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Truth and Philosophy
Abstract: In an influential reading of Nietzsche’s late texts, Maudemarie Clark refers 
to passages in GM, TI and A, in particular, to prove that Nietzsche believed that truth 
was attainable through the ‘right’ practice of the empirical sciences. I will critique 
Clark’s interpretation by arguing that Nietzsche’s positive references to science in the 
latter texts do not indicate his support for the modern empirical sciences. Examining 
some of his arguments in GM and A, I will maintain that Nietzsche showed instead 
that modern science actually emerged from an alternative genealogical strand of 
 asceticism within antiquity and that a return to a ‘positive’ scientific awareness would 
require us first to critique modern empiricism’s indebtedness to the ascetic heritage. 
By recapturing the spirit of ancient ‘science’, Nietzsche therefore found a position 
from which to challenge the ideological foundations of modern science.
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Zusammenfassung: In einer einflussreichen Interpretation von Nietzsches späten 
Schriften verweist Maudemarie Clark auf bestimmte Passagen in GM, GD und AC, 
um damit zu beweisen, dass Nietzsche geglaubt habe, die Wahrheit sei durch den 
‚richtigen‘ Einsatz der empirischen Wissenschaften zu erreichen. In meiner Kritik an 
Clark lege ich dar, dass Nietzsches positive Erwähnungen der Wissenschaft in diesen 
Texten nicht bedeuten, dass er für die modernen empirischen Wissenschaften ein-
tritt. Die Prüfung seiner Argumente in GM und AC ergibt vielmehr, dass er zeigen 
wollte, dass die moderne Wissenschaft sich aus einem alternativen genealogischen 
Strang des Asketismus entwickelte und eine Rückkehr zu einer ‚positiven‘ Auffassung 
der Wissenschaft erst wieder möglich würde, wenn man die Bindung des modernen 
Empirizismus an die asketische Tradition in Frage gestellt habe. Indem er den Geist 
der antiken ‚Wissenschaft‘ neu für sich zurückgewann, fand Nietzsche eine Basis, um 
die ideologischen Fundamente der modernen Wissenschaft anzugreifen. 
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Scholarly opinion on the question of Nietzsche’s “purported naturalism”¹ has grown 
more divided. The major proponents of Nietzschean naturalism (Maudemarie Clark, 
Brian Leiter and John Richardson, to name but a few) in recent years have argued 
that Nietzsche’s views are consonant with the methods and findings of the natural 
sciences, thereby challenging postmodern interpretations. On the other hand, an in-
creasing number of scholars have challenged that assumption. In a broader sense, 
the question of Nietzsche’s ‘naturalism’ is of course linked to the larger issue of Nietz-
sche’s relationship to (natural) science, which has gained in significance within 
scholarship. Babette Babich’s Nietzsche’s Philosophy of Science (Albany 1994) was one 
of the first to deal with the topic “Nietzsche and Science” systematically. But since 
then, scholars have continued to wrestle with the question as to how a ‘naturalistic’ 
Nietzsche can be reconciled with the philosopher’s perspectivism and his ambivalent 
stance on truth and science. In a conference held at the Technische Universität in 
Berlin in 2010, entitled “Nietzsche’s Philosophy of Science”,² scholars from around 
the world debated the role of science in Nietzsche’s work. In so doing, they acknow-
ledged that, one, the question of science was central to Nietzsche’s philosophy; and 
two, that there seemed to be no consensus as to Nietzsche’s final verdict on science.

At the same time, the Berlin conference confirmed the divide that exists between 
German-language scholarship and the Anglo-American approach to Nietzsche.³ 
Though one should be careful not to generalize about methodologies – not everyone 
in the Anglo-American Nietzsche world endorses the naturalist thesis⁴ and German 
scholars have never systemically denied the importance of science for Nietzsche’s 

