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1

There appears to be a sort of war of giants and gods going on amongst them; they are 
fighting with one another about ‘being’….1

—Sophist 246a

Abstract  The Introduction performs a twofold function: first, to set 
up the problematic of the Gigantomachy, or “battle between gods and 
giants,” concerning the question of being; second, to lay out a road map 
as to how the book’s argument will commence. The Gigantomachy con-
cerning being is first mentioned in Plato’s Sophist in terms of a battle 
between a transcendent idealism (“the gods”) and a reductive material-
ism (“the giants”). This text takes this original Platonic problem vis-à-vis 
the philosophy of Nietzsche and Heidegger, and argues, in the end, in 
favor of the Platonic idealist side of the battle concerning being.

Keywords  Heidegger · Platonism · Metaphysics

The battle between giants and gods (gigantomachia) is a battle with 
which in (post) modernity we are undoubtedly all too familiar. It is a 
 battle concerning metaphysics, or, whether any such thing exists. The 
battle is between the giants of materialism, who seek “to drag everything 

CHAPTER 1

Introduction

© The Author(s) 2017 
D. Armitage, Heidegger and the Death of God, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-67579-4_1



2  D. ARMITAGE

down to earth out of heaven and the unseen….and affirm that real being 
belongs only to that which can be handled…” and the gods, who, as 
“friends of the forms,” maintain that “true being consists in certain intel-
ligible and bodiless forms” (246a–b). In other words, this Gigantomachy 
is a war over the ontological status of intelligibility, meaning, truth, and 
ultimately being. Are intelligibility and meaning ontologically independ-
ent of material reality? Or can such intelligibility be simply reduced to 
materiality and nature? If so, are the semblances of intelligibility and 
truth merely reducible to the human mind and its constructions? In 
other words, are truth and being then ultimately dependent upon the 
human being, rather than existing independently on their own? These 
questions essentially define the battle between “giants” and “gods,” or, 
as we are perhaps familiar with their guises in the metaphysical tradition: 
Nietzsche and Plato. Indeed, for Heidegger, the metaphysical tradition is 
constituted, as such, by a definitive progression of the question concern-
ing the meaning of being, beginning with Plato, up to its final inversion 
with Nietzsche. John Sallis rightly describes the relation between Plato 
and Nietzsche as a battle, the Gigantomachy itself, and thus “a battle in 
which being is at stake.”2

Nietzsche, who himself defined his own philosophy as precisely an 
“inversion of Plato,”3 argues that intelligibility and meaning are mere 
consequences of the constructions of will to power, which itself is rooted 
in a natural process. Moreover, anything and everything metaphysi-
cal, concerning truth and/or being, proves to be a mere “stabilizing” of 
becoming. “What is” then is ultimately reducible to the natural, to the 
material, and anything seemingly transcendent or mind-independent, i.e., 
anything metaphysical, remains ultimately fictitious. Plato, on the other 
hand, as a proponent of the forms or Ideas, seeks to ground the material 
world of nature—the sensible world of becoming—upon the intelligible 
world of the Ideas, which constitute the “being” and the “truth” of sen-
sible beings that become. Being, thus grounds becoming, as that which 
exists ontologically independent of the things in the sensible realm. In 
short, intelligibility, being, and truth are mind-independent and serve to 
ground the changing sensible world upon a fixed, invisible world of being.

Plato critiques the giants for precisely the simple reason, among many 
others, that their account (logos) destroys the very ability to give an 
account, a logos. That is, materialism cannot account for intelligibility, and 
thus cannot explain how things are explained, i.e., how things are thought. 
Moreover, these giants fail to account for immaterial realities such as 
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justice, virtue, and truth without reducing them to the material, which 
would be, in effect, to deny their existence or their ontological status as 
independently existing entities, for essential to their existence is the fact 
that they are not material. Thus for Plato, the materialist often becomes 
trapped in the paradoxical claim of neither being willing nor unwilling to 
affirm or to deny the ontological status of intelligibility, of forms. To deny 
them would be to argue that truth, goodness, justice, etc., do not exist, 
a claim that most are unwilling to concede. On the other hand, to affirm 
them is to displace and contradict their prior claim to materialism.

However, when this ancient Gigantomachy is resurrected by 
Nietzsche, he remains quite well aware of the paradox that arises in 
materialism and affirms it nonetheless by offering a full-scale rejection of 
intelligibility, meaning, truth, and thus being itself in favor of a philo-
sophical position that grounds all of these things in becoming and the 
will to power. That is, Nietzsche’s inversion of Platonism remains radi-
cally conscious of its own paradoxical claims, including the self-referential 
incoherence of claims against truth and being themselves. Nevertheless, 
Nietzsche proves to be such an interesting thinker precisely because of 
his consciousness of the absurdity of his own conclusions due to the 
fact that Nietzsche remained himself wary of Platonism’s eventual the-
ism. And Nietzsche, a self-professed “atheist by instinct,” we could 
say, sought and fought against any and every form of theism, and thus 
attempted to follow the thinking of atheism out to its “logical” con-
clusions, conclusions that many atheists are unwilling to concede. It is 
precisely here that Nietzsche confronts this battle vis-à-vis the birth and 
conclusions of modern science and modern science’s “murder” of God.

Indeed, atheistic modern science, for Nietzsche, remains hypocritical 
precisely because it remains “stuck” in a “pale atheism” that is unwill-
ing to accept its own conclusions. Thus this “sticking point” stands half-
way between Nietzsche and Plato, insofar as science wants to dispense 
with God and transcendence altogether, while at the same time, never-
theless, seeking to hang on to “forms” such as truth and intelligibility. 
for Nietzsche, modern science need only be honest with itself in the 
courage of its convictions and finally shrug off the burdensome value of 
truth, the “long storm” that, according to Zarathustra, has so extensively 
plagued humanity. Whereas, we could say, for Platonists, modern science 
must repent by embracing its philosophical and theological foundations 
and anchoring itself firmly in a metaphysics that would seek to ground 
the metaphysical “values” of truth and being that it employs.
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Heidegger, however, proposes a third way of responding to mod-
ern science’s conundrum. This third way would attempt to undercut 
the two camps that constitute ipso facto metaphysics proper, namely the 
Nietzschean-Platonic polarity, which, for Heidegger, we now encounter, 
in a full-fledged Nietzscheanism, in the metaphysic of modern science 
and technology. Thus, we could say, while Nietzsche’s “meta” position 
sought to overturn Platonism, Heidegger seeks a meta-metaposition, 
that seeks to overcome and twist free of the very logic of the battle 
between Nietzsche and Plato, between the giants and the gods, and thus 
between the problems that ensue from thinking qua metaphysics itself. Is 
such an overcoming of metaphysics possible? That is, is it possible to find 
an alternative third way vis-à-vis the Gigantomachy between Plato and 
Nietzsche? Is it possible even to think apart from or in a radically new 
manner from the Platonic and/or Nietzschean categories? These are the 
questions that this book seeks to answer.

Indeed, the thesis of this book is that this ancient war between giants 
and gods is alive and well in philosophical modernity, particularly in 
terms of the battle of the reductionism of modern science and technol-
ogy versus theism and rationalism, and even to some extent of post-
modernism versus traditional Platonism and Cartesianism. Although the 
battle takes various forms, it nevertheless remains an unending battle, 
even in our contemporary culture. It is within this context that, I believe, 
the philosophy of Martin Heidegger is best approached, as Heidegger’s 
philosophy attempts to explore the possibility of thinking “outside” of 
this narrative. Unfortunately, I think Heidegger’s philosophy fails at the 
very act it attempts, namely the “overcoming of metaphysics,” the over-
coming of the binary of Nietzsche and Plato, for Heidegger himself, in 
the end, must make ontological commitments to intelligibility that place 
him on either side of the divide. Nevertheless, there is much to glean 
from Heidegger’s struggle with the Gigantomachy of metaphysics, for 
Heidegger believes himself to be combatting the problem of nihilism 
and opening up new possibilities through which to think contemporary 
nihilism.

