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Preface 

In 1636, as he was still reeling from the death of his first child, an in­
fant boy named Rumbartus, a young Rembrandt composed one of his 
most direct and explicit works, the remarkable etching Abraham Caressing 
Isaac. This was not his first attempt at unraveling the mysteries attached to 
the most famous infanticide in Western culture. In the months following 
Rumbartus's death, Rembrandt had already used this theme as the basis for 
one of his early masterpieces, Ihe Sacrifice of Isaac. 

If the earlier painting used vivid colors to display the brutal resolve of 
the father in stark contrast with the innocent exposition of the child­
with Abraham forcefully covering his son's face, on the verge of breaking 
his neck-the later etching was more reflexive, and beyond the obvious 
outrage before the broken filial trust (and, it may be assumed, the incom­
prehension before a father willingly bringing upon himself the pain that 
Rembrandt himself was dealt by fate), the etching now asked a question 
that can be seen no longer as psychological, but as cultural. Rembrandt's 
etching had now moved to depicting a duel of principles, not of individu­
als. The etching seems to be asking: What sort of thinking does it take to 
kill one's own child? And further: What sort of thinking must this child 
represent that requires elimination? 

The etching is not as starkly violent as the painting. A younger Isaac is 
seen smiling in a near ravished way at an apple he is holding in his hand, 
half toy, half temptation. The already aged Abraham decorously sits be­
hind the child in great attire, his frame overwhelming the young child's 
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outlines, and his hand already holding the child's neck with an ambiguous 
firmness, between protection and strangulation. Abraham is not looking at 
the child, he is gazing straight into the viewer's eyes with a defiant and self­
confident stare. Isaac, however, in his playful fascination with the apple, 
is oblivious to the threat of the father. The future crime is painted all over 
the etching, but Rembrandt's choice of an earlier time, long before the 
divine beckoning and the actual sacrifice, points to his true concern: it 
is a matter of looking beyond the legend, with its twisted chain of events 
that conveniently removes all questions of agency by replacing them with 
a praise of obedience. 

Rembrandt seems to suggest that only a personality like Abraham could 
become this child's killer. In short, he is questioning something we now 
would call the fanatical spirit, the spirit that values the divine over the 
earthly, an abstract god over a living child. In this light, many of his visual 
choices seem to aggregate: Abraham's gaze is untroubled, lucid, and objec­
tive; its directness acknowledges the viewer while its defiance establishes an 
insurmountable distance from them. Judgment is not for the others to give, 
and Abraham's strength of resolve is clearly drawn from a reference to the 
absolute that no common moral convention or emotion can break. Isaac, 
"He-Who-Shall-Laugh," however, keeps nothing at a distance. Indeed, his 
whole body is enveloped in the frame and heavy clothing of his father, his 
neck is touched by his father's hands, while his own hands are full-one 
holding the apple and the other resting on his father's knee. Even his right 
foot, whose heel is playfully lifted, is resting on his own left foot, main­
taining the child's complete embeddedness in the world. The child looks 
away, and we only have a lateral view of his luminous and joyful face. He 
is oblivious of us like he is oblivious of his father, so fully involved is he in 
his relationship with a world he does not keep at bay. 

Two spirits, Rembrandt seems to say to us, one of objective conscious­
ness, a piercing gaze whose reference and only allegiance is to the absolute; 
and the other spirit, one of playful engagement, oblivious to most things, 
but nonetheless fully saturated with its encounter with the world. The first 
spirit engaged in a fight to the death against the other. 

The Dutch Republic of Rembrandt's time was a country of rationalist 
optimism where human reason was enjoying an unprecedented triumph, 
and there is little doubt that the painter himself was sensitive to and in­
fluenced by the new ideas. In this context, should we still say that this 
etching represents the suspicions of an artist before the powers of objective 
rationality? What is more, it seems that Abraham's absolute resolve rests 
not on a reference to human rationality, but instead on a reference to the 
supernatural that the new humanist spirit was committed to rejecting. It 
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would take Nietzsche, of course, to show how these considerations are not 
contradictory, how the modern humanist spirit was unable to shake off 
a reference to the in-itself and how this in-itself constitutes the ultimate 
refuge of the shadows of the dead god. It would indeed take Nietzsche to 
show that Abraham and Descartes suffered from the same disease of fa­
naticism, but even without Nietzsche we may see how Rembrandt's visual 
train of thought took him to a preliminary conclusion: absolute thinking 
is locked in a fight to the death with ambiguous thinking, a thinking that 
is its offspring nonetheless. 

This is a large part of the lesson of the critiques of modernity, includ­
ing those of Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty: ambiguous thinking cannot 
entirely shed any reference to the absolute, which will always retain an 
abusive authority over it, and yet any reference to the absolute requires 
the violent sacrifice of the lived world. The problem that Nietzsche and 
Merleau-Ponty recognize at the dusk of modernity echoes the concern ex­
pressed by Rembrandt at its dawn: it is to find a ground for truth that 
includes the knowledge that the absolute is folly. 

This book has many flaws, but in the space between them I see the 
traces of the inspiring conversations and encouragements of many col­
leagues and mentors. My heartfelt gratitude goes to Judith Walz and Bernie 
Flynn (to whom this book is dedicated), Len Lawlor, Glen Mazis, Galen 
Johnson, Mauro Carbone, Richard Kearney, Herman W Siemens, Miguel 
de Beistegui, and to my dear friends Mark Gillingham, Konstantina Rizo­
poulou, and Xavier Roth, whose philosophical ability to cut the nonsense 
from the sense has been most precious to me through the years. 

Most of the ideas presented here have been developed during my time 
as a graduate student at the University of Warwick where I have enjoyed 
and immensely benefited from the enthusiasm and inspiration of my su­
pervisor, Keith Ansell-Pearson. Now as then, his intellectual generosity is 
a constant reminder that, indeed, there must be something right about 
wanting to be a scholar. I still have fond memories of the commitment 
with which many of my fellow students at Warwick and elsewhere engaged 
with some of the questions addressed here until the small hours of the 
morning, and of the generosity and depth of their comments. I am par­
ticularly thankful for and proud of my intellectual kinship with Richard J. 
Lambert, Joseph D. Kuzma, Sebastian Stein, Marjorie Gracieuse, Zeynep 
Talay, Katrina Mitcheson, Lee Watkins, Andreas Vrahimis, and Rainer J. 
Hanshe. 

A version of some parts of Chapter 6 has been presented at the meeting 
of the International Merleau-Ponty Circle at Asheville, North Carolina, 
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organized by Duane Davis in September 2010, and published in a revised 
form in Chiasmi International (13 [2011]: 407-28) under the title "Tempo­
ral Thickness in the Notes of May 1959." I take this opportunity to thank 
the editors for their permission to reproduce a shorter version of this text. 
A version of some parts of Chapter 2 was presented at the international 
conference on Nietzsche and Naturalism organized by Peter R. Sedgwick 
at the University of Cardiff, UK, in September 2010. 

A draft of this book benefited from the comments and suggestions of 
two reviewers whom I wish to thank warmly for their attention and gen­
erous readings. My sincere thanks to my editors at Fordham University 
Press: Helen Tartar for her passion of text, Tom Lay for his constant sup­
port and wise advice, and the mighty Erin Schwiderson for the thorough 
and expert copy editing. 

