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Abstract and Keywords
This chapter builds on the foundations laid in chapters 4 and 5 
to demonstrate how Nietzsche's critique of metaphysics comes 
from his reading of the Transcendental Deduction of the 
Paralogisms in the first Critique. Nietzsche's difficulties with 
the concept of truth are traced to his dependence on the 
Deduction's model of how the mind constructs both judgments 
and the facts to which they correspond. It explains that though 
Kant's conception of empirical objects as products of synthesis 
survives Nietzsche's naturalization of temporality, the Kantian 
project of justifying synthetic a priori knowledge collapses. It 
discusses that the concept of the ‘will to power’ then serves to 
unite and generalize Nietzsche's account of experience as 
created by the subject into a post Kantian metaphysics.

Keywords:   critique of metaphysics, Transcendental Deduction, post Kantian 
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Kant's and Nietzsche's critiques compared
Though Nietzsche is most widely known as a critic of morality, 
he is also a critic of metaphysics. In both areas, our best mode 
of access to Nietzsche's thought must take us through Kant 
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first. However, there are problems with the idea that 
Nietzsche's critique of metaphysics is a further development of 
Kant's.

Kant's critique of metaphysics is found in three discussions of 
the first Critique's ‘Transcendental Dialectic’: the Paralogisms, 
the Antinomies, and the Ideal of Pure Reason. The Ideal 
chapter criticizes proofs for the existence of God. Though the 
‘death of God’ is as crucial to Nietzsche's thought as the 
critique of rational theology is to Kant's, their goals and 
methods are too divergent to make a comparison particularly 
helpful. Nietzsche explicitly rejected Kant's arguments on the 
pragmatic ground that they play a very modest role in 
combating theism. This is a goal better pursued by his own 
‘genealogical’ strategy of diagnosing the motives people have 
for religious belief.

In former times, one sought to prove that there is no God
—today one indicates how the belief that there is a God 
could arise and how this belief acquired its weight and 
importance: a counter‐proof that there is no God thereby 
becomes superfluous.—When in former times one had 
refuted the ‘proofs of the existence of God’ put forward, 
there always remained the doubt whether better proofs 
might not be adduced than those just refuted: in those 
days atheists did not know how to make a clean sweep. 
(D 95)

The Antinomy chapter criticizes arguments using the concept of 
infinite or infinitesimal magnitudes to establish the magnitude of 
the world or its fundamental constituents. It also grapples with the 
problem of free will versus determinism. Nietzsche's unpublished 
arguments concerning the eternal recurrence show that he rejects 
(or does not consider) Kant's objections to this use of the concept of 
infinity. This may be because Schopenhauer explicitly rejected the 

 (p.170) Antinomies, arguing that there is nothing wrong with 
postulating an infinite past, a universe of infinite spatial extent, or 
an infinite regress of causal conditions. The Paralogism chapter 
criticizes Cartesian arguments that the self is an immaterial 
substance. Nietzsche did take Kant's arguments there as a first 
step towards overturning ‘the soul hypothesis’. However, there is a 
deeper Kantian source for Nietzsche's own critique of metaphysics, 
a source upon which the Paralogisms depend: the Transcendental 
Deduction.
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For Kant, the critique of metaphysics is not restricted to 
attacking rationalist claims. Because natural science demands 
the use of concepts not susceptible to direct empirical 
justification, Kant needed to vindicate them while restricting 
their use to natural science. The Transcendental Deduction is 
meant to solve this problem. Kant argued that just as the mind 
imposes Euclidean form on its experiences, thus vindicating 
the use of geometry in physics while explaining the possibility 
of a priori knowledge of physical space, it also imposes 
conceptual form on its experiences. The mind‐imposition thesis 
explains the otherwise inexplicable harmony between our non‐
empirical concepts and principles, on the one hand, and the 
structure of nature on the other. Not only does the mind‐
imposition thesis parallel Kant's views about space and 
geometry, it also presupposes them. Because nature is the 
product of the sensibility's imposition of geometrical form on 
experience, it makes sense to imagine that the mind also 
imposes conceptual form on experience.

Clearly, there are costs to Kant's solution to the problem of 
explaining the non‐empirical elements of physical theory. For if 
nature is mind‐dependent, and its structure is due to mind‐
imposition, then the mind itself cannot also be a natural 
phenomenon. Ironically, though Kant is concerned to rule out 
arguments that take us from non‐empirical concepts and 
principles to metaphysical claims about a realm outside 
nature, the transcendental subject required to complete Kant's 
project proves to be an entity whose existence outside nature 
must be accepted.

Nietzsche rejects the idea that the space and time of nature 
are forms of intuition; consequently, he cannot follow Kant in 
his account of nature as assembled from the data of sense 
formed geometrically and then further formed according to 
the categories. However, it is open to Nietzsche to extend his 
own version of the mind‐imposition thesis in a way that 
parallels Kant. Recall that while Nietzsche rejected Kant's 
identification of phenomenal with physical space, he did not 
reject the idea that phenomenal space is the product of mind‐
imposition. This was what led to the falsification thesis: 
because of the constitution of the human mind, we are 
systematically misled about the space of nature.
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 (p.171) This is the key to understanding Nietzsche's critique 
of metaphysics. The wedge that Nietzsche drives between the 
phenomenal and the natural allows him to attack our 
projection of metaphysical structure onto our experience, 
using the account of projection Kant had employed to 
vindicate synthetic a priori knowledge. Just because we must 
experience under the direction of the categories does not 
mean that nature must be structured by them.

By denying the identity of the phenomenal and the natural, 
Nietzsche escapes from the requirement that the 
transcendental subject be located outside nature. The position 
occupied in Kant's thought by things‐in‐themselves (including 
the self‐in‐itself) gets taken over by a nature open to human 
knowledge. This allows Nietzsche to naturalize the subject and 
eliminate one aspect of metaphysical excess in Kant's system. 
The unknowable thing‐in‐itself drops out of Nietzsche's 
thought. It is no longer needed as the domain in which one 
finds the subject or from which one gets the data of sense. We 
are left with the gratifying post‐Kantian result that there is no 
domain of reality from which we are necessarily excluded.

But there are costs as well. Since the mind‐imposition thesis 
serves in Kant's thought to underwrite the claims of a priori
knowledge of nature, Nietzsche is compelled to abandon 
Kant's justificatory project for geometry and the metaphysics 
of experience. Having reduced transcendental psychology to 
empirical psychology, Nietzsche not only loses rationalist 
metaphysics, but a priori knowledge altogether. The result is 
an inevitable strategic retreat to empiricism. It is no 
coincidence that Nietzsche's mature thought shows the marks 
of a continuing affinity with scepticism as a result.
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The presence of Kant in Truth and Lie
Nietzsche's first extended discussion of the Kantian account of 
the mind occurs in the 1873 essay Truth and Lie. His purpose 
in the essay is to develop further his critical contrast in Birth 
of Tragedy between the artistic culture of ancient Greece and 
its antagonist, Socratism. However, his strategy in Truth and 
Lie is to show the psychological and epistemological bases for 
these competing stances to undercut the assumption that the 
Socratic person prefers truth to the artist's illusions. By 
showing that both stances are rooted in the creation of 
illusion, he undermines the preference for Socratism. 
Rejecting Socratism (now simply referred to as ‘the rational 
man’) involves two parallel criticisms. First, the rational man's 
high evaluation of the pursuit of truth can be genealogically 
traced to social‐utilitarian considerations—the desire to avoid 
the disadvantages  (p.172) ofbeingliedto. Second, given 
Kantian assumptions about the nature of the intellect, we are 
unable to produce truths in any case. Our concern is with 
Nietzsche's argument that truth is inaccessible, for it is here 
that Nietzsche employs a Neo‐Kantian model of the intellect.

