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Nietzsche’s critique of Kant's thing in itsélf

Abstract: This paper investigates the argument that subatastiNietzsche’s refusal of the
Kantian concept of thing in itself. As Maudemariu® points out, Nietzsche dismisses this
notion because he views it as self-contradictotye Thain concern of the paper will be to
account for this position. In particular, the twaim theses defended here are (a) that the
argument underlying Nietzsche’s claim is that tbe@cept of thing in itself amounts to the
inconsistent idea of a propertyless thing and ljla} this argument is a sound one. Finally, |
will show that the reading proposed allows a deftary response to the objection that

Nietzsche’s will to power is simply a new versidrtlee post-Kantian thing in itself.
Keywords:thing in itself, Kant, will to power, relationakvintrinsic properties

Zusammenfassung: Dieser Aufsatz untersucht die Argumentation, digetdéches
Zuruckweisung des kantischen Begriffs des Dingssigh untermauert. Wie Maudemarie
Clark betont, verwirft Nietzsche diesen Begriff albstwidersprtichlich. Hauptanliegen des
Aufsatzes ist, dies deutlich zu machen. Insbesenderden folgende zwei Thesen vertreten:
(a) dass das Nietzsches Position zugrundeliegemgenfent darin besteht, der Begriff des
Dings an sich sei der inkonsistente Begriff einggemschaftslosen Dings; (b) dass dieses
Argument stichhaltig ist. Schliel3lich wird gezeidgss diese Interpretation eine deflationare
Antwort auf den Einwand ermdglicht, Nietzsches Wilur Macht sei einfach eine neue

Variante des postkantischen Dings an sich.

Schlagworter:Ding an sich, Kant, Wille zur Macht, relationale wntrinsische Eigenschaften
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0) Introductiof

Although the distinction between the thing “in IfSeand its “appearance” was already
important in early modern philosopfyt was Kant who awarded these two concepts the
status oftermini technici which nearly all German philosophy was subsedyemnfronted
with. Despite Fichte and Hegel’s swift eliminatiohKant’'s distinction, other philosophers —
firstly the Kantiansui generisSchopenhauer — reembraced it in order to buildr tvn
systems. In the 1860s, when Otto Liebmann’s calkfoeturn to Kant began to gain support
from mainstream German academics, the issue canme torefront of philosophical debate,
particularly with regard to the controversial natiof the thing in itself. However, this did not
occur solely among strict Neo-Kantians. Nietzsaweijs widely known, developed his ideas
within this philosophical atmosphere: he frequendyread Friedrich Albert Langelsistory

of Materialism projected a dissertation on the problem of telgplafter Kant and was
interested in the Kantian-framed physiological tiye@laborated by scientists such as
Hermann von HelmholtzOf course, he also became an enthusiastic Schapenan. It is
therefore unsurprising that the Kantian distinctioetween thing in itself and appearance
occurs repeatedly in Nietzsche’s works and notésnhagplaying a key role. In particular,
Nietzsche has been often presented as the philesopho, after having endorsed this
Kantian distinction in his previous work, eventyadihds by rejecting the very notion of thing

in itself and thus overcomes the metaphysical domaivhich dominates most of the previous

2| will use the following translations of Nietzs¢gavorks:
— Human, All Too Human. A Book for Free Spirits, tstated by R. J. Hollingdale, introduction by R.
Schacht. Cambridge 1996 (=HUH).
— The Gay Science, edited by B. Williams, transldtgd). Nauckhoff and A. Del Caro. Cambridge 2001
(=GS).

- Beyond Good and Evil. Prelude to a Philosophy effture, edited by R.-P. Horstmann and J. Norman,

translated by J. Norman. Cambridge 2002 (=BGE).

— On the Genealogy of Morality. A Polemic, translatgdM. Clark and A. J. Swensen. Indianapolis 1998

(=GM).
— The Anti-Christ, in: The Anti-Christ, Ecce Homo, ilight of the Idols and Other Writings, edited by A
Ridley and J. Norman, Cambridge 2005, pp. 1-67 (FAC
Where in Nietzsche’s writings “Ding an sich” haseheranslated as “thing-in-itself’, 1 have modifiédinto
“thing in itself”. This is because | share the viewpressed by Prauss that the “hyphenation” of 'Kaetm —
which Nietzsche indeed does not use — can be rdisigand suggest an incorrect interpretation. SemI@
Prauss, Kant und das Problem der Dinge an sitked3 Bonn 1989, pp. 24-31.
Quotations from Kant's firsCritique are taken from the following translation (page bens of the A and B
editions are provided):

— Critique of Pure Reason, translated and edited. Byuyer and A. W. Wood, Cambridge 1998 (=CPR).
References to Kant'dkademie Ausgab@Kant's gesammelte Schriften, Berlin / Leipzig @noBerlin / New
York), 1900—-now, 29 vols.) are given with the abiméon AA followed by volume (Roman) and page (B
number. When quotations do not refer to Englisti@uh, translations are mine.

% For an overview see John W. Yolton, Realism angepances. An Essay in Ontology, Cambridge 2000.
* On this last point see Séren Reuter, An der “Begjgsstatte der Anschauung”. Nietzsches Bild- und
Wahrnehmungstheorie ldeber Wahrheit und Liige im aussermoralischen SiBasel 2009.
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philosophical tradition. However, the question diether he succeeds in substantiating his
refusal of Kant’s position is anything but clear.

On the one hand, scepticism has been expressadregard to this point. Rudiger
Grimm, for instance, claims that “the noumenon Whidietzsche rejects as an absurdity is
something of an oversimplification and not entiredypresentative of Kant's position’ln a
similar fashion, Kurt Mosser complains that Nietesscholars too often tend to settle for a
hasty dismissal of Kant’s philosophy without takig trouble to verify whether it fulfils its
aim?