The conclusions of this book will be that since Heidegger’s project 
fails, along with Nietzsche’s, the only viable alternative to saving intelli-
gibility is  Platonism and Cartesianism. Defending traditional Platonism, 
especially in the current Continental tradition, will prove difficult. Even 
more so will be providing an apologia for Descartes, the father of mod-
ern philosophy in the freudian sense, since nearly everyone vehemently 
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rejects Cartesianism, at least in some form. Thus, I expect my project 
here shall prove quite unpopular. Regardless, I believe it is the only via-
ble philosophical position vis-à-vis the nihilism of modernity.

In order to argue in favor of traditional Platonism and Cartesianism, 
it will first be necessary to tackle Nietzsche’s thinking as a metaphysi-
cian, and no better thinker, to my mind, is capable of this task than 
Heidegger, the very thinker who conceives of Nietzsche as fundamentally 
a metaphysician, one with a fundamental thought on being itself. Thus, 
Heidegger’s work on Nietzsche, which includes his four–volume lec-
ture course on Nietzsche given in the mid to late 1930s, proves neces-
sary to my endeavor. After using Heidegger to flesh out Nietzsche and 
Heidegger’s own position with regard to Nietzsche (i.e., exactly why and 
how Heidegger thinks Nietzsche fails to “overcome” nihilism), I will turn 
to Heidegger’s own attempts, through art and what I have here termed 
“meta-metaphysics,” to overcome Platonism, Nietzscheanism, and thus 
metaphysical thinking itself. I will argue here that Heidegger’s questions 
concerning the forgetting of being in metaphysics are already quite impor-
tant for Plato in the form of the question of Platonic methexis (participa-
tion), for it is around this question of methexis that I argue Heidegger’s 
entire philosophy revolves. Moreover, not only are such questions on 
the mind of Plato himself, but Kierkegaard, prior to both Nietzsche and 
Heidegger, already sought a quasi-“overcoming” of metaphysics in his 
Concluding Unscientific Postscript, where he attempted to rethink “truth” 
as “subjectivity” in the hopes of destabilizing the nihilistic “lunacy” of 
Hegelianism. I will argue that Kierkegaard’s overcoming of metaphys-
ics is indeed only a “quasi” overcoming, since he remains committed to 
the objectivity of truth and thus being. finally, I will turn to Thomas 
Nagel’s recent publications—The Last Word (1997) and Mind and Cosmos 
(2012) —where he launches a full-scale attack on the subjectivism and rel-
ativism that he thinks is prevalent in modernity, in modern science, and 
in postmodernism. In the end, I will conclude, alongside Nagel, that the 
only defensible philosophical position is that of metaphysics itself, namely 
a position, along the lines of Plato and Descartes, that seeks to preserve 
the ontological status and independence of intelligibility, truth, and being.

My thesis then is simply that the history of philosophy confronts one 
with a choice: gods or giants, Plato or Nietzsche, realism or anti-realism. 
Not to answer this question, by inquiring instead, as does Heidegger, 
into the “fundamental grounds” of this bifurcation, while interesting and 
even essential otherwise, is to sidestep and ultimately beg the question as 
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to the ontological status of intelligibility. In other words, either mean-
ing, intelligibility, logic, reason, etc., are real or they are not. If they are, 
then Platonism, and even theism, inevitably follows (this, of course, will 
have to be demonstrated). If they are not real, then Nietzsche is correct, 
and “truth” and “being” are ultimately fictions; if truth is a fiction, then 
Nietzsche’s own philosophy cannot even purport to be “true,” and thus 
must simply be an aesthetic perspective.

It should be noted that throughout this text I give credence and con-
cession to Nietzsche’s (and Heidegger’s) understanding of the equiva-
lency of metaphysics and Platonism. That is, I concede, with Nietzsche, 
that, following Plato, all subsequent philosophies and philosophical sys-
tems, including Aristotle up and through Descartes and Hegel, are none 
other than Platonism, insofar as each of these “systems” axiomatically 
assumes the split world between being/becoming, transcendent/imma-
nent, intelligible/sensible, etc. Moreover, although I wholly disagree 
with Nietzsche and his conclusions, I nevertheless fundamentally agree 
(as does Heidegger largely) with Nietzsche’s reading of the history of 
philosophy as the history of metaphysical Platonism, which ipso facto 
means that any concession to the objective, ontological status of intelligi-
bility leads inevitably not only to mind-independence, but to transcend-
ence (i.e., metaphysics) and to the transcendent itself. My concession to 
these claims of Nietzsche and Heidegger will indeed be unpacked and 
defended throughout the body of this text. (My concession is hardly 
unique as it is indeed axiomatic to Continental thinking, insofar as such 
thinking merely assumes both Nietzsche and Heidegger’s critique and 
attempts to overcome metaphysics qua Platonism.) Nevertheless, my 
thesis concerning the necessity for a decisive confrontation with the 
Gigantomachy hangs upon the axioms of Nietzsche’s reading of the his-
tory of Western philosophy as synonymous with metaphysics and indeed 
Platonism. In other words, Nietzsche was right in concluding that the 
Gigantomachy concerns a choice between himself and Plato. for reasons 
we shall see, I remain persuaded by the latter.

It should also be noted that throughout the text I use the terms “rea-
son” and “intelligibility” (especially within the context of the terms 
“being” and “truth,”) in the classical Platonic-Aristotelian sense to refer 
to unchanging, mind-independent realities. That is to say, reason refers 
to that intellectual capacity by which we arrive at truths about the way 
reality is that are both universal and necessary (non-contingent), and, 
as such, immutable and timeless. Such universal and necessary rational 
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truths are what Aristotle and Plato called “forms,” and what I refer to 
simply as “intelligibility.” Intelligibility, as I will show, includes a broad 
range of rational truths, including the truths of mathematics and logic, as 
well as moral and ethical truths, and thus refers to any way in which real-
ity is ordered and organized such that a mind is able to “think” it. It will 
become clear in the text itself that this ability to think (and thus to know) 
reality is inextricably bound with the concept of being itself.

notes

1.  Translation mine. I have consulted the following translations: Plato, 
Sophist  or the Professor of Wisdom, trans. Eva Brann, Peter Kalkavage, 
and Eric Salem (Newburyport, MA: focus Publishing, 1996) and f. M. 
Cornfords’s translation in Plato, The Collected Dialogues of Plato, edited 
by Edith Hamilton and Huntington Cairns (Princeton NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1961). Unless otherwise indicated, translations of the 
Platonic dialogues will be by Cornford.

2.  John Sallis, Platonic Legacies (Albany NY: SUNY Press, 2004), 7.
3.  friedrich Nietzsche, Digitale Kritische Gesamtausgabe Werke und Briefe 
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Abstract  This chapter concerns the philosophy of friedrich Nietzsche, 
in particular, a consideration of Nietzsche as a metaphysical thinker. 
This chapter is divided into three main sections: (1) a discussion of 
Nietzsche’s philosophy of science vis-à-vis his atheism, (2) a discussion 
of Nietzsche’s metaphysics through the lens of Martin Heidegger; and 
(3) a discussion of Nietzsche’s overcoming of metaphysics in the context 
of art. The goal of this chapter is to establish Nietzsche’s thinking on the 
materialist side of the Gigantomachy.