1 Heidegger spoke of Nietzsche’s “purported biologism” (angeblicher Biologismus) (the title of a sec-
tion in Heidgger’s influential two-volume study of Nietzsche (Martin Heidegger, Nietzsche, Pfullingen 
1961)), which was meant to challenge the numerous reductive biologistic readings of Nietzsche at 
the turn of the century. It is interesting to note how the current debate around naturalism once again 
revolves around the role of science in Nietzsche’s works – i.e., whether his philosophy should be ex-
amined primarily in relation to the scientific context of his age or whether its concerns transcend the 
natural sciences of his times. 
2 A collection of conference essays was recently published in: Helmut Heit / Günter Abel / Marco Bru-
sotti (Hg.), Nietzsches Wissenschaftsphilosophie: Hintergründe, Wirkungen und Aktualität (Mono-
graphien und Texte zur Nietzsche-Forschung, Bd. 59), Berlin / Boston 2012. A version of this article 
was presented at that conference (not published in the volume). A considerable number of presenta-
tions at the conference dealt specifically with the topic of Nietzsche’s ‘naturalism’. 
3 In his 2012 rankings of best places to study Nietzsche, it is telling that Brian Leiter mentions no 
universities in the German-speaking world. It is hard to believe that one cannot find a serious phi-
losophy program with noted Nietzsche scholars in Nietzsche’s country of origin. This self-conscious 
promotion of the naturalist paradigm within the Anglo-American Nietzsche world just reinforces the 
English/German division instead of encouraging a fruitful exchange between paradigms. 
4 At the Berlin conference, Richard Schacht took issue with current ‘naturalist’ readings, though he 
remains committed to interpreting Nietzsche ‘naturalistically’: “Nietzsche’s kind of naturalism, how-
ever, is by no means scientistic (or, so to speak, wissenschaftsbeherrscht). As I understand him, he not 
only stops well short of ‘scientism’ but also sees himself in resolute opposition to it – in his reinterpre-
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philosophy – it can be said that English-language scholarship has been more ame-
nable to a naturalistic version of Nietzsche. Why this might be the case is difficult 
to answer. But a few explanations might be ventured – the overall dominance of the 
analytical approach in English-speaking philosophy departments; arising out of the 
latter, the need of academics sympathetic to Nietzsche to prove his philosophical le-
gitimacy, particularly among analytical colleagues;⁵ the status and prestige accorded 
to the findings and methods of the natural sciences in the Anglo-American world; 
and the attempt to root out ‘French’ postmodern and poststructuralist readings of 
Nietzsche in favor of a Nietzsche that can be aligned with a robust ‘English’ tradi-
tion of empirical science.⁶ In many ways, the naturalist approach can be considered a 
welcome corrective to a perspective which made Nietzsche’s skepticism the hallmark 
of his philosophy and which totally shunned Nietzsche’s interest in, and involvement 
with, the scientific debates of his time.⁷ On the other hand, naturalist interpreters 
tend to ignore or whitewash Nietzsche’s critical comments on truth and science in 
their efforts to affirm Nietzsche’s commitment to truth and the standards of modern 
science.⁸

In contrast, German-speaking scholars tend to emphasize the importance and 
primacy of the text; they point to the nuances of meaning inherent in Nietzsche’s 
terminological arsenal. For example, the ambitious Nietzsche Dictionary project (now 
part of ‘Nietzsche Online’), based in the Netherlands, is an international research 

tation of human reality as well as in his value theory” (Richard Schacht, Nietzsche’s Anti-Scientistic 
Naturalism, in: Heit / Abel / Brusotti (Hg.), Nietzsches Wissenschaftsphilosophie, pp. 161–188, p. 161). 
5 In an influential postwar study of Nietzsche, Arthur Danto tried to make Nietzsche respectable 
by framing Nietzsche’s philosophy in terms acceptable to contemporary analytic philosophers in 
the English-speaking world. For Danto, Nietzsche was an analytic philosopher avant la lettre (!): 
“[B]ecause we know a great deal more philosophy today, I believe it is exceedingly useful to see his 
analyses of logical features which he was unable to make explicit, but toward which he was groping” 
(Arthur Danto, Nietzsche as Philosopher, New York 1965, p. 13). 
6 Simplistic divisions within interpretations along English/French lines have been resilient in Nietz-
sche scholarship – with the ‘English’, in Nietzsche’s case, primarily representing the materialist-sci-
entific tradition, i.e., the legacy of ‘naturalism’. On the other hand, the ‘French’ legacy is an important 
counterbalance to this position and must be appreciated in conjunction. See Dirk R. Johnson, Nietz-
sche’s Anti-Darwinism, Cambridge 2010, pp. 30–37, 41–44.
7 The word ‘context’ in two English studies of Nietzsche – Robin Small, Nietzsche in Context, Alder-
shot 2001, and Thomas Brobjer, Nietzsche’s Philosophical Context, Urbana / Chicago 2008 – points to 
an effort to examine Nietzsche’s thought in relationship to the historical and philosophical context of 
his time rather than in splendid isolation. 
8 In Nietzsche on Morality (London 2002), for example, Brian Leiter tries to explain away Nietzsche’s 
numerous skeptical comments regarding “science” (p. 21), “causation” (pp. 22–23), “materialism” 
(pp. 23–25), and “human nature and essence” (pp. 25–26); but Leiter’s efforts at clarification notwith-
standing, Nietzsche’s critical references remain major stumbling blocks to Leiter’s naturalist inter-
pretation. 
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group devoted to examining individual terms in Nietzsche’s work.⁹ According to the 
principles of the project, words in Nietzsche’s oeuvre are never static but undergo 
shifts in meaning dependent on Nietzsche’s ever-changing rhetorical strategies. In 
such an approach, there can only be contingent meanings, changing from passage 
to passage, which always risks subverting a previously uttered truth or conviction.¹⁰ 
Nietzsche’s texts, therefore, are inherently destabilizing; they rhetorically perform 
the act of subversion that is also one of the central tenets of his philosophy – radical 
skepticism toward all master narratives.¹¹ German scholars therefore resist attempts 
to reduce Nietzsche’s texts to the question of scientific truthfulness, since his texts by 
their very nature problematize the value of truth as such. Their approach demands a 
scholarly rigor toward the Nietzschean language; a greater appreciation for contex-
tual meanings; and an innate skepticism toward assessing singular, definite mean-
ings to individual key terms. However, if there is one limitation with this rigorous 
textual approach, it is that it fails to adequately meet the challenge posed by natural-
ist interpretations.¹² By judging the naturalist reading to be already superseded by 
careful textual analysis, German scholarship sidesteps the fundamental and abiding 
questions: namely, what does one make of Nietzsche’s praise of science and scientific 

