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II

Truth and Knowledge

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

Toward a naturalistic epistemology

I

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

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

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

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

II

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

There is no question of ‘subject’ and ‘object,’ but of a particular
species of animal that can prosper only through a certain relative

Schacht, Richard. Nietzsche : Great Philosophers, edited by Ted Honderich, Routledge, 1985. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=169127.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-24 06:20:35.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 1
98

5.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



TRUTH AND KNOWLEDGE

55

rightness; above all, regularity of its perceptions (so that it can
accumulate experience). . . .

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

A preliminary analysis of truth

III

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

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

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

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

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

IV

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

This should not be taken, however, to preclude the possibility of
any ‘true’ assertions whatever except those the ‘truth’ of which is
strictly D-relative, and the ultimate ‘erroneousness’ of which is as
complete as (and of the same nature as) that of all such
propositions encountered within commonly played human language-
games. It has already been remarked that Nietzsche advances a
number of claims of a substantive nature, which he would seem to
regard as exceptions to this general rule. And he further is evidently
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committed to the possibility (and indeed the existence) of certain
‘truths’ that are neither ‘true’ nor ‘erroneous’ in the senses or
respects in which the kinds of (strictly D-relative) propositions under
consideration are: namely, those pertaining to the status of these
propositions.

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

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

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

V

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

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

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

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

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

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

Schacht, Richard. Nietzsche : Great Philosophers, edited by Ted Honderich, Routledge, 1985. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=169127.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-24 06:20:35.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 1
98

5.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



TRUTH AND KNOWLEDGE

67

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

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

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

VI

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Man’s truths’ and human life

VII

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

VIII

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Ordinary and scientific knowledge

X

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

XI

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

XII

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

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

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

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

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

It is characteristic of scientific thinking, Nietzsche observes, that
it fixes particularly upon those features of things and our relation
to them which admit of quantification (WP 710). Commenting upon
the sort of knowledge presently under consideration, he writes: ‘Our
“knowing” limits itself to establishing quantities,’ although in
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ordinary experience ‘we cannot help feeling these differences in
quantity as qualities’ (WP 563). Our senses translate the former into
the latter. In science, however, we learn to decipher this translation,
and replace the latter with representations of the former. ‘Qualities
are an idiosyncrasy peculiar to man,’ at least as we perceive them.
‘But everything for which the word “knowledge” makes any sense
refers to the domain of reckoning, weighing, measuring, to the
domain of quantity.’ Qualities are ‘perspective “truths” which
belong to us alone and can by no means be “known” ’ (WP 565).
Quantities, on the other hand, are not thus so narrowly
‘perspectival,’ and admit of a form of cognition to which higher
(and, as Nietzsche here suggests, more genuine) epistemic status may
be accorded.

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

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

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

XIII

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

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

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

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

XIV

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

One has to be very light to drive one’s will to knowledge into
such a distance and, as it were, beyond one’s time, to create for
oneself eyes to survey millennia and, moreover, clear skies in
those eyes (GS 380).

 
With the clearer sight thereby attainable, something approaching
genuine comprehension becomes possible; and truths both large and
small which escape those confined within narrower perspectives and
conventional schemes of interpretation may be discerned. Here
reference may be made to what Nietzsche says ‘Zarathustra wants’:
namely, a certain ‘type of man’ who ‘conceives reality as it is, being
strong enough to do so,’ and so ‘is not estranged or removed from
reality’ either in his understanding of it or in his manner of
existence. And he goes on to observe in this connection that ‘when
mendaciousness at any price monopolizes the word “truth” for its
perspective,’ as it does in ordinary thinking and religious thought
(and has for so long in philosophy as well), ‘the really truthful man
is bound to be branded with the worst names’ (EH III:6:5).

Nietzsche does consider it important to caution those who might
aspire to number among his new ‘philosophers and friends of
knowledge’ to ‘beware of martyrdom’ and of ‘suffering “for the
truth’s sake,” ’ remarking upon both the detrimental effects and the
needlessness of seeking to ‘pose as protectors of truth upon earth.’
It is significant, however, that he immediately adds: ‘ – as though
“the truth” were such a weak and incompetent creature as to
require protectors’ (BGE 25). And neither of these cautions, nor yet
again the employment of ‘masks and subtlety’ he here also
recommends and himself frequently practices, signals any
abandonment of his commitment to ‘truthfulness,’ or of the idea of
a higher sort of ‘truth’ and superior form of ‘knowledge’ than those
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encountered elsewhere. On the contrary, he clearly means them to
be reckoned among the ‘manifold conditions’ of the kind of
thinking he associates with the attainment of such truth and
knowledge.

XV

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

XVII

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

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

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

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

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

XVIII

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

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

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

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

Schacht, Richard. Nietzsche : Great Philosophers, edited by Ted Honderich, Routledge, 1985. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=169127.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-24 06:20:35.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 1
98

5.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



TRUTH AND KNOWLEDGE

110

its existence to a creative act of formulation and is not merely
read off from that to which it refers.

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

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

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

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

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

XIX

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

XX

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

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

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

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

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

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

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