Keywords  Nietzsche · Atheism · Theism · Philosophy of science 
Heidegger

nietzsche

According to Gianni Vattimo, it is precisely Heidegger’s insistence 
upon identifying Nietzsche as a metaphysician that makes Heidegger’s 
reading(s) of Nietzsche so unique for their time period.1 Indeed, the 
basic and continual theme running throughout all of Heidegger’s think-
ing on Nietzsche is an attempt to think and rethink how Nietzsche 
conceived of “being,” and thus to identify Nietzsche’s “fundamental 
metaphysical position.” Nietzsche is, therefore, for Heidegger, a thinker 
concerned with the Seinsfrage, the being question, at least insofar as met-
aphysics is capable of thinking such a question. Moreover, Nietzsche’s 
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metaphysics is a thinking on being that presents itself quite strangely and 
uniquely vis-à-vis the history of metaphysics, in that it is a metaphysics 
that attempts to destroy “metaphysics” (and thus “being” itself). Yet, 
for Heidegger, Nietzsche’s thinking about being marks the essence and 
ground of Nietzsche’s thinking overall, such that if one were to under-
stand precisely how and in what way Nietzsche understood the term 
“being,” then the concealed truth of Nietzsche’s thinking could finally, 
and for once, be thought. Nevertheless, better insight into Nietzsche is 
not quite what Heidegger seeks as his ultimate intent, for Heidegger 
uses Nietzsche as a means toward better insight into modernity. Indeed, 
Heidegger argues that Nietzsche’s thinking speaks the very essence of 
the metaphysics of our current time. However, before we can say why 
and how Heidegger undertakes such a project, we first need to under-
stand what Nietzsche’s fundamental metaphysical position in fact is; that 
is, how does Nietzsche understand the being of beings?

In order to inquire into Nietzsche’s fundamental position on being, 
we need to understand how such a position arises out of his understand-
ing of modernity, namely out of the rise of modern science and the 
death of God. This involves a discussion of truth, in particular, of what 
Nietzsche sees as truth’s failure in modern science, which is, in the end, 
the failure of modern science itself. Yet how does modern science fail for 
Nietzsche? As we shall see, it fails precisely because it cannot disentangle 
itself from theism, which seems quite ironic, since science is ostensibly 
responsible for the very death of theism. But for Nietzsche, modernity 
lies in the wake of nihilism precisely because it cannot wake up from its 
theistic dream; it cannot untether itself from theism. Exactly why this is 
the case will be explored in what follows.

It should be noted that the literature on Nietzsche, particularly on his 
critique(s) of science and metaphysics, is quite vast. It would be impos-
sible to deal here with the many nuanced readings of Nietzsche’s cri-
tique without losing sight of our goal, namely Heidegger’s engagement 
with and appropriation of Nietzsche so as to use Nietzsche’s metaphys-
ics to speak the metaphysics of modernity/postmodernity. furthermore, 
it proves quite difficult to study Nietzsche as a systematic or consistent 
thinker by any stretch; thus, differing and contentious interpretations of 
Nietzsche are to be expected. Nevertheless, I find Heidegger’s reading 
of Nietzsche largely correct, and this will require some defense on my 
part. Thus, recourse to commentary on various contemporary Nietzsche 
readings will prove necessary. However, for the most part, I will offer a 
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reading of Nietzsche through the texts that Heidegger himself engages, 
texts that include the controversial Will to Power. We shall find then, in 
the following selections from Nietzsche, what Heidegger thought to be 
the metaphysics of our contemporary world, a metaphysics oscillating 
between scientific naturalism and postmodern subjective-relativism. My 
goal(s) then in what follows will be simply to show that the postmod-
ern or subjectivist reading of Nietzsche (Heidegger’s reading, in the end) 
is largely correct, and, furthermore, to link this reading to Heidegger’s 
attempt both to appropriate and overcome Nietzsche.

My argument initially will be that the Nietzschean position (by 
Nietzsche’s own admission) is the truth of naturalism, of all types, in 
that this position makes the metaphysics of naturalism explicit, and thus 
brings the logic of naturalism to its (logical) conclusion. Thus, I argue, 
Nietzsche’s naturalism lies inchoate in any and all naturalisms. This, I 
believe, is the essence of Heidegger’s critique of Nietzsche, namely that 
Nietzsche remains within the metaphysical and the Platonic system, and 
thus within the modern scientific project as well. I will show that to 
argue for any intelligibility, i.e., “being” or “truth,” is to place oneself 
within the realm of metaphysics, and thus in the Platonic realm ipso facto. 
As we shall see, Nietzsche himself is well aware of this problem, and 
indeed struggles greatly to resist it by nevertheless attempting to destroy 
the very notions of being and truth in favor of the will to power.

nietzsche’s PhilosoPhy of science

“Science,” or “modern science,” is a term consistently employed by 
Nietzsche to denote the entire project of scientia writ large, that is, 
the search for knowledge of objective truths in nature. This search for 
truth had its origin in Greek thinking and reaches its climax in moder-
nity (“modern science”) with the emphasis upon method in Descartes 
and Bacon, the mathematization, and thus mechanization of nature 
in Galileo and Newton, and finally in Darwin’s theory of evolution. 
Nietzsche thinks that although there are many facets and common 
threads underlying science and its modern instantiation, there nev-
ertheless remains one central motive behind science qua scio or scien-
tia, namely the will to truth. Thus, as we shall see, modern science for 
Nietzsche is a project that not only began with Plato, but fails to realize 
that it is still utterly Platonic, and thus theistic, for it fails to realize that it 
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not only values but believes in objective truth and intelligibility, of which 
it thinks it can have knowledge (scientia).

Thus, for Nietzsche: modern atheism remains just as theistic as the 
theism it denies. In my estimation, this amounts to Nietzsche’s most 
overlooked thought and one of the most underappreciated ideas in the 
history of philosophy, as it concerns the absolute hypocrisy of modern 
atheism. Modern atheism (or “pale atheism” as Nietzsche calls it),2 gen-
erated by modern science’s “death of God,” remains ultimately unable 
to free itself from its entrenchment in theism. Why? Precisely because it 
still puts faith in the primary theistic value: truth. for Nietzsche, insofar 
as modern atheism believes no longer in the truth of theism, but in the 
truth(s) of modern science, it remains ever more fixed in theism and its 
values. Thus, modern science (and its atheism) has failed to realize that 
in “killing God” it has, in one fell swoop, also killed itself. That is, the 
“death of God,” caused by the birth of modern science, has also proved 
to be the death, the suicide, of modern science, for science has killed the 
need for truth, for being, and ultimately for rationality. In what follows, 
I would like to discuss the implications of this remarkable and often 
ignored insight of Nietzsche.

We could state Nietzsche’s argument in a slightly different way: the 
will to truth in modern science has destroyed itself. How? By the revela-
tion, by way of Darwinism, that the human being is a mere animal, that 
is, an irrational animal seeking not truth but power in the form of survival 
and adaptation.3 “Rationality” represents the farce that the human intel-
lect can actually know truth about the world. Reason, if the Darwinian 
anthropology proves correct, is merely a useful means toward life, the 
enhancement of life.4 The human intellect then, serving our adaptive 
biology, has no real interest in truth, in what is actually true, but rather 
seeks only life, or power—power over its environment in order to ensure 
life, adaptability, survival, etc. Thus, the logic of Darwin shows that the 
will to truth has revealed itself as the will to power. That is, the very desire 
for truth is, in reality, a desire not for truth, but for power. Truth is sim-
ply the guise under which power operates. Now, if Darwinism is right, 
then this pursuit of power (over truth) applies self-referentially, that is, 
to the truth(s) of Darwinism and (and all so-called truths in modern sci-
ence). Thus, for Nietzsche, the very ideal or value of truth itself must be 
called into question.

