, and likewise — substance. . . . Root of the idea of
substance in language, not in beings outside us!” (WP 562).
Nietzsche speaks of ‘language’ here because he takes it to be the
medium in which the ‘psychological derivation of the belief in
things’ (WP 473) occurred, through the development of the soul-
concept and its subsequent employment as a model for the
elaboration of ‘the schematism of “things”.” ‘Ultimately,” he writes,
‘man finds in things nothing but what he himself has imported into
them” (WP 606). And the source drawn upon in importing into
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them their most fundamental characteristics — those definitive of
their very ‘thinghood’ itself — is in the last analysis our (erroneous)
conception of ourselves as unitary and agent subject-entities, which
produce effects and remain the same beings while doing so. “We
have borrowed the concept of unity from our “ego” concept — our
oldest article of faith,” he contends. ‘If we did not hold ourselves to
be unities, we would never have formed the concept “thing.” Now,
somewhat later, we are firmly convinced that our conception of the
ego does not guarantee any actual unity’ (WP 635). And indeed, as
has been seen, this for Nietzsche is an understatement of the matter,
in that any such ‘actual unity’ not only is not thereby guaranteed,
but moreover cannot be supposed to exist.

Nietzsche thus holds that man ‘took the concept of being from
the concept of the ego; he posited “things” as “being,” in his
image, in accordance with his concept of the ego as cause.” And so
he concludes that ‘the thing itself’ or ‘the concept of thing is a
mere reflex of the faith in the ego as cause’ (TI VI: 3). We now
tend not even to question the way of thinking which leads us to
‘comprehend an event as a sort of shifting and place-changing on
the part of a “being,” of something constant,” because ‘this ancient
mythology’ had ‘found a firm form in the functions of language
and grammar’ (WP 631). Our thinking about ourselves and the
world follows the lead of the language we speak; and, concerning
the latter, Nietzsche writes:

it projects this faith in the ego-substance upon all things — only
thereby does it first create the concept of ‘thing.” Everywhere
‘being’ is projected by thought, pushed underneath, as the cause;
the concept of being follows, and is a derivative of, the concept
of ego. In the beginning there is that great calamity of error that
the will is something which is effective, that will is a capacity.
Today we know that it is only a word (TT IIL5).

Nietzsche intends these remarks to apply not only to the ‘things’ of
ordinary experience, but also to their conceptually refined logical
and natural-scientific counterparts, insofar as they are to be
conceived as having the same formal characteristics; for the latter,
on his view, are merely derivatives of the former. Thus, for
example, using the letter ‘A’ in the manner of logicians of his day
to stand for the sort of logical object of which the principle of self-
identity (‘A = A’) may be predicated and with which logical
reasoning deals, he observes: ‘The “thing” — that is the real
substratum of “A”; our belief in things is the precondition of our
belief in logic. The “A ” of logic is, like the atom, a reconstruction
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of the thing’ (WP 516). His basic point here is that the notion of a
logical object is merely a reformulation of the notion of such a
‘thing’ in abstract terms lending themselves more readily to logical
manipulation, which however is entirely parasitical upon the former
with respect to the scope and limits of its applicability.

Similarly, Nietzsche contends that ‘the atom [physicists] posit is
inferred according to the logic of the perspectivism of consciousness
— and is therefore itself a subjective fiction” (WP 636). He has in
mind here ‘the physical atom,” or the atom as construed in
‘materialistic atomism,” which he takes to be ‘one of the best
refuted theories there are’ (BGE 12). This ‘older atomism,’ he
suggests, ‘sought, besides the operating “power,” that lump of
matter in which it resides and out of which it operates — the atom.
More rigorous minds, however, learned at last to get along without
this “earth-residuum” > (BGE 17). He thus locates ‘the origin of
atomism’ in the following circumstances: “To comprehend the world,
we have to be able to calculate it; to be able to calculate it, we
have to have constant causes; because we find no such constant
causes in actuality, we invent them for ourselves — the atoms’ (WP
624).

The notion of the atom as a kind of material entity is one which
he feels it to be unnecessary to subject to sustained criticism, since
he supposes that ‘no one in the learned world is now so unscholarly
as to attach serious significance to it, except for convenient
household use (as an abbreviation of the means of expression).” For
‘Boscovich has taught us to abjure the belief in the last part of the
earth that “stood fast” — the belief in “substance,” in “matter,” in
the earth-residuum and particle-atom’ (BGE 12). This latter notion,
he maintains, both is bound up with and succumbs along with what
he calls the ‘mechanistic’ world-view, in which the world ‘is
imagined as only sight and touch imagine a world (as “moved”) -
so as to be calculable — thus causal unities are invented, “things”
(atoms) whose effect remains constant ( — transference of the false
concept of subject to the concept of the atom)’ (WP 635). (His
critique of ‘mechanism’ will be discussed at length in a later
section.)

In short, the substitution of material atoms for the ‘things’ of
ordinary experience in the description of the world’s constitution
represents no real break (let alone a significant philosophical
advance) in relation to the conceptualization of the latter on the
model of the fictitious subject-entity; for both are cast in the same
mold. The rejection of the view that the world consists of such
atoms is therefore another of the consequences Nietzsche takes to
follow ‘when one has grasped that the “subject” is . . . only a
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fiction.” Thus after observing that with this recognition ‘belief also
disappears in effective things,” he goes on to say: ‘There also
disappears, of course, the world of effective atoms: the assumption
of which always depended on the supposition that one needed
subjects’ (WP 552). Here too we encounter but a variation on the
theme of a fictionalizing projection onto the world in which we live
of a fictitious conception of ourselves.

X1

Since Nietzsche thus makes much of what he terms °‘the
psychological derivation of the belief in things’ (WP 473) in his
critique of the ‘thing-hypothesis,” it would be well briefly to review
his reasons for supposing that we actually are confronted here with
a case of projection. ‘Analysis reveals,” he contends, that the ideas
of unity, self-identity through time, and agency, and thus of
substantiality and causal efficacy (in terms of which ‘thinghood’ is
conceived) are not derived from ‘beings outside us,” but rather are
‘projected into’ the world around us (WP 562) in accordance with
our ‘concept of the ego’ (TI VI: 3). A ‘thing’ is supposed to be a
constant causal unit; but as Hume had observed, neither unity nor
causality nor constancy may actually be observed to number among
the perceptible features of the contents of our experience. To be
sure, as he had also observed, they are not introspectively
ascertainable features of what we call the ‘self’ either; nevertheless,
it has come about (for reasons indicated in the previous section)
that we do tend to think of ourselves in this manner. And so,
Nietzsche contends, since an analysis of our experience reveals
nothing else that might have been its source, the notion of a ‘thing’
as a constant causal unit must derive from the notion of ourselves
as constant causal units — as ‘doers’ of extended sequences of
‘deeds,” who are individual and remain the same individuals in the
course of performing these sequences of actions notwithstanding
their multiplicity, variety, and discontinuity.

Only our idea of our own agency, he argues, could have given
rise to the idea of causally effective ‘things’; for causal efficacy is
nowhere to be found among the perceptible features of our
experience of our environing world. Only our idea of our own
unity underlying the diversity of our various characteristics and
supposed capacities and susceptibilities could have suggested the
idea of unitary ‘things’ which are one and indivisible beneath the
multiplicity of qualities and putative interactive possibilities which
are taken to be their ‘properties’; for substantial unity is likewise
nowhere encountered there, the only unity in evidence being what
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Nietzsche terms ‘unity only as an organization,” which ‘signifies a
unity but is not a unity’ (WP 561). And only our idea of our own
self-sameness through time as identical authors of different actions
and as identical bearers of changing attributes could have led to the
idea of constant ‘things’ which remain ‘the same ones’ despite
significant alterations in their qualities and relationships; for
constancy also is foreign to the contents of our experience, the
configurations of and among which are continually changing, or
persist only for relatively brief periods or only at a high level of
abstraction.

In evaluating this line of thought (which evidently goes well
beyond ‘analysis’ in any merely descriptive sense), it may be
observed that Nietzsche would seem to be on solid ground in
maintaining that apprehending the world in which we find ourselves
as consisting of various sorts of discrete, enduring, unitary things,
which affect each other and ourselves in a variety of ways, is
something which human beings learn to do. He further would
appear to be justified in maintaining that they learn to do it in the
course of their acquisition of language, with its ‘thing’-oriented
grammatical structure and categorial vocabulary. And he also is
surely right to insist that it would be rash to suppose that there
must be a structural correspondence between language and the
world, and that therefore the fact that our language has this
character must be a reflection of the fact that the world is a world
of ‘things.’

If it is granted that the schematism of ‘things’ must be
accounted for in a way that renders comprehensible its presence in
our language (as well as its utility) independently of any
assumptions concerning the tenability of the ‘thing-hypothesis,” and
moreover does so in terms which take into consideration the initial
circumstances and resources available to human beings as they
have evolved the way of apprehending and speaking and thinking
about the world in which it figures so centrally, therefore,
Nietzsche would seem to have a strong case for his view that it
involves the sort of projection he has in mind. For the
(naturalistic) restrictions he places upon admissible explanations of
features of human thought are quite reasonable, especially in view
of the persuasiveness of his critiques of the God- and soul-
hypotheses. He has already been seen to render plausible the idea
that what he terms ‘our oldest article of faith,” namely ‘our “ego”
concept” (WP 635), could have been developed independently of
and prior to ‘our “thing” concept.” And it would be hard to fault
his contention (linking him with a long philosophical tradition
running from Heraclitus to Hume and Hegel and beyond) that the
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most fundamental features of the latter are not exhibited by or to
be found among the various issues of our senses. If more would
be required to make his case, it is difficult to see what that might
be.

The case he makes must be allowed to be a fairly strong one.
The utility — and even the indispensability for many purposes of a
theoretical as well as a practical nature — of the ‘schematism of
“things” ’ does not show that the transference of the notion of
such an entity from our inward life to our environing world
results in the attainment of a genuine comprehension of the nature
of the latter; for its utility is explainable in quite different terms
(the facilitation of calculation, classification, communication, etc.).
The intimacy of the relationship between thought and ‘things’
renders the idea of unconceptualized ‘things,” existing
independently of a pattern of thought within which they acquire
their natures as the ‘things’ they are, one to which no clear sense
can be attached. What we identify as ‘things’ in ordinary
experience, if allowed to stand as paradigm cases definitive of the
nature of ‘thinghood,” prove upon examination to require radical
revision of the notion of ‘things’ which renders the idea of the
world as consisting of such ‘things’ incoherent; while, if denied the
status of ‘things’ in order to avoid this problem, they cease to
constitute any compelling reason for supposing that there are
‘things” at all. And there is much to be said for Nietzsche’s view
that it was the concept of the soul from which the basic
lineaments of the very notion of a thing originally were drawn,
and projected into the world.

It may be that none of these points suffices to establish beyond
question that ‘there are no things.” Collectively, however, they build
a case against not only the validity but also the tenability of the
‘thing-hypothesis,” which is at least as strong as Nietzsche’s cases
against the God- and soul-hypotheses. He may not have refuted it;
but he might reasonably claim to have laid it to rest, showing it to
be both unworthy of belief and undeserving of continuing serious
consideration as a philosophical thesis. To be sure, he readily allows
that for all practical (and even for many theoretical) purposes,
‘things’ are with us to stay. But this in no way affects his argument
that the notion of ‘things’ has no application outside of the context
of human experience and the human world which ‘we have
arranged for ourselves’ (GS 121). Whatever the fundamental nature
of the world within which this world has been ‘arranged’ may be,
he would seem to be entitled to his conclusion that it is no more to
be construed in terms of this notion than it is to be understood in
terms of those of ‘God’ and ‘soul.’
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A ‘true world’ of ‘being’

XII

Belief in the existence of God, souls and things is much older than
philosophy. Philosophers may have seized upon, developed and
refined these notions, but cannot be held to have ‘invented’ them.
Nietzsche takes the situation to have been rather different, however,
in the case of another (although related) belief, which to a much
greater extent is the issue of philosophical reflection. This is the
belief in the existence of what he often terms a ‘true world’ of ‘real
world’ or ‘being,” transcending what concomitantly came to be
characterized contrastingly as the ‘apparent world’ of change,
becoming, creation and destruction, struggle and suffering, and birth
and death.

Philosophers have long exhibited a strong attachment to this
notion and distinction. Indeed, it seems to Nietzsche that what
might be called the associated ‘being-hypothesis’ pervades much of
the history of philosophy, from the Greeks to recent times. And he
urges that ‘it is of cardinal importance that one should abolish the
true world” conceived in terms of it; for ‘it is the great inspirer of
doubt and devaluator in respect of the world we are: it has been
our most dangerous attempt yet to assassinate life’ (WP 583B). His
strenuous opposition to this hypothesis, however, is by no means
based solely on purely ‘pragmatic’ considerations, pertaining to the
purportedly pernicious practical consequences of its acceptance for
human life. He considers it to be fundamentally misguided and
erroneous, and attempts to make out a case to this effect strong
enough not only to show that it is too problematical to be
confidently asserted, but moreover to establish that it is
philosophically untenable.

Before turning directly to what Nietzsche has to say along these
lines, it is important to take note of a fundamental ambiguity in his
use of the terms ‘real’ and ‘reality’ and ‘apparent’ and ‘appearance’
(and related expressions), which runs throughout his discussion of it
and related matters. On some occasions he allows these contrasting
sets of terms to play the roles they have commonly been assigned
by philosophers convinced of the existence of a ‘metaphysical world’
of ‘true being,” which conforms not to the ‘testimony of the senses’
and to our experience of life but rather to the canons of logic and
‘the categories of reason.” Here such expressions as ‘real world,’
‘reality,” ‘true reality,” and ‘true world’ are used to refer to this
postulated realm of ‘being’; while expressions such as ‘appearance,’
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‘apparent world,” and ‘phenomenal world’ are used in connection
with ‘this world,” the world of human experience and action, and
which is supposed by adherents of this metaphysical view to be
merely apparent and merely phenomenal in relation to the ‘other
world” of ‘true being.’

On other occasions, however, Nietzsche’s use of these and related
expressions is virtually the exact reverse of this. Here it is the latter
‘world” which is held to be the ‘actual world,” that world which
alone exists, the ‘real world,” ‘reality’; while it is the former that is
styled ‘apparent,” an ‘unreal world” which is erroneously and
fictitiously juxtaposed to ‘this world,” a world which is in reality
‘nothing,” and which requires to be accorded the status of
‘appearance’ (for it is held to exist only as a product of
philosophical invention and imagination.) Matters become even
more complicated when one turns to Nietzsche’s own account of
the world, as shall be seen in the next chapter. It should already be
clear, however, that one must proceed most cautiously in considering
the meaning of what he says concerning the notion of a ‘true
world’ of ‘being.’

It is Nietzsche’s contention that ‘being is an empty fiction’ (TT
II:2), a category that is no more validly applicable to what there
actually is than are those discussed in the preceding sections. The
notion of a ‘thing,” he was seen to argue in the previous section, is
an ‘invention’ of the human intellect, which is projected into our
experience of our environing world with the consequence that our
‘world of appearance’ is perceived and conceived under ‘the
schematism of “things”.” He likewise takes the category ‘being’ to
be a similar (and related) ‘invention,” which philosophers have
projected beyond our ‘apparent world,’ yielding the idea of another,
higher or ‘truer’ reality, to which it may more appropriately be
applied than it can be within the world of our experience. Different
philosophers have conceived of this trans-phenomenal realm or
order of ‘being’ in different ways. Nietzsche does not deal with
them individually; for it seems to him that all such variations upon
the ‘being-hypothesis’ involve the same general sort of philosophical
move, and so may be dealt with collectively. If it can be established
that ‘the “apparent” world is the only one’ while ‘being is an
empty fiction,” and that ‘the “true” world is merely added by a lie’
to our world of ‘becoming, passing away, and change’ (TT III:2),
then on his view the differences between these notions cease to be
of any real interest, and the question of their relative merit becomes
moot.

