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CARDOZO LA W REVIEW

in science.4" This new day would be the advent of the gay science
that Nietzsche heralded: a joyous affirmation of the human
condition.

Nietzsche grounds his critique in nature, but he rejects the
subject/object dualisms that defined the scientific worldview of his
day in favor of "will to power,"-the view that all of nature is
engaged in ongoing, active interpretation. 49 Nietzsche proposes a
radically new holistic ontology to replace the "theological"
ontology of the nineteenth-century natural sciences." Naturalism
and interpretivism coexist, then, by recognizing that:

if will to power is the naturalistic theory par excellence, and if
will to power essentially involves interpretation, the naturalist is
led to assert the primacy and irreducibility of interpretation....
In short, for Nietzsche, the natural world is fundamentally
interpretive. There is no world other than the natural and
nothing outside the interpretive web that constitutes this
natural world.5

Nietzsche never provided a detailed explanation of will to
power, but Hales and Welshon argue that an analytic reading of
his texts makes clear that he was proposing a radically alternative
"perspectivist ontology of power."52 Under this ontology, humans

are not interpretive animals that "create" the world according to
their desires, but rather are the most complex beings in a deeply
interpretive play of forces that includes all of nature. 3  Cox
concurs:

Against all realisms, Nietzsche maintains that every ontology is

48 COX, supra note 35, at 27. See also GIANNI VATTIMO, NIETZSCHE: AN

INTRODUCTION 43-58 (Nicholas Martin trans., 2001) (1985) (Explaining that Nietzsche

challenged the positivist accounts of science at the same time that he acknowledged the

powerful effect of science within contemporary culture, leading Nietzsche to adopt more

nuanced views that connected the activities of art and science).
49 ld. at 214.
51 Id. at 221.
51 Id. at 241-42. Gianni Vattimo echoes this hermeneutical reading of "will to power":

If one may say this, the Will to Power is something hermeneutic, something
engaged in interpreting. The struggle between the opposing tendencies of a

multiplicity of wills is above all a struggle between competing interpretations, as

that fragment concerning European nihilism shows.... Yet the Will to Power is

also hermeneutic in another sense: because it sees the world as a game of

competing appearances and perspectives, it is itself one theory among others, an

interpretation and nothing else. Nietzsche concedes this point explicitly at the

end of an aphorism in Beyond Good and Evil: "'Assuming this too is only

interpretation [... ] well, so much the better."' (BGE §22, 3t).
VATTIMO, supra note 48, at 124.

52 HALES & WELSHON, supra note 37, at 58. Although some analytic commentators

choose to ignore the corrupted, posthumous text Will to Power, Hales and Welshon

responsibly use the unpublished materials in support of what they find anticipated in his

published texts. Id. at 62-63.
-3 Id. at 63-65.
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the construction of an interpretation and that no world would
remain over after the subtraction of every interpretation....
Nietzsche short-circuits the distinction between idealism and
realism by dissolving the poles of subject and object into the
unified field of interpretation or will to power. 4

The perspectival character of will to power is reflected in
Nietzsche's thoroughly perspectival accounts of the self" and the
world of objects. 6 These accounts do not devolve into nihilistic
relativism precisely because they are so radical. In Nietzsche's
account there is no autonomous self who can choose to impose an
interpretation as a matter of whim or fancy, since selves always
already are the products of and proponents of a thick network of
interpretations.57

Nietzsche delivers naturalistic critiques of Christianity and
metaphysics, but he is criticizing their abandonment of a natural
reality that is deeply interpretive. The absolute and binary world
proposed by these fables is a complete abstraction from the real
world, where knowledge is gained because of, and not in spite of,
perspectivity. This point is most clearly expressed by Nietzsche in
the celebrated passage from On the Genealogy of Morals, in which
he mocks the philosophical manifestation of an ascetic hostility to
life: "To cease believing in one's own self, to deny one's own
"reality"-what a triumph! ... " In opposition to this ascetic ideal,
Nietzsche advocates that philosophers embrace the interpretive
character of nature, in order to usher in a new