Now, with Darwinian evolution by natural selection, belief in God 
becomes ultimately incredible insofar as God is no longer needed to 
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explain the origin and meaning of the human being. Yet, for Nietzsche, 
we have still not realized the radical implications of Darwinism, namely 
that truth itself becomes obsolete and subservient to adaptability; truth 
becomes a fiction, a mere biological mechanism designed to increase 
our survival. Not “the truth,” but the value or belief in truth, is what 
proves useful, valuable, for survival. In other words, if all human behav-
ior is adaptive, this must include the very search for truth itself, in which 
case, truth itself would no longer be true, but adaptive. There is then no 
truth, rather only power. Truth, in a sense, defangs the world and makes 
it easier to dominate, but truth is not actually “true.” Nietzsche writes, 
“Truth is the kind of error without which a certain species of life could 
not live. The value for life is ultimately decisive.”5 The truth then is, in a 
sense, the ultimate lie.

Nietzsche’s contentious text The Will to Power6 contains many notes, 
under the heading “Biology of the Drive to Knowledge,” that furthers 
this instrumentalist approach to truth and science (scientia). Indeed, for 
Nietzsche, “the criterion of truth resides in the enhancement of the feel-
ing of power” (WP 534). Knowledge, or scientia, propelled by power, 
by life, seeks not the truth, but simply more life, more power, and in 
order for it to do so, the mind must take control of its environment: “[t]
he entire apparatus of knowledge is…directed not at knowledge but at 
taking possession of things…” (WP 503). Nietzsche even goes so far as 
to liken the intellect, and its schematization of the world, to Procrustes 
and his bed, insofar as it stretches, cuts, and ultimately distorts reality in 
order to fit it into the mind’s specific projects and plans, namely those 
that are useful for enhancing of life (WP 499).

Yet—and Nietzsche is well aware of this—if indeed truth were merely 
a function of power, of adaptation, then any predication concerning 
the truth would not be “true” but merely adaptive. This includes the 
idea of Darwinism itself, namely that “the truth is adaptive.” In other 
words, Darwinism itself, like the metaphysical value of the truth, would 
prove to be self-referentially unintelligible. Much like the classical “Liar’s 
Paradox,” where the liar claims that “everything” he says “is a lie,” 
which would itself be a lie, and thus ultimately unintelligible and mean-
ingless, so also does the fundamental truth of modern science prove to 
be unintelligible and itself a lie, insofar as it claims that humans are ani-
mals who adapt at the expense of the (necessary) fiction of truth. Thus, it 
could simply be beneficial for us to think that Darwinism (and any truths 
of modern science for that matter) were true.7 Thus, even if reason, as 
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successful adaptive function, could “track reality,” we nevertheless would 
have no way of knowing that it could (other than, as we shall see, by 
assuming it does so based upon our ability to control it), for once truth 
becomes subsumed by utility and power, veracity cannot be discern-
ible. Moreover, and perhaps most importantly, in the end, according to 
Nietzsche, there remains no static reality (i.e., being) for the mind to 
“track.” Therefore, reason itself, as the very ground of the will to truth, 
is ultimately proven to be a sham, and proven such by itself, for the very 
will to truth itself has led to the truth of Darwinism. This truth, it seems, 
has turned against itself.

Nietzsche’s “logic” here is no doubt circular. Yet, it is precisely this 
circular logic to which modern atheism remains oblivious. Modern athe-
ism is still, for Nietzsche, “pious.”8 Why? Quite simply, modern atheism 
still believes in truth, and such belief is a metaphysical belief in the value 
of truth, namely that truth is not only “true” and “real,” but that truth 
is “good” and “better” than what is false (GM 3:24). Nietzsche notes, 
thus:

Unconditional honest atheism…is therefore not the antithesis of that ideal 
[theism, the ascetic ideal of religion], as it appears to be; it is rather only 
one of the latest phases of its evolution, one of its terminal forms and inner 
consequences –it is the awe-inspiring catastrophe of two thousand years of 
training in truthfulness that finally forbids itself the lie involved in belief in 
God. (GM 3:27)

Atheism, with its convictions of the truths of modern science, inso-
far as it still has faith in the truth, is, therefore, still a species of theism. 
Atheism of this kind, “pale atheism,” remains the latest phase in the-
ism’s—or as we shall see shortly, Platonism’s—evolution.

furthermore, we could add, modern atheists fail to see that behind 
faith in truth lies faith in the idea that the world is ordered, discoverable, 
and ultimately ordered by an orderer, a designer. Why else should our 
intellect “link up,” so to speak, with reality? On what basis do I trust in 
my rational faculties? Like Descartes, Nietzsche sees the problem of link-
ing the mind with reality as requiring God as the “epistemological guar-
antor” to guarantee that my ideas about the world are really true. Yet 
once God dies, recourse to such a guarantor, or any guarantee for that 
matter, proves futile. Nietzsche therefore writes,
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It is still a metaphysical faith that underlies our faith in science – and we 
men of knowledge of today, we godless men and anti-metaphysicians, we, 
too, still derive our flame from the fire ignited by a faith millennia old, 
the Christian faith, which was also Plato’s, that God is truth, that truth is 
divine. But what if this belief is becoming more and more unbelievable, if 
nothing turns out to be divine any longer unless it be error, blindness, lies 
– if God himself turns out to be our longest lie … Science itself henceforth 
requires justification (which is not to say that there is any such justifica-
tion)…The will to truth requires a critique – let us thus define our own 
task –the value of truth must for once be experimentally called into ques-
tion…. (GM 3:24)

Only when the will to truth is subjected, or perhaps subjects itself, to 
an immanent critique can the nihilism of theism be finally overcome. 
Nietzsche thus later writes, “There are many kinds of eyes…and conse-
quently there are many kinds of ‘truths,’ and consequently there is no 
truth” (WP 540).

In summary, we could say that Nietzsche’s naturalism, i.e., his radi-
cal Darwinism, leads eventually to his postmodernism, or metaphysical 
relativism.9 That is, Nietzsche’s commitment to a seemingly “anti-meta-
physical” world leads logically to its own self-destruction in a postmod-
ern worldview that denies the very possibility of truth itself. Therefore, 
every truth, including the truth of Nietzsche’s own predications proves 
to be a lie. Nietzsche’s metaphysical relativism (a relativism that remains 
relative to the subject’s will to power, as we shall see) is the result of his 
suspicious hermeneutics, which shows that behind the will to truth lies 
the will to power. Thus, we enter into a strange paradox when taking 
Nietzsche’s thoughts on truth seriously, for these thoughts are ultimately 
self-destructive, as they are self-referentially incoherent. If Nietzsche is 
right, then he cannot be right (since “being right” would be mere fiction 
of the will to power). Nietzsche’s philosophy then deconstructs to the 
point of self-destruction.

This self-referential unintelligibility and self-destruction mark the 
heart of Nietzsche’s madness. Yet, it simultaneously, according to 
Nietzsche himself, marks the madness of modern science as a whole! 
Indeed, what ultimately concerns us, for our purposes, is not a sim-
plistic interpretation of Nietzsche as a relativist, but rather the essential 
insight into Nietzsche’s thinking concerning modern science, namely  
modern science’s own self-referential deconstruction at its own hands 
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(i.e., its own suicide). The very will to truth itself, which led to the 
truths of modern science, led simultaneously to its own self-destruction 
in uncovering the “truth” that truth is merely a servant of the will to 
power. Modern science, therefore, for Nietzsche, necessitates an aban-
donment of truth in favor of power.