Perhaps the earliest (and also the longest-enduring) instance of
the supposition of the existence of something of this sort was belief
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in the existence of divine beings, and in particular in the existence
of an eternal, immutable, transcendent God; and Nietzsche suggests
that the idea of such a being has long served in certain respects as
a kind of model for philosophers in their development of other
versions of the ‘being-hypothesis.” In contrast to the mutability and
ephemerality observed to characterize all that is to be encountered
‘in this world,” God has long been thought of by those convinced of
his reality, if not as the only ‘true being,” at least as the most
perfect one, the ‘being’ par excellence, and even ‘being itself.” And
Nietzsche observes that while many philosophers have been willing
to relinquish or forego belief in the existence of God, they have
generally remained wedded to the idea that beyond the flux of
‘appearance’ there must exist some sort of reality answering to the
same general description, in which ‘the highest desiderata, the
highest values, the highest perfection’ are to be found. He
continues:

One has unlearned the habit of conceding to this posited idea the
reality of a person; one has become atheistic. But has the ideal
itself been renounced? — At bottom, the last metaphysicians still
seek it in true ‘reality,” the ‘thing-in-itself’” compared to which
everything else is merely apparent. It is their dogma that our
apparent world, being so plainly not the expression of this ideal,
cannot be ‘true’ — and that, at bottom, it does not even lead us
back to that metaphysical world as its cause (WP 17).

It is with this tendency of thought in mind that Nietzsche urges
that we ‘abolish the real world,” going on to say: ‘“The apparent
world and the world invented by a lie — this is the antithesis. The
latter has hitherto been called the “real world,” “truth,” “God,”
This is what we have to abolish> (WP 461). He suggests the
necessity of a ‘critique of the concept “true and apparent world”,
in connection with which contrast he contends that ‘of these, the
first is a mere fiction, constructed of fictitious entities’ (WP 568).
He even goes so far as to refer to the notion of ¢ “absolute reality,”
“being-in-itself” * as ‘a contradiction’ (WP 580). For, he argues, ‘we
possess the concept “being”,” no less than the concept ¢ “thing,”
only as a relational concept — > (WP 583A).

Thus, while Nietzsche maintains that ‘whatever philosophical
standpoint one may adopt today, from every point of view the
erroneousness of the world in which we think we live is the surest
and firmest fact that we can lay eyes on’ (BGE 34), he urges ‘war
on all presuppositions on the basis of which one has invented a
true world” (WP 583B). He does so in part because he believes that

[
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‘this hypothesis of beings is the source of all world-defamation,’ the
latter resulting from the idea that in the case of the former one has
to do with a ¢ “better world,” the “true world,” the “world
beyond,” the “thing-in-itself” > (WP 708). But he also does so
because he considers this hypothesis in any form to be profoundly
erroneous, and regards ‘the “true” world’ as ‘an idea which is no
longer good for anything.” It is, he continues, ‘an idea which has
become useless and superfluous — consequently, a refuted idea: let us
abolish it!?” (TI IV). So, in the section of Twilight prior to that in
which this passage occurs, he writes:

First proposition. The reasons for which ‘this’ world has been
characterized as ‘apparent’ are the very reasons which indicate its
reality; any other kind of reality is absolutely indemonstrable.
Second proposition. The criteria which have been bestowed on
the ‘true being’ of things are the criteria of not-being, of naught;
the ‘true world’ has been constructed out of contradiction to the
actual world: indeed [it itself is] an apparent world, insofar as it
is merely a moral-optical illusion (TT III:6).

Whatever needs the idea of the existence of a ‘true world” of ‘being’
transcending ‘this world’ of becoming and change may answer to,
therefore, and however understandable its emergence in the course
of the development of human thought may be, Nietzsche considers
it to be completely untenable philosophically. We have ‘absolutely
no right to it’ (WP 12A); intellectual integrity demands that we not
only withhold assent to it but repudiate it altogether. The passages
cited above give some indication of his reasons for taking this
position; but his case against the ‘being-hypothesis’ requires to be
spelled out more fully.

XIIT

As in the instances of his critiques of the notions of ‘God,’ the
‘soul’ and ‘things,” Nietzsche’s procedure here is to marshal a
variety of considerations which collectively are intended and held to
undermine the philosophical legitimacy or credibility of this
hypothesis. Certain of these considerations are derivative from or
similar to points discussed in the previous section. Thus, for
example, Nietzsche argues that ‘the psychological derivation of the
belief in things forbids us to speak of “things-in-themselves” > (WP
473). He contends that ‘the antithesis “thing-in-itself” and
“appearance” is untenable,” on the grounds that ‘the subject is a
fiction,” and that the former notion ‘is fundamentally the conception

159



METAPHYSICAL ERRORS

of a “subject-in-itself”,” a projection of this fictitious conception into
and behind the world with which we find ourselves confronted.
Along with ‘the subject’ and ‘things,’ therefore, ‘the “thing-in-itself”
also disappears’ (WP 552). This notion is associated above all with
Kant; and Nietzsche joins many of Kant’s critics in attacking the
use he made of it:

Kant no longer has a right to his distinction ‘appearance’ and
‘thing-in-itself” — he had deprived himself of the right to go on
distinguishing in this old familiar way, in so far as he rejected as
impermissible making inferences from phenomena to a cause of
phenomena - in accordance with his conception of causality and
its purely intra-phenomenal validity — which conception, on the
other hand, already anticipates this distinction, as if the ‘thing-in-
itself” were not only inferred but given (WP 553).

More generally, he argues that ‘questions [such as] what things “in-
themselves” may be like, apart from our sense receptivity and the
activity of our understanding, must be rebutted with the question:
how could we know that things exist? “Thingness” was first created
by us’ (WP 569). He further maintains that ‘the “thing-in-itself” is
nonsensical,” on the ground that ‘If I remove all the relationships,
all the “properties,” all the “activities” of a thing, the thing does
not remain over’ (WP 558). Even if there were to be a ‘true world’
of ‘being,’ therefore, he concludes that it could not be supposed to
be composed of entities of this sort.

While Nietzsche thus feels entitled to set aside this variant of the
‘being-hypothesis,” however, he recognizes that other variants of it
may be and have been proposed, which cannot be disposed of this
easily. In dealing with them he takes a number of different tacks.
One such line of criticism bears a certain similarity to another part
of his critique of the construal of the world’s nature in terms of
‘the schematism of “things.” > He has been observed to consider
our development of and reliance upon this schematism to be
associated with the practical necessity of our having to be able to
categorize quickly, calculate readily and communicate easily in order
to be able to get along in the world and with each other. He
likewise takes the ‘being-hypothesis’ to answer to a different but no
less internal demand of the human intellect: namely, the demand of
our reason for a world more conformable to its nature than is the
world of experience, even as the latter is articulated by means of
the imposition upon it of ‘the schematism of “things.” > Thus,
foremost among what he refers to as ‘the places of origin of the
notion of “another world,” > Nietzsche mentions ‘the philosopher,
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who invents a world of reason, where reason and the logical
functions are adequate: this is the origin of the “true” world” (WP
586C).

The difference between the two cases would appear to parallel
Kant’s distinction between the ‘understanding,” which structures
our experience in accordance with ‘categories’ it supplies (in the
absence of which experience as we know it would be impossible
and the ‘sensible manifold’ would be an unintelligible flux), and
our ‘reason,” which generates certain ‘transcendent ideas’ in
accordance with its own nature and requirements, differing from
the ‘categories’ in both form and function (serving as ‘regulative
principles’ of purported utility in our theoretical endeavors to
ascertain unity amid the diversity of our experience). For Nietzsche
as for Kant, our utilization of ‘the schematism of “things” ’ is
bound up with the character and operation of our ‘understanding’
as it structures our experience in such a way as to render it
intelligible to us. And like Kant he gives a rather different account
of the recurring postulation of a realm of ‘true being’ beyond the
world of experience, linking it instead with the nature and
requirements of our ‘reason.” For it is taken to lead us to conceive
of something unconditioned in contrast to the contents of our
experience (none of which have this character), and to induce us
to seek and suppose we may infer the existence of some sort of
‘being’ or ‘beings’ answering to this description beyond the
phenomenal realm.

Nietzsche further follows Kant in maintaining that we err when
we treat these conceptual products of both our ‘understanding’ and
our ‘reason’ as notions which may be detached from the thought-
processes from which they issue, and conceived as referring to
something existing independently of these processes. For Kant,
however, this is not the end of the matter; for he intends this
criticism to apply only to metaphysical views insofar as they are
considered solely with respect to what can and cannot be
established by the use of our ‘understanding’ and our ‘reason’ in its
‘pure speculative employment.” Thus he not only retains the notion
of ‘things-in-themselves,” but also concludes (on the basis of his
reflections upon the nature and presuppositions of morality, and
through the use of ‘reason’ in its ‘pure practical employment’), that
it is both meaningful and reasonable to suppose that there exists a
‘noumenal world’ in which notions closely paralleling the seemingly
discredited ‘ideas’ of ‘reason’ have application, as ‘constitutive’
rather than merely ‘regulative’ principles. Nietzsche not only refuses
to follow Kant in this, but also sees in Kant’s reasons for making it
one of the strongest reasons he can imagine for refusing to do so.
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Before turning to this part of his case against the ‘being-
hypothesis,” however, that which focusses upon the relation between
it and the demands of reason warrants further consideration.
Ontological categories such as ‘substance,” ‘object’ and ‘being,’
Nietzsche contends, ‘have nothing to do with metaphysical truths’;
for the ‘inventive force that invented [all such] categories labored in
the service of our needs,” rather than in the service of some impulse
to apprehend the actual nature of the world (WP 513). Not only
our ‘senses,” he holds, but also ‘our organs of knowledge’ — our
reason included — have ‘developed only with regard to conditions of
[our] preservation and growth.” He continues:

‘The real and apparent world’ — T have traced this antithesis back
to value relations. We have projected the conditions of our
preservation as predicates of being in general. Because we have
to be stable in our beliefs if we are to prosper, we have made
the ‘real” world a world not of change and becoming, but one of
being (WP 507).

Thus he holds that the ‘categories’ with which reason provides us,
and in terms of which philosophers have been led to conceive of a
‘true world’ of ‘being,” are to be regarded as ¢ “truths” only in the
sense that they are conditions of life for us: as Euclidean space is a
conditional “truth.” > And so, he goes on to observe, ‘since no one
would maintain that there is any necessity for men to exist, reason,
as well as Euclidean space, is a mere idiosyncrasy of a certain
species of animal> (WP 515). ‘Logicizing, rationalizing,
systematizing’ are characteristic tendencies of human thought which
developed initially ‘as expedients of life’ (WP 552), as a
consequence of our having to cope with our environing world
consciously rather than instinctively, and thus by learning ‘to order,
simplify, falsify, artificially distinguish’ in order to facilitate
observation and calculation. Once developed, however, these
tendencies engendered a disposition to search for something in
relation to which they could achieve greater satisfaction than they
are capable of attaining in relation to the world of experience.
Consequently, ‘the fictitious world of subject, substance, “reason,”
etc., is needed,” in order to accommodate them (WP 517).

In other words: having come to accept the idea that these
tendencies of mind alone are reliable guides in the search for
knowledge, and finding that the process of rational thought in
which they find expression does not meet with a comparably
rational domain in the world of experience, philosophers concluded
that this world must not be the ‘true world,” and that there must
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exist a realm of ‘being’ beyond it so constituted as to answer to the
criteria of ‘knowledge’ set by the nature of reason. The satisfaction
of the requirements of logical reasoning is taken to be a necessary
condition of the attainment of genuine knowledge. Such knowledge,
it is further supposed, must be attainable, at least in principle — if
not by us, then at least by an ideal ‘knower’ not subject to our
limitations. The world with which we find ourselves confronted in
experience is discovered to be such that it is not a suitable object of
knowledge of this sort. Consequently, it is held, a realm of ‘being’
which would be a suitable object of it must exist as well. And such
a realm, as the proper object of genuine knowledge, is thereby also
most appropriately characterizable as the ‘true world,” in relation to
which the world of experience is ‘merely apparent,” and less than
truly or fully ‘real.’

So Nietzsche writes: ‘Man projects his drive to truth, his “goal”
in a certain sense, outside himself as a world that has being, as a
metaphysical world, as a “thing-in-itself,” as a world already in
existence.” But it is only ‘his needs’ which are reflected here, and
which serve to ‘invent the world upon which he works” (WP 552).
In a note bearing the heading ‘Psychology of Metaphysics,’
Nietzsche draws together some of the considerations pertaining to
the nature of this world (the world of human life and experience)
which have led philosophers to conceive of such an ‘other world’:

This world is apparent; consequently, there is a true world; — this
world is conditional: consequently there is an unconditioned
world; — this world is full of contradiction; consequently there is
a world free of contradiction; — this world is a world of
becoming: consequently there is a world of being: — all false
conclusions (blind trust in reason: if A exists, then the opposite
concept B must also exist) (WP 579).

At least a part of the problem here, according to Nietzsche, is that
it is a common tendency among philosophers to take a certain
understanding of the criteria for the applicability of the notion of
‘reality’ for granted — namely, one according to which these criteria
are assimilated to those of sound logical reasoning. It might appear
eminently ‘reasonable’ to suppose that, in the principles of logic and
the categories of reason, we find conditions which must be satisfied
by any conception of the world warranting serious consideration
where the issue is the fundamental nature of ‘reality’ (beyond and
independently of our particular thoughts and feelings and
perceptions as they occur in the stream of our experience, with
which it is not to be identified). But the reason it is so ‘reasonable’
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to suppose that nothing which does not conform to them can lay
claim to this title — and indeed that what is most truly and fully
rational must also be what is most truly and fully real — is that the
notion of rationality has been employed in the determination of our
conception of what it is ‘reasonable’ to suppose. And it is
Nietzsche’s contention that this wedding of the notions of ‘reality’
and ‘rationality’ has been most unfortunate:

The aberration of philosophy is that, instead of seeing in logic
and the categories of reason means toward the adjustment of the
world for utilitarian calculation (basically, toward an expedient
falsification), one believed one possessed in them the criterion of
truth and reality.. . . And behold, suddenly the world fell apart
into a ‘true’ world and an ‘apparent’ world: and precisely the
world that man’s reason had devised for him to live and settle in
was discredited. Instead of employing the forms as a tool for
making the world manageable and calculable, the madness of the
philosophers divined that in these categories is presented the
concept of that world to which the one in which man lives does
not correspond (WP 584).

This ¢ “true” world,” in short, is a conceptualization of the
underlying nature of reality developed in accordance with our most
basic needs and the patterns of thought with which we feel
ourselves to be most at home and best able to operate. Precisely
because the character of this conceptualization is so conditioned,
however, the supposition that the world in fact must be as it is thus
conceived to be is at best a piece of naiveté. So Nietzsche speaks
not only of the ‘undemonstrability’ of ‘a “world-in-itself,” * but also
of the more decisive attainment of ‘an insight into the erroneous

procedures by means of which this whole concept is arrived at’ (WP
580).

X1V

If for Nietzsche the idea of a ‘true world’ of ‘being’ is itself a
product of rational thought reflecting its own nature rather than
that of the actual world, the pervasive philosophical attachment to
the notion is a phenomenon which has yet another, psychologically
deeper, root. And the analysis of this phenomenon he proposes
constitutes the final part of his case against the ‘being-hypothesis.’
‘Finally,” he writes, ‘one discovers of what material one has built
the “true world” > (WP 37). And with this discovery, he holds, one
can no longer in good conscience continue to attach any real
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significance to the fact that such a world has not been shown to be
an outright logical impossibility. For ‘as soon as man finds out how
that world is fabricated solely from psychological needs,” it becomes
clear that ‘he has absolutely no right to it.” No alternative remains
to ‘disbelief in any metaphysical world,” which does not merely
suspend judgment with reference to the ‘being-hypothesis’ but
moreover ‘forbids itself any belief in a #rue world> (WP 12A).

What Nietzsche calls his ‘psychology of philosophers,’ discussed
at length in the first chapter, is given its most extensive application
in this general context. As was there observed, the kind of insight
such analysis is capable of affording admittedly does not constitute
the kind of argument with which philosophers generally feel most at
ease and are accustomed to regarding as capable of deciding issues
conclusively. It must be granted, however, that if nothing more
compelling can be offered in defense of the tenability of a
hypothesis than the persistence among those who adhere to it of
certain desires and dissatisfactions the ‘human, all-too-human’
nature of which becomes apparent once they are stripped of their
philosophical camouflage and exposed to the light of day, Nietzsche
is surely right to maintain that ‘intellectual conscience’ requires of
us that we reject it.

Speaking of the construal of the notion of ‘reality’ in such a way
that only a world of ‘being’ could merit this designation, Nietzsche
asks: ‘Whence does man here derive the concept reality? . . .
Contempt, hatred for all that perishes, changes, varies — whence
comes this valuation of that which remains constant?” He observes
that, ‘obviously, the will to truth is here merely the desire for a
world of the constant.” And he then writes: “What kind of man
reflects in this way? An unproductive, suffering kind, a kind weary
of life.” Such a man ‘seeks . . . a world that is not self-
contradictory, not deceptive, does not change,” and moreover, ‘a
world in which one does not suffer: contradiction, deception, change
— causes of suffering!” (WP 585A). In the note entitled ‘Psychology
of Metaphysics’ cited earlier, in which Nietzsche refers to the
reasoning according to which, e.g., ‘this world is a world of
becoming: consequently there is a world of being,” he likewise
suggests that ‘it is suffering that inspires these conclusions:
fundamentally they are desires that such a world should exist.’
Indeed, he contends, ‘to imagine another, more valuable world is an
expression of hatred for a world that makes one suffer: the
ressentiment of metaphysicians against actuality is here creative’
(WP 579).

