
Chapter	6
Nietzsche,	Schopenhauer,	and	the	‘death	of	God’

The	return	of	tragedy

The	ambivalent	nature	of	modernity	is	underlined	when	what	Kant	and	the	German	Idealists
saw	as	self-determination	is	suspected	of	being	no	more	than	the	disguised	instinct	for	self-
preservation.	Schelling’s	and	the	early	Marx’s	positive	revaluation	of	nature	is	here	replaced
by	a	different	kind	of	‘naturalism’,	which	takes	the	struggle	for	existence	both	as	the	essence	of
nature,	and	as	the	hidden	motivating	force	of	reason.	The	implications	of	this	questioning	of
self-determination	are	most	influentially	explored	in	the	work	of	Arthur	Schopenhauer	(1788–
1860)	and	Friedrich	Nietzsche	(1844–1900).

Schopenhauer’s	main	work,	The	World	as	Will	and	Representation	(first	published	1818,
expanded	version	1844),	had	virtually	no	effect	when	it	first	appeared.	It	was	Richard
Wagner’s	enthusiastic	advocacy	of	the	book	and	the	appearance	of	Darwin’s	On	the	Origin	of
Species	in	1859,	with	its	devastating	implications	for	humankind’s	self-image,	that	helped	it	to
become	perhaps	the	most	culturally	influential	work	of	philosophy	of	the	19th	century.	Indeed,
it	probably	had	the	most	influence	on	early	20th-century	culture	too,	influencing	Thomas	Mann,
Gustav	Mahler,	and	others.	Schopenhauer’s	magnum	opus	is	arguably	not	a	very	convincing
piece	of	philosophy,	but	pointing	to	flaws	in	philosophical	arguments	often	fails,	as	we	have
seen,	to	reveal	what	makes	a	philosopher’s	work	significant.	The	most	obvious	fact	about	the
book	is	that	it	is	a	work	of	thoroughgoing	pessimism	and	atheism,	which	introduces	a	new
tragic	note	into	modern	philosophy.

German	Idealism	is	admittedly	unthinkable	without	Greek	tragedy,	but	for	it	tragic	necessity	is
made	tolerable	by	insight	into	the	necessity	of	change.	History	may	be	a	slaughter-house,	but
reason	reaches	higher	stages	of	development	through	the	bloodshed.	The	ending	of	Aeschylus’
Oresteia,	in	which	a	new	system	of	justice	emerges	from	the	horror	that	precedes	it,	is
paradigmatic	here.	The	non-Idealist	construal	of	tragedy	to	be	found	in	the	later	Schelling,
Schopenhauer,	and	Nietzsche	has,	in	contrast,	no	redemptive	aspect:	human	forms	of	order	are
overridden	by	the	‘Other’.	Think	of	Oedipus,	who	unwittingly	becomes	his	father’s	killer	and
his	mother’s	husband,	or	of	the	devastation	of	the	city	by	forces	from	outside	it	in	The
Bacchae.	The	pessimistic	tragic	alternative	to	the	Idealist	view	is	implicit	in	Schopenhauer’s
reinterpretation	of	Kant.	Kinship	systems,	the	most	basic	form	of	human	order,	require	the	sort
of	identities	which	are	crucial	to	knowledge.	In	Kant,	perceptual	material	received	from	the
world	only	becomes	intelligible	by	being	subsumed	under	categories	and	concepts	in
judgements	which	enable	it	to	be	identified	with	other	such	material.	In	Greek	tragedy,	human
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forms	of	identification	are	threatened	with	destruction	by	the	fact	that	the	world	exceeds	what
we	can	know	of	it.	This	can,	then,	be	seen	as	another	way	of	interpreting	Kant’s	‘thing	in
itself’.	The	‘excess’	of	the	world	over	our	knowledge	leads	to	tragic	situations,	in	which	the
kinship	order	is	overriden,	leading	to	incest,	matricide,	parricide,	fratricide,	and	so	on.	It	is	a
small	step	from	the	idea	of	this	‘excess’	to	Freud’s	theory	of	the	unconscious,	which	was
influenced	by	Schopenhauer.	For	Schopenhauer,	what	is	manifest,	like	the	ideas	of	the	ego	in
Freud,	is	subverted	by	an	unconscious	ground.	Kant’s	distinction	between	‘appearances’	and
‘things	in	themselves’	becomes	that	between	the	world	as	‘representation’	(Vorstellung),	and
the	world	as	‘Will’.