On the other hand, some scholars have defendddshliie’s overcoming of Kantian
dualism. Here, the primary concern has often beerdgue against the thesis which holds that
Nietzsche was unable to relinquish the Kantian &asmce his notion of will to power
strongly resembles that of thing in itself, par&ly the Schopenhauerian version. Jorg
Salaquarda’s reading offers a good example ofdtnategy, according to which Nietzsche’s
philosophy of power should not be seen as a funtieaphysically overloaded variation on
the theme of the thing in itself, but rather ag/pdihetically formulated Weltdeutunty ’

Yet the problem of how to account, more narrovidy,Nietzsche’s rejection of Kant's
notion of the thing in itself has been given ledsrdion. An important contribution in this
direction is the reading proposed by MaudemariekClahose attempt to make sense of the
argument underlying Nietzsche’s position has proseminal. Clark correctly points out that
the reason Nietzsche eventually dismisses the &antiea of the thing in itself is that he
considers it self-contradictory and subsequentgstto account for this claim. However, for
reasons which | will explore later, the way shesiiptets Nietzsche’s argumentative strategy
is less convincing. The aim of this paper, themfas to provide an alternative reading of
Nietzsche’s criticism of Kant's notion. In doingigh however, | will share with Clark the
underlying thesis according to which Nietzsche mles a sound argument against Kant's
conception of the thing in itself.

The relevance of this problem for Nietzsche’s thtaught is doubtless. As the section
from Twilight of the Idolgitled How the “True World” Finally Became a Fabkestifies, for
Nietzsche, Kant’'s notion of the thing in itselftie latest and most subtle incarnation of the
idea of a “true world”, which transcends the rgalite experience. Born under religious

semblance, the conception of a “true world” is eualy reshaped by Kant in fully

® Rudiger H. Grimm, Nietzsche’s Theory of KnowledBeylin / New York 1977, p. 57.

® See Kurt Mosser, Nietzsche, Kant and the Thintself, in: International Studies in Philosophy @®93),
pp. 67-77

" See Jorg Salaquarda, Nietzsches Kritik der Trameretalphilosophie, in: Matthias Lutz-Bachmann Yedber
Friedrich Nietzsche. Eine Einfihrung in seine Polshie, Frankfurt 1985, pp. 46-55.
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theoretical terms: “God became the “thing in it8elfAC 17), as Nietzsche writes.
Notoriously, this conception is also one of the marogrammatic targets of his late
philosophy. Therefore, it is important for any mmeetation focusing on the controversial
topic of Nietzsche’s overcoming dualistic metaphgsio spell out the extent to which he
succeeds in substantiating his criticism of suctereacious version of the idea of a “true
world” as the Kantian thing in itself. Indeed, afs&ldressing this issue we will be in a better
position to respond to the problem also faced byadimrda, namely that Nietzsche
sometimes characterizes the will to power in tetinas$ put it in the immediate vicinity of the
thing in itself.

The primary aim of this paper being to show thatidsche delivers an argument
which points to a crucial weakness in Kant's comiocgpof the thing in itself, 1 will not
consider the philological and historical questicaised by his relation to KafifThere are two
main reasons for doing so. Firstly, a systematadyais of the sources on which Nietzsche’s
statements about Kant are based requires its ovestigation’ and would take us away from
the problem addressed in the paper. Secondly, #namgh such a philological undertaking
may indeed be very useful for a proper understanadirthe issue at stake, my concern here is
limited to the argumentative substance of Nietzscbeticism of the thing in itself. Thus, my
strategy will be more straightforward, and involaiscussing Nietzsche’s position toward
Kant directly, without focusing too closely on thestorical factors which may have
contributed to his view.

The outline of the paper is as follows: (1) as wey Clark addresses Nietzsche’s
refusal of the notion of the thing in itself is matly accurate, but has also proven influential
in recent scholarship, it will be appropriate tarsby discussing her interpretation to set the
frame for a further analysis. Like Clark, | willagin that only the late Nietzsche provides a
sound argument against the thing in itself, by engthat its very notion is self-contradictory.
However, | will show that Clark’s interpretation Nfetzsche’s position is less convincing; (2)
| will provide an interpretation of Kant's distinch between appearances and things in

8 The only exception is that | will take into accownsmall book by Richard Avenarius read by Nigtesin
1883-1884. The reason for this is that | will conmnen some unpublished notes which directly réafate
passages taken from this work.

° For an overview of Nietzsche’s reading of and ah¢ant see Thomas Brobjer, Nietzsche’s Philosophica
Context. An Intellectual Biography, Urbana / Chiod2p08, pp. 36—40. With regard to the problem eftthing

in itself, the following authors appear to be thienary references for Nietzsche: Arthur Schopenhaegedrich
Albert Lange, Afrikan Spir, Gustav Teichmiiller, a@tto Liebmann. However, works by, among othersndu
Fischer, Friedrich Ueberweg, Eugen Duhring, Alfd@itharz, Maximilian Drossbach and Richard Avenarius
have probably also contributed to different extesutsl in different periods to Nietzsche’'s undersitagdof
Kant’'s position. The philological and historicaloptems related to Nietzsche's sources on the Kantia
distinction between things in themselves and apeas are discussed in detail in my book “Der fédek
des Kantischen Kriticismus”. Erscheinung und Dings&h bei Nietzche, Basel 2009.
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themselves, defending a version of the so-callemtaspects reading of Kant's position and
arguing that Kant fails to substantiate this digiom. This will help to determine whether
Nietzsche’s case against the thing in itself isvameing; (3) | will suggest a reading of the
claim that the thing in itself is self-contradiggpmvhich differs from what Clark proposes. |
will examine two different arguments provided byettsche that could be considered to
substantiate his claim and show that only one efrthvorks; (4) Finally, | will conclude with
some remarks about the relation between Nietzs¢amisus (or infamous) concept of will to
power and the thing in itself, by arguing that veermbt need to see the former as just a further

post-Kantian metamorphosis of the latter.

1) Clark on the inconceivability of the thing isetf
As early as 1865 Nietzsche viewed the distinctietwleen “thing in itself” and “appearance”
as the only starting point for any serious phildsoal theory'® Later, he returned to this
distinction in order to build the theoretical franak of hisArtisten-Metaphysikas conveyed
in theBirth of Tragedyand then again in order to maintain the epistegioal considerations
exposed inTruth and Lie in Extra-Moral Sens# was not until the end of the 1870s — in the
first book of Human, All Too Humar- that Nietzsche began to criticise Kant's digto,
while at the same time abandoning the view ofsaience and culture that he had defended in
the Birth of Tragedyand moving toward the more enlightened philosopihthe “free spirit”.
However, this criticism does not directly challeripe ontological distinction between the
thing in itself and its appearance, but rather éses it as a mere theoretical question which
is ultimately meaningless in terms of our actiam$fe.