Thus Nietzsche discerns here a profound underlying
dissatisfaction with life as we must live it. The interpretation of this
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world of change, struggle and suffering as merely apparent in
relation to a ‘true world” of ‘being’ is diagnosed as a response to a
deep-seated antipathy to these and related features of life in this
world, which he links to an inability to take them in stride. It
serves to satisfy a compelling psychological need both to play down
the significance of this inability — or to represent it as a virtue —
and to substitute for this world a ‘reality’ with which those in
question can feel more at ease. The ‘being-hypothesis,” for
Nietzsche, requires to be viewed in the light of this ‘general insight’
that ‘it is the instinct of life-weariness, and not that of life, which
has created the “other world” > (WP 586C). And if this is so, it
would indeed seem to place the hypothesis in serious doubt.

It is in Twilight that he sets out his thinking along these lines
most directly and succinctly. In the section entitled ¢ “Reason” in
Philosophy,” he develops his position in four ‘propositions,” the first
two of which have been cited in section XII above. In the first he
simply insists upon the ‘reality’ of ¢ “this” world’ and of it alone,
maintaining that ‘any other kind of reality is absolutely
indemonstrable.” In the remaining three, however, he turns his
attention to the issue of how the idea of a ‘true world’ contrasting
with ¢ “this” world” could have arisen, given the indemonstrability
of the former. In the ‘second proposition’ he alludes to the role of
‘morality’ in the motivation of its acceptance, characterizing it as ‘a
moral-optical illusion,” and contending that ‘the “true world” has
been constructed out of contradiction to the actual world.” He then
proceeds to elaborate upon this suggestion and to analyze and
diagnose the phenomenon of belief in the existence of such a ‘true
world” as follows:

Third proposition. To invent fables about a world ‘other’ than
this one has no meaning at all, unless an instinct of slander,
detraction, and suspicion against life has gained the upper hand
in us: in that case, we avenge ourselves against life with a
phantasmagoria of ‘another,” a ‘better’ life.

Fourth proposition. Any distinction between a ‘true’ and an
‘apparent” world — whether in the Christian manner or in the
manner of Kant . . . — is only a suggestion of decadence, a
symptom of the decline of life (TI 1I1:6).

XV

Let us now review the case Nietzsche makes against the
‘beinghypothesis.” We are confronted with the problem of deciding
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what is to be made of the notion of the existence of a ‘true world’
of ‘being’ which has been advanced by many philosophers in one
form or another, and which they have supposed to constitute the
‘real world,” in relation to which ¢ “this” world’ of human life and
experience is contrastingly characterized as ‘merely apparent.” We
see upon reflection that the existence of such a world is
indemonstrable, and moreover that there are no philosophically
acceptable reasons which may be adduced in support of the
supposition that anything of the kind exists. Indeed, we find that
we cannot even meaningfully speak of it, once we recognize that
the categories of reason themselves are of justifiable applicability
only within the context of our dealings with ¢ “this” world,” and
only by virtue of their pragmatic utility as means of facilitating our
attempts to come to terms with it. Thus our task becomes that of
deciding what is to be made of the fact of the emergence and
persistence of the idea.

Some light is shed upon this phenomenon by a consideration of
the way in which our language prompts us to think in terms of
‘beings’ whenever we seek to comprehend events. But this does not
suffice to explain why philosophers have been so willing, and
indeed so determined, to dismiss the entire world of human life and
experience as ‘merely apparent,” and to envision a ‘true world’
beyond it which contrasts markedly with it. No purely philosophical
‘will to truth’ can have been their dominant impulse. As long as
one restricts oneself to a consideration of their views taken at face
value, their commitment to the ‘being-hypothesis’ must appear to be
something of an enigma. It loses its enigmatic character, however, if
one takes seriously the idea that philosophers are not beyond the
reach of very human needs and wants, and that in their thinking it
is ‘most often a desire of the heart that has been filtered and made
abstract’ which ‘they defend with reasons they have sought after the
fact’ (BGE 5). Guided by the suspicion that we may be confronted
here with a case in point, one may begin by reflecting upon the
value judgments implicit in their framing and elaboration of the
distinction under consideration, and then proceed to consider what
could account for their commitment to these values.

Approached in this way, the notion of ‘a world “other” than this
one’ ceases to have ‘no meaning at all’ and becomes quite
intelligible — while at the same time losing whatever claim it might
still have been supposed to have to philosophical respectability. For
what renders it thus intelligible is its interpretation as an expression
of a profound dissatisfaction with life in ‘this world,” combined
with a desperate determination to justify and assert oneself in the
face of it. It becomes intelligible, in other words, just when viewed
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as a kind of compensatory device, defensive and reactive in nature,
indicative of an inability to come to terms with and accept the
reality of ‘this world” and life in it as we must live it, and involving
the wish-fulfilling projection beyond it of the opposites of those
characteristics of it which are found most objectionable.

If this is what is to be made of the fact of the emergence and
persistence of this notion, however, it is clear what is to be made of
the ‘being-hypothesis’ as a philosophical thesis: it is a fiction with
which we need and ought no longer to concern ourselves. ‘This
world’ is the only one we have any reason and any right to
suppose exists, and to regard as ‘reality.” It is not to be dismissed
as ‘merely apparent’ in relation to some ‘other’ or ‘true world,” even
if it is not to be characterized philosophically in the terms we
ordinarily use to describe ‘the world in which we think we live’
either. But this only serves to raise anew — rather than to answer —
the question of what we are left with when we arrive, with
Nietzsche, at the end of the ‘history of an error’ which he sets forth
in the section of Twilight of the Idols entitled ‘How the “True
World” Finally Became a Fable’:

1. The true world — attainable for the sage, the pious, the
virtuous man; he lives in it, be is it. . . .

2. The true world — unattainable for now, but promised for
the sage, the pious, the virtuous man (‘for the sinner who
repents’). . . .

3. The true world - unattainable, indemonstrable,
unpromisable; but the very thought of it — a consolation, an
obligation, an imperative. . . .

4. The true world — unattainable? At any rate, unattained.
And being unattained, also unknown. Consequently, not
consoling, redeeming, or obligating: how could something
unknown obligate us? . . .

5. The ‘true’ world — an idea which is no longer good for
anything, not even obligating — an idea which has become
useless and superfluous — consequently, a refuted idea: let us
abolish it! . . .

6. The true world — we have abolished. What world has
remained? The apparent one perhaps? But no! With the true
world we have also abolished the apparent one (TI IV).

“This world’ nonetheless remains; and in the following chapter it
shall be seen what Nietzsche has to say about it. His critique of the
main varieties of classical metaphysics, leading to the conclusion
that the ‘God-,” ‘soul-,” ‘thing-> and ‘being-hypotheses’ are all to be
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rejected, is intended to make an end of metaphysics-as-ontology
generally. It by no means follows, however, that on his view there is
nothing whatever to be said about the world that is both
philosophically significant and any more tenable than these
hypotheses. On the contrary, he has a good deal to say about it;
and he is convinced that a strong enough case can be made for the
account he develops to enable it to compete successfully for our
philosophical allegiance with any rival interpretations on the
horizon. Before turning to it, however, it is necessary to consider his
treatment of one such rival, which he would appear to regard as its
only serious one, once those considered up to this point have been
dismissed.

Mechanism and causalism

XVI

‘Of all the interpretations of the world attempted hitherto,’
Nietzsche observes, ‘the mechanistic one seems today to stand
victorious in the foreground’ (WP 618). This interpretation, which
he associated with the science of his day, is at least in certain
respects closer to his own than those framed in terms of the various
religious and metaphysical hypotheses considered up to this point in
this chapter. He parts company with it in no uncertain terms,
however, finding much to object to in this leading ‘naturalistic’
alternative to his own avowedly ‘anti-metaphysical’ conception of
the world’s nature. It is his contention that ‘mechanistic theory must
be considered an imperfect and merely provisional hypothesis’ at
best (WP 1066), requiring to be superseded along with these older
hypotheses and interpretations — to which, indeed, he takes it to be
more closely related than its adherents generally recognize. He may
borrow certain notions from it, and build upon it in certain ways;
but in his hands what he appropriates of it is significantly
transformed, and what he finds of value in it is modest in
comparison with what he rejects.

It is a basic tenet of the ‘mechanistic world view’ as Nietzsche
conceives of it that, very crudely put, the world is a collection of
‘matter in motion’ — a world consisting of material units, which
have certain properties, are possessed of varying and perhaps also
changing amounts and kinds of force, impinge upon and affect each
other causally, and thus produce effects upon and are modified
(either in their natures or their behavior) by each other, in
accordance with general and immutable laws. One of his criticisms
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of this conception of the world relates to an implication of the
Second Law of Thermodynamics deriving from mechanistic theory: a
world constituted along these lines would sooner or later have to
reach an inert final state of equilibrium, as a consequence of its
‘running down’ through the transformation of all of the potential
energy of its constituent elements into kinetic energy, which
eventually would be completely expended in the course of their
interaction. ‘Because the world has not [already] reached this
[state],” however, Nietzsche maintains that mechanism stands
refuted.

In reaching this conclusion, he recognizes that it is necessary to
assume certain things; but he takes his assumptions to be quite
reasonable. They are, first, ‘finite force’ (WP 595) — that is, the fact
that the amount of available energy in the universe is not unlimited.
His second assumption is ‘No God’ (ibid.); i.e., there exists no
power transcending this world which might be supposed to serve as
the source of a continuing infusion of additional available energy
into it replacing that which is expended. He further assumes ‘the
temporal infinity of the world in the past’ (WP 1066), rejecting the
supposition that the world could have ‘had a beginning’ (in the
absence of a transcendent power which could at some point have
created it). And finally, he makes the assumption that were the
world ever to reach an inert state, it could not of itself emerge
from this state, somehow replenishing its expended energy on its
own. Given these assumptions, and the further point (which
Nietzsche considers incontrovertible) that the world is not presently
in such a final state of equilibrium or inertness, he takes it to
follow that the world cannot be supposed to tend toward such a
state. This, however, is required by the mechanistic theory under
consideration. And so, he concludes, this theory must be rejected.

Thus Nietzsche observes that if the world ‘were in any way
capable of a pausing and becoming fixed . . ., then all becoming
would long since have come to an end’ (WP 1062). But it has not
done so. ‘That a state of equilibrium is never reached,” he therefore
maintains, ‘proves that it is not possible’ (WP 1064). And he draws
out the implications of these remarks for the mechanistic world
view as follows:

If the world could in any way become rigid, dry, dead, nothing,
or if it could reach a state of equilibrium . . ., then this state
must have been reached. But it has not been reached: from which
it follows —

This is the sole certainty we have in our hands to serve as a
corrective to a great host of world hypotheses possible in
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themselves. If, e.g., the mechanistic theory cannot avoid the
consequence, drawn for it by William Thompson, of leading to a
final state, then the mechanistic theory stands refuted (WP 1066).

This is only one of the further lines of argument Nietzsche
advances, however. And while he believes it to be decisive even in
the absence of any other considerations, he directs most of his
criticisms to other features of mechanism. His most fundamental
objections center upon the two notions involved in the conception
of the world as ‘matter in motion.” It must be recognized, he
contends, that ‘the theory of a mechanistic world’ essentially
involves ‘employing two fictions: the concept of motion (taken from
our sense language) and the concept of the atom (= unity, deriving
from our psychical “experience”): the mechanistic theory
presupposes a sense prejudice and a psychological prejudice’ (WP
635). These two conceptions are closely connected with each other,
and also with the notion of causality required by ready reckoning:
‘The mechanistic world is imagined as only sight and touch imagine
a world (as “moved”) — so as to be calculable — thus causal unities
are invented, “things” (atoms) whose effect remains constant ( —
transference of the false concept of subject to the concept of the
atom)’ (WP 635).

As has been seen, Nietzsche holds that ‘the origin of atomism’ is
to be found in our need to be able to ‘comprehend the world” in a
way that both reduces it to the familiar and enables us ‘to calculate
it’; and ‘to be able to calculate it, we have to have constant causes;
because we find no such constant causes in actuality, we invent
them for ourselves — the atoms’ (WP 624). It is a mere ‘prejudice’
to suppose that science reveals to us the existence of any such
constant units: ‘We have slipped in the unchanging, my physicist
friends, deriving it from metaphysics as always’ (WP 623). The
same observation applies here that applies to the ‘thing-hypothesis’
in any other form — the fate of which mechanism so conceived thus
shares, as a readily recognizable form of it: ‘We need “unities” in
order to be able to reckon: that does not mean we must suppose
that such unities exist’ (WP 635).

Philosophically considered, therefore, mechanism as a world view
formulated in the language of natural science does not differ as
markedly from pre-scientific versions of this hypothesis and from
the ‘being-hypothesis’ as might be supposed:

Physicists believe in a ‘true world’ in their own fashion: a firm
systematization of atoms in necessary motion, the same for all
beings. . . . But they are in error. The atom they posit is inferred
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according to the logic of the perspectivism of consciousness — and
is therefore itself a subjective fiction. This world picture they
sketch differs in no essential way from the subjective world
picture: it is only construed with more extended sense, but with
our senses nonetheless — (WP 636).
Thus Nietzsche concludes that ‘the concept “atom,” the distinction
between the “seat of a driving force and the force itself,” is a sign
language derived from our logical-psychical world.” And he makes
essentially the same point with respect to the idea of ‘motion,’ even
though it is one of his own most basic claims that the world is to
be conceived dynamically, in terms of ‘process’: ‘The mechanistic
concept of “motion” is already a translation of the original process
into the sign language of sight and touch’ (WP 625). This concept,
he argues, is merely a refinement of the inadequate understanding
of what is involved in the occurrence of an event resulting from our
tendency to approach it by asking, ‘what was there to be perceived
by sight and touch when this event took place?” It thus belongs in
‘an inventory of human experiences,” in which it is to be included
owing to the fact that ‘man wants to arrange all events as events
accessible to sight and touch’ (WP 640). And it has its only
legitimate application within the context of human sensibility and
that perspectival and ‘erroneous’ construction of the world
conditioned by our senses with which we are constrained to
operate. So Nietzsche speaks of ‘the conception of “motion” ’ as
involving ‘a translation’ of the world of processes and events in
which we live ‘into a visible world — a world for the eyes.” He
continues:

This always carries the idea that something is moved - this
always supposes, whether as the fiction of a little clump atom or
even as the abstraction of this, the dynamic atom, a thing that
produces effects — i.e., we have not got away from the habit into
which our senses and language seduce us. Subject, object, a doer
added to the doing, the doing separated from that which it does:
let us not forget that this is mere semiotics and nothing real.
Mechanistic theory as a theory of motion is already a translation
into the sense language of man (WP 634).

XVII

The fact that we find the world more readily ‘calculable’ when we
construe it mechanistically, Nietzsche contends, constitutes no
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argument in favor of the mechanistic world view as a
philosophically viable world interpretation. For, first, let it be
supposed that when we thus render events capable of subsumption
under ‘formulas’ and amenable to mathematical treatment, we do
not misrepresent what actually occurs, but rather merely simplify
their description and fix upon those of their features which admit
of being dealt with in this way. It still would not follow that what
we thereby come up with is an account of them enabling us either
to explain or to understand what is happening. So Nietzsche
remarks: ‘It is an illusion that something is known when we possess
a mathematical formula for an event: it is only designated,
described, nothing more!” (WP 628). Moreover, he takes the status
and significance of such descriptions to be philosophically
problematical, in several respects. He asks: ‘The calculability of the
world, the expressibility of all events in formulas — is this really
“comprehension”? How much of a piece of music has been
understood when that in it which is calculable and can be reduced
to formulas has been reckoned up?’ (WP 624). And he is inclined
to suppose that, in the case of the world and events generally as in
the case of pieces of music and works of art, that about them
which can thus be captured will seldom be of much importance in
relation to what is missed.