But, if the “truths” of modern science are merely fictitious, how is 
it possible to explain modern science’s success, in particular, the success 
of modern technology? for Nietzsche, the fact that modern science is 
successful via modern technology proves not that it reveals any truth 
about the world, but rather that modern science has invented a success-
ful way merely to control the world. Modern science is successful pre-
cisely not because it is true, but because it “works,” and it works by, as 
Descartes once prophesied, “mastering and possessing nature.” In other 
words, there need not, for Nietzsche, be any direct correlation (causa-
tion) between our ability to control the world and our ability to actu-
ally “know” it. “‘Explanation’ is what we call it, but it is ‘description’ 
that distinguishes us from older stages of knowledge and science. Our 
descriptions are better – we do not explain any more than our predeces-
sors” (GS 112). That is, we merely describe the world so as to master 
it, so that we can master it. Explaining the truth of “what is” is of lit-
tle “use” when one can merely describe it better so as to master it. “It 
is perhaps just dawning on five or six minds that physics too is only an 
interpretation and arrangement of the world…and not an explanation of 
the world.”10 Indeed for Nietzsche, the fundamentals of science (and of 
reason as well), namely causality, substance, and measurement (mathe-
matics) all are called into question and are hypothesized as mere fictions 
that enable better mastery, control, and domination of reality: “Science 
[is] the transformation of nature into concepts for the purpose of master-
ing nature….” (WP 610).

Concerning cause and effect, Nietzsche writes that such a relation 
“probably never occurs — in reality there stands before us a continuum 
of which we isolate a couple of pieces…an intellect which saw cause and 
effect as a continuum … would reject the concept [itself] …and deny 
all conditionality” (GS 112).11 Causality is again an instrumental fiction 
of the intellect. Nietzsche’s critique of causality is well documented in 
the literature, with some scholars arguing for softer or harder versions 
of his critique.12 Regardless, Nietzsche’s critique of causality at the very 
least mimics Hume’s, who disputed the idea of a necessary connection 
between effect and cause. furthermore, Nietzsche’s critique of causality 
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is not isolated, but rather, part of a larger critique of rationality in gen-
eral, which includes logic, number, substance, and reason itself.13

Concerning logic, number and categories of rationality in general, 
Nietzsche questions the Cartesian correlation and application of these 
categories to reality and seems to suggest, at times, that they do nothing 
more than falsify sense data (BGE 4). Nietzsche writes,

Logic, too, rests on assumptions that do not correspond to anything in the 
real world, e.g., on the assumption of the equality of things, the identity 
of the same thing at different points of time…So it is with mathematics, 
which would certainly not have originated if it had been known from the 
beginning that there is no exactly straight line in nature, no real circle, no 
absolute measure. (HA 11)14

Logic as the science of reason and reason’s application of catego-
ries has little to do with the “real” world (although one wonders what 
such “reality” could mean here), for there exist no changeless identical 
objects, i.e., substances, to which these categories could apply.15 Like 
mathematics, reason operates by the use of prescribed, regulative fictions, 
whose sole aim remains to control the world:

Number –the invention of the laws of numbers was made on the basis of 
error, dominant even from the earliest times, that there are identical things 
(but in fact nothing is identical with anything else)…When Kant says ‘the 
understanding does not draw its laws from nature, it prescribes them to 
nature,’ this is wholly true with regard to the concept of nature which we 
are obliged to attach to nature…but which is the summation of a host of 
errors of the understanding. –To a world which is not our idea the laws of 
number are wholly inapplicable…. (HA 19)16

Again, for Nietzsche, the “reason” for this falsification lies in our ability 
to control and dominate the world around us, the world that remains, 
as we shall see, in a perpetual state of chaos, or at least of becoming. In 
other words, the will to power is at the heart of the will to truth and is 
the primary motivating factor toward finding truth. The will to power 
falsifies and distorts the world of becoming into the world of being, so 
that we can live and thrive. Nietzsche, therefore, says of science that

Ultimately, man finds in things nothing but what he himself has imported 
into them: the finding is called science…[and thus in] summa, science is 
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preparing a sovereign ignorance, a feeling that there is no such thing as 
“knowing,” that it was a kind of arrogance to dream of it, more, that we 
no longer have the least notion that warrants our considering “knowledge” 
even a possibility –that “knowing” itself is a contradictory idea. (WP 606, 
608)

It seems then the only conclusion that can be drawn from Nietzsche’s 
philosophy of science is that science represents the fictions of the will to 
truth driven by the will to power. Science’s desire for truth is motivated 
solely by life, by power, by the will to power. It is Nietzsche’s commit-
ment to a naturalistic, non-metaphysical understanding of the human 
being that leads to such conclusions. However, as argued above, it is pre-
cisely Nietzsche’s naturalism that inevitably leads to his postmodernism, 
or his commitment to the perspectival relativism and the idea that “there 
is no truth” (WP 540).

Brian Leiter explicitly rejects this “postmodern” interpretation of 
Nietzsche, that argues for a radical, relativistic reading of Nietzsche’s 
conception of truth, which ultimately, as we have seen, proves self-refer-
entially inconsistent, and thus collapses into mere aestheticism. Instead, 
Leiter views Nietzsche’s philosophy as naturalistic plainly and simply. 
Leiter’s Nietzsche is a philosopher who “knows certain truths that oth-
ers –Christians and most philosophers, moralists –fail to comprehend.”17 
Nietzsche then is not a relativist, at least concerning the naturalistic 
truths of modern science, but rather a staunch naturalist who indeed 
believes in the truth of modern science. Yet, Leiter’s only argument for 
this reading is the fact that Nietzsche, in practice, speaks as if he is telling 
the truth. That is, Leiter correctly notes that Nietzsche privileges cer-
tain claims about the world over others, e.g., that “all evidence of truth 
comes only from the senses” (BGE 134), for which, Leiter thinks, it 
would be impossible to account if Nietzsche were simply a relativist, as 
claims can only be privileged if they are objectively truer than others.18 
furthermore, Leiter argues that even Nietzsche’s critique of causality 
cannot be toward causality simpliciter, since Nietzsche’s own hermeneu-
tics seeks the deep and hidden causal explanations and motivations to 
human behavior, i.e., the will to power.19

As said above, for our purposes, what Nietzsche himself really believed 
is somewhat irrelevant—as it may be impossible to find that kind of pre-
cision and consistency in his writings. It is rather more important that 
we follow his thoughts to their ultimate philosophical implications. 
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However, it is precisely here where Leiter’s reading fails. That is, Leiter 
fails to follow the implications of Nietzsche’s own logic, and simply 
avoids or stretches passages that clearly indicate Nietzsche’s relativistic 
views on truth, whether naturalistic truths or metaphysical. Leiter cer-
tainly wishes to keep Nietzsche consistent by avoiding the move that I 
have made from Nietzsche’s naturalism to his postmodernism. Indeed, 
it has been my contention that it is precisely Nietzsche’s naturalism and 
his naturalistic interpretation of the world—his qualified “Darwinism”—
that eventually (d)evolves into postmodernism just by taking the truths 
of naturalism to their self-referential and self-deconstructive conclusions 
of incoherence. That Nietzsche himself recognized such a movement in 
his own thinking seems apparent in his hostility toward modern atheism 
and its “faith” in “truth.” Moreover, it becomes very difficult to main-
tain a naturalistic reading of Nietzsche vis-à-vis the host of instrumental-
ist passages I have cited above, that is, passages where Nietzsche outright 
claims that science offers no “knowledge” of the world, but rather mere 
domination of it. Given Nietzsche’s vehement critiques not only of sci-
ence, but of the very conceptual categories that make science possible—
logic, mathematics, causality, substance, and even reason itself—I find 
Leiter’s naturalistic interpretation of Nietzsche untenable.