This development in Nietzsche’'s thought has beescrd®ed convincingly by
Maudemarie Clark. According to her interpretatibg,the time ofTruth and LieNietzsche
endorses a representationalist theory of percepttbith commits him to the idea of things in
themselves existing independently of our “cogniteastitution”, and consequently to a form
of metaphysical realism. Clark also argues persefsthatHuman, All Too Humardespite
offering aprima faciecritical position with regard to Kant’s distinctipstill does not rule out
the possibility that a “metaphysical world” mightist:

9 This statement occurs in notes from the periodzdihe spent in Bonn. See Konstantin Broese, MNietzs
frihe Auseinandersetzung mit Kants Kritizismus, Beatrix Himmelmann (ed.), Kant und Nietzsche im
Widerstreit, Berlin / New York 2005, pp. 363-372.
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It is true, there could be a metaphysical worla@ #solute possibility of it is hardly to be disgilit We
behold all things through the human head and caoumobff this head; while the question nonetheless
remains what of the world would still be thereiifeohad cut it off. (HUH | 9)

Noting the affinity between the position ldiman, All Too Humaand that offruth and Lig
Clark defines both as “agnostic”, since Nietzsckpglieitly assumes the possibility of things
in themselves: “he has not yet found a way to deeyconceivability of the thing-in-itself*
While in Human, All too HumarNietzsche remains trapped in the net of metaphlysic
realism, the passage by Clark quoted above sugdests in her view, Nietzsche may
overcome such ambiguity: Nietzsche only discaréstting in itself by showing that its very
notion is “inconceivable”. Again, | agree with Gf& reading. However, my agreement ends
when it comes thowto interpret Nietzsche’s claim that the thingtself is “inconceivable”.
Clark’s interpretation focuses mainly on two texphorism 16 oBeyond Good and
Evil and aphorism 54 dfhe Gay Sciencéler strategy involves two steps: firstly (a) slygv
that Nietzsche holds the very notion of thing seit to be inconceivable because it is self-
contradictory (BGE 16); secondly (b), since BGEpt6vides no argument to motivate this
statement directly, making sense of it by considg@another passage of his work (GS 54).

The first step of Clark’s strategy is indisputable:

There are still harmless self-observers who beliew@e existence of “immediate certainties”, sash'|
think”, or the “I will” that was Schopenhauer’s siptition: just as if knowledge had been given bject
here to seize, stark naked, as a “thing in itselfid no falsification took place from either thdespf the
subject or the side of the object. But | will shysta hundred times: “immediate certainty”, likdsalute
knowledge” and the “thing in itself” containgantradictio in adjecto(BGE 16)

This passage clearly states that the idea of tiniriigelf is self-contradictory, and this can be

considered a good reason for claiming that it conteivable. However, despite the fact that
Clark is correct in pointing out that we need toKceelsewhere to understand the reason for
Nietzsche’s position — since BGE 16 provides n@glboere —, | do not think that GS 54 is the
right place to look. In this aphorism Nietzschetesi

What is “appearance” to me now! Certainly not tippasite of some essence — what could | say about
any essence except name the predicates of its i@pped Certainly not a dead mask that one could put

on an unknown x and probably also take off x! (@$ 5

" Maudemarie Clark, Nietzsche on Truth and Philogo@ambridge 1990, p. 90.



Commenting on these lines, Clark argues that Nsezsdenies that we have any way of
conceiving of such an essence”, since we have ryoofvaognizing it “except in terms of its
appearance®? This interpretation raises some difficulties.

Firstly, GS 54 neither claims that the concepthifig in itself is inconceivablgua
self-contradictory, nor provides any hints as tavho interpret the somewhat obscure claim
made in BGE 16 which Clark is trying to illumindt&Nonetheless, the aphorism might still
affirm that the concept of thing in itself is inamivable, though for different reasons. So,
even if the link to BGE 16 turns out to be weaktarn originally supposed, the main point of
Clark’s argument would still hold.

Secondly, it seems to me that here Nietzschetislaoning that we cannot “conceive
of” the “essence” of a thing, but rather that wargat cognize it because we only have access
to its phenomenal manifestation: thus, we can oetymerate the “predicates of its
appearance”. From the fact that we cannot knowrtinigsic constitution of a thing, however,
it does not follow that we cannot “conceive of”For instance, we would be able to see that a
thing is logically possible even if we lacked theguoitive powers to determine its intrinsic
properties or even to determine whether it exiats,Kant seems to hold with regard to
noumena. The inconceivability seems thus not téhbepoint of Nietzsche’s aphorism. An
alternative reading could be that here Nietzschjassemphasizing — as iHuman, All Too
Human — that whereas the “thing in itself is worthy ofomderic laugher”, the
Vorstellungsweltbeing the only world we are given, is a “treasuféor the value of our
humanity depends upon it” (HUH | 16).

To support this less radical interpretation, othgpects can be considered. Firstly, the
dream-metaphor that frames the entire aphorismngbes topos of Schopenhauer’'s
Traumidealismusgives an idealistic nuance to the passage whaetiynfits in with Clark’s
reading. Secondly, the reading | am suggestingttebsuited to other aphorisms of Bay
Sciencehat deal with the same topic. | am thinking, artigular, of GS 58:

This has caused me the greatest trouble and s&l dlways cause me the greatest trouble: to ectli
what things are calleds unspeakably more important that what they arg vhat started as appearance

in the end nearly always becomes essenceHectively actas its essence! (GS 58)