Mechanistic theory does not simply involve the characterization
of the world in terms of ‘the sign language of sight and touch’ and
the ‘sign language derived from our logical-psychical world.” It also
endeavors to render experience thus characterized quantifiable — or,
otherwise put, to reduce what is thus experienced to a form in
which it is calculable in mathematical terms. For (as was observed
in the previous chapter) this, on Nietzsche’s view, is of the very
nature of scientific thinking, thus serving more than anything else to
distinguish ‘science’ from ordinary thought. Indeed, he suggests that
on ‘the scientific view of the world,” the ‘only value’ is ‘what can
be counted and calculated” (WP 677). He does not dispute the
utility of this approach ‘for the purpose of mastering nature’ (WP
610), and is further prepared to allow that something of what
transpires may thereby be grasped. The point upon which he insists,
however, is that this does not amount to much. ‘If I reduce a
regular event to a formula, I have foreshortened, facilitated, etc.,
the description of the whole phenomena. But I have established no
“law,” T have [simply] raised the question how it happens that
something here repeats itself (WP 629).

More fundamentally, Nietzsche contends that the mechanistic
characterization of the world in terms which lend themselves readily
to quantitative treatment and thus enhance its calculability does not
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merely result in an overly simplified and superficial description of it,
but also “falsifies’ it in a way to which philosophical objection must
be taken. ‘Ultimately,” he says, ‘man finds in things nothing but what
he himself has imported into them: the finding is called science’ (WP
606). And among the things which we erroneously ‘import’ into the
world, in both our ordinary thinking and when we construe it
mechanistically, is ‘the concept of number.” This is no less merely
‘phenomenal,” he maintains, than ‘the concept of the thing’ and ‘the
concept of motion.” These are notions mechanism borrows from
ordinary experience and ‘injects’ into the world; and Nietzsche
considers these ‘additions’ to require to be ‘eliminated’ (WP 635). It
is we who establish the mathematical concepts in terms of which the
events we experience become quantifiable and calculable; just as it is
in the requirements of our thought rather than in the nature of
reality that the principles of logic and the categories of reason have
their origin. Precisely because it involves the characterization of the
world and events in terms which maximize their calculability, the
world view associated with mechanistic theory may be seen to be
defective philosophically. For this requires the imposition upon them
of a set of concepts which can be neither assumed nor even
legitimately suggested to apply to them.

It further involves the attribution to them of a kind and degree
of constancy and ‘sameness’ which they both fail to exhibit
empirically and cannot be shown to have in any other way. It is
only in the ‘thought-objects’ we create and invent for ourselves that
we meet with these features. In experience we merely are confronted
(at most) by similarities; and ‘the “apparent fact” of things that are
the same’ (WP 520) is simply a result of our tendency to ignore
differences and changes, and to treat the similar as the same. It
may be natural, useful, and even necessary for us to do so; but that
is only a fact about our nature and needs, rather than about the
world with which we thus attempt to deal. So, in a note entitled
‘Critique of the Mechanistic Theory,” Nietzsche observes: ¢ “Things”
do not behave regularly, according to a rule; there are no things ( -
they are fictions invented by us); they behave just as little under the
constraint of necessity’ (WP 634).

Even if what is taken to answer to the notion of sameness or
regularity (and to satisfy the demand for something about the world
that is quantifiable and calculable) is not ‘things’ of some sort but
rather simply the purported conformity of events to laws which
govern them, according to Nietzsche, we only substitute one fiction
for another. It is no more legitimate to conceive of the world in
terms of the operation of ‘laws,” he argues, than it is to conceive of
it in terms of the behavior of ‘things.’
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‘Regularity’ in succession is only a metaphorical expression, as if
a rule were being followed here; not a fact. In the same way
‘conformity with a law."We discover a formula by which to
express an ever-recurring kind of result: we have therewith
discovered no ‘law,” even less a force that is the cause of the
recurrence of a succession of results. That something always
happens thus and thus is here interpreted as if a creature always
acted thus and thus as a result of obedience to a law or a
lawgiver (WP 632).

Nietzsche readily grants that we find it convenient and useful, for
purposes of ‘our day-to-day calculations,” to characterize the
successions of events we discern in terms of their ‘obedience’ to
‘laws.” He contends, however, that in the world (or, as he allows
himself to say here, ‘in the “in-itself” ’), ‘there is no rule of law’
(BGE 21). He detects the surreptitious influence of the picture of
ourselves as moral agents subject to a moral ‘law’ in our adoption
of this way of thinking about the world, and objects to the
resulting injection of a sort of anthropomorphic ¢ “morality” into
the world by the fiction that it is obedient’ (WP 634). Thus he
writes: ‘I beware of speaking of chemical “laws”: that savors of
morality’; and he goes on to observe that it is quite inappropriate
to interpret events in the world as if they exhibited anything like ‘a
respect for “laws.” > (WP 630). We may ‘reduce a regular event to
a formula’; but ‘it is mythology to think that forces here obey a
law, so that, as a consequence of their obedience, we have the same
phenomenon each time’ (WP 629). Our belief in the ‘lawfulness’ of
nature is held to involve a projection into the world of a notion
deriving from certain purely conventional features of our social
existence. And so, for Nietzsche, this belief cannot be regarded as
anything more than a convenient fiction.

This is a point of some importance, warranting brief elaboration.
Nietzsche’s basic idea here is that the commonplace recognition of
the ordering influence upon human behavior of men’s acceptance of
the idea that they are bound to obey various rules and edicts,
issuing from some source having the authority to command things
of them, has given rise to the view that whatever orderliness there
is in nature is a consequence of the fact that natural events are
similarly or analogously regulated. During most of the period in
which this view has been embraced, the recognition that laws as we
ordinarily understand them exist because they have been laid down
by a lawgiver has inclined its adherents to complete the analogy
(and thereby render it at least more coherent than it would
otherwise be). Such ‘laws of nature’ were construed as edicts
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governing the natural world laid down by God; for God’s relation
to the world was conceived in such a way that he could quite
plausibly be taken to fill the role of lawgiver.

A world in which there is no God, however, and which is not
the creation of any such transcendent power, can no longer be
interpreted as one in which events occur in accordance with divine
decrees. The notion of ‘laws of nature’ has survived belief in the
existence of God in the thinking of many. But Nietzsche contends
that it is a mere ‘residue’ of such belief, an ‘entr’acte’ (WP 69)
which must give way to a different understanding of natural events
now that the theological underpinnings of the use of the analogy
have been removed. Without God, the world can no more be
viewed as a world subject to ‘laws’ than it can be conceived as an
artifact. Whatever order there may be in the world cannot be
explained by means of the projection of our notion of ‘law’ into the
world, because the very meaning of this notion renders its
employment unintelligible once it is established that there exists no
power beyond it capable of acting as a lawgiver in relation to it.
And if the source of such ‘laws’ is taken to be, not God, but rather
we ourselves, it becomes all the more evident that any world view
involving reference to them is thereby rendered untenable insofar as
it purports to be anything more than an anthropomorphically
conditioned and distorted characterization of it.

Thus Nietzsche writes: ‘Let us beware of saying that there are
laws in nature. There are only necessities: there is nobody who
commands, nobody who obeys, nobody who transgresses’ (GS
109). In supposing that there are such laws, the ‘error is made of
giving a false reality to a fiction, as if events were in some way
obedient to something.” To speak of events as determined in their
occurrence by ‘laws’ is to construe them metaphorically, in terms
of an analogy the use of which is understandable but
insupportable. The conception of a world governed by such ‘laws’
is one which ‘we alone . . . have devised . . .; and when we
project and mix this symbol world into things as if it existed “in
itself”; we act once more as we have always acted -
mythologically” (BGE 21). It may be that something more than
mere human invention is involved in this notion, which can be
brought to light through what might in similar language be termed
a process of ‘demythologizing’ it. Whatever this process might
yield, however, Nietzsche holds that it will in any event necessitate
the abandonment of all talk of ‘laws.’

Forgive me as an old philologist who cannot desist from the
malice of putting his finger on bad modes of interpretation: but
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‘nature’s conformity to law,” of which you physicists talk so
proudly, as though — why, it exists only owing to your
interpretation and bad ‘philology.” It is no matter of fact, no
‘text,” but rather only a naively humanitarian emendation and
perversion of meaning, with which you make abundant
concessions to the democratic instincts of the modern soul!
‘Everywhere equality before the law; nature is no different in that
respect, no better off than we are’ — (BGE 22).

He goes on to suggest an alternative interpretation, remarking that
‘someone might come along’ who would propose that the world
does indeed have ‘a “necessary” and “calculable” course, not
because laws obtain in it, but because they are absolutely lacking,
and every power draws its ultimate consequences at every moment’
(ibid.). For the moment, however, I shall not elaborate upon his
meaning, postponing discussion of this suggestion until the next
chapter. Another matter remains to be dealt with here, related to
but transcending that just considered: Nietzsche’s treatment of the
notion of causality. This notion figures centrally in the mechanistic
world view, as well as in our ordinary way of thinking about the
world. His critique of it constitutes another part of his case against
mechanism, and also is of broader interest. It therefore warrants
examination.

XVIII

Nietzsche is quite prepared to allow that this notion is one we
constantly employ, and indeed could scarcely get along without.
Indeed, he singles out ‘the law of causality’ as one of ‘the most
strongly believed a priori “truths,” > which not only is ‘a very
well acquired habit of belief,” but moreover is ‘so much a part of
us that not to believe in it would destroy the race.” He is by no
means of the opinion, however, that such considerations suffice to
establish the legitimacy and soundness of the supposition that the
world is in fact to be conceived in terms of sequences of causally
connected events. Thus he characterizes all such ‘truths’ as mere
‘provisional assumptions,” of which it requires to be asked, even
after making such observations as these: ‘But are they for that
reason truths? What a conclusion! As if the preservation of man
were a proof of truth!” (WP 497). As with all other such
conceptual modi operandi, so also here: their needfulness ‘does not
prove them,’ since ‘life is no argument. The conditions of life
might include error’ (GS 121).
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Nietzsche’s discussion of causality is complicated by the fact that
he frequently avails himself of the terminology of ‘cause’ and
‘effect,” not only in passages in which he obviously is merely
adopting it for purposes of convenience (as in his analysis of
various psychological and social phenomena), but also in the course
of many remarks pertaining to the world and our experience of it.
The latter circumstance suggests that his objections to the notion
are not intended to apply to every possible formulation or construal
of it, but rather only to certain forms of it. Thus, for example, he
writes: ‘Cause and effect — a dangerous concept so long as one
thinks of something that causes and something upon which an effect
is produced’ (WP 552; emphasis added). The nature and scope of
his critical analysis of the notion and its uses must be considered,
however, before the question of the sort of modification of it he is
prepared to countenance can be dealt with.

To begin with, Nietzsche takes it to be significant that ‘in our
science . . ., the concept of cause and effect is reduced to the
relationship of equivalence’ of so-called ‘causally’ related states of
affairs such that ‘the same quantum of force is present on both
sides’ (WP 688); and thus that, in employing such a ‘reduced’ form
of the notion, ‘mechanistic theory can therefore only describe
processes [in quantitative terms], not explain them’ (WP 660). He
considers it important to recognize both that ‘the concept of
“causa” is . . . a means of description’ having some practical utility
(rather than being either completely meaningless or entirely
superfluous), and that it ‘is only a means of expression’ when cast
in this form. The latter is something we tend to forget, owing to
what he terms ‘our bad habit of taking a mnemonic device, an
abbreviative formula, to be an entity, finally a cause, e.g., to say of
lightning, “it flashes” > (WP 548). A part of the problem with the
notion of causality, he suggests, is that it is generally construed in a
way which reflects our tendency to hypostatize such convenient
‘means of expression.” Thus he writes:

One should not wrongly reify ‘cause’ and ‘effect,” as the natural
scientists do (and whoever, like them, now ‘naturalizes’ in his
thinking), according to the prevailing mechanical doltishness
which makes the cause press and push until it ‘effects’ its end;
one should use ‘cause’ and ‘effect’ only as pure concepts, that is
to say, as conventional fictions for the purpose of designation
and communication — not for explanation (BGE 21).

It is only as he continues beyond this exhortation, however, that it
becomes clear that Nietzsche is not merely side-stepping the question
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of the appropriateness of construing the world’s nature causalistically
by focusing instead upon the way in which these terms function and
ought to be used. For he goes on to assert that ‘in the “in-itself”
there is nothing of “causal connections,” * contending that ‘it is we
alone who have devised [the idea of] cause,” and that we merely
‘project’ it into the world (BGE 21). It is his position that ‘there is
no such thing as “cause” > (WP 551); and he argues that ‘the belief
in cause and effect,” which man ‘applies wherever anything happens,’
is ‘an atavism of the most ancient origin,” and one of our most
deeply rooted and most untenable myths (GS 127). At least in its
more usual form, he holds, the notion is philosophically unacceptable
and requires to be repudiated.

Nietzsche takes this position both with respect to the
understanding of causation in terms of ‘something that causes and
something upon which an effect is produced’ (WP 552), and with
respect to its construal in terms of states of affairs one of which is
taken to be the ‘cause’ of the other. Thus, concerning the former, he
observes that ‘the interpretation of an event either as an act or the
suffering of an act . . . says: every change, every becoming-other,
presupposes an author and someone upon whom “change” is
effected” (WP 546). And against this way of thinking he argues that
‘if we no longer believe in the effective subject, then belief also
disappears in effective things, in reciprocation, cause and effect
between those phenomena that we call things’ (WP 552).

Concerning the latter version of the notion he writes: ‘Two
successive states, the one “cause,” the other “effect”: this is false.
The first has nothing to effect, the second has been effected by
nothing” (WP 633). This second, rather more sophisticated construal
of causality is on Nietzsche’s view little more than a refinement and
modification of the first, developed as a successor to it by
philosophers convinced of the necessity of describing changes in the
language of sequences of events rather than in that of alterations of
things. He realizes that the two require to be dealt with in
somewhat different ways; and thus some of his remarks are directed
at one and some at the other. In both cases, however, he considers
the same basic impulse to be operative: ‘Not “to know” but to
schematize — to impose upon chaos as much regularity and form as
our practical needs require’ (WP 515).

XIX

In believing in causality construed in the first of the ways
distinguished above, Nietzsche contends that we are seduced and
misled by ‘language (and . . . the fundamental errors of reason that
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are petrified in it) which conceives and misconceives all effects as
conditioned by something that causes effects, by a “subject”.’
Actually, he maintains, ‘the “doer” is merely a fiction added to the
deed - the deed is everything’ (GM 1:13). The reasoning underlying
the above belief is that ‘all changes are effects,” and that ‘all effects
suppose an agent’ (WP 136). And this reasoning suffers from a
twofold defect: “To regard an event as an “effecting,” and this as a
being, that is a double error, or interpretation, of which we are
guilty.” For here we merely reason ‘in accordance with the
conclusion: “every change must have an author”; — but this
conclusion is already mythology: it separates that which effects from
the effecting’ (WP 531).

Nietzsche’s basic point here is that when we observe something
happening, we do not observe one entity producing a change of
some sort in another. That is an interpretation of the event in terms
of a picture — and an erroneous one at that — borrowed from our
customary way of viewing ourselves and our own behavior. Thus, in
a note bearing the heading ‘Critique of the concept “cause,” ’ he
remarks: ‘We have absolutely no experience of a cause;
psychologically considered, we derive the entire concept from the
subjective conviction that we are causes,’ as, e.g., when we suppose
that, in reaching for something, I bring it about ‘that the arm
moves.” But, he continues, ‘that is an error. We separate ourselves,
the doers, from the deed, and we make use of this pattern
everywhere — we seek a doer for every event.” So he goes on to
argue that ‘causa is a capacity to produce effects that has been
super-added to the events,” concluding that ‘there is no such thing.’
For the introspective ‘cases in which [causality] seemed to be given
to us, and in which we have projected it out of ourselves in order
to understand an event, have been shown to be self-deceptions” (WP
551). This argument is set out most clearly and completely in a
section in Twilight, which warrants citing at length:

People have believed at all times that they knew what a cause is;
but whence did we take our knowledge — or more precisely, our
faith that we had such knowledge? From the realm of the
famous ‘inner facts,” of which not a single one has so far proved
to be factual. We believed ourselves to be causal in the act of
willing: we thought that here at least we caught causality in the
act. Nor did one doubt that all the antecedents of an act, its
causes, were to be sought in consciousness and would be found
there once sought — as ‘motives’: else one would not have been
free and responsible for it. Finally, who would have denied that a
thought is caused? that the ego causes the thought?
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Of these three ‘inward facts’ which seem to guarantee
causality, the first and most persuasive is that of the will as
cause . . .: first the causality of the will was firmly accepted as
given, as empirical. . . .