Finally, I wish to thank Natalie Heller for her wisdom that knows how 
to line the time of thinking with the time of living, and for making sense. 
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Introduction 

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) and Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961) 
could hardly be more different men or, indeed, different thinkers. Initially, 
it seems only contrasts can be drawn between them. Jean-Franc;:ois Lyo­
tard calls Merleau-Ponty "one of the least arrogant of all philosophers," a 
description hardly anyone would apply to Nietzsche (Lyotard 1989, 189). 
Nietzsche's radical temperament gave birth to a "hammer" philosophy that 
most consider irreconcilable with both Merleau-Ponty's moderate person­
ality and his entire philosophical edifice, which is often based upon subtle 
differences of degree and emphasis. In the Anglo-American world, Nietz­
sche was often denied the status of philosopher, at least until Arthur C. 
Danto's Nietzsche as Philosopher (Danto [1965] 2005). Merleau-Ponty, on 
the contrary, has been described as "the philosopher's existentialist" (War­
nock 1970, 71) in opposition to those thinkers-writers identified with the 
existentialist movement, and with whom Nietzsche has often been associ­
ated. The list of such more or less prima facie contrasts could be continued, 
including the sheer differences in writing styles, historical contexts, and 
relations with the philosophical contexts of their times and with the tradi­
tions of the past. Most important is that the differences in their lives and 
writing styles express a clear opposition in their relations with the institu­
tional tools of knowledge at their disposal. Both philosophers were active 
during periods when, in Merleau-Ponty's words, "the modern philosopher 
[was] frequently a functionary,'' times of professional and institutionalized 
philosophy (Praise, 33). Merleau-Ponty spent all his working life under 
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these institutions, from secondary education lycees to the accolade of the 
induction to the College de France. He founded, edited, and wrote in 
several academic journals, taking theoretical stances in the current philo­
sophical debates with those other "functionaries" he considered his col­
leagues. Nietzsche, the wanderer, left his chair at Basel shortly before the 
completion of the last of the Untimely Meditations in 1876, and although 
he did not formally retire until 1879 he never formally returned either. By 
this time, one motif was already entrenched in his outlook: he would be, 
indeed, an "untimely'' thinker. This has important philosophical conse­
quences, as is demonstrated by the sustained frequency of the untimely 
motif in his subsequent works. Timeliness, for the young Nietzsche, means 
transitoriness, superficiality, and herd mentality; it is defined by fashions 
and trends that distract us from reality and numb our inquisitive powers. 
Timeliness is the opposite of philosophy. More than most other philoso­
phers, Merleau-Ponty was timely. He wrote several articles in newspapers, 
gave circumstantial papers around the world, and dedicated a good half 
of SNS and S to essays relating to current, national, international, and 
sometimes merely Parisian affairs, not to mention the two remarkably po­
litical and, indeed, timely texts HT and AD. In fact, Merleau-Ponty even 
voiced his preference for philosophical timeliness. At a congress of thinkers 
from both sides of the Iron Curtain, Merleau-Ponty refused the terms of 
his "Soviet interlocutor" who spoke, he declared, in "an untimely [hors de 
saison] language, an intemporal language." "Those terms," he continued, 
"worried" him because they blocked the way to the intellectual's politi­
cal "commitment [engagement]" (P2, 175). This takes us to what I think 
is the most interesting opposition one may draw between Nietzsche and 
Merleau-Ponty: their opposition on the question of politics. When I say 
the "question" of politics, I really mean two questions. One is what this 
politics entails for the rest of a philosopher's thought: What are the poli­
tics of this or that thinker, and what is its relation to their philosophy as 
a whole? For example, in what way, if any, can we still draw a parallel 
between two thinkers who disagree politically? The other is the question 
of what should be the philosophical (perhaps even ontological) place, role, 
and importance of politics. 

In 1hus Spoke Zarathustra, Nietzsche passionately pleads against the 
"most despicable" of possible human types, which he calls the "last hu­
man." The last human knows how to live in a community; he does not 
seek domination or power, be it political or financial, and he has "invented 
happiness." This, Nietzsche thinks, is exemplified by the spirit of progress 
and humanism that he sees, with a shiver, spread over Europe. There is 
little doubt that Nietzsche would see this "despicable" spirit at work in the 
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very endeavors which Merleau-Ponty actively supported and engaged in. 
In the preface to SNS, Merleau-Ponty takes stock of the failure of Marx­
ism as practiced in the Eastern Bloc. Yet, he claims, this failure is precisely 
the failure to live up to its own promises, an internal failure that does 
not threaten the fundamental humanism at its core. For Merleau-Ponty, 
the task has not changed, and this task was always for "men of all coun-

. " tnes to 

find the ways to recognize and join each other. Prehistory would fin­
ish. A word was said which expected a response from this immense 
virtual humanity which had since ever kept silent. We were going to 
witness this absolutely unheard-of world where every human counts. 
(SNS, 4/8) 

The rebirth of "this expectation,'' writes Merleau-Ponty, "is expressed here 
[in SNS] in several studies" (SNS, 4/8). Here, one might argue, Merleau­
Ponty shows himself longing for Nietzsche's last human. 

Of course, Merleau-Ponty's commitment to the politics of the last hu­
man must be nuanced-observed through time, from Soviet Marxism to 
the "non-communist left,'' from the activist enthusiasm of the early days 
to the meditative spirit of the analyses of some items of news in S, for ex­
ample. It has been claimed (wrongly) that Merleau-Ponty, at some point, 
"retired" (e.g., Goehr 2004, 344) from politics, only to prompt questions 
about whether retiring from politics without disavowing the past is not 
itself an eminently political act, or whether one should not see the insis­
tence on doing philosophy as a sign of continued political concern (what 
are the late analyses on the ontology of history, or the enigmatic references 
to "the militant infinite" in the context of fundamental ontology, if not 
a deepening of the political question?), and so forth. What remains, is 
that Merleau-Ponty's political project committed him to an egalitarian, 
state-based, happiness-seeking society. And Nietzsche's did not-quite the 
opposite. 

This political disagreement may be seen as a sign of a deeper difference. 
There is underlying it a profound divergence of views regarding the mutual 
roles of the political and the philosophical. The later Nietzsche repeat­
edly defines his own project as seeking "an ordering of rank'' (U7P, 287) 
through a "reversal [ Umwertung] of all values" (257). This account infuses 
his whole philosophy with a political coloring. If the political divergence 
between the two philosophers posed some questions as to the relevance of 
drawing parallels between them, it may seem that Nietzsche's philosophi­
cal decision to build the political into the horizon of his philosophy trans­
forms this divergence into a dear and systematic opposition. This would 
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indeed follow if Merleau-Ponty as well considered his political convictions 
to be the horizon of his own philosophy. This, however, is not the case. It 
is clear that Merleau-Ponty's investigations on language, perception, and 
ontology, although not without political consequences, are not subjected 
to a political project; they are quite traditionally directed toward truth 
and knowledge, and the deep connections between his politics and his on­
tology are methodological (indeed, his ontology is itself methodological) 
more than ideological. 

There is also a factual argument that allows us not to reduce Nietzsche's 
or Merleau-Ponty's philosophies to mere political projects: it is us, readers. 
A quick glance at any library shelf testifies that we read, admire, and are 
inspired by these thinkers beyond what they have to say about politics. 
We look to Nietzsche for insight into metaethics and gender theory but 
also for views on ontology, metaphysics, and the theory of knowledge or 
history. Likewise, most recent Merleau-Ponty scholarship is (rightly) occu­
pied with the way Merleau-Ponty connects perception with ontology and 
language with history, or any combination of the above. In this context, 
it is not the case that an awareness of the political divergence between the 
two thinkers condemns to the mere anecdotic level any attempt to build a 
bridge between their contributions to philosophy at large. 