"objectivity"... understood not as "disinterested
contemplation" (which is a non-concept and a nonsense), but as

54 Cox, supra note 35, at 163.
55

Nietzsche not only views the subject as a multiplicity of micro-interpretations
and -perspectives; he also views the subject itself as a macro-interpretation. The
point is simply that, for Nietzsche, interpretation goes all the way down and all
the way up. Rather than positing the subject as something outside the realm of
interpretation, something that stands behind and fabricates interpretations,
Nietzsche maintains that the subject itself is fabricated by and as an
interpretation.

Id. at 138-39.
56 Nietzsche regards the world of objects as a radical flux of power relations that is

channeled by human activities into a manageable reality: "objects are what they are only
under a particular description, for a particular perspective or interpretation." Id. at 154
(criticizing the attempt by Brian Leiter and others to portray Nietzsche as a realist).

57 As Cox explains, Nietzsche does not
deny the reality of the external world or claim that we can make interpretations,
worlds, subjects, and object any way we please. He understands that there are
always constraints upon our worldmaking. He only refuses to grant that there is
some pre-given world that can or should ultimately serve as that constraint.
Rather, what reality there is and what constraints there are, Nietzsche argues,
are provided solely by the dominant, existing interpretations.

Id. at 159-60.
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the capacity to have all the arguments for and against at one's
disposal and to suspend or implement them at will: so that one
can exploit that very diversity of perspectives and affective
interpretations in the interests of knowledge. From now on, my
dear philosophers, let us beware of the dangerous old
conceptual fable which posited a "pure, will-less, painless,
timeless knowing subject", let us beware of the tentacles of such
contradictory concepts as "pure reason," "absolute spirituality,"
"knowledge in itself";-for these always ask us to imagine an
eye which is impossible to imagine, an eye which supposedly
looks out in no particular direction, an eye which supposedly
either restrains or altogether lacks the active powers of
interpretation which first make seeing into something-for
here, then, a nonsense and non-concept is demanded of the eye.
Perspectival seeing is the only kind of seeing there is,
perspectival "knowing" the only kind of "knowing"; and the
more feelings about a matter which we allow to come to
expression, the more eyes, different eyes through which we are
able to view this same matter, the more complete our
"conception" of it, our "objectivity", will be.58

The falsifications introduced by the ascetic ideal, as it is manifested
in religion, philosophy, and even science, can be overcome only by
affirming that perspectivism is the nature of reality.

B. The (Non-Metaphysical) Truth of Ontological Perspectivism

Nietzsche's naturalism grounds his critique, but by endorsing
a perspectival account of nature he courts obvious difficulties. For

example, Brian Leiter advances the narrow analytic reading by

arguing that a radically perspectivist ontology undermines
Nietzsche's claim that his critiques provide epistemically privileged
access to reality. 9 The challenge is straightforward: Nature can't

provide a standard against which to judge the metaphysical

tradition if nature is merely a contest of perspectives, none of

which can claim epistemic superiority by virtue of corresponding
more accurately to an independent world. Leiter concludes that

we must take Nietzsche's optical analogy in the Genealogy quite

literally, which leads him to declare that Nietzsche is a pluralist

58 FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE, ON THE GENEALOGY OF MORALS Third Essay para. 12, at

98 (Douglas Smith trans., 1996) (1887).
" Brian Leiter, Perspectivism in Nietzsche's Genealogy of Morals, in NIETZSCHE,

GENEALOGY, MORALITY: ESSAYS ON NIETZSCHE'S GENEALOGY OF MORALS 334, 339

(Richard Schacht ed., 1994) (arguing that one can avoid this dilemma only by abandoning
Nietzsche's epistemic claims, by reducing them to rhetorical flourish, or (with Leiter) by
revising the account of Nietzsche's naturalism to accord with his epistemic claims).
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who nevertheless recognizes an epistemic hierarchy. Leiter argues
that our ordinary experience of sight teaches us that there is no
single, acontextual, all-encompassing view of an object-the
"God's-eye" view from nowhere-but, nevertheless, that some
views are better than others, and multiple views of an object are
even more likely to yield an accurate conception of that object.'
"On this position knowledge is possible, though never complete,
and it always requires a plurality of interpretive perspectives."61

Nietzsche's naturalism is preserved by reading his doctrine of
perspectivism as an account of the limitations of human perception
and cognition in processing the real world.