Today we no longer believe a word of all this. . . . The will
no longer moves anything, hence does not explain anything
either. . . . The so-called motive: another error. . . . And as for
the ego! That has become a fable, a fiction, a play on words: it
has altogether ceased to think, feel or will!

What follows from this? There are no mental causes at all.
The whole of the allegedly empirical evidence for that has gone

to the devil. . . . And what a fine abuse we had perpetrated with
this ‘empirical evidence’; we created the world on this basis as a
world of causes. . . . The most ancient and enduring psychology

was at work here and did not do anything else: all that
happened was considered a doing, all doing the effect of a will;
the world became to it a multiplicity of doers (TI VI: 3).

In short, it is Nietzsche’s contention that ‘our faith in causality
itself is ‘at bottom’ our ‘belief in the causality of the will’ (BGE
36). In the absence of this belief, the notion of ‘a world of causes’
would never have suggested itself to us; for, as Hume had
observed, our experience of mundane events nowhere presents us
with an instance of anything answering to the idea. “We have
believed in the will to such an extent that we have from our
personal experience’ — which is itself misinterpreted — ‘introduced
a cause into events in general’ (WP 488). So for Nietzsche ‘the
propositions, “no effect without a cause,” “every effect in turn
[implies] a cause” appear as generalizations of [a] much more
limited proposition: “no effecting without willing.” > And thus, he
goes on to remark, ‘when Schopenhauer assumed that all that has
being is only a willing, he enthroned a primeval mythology’ (GS
127). At its core is the ancient ‘error that the will is something
which is effective, that will is a capacity.’” But ‘today we know
that it is only a word’ (TI III:S5).

If these points are well taken, they have important and serious
consequences for causalism. The idea of relations of ‘cause and
effect between those phenomena that we call things’ is
philosophically untenable, not only because the world cannot be
supposed actually to consist of ‘things’ standing in such relations to
each other, but also because this idea proves upon analysis to
involve the projection into the world of a fictitious notion of the
‘will’ as ‘something which is effective.” ‘Only because we have
introduced subjects, “doers,” into things does it appear that all
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events are the consequences of compulsion exerted upon subjects —
exerted by whom? again by a “doer” > (WP 552). If this is so, and
if ‘the faith in the will as the cause of effects is the faith in
magically effective forces’ (GS 127), then the conception of causality
under consideration must be acknowledged to be a fiction, however
convenient and even indispensable it may be.

It is suggested that our attachment to this notion derives from
our inability to comprehend events in terms differing radically from
those in which we are accustomed to view ourselves and our
behavior. “The psychological necessity for a belief in causality lies in
the inconceivability of an event divorced from an intent,” Nietzsche
writes, adding pointedly: ‘by which naturally nothing is said
concerning truth or untruth (the justification of such a belief)!” (WP
627). Here he both follows Hume and then parts company with
him:

We have no ‘sense for the causa efficiens’: here Hume was right;
habit (but not only that of the individual!) makes us expect that
a certain often-observed occurrence will follow another: nothing
more! That which gives the extraordinary firmness to our belief
in causality is not the great habit of seeing one occurrence
following another but our inability to interpret events otherwise
than as events caused by intentions (WP 550).

Thus our employment of and reliance upon the notion of causality
neither reflect some innate structure of the human mind, nor is
prompted by the discernment of ‘causes’ and ‘effects’ with the aid
of some special intellectual faculty. It can readily be explained along
lines which do not necessitate the postulation of anything so ad
hoc. The so-called ‘sense of causality’ is no genuine intuition (WP
551), but rather simply a deeply ingrained custom of interpreting
events in accordance with the ‘doer—deed” model transferred from
our self-interpretation along these lines: ‘it is only from this that we
derive the feeling of causality’” (WP 667). So Nietzsche writes:
‘Critique of the concept: cause. — From a psychological point of
view the concept “cause” is our feeling of power resulting from the
so-called act of will — our concept “effect” the superstition that this
feeling of power is the motive power itself (WP 689).

This ‘feeling of power’ is held to be the psychological
phenomenon upon which the notion of and belief in our own
causality (and thereby also the notion of and belief in causality
more generally) ultimately rests. And if, in turn, an analysis of the
nature and origin of this feeling is sought, Nietzsche suggests that it
is to be given in terms of a combination of the socially inculcated
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‘feeling of responsibility’ we have with respect to our behavior, and
a misconstrual of the actual relation between ‘our intention to
perform an act’ and the occurrence of acts conforming to our
intentions. Thus he not only argues that our generalized belief in
causality derives from our belief in the will as causally effective,
and that this belief is a myth, but also is able to back up this
argument with a plausible explanation of the existence of this myth.

Nietzsche is equally convinced of the untenability of that variant
of ‘causalism’ which departs from the ‘doer—-deed’ model to the
extent of abandoning the construal of ‘cause and effect’ in terms of
‘things’ acting and being changed by being acted upon, in favor of
construing this pair of concepts in terms of sequences of events,
some of which (the ‘effects’) are brought about as a consequence of
the occurrence of others (the ‘causes’). Supposing the notion of
causality to be so conceived, he argues, its employment is either
vacuous or illegitimate. For it is vacuous if it is understood to do
no more than refer to the regular ordering of certain sequences of
events; while it is illegitimate if it is supposed to convey anything
more about the relationship between them than that they are so
ordered. In short, if the notion is no longer used to refer to
anything more than the regular ordering of certain sequences of
events in our experience, it is ‘saved’ only at the cost of being lost
to mechanism as a world view.

One of Nietzsche’s objections to causality conceived as a relation
between events pertains to the artificiality of the notion of an
‘event’ itself. He writes: ‘Cause and effect: such a duality probably
never exists; in truth we are confronted by a continuum out of
which we isolate a couple of pieces.” Indeed, he goes on to suggest,
‘an intellect that could see cause and effect as a continuum and a
flux and not, as we do, in terms of an arbitrary division and
dismemberment, would repudiate the concept of cause and effect
and deny all conditionality.” It may be that we cannot alter our
mode of perception in such a way as to apprehend the flow of
processes with which we have to deal in experience as a
‘continuum.’ It is at least within our power, however, to grasp that,
‘where the naive man and inquirer of older cultures saw only two
separate things,” the one being termed the ‘cause’ and the other the
‘effect,” there is actually ‘a manifold one-after-another,” requiring to
be conceived as a flow of ‘becoming’ rather than as a ‘series of
“causes.” > And even this conception itself leaves a good deal to be
desired as it stands: ‘we have merely perfected the image of
becoming without reaching beyond the image or behind it’ (GS
112).
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Nietzsche also makes several further observations in this
connection. First: ‘From the fact that something ensues regularly
and ensues calculably, it does not follow that it ensues necessarily’
(WP 552). And second: even if the ‘necessity’ of some such
sequence is supposed, ‘a necessary sequence of states does not
imply a causal relationship between them.” His point here is that
‘an event is neither effected nor does it effect,” its calculability
notwithstanding; for ‘the calculability of an event does not reside
in the fact that a rule is adhered to, or that a necessity is obeyed,
or that a law of causality has been projected by us into every
event: it resides in the recurrence of “identical cases” > (WP 551).
He places the words ‘identical cases’ in scare-quotes because, far
from being prepared to grant that there actually are such cases, he
in fact holds that we merely find it convenient to treat as identical
various cases of sequences of events which are at most similar,
and which exhibit differences we choose to ignore. This is a
circumstance he takes to render even more dubious the common
supposition that the sequentially ordered events involved constitute
a ‘causal chain.’

it thus seems to Nietzsche that to construe causality as a relation
between ‘consecutive appearances,” which in turn are conceived
‘semiotically, in terms of the senses and of psychology’ (WP 635), is
a course having little to recommend it. For it either results in an
erroneous attribution of the relations of ‘effecting’ and ‘being
effected by’ to events which in fact merely succeed each other; or
else it leads to the abandonment of the very idea of efficacy
(through the reduction of the notion of causality to the notion of
constant conjunction), transforming ‘the concept of “causa” ’ into a
mere ‘means of expression, nothing more; a means of description’
(WP 645).

XX

It might therefore appear that Nietzsche would have us abandon the
notion of causality altogether (except, perhaps, as a convenient
‘means of expression’ in the context of extra-philosophical
discourse). In fact, however, he considers there to be something to
the notion of causality after all; and he holds that, if properly
construed, it may appropriately be retained and employed in
philosophical discourse about the world and human life. Thus, for
example, in a section of The Gay Science bearing the heading ‘“Two
kinds of causes that are often confounded,” he writes: ‘This seems
to me to be one of my most essential steps and advances: T have
learned to distinguish the cause of acting from the cause of acting
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in a particular way, in a particular direction, with a particular
goal.” And he goes on to spell out this distinction as follows:

The first kind of cause is a quantum of dammed-up energy that
is waiting to be used up somehow, for something; while the
second is, compared to this energy, something quite insignificant,
for the most part a little accident in accordance with which this
quantum ‘discharges’ itself in one particular way — a match
versus a ton of powder (GS 360).

In this connection it is worth recalling Nietzsche’s qualification of
one of the basic criticisms he levels at the idea of causality: ‘Cause
and effect — a dangerous concept so long as one thinks of
something that causes and something upon which an effect is
produced’ (WP 552). While he rejects the idea construed in this
way, he is very differently disposed toward a modification of it in
terms of ‘power relationships’ and an ‘interplay of forces.” So, for
example, he writes: ‘Supposing that the world had a certain
quantum of force at its disposal, then it is obvious that every
displacement of power at any point would affect the whole system’;
and he goes on to observe that, in this case, ‘together with
sequential causality there would be a contiguous and concurrent
dependence’ (WP 638).

The ‘kind of causality’ he is prepared to countenance (cf. BGE
36) is not that represented in the model of ‘doer’ and ‘deed,” or in
that of discrete but connected events. It is rather to be construed in
terms of an ‘interplay of forces’ constituting a ‘continuum.” If it is
understood in terms of such an interplay and consequent
redistribution of forces, he considers it not only convenient but also
legitimate to make use of the notion. The fundamental mistake
philosophers have made in speaking of causality, on his view, is not
that of supposing that what happens at one time and place is
significantly affected by what has happened and is happening at
others; this is something upon which he himself insists. “The mistake
lies in the fictitious insertion of a subject’ (WP 632). Otherwise put,
the mistake that has so long and commonly been made lies neither
in the introduction of the idea of force nor in the supposition of
the existence of connections. It consists rather in the hypostatization
of the former through a ‘doubling of the deed’ leading to the
treatment of causes as entities exerting force upon others, and in
the related construal of causal connections as changes wrought by
such entities upon others.

It might appear that Nietzsche’s revision of the notion of
causality along purely dynamic lines is a move which is by no
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means as far removed from the ‘mechanistic world view’ as he
seems to think. Indeed, it would seem to parallel closely what has
happened to it in the course of the evolution of this world view in
the present century, as variations on the theme of ‘matter in
motion’ gradually have come to be replaced by the idea of fields of
force in interrelation. It seems to him, however, that mechanistic
theory is too intimately bound up with the empiricist tradition to be
capable of coming up with conceptions of force and causation
constituting anything more than a kind of useful conceptual
shorthand for relationships observed to obtain between perceptible
phenomena of various sorts. Thus he has been observed to hold
that ‘the mechanistic world is imagined as only sight and touch
imagine a world’; it is articulated in terms of the contents and
relationships of ‘consecutive appearances,” which in no sense may be
considered to constitute the ‘forces’ of which the world consists
(WP 635). And no progress in the direction of their comprehension
is made, on his view, when mechanistic theory redescribes these
‘appearances’ in quantitative terms, replacing semiotics with
mathematics in the interest of achieving greater objectivity and
calculability.

With the recasting of our experience in terms more amenable to
quantitative expression than those of ‘the senses and of psychology,’
mechanistic theory reaches its limit. Farther than this it cannot go,
without becoming a different sort of interpretation altogether. Its
inadequacy thus stands revealed: ‘Mechanistic theory can therefore
only describe processes, not explain them’ (WP 660). To explain
them, it is necessary to conceive them neither semiotically nor
mathematically, but rather in a different kind of way. And with this
his critique of mechanism and causalism concludes, setting the stage
for his elaboration of his own view of the world and life.
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IV

The World and Life

If Nietzsche is concerned to establish that the world and life in this
world (our own existence included) are not to be conceived in any
of the ways considered in the previous chapter, he is no less intent
upon arriving at a more adequate conception of them; and while he
has relatively little to say about them in the works he published, his
notes amply indicate both his confidence that his efforts along these
lines were on the right track, and at least the outlines of their
results. “The victorious concept “force,” ‘he writes, ‘by means of
which our physicists have created God and the world, still needs to
be completed: an inner will must be ascribed to it, which I
designate as “will to power” > (WP 619). Availing himself of the
former notion, he argues that if it is modified along the latter lines,
the result is an interpretation of life and the world which fares
much better under critical scrutiny than do those he attacks. Thus
he advances the hypothesis that ‘the world defined and determined
according to its “intelligible character,” > and all ‘life’ along with it,
is ‘the “will to power” and nothing else’ (BGE 36). Characterizing
‘this world’ as ‘a monster of energy’ which ‘does not expend itself
but only transforms itself and so is ‘eternally self-creating’ and
‘eternally self-destroying,” his proffered ‘solution for all its riddles’ is
that ‘this world is the will to power — and nothing besides! And
you yourselves are also this will to power — and nothing besides!’
(WP 1067).

It admittedly is by no means clear, at least from these passages
by themselves, just what Nietzsche’s conception of the fundamental
nature of the world and life comes to. It should be evident from
them, however, that he is persuaded of the possibility of developing
a philosophical cosmology (and biology) which not only differs from
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but also is more tenable than the interpretations of reality (and our
own existence) of which he has been seen to be so critical. In this
chapter I shall consider what he proposes along these lines. And in
doing so, it is necessary first of all to take up the question of the
respects in which he is both critical of and committed to the
distinction between ‘appearance’ and ‘reality’.

Toward a philosophical cosmology

I

Nietzsche’s position on this matter is not easily discerned; for on
some occasions he appears to reject this distinction emphatically,
while on others he avails himself of it in important ways; and on
others still he argues for the inseparability of each from the other.
The first of these strands of his thinking is easily illustrated, e.g. by
his contention that ‘we have no categories at all that permit us to
distinguish a “world in itself” from a “world of appearance” > (WP
488). Putting the point more strongly, he writes: ‘The “apparent”
world is the only one: the “true” world is merely added by a lie’
(TI TM1:2). And at the conclusion of the section of Twilight entitled
‘The History of an Error,” he states: ‘The true world — we have
abolished. What world has remained? The apparent one perhaps?
But no! With the true world we have also abolished the apparent
one’ (TI 1V).

In passages such as these, Nietzsche might seem to be taking the
position that the only terms in which reality may meaningfully and
properly be characterized are those appropriate to the description of
the world of our experience. A somewhat different impression is
gained, however, from a number of other passages rather similar in
tone, but differing subtly in their implications, as well as in the fact
that the language of ‘appearance’ is retained and coupled with the
notion of the indispensability of ‘appearance’ for life. In a section of
The Gay Science with the heading ‘The consciousness of
appearance,’ for example, he writes: “What is “appearance” for me
now? Certainly not the opposite of some essence . . . . Certainly
not a dead mask that one could place on an unknown x or remove
from it.” Yet in this same connection he remarks: T suddenly woke
up in the midst of this dream, but only to the consciousness that I
am dreaming and that I must go on dreaming lest T perish’ (GS
54). In a similar vein Nietzsche asks: “Why couldn’t the world that
concerns us — be a fiction?” He goes on to say: ‘Let at least this
much be admitted: there would be no life at all if not on the basis

3

188



THE WORLD AND LIFE

of perspective estimates and appearances.” Yet he begins his
discussion of this point with the observation that, ‘whatever
philosophical standpoint one may adopt today, from every point of
view the erroneousness of the world in which we think we live is
the surest and firmest fact that we can lay eyes on’ (BGE 34).

Further indications that Nietzsche does not wish to do away
entirely with the distinction between ‘appearance’ and ‘reality’ are
to be found in the many passages in which he reflects upon how it
has come about that the world appears to us as it does. Thus, for
example, he speaks of ‘the world seen, felt, interpreted as thus and
thus so that organic life may preserve itself in this perspective of
interpretation’ (WP 678); and he suggests that it may well have
been the case that ‘the true constitution of things was so hostile to
the presuppositions of life, so opposed to them, that we needed
appearance in order to be able to live’ (WP 583A). The world as
we ordinarily experience it, he contends, is at least a partial
‘falsification’ of the reality with which we attempt to deal by means
of a pragmatic adjustment to it. ‘Appearance is an arranged and
simplified world, at which our practical instincts have been at work;
it is perfectly true for us; that is to say, we live, we are able to live
in it” (WP 568).