The first stage of the intellect's construction of empirical 
knowledge is, unsurprisingly, ‘the mathematical strictness and 
inviolability of our representations of time and space’ which 
‘we produce…in and from ourselves with the same necessity 
with which a spider spins’ (KG iii.2. 379 (1873)/ TL 1). ‘The 
process…with which every sensation begins in us already 
presupposes these forms and thus occurs within them’ (ibid., 
380). Sensation itself is ‘a nerve stimulus…transferred into an 
image…a complete overleaping of one sphere, right into the 
middle of an entirely new and different one’ (ibid., 373). We 
cannot infer anything about the character of the object, 
because ‘the further inference from the nerve stimulus to a 
cause outside of us is already the result of a false and 
unjustifiable application of the principle of sufficient 
reason’ (ibid., 372). Generally, a person does not even 
recognize the need to infer from the one to the other, because 
‘he again proceeds from the error of believing that he has 
these things immediately before him as mere objects. He 
forgets that the original intuitional metaphors (die originalen 
Anschauungsmetaphern) are metaphors and takes them to be 
the things themselves’ (ibid., 377). The senses provide only 
partial access to our bodily states, and ‘lock [us] within a 
proud, deceptive consciousness, aloof from the coils of the 
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bowels, the rapid flow of the blood stream, and the intricate 
quivering of the fibres!’ (ibid., 371). Human senses are but one 
possible sensory apparatus. ‘The insect or the bird perceives 
an entirely different world from the one that man does…The 
question of which of these perceptions of the world is the 
correct one is quite meaningless’ (ibid., 378). ‘If we could only 
perceive things now as a bird, now as a worm, now as a plant, 
or if one of us saw a stimulus as red, another as blue, while a 
third even heard the same stimulus as a sound—then…nature 
would be grasped only as a creation which is subjective in the 
highest degree’ (ibid., 379). Consequently, ‘(the) senses 
nowhere lead to truth; on the contrary, they are content to 
receive stimuli and, as it were, to engage in a groping game on 
the backs of things’ (ibid., 370).

The second stage is the construction of language. ‘The image, 
in turn, is imitated in a sound’ (ibid., 373). The image in 
question is a ‘unique and entirely individual original 
experience’ (ibid., 373). Nietzsche says very little about this 
relationship; it is unclear whether he sees this primary 
association of word and image as denotative, since he 
characterizes it as pre‐conceptual. We then compare similar 
images and, ‘overlooking what is individual and actual’ (ibid., 
 (p.173) 374), let the word ‘simultaneously…fit countless 
more or less similar cases’ whereby ‘a word becomes a 
concept’ (ibid., 373).

Though Nietzsche never discusses the point, it is implicit that 
once many people possess these capacities, spoken words 
come to be used as part of a system of communication. This is 
presupposed in his claim that ‘insofar as the individual wants 
to maintain himself against other individuals, he will under 
natural circumstances employ the intellect mainly for 
dissimulation’ (ibid., 371) and that the way out of this social 
problem is something like a social contract that mandates 
semantic conventions and truth‐telling. Clearly, there cannot 
be a rule against lying if there is no language in which lies can 
be couched first or the negotiation for the ‘peace treaty’ (ibid.) 
to stop endemic lying can be expressed. At this stage we have 
a population of individuals with convergent idiolects. There is 
enough of a disposition to use similar expressions under 
similar circumstances for communication and 
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miscommunication to occur, but no agreement to cooperate by 
fixing rules governing the use of expressions.

Finally, social advantages accrue to groups that can implement 
binding semantic conventions with sanctions for ‘liars’ (ibid., 
371–2). Nietzsche then goes on to explain that the 
moralization of this agreement accounts for the ‘drive for 
truth’ (ibid., 375). Correct speech now involves using the 
conventionally agreed upon designations in response to similar 
stimuli.

Two points should be raised at this juncture. First, though 
many readers are quite struck by the way Nietzsche uses the 
concepts of metaphor and convention in the essay, they really 
play a very modest role. ‘Metaphor’ and its cognates are used 
extensively in the essay, but always in the context of 
describing the relationship, not between words and other 
words, but between words and objects; the weight of 
Nietzsche's attempt to show that words cannot express how 
things really are rests on the inaccessibility of the real things 
we mistakenly take the images to be. In short, the concept of 
metaphor in the essay is merely a ‘metaphorical’ way of 
expressing Cartesian scepticism. Second, conventionality 
cannot be constitutive of language as a system of 
communication as Nietzsche describes it, any more than a 
French language minister constitutes French by issuing edicts 
against the use of foreign terms. Nietzsche may be right in 
thinking that the valorization of truth takes place against the 
backdrop of sanctions against lying. But whether the semantic 
concept of truth can be constituted by sanctions against lying 
is much more doubtful; lying would have to be initially 
reduced to mere miscommunication between idiolects, and 
this may involve circularity if we suppose that the idiolects are 
languages with meaningful expressions in the first place. 
Given the tight relationship between  (p.174) truth and 
meaning, it would appear that conventions constituting the 
one would constitute the other. But to characterize the 
idiolects as meaningless renders characterizing their use as 
dissimulative problematic.

More important for our purposes, the use of Kantian materials 
in the essay is extremely limited. Nietzsche's concerns about 
sensation could be articulated within almost any classical 
modern framework. The sceptical comments are closer to what 
Kant calls empirical idealism than transcendental idealism. 
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The only reason one might guess that Kant was behind the 
essay is the reference to the transcendental ideality of space, 
time, and causality. To be sure, Nietzsche is not simply 
reiterating Schopenhauer even here; he carefully eschews any 
suggestion that one can identify the thing‐in‐itself with the 
will. But his attempt to be more Kantian than 
Schopenhauerian seems to involve merely taking over 
Schopenhauer's epistemology, ‘the world as representation’ 
and refusing to step beyond it to ‘the world as will’. Even 
Nietzsche's concern over the falsifying role of concepts 
depends upon an account of concepts that is more Lockean 
than Kantian, and Schopenhauer's own theory of concepts in 

World as Will and Representation is Lockean in essence. This 
suggests that in Nietzsche's earlier phase, the first Critique
meant little more to him than the Transcendental Aesthetic.

Mistaking the early Nietzsche for the late Nietzsche in this 
respect explains the common suspicion that Nietzsche owes 
little to Kant and perhaps understands him badly as well. 
However, when we turn to the late Nietzsche, several themes 
emerge that suggest otherwise. The key to seeing this lies in 
the differing ways Nietzsche talks critically about language. In
Truth and Lie, language is blamed for misleading us into 
thinking that empirical assertions can be true, given the 
subjectivity of sensations and the conventionality of referring 
expressions associated with them. In short, what troubles 
early Nietzsche about language is exclusively associated with 
reference and denotation. Syntax is scarcely mentioned.

By contrast, the late Nietzsche's critical discussions of 
language recur almost obsessively to the role that syntax plays 
in shaping our thought, ‘the unconscious domination and 
guidance by similar grammatical functions’ (BGE 20). This 
feature of Nietzsche's thought has become so familiar that it is 
worth pointing out that there is simply no source for this 
preoccupation in Schopenhauer. And yet Nietzsche's critique 
of the role that subject‐predicate structure plays in shaping 
our thought and experience is fundamental to his late critique 
of metaphysics.

The contours of Nietzsche's argument are familiar. Once the 
mind conceives of the distinction between subject and 
predicate, it then projects this syntactical  (p.175) structure 
into sensations, coming to interpret the empirical world as 
composed of stable substances and changeable properties. 
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This leads to expectations about how nature should be 
structured that come to grief on closer empirical inquiry. 
Rather than rejecting the concepts of stable substances in 
response to the discovery that nothing in the empirical world 
quite corresponds with our conceptions, we speculate that the 
empirical world is not altogether real, and that there is some 
other domain in which our concepts find a home.

Before proceeding to a closer comparison between this line of 
thought and Kant's, it is important to note two typical themes 
in Nietzsche's discussions of this process that find no 
counterpart in Kant. First, Nietzsche has an hypothesis about 
where the distinction between subject and predicate comes 
from that apparently concerns mental processes preceding the 
emergence of judgement. Kant is silent on this issue. Second, 
Nietzsche is tireless in insisting that psychological motives 
reinforce the conceptual concerns that lead to positing 
another world beyond the empirical. It is here that Nietzsche's 
discussions of decadence and the ascetic ideal have their 
place. Though I believe that there is a Kantian provenance for 
these speculations as well, their origin lies in the second 

Critique. I shall reserve discussion of them for the following 
chapter.