Whereas	for	Kant	there	is	no	access	to	the	world	in	itself,	we	have	access	to	the	world	as	Will
through	experiences	over	which	we	have	little	control,	like	hunger	and	sexual	urges.
Representations	are	objectifications	of	the	non-appearing	‘Will’,	which	is	their	ground:	‘teeth,
gullet	and	intestine	are	objectified	hunger;	the	genitalia	the	objectified	sex	drive’.
Schopenhauer	terms	this	ground	the	‘Will’	because,	like	the	‘intelligible’	ground	of	Kantian
moral	self-determination,	it	is	not	part	of	the	spatio-temporal	world.	However,	there	is	no
morality	in	the	Will:	it	is	a	blind	impulse	that	constantly	opposes	itself	to	itself	by	throwing	up
and	destroying	objective	forms.	Access	to	the	Will	cannot	be	cognitive,	because	what	we	know
is	the	world	of	‘representation’.	This	is,	then,	another	case	of	‘intuition’,	and	it	raises	again	the
question	of	how	claims	about	intuition	can	be	legitimated.	How	does	Schopenhauer	know	that
his	is	a	true	metaphysical	picture	of	the	universe?	Once	again,	however,	even	if	the
philosophical	point	can	never	be	proven,	his	vision	expresses	something	about	the	way	in
which	modern	humankind	relates	to	the	world.	Although	it	is	mistaken	to	reduce	philosophy	to
history,	it	is	nevertheless	striking	how	views	of	the	antagonistic	essential	nature	of	reality,	from
Schopenhauer,	to	Darwin,	to	Nietzsche,	proliferate	at	a	time	when	modern	capitalism	produces
an	increasingly	antagonistic	sociopolitical	world,	which	is	moving	towards	the	world	wars
and	the	Holocaust.

Perhaps	surprisingly,	Schopenhauer	proposes	a	Platonic	view	of	the	timeless	essence	of	the
transient,	competing	objects	of	the	natural	world.	The	influential	core	of	Schopenhauer’s
vision	really	lies,	though,	in	its	opposition	to	any	sense	of	natural	or	human	teleology.	History
is	the	‘zoology’	of	the	species	Homo	sapiens,	not	something	which	moves	towards	a	goal.
There	is	only	one	way	that	humankind	can	escape	from	the	world	of	eat	or	be	eaten.	This	is	to
realize	that	our	awareness	of	the	torment	inherent	in	the	Will	develops	because	we	are
individuated	beings.	We	know	of	our	fragility	and	mortality	because	self-consciousness
separates	us	from	the	rest	of	reality.	This	awareness	should	therefore	lead	us	to	seek	means	of
escaping	individuation.	Schopenhauer	is	one	of	the	first	people	in	Europe	to	take	non-Western
philosophies	seriously,	and	he	uses	the	Buddhist	notion	of	Nirvana	to	suggest	how	to	escape
imprisonment	in	a	world	driven	by	the	Will.