12 Clark, Nietzsche on Truth and Philosophy, p. 100.
13 Clark seems to recognize this point, at leasigibyt



The Vorstellungsweltthat we are trapped in, though largely construedfaise beliefs,
atavisms and errors, is the only one we are giites: the stage on which we play out our
entire life. The appearance is thus “the active thiedliving itself” (GS 54), the only thing to
be found in our world thateffectively actsas if it were its essence (GS 58). Since we “made
appearance appear” (HUH | 16), it has been gaiminigistorical, genetically disclosable
consistence, which shapes what we are and what ovelkis explains why we cannot
consider it just as a “dead mask” placed on somgthie cannot grasp. This view may well

imply that notions such as “metaphysical world”“thing in itself” are useless, and will
eventually lose their appeal even as theoreticagheernalia; it does not imply, however, an
overcoming of the “agnosticism” Clark convincingigcribes to the Nietzsche ldiman, All
Too Human

Let me then briefly recapitulate my position: | egrwith Clark that (a) Nietzsche
suitable rejects Kant's concept of thing in itsatly in the late 1880s and (b) that his critique
— as indicated by BGE 16 — consists in arguing thest concept is self-contradictory and
hence untenable. However, as | have tried to shbawvey | believe that Clark fails in
explaining why Nietzsche holds this position aiw he tries to substantiate it. In what
follows, | will propose an alternative reading whibetter illuminates this problem. In my
opinion, someNachlasstexts offer a much more reliable clue about howirtterpret
Nietszche’s claim than GS 54, as suggested by ChHotvever, since my aim is also to show
that Nietzsche’s critique of the thing in itselfopes conclusive against Kant’s position, the

next step will be to briefly sketch Kant’s account.

2) Kant on appearances and things in themselves
With regard to Kant’s distinction between thingghemselves and appearances, there are two
major schools of thought. In the first, the coneeplt appearance and the thing in itself are
seen as numerically different objects (this posii®known as the “two-world-view”). In the
second, they are construed rather as differentetasp of the same object, considered from a
different viewpoint in each case. According to kiger interpretation, there is only one object
(or better: only one object-realm), while the diffiece should be regarded as a negristemic
one, i.e. as a difference between two differenindog approaches to the same object (this

position is known as the “two-aspect-view"This interpretation appears to me to be far

14 Standard “two-aspect-view” is that of Prauss, Kamd das Problem der Dinge an sich, and Henry EsoA,
Kant’'s Transcendental Idealism. An Interpretatiod ®efense, New Haven 1983, for example.
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more convincing than the first one. | will thereddpllow this school of thought, although my
own interpretation differentiates in some importaspects from the standard “two-aspect-
view”.

In this paper, it will not be possible to subsiaiet the main thesis of the “two-aspect-
view” in full. Instead, | will limit myself to just few remarks on this subject. As James Van
Cleeve has pointed out, a textual basis does g a definitive criterion for establishing
if either the “two-worlds-view”or the “two-aspectsew” is plausible, since passages can be
found in theCritique of Pure Reasoto support both position’S.This is determined by a
certain inaccuracy stemming from Kant himself. Irda believe, however, that every passage
carries the same weight, since Kant concentetphcitly on an explanation of the difference
between appearances and things in themselves ipastieular section of th€ritique. It can
therefore be said that if he has ever providediabile illustration of his position, then it is to
be found in these pages: since the concepts ofopmema and noumena are directly discussed
here, dapsus calamis much more unlikely than elsewhere in @@&ique.

The account provided by Kant in this section of Wk clearly endorses the “two-
aspects-view” as Kant claims that we come to difitiate between phenomena and noumena
and make a distinction between “the way in whichimtait them [certain objects] and their
constitution in itself” (CPR, B306). Here, it isedr that Kant is referring to the same objects.
If one finds this unconvincing due to the fundarmaér@mbiguity of theCritique, then the
Opus Postumundelivers unequivocal statements, such as thewaoilyr “the thing in itself
(ens per sgeis not another object but another relatioespectuy of the representation to the
same object” (AA XXII, p. 26).

If the appearance, then, is the same object aththg in itself, how is the difference
between them to be understood? One possible, deednvery straightforward answer to this
guestion is as follows: the appearance is the bbjgd occurs in our own experience, i.e. as
the object of our knowledge, while the thing inelfsis the same object considered as
independent from our experience of it. Howevers tdefinition is still too vague. As
suggested by Rae Langton, observing the different&rms of properties helps to clarify the
situation®® As Kant puts it, the object as a phenomenon imeeéfonly through its relations to

other things. Its properties are therefore striothational ones. In contrast, when considering

!5 See James Van Cleve, Problems from Kant, Oxfof®18p. 145-146.

18 Langton develops such a properties-account extelysiSee Rae Langton, Kantian Humility. Our Ignre
of Things in Themselves, Oxford 1998. | could leargreat deal from her very intriguing interpreiatof this
aspect of Kant's thought. Indeed, the double edeineae appearance = relational properties / thingsef =
intrinsic properties is quite a straightforward wayput the things. For instance, Van Cleeve adibpt®, even
if his interpretation goes a very different wayritthe one of Langton’s book. See Van Cleeve, ProdlEom
Kant, p. 151-155.
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the object “in itself’, we focus on its intrinsicnon-relational constitution. This
characterisation follows directly from the conceptthe “thing in itself’, since to be “in
itself” can in no way be determined from outsids. Kant points out, “through mere relations
(bloRe Verhaltnisgeno thing in itself is cognized” (CPR, B67). Thédference between

“appearance” and the “thing in itself’ can thereftwe explained as follows:

- Appearance = object considered with regard tceiltstional properties

- Thing in itself = object considered with regardttonon-relational properties

The core of Kant’'s transcendentalism is the cldat tve cannot know an object “in itself”,
but only in its relation to us. This is the caséwavery empirical object, which is available to
us only in the shape imposed upon it by the a pidoms of our sensibility. This implies both
that we can grasp only its relational propertied, aonversely, that its intrinsic features are
beyond our cognitive limits. Nevertheless, Kantuag that wemust also conceive of
empirical objects “in themselves”, i.e. we mustribtite to them some indefinable non-
relational nature, even if from the outset we amalble to know what it may look like.
According to this view, the notion of the “thing itself” is a necessary, but — as long as
considered from a theoretical viewpoint — emyoystellung