Aims 

In view of the numerous oppositions mentioned above, the few recent 
signs hinting at the fruitfulness of establishing a link between these two 
philosophers are all the more remarkable. This intuition is in part an ex­
pression of the peculiar self-awareness of our modern age. Both Nietzsche 
and Merleau-Ponty are now established as important forces behind the 
present paradigm of most continental philosophy, and modern philoso­
phy's passion for self-analysis leads it to examine this double lineage with 
renewed attention. The relationships and the more-or-less avowed debt of 
authors like Jacques Derrida or Gilles Deleuze toward both men and the 
importance for Merleau-Ponty's development of his encounter with Mar­
tin Heidegger, Eugen Fink, and, to a lesser extent, Max Scheler and Karl 
Jaspers, combined with these thinkers' own well-known engagement with 
Nietzsche, seem to establish a certain kinship by association between the 
two philosophers. As two seminal moments in modern philosophy, they 
are often found associated with its many developments in critical theory, 
gender studies, investigations on the question of the body and incarnation, 
the theory of knowledge, and aesthetics. In her interesting Nietzsche and 
Embodiment, for example, Kristen Brown devotes a chapter to Merleau-
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Ponty titled, strikingly, "Nietzsche after Nietzsche" (Brown 2006). There, 
she likens Merleau-Ponty's conception of the body as a self-sufficient ex­
planatory principle for life and experience to Nietzsche's idea of the same. 
In an ambitious study, Deborah Carter Mullen has attempted to estab­
lish a link between the works of Nietzsche, Merleau-Ponty, and Heidegger 
through a joint analysis of their treatment of art (Carter Mullen 1999). In 
the manuscripts of his posthumous The Ontology of Becoming and the Eth­
ics of Particularity-a book containing two independent manuscripts, one 
on Nietzsche and one on Merleau-Ponty-which was recently published 
through the good care of Lawrence Hass, Merleau-Ponty scholar Martin 
Dillon reveals his longstanding interest in Nietzsche, and one cannot help 
but be struck to see him passionately working on the two projects at once. 
Even though no intrinsic-let alone ontological-connection surfaces 
in those texts, there is no doubt that Dillon's quest was to elucidate the 
supposed unique locus of the fascination exercised by both authors on 
his own thinking (Dillon 2012). Finally, in what is to my knowledge the 
most sustained effort to build upon the encounter of the two philoso­
phers, Rosalyn Diprose's The Bodies ofWomen (1994) and Corporeal Gener­
osity (2002) propose an original philosophy of sexual and social difference 
based upon Nietzsche's and Merleau-Ponty's accounts of the constitution 
of identity out of differentiation through intersubjectivity. It is noteworthy 
that Diprose readily admits that her project is not, strictly speaking, Nietz­
schean or Merleau-Pontian. Instead it is the elaboration of an original phi­
losophy that utilizes these thoughts to address contemporary challenges 
(Diprose 2002, 11). In this sense, the works I have just mentioned aim 
beyond a question that they do not solve: Is there an intrinsic link between 
Nietzsche's and Merleau-Ponty's philosophies? There are several reasons 
why this question is worth asking with some degree of urgency. First, the 
interest in Merleau-Ponty continues to grow in the Anglo-American world, 
while at the same time the field of Nietzsche studies remains impressive 
in diversity and intensity. Second, in addition to the monographs cited 
above, we must note the appearance in recent scholarship of a number of 
articles attempting to establish parallels between specific claims in Nietz­
sche and Merleau-Ponty (e.g., Schenck 1985; Schrag 1992; Johnson 1993; 
Flynn 1996; Evans 1998; Cazeaux 2001; Dufourcq 2011). Such contribu­
tions often offer fruitful advances in the themes they investigate, but their 
very nature precludes a wider contextualization that alone would provide 
the very justification for offering parallels in the first place. In the case of 
Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty, even more than elsewhere, differences of 
contexts, styles of writing, and modes of thinking are so great that one 
cannot be content with point-by-point comparisons and parallels. In this 
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setting, such prima facie parallels may conceal second-analysis contradic­
tions. All of this points to the necessity to move away from the anecdotic 
level toward the question of the intrinsic links between the two thinkers. 

The aim of this book is thus to establish an intrinsic and systematic 
link between the works of Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty. The difficulty, 
of course, is in the term "systematic." If by this I mean a full exposition of 
the two philosophies and the establishment of their link, failure will of 
course be inevitable and such an ambition will only amount to greater 
confusion. When drawing strong parallels between authors, it is often pos­
sible and useful to be guided by the (sometimes mutual) references made 
by the authors themselves. In this case, however, this way is also blocked. 
If Merleau-Ponty did not totally ignore Nietzsche, it is manifest that his 
knowledge of him was partial and mostly indirect. All we have are inconse­
quential allusions to only four or five primary texts by Nietzsche, and only 
once do these signal without ambiguity a direct reading of Nietzsche.1 

Throughout Merleau-Ponty's minimal allusions to Nietzsche, however, 
one idea remains constant: Nietzsche is, for Merleau-Ponty, the philoso­
pher of the end of traditional philosophy. With him, philosophy renounced 
the "thing-in-itself," transcendence, and any form of absolute. This is why 
in PP Merleau-Ponty credits Nietzsche-along with others-for having 
"started" (PP, viii/ii) phenomenological philosophy. This is not much by 
way of textual material, but what is being said is that the significance of 
Nietzsche is in the present. Indeed, there is no doubt that his thought 
encounters Merleau-Ponty's in the crucible of modern and postmodern 
continental philosophy. It is not my purpose to offer here an analysis of 
modernity in philosophy, but I think it is a commonplace that one of the 
essential features of philosophy after Nietzsche is a certain distrust of 
truth discourses, truth practices, and of the very concept of truth, and it is 
through this question of truth that we must begin. 

The "Question" of Truth 

It is by borrowing from the structure "world" [la structure monde] that is 
constituted for us the universe of truth and of thought [l'univers de la verite 

et de la pensee] . 

Merleau-Ponty, W, 13/292 

The repudiated world versus an artificially built "true," "valuable" one.­
Finally: one discovers of what material one has built the "true world" and 
now all one has left is the repudiated world. 

Nietzsche, WP, 37 [Spring-Fall, 1887] 
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The view that "there is no truth" (e.g., WP, 13) is of course central to 
both Nietzsche's and Merleau-Ponty's philosophies. Yet, it is almost a trivi­
ality to say that criticizing truth is a somewhat paradoxical thing to do 
because it involves that one tells the truth against truth. The sheer rejec­
tion of truth is insufficient because it dispenses with an account of the 
phenomenon of belief while at the same time (because it presents itself as 
true) confirming it and making use of it. This paradox means that we must 
think of truth as having two guises. First, there is a truth that is rejected: 
it is error. Second, there is the truth that remains, even in the refutation of 
truth: it is what I shall call the "phenomenon of truth." 

Let me clarify this. For both philosophers, a belief in X is a taking­
X-to-be-true, and a taking-X-to-be-true is a taking-X-to-be-illustrated in 
reality.3 Both thinkers see the truth of X as the predication of X to be 
"like" what we experience-that is to say, reality. This means that even if 
there is no truth, the concept of truth has meaning because it denotes a 
fundamentally compelling experience of reality (PP, 213/246). It is this 
experience that gives meaning to truth claims. Merleau-Ponty calls this 
primary experience the "origin of truth'' and Nietzsche calls it the experi­
ence of the "only" or "repudiated" world, the world of experience. Thus, 
all beliefs contain a reference to this ground of reality; they are instances of 
the "phenomenon of truth." This phenomenon is a Jaktum that cannot be 
refuted. The critique of truth means not that truth does not exist (it exists 
as a phenomenon-the belief in truth) but that it is erroneous. Here we 
encounter a disjunction of truth and reality: belief in truth is erroneous, 
yet it is real-it is grounded in experience. If truth is an error, we must 
ask ourselves how error is possible in reality. Here we are on ontological 
ground. The task, therefore, is to include error among the real possibilities 
of Being. How must we think of Being so as to include within it the pos­
sibility of error? 