Schopenhauer	regards	aesthetic	contemplation	as	the	best,	albeit	temporary,	escape	from	the
real	nature	of	existence.	The	art	that	best	enables	this	escape	is	music,	precisely	because	it	is
largely	non-representational.	Music	is	a	direct	manifestation	of	the	movement	of	the	Will.	His
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model	is	the	move	of	a	melody	away	from	and	back	to	the	tonic:	such	music	echoes	how	the
Will	moves	from	satisfaction,	to	dissatisfaction,	and	back.	Music	uses	the	source	of	our
dissatisfactions	to	give	us	respite	from	them:	it	‘does	not	talk	of	things,	but	rather	of	nothing	but
well-being	and	woe,	which	are	the	sole	realities	for	the	Will’.	It	is	this	vision	which	influences
Wagner,	particularly	in	Tristan	and	Isolde	and	the	later	parts	of	The	Ring	of	the	Nibelung.
These	offer	visions	of	the	ultimate	futility	of	human	social	aspirations	that	contrast	with
Wagner’s	earlier	attachment	in	the	1840s	to	the	idea	of	redemptive	revolution	based	on	love
which	he	derived	from	Feuerbach.

Apollo	and	Dionysus

The	younger	Nietzsche	is	seduced	by	Wagner’s	operatic	pessimism,	and	he	sees	music	as
echoing	tragedy’s	presentation	of	the	worst	things	in	the	form	of	aesthetic	appearance.	His
work	as	a	whole,	though,	exemplifies	an	ambivalence	in	modernity’s	undermining	of	theology.
He	moves	from	a	pessimism	like	Schopenhauer’s	or	the	later	Wagner’s,	to	the	idea	that	a
pessimistic	view	of	life	is	itself	a	residue	of	disappointed	theological	and	metaphysical
beliefs.	Finding	the	world	to	be	a	terrible	place	only	makes	sense	if	one	thinks	that	there	is	a
true	world	which	is	not	terrible,	in	terms	of	which	this	world	can	be	judged.	If	the	idea	of	this
true	world	is	an	illusion,	one	should	affirm	the	world	we	actually	live	in.	The	alternative	is
what	the	later	Nietzsche	means	by	‘nihilism’,	which	is	the	consequence	of	losing	metaphysical
beliefs	and	failing	to	accept	the	consequences.	The	failure	to	accept	that	there	is	no	reason	for
the	terrible	aspects	of	reality	generates	‘ressentiment’,	the	desire	to	blame	something	external
for	one’s	situation.	Ressentiment	is	characteristic	of	what	he	calls	Christian	‘slave	morality’,
that	seeks	a	redemption	from	suffering	by	the	demonstration	that	suffering	has	a	purpose.

Nietzsche’s	first	major	work,	The	Birth	of	Tragedy	out	of	the	Spirit	of	Music	(1871),	relies
on	Schopenhauer’s	metaphysics,	which	it	translates	into	a	scheme	derived	from	Greek
mythology	that	Friedrich	Schlegel	and	Schelling	both	already	used	to	symbolize	the	divided
nature	of	human	existence.	‘Apollo’	stands	for	the	world	of	‘representation’,	for	anything
which	can	have	an	identifiable	form.	‘Dionysus’	stands	for	the	Will,	in	which	individuation	is
dissolved	and	one	‘loses	one’s	self’.	Tragedy	requires	the	interaction	of	Apollo	and	Dionysus,
with	music	expressing	the	Dionysian	element	that	words	cannot	convey.	The	Dionysian	gives
rise	to	constantly	changing	appearances,	while	not	itself	appearing,	and	has	no	goal.
Nietzsche’s	later	rejection	of	Schopenhauer	is	already	hinted	at,	however,	in	the	fact	that	tragic
art	is	not	so	much	a	means	of	escaping	Will-driven	existence	as	a	manifestation	of	creativity
which	makes	life	worth	living,	even	though	it	is	ultimately	meaningless:	‘for	only	as	aesthetic
phenomenon	is	existence	and	the	world	eternally	justified’.	The	Birth	of	Tragedy	is	the
culmination	of	the	elevation	of	art	to	metaphysical	status	in	German	philosophy.	Significantly,
this	culmination	is	connected	to	a	radically	non-theological,	tragic	assessment	of	the	meaning
of	human	existence.