Nietzsche likewise contends that ‘the perspective therefore decides
the character of the “appearance.” > While he goes on to exclaim:
‘As if a world would still remain over after one deducted the
perspective!’, however, he does not mean to suggest that there is
nothing more to reality than our ‘perspective,” our ‘apparent world.’
He does hold that ‘there is no “other,” no “true,” no essential
being,” and considers it appropriate to say that ‘the antithesis of the
apparent world and the true world is reduced to the antithesis
“world” and “nothing.” > But he also suggests that the notion of an
‘apparent world’ is to be ‘reduced’ to the notion of ‘a specific mode
of action on the world, emanating from a center.” And while ‘the
world’ as he conceives it is nothing apart from these ‘modes of
action,’ it also is not to be identified with ‘the apparent world’
resulting from any one of them, but rather is to be conceived as
‘the totality of these actions.” He continues: ‘Reality consists
precisely in this particular action and reaction of every individual
part toward the whole’ (WP 567). It may be far from clear
precisely what he means in characterizing ‘reality’ in this way. It
should be obvious, however, that its construal along these lines
necessitates the retention of the distinction between the nature of
reality and the constitution of the world of our experience.

Thus ‘reality’ for Nietzsche is not to be identified with the
phenomena of which we are conscious, or with events as we
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encounter and apprehend them in the course of our conscious
experience. ‘That which becomes conscious,” he argues, is a function
of ‘relations which are entirely withheld from us.” Our consciousness
itself is a product of our encounter with the world, conditioned by
certain practical requirements of human existence. ‘It is our relation
with the “outer world” that evolved it (WP 524). And what
transpires in our experience is at best a kind of sign language which
transmogrifies rather than simply records what actually occurs, in a
manner adjusted both to the particular character of our senses and
to the demand that our experience be communicable.

With regard to the first point, Nietzsche takes it to be ‘obvious
that every creature different from us senses different qualities and
consequently lives in a different world from that in which we live’
(WP 565) — and thus that the world as we experience it exists only
in relation to our sensibility. And with regard to the second, he
holds that ‘consciousness is really only a net of communication
between human beings,” which ‘has developed only under the
pressure of the need for communication,” and thus may be supposed
to have been shaped in accordance with an imperative of ready
communicability, the consequence of which he sums up as follows:

This is the essence of phenomenalism and perspectivism as I
understand them: Owing to the nature of animal consciousness,
the world of which we can become conscious is only a surface-
and sign-world, a world that is made common and meaner;
whatever becomes conscious becomes by the same token shallow,
thin, relatively stupid, general, sign, herd signal; all becoming
conscious involves a great and thorough corruption, falsification,
reduction to superficialities, and generalization (GS 354).

If Nietzsche rejects what he takes to be the traditional way of
drawing and spelling out the distinction between ‘appearance’ and
‘reality,” therefore, he may also be seen to insist upon a different
version of this distinction which precludes the identification of the
world as we experience and generally conceive it with the nature of
the world of which we are a part. In order properly to understand
his conception of the relation between them, however, it is necessary
to take into consideration yet another line of thought he develops in
this connection. For on other occasions he argues that, while they
require to be distinguished, the relation between them is a very
intimate one, in that reference to the former must be made in
characterizing the nature of the latter. Thus, for example, he
maintains that ¢ “appearance” itself belongs to reality: it is a form
of its being.” For since, on his view, ‘the world, apart from our

190



THE WORLD AND LIFE

condition of living in it,” is ‘essentially a world of relationships,” he
contends that ‘it has a differing aspect from every point; its being is
essentially different from every point’ (WP 568).

Similarly, Nietzsche suggests that while reality is not to be
equated with the world as we experience it, ‘the antithesis of this
phenomenal world is not “the true world,” > construed in some way
such that all reference to anything like appearance is eliminated; for
any such ‘antithesis’ or concrete contrast could only be ‘another
kind of phenomenal world, a kind “unknowable” for us’ (WP 569).
The world itself is not another world altogether, apart from the
relations of which all such possible ‘phenomenal worlds’ are
functions. It rather is essentially, in a sense, a world of appearance,
the very nature of which is inseparable from the establishment of
the conditions of their possibility. Appearance is not merely a
matter of the apprehension (or misapprehension) of the world in
consciousness. It is of the very nature of the processes and
relationships in which the world’s course and reality consist, for
Nietzsche, that what transpires in it has at least in part the
character of ‘appearing,” which ‘appearance’ is bound up with the
situation of each constituent element of this world in relation to the
rest. And this results in what he terms ‘the multiple ambiguity of
the world’ when these elements are considered collectively
(concerning which more will be said shortly). Thus he can say that
‘appearance is for me that which lives and is effective,” and that
ultimately there is only ‘appearance and will-o’-the-wisp and a
dance of spirits and nothing more’ (GS 54). For to eliminate all
reference to ‘appearance’ would be to abstract from the
relationships in terms of which the existence of everything in the
world requires to be comprehended; and this would leave one, not
with a ‘world-in-itself,” but rather with nothing of which the term
‘reality’ could properly be predicated.

It is only if the whole range of these remarks concerning
‘appearance’ and ‘reality’ are taken into consideration that
Nietzsche’s rather complex conception of the relation between them
can be at all adequately understood. When he asserts: ‘The
antithesis of the apparent world and the true world is reduced to
the antithesis “world” and “nothing” > (WP 567), his point is not
that the only ‘reality’ of which it is possible and meaningful to
speak is the world as we ordinarily perceive and conceive it. Rather,
he means to suggest it to be an error to suppose that there exists
some ‘true world’ of ‘being-in-itself or ‘things-in-themselves’ having
a ‘constitution-in-itself’ to which the kinds of relationships and
processes involved in the emergence of the world of our experience
are related in a purely incidental way. Such a ‘true world,” on his
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view, is ‘a mere fiction, constructed of fictitious entities’ (WP 568).
Yet he also holds that there is an important sense in which the
world of our experience — ‘the world that concerns us’ - is also ‘a
fiction’ (BGE 34); it is likewise an error to suppose that it has the
status of ‘reality’ unalloyed. For it bears the stamp of the special
circumstances of our existence — our senses, our psychology, our
social life, our conceptual apparatus, and, in general, both the
‘conditions of our preservation and growth’ and a variety of
accidents of our development.

On the other hand, we are part of this ‘reality’; and the world of
our experience is no mere fiction, but rather is an expression of the
complex of relationships with the remainder of it in which our lives
consist. Indeed, to say this is not to say enough. As has been
observed, the world, for Nietzsche, ‘is essentially a world of
relationships” (WP 568) in which there is an ‘action and reaction of
every individual part toward the whole’ (WP 567). When we
inquire philosophically into the world’s nature, the world we must
seek to understand is none other than that of which we are a part,
and with which we collectively and individually must be able to
deal if we are to survive and flourish. This world is the only one of
which we can meaningfully speak, and to which we can legitimately
accord the designation of ‘reality.’Our philosophical task, however,
is not merely to ascertain that ‘this world’ is the ‘real world.” It
also involves attempting to discern the respects in which its nature
is distorted and even falsified by the ways in which we happen to
perceive and conceive of it. And it further involves undertaking to
identify those features of this world of appearing and appearance
which are merely apparent, merely perspectival projections, additions
or distortions of its actual nature, and on the other hand those
which are indicative of its reality independently of the idiosyncrasies
of our specific human perspective (or various particular perspectives)
upon it.

Thus while Nietzsche at times speaks as though he holds that the
distinction between ‘appearance’ and ‘reality’ requires to be
abandoned, the point he actually wishes to make is that it requires
to be redrawn. And he would have it redrawn in such a way that
the latter is no longer associated with the idea of a world of being
contrasting with the sort of world with which we are confronted in
our experience, characterized as it is by ‘becoming, passing away,
and change’ (TT III:2); while the former is no longer considered to
constitute a realm of phenomena separate and distinct from the
processes in which the latter consists. Many features of the world
as we perceive and conceive of it are indeed ‘merely apparent’ in an
invidious sense, as philosophers have long suggested; only these are
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not those which philosophers often have had in mind when they
have suggested something of this sort to be the case. And, on the
other hand, not all of the features of this world are merely
apparent, some rather being indicative of aspects of the world’s
actual nature. But these are for the most part features which
philosophers have generally been inclined to overlook or dismiss, as
characterizing only our experience rather than the world’s
fundamental nature.

So Nietzsche asserts, in what he terms his ‘first proposition’
touching upon this matter, that ‘the reasons for which “this” world
has been characterized as “apparent” are the very reasons which
indicate its reality’ (TI 1II:6). More specifically, he contends that
‘insofar as the senses show becoming, passing away, and change,
they do not lie’ (TI II1:2). ‘Becoming is not a merely apparent
state,” he insists, going on to suggest that ‘perhaps the world of
beings is mere appearance’ (WP 708). He considers it no less
appropriate to characterize certain pervasive features of our
‘apparent world’ as merely phenomenal (and therefore as failing to
apply to the world itself), than it is to insist upon the fact that this
world is by no means merely phenomenal in its entirety and to be
contrasted with some sort of transcendent reality. Thus he dismisses
as ‘phenomenal’ such things as ‘the concept of number, the concept
of the thing . . ., the concept of activity . . . , [and] the concept
of motion.” Yet he stops short of concluding that once these
concepts (along with the various qualities which our senses enable
us to perceive) are eliminated, no meaningful remainder is left either
of our experience or of the idea of any sort of larger reality. For he
continues: ‘If we eliminate these additions, no things remain but
only dynamic quanta, in a relation of tension to all other dynamic
quanta: their essence lies in their relation to all other quanta, in
their “effect” upon the same’ (WP 6335).

In short, while Nietzsche holds that ‘the “apparent” world is the
only one’ (TI TII:2), this identification of ‘the “apparent” world’ as
the actual world does not obliterate the distinction between the
‘merely apparent’ and what actually is the case and transpires in the
world. And it likewise does not settle the manner in which the
question of the world’s actual nature is to be answered, by simply
directing us to consider the way in which we happen to perceive or
conceive of it. Instead, it is but a new point of departure, from
which we are obliged to go on to address ourselves to the question
of how its nature is more appropriately and adequately to be
construed.
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I

It should be observed, in this connection, that while Nietzsche
insists that ‘we have no categories at all that permit us to
distinguish a “world in itself” from a “world of appearance” > (WP
488), this circumstance does not bar the way to the development of
a philosophical cosmology. For the world the nature of which is at
issue is not a ‘world in itself’ to which we lack any means of
access. Our lives and experience do not unfold independently and
apart from the course of this world; they may not constitute the
whole of its reality, but neither are they separate and distinct from
it. We may have nothing more to go on than our experience and
our observations of human and natural phenomena, which
admittedly are strongly conditioned in a variety of ways; but they
nonetheless afford us the opportunity — however arduous the task of
realizing it may be — of ‘learning to know the course of the world’
(WP 333), and thus of coming to understand at least something of
its nature.

The understanding of it which we are capable of achieving may
never amount to ‘absolute knowledge’ of it; it may never be entirely
free of distortions and errors associated with our inability
completely to free ourselves of our human perspective upon it; and
it may always admit of being improved upon. Yet as Nietzsche’s
many assertions to the effect that he has discovered important
‘truths’ about it indicate, he considers it possible to achieve an
understanding of it which stands in marked contrast — cognitively,
and not merely in terms of its possibly greater ‘utility for life’ — to
those ordinary and traditional interpretations of it which he brands
‘mendacious’ and fundamentally ‘erroneous.” Thus he remarks:
‘What is dawning is the opposition of the world we revere’ - i.e.,
the ‘world of true being’ which requires to be repudiated — ‘and the
world we live and are’ (WP 69n: this passage appears in a footnote
to Note 69 in the Kaufmann edition of WP). In speaking of the
latter, he does not hesitate to make reference to ‘the properties that
constitute its reality,” which are said to include ‘change, becoming,
multiplicity, opposition, contradiction, war’ (WP 584); to claim that
‘in the actual world,” contrary to what has often been maintained
with respect to the ‘true world’ he pronounces a fiction, ‘everything
is bound to and conditioned by everything else’ (WP 584); and,
perhaps most notably of all, to proclaim: ‘This world is the will to
power — and nothing besides!” (WP 1067).

What enables us thus to ‘learn’ at least certain fundamental
aspects of ‘the course of the world,” and so of its nature, is the
fact that we are a part of it, and that its course and nature are
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thus discernable to one who knows how to interpret our
experience as we live our lives in it and undergo our encounters
with it. Such interpretation is a difficult and fallible affair; but it
is neither a hopeless nor an arbitrary one. ‘There is nothing for it:
one is obliged to understand all motion, all “appearances,” and
“laws,” only as symptoms of an inner event and to employ man
as an analogy to this end” (WP 619). The soundness of this
strategy of interpretation may be questioned; but the point, for the
moment, is that Nietzsche thus shows himself to believe that it is
possible to achieve at least some genuine understanding of the
general character and basic constitution of the world by
proceeding in this way.

Certain of Nietzsche’s remarks might seem to suggest, however,
that the results to be achieved along these lines are very meager
indeed, owing to the circumstance that what we encounter, beyond
everything that is merely phenomenal, is no ‘cosmos’ concerning
which there is anything meaningful and significant to be said, but
rather simply ‘chaos.” So, for example, he asserts that ‘the world
is not an organism at all, but chaos’ (WP 711). It is held to have
no fixed and enduring structures, but rather to be ‘in flux,’
constantly ‘in a state of becoming,” and ‘always changing,” without
ever achieving any sort of completion, goal, or final intelligible
result which might be characterized in a Hegelian manner as its
essential ‘truth.” Thus it is said to be ‘never getting near the
truth,” as it continues to change; for, so construed, ‘there is no
“truth” > (WP 616). This same theme is also sounded in both the
earlier and later parts of The Gay Science. In these discussions,
however, it becomes clear that Nietzsche has something rather less
extreme in mind than the term ‘chaos’ might at first be taken to
imply. ‘The total character of the world,” he writes, ‘is in all
eternity chaos — in the sense not of a lack of necessity but of a
lack of order, arrangement, form, beauty, wisdom, and whatever
other names there are for our aesthetic anthropomorphisms’ (GS
109). His point is even more clearly put in a later passage, in
which he raises and then goes on to attempt to answer the
question, “Who are we anyway?’

We have become cold, hard, and tough in the realization that the
way of this world is anything but divine; even by human
standards it is not rational, merciful, or just. We know it well,
the world in which we live is ungodly, immoral, ‘inhuman’; we
have interpreted it far too long in a false and mendacious way,
in accordance with the wishes of our reverence, which is to say,
according to our needs (GS 346).
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To understand what Nietzsche means in speaking of the world as
‘chaos,” it is necessary to take into consideration that to which he
poses this term as a contrasting characterization. What he is thereby
saying about the world is that it does not have the character of a
fixed and immutable order of being, or of a moral order, or of a
unified and coordinated organism, or of an orderly development
unfolding in accordance with an inner or preordained purpose, or
of a complex of processes and events occurring in accordance with
a system of natural or rational laws, or of an organization
answering to our idea of beauty, our logic and reason, or our needs
and desires. In short, it neither constitutes nor manifests any of the
sorts of order we are accustomed to think it has or are disposed to
desire it to have — just as he elsewhere contends that life and the
world do not have the sort of value and meaning we have long
supposed them to have.

This parallel is instructive. Nietzsche is prepared to say, in the
latter connection, that life and the world must be considered
valueless and meaningless if value and meaning are conceived along
the lines they traditionally have been. And in a similar vein, he is
here suggesting that the world must be considered a ‘chaos’ if the
only sorts of order one is prepared to recognize are those which
traditionally have been associated with the world’s nature (or with
the nature of some ‘higher,” ‘truer’ world of being).

This is only half of the story, however, in the latter case as well
as in the former. If Nietzsche is persuaded of the untenability of
any such religious or metaphysical conception of reality, he also is
not prepared to halt with what he terms the nihilistic ‘rebound
from “God is truth” to the fanatical faith “All is false” . . . [and]
“Everything lacks meaning” > (WP 1). The world may be a
meaningless chaos in relation to those ideals or standards of value
and order associated with the sort of traditional world-
interpretation he has in mind and considers to have been
discredited; and from time to time he adopts this manner of
speaking in order to make clear that he does indeed wish to
repudiate the idea that the world constitutes the kind of
meaningful cosmos it has long been purported to be by those who
misguidedly accept this interpretation. But this should not be
supposed to be his final word concerning it. Thus after observing
that ‘the world does not have the value we thought it had,” he
goes on to suggest that ‘the world might be far more valuable
than we used to believe’ (WP 32). And so also here: the world
may be a ‘chaos’ in the sense that it does not have the kind of
order, structure or essential nature people have thought it has; but
it at least remains an open question whether both its general
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nature and what obtains and transpires in it might nonetheless
admit of some sort of more positive characterization.