Consider, for example, Nietzsche's conundrum: 

And if this moral judging and discontent with the real were indeed, 
as has been claimed, an ineradicable instinct, might that instinct not 
then be one of the ineradicable stupidities or indeed presumptions of 
our species?-But by saying this we're doing exactly what we rebuke: 
the standpoint of desirability, of unwarrantedly playing the judge, is 
part of the character of the course of things. (VII [62]) 

This prompts Nietzsche's question: "What is a belief? How does it 
originate? Every belief is a holding-to-be-true" (XI [ 41]). The reality of be­
liefs (even though they are erroneous) cannot be rejected; instead, it must 
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prompt the question of its possibility. Merleau-Ponty states the question 
in even clearer terms: 

If reflection is to justify itself as reflection, that is to say, as progress 
towards the truth, it must not merely put one view of the world in 
place of another, it must show us how the naive view of the world is 
included in and transcended by the reflective one [la vue refiechie]. 
(PP, 213/247, t.a.) 

So, Merleau-Ponty, like Nietzsche, seeks to include errors within his 
view of reality. It is this question-that is to say, the question of the ground 
of truth as error-that I shall refer to as "the question of truth." It is there­
fore apparent that one cannot take the question of truth as a mere episte­
mological concern. For both Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty the question 
of truth is an ontological question. Accordingly, our treatment of their 
dealings with this question can only result in an ontological discussion and 
not merely an epistemological one. 

Ambiguity 

By definition, it seems there cannot be any consciousness of ambiguity 
without some ambiguity of consciousness. 

Merleau-Ponty, P2, 331 

One should not want to divest existence of its rich ambiguity. 
Nietzsche, GS, 373 

The implication of the question of truth is that we cannot reduce Nietz­
sche's and Merleau-Ponty's views on truth to a mere critique. The critique 
of truth is not the end of their thinking on truth, but its beginning. It 
frames their driving question: What makes belief and non-belief in truth 
equally mistaken? Here we arrive at the core of what has been emphatically 
called Merleau-Ponty's and Nietzsche's "ambiguities." In "A Philosophy of 
Ambiguity," an article from 1947, Ferdinand Alquie gave an account of 
Merleau-Ponty's work thus far. The expression used by Alquie in his tide 
was so accurate that Merleau-Ponty himself is said to have endorsed it, and 
Alphonse De Waelhens entitled his own remarkable book on Merleau­
Ponty likewise (De Waelhens 1951). It is well known to anyone with a 
passing interest in Nietzsche that his work distinguishes itself by a singular 
lack of univocity. Often Nietzsche has been called contradictory and am­
biguous. Most perceptive readers, however, have detected in this feature 
more than a lack of rigor, a philosophical insight: Nietzsche's philosophy, 
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like Merleau-Ponty's, is not an ambiguous philosophy; it is a philosophy 
of ambiguity.4 

The question concerning truth has a privileged relationship with the 
problematic of ambiguity because the phenomenon of truth escapes the 
alternative of the true and the false, the empirical and the intellectual, and 
instead opens up a space beyond these dichotomies where these dichoto­
mies are explicated. Both Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty agree to call this 
ambiguous space "existence." Existence is ambiguity, and, consequently, 
it is also the awareness of ambiguity. As shown by Merleau-Ponty's quote 
above, in order to conceive of ambiguity our consciousness must be more 
than a pure conceptual power; it must be ambiguous itself For con­
sciousness to be ambiguous means that it must be dependent on the non­
conceptual while remaining aware of this dependence. For by showing its 
own dependence on the ground of experience, consciousness exposes the 
reality of the non-conscious. In short, it poses the question of truth. Real­
ity (the ground for the predication of truth) does not exist in concepts, and 
consequently our very consciousness of it involves our experience of it. The 
ambiguity of our existence lies in the ambiguity of the question of truth: 
Why do we experience phenomenal reality as conceptual truth? 

My hypothesis is that the question of truth and its treatment by Nietz­
sche and Merleau-Ponty constitute a systematic link running through their 
two philosophies, and it shall be the guiding thread of my argument. My 
aim, therefore, will be to address Nietzsche's and Merleau-Ponty's treat­
ments of this question in such a way as to bring to visibility an intrinsic 
and systematic link between their philosophies. Of course, the very nature 
of the comparative approach requires making two arguments: A) It de­
mands that I come to some consequential conclusions regarding Nietz­
sche's and Merleau-Ponty's views on the question of truth as defined above. 
B) It requires that these conclusions establish a kinship between Nietz­
sche's and Merleau-Ponty's philosophies in a consequential way. In turn, 
this second requirement will only be fulfilled under two conditions: B, i) 
I need to demonstrate that the question of truth as defined above does in­
deed hold a similarly important place within both thinkers' philosophies. 
B, ii) I must show the similarity of their solutions to the problems posed 
by the question of truth. 

These three requirements apply at different levels. A) requires an in­
depth engagement with each of these philosophers on his own terms. B, i) 
requires a comparative analysis of the structure of each thinker's philoso­
phy, and B, ii) requires a comparative examination of both philosophers' 
positions. It is impossible in one volume to offer a direct treatment of all 
three questions. However, the treatment of A) is a necessary condition for 
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the treatment of the other two and, therefore, I shall focus mainly on A). 
I will have to restrict my comments on B, ii) to pointing out the similar­
ity between Nietzsche's and Merleau-Ponty's results in the Conclusion. As 
regards B, i), I shall not provide any explicit argument as to the strategic 
importance of the question of truth in both philosophers' worldviews or 
their development even though, as I shall discuss in the Conclusion, there 
is an implicit argument for this claim running through the book. Giving 
priority to A) and limiting the space of my discussion ofB) entails a certain 
reduction of the scope of the comparison between Nietzsche and Merleau­
Ponty, but it lends it greater solidity. As I mentioned earlier, the danger 
of such a project is to collapse into an inventory of more or less anecdotic 
compansons. 

Textual comparisons, for example, although tempting, leave too much 
to the intuition of the reader if they make us dispense with an analysis 
of the context of each author's individual work. Merleau-Ponty himself 
warned against expressing the potential links between thinkers in purely 
textual terms. After having presented Nietzsche as one of his predecessors, 
he adds, however, that "[a] purely linguistic examination of the texts in 
question would yield no proof; we find in texts only what we put into 
them" (PP, viii/ii). By the same token, breaking down Nietzsche's and 
Merleau-Ponty's views on the question of truth into a number of themes 
would run the risk of taking for granted what is to be established (i.e., the 
comparability between the two philosophies). Moreover, such a "trans­
versal" structure may fail to render the unity of each philosopher's views, 
and this unity is crucial in any reading of such enigmatic and prematurely 
interrupted thoughts as Nietzsche's and Merleau-Ponty's. In these cases 
especially, the only test of the soundness of our readings is consistency. My 
priority therefore is to establish that it is both good Nietzsche scholarship 
and good Merleau-Ponty scholarship to build a link between their philoso­
phies. This requires me to treat each author on his own terms and within 
his own specific context. 