Jacobi	had	suggested	that	seeing	the	world	wholly	in	scientific	terms,	via	the	‘principle	of
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sufficient	reason’	–	‘everything	has	a	reason/cause/ground’	–	led	to	‘the	abyss’,	because	it
generates	an	infinite	regress	of	causes	of	causes.	Nietzsche	adopts	Jacobi’s	view	as	a	way	of
questioning	the	scientific	optimism	that	was	a	feature	of	the	second	half	of	the	19th	century.
Those	who	share	this	optimism	have	the	‘unshakable	belief	that	thinking	reaches	into	the
deepest	abysses	of	being	via	the	leading	thread	of	causality’.	Whereas	Jacobi	uses	faith	in	God
as	a	way	of	escaping	the	regress	generated	by	this	thread,	Nietzsche	thinks	tragedy	is	the
acknowledgement	that	nothing	rationally	grounds	existence.	His	apparently	odd	claim	that
without	‘art	in	some	form	or	other,	particularly	as	religion	and	science’,	existence	is
unjustified	and	intolerable,	means	that	all	forms	of	mental	production	are	‘art’,	because	they
project	form	onto	what	is	otherwise	formless.

Calling	science	an	art	is,	of	course,	a	deliberate	provocation.	In	German	philosophy	from	the
middle	of	the	19th	century	onwards,	philosophers	tend	either	to	regard	the	humanities	as
inferior	to	natural	sciences,	or	to	seek	a	method	for	the	human	sciences	which	would	make
them	as	rigorous	as	the	natural	sciences	are	supposed	to	be	(see	Chapter	7).	Nietzsche	tries	to
short-circuit	the	distinction	between	science	and	art	by	refusing	to	give	priority	to	any
conception	of	the	world:	they	are	all	just	human	ways	of	dealing	with	existence.	All	human
conceptions	are	therefore	a	kind	of	myth,	and	Wagner’s	revival	of	myth	in	his	music	dramas
shows	a	new,	tragic	acceptance	of	the	limits	of	the	ability	to	control	existence.	The	implication
is	that	music	may	be	as	good	as	philosophy	at	offering	insights	into	the	nature	of	existence.	The
contemporary	world	involves	a	battle,	Nietzsche	claims,	between	‘insatiably	optimistic
cognition	and	the	tragic	need	for	art’.	What	matters	is	whether	one’s	actions	make	one’s
existence	meaningful,	even	as	one	faces	up	to	the	horrors	which	it	always	potentially	involves.
Because	music	relates	to	negative	aspects	of	existence	–	Schubert	once	reportedly	said	that
there	was	no	really	happy	music	–	it	has	the	same	source	as	tragedy,	but	it	can	also	be	a	spur	to
living	on.

Destroying	philosophy

Nietzsche	does	not	give	up	his	attachment	to	the	idea	of	Dionysus.	As	the	God	who	is	torn
apart	and	remade,	Dionysus	is	a	symbol	of	the	need	to	destroy	in	order	to	make	something	new.
After	the	Birth	of	Tragedy,	however,	Nietzsche	begins	to	question	the	very	aims	and
assumptions	of	philosophy	itself,	which	leads	him	to	his	own	attempts	at	destruction	and
renewal.	He	moves	initially,	in	works	like	Human,	All	Too	Human	(1878),	to	a	position	more
in	line	with	19th-century	‘positivist’	optimism	about	science’s	ability	to	answer	metaphysical
questions.	Such	radical	shifts	of	position	–	the	Birth	of	Tragedy	saw	science	as	just	another
kind	of	myth	–	become	typical,	and	he	sometimes	makes	such	shifts	within	the	same	text.
Nietzsche’s	refusal	to	be	consistent	poses	the	question	of	whether	logical	consistency	is	the
ultimate	philosophical	virtue,	or	whether	philosophy’s	aim	should	be	‘performative’	effect,
influencing	the	reader’s	orientation	in	life	in	concrete	ways.	During	the	1880s,	his	questioning
becomes	more	radical,	and	he	produces	his	most	important	works,	like	The	Gay	Science
(1882,	expanded	edition	1887),	Beyond	Good	and	Evil	(1886),	On	the	Genealogy	of	Morals
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(1887),	and	The	Antichrist	(first	published	1894).	He	descends	into	madness	in	1889:	the
exact	cause	of	the	madness	remains	disputed.