Although certainly plausible, this reading is not easily borne
out by Nietzsche's texts and is made possible only by virtue of the
loaded question to which it responds. Leiter asks whether the
"optical situation" referenced by Nietzsche in the Genealogy is
more closely analogous to radically perspectivist readings of
Nietzsche or to more traditional, neo-Kantian readings of
Nietzsche, but he surreptitiously constructs the "optical situation"
in a manner that answers the question beforehand. Leiter
wrongfully assumes "a pre-given subject who has perspectives or
interpretations" of a determinate, pre-given object.62 But as
explained above, Nietzsche's perspectivist ontology undermines
such an account of "ordinary" vision; indeed, that is the very point
of his perspectivism. Specifically, Nietzsche embraces a dynamic
and interpretive account of supposedly "pure" perception,
affirming the deeply constitutive nature of perspectivity. 6 The

6 Id. at 345-47.
61 Id. at 351.
62 Cox, supra note 35, at 121.
63 Nietzsche argues that science does not proceed by first acknowledging new

perceptions, but that often new perceptions are not possible until after the "rash
hypotheses," "fictions," "the good dumb will to 'believe'," and "the lack of mistrust and
patience" have set the stage. FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE, Natural History of Morals, in
BEYOND GOOD AND EVIL para. 192, at 104-05 (Walter Kaufmann trans., 1966). He
explains:

Our eye finds it more comfortable to respond to a given stimulus by reproducing
once more an image that it has produced many times before, instead of
registering what is different and new in an impression. The latter would require
more strength, more "morality." Hearing something new is embarrassing and
difficult for the ear ... Even in the midst of the strangest experiences we still do
the same: we make up the major part of the experience and can scarcely be
forced not to contemplate some event as its "inventors." All this means:
basically and from time immemorial we are-accustomed to lying. Or to put it
more virtuously and hypocritically, in short, more pleasantly: one is much more
of an artist than one knows.

Id. at 105. In this passage Nietzsche clearly distinguishes perception for sensory stimuli,
although he does so in the context of noting the conservatism that follows from our
interpretive nature: our prejudiced perceptual forestructure, one might say. See also
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passage from the Genealogy supports this reading, since Nietzsche
rejects both the idea that eyes are agents that restrain
interpretation, and the idea that eyes are purely passive
instruments. Instead, he affirms that the eyes participate in "the
active powers of interpretation which first make seeing into
something." Moreover, a reasonable reading of Nietzsche's texts
supports the conclusion that he makes the doctrine of
perspectivism central to his ontology and epistemology. As Hales
and Welshon dryly conclude in the course of their analytic reading
of Nietzsche, "[i]f the choice is between relying on Nietzsche's
Nachlafl to develop a robust theory of ontological perspectivism or
amputating this ontology and turning Nietzsche into a retrograde
Kantian, the former is surely preferable."'