The Argument of Twilight of The Idols: ‘Reason’ in 
Philosophy
Though there is a profusion of material in Nietzsche on the 
critique of metaphysics, both published and unpublished, 
much of it is repetitive and opaque. Fortunately, he crafted 
what appears to be a synopsis of his final view in Twilight of 
the Idols, which has the advantage of being clear, concise, 
very late (1888), and published.

Nietzsche's purpose is in the section of Twilight subtitled 
‘“Reason” in Philosophy’ (77 III) is to provide his own critique 
of rationalist metaphysics. His first point is that rationalist 
metaphysicians distinguish between being and becoming, and 
valorize the former at the expense of the latter. The motive for 
doing so is that ‘Death, change, old age, as well as procreation 
and growth, are to their minds objections’ (TI III. 1). Second, 
becoming is aligned with appearance, that which is presented 
to the senses. The rationalist downgrades the senses so that 
the unsavoury world of becoming is regarded as an illusion. In 
opposition to this, Nietzsche insists that ‘the senses…do not lie 
at all. What we make of their testimony, that alone introduces 
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lies…In so far as the senses show becoming, passing away, and 
change, they do not lie…Being is an empty fiction. The 
“apparent” world is the only one: the “true” world is merely 
added by a lie’ (TI III. 2).

 (p.176) Despite Nietzsche's claim that ‘we possess science 
precisely to the extent to which we have decided to accept the 
testimony of the senses’ (77 III. 3), Nietzsche's empiricist 
credentials at this juncture are rendered problematic by 
comments such as ‘the antithesis of this phenomenal world is 
not “the true world”, but the formless unformulable world of 
the chaos of sensations— another kind of phenomenal world, a 
kind “unknowable” for us’ (KGW vii.2. 59–60 (1887)/WP 569). 
However, recall that in the discussion of the Transcendental 
Deduction two different interpretations of what synthesis is 
supposed to accomplish were contrasted. On one popular 
interpretation, sensations require moulding by the categories 
before perception is possible. This view was rejected in favour 
of an interpretation that assigns to the categories the task not 
of transforming sensations into perceptions, but of creating 
thoughts with empirical content. The grounds for this are that 
animals perceive, but that the categories, given their close 
connection to the forms of judgement, involve intellectual 
resources animals do not possess. On this interpretation, 
animal consciousness, lacking the categories, would not be a 
chaos of sensations, but rather a mute, pre‐conceptual 
awareness of spatiotemporal regions qualified by sensible 
properties, devoid of object‐ and fact‐structure. One possible 
explanation of Nietzsche's shift from regarding the senses as 
furnishing us with unknowable ‘chaos’ to regarding them as 
reliable is that he has rejected the standard interpretation of 
the Deduction in favour of an interpretation more like the one 
offered in Chapter 5 above.

What precisely is it that the intellect adds to the data the 
senses provide that introduces what Nietzsche calls ‘lies’? ‘The 
lie of unity, the lie of thinghood, of substance, of 
permanence’ (TI III. 2); ‘The prejudice of reason forces us to 
posit unity, identity, permanence, substance, cause, thinghood, 
being…This is where the error lies’ (TI III. 5). This positing is 
associated with language.
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In its origin language belongs in the age of the most 
rudimentary form of psychology. We enter a realm of 
crude fetishism when we summon before consciousness 
the basic presuppositions of the metaphysics of 
language, in plain talk, the presuppositions of 
reason…‘Reason’ in language—oh, what an old deceptive 
female she is! I am afraid we are not rid of God because 
we still have faith in grammar. (TI III. 5)

Nietzsche's picture here accords quite closely to Kant's. For 
Kant, the operation of synthesis involves taking the syntactical 
forms of the language of thought and projecting them into our 
sensations so that sensations appear to us as possessing fact‐
structure, a structure isomorphic with the structure of 
judgement. This allows judgements to map onto empirical 
facts making representations of empirical fact possible. As a 
result, terms in the language of thought  (p.177) come to 
have references; the sensory field comes to be populated with 
objects to which these terms refer. It was precisely this 
interconnectedness of object, reference, and syntax that 
enabled Kant to argue that syntactical structure must be 
presupposed if there is to be empirical awareness of objects 

qua objects. It is difficult to see what connection Nietzsche 
might have seen between ‘the lie of thinghood’ and ‘faith in 
grammar’ unless he held a similar view.

At this point, however, it is important to clear up a possible 
confusion. It is common enough to read Nietzsche's reflections 
on language as suggesting that what ensnares thought in 
metaphysics is its tendency to internalize the grammatical 
norms of language. Such a view differs from Kant's. Instead of 
seeing the inner syntax of the language of thought shaping 
both judgement and empirical fact, a shaping expressed in a 
derivative way in spoken and written natural language, as 
Kant has it, Nietzsche would be locating the original shaping 
in external, natural language, which then works its way 
inward, so to speak, shaping thought and fact. Such a view 
would still bear interesting relations to the Kantian source, but 
would involve a radical recasting: the ultimate agent of 
transcendental structuring would not be the self, but the 
linguistic community the self is embedded in.

However, that does not appear to have been Nietzsche's view. 
‘The judgement does not produce the appearance of the 
identical case. Rather it believes it perceives one: it works 
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under the presupposition that identical cases exist. Now, what 
is that function that must be much older and must have been 
at work much earlier, that makes cases identical and similar 
which are in themselves dissimilar?’ (KGW vii.3. 366–7 (1885)/ 
WP532). While he continues to talk about the role the 
linguistic community plays in determining what we will talk 
about (GS 354), the discussion in Twilight III. 5 concerns the 
individual psychological origin of syntax.

Everywhere it sees a doer and doing; it believes in will as 
the cause ; it believes in the ego, in the ego as being, in 
the ego as substance, and 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 derivative of, the 
concept of ego. In the beginning there is that great 
calamity of an error that the will is something which is 
effective, that the will is a capacity. Today we know that 
it is only a word. (TI III. 5)

Nietzsche's hypothesis begins with the phenomenon of action 
as a complex of psychological processes connected to bodily 
movement producing changes in the environment. The 
psychological processes have three aspects: sensory, cognitive, 
and affective. The sensory aspect involves ‘the sensation of the 
state  (p.178) ”away from which”, the sensation of the state 
“towards which”, the sensations of this “from” and “towards” 
themselves, and then also an accompanying muscular 
sensation’ (BGE 19). That is, there are sensations which we 
are attracted to (say, the visual impression of a slab of steak) 
and the sensation of the attraction itself; at the same time 
there are sensations which we are repelled by (say, the 
kinaesthetic impression of gnawing in the stomach) and the 
sensation of the repulsion itself.

The cognitive aspect or ‘ruling thought’ (ibid.) is left 
unexplained. Since the purpose in bringing Beyond Good and 
Evil 19 to bear on Twilight III. 5 is to clarify Nietzsche's 
account of the origin of predication, which must be 
presupposed if there is to be thought at all, Nietzsche must be 
thinking of some sort of pre‐predicative animal cognition. 
There is no fundamental difficulty in invoking such a notion 
here; higher animals may lack language, and thus the capacity 
to represent propositionally, but that does not prevent a cat 
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from ‘believing’ on the basis of the sound of a can opener that 
he is about to be fed. ‘Animal belief’ does not involve 
propositional representation, whatever its underlying nature 
is.

The affective aspect is the most complex. Nietzsche imagines 
that the inner world is not only composite, but that the ‘parts’ 
of the inner world are arranged in a hierarchical structure 
much like a social organization. ‘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). Given such a conception, Nietzsche 
suggests that during action, there is an ‘affect of command’ in 
which the dominant coalition of soul‐parts experiences its 
preponderance over subordinate coalitions, an experience of 
‘command(ing) something within him that renders 
obedience’ (BGE 19). At the same time there are ‘the feelings 
of delight of his successful executive instruments, the useful 
“under‐wills” or under‐souls’ (BGE 19).