That Nietzsche was indeed a full-blown relativist, postmodernist, is 
currently not in vogue (Continentals tend to ignore it,20 Analytics tend 
to deny it), and thus invites some contention. Again, rather than holding 
fast to “the postmodern Nietzsche,” it may be simply impossible to find 
consistency in his writings, and perhaps purposefully so. Nevertheless, 
there are several passages in his writings that deserve some attention, for 
they point to a kind of radical perspectivism that goes beyond a mere 
“hierarchy” of better or worse perspectives, or interpretations. for exam-
ple, in Beyond Good and Evil 22, Nietzsche openly mocks those who 
disdain philology in favor of the “hard science” of physics, and quickly 
reminds us that it is indeed possible for all to be the mere interpretation 
of the will to power. Yet, he realizes that if indeed everything is a per-
spective, an interpretation, then his interpretation would only be “an” 
interpretation, and thus self-defeating: “Granted this [Nietzsche’s cri-
tique] too is only interpretation –and you will be eager enough to raise 
this objection? –well, so much the better” (BGE 22). In other words, 
Nietzsche is aware of the self-referential predicament in which he has 
put himself. He simply does not care. furthermore, Nietzsche at times 
flatly states that there, in fact, is “no truth.” In several passages from the 
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Will to Power, all composed around the same time period (1885–1886), 
Nietzsche writes of the vapidity of truth:

The world with which we are concerned is false, i.e., is not a fact but a 
fable…it is ‘in flux,’ as something in a state of becoming, as falsehood 
always changing but never getting near truth: for –there is no ‘truth’. (WP 
616, emphasis mine)

And again,

‘Interpretation,’ the introduction of meaning –not ‘explanation’ … There 
are no facts, everything is in flux, incomprehensible, elusive; what is rela-
tively most enduring is –our opinions. (WP 604)

And finally,

Reverence for truth is already the consequence of an illusion –and that 
one should value more than truth the force that forms, simplifies, shapes, 
invents [i.e. will to power]. ‘Everything is false!’ ‘Everything is permitted!’. 
(WP 602)

Nietzsche, in these three passages from Will to Power, seems to present 
a strangely “consistent” view of the “inconsistency” of having a view, a 
true view at least: there is no truth, and everything is in a state of becom-
ing, of flux. Such a self-aware, self-referentially defeating perspective 
fits quite nicely into our claim that because of his naturalism, Nietzsche 
winds up inevitably in postmodernism, the latter an eventuality of the 
former. Nietzsche is then not “just” a relativist in any simplistic sense. 
Rather Nietzsche’s relativism is the result of his anti-metaphysical com-
mitments to naturalism. Nietzsche’s relativism flows from his naturalism. 
Science then, modern science (à la Darwin) at least, leads to relativ-
ism (that is, if it is taken to task concerning its implications). Of this, 
Nietzsche is well aware, and thus has little problem arguing that truth is 
an illusion of will to power and everything is false.

It is worth noting that David Story argues that Nietzsche presents at 
times elements of a “non-reductive naturalism,” i.e., a naturalism that 
remains committed to the belief that the natural world is the only real 
world, but nevertheless does not seek to reduce the “higher” elements of 
human experience (e.g., values) to the lower (e.g., physical mechanisms). 
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While Storey clearly concedes that Nietzsche often speaks as indeed a 
reductive naturalist, Storey argues that there nevertheless remain signifi-
cant portions of Nietzsche’s thinking that are nonreductive.21 The argu-
ment here for Nietzsche’s “non-reductionism” hangs on, I believe, an 
equivocation of what is meant by there being “no values” for Nietzsche. 
Storey contends that the dependence of valuing upon the human subject 
does not mean that there are no values (we could just as easily replace 
value here with intelligibility), but merely that they are not objective; in 
other words, values are real, for indeed we find ourselves in a world of 
values historically handed over to us; moreover we are the beings that 
create values, whether knowingly or unknowingly.22 Values, thus exist 
and are real; they are just not objectively real. Now, I certainly agree 
that Nietzsche thinks values are “real” in the subjective and experiential 
sense. However, my contention is that if for Nietzsche values hold no 
objective ground, then regardless of their subjective reality, certain impli-
cations follow, namely that values can be reduced to merely functions and 
aims of the will to power. Thus Storey’s defense of Nietzsche, at least 
for my (and Heidegger’s) purposes, fails to adequately counter the hard 
reductionism that Nietzsche’s philosophy almost demands. I see still no 
reason why values are not merely subjective byproducts of the will to 
power and the subject’s value positing.

Storey does note that Nietzsche at times speaks of values as not so 
much relative to the human being, but rather to life itself, that is, to 
life’s preservation and enhancement. Thus, something like “life” would 
be the objective, or at least the relative, “ground” of value. However, 
given Nietzsche’s commitment to the relativity of truth and fact (e.g., 
“there are no facts, only interpretations”), Nietzsche’s thought demands 
that one still apply his critique of truth self-referentially to even his own 
thinking on value and life, which would, in turn, relativize even the value 
of life and, as we have seen, will to power, to mere subjective whim. As 
we have seen, Nietzsche himself notes he too only offers an interpreta-
tion (and not the truth), and thus remarks “so much the better” (BGE 
22).23

nietzsche’s metaPhysics

If what lies behind modern science’s will to truth is will to power, how 
is such will to power masquerading as truth related to theism? That is, 
how is science’s commitment to truth ultimately theistic? We have seen 
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that this has much to do with truth’s being conceived as a “value,” i.e., 
as a “good.” But, for Nietzsche the problem runs deeper, and, there-
fore, Nietzsche’s critique of science goes even further, namely toward 
the understanding of “being” operative in modern science. Implicit in 
what was said above, modern science (and science in general) quite sim-
ply engages in the ultimate falsification of reality by changing becoming 
into being. Science freezes becoming and distorts it into being, and such 
is the conditio sine qua non for not only science, but also “reason,” as 
we have come to understand it. Yet, such a distortion of becoming is 
much older than science. This distortion is as old as metaphysics; in fact, 
this distortion is the essence of metaphysics, which is best expressed, for 
Nietzsche, in the philosophy of Platonism. And, of course, Platonism 
is at the root of theism, of Christianity, which is nothing more than 
“Platonism for the masses” (BGE, preface).

Platonism is metaphysics. Meta-physics, as the name suggests, is meta 
ta phusika, that which “goes beyond” the physical to the metaphysi-
cal, beyond beings to their “being.” Platonism, and thus all subsequent 
metaphysics, simply splits the world in two (HA 5). Platonism divides 
the world into the sensible world of appearances, of change and becom-
ing, on the one hand, and into the invisible, supersensible world of truth 
and being, of what does not change, on the other; this latter “true” 
world constitutes what things truly “are,” despite their chaotic oscillat-
ing appearance as becoming. This division of worlds marks the primary 
falsification, for Nietzsche, at the root of Platonism and of all metaphys-
ics proper that follow, including theism and science. Theism operates 
with a divided world of heaven and earth, the eternal and the temporal, 
the infinite and the finite. So too does science operate concerning the 
world of appearances and the world of “truth” that the human cogni-
tive apparatus discovers or uncovers. At the heart of science is the same 
element that is at the heart of theism, namely metaphysics, Platonism, a 
division of the world into two. Nietzsche’s “hermeneutics of suspicion” 
thus seeks to understand precisely why and to what end Platonism origi-
nally divided the world. It is here that Nietzsche uncovers what he thinks 
marks the birth of “the ascetic ideal.”

Broadly speaking, Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy of Morals, like the 
metaphysics it criticizes, splits the morality of human beings into two 
kinds: masters and slaves. The masters are those powerful and origi-
nary creators of value who affirm life, say “yes” to life, while the slaves 
are those weak and reactive “deniers” of life, who create values out of 
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a defensive, reactionary weakness. Both masters and slaves are driven 
by will to power, by a will to life, to live, and to thrive. The differ-
ence between them lies in the way in which they employ will to power: 
actively or reactively. Quite simply, masters affirm life; slaves deny it. It 
is this “denial of life” that constitutes the ultimate origin of not only 
Christian morality, but of metaphysics (Platonism) itself, and, there-
fore, of all the various metaphysical configurations that follow, including 
science. And this “denial of life” is nihilism itself in the form of what 
Nietzsche calls the “ascetic ideal.”