Using	the	assumptions	of	mainstream	academic	philosophy	to	assess	Nietzsche	can	miss	the
point	of	what	he	is	doing.	However,	it	is	also	notoriously	difficult	to	ask	radical	questions
about	the	aims	of	philosophy	practised	in	Nietzsche’s	manner	without	presupposing	much	that
one	wants	to	oppose.	In	recent	debates	about	‘theory’	in	the	humanities,	for	example,
Nietzsche-influenced	‘post-modernists’	are	often	characterized	as	‘denying	truth’.	They	see
what	is	held	as	true,	including	the	best-confirmed	theories	of	natural	science,	as	being	a
product	of	the	power-relations	in	a	society.	It	is	easy	then	to	ask	whether	it	is	true	that	power-
relations	determine	what	is	held	as	true.	The	post-modernist	is	manoeuvred	into	undermining
or	contradicting	themself,	because	their	own	assertions	about	truth	will	be	generated	by	the
desire	for	power	(which	would	not	necessarily	invalidate	the	assertions).	This	demonstration
that	we	must	presuppose	truth	in	the	very	act	of	making	an	assertion	can	invalidate	poorly
framed	approaches	to	issues	of	truth	and	power.	However,	although	Nietzsche	himself	can
argue	in	a	questionable	manner,	when	he,	for	example,	makes	positive	claims	of	the	kind	that
‘truth	is	really	x’,	such	as	a	‘moving	army	of	metaphors’	that	we	find	useful	for	controlling	the
world	(is	this	claim	itself	merely	another	metaphor?),	his	questioning	can	still	be	revealing.

When	traditional	authority	loses	its	legitimacy,	the	issue	of	ideology	becomes	inescapable,
because	people	have	to	try	to	establish	new	forms	of	power	to	legitimate	their	actions.	This
means	that	conflicts	over	truth	and	value	in	concrete	social	contexts	are	always	connected	to
such	attempted	legitimations,	even	though	the	content	of	claims	about	truth	and	value	cannot	be
reduced	to	what	motivates	the	claims.	Nietzsche’s	perhaps	most	characteristic	contention	is
that	moral	concepts	are	just	expressions	of	changing	power-relations	in	society.	He	suggests
that	traditional	philosophical	attempts	to	characterize	the	essence	of	good	and	evil	can	be
subverted	by	showing	how	very	differently	the	terms	are	applied	in	differing	historical	and
social	contexts.	However,	his	claims	that	he	is	initiating	a	‘transvaluation	of	all	values’	by	this
approach	are	very	questionable:	the	Christian	values	he	seeks	to	undermine	seem,	in	the	light
of	subsequent	history,	to	be	more	defensible	than	his	alternatives.

Nietzsche’s	approaches	to	issues	of	truth	and	value	sometimes	lead	to	the	sense	that	there	is
nothing	more	to	truth	than	the	exercise	of	power	over	the	‘other’,	be	that	nature,	or	other
people.	As	a	bald	philosophical	claim,	the	contention	cannot	be	defended,	but	Nietzsche,	as	we
saw,	is	not	necessarily	just	advancing	philosophical	claims.	In	recent	times,	Michel	Foucault
has	helped	to	revolutionize	the	history	of	science	by	showing	in	detailed	historical
investigations	that	the	key	issue	is	very	often	why	people	held	ideas	to	be	true,	rather	than	what
was	actually	held	to	be	true.	History	shows	that	the	latter	often	has	a	limited	shelf-life,	even	in
the	natural	sciences.

