Nietzsche & Nihilism



Second handout on the history of metaphysics

Plato (c.428-348 BCE): 

1. beings taken as model for the beingness of beings: geometry.
2. way of being of #1: constantly (= eternally & unchangingly) true principles that apply, but incompletely, to particular physical things.
3. foundation/ground/justification of #2: geometrical form.
4. reason for #3: knowledge of the one perfect geometrical form entails knowledge of the many imperfect physical examples.
5. metaphysical definition/interpretation of the beingness of beings: constantly presence (as absence of internal contradictions).
6. being that’s the metaphysical ground/ultimate subject/ultimate subject (of #5): Forms.
7. reason for #6: the eternal Forms give being to particular things; thus knowing the eternal Forms entails knowing particular things.
8. how we know #6: directly by our soul, having been purified of the body & the senses.
Aristotle (384-322 BCE):

1. beings taken as model for the beingness of beings: ousia (sub-stance) physika (undergoing orderly “natural” change): bios (life); techne (making & using human products: tools, arts, crafts); & praxis (going about one’s life for the sake of carrying out overall life-goals).
2. way of being of #1: sub-stance’s energeia (completion, fulfillment, realization, carrying out, bringing to fruition the sub-stance’s own goal[s] telos]).
3. foundation/ground/justification of #2: telos (the sub-stance’s own goal that it tends to carry out).
4. reason for #3: each physical thing naturally tends to achieve its own goal(s).  Thus knowledge of the telos yields knowledge of the whole sub-stance.
5. metaphysical definition/interpretation of the beingness of beings: (2nd) entelecheia = complete energeia = a sub-stance constant completion of its telos.
6. being that’s the metaphysical ground/ultimate subject of #5: thought (nous) thinking itself: God & human reason purified of the senses.
7. reason for #6: since all naturally-occurring sub-stances seek a goal, imitating #6 is the ultimate goal of all sub-stances.
8. how we know #6:
indirectly, through astronomy, as the ultimate cause of the stars’ motion;
indirectly through biology, as the ultimate cause of organisms’ reproduction; and 
directly only through actually becoming thought thinking itself, hence identical to God.

Augustine (354-430 CE):
1. beings taken as model for the beingness of beings: (Roman) Empire (people beholden to emperor) & patriarchal family (wife & children beholden to father); subsequently also feudalism (serf bound to lord through vassalage).
2. way of being of #1: action as creation [“efficient causation”] (a) producing (empire, family, vassal); legislating (the law); & judging (about justification of actions according to the law). 
3. foundation/ground/justification of #2: creator (producer, legislator, & judge).
4. reason for #3: First, if x creates y, then x is more powerful than y; thus x has the ability to legislate for y & judge y.  Second, if x creates y, then y owes y’s existence to x; thus x has the right to legislate for y & judge y.
5. metaphysical definition/interpretation of the beingness of beings: activity of creation (by creator of act-ual created creat-ure).
6. being that’s the metaphysical ground/ultimate subject of #5: what constantly, eternally, and permanently creates, but is not itself created by anything else (spontaneous creation by the metaphysically free will): 
primarily, God (either self-created or necessarily existing); and

secondarily, human free will (created by God but creates its own actions).
7. reason for #6: Creator is always superior to its creation.
8. how we know #6: We have certain knowledge of

(a) the a priori & universal moral law (legislated by God: that we should attempt to gain only what we cannot rationally fear losing – i.e., faith, knowledge, and the eternal salvation of our souls);
(b) our spontaneously free actions (created by us) through con-science (self-knowledge); and

(c) whether (a) justifies (b), and is thus justified before God (our creator, legislator, & judge), also through con-science (self-knowledge).
Thus if we know something through con-science (and is thus in us), then it’s certainly justified – but there’s some certainly justified knowledge (e.g., of universal a priori moral law) that’s not known through con-science (and is thus not in us).
Modern philosophy (1637-1927/68/91...):
1. beings taken as model for the beingness of beings: Protest-ant Reformation against dogma of Catholic Church and power of Holy Roman Empire, founded only on the human individual’s con-science of the justification of all its actions and thus the salvation of its soul. 
(Martin Luther to Holy Roman Emperor Charles V in 1521 Diet of Worms: “I do not accept the authority of popes or councils, for they have contradicted each other – my conscience is captive to the Word of God. I cannot and I will not recant anything, for to go against conscience is neither right nor safe. Here I stand, I cannot do otherwise. God help me. Amen.”)
2. way of being of #1: individual’s con-science (= con-sciousness = self-knowledge) of (a) its law, (b) its actions, and (c) whether (a) justifies (b). 
3. foundation/ground/justification of #2: individual’s con-science of (a) its law, (b) its actions, and (c) whether (a) justifies (b).
4. reason for #3: Individual is constantly present to itself, as con-scious (self-aware) of
(a) the basis of all its activity: constantly present representations (ideas: things actually contained within the individual’s mind & that are “thus” certain);
(b) individual’s own action, which is exclusively re-presentation (judgment that an idea is true, i.e., that an idea corresponds to something); and
(c) whether (a) certainly justifies (b), and thus whether its re-presentations are certainly true. 
5. metaphysical definition/interpretation of the beingness of beings: re-presentedness, the essence of ob-jectivity (where an “ob-ject” means literally a target that we aim at; cf. N IV 175): an ob-ject is what our re-presenting activity “hits,” or corresponds to, when we’re con-scious of (a) our presentations underlying it, (b) our re-presentation, and (c) that (a) certainly justifies (b).  Thus whatever is is a possible predicate (an ob-ject) of the con-scious re-presenter, i.e., the ultimate subject – thus the one & only metaphysical ground/ultimate subject (cf. N IV 175).
6. being that’s the metaphysical ground/ultimate subject: constantly present con-sciousness of (a) presentations, (b) its re-presentational activity, and (c) whether (a) certainly justifies (b).
7. reason for #6: This varies:
a. transcendental realism (Descartes [1596-1650], G.W.F. Leibniz [1646-1716]): our re-presentations of ob-jects transcend our subjective presentations; thus judgment involves a spontaneous “leap” from presentations to re-presentations, and God guarantees the criterion for when making this “leap” is certainly justified, and thus certainly true.  