9 For an overview of the ‘philosophy’ informing the Dictionary project, see: Herman Siemens / Paul 
van Tongeren, Das Nietzsche-Wörterbuch: Anatomy of a “großes Projekt”, in: Volker Caysa / Kon-
stanze Schwarzwald (Hg.), Nietzsche – Macht – Größe. Nietzsche – Philosoph der Größe der Macht 
oder der Macht der Größe (Nietzsche heute), Berlin / Boston 2012, pp. 451–465. I had the privilege of 
working on this project for a time.
10 Werner Stegmaier’s close reading of Book V of the Gay Science is an admirable example of how 
much can be won by examining the style, architecture, and inner harmonics of Nietzsche’s works, 
in particular how individual sections in a work convey meaning by resonating with each other (see 
Werner Stegmaier, Nietzsches Befreiung der Philosophie. Kontextuelle Interpretation des V. Buchs der 
Fröhlichen Wissenschaft, Berlin / Boston 2012).
11 There has been a growing appreciation among Anglo-American scholars for the importance of 
Nietzsche’s rhetoric. In a 2008 edition of The Journal of Nietzsche Studies, several scholars endorsed 
an approach which highlighted stylistic considerations. As David Owen wrote there: “when it comes 
to Nietzsche’s rhetoric, Conway, Hatab, Janaway and I all share a commitment to the view that one 
cannot understand Nietzsche’s philosophical project independent of his ways of giving stylistic ex-
pression to that project in his prose” (David Owen, Nietzsche’s Genealogy Revisited, in: Journal of 
Nietzsche Studies 35/36 (2008), pp. 141–154, p. 145). Brian Leiter regards this emphasis on the rhe-
torical style of Nietzsche’s presentation as an implicit challenge to his naturalist reading of Nietzsche 
(see Leiter’s review of Christopher Janaway’s Beyond Selflessness: http://ndpr.nd.edu/news/23543-
beyond-selflessness-reading-nietzsche-s-genealogy).
12 Jakob Dellinger is one of the few German-speaking scholars who directly engages the English-
language naturalist readings, but his critical response to their approach is based primarily on disput-
ing their undifferentiated use of Nietzsche’s key concepts, particularly Nietzsche’s understanding of 
‘science’ (Jakob Dellinger, “Sanitizing” Nietzsche?, in: Renate Reschke / Marco Brusotti (Hg.), “Einige 
werden posthum geboren”. Friedrich Nietzsches Wirkungen (Nietzsche heute), Berlin / Boston 2012, 
pp. 159–172). It is questionable, however, whether such a term-centered critique alone suffices to chal-
lenge the basic premises of the naturalist reading. 
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culture, and how does one reconcile that affirmation with his final-period critique of 
science?

In this paper, I will present a critical reading of an argument in Maudemarie 
Clark’s influential Nietzsche on Truth and Philosophy (Cambridge 1990), and I will do 
so by taking Clark’s naturalist viewpoint seriously on its own argumentative terms. 
Clark and her naturalist allies have, in my opinion, established a legitimate and plau-
sible version of Nietzsche – a philosopher concerned with the nature of truth and 
the role of science, making these concerns central to his philosophical project. But 
in order to construct a Nietzsche who ends by endorsing the contemporary natural 
sciences, Clark proposes an overly simplified meta-narrative of Nietzsche’s develop-
ment¹³ on this question and underappreciates the nuances of meaning that affix to 
Nietzsche’s understanding of science in his final works. I will argue that Nietzsche 
undercuts the legitimacy of the modern sciences, but from a deeper awareness of 
science that he gleaned from the ancients, and this position allowed him to highlight 
the inconsistencies within the modern scientific enterprise. From this perspective, 
Nietzsche could succeed in articulating a critique of (modern) science from an alter-
native platform of ‘science’ – and awareness of ‘truth’. In that sense, the critique of 
the naturalists’ readings that I propose here, and which I will demonstrate on Clark’s 
interpretation, should and must come from within Nietzsche’s project of ‘naturalism’, 
which, however, ended up by undermining its own hermeneutic assumptions.

In Nietzsche on Truth and Philosophy, Maudemarie Clark argues that Nietzsche 
returns to a position consonant with the empirical sciences in the works he completed 
after BGE. She refers to passages in GM, TI and A, in particular, to contend that Nietz-
sche once again believes that “truth” is attainable, namely, through the “right” prac-
tice of the natural sciences. She reads Nietzsche’s favorable comments in A about 
science in antiquity as one clear indication that Nietzsche believes science can offer us 
a “true” account of the world, a position which negates the falsification thesis he held 
in his earlier works. Without claiming to do full justice to Clark’s dense and complex 
argument in Nietzsche on Truth and Philosophy,¹⁴ I will first summarize some of her 
key theses regarding Nietzsche’s shifting perspectives on science and then will offer 
an alternative verdict on Nietzsche’s final position. This reading, I will argue, requires 
us to distinguish more carefully between – and to be more skeptical about – Nietz-
sche’s treatment of science in GM, specifically GM III, on the one hand, and several 