There is nothing in the total system which is the executive 
entity or Cartesian agent as distinguished from the choices 
made. Nonetheless, the affective experience of efficacy and 
unity, given the hierarchical structure of the system, leads to 
the impression that there is an executive entity. If this is what 
action is like, then every action will have an executive aspect, 
just as at any given moment in the history of a parliament, 
there is a ruling coalition. Each act of the nation may be 
produced by different governments, and each government is 
merely a temporary ruling party composed of a flux of party 
members. There is no one individual who is the United 
Kingdom engaging in a succession of distinct acts. There are 
only the products of successive ruling coalitions. But we might 
treat the United Kingdom as a nation, ascribing beliefs and 
desires to it. As long as  (p.179) we realize that this is a kind 
of fiction, no harm is done. If, however, we reify the fiction, we 
might imagine that the nation is a special kind of individual, 
hidden within Westminster, from which the edicts of the state 
emanate mysteriously.

For Nietzsche, this is just what happens to the experience of 
our own agency, with the qualification that the special kind of 
individual is our will. To borrow a felicitous image from Daniel 
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Dennett, wills are abstracta, analogous to centres of gravity; a 
centre of gravity is not a separable entity embedded in the 
middle of an object like a peach pit, but there is a geometrical 
point which is the real centre of gravity, given the distribution 
of mass in the object. Correlative with viewing the will as a 
separable entity is viewing choices and actions flowing from 
them as distinct from it. Since choices appear to flow from the 
will, we imagine that the will causes choices. This bifurcation 
of the continuum of action gives us the distinction between 
‘doer and doing’ with the doer ‘as the cause’, as ‘something 
which is effective’, as ‘a capacity’ (TI III. 5). Nietzsche calls 
this imaginary doer ‘the ego’ (cf. GS 112).

This bifurcation of the continuum of action into the ego and its 
activities is the prototype for the distinction in thought 
between subject and predicate; this is the origin of primitive 
mental syntax. Mental syntax then becomes embodied in the 
syntax of natural languages. ‘In its origin language belongs in 
the age of the most rudimentary form of psychology. We enter 
a realm of crude fetishism when we summon before 
consciousness the basic presuppositions of the metaphysics of 
language’ (TI III. 5).

In the first edition of the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant said:

since we have to deal only with the manifold of our 
representations, and since that x (the object) which 
corresponds to them is nothing to us—being, as it is, 
something that has to be distinct from all our 
representations—the unity which the object makes 
necessary can be nothing else than the formal unity of 
consciousness in the synthesis of the manifold of 
representations. (CPR A 135)

Like Kant, Nietzsche also entertains a ‘projection hypothesis’ 
linking the concept of an object to syntactical structure when he 
says that

(language) believes in the ego, in the ego as being, in the 
ego as substance, and 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; 
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the concept of being follows, and is derivative of, the 
concept of ego. (TI III. 5)

However, if the preceding analysis is correct, Nietzsche's analysis 
of how the mind produces empirical facts has one deeper layer 
absent from Kant's analysis. Kant offers no explanation of where 
mental syntax comes from. Once he has the concept of mental 
syntax, he is able to argue that syntactical rules  (p.180) govern 
acts of synthesis to generate judgements and empirical facts. In 
this way the mind produces empirical objects as the correlates of 
referring expressions in the language of thought. Nietzsche's 
analysis is similar. However, he offers a prior analysis of where 
subject–predicate structure (the core of syntax) comes from in the 
first place. The account of how the experience of action leads to 
reifying the will or ego as an entity separable from its acts provides 
us with a prototype of subject–predicate structure and a template 
from which mental syntax and fact‐structure alike will be derived.
Is Nietzsche's account coherent? Two difficulties must be 
addressed. The first is Nietzsche's apparent debt to Kant's 
Paralogisms as a source of the idea that the ego is a product of 
synthesis and reification. The second is the peculiar role the 
concept of causality plays in the account.

Nietzsche's reading of the Deduction and Paralogisms
Does Nietzsche show any awareness of or sympathy for the 
idea that the unity we experience as conscious beings is 
merely a synthetic unity of apperception? Indeed he does, both 
in published and unpublished texts.

If our ‘ego’ is for us the sole being, after the model of 
which we fashion and understand all being: very well! 
Then there would be very much room to doubt whether 
what we have here is not a perspective illusion—an 
apparent unity that encloses everything like a horizon. 
The evidence of the body reveals a tremendous 
multiplicity; it is allowable, for purposes of method, to 
employ the more easily studied, richer phenomena as 
evidence for the understanding of the poorer. Finally: 
supposing everything is becoming, then knowledge is 
possible only on the basis of belief in being. (KGW viii. 1. 
104 (1886)/ WP518, emphasis mine)
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In this passage, we can discern three claims: (1) the ‘projection 
hypothesis’; (2) the claim that ‘knowledge’, depending upon a belief 
in being, involves falsification, because the known is always 
becoming; and (3) Nietzsche's naturalistic suggestion that the 
multiplicity of the body is a better guide to the nature of the mind 
than introspective evidence. There is a promising sign of the 
Kantian roots of Nietzsche's conception of ‘our “ego”’: it is only ‘an 
apparent unity that encloses everything like a horizon’. To see the 
Kantian ancestry of this idea, turn to the following passage.

Since Descartes (and more in defiance of him than 
because of his example) all philosophers have attempted 
to assassinate the old concept of the soul, under the 
guise of criticizing the subject–predicate concept.…In 
earlier times people believed in the soul just as they 
believed in grammar and the grammatical subject. They 
said ‘I’ is a condition,  (p.181) that ‘think’ is a predicate 
and thus conditioned: thinking is an activity for which a 
causal subject must be thought. And then, with 
admirable tenacity and cunning, people tried to see 
whether they might not be able to get out of this trap, 
whether perhaps the reverse was true: that ‘think’ was 
the condition, and ‘I’ the conditioned; ‘I’ would be a 
synthesis, which was made through the thinking itself. 
Basically, Kant wanted to prove that the subject could 
not be proved by means of the subject, nor could the 
object be proved either. Perhaps he was already familiar 
with the possibility of an apparent existence of the 
subject…(BGE 54)
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This passage makes little sense unless viewed as a gloss on the 
Deduction and Paralogisms. First we have a conflict being between 
people in ‘earlier times’ and Descartes, on the one hand, and ‘all 
philosophers’ since Descartes (ibid.). These post‐Cartesians are 
ascribed the view that ‘“I” [is] a synthesis, which was made through 
the thinking itself’ (ibid.). The next figure mentioned, as if to gloss 
this notion, is Kant. And yet who besides Kant and post‐Kantians 
idealists ever claimed that the self is a product of synthesis!
However, the final remark is puzzling. For surely it is clear in 
Kant's text that the self of apperception is only an apparent unity. 
So why the hedge? Why say that ‘perhaps’ Kant was familiar with 
this idea? The most plausible explanation is that despite Kant's 
view of the self of apperception, the noumenal self remains. It is 
this which performs acts of synthesis, and in which inheres the 
sensory material upon which the syntheses are performed. 
Nietzsche is signalling his difference with Kant: whereas Kant 
believes that behind the merely synthetic unity of the apperceiving 
self, there is a noumenal self, Nietzsche claims that there is no such 
thing. There is only the body. A genuine substance must not be 
adjectival on any other substance or attribute and it must not be 
composed of parts. The body is composed of parts. Thus there is no 
substantial self, either ‘here’ or ‘elsewhere’. This, Nietzsche takes 
it, represents a critical advance beyond Kant's position, and 
depends crucially upon his rejection of things‐in‐themselves.
Thus it would appear that Nietzsche accepts some variant on 
Kant's account of the idea of the substantial self, since he 
invokes both the notions of grammar (i.e. the categories as 
syntactical rules) and synthesis to explain the production of 
the false appearance of an introspectible mental substance, 
much as Kant does, in an aphorism which explicitly names 
Descartes and Kant in this connection.

But there is more. As we saw in the posthumous note quoted 
above, Nietzsche seems to have also borrowed from Kant the 
‘projection hypothesis’ that appeared briefly in the ‘A’ version 
of the Transcendental Deduction, where Kant claimed that the 
very idea of the unity of the transcendental object is in some 
sense derived from the unity of the transcendental subject. 
This  (p.182) notion, which seems not to be crucial to the 
development of Kant's views, is probably incoherent. Nor does 
Nietzsche need to avail himself of it, if he is willing to endorse 
the idea that our thought is shaped by ‘grammar’. 
Nonetheless, Nietzsche does avail himself of it, suggesting, not 
only that physical objects are products of synthesis, but that 
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they are fictitious projections of an already fictitious notion of 
mental substance.