b. empirical idealism (George Berkeley [1685-1753], David Hume [1711-76] & John Stuart Mill [1806-1873]: our re-presentations of ob-jects do not transcend our subjective presentations; thus judgment does not involve any spontaneous “leap,” and God is not needed to justify any leap except that from regularities in past & present presentations to future ones – i.e., that future presentations will continue to be like past ones.

c. transcendental idealism & empirical realism (Kant [1724-1804]): the ob-jects we re-present transcend our subjective presentations, but the a priori forms (space & time) of these ob-jects do not.  Transcendental con-sciousness spontaneously legislates these forms of re-presentation for itself, (but not the re-presented ob-jects in themselves).  Thus appeals to God are unnecessary in metaphysics.  [Only in Kant and subsequent German Idealism [1794-1848] does con-sciousness actually assume the traditional role of God as spontaneous self-creation and self-legislation.]
8. how we know #6: Something is certainly justified (and thus true) if and only if we know it through con-science – i.e., if and only if it’s in us. 

Nietzsche (1844-1888/1900):
1. beings taken as model for the beingness of beings: modern nationalistic empire (e.g., 
French Revolution, First Republic, & Napoleon [1789-1814: “liberty, equality, fraternity”], American empire [1823-present: Monroe Doctrine, “freedom & democracy”], 
2nd and 3rd German Empires [1871-1918, 1933-45: “Deutschland, Deutschland über Alles”], U.S.S.R. [1917-1991: “dictatorship of the proletariat”].
2. way of being of #1: creation of itself through willing its values as increasing its power, legislation on the basis of these values, & judgment that its actions conform to these laws, and thus these values.
3. foundation/ground/justification of #2: self-creation (via creation of its values), self-legislation, & self-judgment.
4. reason for #3: judgments require laws; which require values; values are posited for oneself, define oneself, and one wills for the sake of their increase of one’s power.
5. metaphysical definition/interpretation of the beingness of beings: ob-jectivity: what our re-presenting activity “hits,” or corresponds to, as re-presented within the value-system (conceptual scheme) that we will as increasing our constantly recurring power.  Thus whatever is is a possible predicate of the re-presenting will, i.e., the ultimate subject – thus the one & only metaphysical ground/ultimate subject.  What is constantly present is the will to power & the that values it wills.
6. being that’s the metaphysical ground/ultimate subject of #6: constantly recurring will to power – the essence of the living body.
7. reason for #6: the eternally-recurring will to power creates its eternal values for the sake of increasing its power: freedom “for… giv[ing] yourself your own good and your own evil and proclaim[ing] your own will over yourself as a law… be[ing] your own judge and avenger of your law” (Zarathustra [1882; PN 175, quoted at N III 142]).
8. how we know #6: justice: “a constructive, exclusive, annihilative mode of thought, arising from estimations of value: supreme representative of life itself” [1884 note, quoted at N III 142); “the function of a panoramic power that looks beyond the narrow perspectives of good and evil, and thus has a broader horizon of advantage – the intention to preserve something that is more  than this or that person” (1884 note, quoted at N III 147).  “Right [Recht] = the will to make a given ratio of power eternal” (1884 note, quoted at N III 244).  Justice (Gerechtigkeit) is N’s version of conscience (Gewissen): the will to power is certain of its activities (i.e., its re-presenting activity [“the estimation of value ‘I believe [i.e., judge] that such and such is so [i.e., is true or untrue]’ as the essence of ‘truth’” [WM #507; cited at N III 33] and the values it posits as useful for life).
W., August 26, 2003: “Our course is set. Our purpose is firm. No act of terrorists will weaken our resolve or alter their fate. Our only goal, our only option, is total victory in the war on terror. And this nation will press on to victory.”
W., April 5, 2004: “Freedom – is the Almighty’s gift to every person in this world. It’s one of the values that we hold dear. These killers – don’t have values. They, eh, they want to shake our will. And so we’ve got tough action in Iraq. But we will stay the course.”
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