As a consequence, the greater part of this book appears as a juxtapo­
sition of accounts of Nietzsche's and Merleau-Ponty's treatments of the 
question of truth. In the first part (Chapters 1-3), I examine Nietzsche's 
efforts to offer a worldview that takes stock of the possibility of the errone­
ous belief in truth. Chapters 4-6 are devoted to Merleau-Ponty's efforts 
toward the same end. The juxapositional structure presents some formal 
inconvenience, but no truly philosophical one. I see two disadvantages to 
it. First, of course, it forces the reader through a sharp change of context 
when moving from Chapters 3 to 4. In order to ease this passage, I have 
included a short transitional discussion. This contrast, however, is also a 
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guarantee of the success of this book. As I have emphasized, this project 
is entirely dependent on the validity and self-sufficiency of my analyses of 
each philosopher, and it furthers my purpose if the discussion succeeds in 
immersing the reader in the universe of each thinker. This means that I 
have kept mutual references between the two philosophers to a minimum, 
and only when it applied directly to the other author's treatment of the 
question of truth have I pointed briefly toward the relations. This high­
lights the second difficulty presented by the juxtapositional structure: any 
reader with more than a passing acquaintance with both Nietzsche and 
Merleau-Ponty will find many possible links ignored. For example, I do 
not pursue in detail the relations between Nietzsche's and Merleau-Ponty's 
concepts of event, of interest, or of dialectics. Each of these issues, and 
others, would deserve a separate project. However, my present aim is to 
contribute to making such future inquiries possible and, unfortunately, I 
shall not be able to pursue them here. Let me briefly outline the movement 
of my argument. 

Nietzsche 

For Nietzsche, there is an equation of reality and value. As a result, he 
rejects ascetic (Judeo-Christian and Platonic) values, which he thinks are 
based on fictional "backworlds" distracting us from our earthly existence 
and leading us to despise it. This places truth at the core of his ethics. The 
state that the belief in fantastical fictions throws us in is what Nietzsche 
calls "sickness." Nietzsche opposes this system of values with an ethics of 
affirmation. This affirmation, he thinks, has crucial consequences for our 
"health." Of course, as almost all commentators have emphasized, this 
places Nietzsche in a difficult position because he seems, on the one hand, 
to affirm that values exist (otherwise our rejecting them would have no in­
cidence) and, on the other, he seeks to reject them in the name of the affir­
mation of what is. Nietzsche himself, of course, was aware of the paradox 
of rejecting a (even fictional) reality (values) in the name of reality. In his 
famous first presentation of the thought of amor Jati, he presents his task as 
unrestrained affirmation: "Amor Fati: let that be my love henceforth! I do 
not want to wage war against what is ugly. I do not want to accuse. I do not 
even want to accuse those who accuse" (GS, 276, my emphasis). A few years 
later, however, the formulations of affirmation become paradoxical. About 
the character of Zarathustra, Nietzsche writes: 

The psychological problem of the type ofZarathustra is how he, who 
to an unheard-of degree says No, does No to everything to which one 

Introduction • 11 



has hitherto said yes, can none the less be the opposite of a spirit of 
denial. (EH, "Books," 77) 

And in the same book, he writes about himself: 

I know joy in destruction to a degree corresponding to my strength 
for destruction-in both I obey my Dionysian nature, which does 
not know how to separate No-doing from Yes-saying. I am the first 
immoralist. I am therewith the destroyer par excellence. (EH, "Des­
tiny," 97) 

This signals the paradox of Nietzsche's immoralism: immoralism is nec­
essary because morality is real and has real (unfortunate) consequences. 
Paradoxically, morality needs to be destroyed in an act of affirmation. This 
does not mean that morals themselves are true. This, Nietzsche asserts, 
is the underlying claim of morality: we must be moral because there are 
values, the backworlds, that are true. His argument, of course, is that this 
is false. 

The destruction of morality is thus a form of destruction that is not 
made "in the spirit of denial," but is a "yes-saying." For Nietzsche, destroy­
ing morality is not like destroying a reality. If it were, it would be an act of 
denial. This is because, he says, morality is erroneous and does not reflect 
reality. Here we may say that Nietzsche encounters the distinction between 
the belief that morals are true and morals themselves. The former is real (it 
makes us sick, with a real sickness), the latter is not. At this point, Nietz­
sche can no longer be satisfied by refuting truth (the truth of morals, for 
example). He must also explain how, if morals are not true, we came to 
believe in them, and it is at this stage that Nietzsche becomes confronted 
by the question of truth as defined above. 

If Nietzsche's case against morals is to be persuasive, he must explain 
how we came to think of the backworlds as true. For Nietzsche, this is a 
particularly difficult point since he defines truth empirically. Something 
truly exists only if I have a physical "interest" in it (if it is physically threat­
ening or desirable)-that is to say, what is true must be spatio-temporal. 
It is dear, however, that believing that values are true does not require 
that they are empirically proven. Indeed, they belong to the backworlds, 
the worlds that we, as incarnate beings, cannot access. This means that 
we came to believe in things that we never experienced. This seems to 
be enough of an argument against values, but for this argument to hold, 
Nietzsche must explain how it is even possible that we believe in things we 
cannot and did not experience. 
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In Chapter 1, I examine Nietzsche's genealogy of the predication of truth. 
Nietzsche encounters the question of truth as the question of the meaning 
of "truth." How do we even conceive of something such as truth? 

Concepts, for Nietzsche, are sublimations of our experiences. They are 
a result of our simplifying and solidifying a perceptual reality (which is 
always given as indeterminate). This process, which Nietzsche calls "subli­
mation," makes it possible (theoretically, at least) to trace back a concept 
to an original experience. The question Nietzsche asks is: How can we have 
a concept of something that does not exist? Alternately, if the concept of 
truth did arise from a primary experience, what may this experience have 
been? In these conditions, it is difficult to explain how truth has come to 
be attributed to non-empirical objects such as values. If we wish to relate 
truth to an original experience, Nietzsche thinks, it means that we need 
to conceive of experience differently. It is no longer possible to envisage 
experience as the experience of pure immanence. Doing so would make 
it impossible to explain the separation of truth and experience-that is 
to say, the fact that we can apply the concept "true" to what is not experi­
enced. In short, Nietzsche is led to claim that any experience involves an 
implicit predication of truth. The explicitation of this predication, which 
requires concepts, is thus only a radicalization of the implicit one through 
language. It is only because we needed to attain mutual comprehension at 
a linguistic level that this basic form of consciousness expanded. This im­
plicit predication therefore relies on a certain gap between the subject and 
the object of perception, which makes it possible and necessary. (Merleau­
Ponty will call such a gap a "zone of subjectivity.") 

For Nietzsche, primary consciousness and implicit predication are 
correlative. Nietzsche expresses this point most strikingly in his geneal­
ogy of human consciousness. For him, human consciousness and self­
consciousness are two sides of the same coin. Consciousness is represented 
as a "gap" between the human subject and the object of consciousness, 
whereas self-consciousness is represented as a "gap" within the self. For 
Nietzsche, this double gap is genealogically primary and cannot be con­
ceived as derived from any anterior principle. 