When one has grasped that the ‘subject’ is not something 
that creates effects, but only a fiction, much follows. 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. There also disappears, of 
course, the world of effective atoms: the assumption of 
which always depended on the supposition that one 
needed subjects. At last, the ‘thing‐in‐itself ‘also 
disappears, because this is fundamentally the conception 
of a ‘subject‐in‐itself’. But we have grasped that the 
subject is a fiction. The antithesis ‘thing‐in‐itself’ and 
‘appearance’ is untenable; with that, however, the 
concept of appearance also disappears. (KGW viii.2. 47–8 
(1887)/WP552, emphases omitted)

This passage shows us how thoroughly Nietzsche is enmeshed in 
Kantian patterns of thought, even as he seeks to overturn them. 
The argument against Kant's notion of a thing‐in‐itself depends on a 
succession of Kantian claims. First, the Paralogisms inspire the 
claim that the self as mental substance is a merely apparent unity. 
Second, the Deduction inspires the claims that empirical objects 
are the product of acts of synthesis following syntactical rules and 
that the unity of the transcendental object is a projection of the 
unity of the transcendental subject.
However, there is a crucial difficulty here, once we recall how 
the Paralogism argument works. Recall that for Kant, the mind 
gathers together mental elements to form judgements; this 
gathering or ‘synthesis’ occurs under the direction of 
syntactical forms as rules governing the synthesis. Prior to the 
synthesis, there is no thought and no thinker. After the 
synthesis, there is thought. The existence of a complete 
thought with propositional content is what it is for there to be 
a thinker. Thinkers are produced by acts of synthesis. Every 
thought so produced can be further transformed into a 
propositional attitude thought about the thought. Once I can 
produce ‘P’ I can produce ‘I think that P’. Thus the possibility 
of synthesis is the ongoing possibility of producing self‐
referential thoughts. This ongoing possibility is then mistaken 
for a substance in which thoughts inhere. Since there cannot 



Nietzsche on Metaphysics

Page 19 of 35

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2019. All 
Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a 
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of 
Nottingham; date: 28 January 2019

be any thought without this ongoing possibility, we have the 
cognitive illusion of the ‘I’ as an indestructible logical subject: 
the Cartesian self. For suppose that we could judge that there 

(p.183) had been an ‘I’ and now there no longer was. That 
could only occur if it was no longer possible to form the 
judgement ‘I think that P’ from ‘P’. And that could only occur if 
judgement itself could no longer occur. Thus the destruction of 
the ‘I’ is not an event about which we could judge.

This is the Kantian source for Nietzsche's remarks about the 
reification of the self; it is what ‘reification of the self’ means 
in a Kantian context. However, Nietzsche cannot take over 
Kant's account wholesale without falling into incoherence. For 
Kant's account of reification appeals to the role that syntax 
plays in constructing propositional attitude statements. 
Nietzsche's account of the reification of the self is clearly 
meant to explain the origin of the concept of object, subject–
predicate syntax in the language of thought, and its 
subsequent use in structuring experience and natural 
language. Nietzsche cannot use an account of reification 
which depends on the notion of syntax to explain the 
emergence of syntax without circularity. One possibility is that 
Nietzsche did not understand how the Paralogism argument is 
supposed to work. Another possibility is that he was inspired 
by the notion of the self as a product of synthesis by reading 
the Paralogism argument, but wishing to use a similar notion 
to explain syntax in the first place, was compelled to provide a 
rival hypothesis which does not rely on the notion of syntax as 
Kant's hypothesis does. The texts can support either reading.

However, this leaves Nietzsche in an unfortunate position, for 
Kant's hypothesis is far more plausible than Nietzsche's. The 
idea that once we can form judgements we can form 
judgements about judgements is straightforward. That 
propositional attitude judgements suggest the illusion of 
indestructible selfhood is a purely formal claim, and it 
connects Kant's transcendental psychology nicely with the 
traditional discussions of substance in rationalist metaphysics. 
The referent of ‘I’ will naturally seem to share the 
characteristics of non‐compositeness and non‐attributiveness 
the Scholastic and rationalist traditions impute to genuine 
substance. By contrast, Nietzsche's hypothesis is a purely 
empirical one. Worse, at the crucial juncture of the argument, 
where Nietzsche has us bifurcate the continuum of action into 
agent and act, there seems to be no compelling reason to see 
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why we would do this. To be sure, Nietzsche argues 
persuasively that after we deploy predication and objecthood 
to interpret external events, we gain pragmatic advantages (a 
world of objects is simpler, more computationally tractable, 
can be responded to more quickly, etc.). But none of these 
considerations will help to explain why we do the same thing 
to inner events.

Nietzsche's argument remains puzzling in another sense. 
Kant's transcendental‐psychological theorizing is meant to 
show that the legitimate use of the concept of substance ought 
to be restricted to phenomenal objects of the outer  (p.184) 

sense. Nietzsche seems to think that the very fact that 
something is a product of synthesis delegitimizes it. One is apt 
to be reminded at this juncture of Nietzsche's ‘genealogical’ 
method; an idea, belief, practice, or institution is delegitimized 
by revealing its unsavoury origins. But one is just as apt to be 
reminded here of the rebuttal: it smacks of genetic fallacy. 
What difference does it make where we get our idea of 
substance from, as long as it permits us to formulate testable 
empirical claims? And if it does this, does that not serve as the 
best possible evidence that there are substances?

We see a similar tendency in Nietzsche's treatment of 
causality. For Kant, causal facts are the products of imposing 
the syntactical rule of hypothetical form on a pair of already 
synthesized facts, with the proviso that the logically 
antecedent fact temporally precede the logically subsequent 
fact. For Kant, this conception of causality is a step toward the 
conclusion (shown by separate argument in the Second 
Analogy) that the only tenable form of the principle of 
sufficient reason restricts the scope of its application to 
efficient causality connecting empirical facts, thus barring its 
use in transcendent metaphysics. Nietzsche agrees with this 
account of causality, from which he seems to infer that there is 
no such thing as causality.

‘Changes’ are only appearances.…But appearances 
cannot be ‘causes’! (KGW vii.3. 285–6 (1885)/ WP 545).

We have absolutely no experience of a cause…. There is 
no such thing as ‘cause’.…(KGW vii.3. 66 (1888)/WP 551)
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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 cause of phenomena—in accordance with 
his conception of causality and its purely 
intraphenomenal validity—which conception, on the 
other hand, already anticipates this distinction, as if the 
‘thing‐in‐itself’ were not only inferred but given. (KGW
viii.l. 189–90 (1886–7)/ WP 553)

It is obvious that things‐in‐themselves cannot be related 
to one another as cause and effect, nor can appearance 
be so related to appearance; from which it follows that in 
a philosophy that believes in things‐in‐themselves and 
appearances the concept ‘cause and effect’ cannot be 
applied. (KGW vii. 1. 133 (1886)/WP 554)

As in the case of substance, Nietzsche's psychology of causal 
inference employs a Kant‐inspired notion of projection. What is 
interesting about these passages is that they seem to conclude that 
because causality as we understand and experience it is a product 
of synthesis according to a rule, it follows that there is no such 
thing as causality.
 (p.185) It is crucial to get clear on what Nietzsche is up to 
here, because on the simplest interpretation, Nietzsche is 
incoherent. If Nietzsche wants to borrow a Kantian analysis of 
causality and use it to impugn the concept of causality as a 
falsifying projection, he owes us an explanation of why causal 
concepts permeate his explanation of synthesis in the first 
place. Not only does Nietzsche implicitly appeal to causal 
notions in the very explanation of why causality is a fiction; he 
also seems explicitly to contradict himself. For example, in 