Characteristic of the ascetic ideal’s denial of life is ressentiment (resent-
ment). The weak, or those in a threatened position of less power, resent 
the masters, and, therefore, seek revenge against those more powerful 
than they. Yet, resentment runs deeper than morality and resents all life 
itself; this resentment, or will to revenge, toward life as a whole is the 
hallmark of the ascetic ideal. As a reactive form of will to power, resent-
ment resents life itself, reality itself, and as such gives birth to metaphys-
ics proper, to the diving of the world in two. In Thus Spoke Zarathustra, 
Nietzsche provides a somewhat deeper insight into the meaning of 
revenge and resentment. “This, yes, this alone is revenge itself: the will’s 
repugnance against time and its ‘it was.’”24 Revenge hates time. In par-
ticular, revenge hates, revolts against, time’s passing, time’s “it was.” In 
short, the human being takes revenge on becoming, for it cannot stand 
becoming’s lack of permanency, i.e., that things change. Moreover, 
things change in such a way that we resent the way in which they did 
change and how such changes cannot be undone, for they lie in the past, 
in the “it was,” and thus things now “are not.” Metaphysical resentment 
or revenge goes, therefore, one could say, a step deeper than merely 
moral revenge that seeks to punish those in power. Metaphysical revenge 
revolts against reality itself, insofar as reality “is” not permanent, but 
is becoming, that is, insofar as it lacks the constitution of “being,” of 
“isness,” of staticness. Metaphysics then, driven by revenge, hates reality 
qua becoming and creates, out of this revenge, the other “true” world. 
Thus “the ressentiment of metaphysicians against actuality is here crea-
tive,” in that it creates the other world (WP 579). Revenge splits the 
world in two.

Indeed, according to Aristotle, metaphysics has as its object of study 
“being,” or “being qua being.” Such an object is fitting for Nietzsche, 
since it is metaphysics that needs and necessitates that reality be fixed and 
permanent vis-à-vis change and movement. furthermore, reality must 
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not only “be” but be self-same and identical, for such identity marks the 
essence of substance, and the essence of “essence” too for that matter, as 
well as the conditional relations between substances. In short, the con-
cept of “being” enables substance and measurement, as well as causal-
ity, as the very faculties and categories of reason. It is being as a static, 
fixed reality that enables anything like “truth,” for truth is nothing more 
than “what is,” what is “actual” or real; and truth, as the “correctness” 
of the correspondence of an idea to reality, implies that reality is standing 
still, so to speak, for such correspondence to be possible. Without being, 
then, “reason” itself collapses.

There is a sense in which Nietzsche’s critique here is twofold, apply-
ing at once to Platonism and metaphysics, and even more broadly to 
reason and cognition in general. Nietzsche notes that whether the for-
mer or the latter, both as forms of “knowing” come out of the will to 
power as conditions for “life” and “survival.” for this reason, Nietzsche 
at times speaks more positively about such conditions for life. for exam-
ple, Nietzsche writes,

The falseness of a judgment is to us not necessarily an objection to a judg-
ment…the question is to what extent it is life-advancing, life-preserving, 
species-preserving…and our fundamental tendency is to assert that the fal-
sest judgments …are the most indispensable to us, that without granting 
as true the fictions of logic, without measuring reality against the purely 
invented world of unconditional and self-identical, without continual fal-
sification of the world by means of numbers, mankind could not live –that 
to renounce false judgments would be to renounce life, would be to deny 
life. To recognize untruth as a condition for life…. (BGE 4)25

Here Nietzsche seems to conflate the “invented world” of metaphysics 
with the rational faculties themselves, arguing that regardless of their fal-
sifications they, nevertheless, were employed as survival mechanisms of 
the will to life and power. That is, out of practical needs, even the practi-
cal needs of the weak, reason and logic were formed so as to order a fun-
damentally disordered world:

Not ‘to know’ but to schematize –to impose upon chaos as much regular-
ity and form as our practical needs require. In 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 calcu-
lation … No pre-existing “idea” was here at work, but the utilitarian fact 



2 NIETZSCHE AND THE BATTLE OVER BEING  25

that only when we see things coarsely and made equal do they become 
calculable and usable to us… The categories are “truths” only in the sense 
that they are conditions of life for us…. (WP 515)

The world itself is ultimately then not intelligible, but unintelligible; 
intelligibility comes from the human being’s need to schematize so as 
to secure. Intelligibility is a useful fiction. Earlier, I spoke of Nietzsche 
as primarily a Darwinian, yet what Nietzsche strikes against in Darwin 
is precisely Darwin’s failure to see that the weak overpower the “fit” by 
the employment of cleverness (reason, religion, logic, science, etc.). In 
Twilight of the Idols, in a section entitled Anti-Darwin, Nietzsche chides 
Darwin for his failure to recognize such cleverness, namely that

Species do not grow more perfect: the weak dominate the strong again and 
again – the reason being they are the great majority, and they are also clev-
erer… Darwin forgot the mind…the weak possess more mind…To acquire 
mind one must need mind…26

Thus, reason and its metaphysics are the result of the weak cleverly over-
powering not only those more powerful than they, but also overpower-
ing reality (qua becoming) itself!

Now it is precisely this revenge against life and its creation of being 
and truth, that also gives rise to “God,” for God is nothing more than a 
mythical stand-in for the supersensible, true world of being. Indeed, the 
God of metaphysics is precisely being itself as the ens causa sui or the ens 
realissimum, that is, the self-caused being or the most real being. God 
is moreover that which metes out “justice” (another form of revenge) 
for the oppressed, and grants a life beyond temporality in eternity. 
Therefore, being, truth, and God are one and the same for Nietzsche, 
not only conceptually, but also in origin, insofar as they all arise out of 
the spirit of revenge, revenge against time, becoming, and reality itself. 
Such marks the essence of the ascetic ideal. The spirit of revenge, for 
Nietzsche, has until now been the human being’s “best thought” (bestes 
Nachdenken), for it is, in a sense, the origin of “thought” itself (Z 2:20).

It is the revolt against becoming and its creation of being then that 
makes God and the truth ultimately the same value, at least in origin, 
and it is precisely for this reason that the modern atheist, with his faith in 
the truth of science, remains a theist, a Christian Platonist even. Modern 
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atheism is, therefore, just as theistic as the theism it denies. Thus we 
arrive at Nietzsche’s “fundamental metaphysical position.”

Strangely, this nihilistic ascetic ideal, itself nihilism qua the denial 
of life, is the very cause of the current, cultural nihilism that results 
from the death of God. Nietzsche, in announcing the death of God, 
announces the current climate of nihilism. The highest values—God, 
truth, morality, etc.—have collapsed. “What does nihilism mean? That 
the highest values devaluate themselves” (WP 1). Precisely, as we saw ear-
lier, the will to truth destroys itself in and through its own search for 
truth. Nietzsche, as an untimely man, however, is the only one who 
seems to be aware of this nihilism, as the champions of modern science 
seem most oblivious to it. The will to truth has effectively “unchained 
the earth from the sun” without even realizing it (GS 125).