One might now askwhy empirical objects — “appearances” — must alsodrsidered
“in themselves”, i.ewhy should one necessarily assume that, in additiothéorelational
properties such objects exhibit in experience, thmyst be thought of as having intrinsic
properties, the more so as we are constitutivegblento determine which properties they
might have. Theoretically speaking, do relatioredtéires not suffice? Moses Mendelssohn
puts this exact question to Kant, who answers shart work from 1786, entitle&inige
Bemerkungen zu L. H. Jakob’s Prifung der Mendetssohen Morgenstunden feel that
this brief exchange throws some interesting lighttlus topic, and | would therefore like to

examine the more controversial aspects more clostndelssohn’s argument is as follows:

If 1 tell you how a thing effects or suffers, dotramntinue to ask what it is! If | tell you how tmnceive
of a thing then the further question of what thisig) is in itself, is meaningless. (AA VIII, p. 13

Kant's cumbersome answer to Mendelssohn seems gathge question and, in doing so,
uncovers a premise of his distinction between agpeas and things in themselves, which |

will now look at:
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But if I [...] grasp that we don’t cognizeetkenne anything corporeal other than space itself [. hjtt
furthermore the thing in space [...] reveals no othetion than movement (place change, thus mere
relations), no other effect\(irkung or disposition to suffed€idende Eigenschafthan moving force and
mobility (modification of external relations); amdhvite Mendelssohnor anyone else in his place, to tell
me whether | may believe to cognizgKennei a thing according to what it is if | cognize nioip more
about it thanthat it is something that exists in external riglas (Aul3ere Verhaltnis3d...], in a word,
whether, since | don’t cognize anything other thannections Beziehungenof one thing to another, of
which, in turn, | do cognize only the external ceations, without the fact or even the possibilitatt
something internalefwas Innerésis given, whether | may then say, | have a cohoéghe thing in
itself, and whether the question is not legitimathat the thing that is the subject in all theseatieins
(Verhaltnissepmay be in itself(Ibid., pp. 153—154, my italics)

Here, the starting point of Kant’s argument is thdphenomenon” shows properties that can
always be traced back to spatial determinations;efeery action that an empirical object
brings about is a movement, and thus relative ¢opibsition of some other object. Kant then
goes on assuming that, in addiction to such relatideatures, Imust conceive of the
phenomenoralso as having some intrinsic nature, even though #@ igriori impossible to
know it. In other words: once we recognize the ‘tled” nature of appearances, we are lead
to assume that they have some non-relational cdriehwbears their external relations
ontologically.

This same line of thought informs a very importpassage that Kant added to the
second edition of th&ritique of the Pure Reasoand to which | have already briefly
referred™® Here, Kant affirms that “everything in our cogaitithat belongs to intuition [...]
contains nothing but mere relations” ahereforedoes not include “that which is internal to
the object in itself” (CPR, B67). Remarkably, Kéinds a supplementary proof of the ideality
of empirical objects her€,since — he holds — we can consider a mere rekdtionstituted
thing only an “appearance”. However, he does nowide any convincing arguments to
support the claim that from the mere relationauratof empirical objects one should infer
their phenomenal status. Elsewhere he even acctuuritse fact that things — “insofar as they
are given in intuition” — only show “determinatiotigat express mere relations” on the ground
that “these are not things in themselves but singplgearances” (CPR, A285/B341). Thus,
the assumption that we must also consider empinb@cts as they are “in themselves”

7| thank Colin G. King, who reviewed my translatiofithis terrible passage.

18 See above, m (11).

9 0n this point see Van Cleeve, Problems from Kpnt.70. However, | disagree on Van Cleeve’s cldiat t
this passage endorses a two-world view.
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seems to rest upon a meetitio principii. As Paul Guyer stresses, this claim seems toviollo

from Kant’s “prejudice against the ultimate realityrelations”°

3) Nietzsche’s criticism of the thing in itself

In section 1 of the paper, | argued that Nietzsslo&lly sound objection to Kant's concept of
thing in itself is the claim that this notion isconceivablegua self-contradictory, as stated in
BGE 16. Then, | showed that Clark fails to explagw this claim is to be interpreted. In this
section, | will suggest a different reading of M&the’s position. To do this, | will examine
two alternative critiques of the thing in itselfpth formulated by Nietzsche after the
publication of Thus spoke Zarathustrd will argue that the second argument is the one
Nietzsche probably had in mind when writing BGE&ltsl, much more importantly, the only
one to work against Kant’s position as presenteskation 2.

Perhaps the most extensive discussion of themofithe thing in itself to be found in
the works Nietzsche published affBinus spoke Zarathustraccurs at the end of aphorism
354 from the fifth book ofThe Gay Science®* Dissociating himself from “those
epistemologists who have got tangled up in theeshaf grammar”, he declares himself
willing to leave to them the “opposition betweenbjgat and object”, as well as the
“opposition between “thing in itself” and appearantor we “know” far too little to even be
entitled tomakethat distinction” (GS 354). This argument resematdefamiliar criticism of
Kant’'s concept of the thing in itself: the allegedonsistency is that Kant, placing things in
themselves beyond the boundaries of our possibmwvledge, deprives himself of the
possibility of making any claim about them. Heniteseems at least plausible to say that this
argument could be the one implicit in JGB 16. Thesecmade by Nietzsche is clearly spelled

out by Lanier Anderson:

The unknowability of things in themselves is part of their very cgption: it arises not from some
contingent deficiency or incompleteness in our elemee or theorizing to date, but from general and
inevitable limitations on our cognitive resourcespst importantly the lack of intellectual intuiti®n
capable of representing such objects. This meatsiritattempting to conceive of things in themsgjve

we outstrip the legitimate realm of our concepisl therefore stop making sense altogether.

2 paul Guyer, Kant and the Claims of Knowledge, Qadagie 1987, p. 350.

2L The fifth book ofThe Gay Scienceas added only in 1887 in occasion of the secalitiba of the work.

#2See R. Lanier Anderson, Nietzsche’s Views on Tarit the Kantian Background of His Epistemology, in
Babette Babich and Robert S. Cohen (eds.), Nietzaol the Sciences, Dordrecht / Boston / Londo®,198l.