13 Matthew Meyer has pointed out that a number of commentators have been critical of Clark’s de-
velopmental scheme while remaining sympathetic to her overall naturalist reading (Matthew Meyer, 
Nietzsche’s Naturalism and the Falsification Thesis, in: Heit / Abel / Brusotti (Hg.), Nietzsches Wis-
senschaftsphilosophie, pp. 135–148, p. 135). In my reading, I will question both Clark’s developmental 
model and her overall naturalist assumptions. 
14 I will work primarily with Clark’s chapter entry “The Development of Nietzsche’s Later Position on 
Truth,” which appeared in John Richardson / Brian Leiter (eds.), Nietzsche, Oxford 2001, pp. 59–84, 
since this is a neatly summarized version of the central positions in her book.
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of the passages referencing science in antiquity found in A, on the other. In conclu-
sion, I will critique Clark’s interpretation of Nietzsche’s “How the ‘True World’ Finally 
Became a Fable” in TI, which assumes a central role in Clark’s final assessment.

Clark’s main thesis is that Nietzsche went through successive stages in his thought 
in relation to the question of truth. In his earliest works, Nietzsche supported an aes-
thetic perspective, which cast into doubt the notion that science could give us a “true” 
account of the world. The denial of truth in TL (1873), she writes, “shared with Birth 
of Tragedy the aim of devaluing the truths accessible through science and common 
sense and establishing the cognitive superiority of art” (p. 59). In HH, the first work 
of his so-called “positivist” middle-period, Nietzsche moved away from such radical 
skepticism concerning science.¹⁵ But while in HH he came closer to discarding the 
possibility of a metaphysical world, he still had not located a position that allowed 
him to discard that world completely – for, according to Clark, he had “not yet found a 
way to deny the conceivability of the thing-in-itself” (p. 62). In works as late as GS and 
BGE, Nietzsche still “retains TL’s claim that truths are illusions” (p. 65). For example, 
“GS insists that only art allows us to bear the ‘realization of the general untruth and 
mendaciousness (Verlogenheit) that is now given us through science – the realization 
that delusion and error are conditions of human knowledge and sensation’ (GS 107).” 
And in BGE, Nietzsche “suggests that the human world is a ‘fiction’ (BGE 34), and that 
at its best, science keeps us in a ‘suitably falsified world’ (BGE 24)” (p. 65).

But then, according to Clark’s scheme, Nietzsche suddenly presents a “com-
pletely different view” in his six final works. Here, “it becomes difficult to find […] any 
remnant of TL’s denial of truth or to avoid the conclusion that his view of truth has 
changed radically” (p. 66). Clark argues that GM, the first work following BGE (except 
for GS V), decisively rejects any residual skepticism toward science, and that nowhere 
does the work deny that “truths are illusions, or that they are not really true.” In 
GM I 1, Nietzsche writes that “‘such truths do exist’” and that they are “‘plain, harsh, 
ugly, repellent, unchristian, immoral’ truths” (p. 66). Despite her conviction that GM 
stands at the beginning of Nietzsche’s more explicit endorsement of the natural sci-
ences in the final period, it is interesting to note that Clark devotes only one para-
graph to this crucial work, and the aforementioned passage (a rather insignificant 
one, in fact) is the only one she quotes from GM. This is particularly strange, since GM 
is the work that deals the most systematically and thematically with the “problem” of 
science (see, e.g., all of GM III and the Addendum to GM I). Also, she makes nothing 
of the fact that GM was meant as a polemical piece, with its stated target being the 

15 “HH represents a change from the position of TL. Nietzsche still believes that most of our beliefs 
are false. But he can now explain how he knows they are false, namely, that they are incompatible 
with what we learn through ‘strict science.’ Thus, Nietzsche apparently believes that science, espe-
cially in its ‘greatest triumph’ […] gives access to truth, even though he does not claim that such truths 
correspond to the thing-in-itself” (Clark, Nietzsche on Truth and Philosophy, p. 61).
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“English psychologists,” i.e., contemporaneous thinkers whose scientific theories 
were inspired by Darwinian naturalism.¹⁶ Instead, Clark draws most of her textual 
support from passages in TI and A, which is also peculiar, since A can hardly be con-
sidered a work where science represents a central concern. 

Clark then moves on to A, from which she quotes the following lengthier passage:

The whole labor of the ancient world in vain: I have no word to express my feelings about some-
thing so tremendous … Wherefore Greeks? Wherefore Romans? […] All the presuppositions for a 
scholarly culture, all the scientific methods, were already there; the great, the incomparable art 
of reading well had already been established – the presupposition for the tradition of culture, for 
the unity of science, natural science, allied with mathematics and mechanics, was well along on 
the best way – the sense for facts, the last and most valuable sense, had its schools and tradition 
of centuries (A 59).