As this nihilism sets in, recourse to the truth will become more and 
more impossible. God will become more and more unbelievable. This 
is Nietzsche’s diagnosis. What then is his cure? It is here, concerning 
Nietzsche’s “cure” for nihilism, that we can begin to discuss explicitly 
Heidegger’s reading. In a lecture course entitled Was Heisst Denken? 
(“What is Called Thinking?” 1951–1952), Heidegger attempts to distill 
Nietzsche’s entire thinking into one thought: the overcoming of revenge. 
Heidegger cites a passage from Zarathustra,

For that man be released from revenge: this is for me the bridge to the high-
est hope, and a rainbow after long storms. (Z 2:7)

This thought, for Heidegger, marks the summation of Nietzsche’s 
entire philosophy and, therefore, his entire metaphysical position con-
cerning the being of beings. This thought, that of overcoming or being 
released from revenge, is for Heidegger Nietzsche’s “true one and only 
thought, which he thought even if he did not announce on every occa-
sion or always in the same way.”27 If revenge, ressentiment, against time 
and becoming, is the very source of metaphysics, then to overcome such 
revenge would be at the same time to overcome metaphysics. Nietzsche’s 
fundamental metaphysical position is, therefore, at the same time an 
attempt to overcome metaphysics, to overcome Platonism. Such over-
coming of metaphysics represents then an all out assault on “being” 
insofar as “being” is that which is posited, vis-à-vis becoming, in and 
through the spirit of revenge. We place being over and against becoming 
due to the revulsion we feel toward becoming qua time and its transitory 
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nature, namely the “it was.” Therefore, for Nietzsche, to overcome 
revenge, being must be replaced (and overcome) with becoming. This 
replacement is ipso facto the overcoming of revenge, for it is revenge that 
enables the meta in metaphysics.28 That is to say, revenge motivates the 
transcendence from the physical, sensible world of becoming to the met-
aphysical, supersensible world of being. So then, to overcome revenge is 
to overcome being, and vice versa.

Yet how is such an overcoming possible? Where even to begin? 
According to Heidegger’s Nietzsche, the key to this overcoming resides 
in Nietzsche’s doctrine of the Eternal Return of the Same. This doc-
trine for Heidegger is no mere psychological doctrine, but an absolute 
doctrine concerning the being of beings, and, therefore, the content of 
Nietzsche’s fundamental metaphysical position. Nevertheless, the doc-
trine of the Eternal Return contains, for Heidegger, a psychological 
component, albeit one that is contingent upon the deeper, metaphysi-
cal ground. Therefore, in order to fully understand Heidegger’s concep-
tion of this doctrine in Nietzsche, we must first explore its psychological 
dimension, so as to necessitate a fuller exploration of its deeper, meta-
physical ground.

If revenge is the will’s “revulsion” or “repugnance” against time 
and time’s “it was,” then deliverance from revenge means a transition 
from the will’s ill will and denial of time to an affirmation of it. It means 
“unchaining” the will from the “it was.” This occurs in and through the 
“it was” not only continuously passing by (in the past), but also by con-
tinually coming again (in the future), i.e., by the willing affirmation of 
the “it was” continuously in that one wants and desires such “it was” 
to occur again and again, to eternally occur and reoccur. The past no 
longer freezes in the “it was,” and thus the will can be liberated from its 
being chained to it. “The will becomes free from what is revolting in the 
‘it was’ when it wills the constant recurrence of every ‘it was’”29 (WCT 
105). In willing the eternal recurrence of the “it was,” of the same, the 
will then can finally will in reverse. As such, the will is free to be itself, to 
will what it essentially is, namely, the will itself. Thus, for Heidegger, in 
the Eternal Return of the Same the will wills itself as will, as the being of 
beings, which is itself becoming. This “metaphysics” of the will and of 
the Eternal Return requires some unpacking. That is, it requires a dis-
cussion of Heidegger’s understanding of Nietzsche’s fundamental meta-
physical position concerning being.
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heidegger’s nietzsche and Being

Earlier we noted the peculiarity of Heidegger’s reading(s) of Nietzsche, 
namely that for Heidegger Nietzsche is fundamentally a thinker of being, 
and as such, maintains a fundamental metaphysical position concerning 
the being of beings. Nietzsche, for Heidegger, is a metaphysician par 
excellence. In order then to fully understand Nietzsche, we must think 
through his metaphysics. What then is Nietzsche’s metaphysics? We saw 
that according to Heidegger Nietzsche has one basic thought, overcom-
ing revenge, and yet this one thought is still not in itself his fundamental 
metaphysical position. However, behind this one thought and within this 
one thought is contained his deeper thinking of being: the will to power 
and the Eternal Return. These are for Heidegger Nietzsche’s fundamen-
tal thoughts on being, and they are the same thought, albeit expressed in 
slightly different ways. It is the task of Heidegger, one could argue (and 
I, in fact, will), to sublate and reconcile, in a Hegelian manner, these two 
concepts into one. Indeed, if the four volumes of Heidegger’s Nietzsche 
lectures contain any underlying, systemic theme, it is precisely this rec-
onciliation between will to power and Eternal Return. Moreover, not 
only does Heidegger seek to unite will to power and Eternal Return in 
Nietzsche’s metaphysics, but he seeks to do so such that both, as one, 
name becoming over against being. Such a task is not easy, even for 
Heidegger. Nevertheless, we will attempt to follow Heidegger’s thought 
along the way toward this sublation into becoming.

for Heidegger, Nietzsche’s metaphysics, like all metaphysics, employs 
two basic categories concerning the being of beings, namely essence 
(essentia) and existence (existentia), or whatness and thatness. Will 
to power says what essentially beings are, as to their essence.30 Eternal 
Return says how beings are (as a whole, thus corresponding to that-
ness), in their existence. That is, “what is” is essentially will to power, as 
the fundamental ground or substrate of reality. Yet beings are in such a 
way that they exist in the cycle of eternal return. How is this possible? 
Moreover, what does it mean to say that “what is” is will to power, since 
Nietzsche’s whole philosophy, according to Heidegger and Nietzsche 
himself, is an assault on “what is,” on being itself? How can this “be”? 
These questions necessitate first a further inquiry into what is thought in 
the idea of the “will to power,” and secondly how such thinking relates 
to the becoming of the Eternal Return.
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What is the will to power? Why not simply power, rather than will to 
power? What is power? What is power’s end? It is nothing more than 
power. Power “wants” more power. Power “wants” control, and thus 
“wants” and wills its own will, for control is nothing other than domi-
nance of the will. Power is the exercise of the will over something, and 
such exercising is domination, control. Thus, power is will, that is, to 
want power is to want to exercise your will, to will over. Power is, there-
fore, will to power, will is, therefore, will to power. Power and will are 
inextricably linked such that they are the same, namely, will to power. 
How does will to power do this? How does the will to power will toward 
power? Essential for Heidegger’s reading is a quote from Nietzsche’s 
Will to Power:

The standpoint of ‘value’ is the standpoint of conditions of preservation 
and enhancement for complex forms of relative life-duration within the 
flux of becoming. (WP 715)

We have seen earlier that will to power operates fundamentally by pos-
iting and stabilizing reality insofar as this promotes life. Will to power 
schematizes reality so as to live and thrive. In other words, will to power 
posits values. Yet these values are posited only so as to be overcome. 
They are challenges, resistances, to be overcome for the preservation 
and enhancement of life. The feeling of overcoming these values qua 
resistances is the feeling of life, of more power. So will to power wants 
more power and challenges itself toward ever more power by positing 
values as resistances in order to overcome them. Will to power then sta-
bilizes so as to destroy and increase its power. There is no telos to will to 
power’s drive toward enhancement; the only telos is simply more power. 
Heidegger likely also has in mind Nietzsche’s Anti-Christ:

What is good? –All that heightens the feeling of power, the will to power, 
power itself in man. What is bad? –All that proceeds from weakness. 
What is happiness? –the feeling that power increases – that a resistance is 
overcome.31

Values are posited so as to be overcome; they are posited in order to be 
overcome. This itself is the will to power, namely the positing of values as 
resistances to be overcome for the preserving and enhancing of life. They 
are posited for life’s preserving and then overcome for life’s enhancing. 