2, pp. 50-51. Unlike myself, Lanier Anderson finlds argument convincing.
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In this way, however, Kant's claim that the concept thing in itself is “problematic” — a
characterisation that could arguably be used toentla& apparent incoherence of his position
much more deflationary — is simply bypassed. Tdebejualify the attack one could stress
that the very idea of a thing in itself, regardle$she extent to which its existence is “put in
brackets”, plainly introduces the notion of a nanpé&ical causal power, as things in
themselves are meant to “trigger” the correspondexperiences in us, i.e. their
“appearances”. This would therefore seem to coidrathe principle thesis of the
Transcendental Analytig.e. that categories, to which causality belorogs only be applied
to empirical objects. As the following note shoWwsetzsche might have had this in mind

when writing the passage from t@ay Scienceguoted above:

Kant was no longer entitled to his distinction beéw “appearance” and “thing in itself” — he hadidén
himself the right to continue to distinguish inghold, traditional way having rejected as invali t
inference from the appearance to a cause of theaappce — in accordance with his understandingeof t
concept of causality and of its purely intra-pheeoal validity[.] (Nachlass 1886/87, 5[4], KSA 12.p
186-187)

At first, one may not find Nietzsche’s critique peularly interesting, as he reiterates a point
that has previously been made by many otfit¥ghat is pertinent, however, is that such a
critical assessment appears to endorse a “two-weld” with regard to Kant's ontology,
which, as we have seen in the previous sectioa,viery controversial interpretation. On the
contrary, if we assume the “two-aspect-view” thisrao need to postulate a separate realm of
entities that cause the experienced phenomenanakigrsince things in themselves and
appearances are numerically identical. Hence, dheapt of the thing in itself does not imply
that of a non-empirical causation exceeding thentdaties of our experience. In the long run,
the strategy outlined in aphorism 354Gdy Scienceloes not appear to take us very far.

A second, stronger argument which may substantetecharge of self-contradiction
raised in BGE 16 can be found in different passaigseminated in thidachlass™

% Actually, | suspect that Nietzsche is taking higuanent almost literally from a second-hand soupcebably
from Gustav Teichmudiller, Die wirkliche und die soiteare Welt. Neue Grundlegung der Metaphysik, Buesl
1882, p. 93.

%t is worth noting that the term “thing in itselffoes not appear in Nietzsch&schlassin the years 1880-
1883. The first references we find are from thetarirl883-1884 and are related to Nietzsche’s rgadfna
small book by Richard Avenarius in which the cigiin of the thing in itself is of primary importanead to
which | will go back later. This notion then appeanore frequently in Nietzsche’s notes until 18Bisted 42
occurrences in the last three KSA volumes).
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The “in itself” is even an absurdvidersinnig@ conception: a “constitution in itselfBeschaffenheit an
sich) is non-sense; we always have the concept “beifitiing” only as the concept of relation
(Relationsbegriff (Nachlass 1888, 14[103], KSA 13, p. 280)

The “thing in itself” [is] absurdwidersinnig. If | remove all relations, all “properties”[,]I&activities”
of a thing, then the thindoes notemain left. (Nachlass 1887, 10[202], KSA 12, 0b

There are two main cases that can be made in dupipibre claim that the argument outlined
in this passage is the one which validates BGETh&. more obvious and striking case is that
the two quotedNachlassnotes make exactly the same point as the publiagpbdrism: the
thing in itself is Widersinnid, i.e. self-contradictory. The second case is th& argument
also occurs in another note dated between Fall 2885-all 1886, i.e. by the time Nietzsche
was working orBeyond Good and EVif The main question, however, is whether or not the
reasoning offered in th&lachlassin favor of the claim that the thing in itself self-
contradictory is convincing. In the rest of thigtsen, my aim will be to show that it is.

Nietzsche seems to make two different claimso(a)concept of “thing” is relational,
sinceno empirical object shows any property that isnetdtional; (b) if we subtract from an
object all its relational properties, nothing —atgect at all — is left. This two points are made
clear in the note written between Fall 1885 and F&86 just referred to: “The properties of a
thing are effects upon other “things”: if one elmates the other “things”, a thing has no
properties, i.e. therés no thing without other things.e. there is no “thing in itself”
(Nachlass 1885/86, 2[85], KSA 12, p. 104).

The first claim (a) is endorsed not only by Nietas, but also by Kant — as | have
argued in section 2: both share the idea thathimgs we confront in our experience, i.e.
empirical objects, only exhibit relational propesj that our experience is a net of relations,
an infinite set of predicates to which no “absolstdject” can be found, as Kant states in the
846 of theProlegomena However, Kant does not support the second cldnnfade by
Nietzsche, i.e. that things have no other (intdpgiroperties over and above the relational
properties they possess as empirical objects. Rdibeargues that an empirical objesihice
it shows only relational propertidsas to beconsidered as a mere “appearance”, which we are
in turn compelledto conceive of as also being “in itself’, i.e. l@@ving an intrinsic nature
independent from our knowledge of it and of anyeottelation to further objects. However,
as | have attempted to show in the previous sect@mt does not provide a convincing

argument for his position, which consequently giitethe impression of @etitio principii.

% See Nachlass 1885/86, 2[85], KSA 12, p. 104. Il sdime back to this note in a few lines.
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Nietzsche has a clear view of this problem, arguirag the fact “that a thing dissolves in a
sum of relations does ndisproveits reality” (Nachlass 1881, 13[11], KSA 9, p. 6280
there is no need to assume that such a “thing” tmaxat a non-empirical intrinsic nature over
and above the relational features of it that wetcark in our experience.

Let us now return to the claim that the thingtself is a tontradictio in adjectt
This is much stronger than simply arguing that Kanes us a justification for his position.
How then is it possible to make sense of Nietzshkim? My opinion is that he focuses on
the relation between the very idea of “thing” ahe toncept of thing in itself. Nietzsche’s
strategy idfirst to explain how the concept of “thing” emerges gdogically andsecondto
show that the notion of thing “in itself” is selbwtradictory since it amounts to the idea of a
propertylesghing.