Leiter promotes the narrow analytic reading because he
believes that Nietzsche is too demonstrably committed to the truth
of his critiques to endorse a radically perspectivist ontology that
would rob his philosophy of a claim to epistemic privilege. But the
issue is more complex than Leiter allows, in that it is unnecessary
to force a choice between epistemic nihilism and a realist epistemic
hierarchy. Hales and Welshon carefully develop the thesis that
perspectivism is the core of Nietzsche's philosophy, without
concluding that Nietzsche abandons truth claims. They explain
that Nietzsche adopts a "weak perspectivism"-holding only that
there are some statements that are true in some perspectives while
false in others-rather than a "strong perspectivism"-under
which every statement would be true in at least one perspective
and false in another.65 Consequently, Nietzsche allows that there
may be some statements, admittedly not many, that are true "in all
human perspectives, statements that are true for all humans no
matter what else is true in their perspective."6 The crucial point
for Nietzsche is that even absolute truths, such as logic or certain
causal relationships, are not validated by direct correspondence to

NIETZSCHE, THE GAY SCIENCE, supra note 33, Book Ill para. 114, at 173-74 ("As soon as
we see a new image, we immediately construct it with the aid of all our previous
experiences, depending on the degree of our honesty and justice. All experiences are
moral experiences, even in the realm of sense perception."). See KLEIN, supra note 36, at
71:

One of the aims of Nietzsche's genealogy of the word is to criticize this naively
held belief [that words serve as a neutral medium which mediates our experience
of a world of pre-existing and pre-linguistic objectsl by demonstrating that even
those experiences that we consider most basic, tactile sensation for example, are
not immediately given but are always already determined by linguistic structures
such as metonymy, metaphor and synecdoche.

Id.
Tm HALES & WELSHON, supra note 37, at 77.
6. Id. at 15-36.

Id. at 34.
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a world-in-itself, but instead are only perspectivally true. 7

Under this reading, then, Nietzsche can claim without self-
contradiction that his perspectivist ontology-designated as will to
power-is true, even that it is absolutely true. In other words,
Nietzsche can plausibly advance a thesis of ontological
perspectivism at the same time that he insists on epistemological
perspectivism.68

Hence, perspectivist ontology can be absolutely true, if we are
careful to insist that an absolute truth is a truth across, rather
than outside of, human perspectives. So, perspectivist ontology
can be absolutely true even though weak perspectivism is true
of many other sentences. So, given that the version of
perspectivism attributable to Nietzsche is weak perspectivism
and the relevant perspectives are human perspectives, there is
no self-referential inconsistency between the absolute truth of
perspectivist ontology and alethic perspectivism.69

Perspectivism provides an ontological account that is true in all
human perspectives, just as the principles of logic or the laws of

67 "It is precisely extra-perspectival truth and non-truth that Nietzsche ridicules and
rejects outright: no matter how essential a belief is for the preservation and enhancement
of life-no matter even if it is absolutely true-it still is not extra-perspectivally true." Id.
at 35. For example, Nietzsche's critique of logic is not that logic is not absolutely true, but
only that we misread the logic that girds our grammar by hypothesizing a full-blown realist
metaphysics that posits objective entities. Id. at 37-56. Similarly, Nietzsche's critique of
causality is not intended to deny certain realities that he designates as will to power, but
rather to tear down the reification of mechanical causes and effects as perspective-
independent laws that take God's place. Id. at 85-110.

Gianni Vattimo makes this same point in connection with Nietzsche's critique of
morality as the sublimation of all too human factors, arguing that Nietzsche's apparent
claim to uncover what is really going on can be read consistently with his deconstructive
critique.

To detect something like a "drive to preservation" or "the intention to achieve
pleasure" at the root of morality is not the same as identifying the source of a
moral value in stable, fixed structures of Being-in other words in those
structures which since time immemorial have provided traditional metaphysical
or religious morality with a justification for its prescriptive systems. The "drive
to preservation" and "the intention to achieve pleasure" are malleable forces
which permit us to view morality as a diachronic process.

VATFIMO, supra note 48, at 65.
68 Hales and Welshon explain the difference between these epistemological

perspectivism and ontological perspectivism:
According to epistemological perspectivism, objective knowledge is vitiated by
the perspectivity of epistemic capacities and the perspectival constitution of the
object of knowledge. Ontological perspectivism claims that there are no facts in
the world to which ideas and propositions could possibly correspond, even if,
counterfactually, epistemic capacities were not perspectival. Since each
quantum of will to power is a perspective and perspectives are loci of
interpretation, there exists nothing but loci of interpretation, and hence it is not
possible that there be an interpretation-independent world.