Twilight he says: ‘In the beginning there is that great calamity 
of an error that the will is something which is effective, that 
the will is a capacity. Today we know that it is only a word’ (TI
III. 5). In Beyond Good and Evil he says: ‘The question is in the 
end whether we really recognize the will as efficient, whether 
we believe in the causality of the will: if we do—and at bottom 
our faith in this is nothing less than our faith in causality itself
—then we have to make the experiment of positing the 
causality of the will hypothetically as the only one’ (BGE 36).
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These two passages are so close together in theme and date of 
composition that it is not plausible to suppose that the 
contradiction is an oversight. However, in the history of 
discussions of causality there are two different types of 
theories that compete for the mantle of being the correct 
analysis of causality: ‘influx’ theories (like Aquinas’) and 
necessary succession theories (like Spinoza's). The influx 
theory holds that when one object or event causes another, 
something is transferred from the cause to the effect. The 
necessary succession theory posits some sort of relationship 
between cause and effect that is akin to (or an instance of) 
logical entailment. Hume, for example, criticizes both notions 
separately. Though Nietzsche would not agree to everything 
that has been said by proponents of the influx theory, he is 
clearly tacitly committed to it by virtue of his commitment to 
Boscovich. For in Boscovich, a force complex attracts another 
force complex in just the way that Newtonian masses attract 
gravitationally. It is no abuse of usage to say that one force 
complex causes the other to move towards it. Kant's analysis 
of causality, by contrast, is a descendant of the necessary 
succession theories. What makes one event the cause of 
another is nothing other than the fact that the two states 
succeed one another according to a rule. Kant differs from his 
rationalist predecessors in limiting the operations of causality 
so conceived to the phenomenal sphere, and in explaining 
causality in terms of his mind‐imposition thesis. With this 
foundation, we can see that Nietzsche can accept a broad 
notion of causality as the operation of force in nature, while 
rejecting the necessary succession notion as a fiction. 
However, Nietzsche can still employ Kant's transcendental‐
psychological account of how we impose necessary succession 
on appearances as an account of causality as a fiction.

 (p.186) Truth
An important aspect of Nietzsche's critique of metaphysics 
involves negative comments about truth. Yet Nietzsche's 
remarks on truth have the distinct air of paradox. Rather than 
survey everything Nietzsche says here, consider a few 
representative remarks.

What are man's truths ultimately? Merely his irrefutable
errors. (GS 256)
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Without accepting the fictions of logic, without 
measuring reality against the purely invented world of 
the unconditional and self‐identical, without a constant 
falsification of the world by means of numbers, man 
could not live…Renouncing false judgements would 
mean renouncing life and a denial of life…Untruth [is] a 
condition of life…(BGE 4)

An isolated judgement is never ‘true’, never knowledge; 
only in the connection and relation of many judgements 
is there any surety. (KGW viii. 1. 273 (1887)/WP 530)

Let us be on guard against the dangerous old conceptual 
fiction that posited ‘a pure, will‐less, 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 III. 12)

Indeed, it might be a basic characteristic of existence 
that those who would know it completely would perish, 
in which case the strength of a spirit should be measured 
according to how much of the ‘truth’ one could still 
barely endure—or to put it more clearly, to what degree 
one would require it to be thinned down, shrouded, 
sweetened, blunted, falsified. (BGE 39)

Many claim that Nietzsche is not writing incoherently about 
truth, but discussing different theories of truth. If truth is 
correspondence, then there is no truth; if truth is what works, 
there is. This interpretative move, first made by Danto,1

introduces the further interpretative question: what is 
Nietzsche's theory of truth?
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 (p.187) One must distinguish clearly between what truth is, 
what psychological processes cause us to value it, what value 
its possession has, and how one obtains it. The answers to 
these questions do not collectively make up a theory of truth in 
any accepted sense of the phrase. A theory of truth tells us 
what truth, a semantic property, is. Psychology, value theory, 
and epistemology are other enterprises. Furthermore, 
attempts to produce a theory of truth in the narrow sense are 
not always directed at the same set of philosophical 
difficulties. As Kirkham2 makes clear, even within this 
restricted compass, theories of truth are directed at a variety 
of problems, including: explaining the metaphysical nature of 
representation, vindicating physicalism in the face of the 
threat of non‐physical semantic properties, solving semantic 
paradoxes (e.g. ‘I am lying’), avoiding scepticism by collapsing 
truth into idealized justification, and analysing the function of 
truth ascription in ordinary language.

The most sophisticated of attempts to impute a theory of truth 
to Nietzsche can be found in Schacht.3 Schacht claims that for 
Nietzsche, to give a theory of truth is to give a theory of the 
meaning of the predicate ‘is true’ and related expressions. If 
meaning is closely related to actual use, in something like 
Wittgenstein's sense, then our theory must follow the actual 
use of our truth talk.

Schacht outlines a three‐tiered theory of truth he ascribes to 
Nietzsche. At the first level, there are the beliefs and 
assumptions that participants in a particular cognitive practice 
have about what they are doing. For example, many working 
mathematicians believe that they are exploring a mind‐
independent domain of Platonic objects. One can say that 
these mathematicians are at least tacitly committed to a 
correspondence theory of truth. Suppose, however, that there 
are no Platonic objects. Instead, mathematical claims are 
substantiated by proof procedures which can be made 
intelligible without the hypothesis of Platonic objects and the 
associated theory of truth. Whatever is really going on (in this 
example, adherence to certain proof constructing conventions) 
is described in an account of the nature of mathematical truth 
at the second level. Finally, there is the question of the truth of 
Nietzsche's own utterances, in asserting the claims about 
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mathematics at the lower levels; an account of this gives us 
the third level of Nietzsche's theory of truth.

Despite the considerable amount of material to be classified 
under these three headings, the question remains: is any of 
this a theory of truth? In the case of mathematics, we have (1) 
what people believe about mathematics, (2) why they are 
wrong to believe it, and what they ought to believe about it, 
and  (p.188) (3) what it is to predicate ‘is true’ of an 
assertion, for example, about (1) or (2). Only third‐level 
analyses could be regarded as theories of truth properly 
speaking. Only third‐level analyses concern what it is that 
makes a true assertion true, rather than why it is that people 
make false assertions in various domains. Thus, it would be 
more natural to speak directly of Nietzsche's views on 
mathematics, rather than to speak of Nietzsche's theory of 
truth in the mathematical domain.

Thus our attention is led to what, on Schacht's view, 
Nietzsche's theory of truth on the third level is. Only this 
would be, properly speaking, a theory of truth. According to 
Schacht, the answer is that Nietzsche accepts a 
correspondence account of truth at the third level; therefore 
Nietzsche regards truth itself as correspondence. This 
certainly resonates with Beyond Good and Evil 36. But the 
evidence for imputing a correspondence theory to Nietzsche is 
at best evidence that Nietzsche's usage on certain matters 
accords with common usage (e.g. that if Nietzsche believes 
that P, then Nietzsche believes that ‘P’ is true) and that he 
takes his own assertions seriously. Worse, one would not turn 
to Nietzsche for an account of what correspondence is, let 
alone a critique of competing theories of truth. This suggests 
that in one sense of the phrase, Nietzsche has no theory of 
truth at all.

However, bearing in mind Kirkham's observation that theories 
of truth are a mixed bag, often addressed to fundamentally 
different questions, more progress can be made by 
determining what Nietzsche's questions about the nature of 
truth are before we examine his answers. That way we will not 
be misled into trying to identify his doctrine with theories 
formulated by others, addressed to fundamentally alien 
concerns.
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In Kant, we also see a commitment to a conception of truth as 
correspondence, but without any sign of concern over the 
kinds of issues that typically motivate theories of truth. ‘Truth 
is the agreement of cognition with its object’ (CPR A 58/B 82). 
However, if we narrow the question to ‘what is empirical 
truth?’ more can be said. Though one could simply say that 
empirical truth is the agreement of empirical cognition with 
empirical object, we know that Kant has quite an elaborate 
theory of what transcendental mechanisms make this possible. 
These mechanisms involve the imposition of categorial form on 
sensations to yield empirical facts to which similarly formed 
judgements can correspond. So while Kant has no answer to 
the kinds of questions most theories of truth are meant to 
solve, he does have a great deal to say concerning the 
conditions of the possibility of empirical truth.