And in point of fact, Nietzsche is quite willing to grant, and
indeed is prepared to insist, that there is a good deal of structure and
organization in the world (and not only in our thought and
experience), which while not eternal and immutable are of long
duration. Moreover, he holds that beyond all such arrangements, that
in which the world consists — both in its simplest form and in its
most complex modifications — has certain fundamental characteristics
which do not change in nature but only in expression; and that
consequently the whole rich variety of processes to be found in the
world at all times have certain common features. To be sure, if one
abstracts from all established and ultimately transitory structure and
organization, and seeks immutable substances with unchanging
attributes and eternal laws inflexibly governing their interactions, one
is left (or confronted) with nothing but an unintelligible flux of
processes. In this sense, the world is a chaos. But it ceases to appear
so chaotic if one ceases to approach it with expectations and
concepts with which it does not accord, and begins to sift through
this seeming flux with a view to discerning regularities, similarities
and uniformities in its flow.

Nietzsche clearly does reject the idea that the world consists of a
collection of ‘beings’ of some sort; for as has been observed, he
argues that ¢ “beings” are part of our perspective’ (WP 517), and
are not to be accorded the status of reality. Yet he does not mean
to deny that what might be called certain ‘organizations’ of the sort
which we commonly consider to be ‘beings’ exhibit a degree of
stability and persistence which others lack; thus he speaks of
‘complexes of events apparently durable in comparison with other
complexes — e.g., through the difference in tempo of the event.’
Such ‘duration’ is ‘inherent neither in that which is called subject
nor in that which is called object’” (WP 552). But it is a
circumstance to be reckoned with and accounted for. It may be, as
he suggests, that ‘all unity,” including that which we discern in those
‘complexes of events’ which we ordinarily consider to be objects or
beings of various kinds, is to be regarded as ‘unity only as
organization and co-operation . . . , as a pattern of domination that
signifies a unity but is not a unity’ (WP 561). This sort of
‘organizational unity’ too is a reality, however, no less than is the
impermanence of all such unity, and likewise requires to be taken
into consideration.

Further: at the same time that Nietzsche insists that ‘there are no
durable ultimate units, no atoms, no monads,” he makes reference
to ‘conditions of preservation and enhancement for complex forms
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of relative life-duration within the flux of becoming’” (WP 715). It is
thus not only particular ‘organizational unities’ in connection with
which he considers it appropriate to speak of relative duration
(rather than incessant and complete flux), but also ‘forms’ or types
of such unities. They mark something significant: namely ‘the fact
that an abundance of similar creatures appear at the same time and
that the tempo of their further growth and change is for a long
time slowed down, so actual small continuations and increases are
not very much noticed” (WP 521).

Similarly, while Nietzsche sometimes seems to be suggesting that
it is only in our experience that the ‘chaos’ of the world is
moderated by the presence of ‘regularity and form,” and then only
because it is a necessity of our existence ‘to impose upon chaos as
much regularity and form as our practical needs require’ (WP 515),
his actual position is rather different. This may be seen, for
example, when one reflects upon the implications of such passages
as the following:

In order for a particular species to maintain itself and increase its
power, its conception of reality must comprehend enough of the
calculable and constant for it to base a scheme of behavior on it.
... In other words . . .: a species grasps a certain amount of
reality in order to become master of it, to press it into service
(WP 480).

To be sure, the main point Nietzsche is making here is that our
‘conception of reality’ contains more ‘of the calculable and constant’
than reality itself does, in that it involves treating as regular and self-
identical what in fact is only approximately or temporarily so. In
making this point, however, he indirectly makes another: that the
‘reality’ with which we find ourselves confronted is by no means a
complete chaos. For if it were, operation with such a ‘conception of
reality’ could not have proven conducive to our preservation and
development, and could not have facilitated our attempts to ‘master’
and ‘press into service’ even ‘a certain amount of it.’ Indeed, were
this reality actually completely chaotic on his view, Nietzsche could
not have spoken of ‘a certain relative rightness,” and of the fact that
our ‘becoming master of and ‘pressing into service’ various portions
of reality involve ‘grasping’ it at least to some extent in the scheme
on the basis of which we organize our actions in relation to it.
Considerations of this sort show that Nietzsche does not suppose
the world to be as devoid of persisting features and organization as
he suggests ‘the formless unformulable world of the chaos of
sensations’ would be, if this is how one imagines ‘the antithesis of
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this phenomenal world.” Reality can no more be regarded as
comparable to (or identical with) the chaotic residue which would
remain if our experience could be reduced to a succession of
unconceptualized and unrelated Humean ‘impressions,’ than it can
be identified with that ‘true world of being’ we are led to envision
when we hypostatize the formal structure of our language and
reason. Indeed, it is not to be conceived as antithetical to the world
of our experience, and is not to be comprehended by attempting to
imagine what the antithesis of this world would be. The way to
think of it, according to Nietzsche, is rather as an interplay of
forces and processes of which our efforts and experiences are
instances, and in which our lives unfold, in a manner made both
difficult and possible by the kinds of organization we and the
elements of our environing world represent, and by the kinds of
relationships obtaining within and among both.

I

There is a point Nietzsche makes much of, however, which at least
at first glance might seem to block this endeavor on a deeper level,
depriving most of the rest of what he himself has to say about the
world of all claim to superiority, or even to anything approaching
soundness. This point concerns what he terms the world’s
‘ambiguity.” Thus, for example, he speaks of ‘the multiple ambiguity
of the world” (WP 134); of its being ‘knowable’ but ‘“interpretable
otherwise,” with ‘no meaning behind it, but countless meanings’
(WP 481); and of the importance of refraining from wishing ‘to
divest existence of its ambiguous character’ (GS 373). The question
at issue here would appear to be that of whether the world (and
what obtains and transpires in it) may be attributed any specific
character; and the force of such remarks as these might look to be
that it may not. Before concluding that this is his view, however,
one would do well to consider more closely the nature of that
‘ambiguity’ and multi-interpretability of which he speaks. And when
one does so, one discovers that, rather than cutting the ground
from under his own feet here, subverting his own (along with every
other) cosmological enterprise in principle, what he in fact is doing
is getting on with it.

It should first of all be observed that the ambiguity of which he
speaks is at least in part to be traced to the commonplace fact that
the same thing can be seen and interpreted in very different ways
when viewed from different perspectives. Thus, when he refers to
‘the multiple ambiguity of the world,” he goes on to say that it is ‘a
question of strength that sees all things in the perspective of its
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growth> (WP 134). Here the ambiguity predicated of the world is at
least in the first instance an ambiguity of the world-as-viewed, the
source of which is identified as the differing perspectives of
creatures with differing requirements and capacities. Each ‘sees’ the
world in terms of those features which are relevant to its growth,
and ‘their worlds’ differ accordingly; and, considered in this context,
the world bears as many different aspects as there are ‘growth-
perspectives’ upon it. But this does not mean that the world is to
be understood exclusively and ultimately in terms of the multiplicity
of aspects it thus happens to bear — even if it is nothing ‘in itself’
existing independently of that which develops and figures in these
‘perspectives.’

Much the same thing also applies with respect to Nietzsche’s
contention that the world is variously interpretable, ‘with no
meaning behind it, but countless meanings.” After making this
remark, he adds the word: ¢ “Perspectivism” > (WP 481). The world
has ‘countless meanings’ because there are indefinitely many
different possible ‘forms of life’ which may come to exist, for each
of which the world may be said to have a ‘meaning’ (or content
and structure) determined by its own ‘perspective’ in the sense
indicated above. Thus he also speaks here of the possibility of
differing ‘interpretations,” each involving a selective fashioning of a
picture of the world in a manner prefigured in or prompted by the
related perspective (and thus ultimately the conditions of
preservation and growth) of the form of life in question. Such
‘interpretations’ can and typically do arise and function in a manner
compelling our recognition both of the fact that their diversity is
virtually inevitable, and of the circumstance that even though the
world may be ‘knowable, it is interpretable otherwise.” They are
conditioned by the practical needs of the living creatures whose
‘growth-perspectives’ upon the rest of the world, as it vitally affects
them, are reflected in them.

This does not mean, however, that the world’s nature can only
be intelligibly characterized in terms of the contents of such
‘interpretations,” or beyond that, only in terms of the fact that it
admits of such differing interpretations; and it likewise by no means
follows that there is nothing in or about the world that admits of
being comprehended. Nietzsche’s contention that it ‘is knowable,’
even though ‘interpretable otherwise,” clearly suggests that he is
convinced of the contrary. And one should not read too much into
the fact that he elsewhere is quite willing to allow that the
conception of the world’s nature he advocates is also an
‘interpretation’; for that might only be a candid admission of the
impossibility of achieving a kind of knowledge that would be
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absolute, final, rigorously demonstrable, and completely adequate to
reality. It does not amount to a profession of the impossibility of
ever advancing beyond the development of various interpretations
whose sole claim to significance is their ‘value for life.’

In speaking of the ‘multiple ambiguity of the world,” however,
Nietzsche has something more in mind, which he takes to pertain to
its very nature; and it is necessary to consider carefully what further
he does (and does not) mean to suggest here. Thus if he considers
it ‘a dictate of good taste’ that ‘one should not wish to divest
existence of its rich ambiguity,” and if its ‘ambiguity’ is such that it
warrants his admonition to the scientifically minded not to suppose
that ‘the only justifiable interpretation of the world should be one
in which you are justified because one can continue to work and do
research scientifically in your sense’ (GS 373), one might wonder
whether the sort of ‘ambiguity’ he insists upon precludes the
possibility of anything other than alternative but comparably
narrow, one-sided and superficial interpretation of it.

That Nietzsche does not take this to be the case, instead
considering it at least to be possible to arrive at a conception of the
world which takes account of the ‘ambiguity’ he attributes to it
rather than merely laying hold of some further facet of it, is
indicated by what he goes on to say in connection with the
‘mechanistic’ one to which he here refers. This way of thinking, he
contends, involves seizing upon ‘precisely the most superficial and
external aspect of existence,” ignoring all else there is to it. This, he
suggests, is comparable to considering ‘a piece of music according
to how much of it could be counted, calculated, and expressed in
formulas.” And he continues: ‘How absurd would such a “scientific”
estimation of music be! What would one have comprehended,
understood, grasped of it? Nothing, really nothing of what is
“music” in it!” (GS 373).

This passage is significant for present purposes because of the
light it sheds upon what Nietzsche means in speaking of the
‘ambiguous character’ of the world — and also, more generally, upon
his conception of the world itself. If the world is analogous to a
piece of music, we may surmise that the ‘ambiguity’ he attributes to
the former is meant to be conceived analogously to that possessed
by the latter, which in both cases would appear to be a matter of
their having aspects other than (as well as including) that which is
here singled out and seized upon. Each has a multiplicity of aspects,
and thus a kind of ‘multiple ambiguity,” which circumstance can
give rise to a diversity of interpretations. The fact that some may
be narrow and superficial, however, does not mean that all must be
equally so; for others might be more comprehensive and penetrating,
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and do relatively greater justice to their various aspects. The fact
that a piece of music has this sort of ‘ambiguity,” moreover,
obviously is quite compatible with the idea that it constitutes a kind
of unity in which these aspects are interrelated. Indeed, this may
plausibly be taken to be the case where music is concerned. And if
the world is to be conceived analogously, the same may be true of
it. In any event, taking Nietzsche’s analogy as a guide to
understanding his meaning, it is reasonable to conclude that so far
we have no reason to suppose that the sort of ‘ambiguity’ he
attributes to the world precludes any comprehensive account of the
world’s nature.

The world also has an ‘ambiguous’ character for Nietzsche,
however, in the further sense that, being ‘essentially a world of
relationships,” with no absolute and fixed center of reference, ‘its
being is essentially different from every point,” and so it bears ‘a
differing aspect from every point.” Thus he suggests that the world
itself has a ‘perspectival’ character. In this world ‘where there is no
being,” but rather only relationships which are thus specifiable only
in terms of the manner in which the whole of the network they
constitute is arranged in relation to some part of it, an inherent
ambiguity is associated with the very notion of its having some
definite character. For the network of relationships in which it
consists has a definite character only relative to the manner in
which it impinges upon some definite point or portion of it, which
is thus variably specifiable.

Nietzsche’s attribution of ‘ambiguity’ in this sense to the world,
however, still does not necessitate the abandonment of the attempt
to achieve any further understanding of its nature. For it remains at
least conceivable that it has features which transcend or underlie the
processes which establish these relationships, and which it may be
possible to discern. In this connection, it is essential to distinguish
between two different things one might mean in speaking of the
world’s nature: on the one hand, its nature in the sense of the
manner in which it is constituted at any given time by this network
of relationships; and, on the other, its nature in the sense of that
which takes the form of some such network of relationships, and in
terms of the basic features of which their emergence, transformation
and dissolution are to be understood.

This is a distinction which Nietzsche considers it important to
draw in philosophical inquiry concerning the world’s nature, and
which is not to be confused with the distinction he repudiates
between a merely apparent world and a world of true being. Not
everything about the world changes, even though everything in it
does. And the importance of this distinction here is that the above
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sort of ambiguity he attributes to the world pertains to its nature in
only one of these respects — to its existence as an actual (and
gradually changing) network of relationships. In the other of these
respects, it might not have this sort of ‘ambiguous character.” The
latter character derives from and pertains to the world as such a
(changing) network; but is precisely for that reason a feature of the
world only considered as such, rather than as it is more
fundamentally to be understood. And thus, once again, we find that
it does not preclude the possibility of arriving at a comprehension
of the world’s basic nature.

The same observations apply with respect to a further sort of
ambiguity attributed by Nietzsche to the world, which is suggested
by the analogy he draws between the world and a piece of music,
and which might seem to present an even more serious difficulty. (It
also brings to light something important about the world’s nature as
he understands it.) Here the analogy may be broadened, in keeping
with the manner in which he frequently states it elsewhere, by
substituting for ‘a piece of music’ the more general notion of a
work of art. This broader analogy is already suggested in The Birth
of Tragedy; and Nietzsche recurs to it frequently in his later
writings. He means it to be taken seriously, despite the fact that it
obviously cannot be taken literally (above all because, on his view,
there is no transcendent ‘artist’ whose creation or work the world
is). In place of the idea of the world as the free creation of God,
he speaks of ‘the world as a work of art which gives birth to itself’
(WP 796). And it is with this analogy in mind that he writes of his
conception of the world: ‘An anti-metaphysical view of the world -
yes, but an artistic one’ (WP 1048).

A great deal of what Nietzsche has to say about the world is
related to this way of thinking of it. For the moment, however, it is
sufficient merely to take note of his employment of the analogy,
and its implication that the world possesses the sort of ambiguity
characteristic of works of art. One of their more significant features
is that while they are by no means formless, they are commonly
‘rich,” defying simple and univocal analysis. Their content is neither
indeterminate nor definitely determinable in any conclusive,
exhaustive way; it neither is anything at all that one may happen to
read into them, nor is captured completely in any specific way of
taking them. In a word, they are both determinate and ambiguous.

The same applies, on Nietzsche’s view, with respect to the world,
and to the network of relationships in terms of which its existence
at this and every other time consists. This network is always some
particular one, in contrast to others which may have existed or may
come to be or might be conceivable; but what it amounts to, the
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specific character of the world and the concomitant status and
significance of its parts, admits of differing construals. What it is, in
a manner of speaking, is thus left open (even though not left
completely open, but rather circumscribed) by the very nature of the
network itself. It does not follow (any more than it follows in the
case of a work of art) that all attempts to understand it are alike
doomed to failure from the outset. But it does follow that an
understanding of it must begin with a recognition of the fact of its
essential ambiguity in this sense; and that further progress in
understanding it can be made only if (as ought to be done in
dealing with a work of art) it is approached in a manner calculated
to elicit and take into account, not ‘ambiguity’ as such, but rather
that specific ambiguity with which it confronts us.