Foucault’s	investigations	are	a	development	of	one	of	Nietzsche’s	essential	concerns,	namely
with	the	value	of	truth.	The	grim	side	of	human	existence	suggests	why	asking	about	the	value
of	truth	is	important.	Do	you,	for	example,	really	want	to	know	the	truth	about	whether	you
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have	a	fatal	illness	for	which	there	is	no	prospect	of	a	cure?	Modern	philosophy’s	obsession
with	epistemology	and	answering	the	sceptic	can	look	questionable	because	it	neglects	the
ways	in	which	knowing	is	not	always	the	most	effective	way	of	responding	to	the	world.	But
what	is	specifically	modern	about	questioning	the	prior	value	of	truth?	In	Greek	tragedy,
knowledge	of	the	truth	can	already	produce,	rather	than	obviate,	disaster:	think	of	Oedipus.	The
early	Nietzsche’s	ideas	about	the	revival	of	tragedy	indicate	why	he	moves	in	the	direction	he
does.	He	is,	from	the	beginning,	reacting	against	Platonic	and	Christian	redemptive	attitudes	to
metaphysics	and	truth,	for	which	the	sufferings	of	this	life	will	make	sense	in	heaven	and	the
true	representation	of	the	world	is	the	ultimate	goal	of	knowledge.

Nietzsche’s	later	approach	to	these	issues	is	brilliantly	summarized	in	a	section	of	Twilight	of
the	Idols	(published	in	1889).	The	passage	in	question	is	not	best	read	as	an	argument	which
moves	from	premises	to	conclusions	about	the	‘true	world’.	Its	literary	‘form’	is	as	important
as	its	philosophical	‘content’:

How	the	‘True	World’	Finally	Became	a	Fable

History	of	an	Error

1.	The	true	world	is	attainable	for	the	wise	man,	the	pious	man,	the	virtuous	man,	–	he	lives	in
it,	he	is	it.

(Oldest	form	of	the	Idea,	relatively	clever,	simple,	convincing.	Re-writing	of	the	sentence	‘I,
Plato,	am	the	truth’.)

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

(Progress	of	the	Idea:	it	becomes	finer,	more	seductive,	more	incomprehensible,	–	it	becomes
a	woman,	it	becomes	Christian	…)

3.	The	true	world,	unattainable,	indemonstrable,	unpromisable,	but	even	as	a	thought	it	is	a
consolation,	an	obligation,	an	imperative.

(Basically	the	same	old	sun,	but	through	mist	and	scepticism;	the	ideas	become	sublime,	pale,
Nordic,	Königsbergian.)

4.	The	true	world	–	unattainable?	at	any	rate	unattained.	And,	as	unattained,	also	unknown.
Consequently	not	consoling,	redemptive,	obligating:	to	what	could	something	unknown	obligate
us?	…

(Grey	morning.	First	yawning	of	reason.	Cock-crow	of	positivism.)
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5.	The	‘true	world’	–	an	idea	which	is	no	longer	any	use	for	anything,	not	even	obligating	any
more,	–	an	idea	that	has	become	useless,	consequently	a	refuted	idea:	let’s	get	rid	of	it!

(Bright	day;	breakfast;	return	of	bon	sens	and	cheerfulness;	Plato	blushes	with	embarrassment;
pandemonium	of	all	free	spirits.)

6.	We	have	got	rid	of	the	true	world:	what	world	was	left?	the	apparent	world,	perhaps?	…
But	no!	with	the	true	world	we	have	also	got	rid	of	the	apparent	world!

(Noon;	moment	of	the	shortest	shadow;	end	of	the	longest	error;	highpoint	of	mankind;	INCIPIT
ZARATHUSTRA.)	[Zarathustra	is	the	character	Nietzsche	employs	to	convey	the	idea	of	the
superman	who	transcends	Christian	metaphysics.]