What Nietzsche says about truth can be illuminated by seeing 
him as taking over Kant's theory of empirical truth in this 
sense. Nietzsche's sceptical  (p.189) remarks on truth can be 
seen as expressing the view that if this is all empirical truth 
comes to, it is not worthy of the name. What exactly does 
Nietzsche find disreputable about empirical truth conceived 
along Kantian lines? The key seems to be that the mind is 
active in producing the very facts to which our judgements 
should correspond. ‘When someone hides something behind a 
bush and looks for it again in the same place and finds it there 
as well, there is not much to praise in such seeking and 
finding. Yet this is how matters stand regarding seeking and 
finding “truth”…’ (KGW iii.2. 377/TL. 1). In short, the early 
Nietzsche hesitates to call use the word ‘truth’ to characterize 
judgements that map onto mind‐dependent items.4

If this is correct, then we can see why the early Nietzsche 
links the concept of truth to things‐in‐themselves. If truth 
worthy of the name cannot be a mapping of judgements onto 
mind‐dependent items, then it would be a mapping of 
judgements onto mind‐independent items. Things‐in‐
themselves are mind‐independent. Thus truth worthy of the 
name is a mapping of judgements onto things‐in‐themselves. 
These considerations are the basis for the Wil cox–Clark view. 
According to Wilcox, when Nietzsche believed that there were 
things‐in‐themselves, he regarded truth as an adequate 
representation of them. But since Kant has shown that we 
cannot represent things‐in‐themselves, it follows that there 
cannot be any truth. Once Nietzsche realized that there are no 
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things‐in‐themselves because thinghood itself is mind‐
dependent, he rejected the alignment between truth and 
things‐in‐themselves. Thus in his late phase, he writes without 
ambivalence about truth and its value, claiming truth for his 
own utterances. Accordingly, we would expect late Nietzsche 
to abandon the sceptical claims he makes in Truth and Lie.5

This expectation comes to grief in light of the following 
passage:

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 made 
common and meaner…all becoming conscious involves a 
great and thorough corruption, falsification, reduction to 
superficialities, and generalization…You will guess that it 
is not the opposition of subject and object that concerns 
me here…It is even less the opposition of the ‘thing‐in‐
itself’ and appearance; for we do not ‘know’ nearly 
enough to be entitled to any such distinction.

 (p.190) We simply lack any organ for knowledge, for 
‘truth’: we ‘know’ (or believe or imagine) just as much as 
may be useful in the interests of the human herd, the 
species; and even what is here called ‘utility’ is 
ultimately also a mere belief, something imaginary, and 
perhaps precisely that most calamitous stupidity of 
which we shall perish some day. (GS v. 354 (1887)).
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This passage is curious for many reasons. First, it is preceded by a 
lengthy speculation about the historical origins of consciousness. 
This willingness to speculate seems puzzling if we take seriously 
the claim that ‘all becoming conscious involves…falsification’. Are 
Nietzsche's own claims about the distant past exempt? Second, he 
distinguishes between correct and incorrect claims in a particularly 
vivid way at the end, suggesting that we may be significantly 
mistaken about the world. It is difficult to read that many of our 
claims may be ‘calamitous stupidity of which we shall perish some 
day’ without imagining that it is reality that takes its revenge. Most 
important, he claims that ‘it is even less the opposition of the 
“thing‐in‐itself “and appearance’. Since sceptical rhetoric is 
prominent throughout Nietzsche's writings, the source of the 
mature Nietzsche's scepticism must be something other than this 
opposition. Nietzsche's later contrast between our cognitive powers 
and the world in which they find themselves is a contrast to be 
drawn within the realm of ‘appearances’ because ‘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’ (TI III. 6).
So if mind‐imposition yields fictions, what are these fictions 
contrasted with? If Nietzsche were to align the notion of truth 
with things‐in‐themselves, as he did in Truth and Lie, then 
phenomenality in Kant's sense would entail fictitiousness. But 
this course is unavailable to the late Nietzsche, for he has no 
things‐in‐themselves with which to contrast Kantian 
phenomenality. Nietzsche seems to be attacking anything 
which is a product of synthesis by virtue of an implied contrast 
with what is really the case; operating within a Kantian 
framework, a natural candidate for what is really the case, if 
the products of synthesis are meant to be in contrast with it, is 
the thing‐in‐itself. But Nietzsche rejects the idea of the thing‐
in‐itself, and with it, a contrast in light of which the synthetic 
could be condemned.

The only way out of this difficulty is to substitute a contrast 
between the phenomenal world (= nature) and the noumenal 
world with a contrast between ordinary illusions generated by 
our evolved transcendental‐psychological mechanisms and 
how nature is described in our best empirical theory. As we 
saw in Chapter 4, Nietzsche appropriated Kant's 
transcendental psychology in the following fashion. Rather 
than view nature as a product of transcendental  (p.191) 

syntheses performed by a subject outside of nature, he instead 
naturalized the Kantian subject, allowing that such syntheses 
were real psychological processes taking place in nature, 
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yielding experience, to be sure, but an experience which not 
only does not coincide with the character of the natural world 
but which falsifies it. We saw how Nietzsche's views on 
geometry deviated from Kant's. Whereas Kant claims that the 
subject imposes Euclidean form on experience, thus yielding a 
nature which is guaranteed a priori to obey Euclidean laws, 
Nietzsche claims that the naturalized Kantian subject imposes 
Euclidean form on experience, thus misleading us about the 
real geometrical character of nature, which, for all we know, 
might be non‐Euclidean. (The explanation for this imposition of 
form, in turn, is a Darwinian one.) The discovery of the correct 
geometry for nature thus falls on natural science, which can 
yield only a posteriori knowledge.

Nietzsche's approach to the categories and principles is 
essentially the same. Kant had claimed that the categories are 
to be derived from forms of thought, which he correlates with 
forms of judgement. Nietzsche retains the Kantian account of 
how categories are generated from forms of judgement, and 
how categories inform and structure experience, with the 
proviso that such transcendental processes are to be 
understood naturalistically.

As in Nietzsche's use of Kant's account of geometry, Nietzsche 
claims only that we are so constituted as to organize our 
experience in terms of the categories. Rejecting the Kantian 
identification of nature with the phenomenal world (the world 
we experience as we do by virtue of the mind's form‐imposing 
activities), Nietzsche claims that experiencing the world as 
composed of observable facts whose formal structure mirrors 
the structure of thought may be of great practical value while 
distorting the actual character of nature. The character of 
nature, in turn, must be discovered by natural science. Though 
it is possible that it will prove to have the structure implicit in 
our ordinary, pre‐theoretical experience of it, this need not be 
the case.

A simple example showing the parallel between categorical 
form and geometrical form may be helpful here. If Nietzsche is 
right, we are predisposed to encounter the world as composed 
of objects embedded in states of affairs. If we reflect on the 
sentence‐like structure that the experienced world presents us 
with, we are likely to produce theories about nature that 
privilege these implicit assumptions of our categorical scheme. 
For example, Aristotle's account of change in the Physics
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supposes that the world consists of substances which are both 
formally objects in our sense (referents), but also the familiar 
topics of discussion in ordinary life. He then goes on to 
characterize change as what one might call ‘attribute 
swapping’ by the primary substance. An apple rotting can  (p.
192) be seen as consisting of an enduring substance, the 
apple, its possession of an attribute at t1 (ripeness) and the 
replacement of that attribute with another at t2 (rottenness). 
This little piece of folk physics is coloured by how we report 
change in language and represent it in thought. One name is 
used in two claims. Two predicates are used, one of which 
replaces the other from the first to the second claim. Though it 
may be useful to talk of familiar topics in this manner, we are 
at some remove from an adequate scientific account of rotting. 
Though the scientific account is also couched in language and 
thought, it may require us to abandon talk of the apple as the 
object undergoing attribute swap and talk instead of a region 
through which a chemical or biological process is spreading. 
We cannot stop talking in language any more than we can stop 
sensing in a Euclidean manner. But we can resist allowing 
these features of ourselves as cognitive beings from biasing 
our scientific theorizing. We need not assume that physical 
space is Euclidean simply because it looks that way. We need 
not assume that familiar objects should be the primary 
referents in an adequate explanatory theory just because they 
are what we have always talked about. We cannot eliminate 
this bias by removing these features of ourselves as cognitive 
beings. We do not become aware of space more clearly by 
somehow not experiencing it as Euclidean, by eliminating our 
contribution; rather we draw on our resources as cognitive 
beings who experience in a Euclidean fashion in order to 
envision how the physical world might not be Euclidean. We 
use Euclidean analogies to express non‐Euclidean truths, e.g. 
that three‐dimensional space is ‘curved’ even though it seems 
‘flat’ in the same way that a two‐dimensional being might exist 
on the surface of a large sphere believing it is a plane. 
Similarly, when a physicist explains the behaviour of a familiar 
object in terms of chemical processes, and then explains the 
chemical processes in terms of electrons, she is using our pre‐
theoretic notion of a familiar object to help us understand 
imperceptible occurrences involving posits (the electrons) that 
resemble our notion of the familiar object up to a point. We do 
not grasp the change of an apple from ripe to rotten by 
turning off our tendency to think in terms of facts, objects and 
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properties, but by redeploying the tendency in novel ways. Our 
physical knowledge of the apple is not complete once it has 
been characterized in Aristotelian terms; the influence of the 
formal features of language and thought prevent us from 
seeing this. Yet we can undo this error without ceasing to 
think or speak; the historical fact of the New Science of 
Descartes, Galileo, and Newton shows this. It is an error 
correctable within our experience of nature. We need not 
appeal to things‐in‐themselves in this context. We had better 
not, for we either have no access to them (Kant) or else they 
do not exist (Nietzsche).