The language Nietzsche employs in this connection suggests that
the world for him is ambiguous in yet another respect, however,
owing to an important disanalogy between the world and works of
art. In the case of a work of art, it is commonly thought that the
intentions of the artist who created it are, if not decisive with
respect to the manner in which it is to be understood, at any rate
relevant in this connection. Even when they are not known, the fact
that the work can be assumed to have been created with intentions
of some sort in mind is taken to contribute to some extent to our
understanding of it, and to serve at least minimally to narrow the
range of the ways in which it might otherwise seem possible to
construe it. The configuration of the world, however, cannot be
supposed to express any such artist’s intention, if there is no God
who created the world in accordance with something analogous to
a human artistic (or other) intention. If this world is to be thought
of as having ‘given birth to itself,” and to have done so in the
absence of anything like such an ‘intention’ of which its actual
configuration may be taken to be the expression, we cannot hope to
be able to simplify the task of comprehending it by somehow
managing to gain access to the content of the former.

To be sure, in his notion of ‘will to power,” Nietzsche does feel
that he has succeeded in identifying a kind of fundamental disposition
loosely analogous to an intention which both characterizes the very
nature of that of which the world consists (however it might be
configured), and also serves to explain both the emergence and
development and the dissolution of all such configurations. But he
does not take it to suffice to render intelligible the specific character
of that configuration or network of relationships constituting the
world as it now exists, or even to reduce the extent of its ‘specific
ambiguity’ in the way in which the knowledge (or at least the
presumption) of a more or less definite artistic intention does in the
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case of an ordinary work of art. Between the conception of a world
in which ‘will to power’ is the ultimate ‘ground and character of all
change’ and the world conceived as the network of relationships with
which we find ourselves confronted and of which we are a part — the
world as this ‘work of art’ — there is a great gap; and there is, for
Nietzsche, nothing like a specific artistic intention which fills it. And
since no other sort of purpose or plan (or any kind of rational or
nomological structure binding upon it) fills this gap either, we must
be prepared to countenance the likelihood that the ambiguity of the
latter is even greater than that which the analogy with a work of art
suggests, owing precisely to one of the ways in which the analogy
does not fit.

Yet the disanalogy is greater still, on Nietzsche’s own account; and
so also, for directly related reasons, is the sort of ambiguity he
attributes to the world in this connection. For as he often suggests,
the world may be better likened to many works of art rather than to
one, and to indefinitely many at that: an enormous gallery, as it
were, in which the lines of demarcation between work and work and
indeed between works and gallery are indistinct. To the extent that
such lines can be fixed at all, they may be fixed in different places
and on different scales; they also may be eliminated altogether. There
is no clear and single answer to the question of whether something in
the world is itself analogous to a work of art, a group of such
works, or only a part of one. The world is the entirety, which gives
birth to itself as it is now or ever constituted; but if what is thus
given birth may be regarded with equal legitimacy as one work or as
a multiplicity of them, and if this multiplicity is likewise specifiable in
an indefinite number of ways, the ambiguity to be reckoned with
assumes dimensions vastly greater than those encountered within the
domain of ordinary works of art.

If the world is thus ‘ambiguous’ in these respects, what can be
said about it will obviously be limited, and will be subject to
serious qualifications beyond the level of broad generalities. Yet it is
no less important to observe that, on the other hand, this neither
precludes all cosmological inquiry nor deprives efforts along these
lines of any cognitive significance. At least in principle, it allows for
a form of non-metaphysical cosmology; and this is a possibility
Nietzsche seeks to realize, and thereby to demonstrate.

v

Given that Nietzsche does not suppose the world to be so chaotic
and ambiguous that nothing whatever may appropriately or aptly be
said concerning it (beyond saying this about it, and saying what it
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is not), we now must consider what he does have to say about it.
As has already been indicated, the most basic and general point of
consequence he makes concerning it is that it is a world of change,
to which something like the notion of ‘becoming’ applies. Once it is
recognized that ‘any comprehensive unity in the plurality of events
is lacking,” and that ‘the categories “aim,” “unity,” “being” ’ have
merely been projected into the world and must be ‘pulled out again’
if it is not to be misinterpreted, he argues that this leaves one with
‘the reality of becoming as the only reality’ (WP 12A). Thus he
contends that ‘becoming is not a merely apparent state’ (WP 708).
On the contrary: ‘The world with which we are concerned’ is
‘something in a state of becoming’ (WP 616); indeed, ‘everything is
becoming’ (WP 518). So he writes: ‘Insofar as the senses show
becoming, passing away, and change, they do not lie’ (TT III:2).
Care must be taken, however, not to misunderstand his meaning
here. His view of the world is not teleological; thus he insists that
‘existence has no goal or end’ (WP 12A). And the ‘becoming’ of
which he speaks is not to be construed in the sense of a
developmental process: ‘Becoming does not aim at a final state,
does not flow into “being” > (WP 708).

Nietzsche’s argument for this last point rests on two assumptions:
first, that the world is finite; and second, that it cannot be
supposed to have been created, and must therefore have already
been in existence for an infinite period of time. He considers both
of these assumptions to be beyond serious dispute, and thus argues
as follows:

If the world had a goal, it must have been reached. If there were
for it some unintended final state, this also must have been
reached. If it were in any way capable of pausing and becoming
fixed, of ‘being,” if in the whole course of its becoming it
possessed even for a moment this capability of ‘being,” then all
becoming would long since have come to an end (WP 1062).

In short: ‘If the motion of the world aimed at a final state, that
state would [already] have been reached. The sole fundamental fact,
however, is that it does not aim at a final state.” And, Nietzsche
goes on to say, ‘I seek a conception of the world that takes this
fact into account’ (WP 708). It must be admitted that this argument
is far from unassailable, not least because the assumptions on which
it rests are in fact more problematic than he allows. His
commitment to its conclusion, however, is clear, and is at least not
unreasonable; and for present purposes it suffices to take note of it,
and to see where he goes from here.
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It obviously is not very informative simply to characterize reality
in terms of ‘becoming.” More must be said by way of supplying this
characterization with concrete content, if it is to be at all
meaningful and to have any real interest. It is at this point that
Nietzsche introduces a number of his more specific notions
indicative of the way the world’s nature requires to be conceived
into the discussion. So, in the first instance, he argues for the
construal of ‘all events, all motion, all becoming, as a determination
of degrees and relations of force, as a struggle — (WP 552). The
latter term, which he considers it necessary to add to bring out
something important that is missing as long as the former is
construed in a merely natural-scientific manner, obviously anticipates
the related notion he goes on to develop of ‘will to power.” Thus,
as has already been observed, he holds that the concept of ‘force’ is
inadequate in the form in which ‘our physicists’ employ it to
characterize the world’s course and nature; it ‘still needs to be
completed: an inner will must be ascribed to it, which I designate
as “will to power” > (WP 619).

Nietzsche considers this ‘will to power’ to be something so
fundamental that even the phenomenon of ‘becoming’ is derivative
in relation to it. Thus he suggests that ‘the will to power [is] not a
being, not a becoming, but a pathos — the most elemental fact from
which a becoming and effecting first emerge — > (WP 635). As a
pathos (a fundamental disposition or tendency), however, this ‘will
to power’ cannot be that of which the world itself consists. The
former notion merely expresses what he takes to be the most basic
characteristic of the latter, which requires to be specified in
somewhat different terms: namely, as ‘dynamic quanta.” He also
speaks at times of ‘quanta of force’ and of ‘power-quanta’ in this
connection, and on occasion even permits himself the use of the
term ‘will’ here. Thus, for example, while insisting that ‘there is no
will” in Schopenhauer’s sense, he goes on to say that ‘there are
Willens-Punktationen that are constantly increasing or losing their
power’ (WP 715); and he suggests that ‘one has to risk the
hypothesis whether will does not effect will wherever “effects” are
recognized — and whether all mechanical occurrences are not,
insofar as a force is active in them, will force, effects of will’ (BGE
36). Here the term ‘will’ is used not merely to suggest the idea of a
disposition, but moreover and at the same time to refer to that
which is thus essentially disposed.

When Nietzsche speaks in this way, however, he is simply
following the familiar practice of employing an expression singling
out the salient feature of something to refer to it. Thus he should
not be taken to be following Schopenhauer in actually conceiving of
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‘the world as will,” thereby hypostatizing the latter notion, let alone
to be suggesting that reality fundamentally is the same sort of thing
as is ‘the will’ of ordinary and traditional philosophical discourse.
For as has been remarked, he repudiates the notion of ‘the will’ in
the latter sense; and he also takes strong objection to
Schopenhauer’s impressment of it into metaphysical service, in
which it becomes the name of that in which the world ultimately
consists. He does consider Schopenhauer to have performed a useful
service in so modifying the ordinary and traditional notion of ‘will’
(albeit unwittingly), through his novel applications of the term, that
it is liberated from the confines of its conventional employment and
so has come to be available for use in other ways. Thus he
observes that in Schopenhauer’s hands there occurs ‘the reduction of
will to reflexes, the denial of will as an “efficient cause”; finally — a
real rechristening: one sees so little will that the word becomes free
to designate something else’ (WP 95). But that which Nietzsche
considers the term to be most appropriately used to designate, at
least strictly speaking, is the general disposition of one sort of
dynamic reality or another (whether a human being, a society, an
organism, or the ‘quanta’ of which all such organizations are
configurations and the world in general ultimately consists), rather
than that which manifests this disposition in its various
relationships.

The world, for Nietzsche, ourselves and all else included, is to be
conceived neither as some sort of substance or collection of material
entities, nor as ‘spirit’ or ‘will,” but rather as the totality of such
dynamic quanta or fields of force, in a condition of internal tension
and instability. Ultimately there exist ‘only dynamic quanta, in a
relation of tension to all other dynamic quanta’ (WP 635); and
‘reality consists precisely in this particular action and reaction of
every individual part toward the whole’ (WP 567) — although there
are no discrete and self-contained parts, strictly speaking, since the
‘essence’ of these quanta ‘lies in their relation to all other quanta’
(WP 635). They form ‘systems,” but in a manner reflecting no
underlying world-order. For the state of the world at any time is
strictly and solely a function of the specific nature of whatever
systems or organizations of ‘powerquanta’ and relations among
them happen temporarily to obtain — even though ‘the name of the
game,” as it were, remains ever the same. Nietzsche puts this point
in the following way (availing himself for the moment of the
convenience of employing the terminological shorthand of ‘bodies’
to refer to these dynamic ‘organizational unities’):
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My idea is that every specific body strives to become master over
all space and to extend its force ( — its will to power) and to
thrust back all that resists its extension. But it continually
encounters similar efforts on the part of other bodies and ends
by coming to an arrangement (‘union’) with those of them that
are sufficiently related to it: thus they conspire together for
power. And the process goes on — (WP 636).

One consequence of this conception of what goes on in the world
as ‘the mutual struggle of that which becomes, often with the
absorption of one’s opponent,’ is that ‘the number of becoming
elements [is] not constant’ (WP 617). So Nietzsche observes that
‘continual transition forbids us to speak of “individuals,” etc.; the
“number” of beings is itself in flux> (WP 520). It is only in a
relative and approximate sense that it is appropriate to speak of
‘specific bodies,” as he does in the above passage; for while they do
represent arrangements which persist at least for a time with some
semblance of continuity, they are only ‘complexes of events
apparently durable in comparison with other complexes’ (WP 552).

The ‘process’ of which Nietzsche speaks in this passage is held to
‘go on’ throughout the whole of reality; but, although the same
‘process’ is everywhere to be found, this does not mean that the
world constitutes a unity or system the constituent elements of
which are integrated into a single overarching pattern of
relationships. On the contrary, Nietzsche contends, ‘a total process
(considered as a system) does not exist at all’ (WP 711). To be
sure, he does speak of ‘the world’ in general as having ‘a certain
quantum of force at its disposal’ (WP 638), and as itself consisting
in ‘a firm, iron magnitude of force that does not grow bigger or
smaller, that does not expend itself but only transforms itself.” And
he goes on to refer to it not only as ‘a whole of unalterable size,’
but also in language which clearly suggests a measure of
integration: thus it is suggested to be ‘a household without expenses
or losses,” consisting in ‘a play of forces and waves of forces, at the
same time one and many’ (WP 1067). Indeed, Nietzsche even goes
so far as to speak of the world as a ‘system’ all of the constituent
portions of which are interrelated: ‘Supposing that the world had a
certain quantum of force at its disposal, then it is obvious that
every displacement of power at any point would affect the whole
system — thus together with sequential causality there would be a
contiguous and concurrent dependence’ (WP 638).

What unites this ‘system,” however, is only the web of
powerrelationships between its constituent quanta and fields of
force, and not anything either substantial or nomological which

209



THE WORLD AND LIFE

stands above or lies beneath them and imposes unity upon them.
They do not have the character of discrete monadic units existing
independently of each other or only occasionally interacting; nor
can there be any secession from this union. But this is only because
their reality consists in the power-relationships between and within
them (a distinction which involves an abstraction from what is in
fact a single complex of relationships, ‘internal’ and ‘external’ being
inseparable from one another here), and thus because they do and
can exist only in relation to each other. For ‘in the actual world,’
there is no separate existence; ‘everything is bound to and
conditioned by everything else’ (WP 584). Nietzsche tempers this
view, however, with the observation that ‘distant forces balance one
another,” and that consequently it is only on a local level that this
mutual conditioning of fields of force assumes any real significance,
each being (as it were) ‘concerned only with its neighborhood’ (WP
637).

In short, what goes on in the world does not add up to ‘a total
process,” nor do the relations obtaining in it at any given time
constitute aspects of an inherent systematic structure; yet it is no
mere multiplicity, for Nietzsche, but — in the final analysis, at any
rate — an interconnected totality as well. What he is intent upon
repudiating is not the idea that the world is one, but rather any
idea of its unity which postulates something over and above the
power-relationships between the quanta and systems of force of
which it consists as the source and principle of its unity. His
reason for doing so is simply that the world cannot be conceived
to have any other sort of unity if, as he contends, it is neither
governed by laws nor subject to any transcendent power, nor has
the character of any sort of (simple or complex) substance or
‘being.” His reason for considering it to constitute the kind of
unity indicated, on the other hand, is that he takes this to be
entailed by the conception of the world in terms of quanta of
force the existence and identity of which is a function of their
relations to each other.

It has been observed that Nietzsche speaks of ‘the world as a
work of art that gives birth to itself (WP 796). In doing so he
makes two points, one of which has already been touched upon and
should be recalled in this connection: namely, that the world is in a
certain respect analogous to a work of art (or complex of works of
art). I shall have more to say about what he means to convey by
means of this analogy shortly. First, however, notice should be taken
of a second point he also makes here: that in another respect the
world is to be thought of as analogous to an artist. This point
warrants brief elaboration.

210



THE WORLD AND LIFE

Nietzsche holds (in a manner reminiscent of both Spinoza and
Hegel) that the world is to be conceived as something which has
made itself what it has been and is. And in availing himself of the
analogy of an artist, he is suggesting that the course taken by the
world as it thus proceeds to fashion itself is creative (and thereby
also destructive), rather than merely mechanical or nomological or
‘logical.” So he speaks of it as being ‘eternally self-creating’ (and
‘self-destroying’) (WP 1067). His point here, in availing himself of
this language, is that it is not to be thought of as being governed
either by laws or by purposes. Rather, it is to be regarded as
involving a development of definite arrangements in which the only
limiting and constraining conditions are a matter of the resources
available to be drawn upon, the manner of their distribution and
organization at the time, and whatever dispositions they may have
either intrinsically or in consequence of this organization. And it is
further to be thought of, not in terms of an increasing stabilization,
‘rationalization,” or actualization of some inherent potentiality, but
rather as a succession of such developments, which build to no
conclusion.

Returning now to Nietzsche’s first point, it may be observed that
a work of art is no chaos, nor is the indwelling form of one
identical with that of another. Moreover, the very nature of the
source responsible for the kind of form which sets a work of art
apart from a chaos and the product of a calculation or a machine
is also responsible for the uniqueness of each such form. In
characterizing the world as ‘artistic,” Nietzsche is suggesting that
reflection upon the world’s general ‘surface features’ leads to a
similar conclusion with respect to its fundamental nature. The fact
that the world is 7ot a chaos in the sense of being devoid of
organization, is no less significant that it is a chaos in the sense of
having no fixed and immutable structure. The fact of organization
in the world (which he takes to be a fact) requires to be explained,
but without invoking any transcendent agency, nor yet again by
means of the projection of such notions as ‘law’ and ‘reason’ into
the world. And it also requires to be accounted for in a way that
will do justice to the variety, mutability, impermanence, and the
developmental character of all such organization. The world cannot
be adequately characterized merely in terms of the changing
network of relationships in which its existence through time
consists, let alone in terms of its configuration at any one time.
And it also will not do merely to supplement this account through
the 