And in TI, “in contrast to his earlier claims that ‘delusion and error are conditions 
of human knowledge and sensation’ and that mathematics and logic falsify reality 
(GS 107–11),” (p. 66) Nietzsche writes:

And what magnificent instruments of observation we possess in our senses! […] Today we possess 
science precisely to the extent that we have decided to accept the testimony of the senses – to the 
extent to which we sharpen them further, arm them, and have learned to think them through. 
The rest is miscarriage and not-yet-science – in other words, metaphysics, theology, psychology, 
epistemology – or formal science, a doctrine of signs, such as logic and that applied logic which 
is called mathematics. In them reality is not encountered at all, not even as a problem – no more 
than the value of such a sign-convention as logic (TI, “Reason” in Philosophy 3).

Clark reads these isolated passages from A and TI as indications that Nietzsche even-
tually dropped his residual skepticism toward science and now offers up science as 
the only possible way to true knowledge. Indeed, when taken out of context, these 
passages might seem to indicate that Nietzsche positions himself on the side of 
science. However, we must now look more closely at how these passages might relate 
to his larger sustained project in his final works and, above all, we must discern what 
Nietzsche might mean here with “science,” because only then will his many seem-
ingly contradictory references – at times highly critical and dismissive of science, at 
times supportive – in the final works gain coherence.

16 The fact that Nietzsche intended the GM as a polemical piece (its subtitle: “Eine Streitschrift”, 
or “polemic”) against the practitioners of Darwinian science, i.e., contemporaneous naturalists, is a 
crucial point, but is widely misunderstood in Nietzsche scholarship (see Johnson, Nietzsche’s Anti-
Darwinism, pp. 87–89). Furthermore, GM III is the culmination of the entire work, which ends with 
a major broadside against modern science and the scientific imperative. For a close reading of the 
crucial final passages in GM III, see Johnson, Nietzsche’s Anti-Darwinism, pp. 191–200. 
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GM  III 1 opens with the provocative question: “What do ascetic ideals mean?” 
In strict succession, Nietzsche examines this question in relation to the following 
types  – the artist, the philosopher, the priest, and finally, in the last sections, the 
scientist (GM III 24–28). Nietzsche first concludes that the artist is insignificant in rela-
tion to the ascetic ideal as he is too enamored by his own artistic objectives to assume 
a principled position toward life (GM  III 5). The problem becomes more complex, 
he argues, with the philosopher. While the philosopher once needed to seek cover 
behind an ascetic mask in order to gain reverence and respect from essentially non-
contemplative types, he did not necessarily need to embody the ascetic ideal. Ulti-
mately, however, the philosopher as well as others began to mistake the affirmation 
of his own personal will to power for an expression of the “philosophical stance” as 
such (GM III 10). At that point, the mask and the man had become one, and the ascetic 
ideal could come to be embodied in the philosophical type. 

The ascetic legacy of the philosopher was bequeathed from what was the more 
primary figure, the priestly type. The priest served as the origin of the ascetic ideal, 
because it was his means to assume a form of compensatory power over warrior types, 
against whom he could not physically compete within nature. His creative genius, 
and the source of his power and hold over the human spirit, resided in making others 
believe that there was a world beyond the “real world” that he alone could access and 
interpret. Therewith, he could even rival the immanent power of aristocratic types. 
Nietzsche traces this lineage back into pre-historic times. But his interest intensifies 
once he shows how historical Christianity enabled the model of priestly asceticism to 
become the dominant paradigm, marginalizing other competitive forms of existence. 
At that stage, the ascetic ideal could become the one and only means to access “truth,” 
and the so-called “real world” (wirkliche Welt) was forever separated from the “true 
world” (wahre Welt) of asceticism. Even when science in the modern era eventually 
began to challenge the Christian faith system, its assault was launched from the basis 
of an alternative ascetic platform. Science could not shake off the ascetic paradigm 
but unselfconsciously employed the ascetic fallacy to combat its greatest existential 
rival, priestly asceticism. GM as a whole concludes with Nietzsche’s hope that modern 
science will learn to free itself from the ascetic imperative, but only if it can take the 
asceticism at its core to its final, logical conclusion, by asking itself: “what does all 
will to truth mean” (GM III 27)? Only then (i.e., by understanding how modern science 
represents the final vestige of asceticism, not its antithesis) can it liberate itself from 
the fallacy that there is a “truth” independent of individual existence; that there is a 
position in the world from which one can better contemplate the world.¹⁷

17 On the other hand, Nietzsche thinks that the modern scientist as type offers the best promise for 
that liberation, because he represents the final genealogical embodiment of the two-thousand year 
self-overcoming of the ascetic ideal. With his obsessive interest in “truth,” he stands shortly before 
the ultimate awareness that “truth” too must be sacrificed on the altar of his quest for absolute truth: 

Brought to you by | University of Washington Libraries
Authenticated | 128.95.104.66