Giving	a	detailed	commentary	on	such	a	passage	is	a	bit	like	explaining	a	joke:	it	can	obscure
the	effects	of	the	form	by	trying	to	explain	the	content.	Nietzsche	outlines	the	moves	from
Plato’s	view	that	the	truth	of	the	world	lies	in	the	timeless	forms	of	things,	not	in	the	way	they
appear,	to	Christianity’s	translation	of	Plato’s	vision	into	the	idea	of	heaven	and	the	afterlife	as
compensations	for	the	imperfections	of	this	life,	to	Kant’s	location	of	morality	in	the	timeless
intelligible	realm,	to	the	19th-century	positivist	attacks	on	metaphysical	claims	in	the	name	of
verifiable,	‘positive’	science,	to	the	realization	that	philosophy	has	got	in	the	way	of	living	in
the	here	and	now,	to	the	end	of	metaphysics	as	the	search	for	one	true	world.	Is	it	necessary	or
desirable,	though,	wholly	to	abandon	the	understandings	of	truth	that	Nietzsche	ironically
undermines	here?	There	are	two	basic	interpretations	of	how	to	approach	Nietzsche’s	later
stances.

One	interpretation	suggests	that	Nietzsche	offers	an	apocalyptic	transformation	of	assumptions
about	philosophy	and	the	world,	which	would	radically	change	the	world.	He	often	gives
weight	to	this	interpretation	by	his	intemperate	rhetoric,	and	his	reactionary	politics,	which
favour	the	strong	against	the	weak.	In	the	light	of	subsequent	history,	from	the	world	wars	to	the
Holocaust,	this	interpretation	compels	one	to	ask	if	Nietzsche’s	work	is	a	causal	factor	in	these
shattering	events.	It	is	hard	to	make	a	consistent	connection	between	the	historical	events,	and
his	desire	for	a	‘transvaluation	of	all	values’	and	for	the	‘superman’	who	overrides	the	‘slave
morality’	of	Christianity.	There	are,	though,	times	when	the	fact	that	the	Nazis	used	parts	of	his
work	for	their	purposes	have	to	give	pause	for	thought:	‘The	Triumph	of	the	Will’	cannot	help
but	remind	one	of	Nietzsche.

The	other	interpretation	considers	Nietzsche	in	terms	of	the	need	to	get	beyond	philosophy,	in
order	to	be	able	to	value	the	‘ordinary’,	the	bright	day	and	breakfast	of	‘How	the	True	World’.
A	related	stance	will	later	appear	in	Wittgenstein’s	idea	that	the	task	is	to	cure	oneself	of
philosophical	anxieties,	rather	than	seek	answers	to	philosophical	problems.	A	key	element	in
non-apocalyptic	interpretations	of	Nietzsche	is	his	‘perspectivism’,	the	rejection	of	the	idea	of
a	‘view	from	nowhere’	which	gives	access	to	pure	objectivity.	However,	claiming	that	there
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really	is	no	view	from	nowhere	presupposes	a	location	whose	existence	one	is	at	the	same
time	denying.	Another	way	of	trying	to	articulate	Nietzsche’s	stance	is	to	question	the	theory
that	truth	is	the	‘correspondence’	of	thought	or	statement	to	‘state	of	affairs’,	‘fact’,	‘object’,	or
whatever.	However,	denying	this	theory	(rather	than	suggesting	it	may	be	incoherent	or
unintelligible)	entails	the	demand	for	an	alternative	theory,	and	this	raises	the	problem	of	what
would	make	the	alternative	theory	of	truth	true.	There	seems	to	be	a	necessary	circularity	in
any	theory	of	truth,	so	the	strategy	for	articulating	a	convincing	version	of	what	Nietzsche	might
offer	has	to	be	a	different	one.