As Nietzsche states in a note from t@chlass “the psychological deduction of the
belief in things prevents us from talking about “things in themsslV (Nachlass 1886/87,
5[11], KSA 12, p. 188). A developed attempt of thisategy can be found in a sequence of
notes written by Nietzsche while reading a shodkoby Richard Avenarius?hilosophie als
Denken der Welt gemass dem Princip des kleinstaftriassespublished in 1876°
Avenarius’ arguments take a position that Nietzduheself often supports, whereby the very
concept of “thing” depends, on the one hand ordikenction between subject and predicate
operated by the language, and on the other hawdioproclivity to personification, to ascribe
to all external things an “energetic-active” natukéere, the notion of “thing” emerges
gradually as the idea of a substratum separatech fitee multiple “accidents” and is
conceptualized as bearing them. Following this bhéhought, Nietzsche then quotes a later
passage from Avenarius’ book, which directly adsessthe problem of the thing in itself:

In the development of thought the moment had toecarhen it became clear that what were referred to
as properties of things were sensations of theesgnsubject: thus, properties ceased to beloniedo
thing. What remained was the “thing in itself”. @dass 1883/84, 24[13], KSA 10, pp. 649—-650)

Here, Avenarius is clearly referring to the histatitrend in modern philosophy, going from
the thesis that secondary qualities are merelyestibg, as Locke maintains, for instance, to

Kant’s more radical claim that all properties, umtihg physical and primary qualities, are

% |n KSA’s commentary to these notes there is neresfce to Avenarius. See however KGW IV 2, pp. 665—
670. In literature on Nietzsche, the only discusgé his commitment to Avenarius’ book that | amaagv of is

in Radiger Schmidt, Nietzsches Drossbach-LektiirelNietzsche-Studien 17 (1988), pp. 465—-477.

2" See Richard Avenarius, Philosophie als DenkenWelt geméss dem Princip des kleinsten Kraftmasses.
Prolegomena zu einer Kritik der reinen Erfahrungipkzig 1876, pp. 63-64, § 111.
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such. As Kant considers all qualities that one @qudssibly experience as not pertaining to
the objects, but rather as dependent on our cegnilispositions, the concept of “thing” we
are left with is one that includes only relatiopabperties. Empirical objects are no longer
conceived as substances: the “thing” is now nothmiga “complex of sensations” lacking an
intrinsic nature, to use a formula which is typif@l the Neo-Kantian epistemology Nietzsche
was well acquainted with. From this point of vieWwe notion of “thing in itself” seems then
to be the remnant of a naive and discredited ogjotbat still postulates an ontological core
to which empirical properties must inhere. Even endlietzsche holds that this very notion is
“widersinnig since the idea of a thing “in itself” is that afthing deprived of all its relational
properties and thus, all cognizable properties dhegtational, that of @ropertylessthing —
something of which we can make no sense &t all.

The genealogical reconstruction suggested by Auenhalso helps uncover what
Nietzsche views as the fancy metaphysics whichagushe idea of things as possessing an
intrinsic nature. This kind of “folks ontology” i®oted in our self-perception as agents who
dispose of causal powers, an image we then tramsfel other “things”. According to
Nietzsche — and also to Avenarius —, this selfeprigtation is mistaken, in the same way as

the grammar-based distinction between subject sediqate:

The distinction between things in themselves aratting for us based on the old, naive perception
which attributed energy to the thing: but from #uealysis it emerged that the force is also invented
(hineingedichtgt and similarly — the substance. [...] The thingtself is no problem at all! (Nachlass
1883/84, 24[13], KSA 10, p. 650)

From this it is now possible to gain a better ustierding of another, almost incidental
dismissal of theDing an sich this time from theGenealogy of Morality For also in this
passage the rejection of the “thing in itself” -gather with the concept of atom — follows
from the criticism of folks psychology, which, “ued the seduction of language”,
“understands and misunderstands all effecting adittoned by an effecting something, by a
“subject™ (GM | 13).

% Even if here, following Avenarius, Nietzsche seeimaunderstand relational properties as mind-degeind
properties, | do not think we should conflate tiwe toncepts. My opinion is that his argument agéims thing
in itself works fine for relational properties iremeral and thus for mind-dependent properties itiqodar. |
share Richardson’s view that Nietzsche’'s most bamncern is about thentologyof power, which — | argue — is
better grasped in terms of relational propertieslyCat a second stage Nietzsche draapsstemological
conclusions about the mind-dependent statisooferelational properties (perspectivism). See Joluh&idson,
Nietzsche’s System, Oxford 1996, p. 11. On the niiedendence of object qualities with regard toptublem
of things in themselves see also Kevin R. Hill, tkéehe’s Critiques. The Kantian Foundation of Hieight,
Oxford 2003, p. 139. | thank Tsarina Doyle for jgsirg me on this point.

29 See Avenarius, Philosophie als Denken der WeB4p§ 112.
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In conclusion, it is now possible to differentidtetween two different degrees in
Nietzsche’s critique regarding the notion of thingtself. Firstly, according to him, Kant's
postulation of an intrinsic and subject-like suastm as the necessary complement to
relational properties is unsubstantiated. Secorttlyy,concept of “thing in itself” is not only
deduced on the unfounded assumption that somedlefiged only by external relations must
have the second-rank ontological status of “appe&‘a but also turns out to be identical to
the self-contradictory notion of propertylessthing. Nietzsche contrasts this with the view
that we may well conceive of a strictly relatiomadrld — after all, the empirical world given

to us is just such a world, as Kant himself mairgai

4) “Thing in itself” and “will to power”: some brfeemarks.

In conclusion, | would like to make some remarkewba standard view of Nietzsche’s
commitment to the notion of the thing in itself. Mainterpreters have argued that this notion,
despite having been rejected, is nonetheless graséme core of his philosophy in the guise
of the will to power. At the beginning of the ®@entury this view was already quite
established. One can read in Rudolf EisldDistionary that on the one hand Nietzsche
“discards the concept of a world constituted byngsiin themselves of unknown quality”, but
on the other hand considers “the in-itself of things as the “will to power® More
recently, Stephen Houlgate — although he providesuah deeper account of this topics —
again argues that Nietzsche could not completelyaday with the notion of the thing in
itself, as his perspectivistic theory of knowledge/olves the idea of an ontological
“correlate” to which all different intrepretatiorsso much disaccording as they might be —
must necessarily refét.This correlate would therefore represent the aitércore of reality.
Finally, the same case is also made by Rolf-Petesthhann in higntroductionto the new

Cambridge edition oBeyond Good and Evil

Even if it is conceded that Nietzsche never reallgborated his concept of the “will to power”
sufficiently, it does not appear to be one of hirenattractive ideas. The reason for this is thatiiports
to give us insight into the essence of nature, wla#tre is “in itself”, but this does not squarelweéth

his emphatic criticism, put forward BGE and elsewhere, of the very notion of an “in itséff

%0 Rudolf Eisler, Worterbuch der philosophischen Bfégyr3™ ed., Berlin 1910, vol. I, p. 240.