 (p.193) Once Nietzsche saw that the phenomenal/noumenal 
contrast could not be drawn, but that Kant's insight into the 
mind‐dependence of the world of ordinary experience could be 
preserved, he rejected his earlier commitment to the idea that 
mind‐dependence alone casts doubt on the veracity of our 
judgements. This is the point behind such late dicta as ‘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 III. 12). This passage is often read as a commitment to 
some sort of postmodern pluralism: if there is no unitary 
reality onto which our judgements must map, then anything 
goes. But while Nietzsche does believe that there are multiple 
ways of gaining epistemic access to reality, his target here is 
not the concept of reality itself. Nietzsche has a rich 
conception of reality as the totality of Boscovichian force‐
complexes and their relations. Rather, he is retracting his 
earlier commitment to the idea that mind‐dependence means 
epistemic taint. If mind‐dependence is pervasive and 
inescapable, any theory of knowledge that requires mind‐
independence of objects as a condition of our judgements 
about them being true will leave us with no knowledge at all. 
Such scepticism sweeps too broadly. But to embrace 
knowledge reconceived as situated and dependent on 
constructive mental processes is not to endorse automatically 
the construction that first comes naturally to us as 
‘phenomenal truth’. Room remains for criticism of our folk 
theories, and explanation of their genesis can play a role in 
such criticism. However, such criticism must take place within 
the sphere of an expanded empirical inquiry.
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This renewed commitment to empiricism means that Nietzsche 
must abandon Kant's epistemology of synthetic a priori
knowledge. Not only do synthetic a priori judgements become 
regulative fictions; Kant's whole strategy of rational 
reconstruction falls apart.

The legitimacy of belief in knowledge is always 
presupposed: just as the legitimacy of the feelings of 
conscience‐judgements is presupposed. Here moral 
ontology is the dominant prejudice.

The conclusion is therefore:

1. there are assertions that we consider 
universally valid and necessary;
2. necessity and universal validity cannot be 
derived from experience;
3. consequently they must be founded, not upon 
experience, but upon something else, and derive 
from another source of knowledge!…

But the origin of a belief, of a strong conviction, is a 
psychological problem: and a very narrow and limited 
experience often produces such a belief! It already 
presupposes that there is not (just) ‘data a posteriori’ but also
data a priori, ‘preceding experience’. Necessity  (p.194) and 
universal validity could never be given to us by experience: 
why does that mean that they are present without any 
experience at all?…These are not forms of knowledge at all! 
They are only regulative articles of belief…Hume had 
declared: ‘There are no synthetic a priori judgements’. Kant 
says:But there are! Those of mathematics! And if there are 
such judgements, perhaps there is also metaphysics…(But) 
mathematics is possible under conditions under which 
metaphysics is never possible. All human knowledge is either 
experience or mathematics. (KGW viii. 1. 273–4 (1887)/ WP
530)

Synthesis and struggle
The preceding interpretation places a great weight on 
Nietzsche's naturalization of Kant's transcendental psychology, 
and takes, one might think, an easy way out in dealing with 
the problem of falsification by simply substituting nature 
where Kant had things‐in‐themselves, thus deflating what 
appears to be some sort of global philosophical scepticism to a 
more humdrum cognitive caution akin to not trusting your 
senses when it comes to reporting bent sticks in water. To be 



Nietzsche on Metaphysics

Page 33 of 35

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2019. All 
Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a 
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of 
Nottingham; date: 28 January 2019

sure, the extent of our errors would be far greater, according 
to Nietzsche, than the errors Descartes mentions in the first 
Meditation. Beyond thinking that sides of roads meet at the 
horizon and that far away objects appear smaller than they 
are, we have to worry about pervasive biases in thought that 
only fairly sophisticated natural science can uncover (as the 
example of Euclidean geometry suggests). But this humble 
naturalism seems a far cry from the grander themes of 
Nietzsche's world‐interpretation: perspectivism, will to power.

Nonetheless, they are rooted in it. What makes Hegel 
distinctively post‐Kantian is his attempt to transform Kant's 
critique of the subject into a metaphysics. In a different way, 
the same can be said of Nietzsche. Recall our discussion of 
Nietzsche's panpsychism in Chapter 4. There we saw that 
reality outside of us is best understood as many loci of 
dispositions to affect our experience, in something like the 
way that Berkeley understood God. Our awareness of the 
world is, in part, a product of the world's efforts to impress 
itself on us. But whereas for Berkeley, finite minds are purely 
passive, for Nietzsche, as for Kant, our minds are independent 
sources of activity, striving to subjugate and reduce to order 
the sensory states that arise in us. Though it may sound 
strange to our ears, for Nietzsche the concept of the will to 
power serves to unify elegantly his post‐Kantian account of 
experience as synthesized by the subject.

The material of the senses adapted by the 
understanding, reduced to rough outlines, made similar, 
subsumed under related matters. Thus the fuzziness and 
chaos of sense impressions are, as it were, logicized;

 (p.195) 2. the world of ‘phenomena’ is the 
adapted world which we feel to be real. The 
‘reality’ lies in the continual recurrence of 
identical, familiar, related things in their logicized 
character, in the belief that here we are able to 
reckon and calculate;
3. the antithesis of this phenomenal world is not 
‘the true world’, but the formless unformulable 
world of the chaos of sensations—another kind of 
phenomenal world, a kind ‘unknowable’ for us;
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4. questions, 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. The 
question is whether there could not be many 
other ways of creating such an apparent world—
and whether this creating, logicizing, adapting, 
falsifying is not itself the best‐guaranteed reality; 
in short, whether that which ‘posits things’ is not 
the sole reality; and whether the ‘effect of the 
external world upon us’ is not also only the result 
of such active subjects— The other ‘entities’ act 
upon us; our adapted apparent world is an 
adaptation and overpowering of their actions; a 
kind of defensive measure. The subject alone is 
demonstrable; hypothesis that only subjects exist
—that ‘object’ is only a kind of effect produced by 
a subject upon a subject—a modus of the subject. 
(KGW viii.2. 59–60 (1887)/ WP 569, emphasis 
mine)

For Nietzsche, as for Kant, imagination (or what Nietzsche calls 
‘interpretation’) is essential to the constitution of experience. 
However, given that we are partly passive in relation to experience, 
both Kant and Nietzsche write of a prime matter of sensation that 
the mind works up into experience. This ‘chaos’, as Nietzsche calls 
it, enters into an agon with the subject, who seeks to master it by 
interpretation (synthesis). Nietzsche identifies both the source of 
the chaos and the organizing system we are with the will to power. 
Having rejected the intelligibility of a thing‐in‐itself, Nietzsche 
could only conclude that ‘this world is will to power, and nothing 
else besides’ (KGW vii. 3. 339 (1885)/WP 1067). Kant could scarcely 
have imagined that his concept of synthesis would prove the seed 
of such florid growth.
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‘mind‐dependent’ given its extensive use by analytic 
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