Nietzsche conceives of this primary gap as establishing a certain revers­
ibility of the subject-object relation. I shall refer to this reversibility as 
"self-differentiation." The human subject is self-differentiated because it 
can take itself as an object and adopt an external outlook toward itself. For 
Nietzsche, neither the subject (self) nor the object is primary. Anterior to 
both of them lies a purely intentional structure characterized as "interest." 
Another name for interest is "will to power." It is this structure that is at 
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the root of the experience of truth: something is true if I have a relation 
of interest with it. This interest can be directed toward an external object 
(for conquest) or toward the self (for self-preservation). In the first case I 
am the subject of the interest, in the latter I am its object. For Nietzsche, 
this reversibility of interest is prior even to any subject or object of interest. 
By contrast, subjects and objects are fictions induced by the structure of 
interest. Nietzsche not only places self-differentiation within the self, he 
places it as anterior to the self too. With regard to the question of truth, 
this suggests two points: first, truth, conceived as structured by objectivity, 
is impossible (by "objectivity" I shall mean the view that sees subject and 
object as two opposed, real, and self-identical entities). This is because not 
the subject, the object, or their separation is primary. Second, it demon­
strates how even this error is informed by the real ground of experience: 
the belief in truth is the inauthentic expression of the authentic ground of 
interest. 

For Nietzsche, we must come to the recognition that truth is a falsifica­
tion of reality. We must do this because our belief in truth supports our 
belief in values, and these values make us sick. Nietzsche defines "sick­
ness" as an inner antagonism and "health'' as inner harmony. As a conse­
quence, Nietzsche seeks a way for us to live according to the truth that he 
proposes-namely, the truth that truth is a falsification of reality, and that 
so are values. 

In Chapter 2, I examine Nietzsche's method for attaining an appropriate 
awareness of this truth. Nietzsche proposes the test of "the incorporation 
of truth." The truth referred to in this formula is not the erroneous truth 
Nietzsche has unmasked before but it is precisely the truth of this unmask­
ing. For us to "incorporate" truth really involves a negative movement of 
ridding ourselves of our beliefs in fictions such as values, truth, objectiv­
ity, and the thing-in-itself that Nietzsche synthesizes under the heading 
"God." For him, incorporating truth means accepting, profoundly digest­
ing, that "God is dead." What is most striking in Nietzsche's discussions 
of the incorporation of truth is that it is in the name of truth that we must 
incorporate the death of god. Yet, truth was criticized for being precisely 
a falsification. Here Nietzsche operates a subtle reintegration of truth into 
his thought. Contrary to his earlier works, which embraced the exaltation 
provided by illusions, the works of the middle and late period contend that 
one cannot dispense with a reference to truth. This is a consequence of the 
very question of truth as it has been defined above: for Nietzsche, truth 
tells lies (it presents the world as objectively structured and perceptual ob­
jects as fully determinate and self-identical), but it is grounded in a certain 
reality (the "phenomenon'' of truth). Truth as falsification is the authentic 

14 • Introduction 



form of all originary experience; it is our form of life and a sheer rejection 
of it would be nothing short of self-denial. Incorporating this truth is the 
only way to attain health. Finally, I argue that Nietzsche gives an onto­
logical status to this health. For him, becoming healthy means becoming 
oneself, and becoming oneself means being at one with Being. 

In Chapter 3, however, I investigate why Nietzsche believes that such 
a total unification of the self turns out to be impossible. Indeed, if it were 
possible, the essential self-differentiation established in Chapter 1 would 
suddenly appear to be rather less than essential. On the contrary, Nietzsche 
maintains that the self is always self-differentiated. As a consequence, the 
world also is self-differentiated and, therefore, it always contains sickness. 
In Nietzsche's metaphorical language, the world is sick and the human 
is its sickness; the unison of all drives in the world cannot be achieved. 
This places the self-differentiation established in Chapter 1 on a more fun­
damental level. This self-differentiation-which guarantees that sickness 
cannot be eradicated from the human-introduces self-differentiation 
within Being itself and is thereby shown to be essential. This has strong 
consequences for Nietzsche's ontology. For him, the inclusion of self­
differentiation in Being is correlative with the eternity of becoming. This 
self-differentiation warrants that the antagonism of drives will remain, and 
this implies that there will always be change in the form of a rearrange­
ment of these drives. Most important, this self-differentiation precludes 
any conception of Being as self-identical. As a consequence, the very no­
tion of Being becomes tormented. Contrary to the way Heidegger and 
others conceive of it, Nietzsche sees Being as purely relative. Being is the 
very movement of truth, which finds its origin in the authentic experi­
ence of the perceptual world and leads into the inauthentic, metaphysical 
worldview that Nietzsche rejects. Being, in this sense, cannot be envisaged 
as concealed; it is the concealing itself Being is not self-falsified; it is self­
falsification itself 

Merleau-Ponty 

The problem: how come what is open here may be crystallised there? (prob­
lem of transcendence). 

Merleau-Ponty, NL, 328 

Contrary to Nietzsche, Merleau-Ponty's approach to the question of 
truth is not subordinate to any ethical concern. Rather, Merleau-Ponty's 
interest in truth is primarily theoretical. For him, the ability to speak mean­
ingfully about truth is a necessary condition for philosophy. The sheer 
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rejection of truth is an absurdity because it affirms philosophy even as it 
throws it to the ground, so that as long as philosophy-as Nietzsche says 
about God-"remains dead,'' it may be said to remain dead for philosophi­
cal reasons. In short, the rejection of truth has some claim to truth, and it 
leads into more paradoxes. For Merleau-Ponty, these paradoxes are not the 
ruin of philosophy but they delimit its very domain. 

The whole of Merleau-Ponty's philosophy is an analysis of the concept 
of relation and of its founding paradox of being at once a separation and a 
link. As a phenomenologist, Merleau-Ponty questions the traditional struc­
ture of transcendence in the sense of objectivity. For example, he rejects 
any idea of the thing-in-itself In these conditions, of course, truth must 
be reconsidered. Like Husserl, Merleau-Ponty thinks that our spontane­
ous way to approach the world is erroneous. It is a distortion of the true 
ground of experience insofar as it presents itself as objectively structured 
and divided into in-itself and for-itself As a phenomenologist, however, 
he affirms that there is nothing else than this very ground of experience. 
It would follow from this, it seems, that the very distortion is grounded 
in this world of experience. If we want to truly know the world of experi­
ence, then we must get this distortion to uncover for us the unsuspected 
feature of the phenomenal world that constitutes its ground. The asking of 
this question constitutes Merleau-Ponty's step beyond Husserl and frames 
his question of truth as what he calls the question of the "origin of truth." 
Merleau-Ponty's dossier of candidacy for the College de France, where he 
presented his philosophical project, opened with this declaration: 

We do not cease to live in the world of perception, but we go beyond 
[depasse] it by way of critical thought [la pensee critique], to the point 
that we forget how much it has contributed to our idea of truth. 
(P2, 37) 

This sentence contains three core elements, each of which will constitute 
the focus of a chapter: a) the world of perception contains the root of our 
idea of the true (Chapter 4), b) there is a forgetting of this that takes us 
"beyond" this ground (Chapter 5), and c) we must account for this "de­
passement' (Chapter 6) by recalling what was forgotten. 

In Chapter 4 I examine Merleau-Ponty's inquiry into the origin of truth. 
This archaeology reveals a ground of experience that-not unlike Nietz­
sche's-is always-already intentionally structured. Because this structure 
is not predicative, linguistic, or thetical, Merleau-Ponty calls it the "pre­
objective" or, later, "perceptual faith." Perceptual faith is an implicit af­
firmation of the object of perception (of course, this is very different from 
the perception of some true object of faith). The "pre-" in pre-objective 
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must be taken in two senses: it means obviously that the pre-objective 
experience is anterior to objectivity, but also that it leads into it. Merleau­
Ponty must describe not only the ground of predication, but he also must 
account for the pre-objective's becoming objective. He achieves this by 
introducing a teleological structure at the core of perception. 