Download Date | 12/7/13 5:19 AM



 Modern vs. Ancient Science   251

At this point we can return to Nietzsche’s positive references to science in A, for I 
do think Clark is right to recognize that Nietzsche praises the scientific spirit of antiq-
uity. The fundamental question, however, is whether that scientific spirit reflects the 
same understanding of “science” as the one that he quite clearly challenges in GM III. 
If it is true, as I contend, that Nietzsche is critical of modern science in GM III – while 
simultaneously bemoaning the loss of science due to the ascendancy of historical 
Christianity in A – then how can one make sense of this seeming contradiction? It 
does not pose much of a contradiction for Clark, since she simply fails to acknowledge 
Nietzsche’s critical stance toward science in GM at all, which allows her to indiscrimi-
nately bundle GM and A into one final endorsement of science. But it is also not a con-
tradiction if one sees, as I do, that the “science” illustrated in GM III is completely dif-
ferent in nature from the “science” of the ancients. GM III argues that modern science 
has evolved out of the genealogical strand of (Christian) asceticism. Even though 
modern science has rediscovered the importance of the “senses” for scientific inquiry 
and has been able to push back Christian metaphysics, it has done so from another 
ascetic platform, that is, by believing it can deliver a “truer,” ultimate account of the 
world from an alternative, supposedly “disinterested” perspective. Thus, the senses 
are not valued for their own sake, and as an end to themselves, but are put in service 
of a higher ascetic agenda: scientific “truth.” Rather than recognize how the senses 
are linked to individual bodies with conflicting desires and passions – how, indeed, 
they can even grow out of a root ressentiment¹⁸ – modern empiricists have come to 
esteem the “senses,” while unselfconsciously stifling them and engaging in a practice 
of internalized cruelty towards them. The question, then, is not whether the senses as 
such become the basis for scientific inquiry (as they do, epistemologically, in the em-
pirical sciences), but rather, as Nietzsche sees it, whether the individual has engaged 
in an internal re-coordination of the instincts, yielding a positive, outer-projected, 
self-affirming type, for whom the need for “truth” is no longer an existential impera-
tive.¹⁹

Whereas GM III focuses on the strand of asceticism that derived from priestly as-
ceticism and eventually merged into Christianity, culminating in the science of the 

“After Christian truthfulness has drawn one conclusion after another, it will finally draw the strongest 
conclusion, that against itself” (GM III 27; cf. GS 357). 
18 One of the central themes of GM is ressentiment, and Nietzsche argues from the very start of GM 
(GM I 1) that the “English psychologists,” his primary target, are secretly motivated by the spirit of 
ressentiment. See Johnson, Nietzsche’s Anti-Darwinism, pp. 87–95.
19 One should be careful not to single out Nietzsche’s positive references in A to “facts,” “logic,” 
“cause and effect,” the “senses” and simply assume that these correspond to similar categories in 
the modern empirical sciences. This is what Clark does. While Nietzsche certainly appreciated the 
significance of modern scientists’ methodological return to “methods,” “factuality” and the “natural 
world,” he saw that return as only the most minimal precondition for reclaiming the higher scientific 
awareness that the ancients had already possessed.
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modern era, A brings us back to “ground zero” of antiquity, when the early Christian 
movement had not yet eclipsed (or better, engulfed) the ancient world, but still could 
compete with the primary aristocratic lineage of ancient Rome. Before the expan-
sion of Christianity in antiquity there still existed various existential possibilities that 
owed nothing to the ascetic ideal and where science could reflect the autonomous 
and self-aware internal mastery of the senses, not the suspicion and denial of them. 
Science so understood then reflected the individual’s hard work on his instincts in 
order to gain greater self-mastery and self-control and a clear-eyed assessment of the 
world – a tragic (or Dionysian) outlook, not a pessimistic one. In Nietzschean terms, 
this scientific awareness derived from the master morality and appealed to the noble 
ancients, whereas the asceticism of Christianity appealed directly to the instinctually 
thwarted slaves. The predominant spirit of antiquity was precisely its inherent suspi-
cion towards “truth” and ultimate truth-claims – reflected in Pilate’s scornful claim: 
“What is truth?” ²⁰ – and its ability to pursue a scientific awareness of nature with 
skepticism and without the prospect of a consoling master-narrative of existence. It 
was the triumph of the slaves and the slave morality, in Nietzsche’s eyes, which ul-
timately allowed the perspective endorsed by slaves – that there was a “true world” 
independent of the “real world,” the natural world – to suppress the independent 
lineage of radical aristocratic skepticism. Only the latter tradition – long buried by 
Christianity and now only marginally retrieved by modern science – truly merited the 
exalted term “science” in Nietzsche’s understanding.

The reading that I propose here can explain why Nietzsche’s critical treatment 
of (modern) science in GM III can coexist with, and not contradict, his positive ref-
erences to (ancient) science in the roughly contemporaneous A. The critical “art of 
reading well” that he had regained from the ancients allowed him to offer the kind of 
unconventional (re)reading of the historical record he presents in GM, and it afforded 
him insight into the alternative genealogical strand of asceticism, culminating in 
modern science, that had originated in, and had developed out of, the slave morality 
of antiquity. In other words, it allowed him to excavate a noble scientific tradition in 
ancient times, which did not demand ultimate truth-claims and which could embrace 
a fundamental skepticism that eschewed absolutes and could reside comfortably with 
indeterminacy.²¹ But before one could retrieve that now lost and forgotten tradition, 

20 “The noble scorn of a Roman [Pilate], when faced with an unashamed mangling of the word 
‘truth’, gave the New Testament its only statement of any value – its critique, even its annihilation: 
‘What is truth’” (A 46)! Despite the fact that Clark places great value on Nietzsche’s positive references 
to science in A, it is surprising that she avoids discussing Nietzsche’s self-identification with Pilate’s 
radical indictment of truth. Compare the latter passage to the companion piece in GM III 24: “When 
the Christian Crusaders in the East fell upon that invincible order of Assassins, the order of free spirits 
par excellence […] they received an inkling of that symbol and watchword that was reserved for the 
highest ranks alone as their secretum: ‘nothing is true, everything is permitted.”
21 “Make no mistake about it: great spirits are skeptics” (A 54).
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one first had to undertake the radical reassessment of the historical record and the 
modern scientific agenda, which the GM for the first time put forward. 