A	more	plausible	move	is	to	ask	whether	the	correspondence	theory	of	truth	itself	corresponds
to,	well,	what	exactly?	If	we	say	‘reality’,	this	is	singularly	uninformative:	we	want	to	know
something	about	the	content	of	what	is	corresponded	to,	but	that	content	seems	to	have	to
involve	the	notion	of	correspondence	itself.	An	arguably	unintelligible	notion,
‘correspondence’,	is	introduced	into	something	which	is	thoroughly	intelligible,	namely	the
everyday	sense	of	truth.	We	are	all	familiar	with	what	‘true’	means,	even	though	we	may	not
agree	on	what	is	true:	if	we	weren’t	familiar	with	the	meaning	of	‘true’,	we	would	not	even	get
to	the	point	of	disagreeing.	The	familiarity	at	issue	here	is	another	case	of	‘intuition’:	trying	to
cash	out	the	familiarity	in	a	cognitive	claim	always	presupposes	a	prior	understanding	which
cannot	be	definitively	analysed.	This	point	will	be	vital	in	Heidegger,	and	it	is	not	always
clear	that	Nietzsche	has	grasped	it.	The	basic	issue	here	is	how	to	respond	to	what	appears	to
be	beyond	the	limits	of	what	philosophy	or	science	can	explain.	The	most	obvious	case	of	this
issue	in	modernity	is,	of	course,	theology.

After	God?

Nietzsche	captures	the	essence	of	the	relationship	between	theology	and	modernity	in	this
masterful	little	section	of	The	Gay	Science:	‘New	Struggles’:

After	Buddha	was	dead	they	continued	to	show	his	shadow	for	centuries	in	a	cave	–	a	massive
eerie	shadow.	God	is	dead;	but	given	the	way	human	beings	are	there	will	perhaps	still	be
caves	for	millennia	in	which	his	shadow	is	shown.	–	And	we	–	we	also	have	to	triumph	over
his	shadow!

Overcoming	what	‘God’	meant	and	means	will	not	happen,	for	example,	via	a	decisive
philosophical	argument,	or	via	the	advance	of	science.	The	‘shadow	of	God’	can	just	as	easily
be	present	in	an	uncritical	atheistic	‘scientism’,	for	which	the	true	description	of	everything	in
the	world,	including	art	and	morality,	is	ultimately	reducible	to	scientific	laws,	as	it	can	be	in
traditional	theology.	In	both	cases,	the	assumption	is	that	there	is	an	absolute	perspective	which
enables	us	to	escape	our	contingency	and	finitude.

Even	the	mature	Nietzsche	quite	often	fails	to	follow	his	own	insight	here.	His	idea	of	the	‘will
to	power’,	which	maintains	that	there	is	no	self-determining	subject,	merely	manifestations	of
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how	one	quantum	of	power	gains	power	over	another	quantum	in	some	part	of	nature,	is	really
just	another	metaphysical	vision,	akin	to	Schopenhauer’s	Will.	This	is	equally	the	case	for	his
idea	of	the	‘eternal	recurrence’,	which	proposes	that	the	universe	will	keep	recurring	in
exactly	the	same	way	in	the	future	–	the	point	being	that	one	should	affirm	life	as	it	is	by
willing	such	recurrence.	Such	theories	involve	a	desire	for	definitive	mastery	of	what
humankind	and	the	world	can	be	understood	to	be.	This	desire	obscures	the	possibility	that
what	we	are	is	also	what	we	can	become,	which	leaves	us	open	in	both	positive	and	negative
ways	to	contingency.	Nietzsche’s	creative	responses	to	contingency	elsewhere	in	his	work	are
one	reason	why	someone	who	could	be	at	times	a	reactionary,	anti-democratic	misogynist	has,
for	example,	also	been	used	in	recent	philosophy	to	argue	for	a	democratic	culture	of	self-
creation,	and	to	question	whether	people	have	an	essential	gender	identity.	The	underlying
philosophical	dilemma	suggested	by	Nietzsche’s	work	is,	then,	that	trying	to	say	in	a
philosophical	theory	what	the	world	would	look	like	if	we	were	finally	to	emerge	from	the
shadow	of	God	can	itself	mean	falling	under	that	shadow	once	again.	This	dilemma	will	recur
in	20th-century	German	philosophy.

6.	Friedrich	Nietzsche	on	his	sick-bed,	c.	1899,	by	Hans	Olde
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