HALES & WELSHON, supra note 37, at 202.
69 Id. at 199.
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causation are absolutely true, but the truth of Nietzsche's ontology
is not established by its correspondence with a perspective-
independent world, for no such world exists.

Wayne Klein proposes a similar, although less satisfactory,
solution to the alleged incoherence in Nietzsche's philosophy.
Klein emphasizes that Nietzsche's critique of morality is not
undermined by his critique of truth for the simple reason that
Nietzsche does not reject truth but instead undertakes a radical
reinterpretation of truth." "What is being denied-if one wishes
to employ this vocabulary-is the coherence of the
correspondence theory of truth, not the concept of truth itself."'
Truth is secured with a genealogical inquiry rather than by
assuring the correspondence of statements with objective reality.
Ultimately, Klein suggests that Nietzsche's "will to power" is not
an essentialist account of nature, but instead is offered as a
genealogical interpretation of nature. Klein's approach tends to
undermine Nietzsche's claim to be offering a valid interpretation
of the cultural and intellectual situation in which he found himself,
although it is certainly correct to characterize Nietzsche's
naturalism as an "interpretation" to the extent that Nietzsche
argues that nature is perspectival.73 Hales and Welshon carefully
demonstrate how Nietzschean critique can consistently claim to be
more than just another interpretation offered to a chaotic
marketplace of ideas, and thus their approach provides a more
integrative account that respects Nietzsche's assertions of truth.

There is a reasonable solution to the apparent contradiction
between Nietzsche's claim that his perspectivist ontology of "will
to power" is true and can serve as a standard against which to
criticize social institutions and traditions, and his claim that all

70 KLEIN, supra note 36, at 59-60.
71 Id. at 74.
72 Id. at 156 (characterizing "will to power" as "one way among others of describing

nature, a form of description that Nietzsche recognizes as explicitly metaphorical").
73 Klein correctly contextualizes Nietzsche's various essentialist claims about "will to

power" in Beyond Good and Evil by referring to an early section in which Nietzsche
challenges those who would draw democratic lessons from "nature." Id. at 151-56.
Nietzsche suggests that this "interpretation" of nature is easily countered by an account of
nature as "will to power," and that will to power might also mean that the world "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."
NIETZSCHE, On the Prejudices, supra note 46, para. 22, at 30-31. By positing will to power

as an alternate interpretation, Nietzsche invites the obvious question: "Supposing that this
also is only interpretation-and you will be eager enough to make this objection?-well,
so much the better." Id. But acknowledging that his ontology is an interpretation is not
tantamount to acknowledging that it has the same truth status as any other interpretation.
Klein's rhetorical reading of Nietzsche, which effectively corrects the apparent slide to
nihilism, is discussed in the next section.

[Vol. 24:3
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knowledge and truth is perspectival. Commentators generally
have given emphasis to one of these claims in an effort to
eliminate the charge that Nietzsche cannot press both claims
without being incoherent. On one hand, Hales and Welshon agree
with Maudemarie Clark that Nietzsche is not a nihilistic relativist,
but they disagree with her strategy (followed by Leiter) of
watering down Nietzsche's epistemological perspectivism to a
minimalist correspondence theory of truth in order to make his
theory consistent.74 On the other hand, they also reject John
Richardson's solution of construing Nietzsche's ontological claims
as potentially being false in some perspectives in order to preserve
his perspectival epistemology without contradiction.75  The
paradox of Nietzsche's thoroughgoing perspectivism serving as the
standard for his naturalistic critiques turns out to be a
comprehensible and comprehensive reading of Nietzsche's
philosophy. Put more forcefully by Christoph Cox, Nietzsche's
naturalism and perspectivism can stand only if they stand together,
because they supplement and qualify the tendency to excess that
each doctrine invites.7"