Any act of perception tends toward a total determination of its object. 
Of course, total determinacy is impossible, so that the movement toward 
determinacy remains asymptotic. I use "asymptotic" in the sense inherited 
from the Leibnizian infinitesimal calculus to denote a linear movement, 
structured by two end points that it never reaches but approaches indef­
initely. In this sense, "asymptotic" describes the structure of Being qua 
becoming. Asymptotic intentionality is not equivalent to Kantian teleol­
ogy, however, insofar as it does not assume that intentionality possesses an 
intrinsic thematization of its end point. On the contrary, it is the analysis 
of intentionality that figures it as teleological. With regard to Kant (and, 
perhaps even more important, with regard to his German Idealist succes­
sors including Hegel), this means that intentionality is not foremost and 
essentially a thematic movement. The asymptotic character of becoming 
expresses the asymptotic character of intentionality in Merleau-Ponty (the 
two end points being the subjective and objective poles) and the asymp­
totic character of self-becoming (the healthy individual forever approaches 
herself) for Nietzsche. Asymptotic structures maintain both the relevance 
of the end points (they explicate the movement) and their inexistence 
(they are never reached). 

The impossibility of attaining either pole (or, in Merleau-Ponty's terms, 
"horizons") is expressed by Nietzsche as the impossibility of self-identity 
and by Merleau-Ponty as the irreducible presence of a "zone of subjectiv­
ity." The zone of subjectivity is for Merleau-Ponty an implicit separation 
that the objective outlook establishes between the subject and the object. 
Like Nietzsche's "inner gap," the zone of subjectivity is reversible. In self­
consciousness the separation is within the self; in consciousness it lies be­
tween the self and the world. 

The asymptotic structure explains the appearance of illusions. If the 
total determinacy of the perceptual object is indeed impossible, it is also 
taken for granted. We do operate in our lives as if the objects around us 
(as well as ourselves) were totally self-identical and determinate. This illu­
sion is the result of the process that Merleau-Ponty calls "sedimentation." 
Sedimentation is the process by which the pre-objective content becomes 
objective, and is abusively determined (Merleau-Ponty talks of "overdeter­
mination"). We stand atop countless layers of erroneous sedimentations 
inherited from the history of thought. If we are to interrogate the ground 
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that the archaeology of truth has uncovered, we need to find a method al­
lowing us to look beyond these sedimentations. 

In the phenomenological tradition, the standard such method is Hus­
serl's "phenomenological reduction." Chapter 5 examines Merleau-Ponty's 
use and reworking of Husserl's reduction. His objective in performing the 
reduction is different from Husserl's. Merleau-Ponty does not seek pure 
phenomena; on the contrary, he considers that the impossibility to attain 
pure phenomena contains a crucial teaching: full transparency does not lie 
at the ground of our experience. The ground of all experience is always­
already intentionally structured. This places phenomenality (the fact that 
all beings are always-already phenomenal) prior to phenomena (the be­
ings). Here we see how Merleau-Ponty takes the acquisitions discussed in 
Chapter 4 to the ontological level: Being is phenomenality. This means 
that both subject and object (as figures of the in-itself) must be regarded as 
fictions. Indeed, in accordance with Nietzsche, Merleau-Ponty claims that 
if Being is indeed defined as phenomenality, it must be neither in-itself 
nor for-itself Being cannot be constituted from the point of view of the 
subject or of the object because it is anterior to them. 

In Chapter 6 I examine what such a conception of Being implies. 
Like Nietzsche, Merleau-Ponty conceives of Being as essentially self­
differentiated-that is to say, incomplete. However, this incompleteness 
is not a failure of Being, it is positive incompleteness. Merleau-Ponty de­
scribes what he calls this "soft" Being as "flesh." Flesh is defined by its in­
determinacy. It is not determinate, and, paradoxically, this constitutes its 
main determination. As a consequence, Being has no place for fully deter­
minate entities. Yet, as was demonstrated by the archaeology of truth, such 
determinate fictions arise from the fabric of the flesh through the process 
of sedimentation. This movement of sedimentation is in fact the essence of 
the flesh. In other words, the essence of Being qua flesh is to falsify itself 
It is indeterminate and presents itself as fully determinate. As regards the 
phenomenon of truth, it is given a central place as the very process through 
which Being falsifies itself: it is through the belief in truth that Being pres­
ents itself as fully determinate. Let me emphasize that I do not mean to say 
that self-falsification is a feature of Being, or that it is its essential comport­
ment, or an attribute of Being of any sort. On the contrary, self-falsification 
is identical with Being. Being is not self-falsified; it is self-falsification. 

Thesis 

This is the conclusion Merleau-Ponty reaches at the end of his investiga­
tion into the question of truth. As I show at the end of Chapter 3, it is 
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also Nietzsche's conclusion. Demonstrating this provides a satisfactory and 
systematic link between the two thinkers' philosophies. The core ques­
tion of this project is the question of truth, and the thesis I defend is that 
Merleau-Ponty and Nietzsche respond to this question in the same way. 
This link satisfies the requirement of being systematic and intrinsic because 
it is placed at the ontological level. This means that it is intrinsically con­
nected with every aspect of each thinker's worldview. 

Of course, this involves some presuppositions that I would like to clar­
ify here. For the thesis that Being is self-falsification by way of the phe­
nomenon of truth to fulfill the requirement to establish a systematic link 
between Nietzsche's and Merleau-Ponty's philosophies, it must be shown 
that both philosophies are a) systematic, and b) organized around their 
ontology. Addressing these two points requires me to return to a claim I 
have not made explicit above. 

I have indicated that I shall not provide any explicit argument for my 
claim that the question of truth has intrinsic and systematic importance in 
the works of the two authors. Recall, it was only under this condition­
which I labeled B, i)-that my argument can be said to establish any in­
trinsic link between the two philosophies. I would like to briefly make 
explicit two arguments (that will remain implicit in the rest of the book) in 
favor of this claim. The first is that the question of truth leads both Nietz­
sche and Merleau-Ponty into a similar, if unusual, ontology. The structural 
role of this question for their ontology indicates that it is a question that 
goes beyond the simple anecdotic level. The second argument is related 
to the structure of the development of both thinkers' ideas on the ques­
tion of truth. Even though this is not the central concern of this book, it 
should be pointed out that not only do their treatments arrive at similar 
conclusions, but that they do so in a similar way. This is visible from the 
structure of both developments. From what I have said above, it is ap­
parent that Nietzsche's and Merleau-Ponty's treatments of the question of 
truth are organized around three key ideas. In each part, I have devoted 
a chapter to each. First, Nietzsche encounters the ground from which the 
phenomenon of truth arises (Chapter 1). Like Merleau-Ponty, who calls 
this ground the "origin of truth" (Chapter 4), Nietzsche finds this ground 
to include a pre-objective, intentional structure. He then seeks a method 
to attain this authentic ground beyond the false beliefs it has given rise to, 
like the thing-in-itself, subjects, objects, selves, and values. He finds this 
method in what he calls the "incorporation of truth" (Chapter 2). Like 
Merleau-Ponty's idea of the phenomenological reduction (Chapter 5), the 
incorporation of truth is intended as a means of obtaining direct knowl­
edge of the ground of truth and to undo our belief in sedimented objects. 
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Finally, both Merleau-Ponty and Nietzsche recognize in this ground the 
ground of Being, and, consequently, they both include its characteristics 
within the characteristics of Being. As a result, Being becomes conceived as 
the very movement of self-differentiation from which originates the phe­
nomenon of truth (Chapters 3 and 6). 
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Nietzsche on Self-Differentiation 
and Genealogy 