The interpretation I have presented here can also explain the enigmatic “How 
the ‘True World’ Finally Became a Fable” in TI, which assumes a prominent place 
in Clark’s reading. Clark acknowledges that this passage, particularly Stage 6, can 
present a “plausible counterexample” to her reading of Nietzsche’s final works 
(p. 67) – although she presents evidence in support of her argument to deflect that 
criticism (p. 71–78). But despite her admirable efforts, the truth is that this passage 
does render her interpretation problematic, since it casts doubt on her claims about 
Nietzsche’s final stance. Not surprisingly, considering her fundamental premise, 
Clark has difficulty in making sense of Stage 6, since Nietzsche seems to be saying 
that, at this final stage, we will have gotten rid of the “true world.”²² If Nietzsche 
endorses Stage 6, which he undoubtedly does, then it would challenge her insistence 
that Nietzsche is no longer skeptical about the possibility of “truth” in his final works. 

But as my reading of GM III indicates, Nietzsche had, indeed, become skeptical of 
modern science, precisely because scientists had come to the point of radically chal-
lenging (Christian) metaphysics (Stage 5), but had not yet put into question their own 
underlying “will-to-truth.” However, that latter type of will, Nietzsche argued, repre-
sented the kernel of the ascetic ideal (GM III 27).²³ Only by pushing that underlying 
will to its ultimate conclusion (i.e., by questioning one’s own existential need for truth) 
could one break through to a more profound (tragic) awareness, where “truth” was no 
longer an existential imperative (Stage 6).²⁴ In my reading, then, Stage 5 represents 

22 Clark writes, however, that “[t]o deny the true world is not to deny truth. Instead, stage 6 over-
comes Nietzsche’s denial of truth [!]” (p. 74). 
23 Marco Brusotti reaches some of the same conclusions about Nietzsche’s critique of modern sci-
ence in GM (Marco Brusotti, Naturalismus? Perfektionismus? Nietzsche, die Genealogie und die 
Wissenschaf ten, in: Heit / Abel / Brusotti (Hg.), Nietzsches Wissenschaftsphilosophie, pp.  91–112, 
pp. 110–111). That is, Brusotti recognizes that Nietzsche critiques modern science as the supreme ex-
pression of the ascetic ideal, a perspective that challenges the scientifically informed position Nietz-
sche once held in HH. Brusotti also rightly indicates that Nietzsche’s positions in all three essays 
of GM are already composed from a newly won critical standpoint (p. 109). However, Brusotti then 
speaks of a Nietzschean scientific project that is in the service of another higher ideal (p. 111). But in 
my reading, the polemical stance of the GM is an end in itself – a critique of the Darwinian naturalists 
that exhausts itself in its critique. Replacing the ideal with another ideal, however concealed, would 
just reflect another manifestation of the ascetic fallacy. Thus, Nietzsche’s idiosyncratic use of the con-
temporary sciences is not a “positive” alternative to large-scale science, as Brusotti suggests (p. 111); 
rather Nietzsche employs individual insights from the contemporary sciences in his directed goal of 
undermining the naturalist paradigm from within. 
24 This Stage 6 position would reflect Nietzsche’s “unconditional honest atheism” (GM III 27).  Nietz-
sche’s “atheism” stands in contrast to the “popular” forms of atheism espoused by modern scientists. 
It is interesting to note that many English scholars of Nietzsche probably consult Kaufmann’s transla-
tion, which fails to convey a seemingly minor term (“demgemäss”) in a crucial passage of Nietzsche 
in GM III 27. (Kaufmann’s influential translation of GM has served as the basis for several subsequent 
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the genealogical lineage of modern science as Nietzsche depicted at the conclusion of 
GM III. Yet, contemporary scientists had stopped short of that radical, though crucial 
last step, because they retained an “optimistic” faith that true empirical knowledge 
can be attained after the myth of the “true world” had been demolished. Stage 6, on 
the other hand, can only be achieved by recolonizing the skeptical scientific spirit of 
the ancients, in my reading. At that final stage, there is no longer a binary opposition 
between the “true world” and a “world of appearances,” because one has then suc-
cessfully re-immersed oneself into the “real world,” the one and only world; one has 
become “at one” with it.²⁵ In short, just because one gives up the belief in the “true 
world” (Stage 5) does not mean one denies the existence of a “true” empirical world, 
as the reality of modern science demonstrates.²⁶ 

For Nietzsche, however, the higher Dionysian awareness of Stage 6 could only 
be attained if, and only if, one understood the implications of breaking through the 
two-thousand year stranglehold of the ascetic ideal, which would demand forfeit-
ing belief in all comforting absolute truth-claims as such. This would represent a 
Dionysian outlook – the “highest of all possible beliefs”: “A spirit like this who has 
become free stands in the middle of the world with a cheerful and trusting fatalism 
in the belief that only the individual is reprehensible, that everything is redeemed 
and affirmed in the whole – he does not negate any more … But a belief like this is 
the highest of all possible beliefs: I have christened it with the name Dionysus” (TI, 
Skirmishes 49). 