C. Nietzschean Critique as an Aesthetic and Rhetorical Practice

Even if it is plausible and coherent to characterize
Nietzschean critique as a practice of criticizing cultural
phenomenon against the standard of our "perspectival nature,"
substantial difficulties remain. It is not clear that Nietzsche has
successfully identified a standard for discriminating between
competing critical interpretations that claim to uncover a
naturalistic standard for critique that is true across human
perspectives. For example, when a religious fundamentalist
criticizes the emergence of gay rights as a decadent affront to
man's heterosexual "nature," is the fundamentalist's critique
epistemologically equivalent to Nietzsche's perspectivist ontology
and his resulting critique of religion? If so, critical inquiry is
overcome by the relativism that Nietzsche clearly rejected. It is no

74 HALES & WELSHON, supra note 37, at 192-93.
75 Id. at 193-95.
76

Taken together, these doctrines tread between relativism and dogmatism
without yielding to either extreme. The apparent relativism of perspectivism is
held in check by Nietzsche's naturalism, which offers the doctrines of will to
power and becoming in place of all theological interpretations.., yet ones that
are better by naturalistic methods.

Cox, supra note 35, at 106.
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answer to state that Nietzsche prevails in this dispute because he
works from man's perspectival nature rather than from
metaphysical and religious myths, because the fundamentalist is
putting into question the presumption that Nietzsche's ontology
and epistemology are the appropriate standard. The
fundamentalist appeals to the (divinely-ordered) world-in-itself
and sees no need for argumentation. In contrast, Nietzsche's
perspectival ontology appears to preclude him from successfully
rebutting fundamentally inconsistent naturalistic accounts,
including religiously-inspired natural law theories.

These questions bring us to the heart of Nietzschean critique.
Nietzsche's genealogical interpretation of human nature is
rhetorical rather than demonstrative; he argues about matters that
lend themselves only to probabilities rather than definitive
resolution. Nietzsche cannot compel the religious fundamentalist
to accept his perspectivist ontology, but this is not worrisome to
Nietzsche since he is arguing that things couldn't be otherwise.77

His goal is to persuade rather than to dictate, and persuasion is a
function of what traditionally would be designated as mere style.
By cajoling his readers to take his destabilizing critiques seriously,
Nietzsche invites them to risk loosening their metaphysical
prejudices. If another philosopher pulls with equal vigor in a
different direction, so much the better, for it is in the weighing and
consideration of different perspectives that one can genuinely
experience the perspectivity of nature.

Modern thinking discounts the cogency of rhetorical
persuasion, but Nietzsche's perspectival ontology and
epistemology lead him to embrace the "dangerous maybe" of
rhetorical argumentation." A religious fundamentalist and
Nietzsche offer competing interpretations and critiques, but
Nietzsche's perspectivist account does not force him to concede
that these critiques are equally legitimate. In rhetorical

77 As Nietzsche aptly puts the point, we "cannot look around our own corner: it is a
hopeless curiosity that [seeks to rise above one's perspective to clearly see perspectivity
itself]. But I should think that today we are at least far from the ridiculous immodesty that
would be involved in decreeing from our corner that perspectives are permitted only from
this corner." NIETZSCHE, THE GAY SCIENCE, supra note 33, Book V para. 374, at 336.

78 NIETZSCHE, On the Prejudices, supra note 46, para. 2, at 10. Nietzsche criticizes the
absolutism of Platonic metaphysics for refusing to accept a naturalistic explanation of
truth as arising out of, and intertwined with, deception. Id. He heralds the new
philosophers who are willing to ask whether the value of truth is "insidiously related, tied
to, and involved with these wicked, seemingly opposite things-maybe even one with them
in essence. Maybe!" Id. This "dangerous maybe" represents a willingness to break from
bivalent thinking, to move beyond good and evil, and to embrace the realm of rhetorical
engagement that deals only with probabilities. See DOUGLAS THOMAS, READING
NIETZSCHE RHETORICALLY 72-77 (1999).
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