31 See Steven Houlgate, Kant, Nietzsche, and thentThi Itself”, in: Nietzsche-Studien 22 (1993),.gpl5—
157.

32 Rolph-Peter Horstmann, Introduction, in: Friedridietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil. Prelude to adBhiphy
of the Future, edited by R.-P. Horstmann and Jnidor, translated by J. Norman. Cambridge 2002, . xx
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Actually, Nietzsche frequently seems to refer @ ‘tWill to power” as to the very nucleus of
reality, defining it for instance as the “essenoé&’the world (BGE 186). In this sense, he
appears to vary on Schopenhauer’s theme, reintmogldbe idea of the will — to power, in
Nietzsche’s case — as the “thing in itself’, as thetaphysical core which lies beyond the
realm of appearances.

Indeed, the way in which Nietzsche presents tmeeot of the will to power is very
ambiguous, as the controversial interpretationhef aphorism 36 oBeyond Good and Evil
testifies. One can find passages both in the pudadisvorks and in thBlachlasswhich seem
to endorse the claim raised by Eisler, Houlgate ldotstmann, such as the aforementioned
passage in BGE 186. | also find that a certaingang toward a metaphysical conception of
the will to power occurs repeatedly, particularlyridg his work onBeyond Good and Evil
With regard to the notion of thing in itself, a plgmentary and quite pervasive problem is
that Nietzsche conflates different uses of thisamptand fails to differentiate in particular
between Kant's original concept and Schopenhauattger unorthodox understanding of it.
On this occasion, however, | do not intend to aselis issue furthéf.Rather, | would like
to suggest a way of interpreting the will to powetich does not collide with Nietzsche’s
criticism of the thing in itself. Again, | will mdly refer to his unpublished notes to support
this interpretation.

As | have already shown, Nietzsche’s critics & thing in itself correspond with the
claim that empirical objects are constituted only their relational properties. From this
starting point, the concept of will to power camghoe seen as a way to account for such a
“relation-world Relations-Wejt (Nachlass 1888, 14[93], KSA 13, p. 271). In otheords,
my proposal is that the will to powekpresseghe essential interconnectedness of thifigs.

As many scholars have pointed dulietzsche does not conceive the will to power as
an all-embracing metaphysical entity, which transisethe plurality of empirical phenomena.
The will to power — unlike Schopenhauer's will —edonot require theprincipium
individuationisin order to become a multiplicity, since it is @ufrom the outset. Indeed,
describing the most basical ontological level ofalitg, Nietzsche often refers to

“Machtquantd, power-centres embedded in a net of mutual @hatiand therefore exposed

% 0On this see Riccardi, “Der faule Fleck des KammistKriticismus”, ch. 5.

3 A similar hypothesis is also formulated by Peteeler, Nietzsche and Metaphysics, Oxford 199511
However, later in this work (ch. 6.2) Poellner piai that this conception leads Nietzsche to an ieeott
ontology.

% See e. g. Wolfgang Miiller-Lauter, Nietzsches Lelom Willen zur Macht, in: Nietzsche-Studien 3 (297
pp. 1-60.
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to the re-constitution and re-adjustment that sarcinteraction requires. He describes them in
terms of “dynamical”, process-like entities, “whasgsence consists in thealation to other
guantg in their “action” upon these” (Nachlass 1888, 79} KSA 13, p. 259). The crucial
feature ofMachtquantais therefore their relational nature, since they determined only by
the actual power-constellation they are in. Theyusth not be isolated from this interaction-
field, whereas — as Nietzsche repeatedly claimsei hature can be measured only by the
“resistance” they are countervailed with.

From this point of view, it appears that pluralityo well turns out not to be the
decisive feature of will to power. One may considaultiple entities as still being
ontologically independent, thus sketching an omglavhich is completely different from
Nietzsche’'s one. A good example would be Leibnizonadology, which postulates a
multitude of intrinsically-determined substancesieve no “windows” allow interaction with
other monads. Monads suffice both ontologically epctemically as their actions as well as
perceptions can only be caused by internal powedsadfections. It is therefore no surprise
that Kant took them to be “things in themselvesenkle, as Leibniz’ theory illustrates,
plurality is not enough to exclude the idea of amotngical basis of stand-alone substances.
The concept of relation thus seems much more apptepin attempting to grasp the
fundamental feature of Nietzsche’s conception off va power, since it highlights the
intentionality’® at the core of it.

To conclude, Nietzsche’s ontology of power can Imglenstood as an attempt to
account for the strictly “relational” nature of hi&g in which objects come to have the shape
they actually owe only by means of their reciprocairelations: “there is no “essence in
itself”, relations first constitute essences” (Nasls 1888, KSA 13, 14[122], p. 303). On this
reading, his ontology of power would be a theoryohlexplains the world as it is given to us
— the “empirical” world, in the Kantian sense. d@the endorses this interpretation by
challenging the lawful picture of the world provitlby physics with the alternative view that
reality is constituted by power relations. Both designed to account for the same world, for
the same “nature”, for the same “set of appeardn@SE 22). Nietzsche consequently
presents his doctrine of the will to power as erétly — an “interpretation” which does not
aim to transcend the empirical “text” (ibid.), bather to make sense of it immaneritijve
therefore have good reason not to view the wilpdover as the post-Kantidding an sich
reloaded.

% Here | understand intentionality standardly asatdness toward something.
370n this point, the interpretation defended hersinsilar to the one proposed by Salaquarda (seeealpom
[3]), as both endorse a deflationary strategy wétyard to the problem raised by the notion of teilpower.
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