Maudemarie Clark and her naturalist followers, in recent years, have succeeded 
in advancing an influential and rather persuasive case for Nietzsche as a “naturalist”. 
While scholars have begun to critique or parse individual features of their positions – 
e.g., that the naturalist school too easily reduces Nietzsche’s naturalism to the criteria 
of the natural sciences (Schacht); that it fails to do justice to the nuances of the term 
“science” (Dellinger); that it too neatly separates Nietzsche’s perfectionist objectives 
from his overall naturalist agenda (Brusotti) – they fail to tackle head on the funda-
mental question that the naturalist readers themselves leave unanswered – namely, 
can one legitimately claim that Nietzsche is a naturalist when his stated objective in 

English translations.) As a result, it would become difficult to semantically grasp Nietzsche’s final 
subversion of the modern scientific enterprise. See Johnson, Nietzsche’s Anti-Darwinism, p. 199. For 
a more detailed analysis, see my unpublished conference paper: Translating Nietzsche’s Atheism(s): 
A World beyond the Ethical Imperative, presented at the Friedrich Nietzsche Society Conference, Uni-
versity of Sussex, 2004.
25 Nietzsche writes that Zarathustra prefigures a higher type that “conceives reality as it is: his type 
has the strength to do this –, it is not alienated, removed from reality, it is reality itself” (EH, Destiny 5).
26 What Clark places in her interpretation of Stage 6 is actually in Stage 5 of Nietzsche’s “Fable”, 
namely, rejection of the myth of the “true world” but continued faith in modern empirical science’s 
ability to present us with the “truth”. 
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GM is to undercut the naturalist program from within?²⁷ Examining specific terms 
within Nietzsche’s work or teasing out semantic distinctions does little to dislodge the 
naturalist platform if one does not enter into the “naturalist” strategy that Nietzsche 
adopts in GM and harness his critiques, his subversions, his counterhypotheses, his 
rhetorical subterfuges, his ironic pose of “scientific” objectivity²⁸ to the overall polem-
ical intent of the GM – to subvert the predominant ‘English’ paradigm of ‘naturalist 
science’, best exemplified in current Darwinism.²⁹ The culmination of that critique – 
and to repeat: it is the resounding climax of the GM as a whole – is spelled out in his 
rejection of the modern scientific imperative in the final sections of GM III, and it is 
this central understanding of “science” that informs the basis for the current school 
of naturalists’ reading of Nietzsche. 

To make her argument plausible, Clark must engage in artful terminological fi-
nessing in order to smooth out seeming contradictions, particularly in relation to 
Nietz sche’s use of the word ‘science’. But these contradictions would disappear if 
Clark and her allies would be willing to entertain the two following propositions: one, 
that the thrust of Nietzsche’s polemical strategy in the GM is directed against the un-
derstanding of modern science being espoused by contemporaneous naturalists; and 
two, that his positive references to ‘science’, particularly in A, refer to another, higher 
awareness of ‘science’, originally practiced by the noble ancients, who were not ani-
mated by the ascetic quest for truth, but who could approach nature from an immoral-
ist, i.e., non-ascetic standpoint. It is from this standpoint of ‘science’ that Nietzsche 
could render his critique of the modern natural sciences that informed GM III. The ‘art 
of reading well’, which Nietzsche practiced in the GM and which he considered one 
of the hallmarks of ancient ‘science’, must now be reclaimed after the two-millennia-
long hegemonic hold of the ascetic tradition on the humanist imagination. In the criti-
cal reading of Clark that I present here, I would suggest that the ‘art of reading well’, 
in the case of current naturalist interpretations, would be to subject Nietzsche’s texts 
to that same careful, rigorous exegesis, even if that will lead to overturning certain 
root assumptions about Nietzsche’s core ‘naturalist’ convictions.

27 In relation to his objectives in the GM, Nietzsche wrote: “what business is it of mine to refute! – 
but, as befits a positive mind, to replace the improbable with the more probable and in some circum-
stances to replace one error with another” (GM, Preface 4).
28 In his discussion of the “Anmerkung” at the conclusion of GM I, Brusotti seems to take to the sci-
entific character of the Addendum at face value; I, on the other hand, believe it is meant facetiously 
(Brusotti, Naturalismus? Perfektionismus?, passim).
29 “I wanted to focus this sharp, unbiased eye in a better direction, the direction of a real history of 
morality, and to warn him [Rée], while there was still time, against such English hypothesis-monger-
ing into the blue. […] This was unknown to Dr Rée; but he had read Darwin: – and so, in his hypothe-
ses, the Darwinian beast and the ultra-modern, humble moral weakling who ‘no longer bites’ politely 
shake hands in a way that is at least entertaining” (GM, Preface 7).
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