In this chapter, I examine the role of predicative truth in Nietzsche's genea­
logical accounts of 1887. My general claim is that Nietzsche identifies the 
origin of the vicissitudes of mankind as an essential property of both the 
self and reality (that is to say, in phenomenological terms, the world) that 
I call self-differentiation. I mean self-differentiation as the ability of real­
ity to present itself as different from what it is, thereby-paradoxically­
uncovering its very structure as self-differentiation. Nietzsche, I claim, at­
tributes these characteristics both to humans and to reality itself 

In the case of humans, this ability is expressed by the originary character 
of consciousness and self-consciousness. Nietzsche regards consciousness 
and self-consciousness as a single faculty envisaged from different vantage 
points. This faculty is the reversibility of our instincts. As humans we pos­
sess the ability to direct our instincts inward (toward ourselves) or outward 
(toward some external object). This phenomenon is described in GS (354) 
and GM (II, 16).1 This essential reversibility warrants the infinity of human 
becoming because it affirms chaos as an essential feature of the human. 
Nietzsche regards chaos as the condition of increase and creation. Con­
sequently, human time will never reach a standstill because creation and 
increase will never stop. 

In the case of reality, self-differentiation is expressed through Nietzsche's 
critiques of the object and of the subject. I argue that these critiques grant 
priority to the relation of intentionality over and above the distinction of 
subject and object as intentional poles. Nietzsche describes intentionality 
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in terms of "interests" and declares that subject and object are construed 
by derivation from intentionality, not the other way around. Intentional­
ity is ontologically, logically, and chronologically anterior to subject and 
object, which are its intentional poles. Nietzsche regards subject and object 
as abstractions and radicalizations arising from the experience of a reality 
that is not bipolar but asymptotic. This reality is not merely intentional 
(this would make it an object), it is intentionality itself, and its asymptotic 
structure involves mere differences of degrees between the subjective and 
the objective horizons. 

There is a correspondence of this ontological structure with the anthro­
pological structure mentioned above (whereby the human is defined on 
the basis of the reversibility of her instincts). This correspondence lies in 
the fact that the self constitutes itself as subject (in consciousness) and 
object (in self-consciousness) of itself through the experience of resistance 
and that this experience is nothing else than the experience of the revers­
ibility of our drives. The experience of resistance, Nietzsche argues, is iden­
tical with reality. This odd claim signifies that reality qua intentionality is 
nothing in-itself, but it is essentially phenomenal. Let me emphasize at 
once that this does not make Nietzsche vulnerable to objections of the sort 
"if the experience of resistance is reality, surely, it means that the thing that 
resists is anterior to it." This objection, and other variations thereof, does 
not apply because it overlooks the fact that for Nietzsche there is no will to 
power without resistance. We should not think of the will to power mov­
ing toward resistances, as if it existed prior to them. On the contrary, we 
must stop thinking of resistance in relational terms, as an encounter. 

These claims involve a certain two-sidedness of truth. As Nietzsche 
makes it dear, predicative truth is falsification. However, Nietzsche is un­
able to dismiss it because its very existence and its effective power (we act 
according to it, we sacrifice our health to it) expose the other side of truth: 
truth signals an authentic experience (self-differentiation) but signals it in 
an inauthentic way (as self-identity, truth "fixates"). By uncovering the fal­
sity of truth out of the concern for truth, Nietzsche operates what he calls 
the "self-undercutting" of truth. This paradoxical moment uncovers the 
double aspect of truth and bestows upon us the challenge to understand 
truth in a new way. 

Truth and Values: From Perceptual Faith to Blind Faith 

Basic problem: whence this omnipotence of faith? Of faith in morality? 

WP, 253 [1885-1886] 
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In book V of GS and in GM, Nietzsche is concerned with explaining 
"the whole inner world" (GM, II, 16) in the terms of a "piece of animal­
psychology'' (GM, III, 20). This process unfolds in several steps, to which 
Nietzsche attributes a degree of importance that varies across different 
texts. In GS, 354, for example, he presents reflexive consciousness as the 
crucial event that determines the rest of human spiritual development. In 
GM, II, 16, however, it is an event logically posterior to it that is granted 
decisive importance. At this stage, self-consciousness is already established, 
and Nietzsche draws from it to explain the further phenomenon of "bad 
conscience." In fact, these two texts seek to achieve two slightly different 
things. GS, 354, is explicitly concerned with the appearance of predicative 
consciousness and leads to a genealogical account of the will to knowledge 
and self-knowledge: man, "as the most endangered animal [. . . J needed 
to 'know' himself what distressed him, to 'know' how he felt, he needed 
to 'know' what he thought." GM, II, 16, however, is concerned with the 
mechanism by which external constraints made their way into the indi­
vidual so that one directs oneself no longer spontaneously but according 
to self-imposed external criteria. This piece of genealogy is concerned with 
the binding power of values: "Those terrible bulwarks with which state 
organizations protected themselves against the old instincts of freedom­
punishment as a primary instance of these kinds of bulwarks, had the re­
sult that all these instincts of the wild, free, roving man, were turned back­
wards, against man himself." Therefore Nietzsche calls "bad conscience" 
this self-antagonism of the human. This process is described as the "inter­
nalization of man" because it accounts for the human's turning external 
constraints into self-constraints-that is to say, the human's adhesion and 
collaboration to her own oppression. 

Although the focus is slightly different, it is clear that Nietzsche's inten­
tion in both texts is to relate the same event. In GS, 354, the pressure from 
one's hostile environment-and especially from other humans-leads 
one's consciousness to expand, and, Nietzsche says there, "consciousness is 
almost a disease." In GM, II, 16, "bad conscience" (the self-accusation of 
the human thrown into the "social straitjacket" [GM, II, 2]) is also charac­
terized as a "sickness." As a confirmation of this link, let me refer to Nietz­
sche's earlier characterization of the "evil man" in D, 499. In this aphorism, 
Nietzsche describes sociability as the origin of the "martyrdom of the evil 
man" who is "evil" only in society. It is in society, Nietzsche insists, that 
the evil man learns self-reflexivity, and this is his martyrdom: "It is indeed 
a fact that in the midst of society and sociability, every evil inclination has 
to place itself under such great restraint, don so many masks, lay itself so 
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often to the Procrustean bed of virtue, that one could well speak of the 
martyrdom of the evil man" (D, 499, my emphasis). 

Needs and the Experience of Reality 

There is a fundamental level that roots both the will to conscious knowl­
edge (related in GS, 354) and the striving for becoming moral (in GM, II, 
16). This level is the starting point of both genealogical accounts; it is the 
level of needs. In GS (354), Nietzsche affirms that "consciousness has devel­
oped only under the pressure for the need for communication," but this is not 
to say that only this need is at the root of consciousness. In fact, the need 
for communication covers most other needs and, among them, the need 
of needs, survival: ''As the most endangered animal, [man] needed help and 
protection, he needed his peers, he had to learn to express his distress." 
In GM (II, 9), needs present themselves as responses to threats. Threats 
come in two forms: the first one is the threat of a "savage" and warlike 
environment that causes the individual to seek the protection of society;2 

the second is that of the repressive judicial structures of this very society. 3 

However, Nietzsche writes, the latter threat is only another version of the 
natural one: 

Punishment at this level of civilisation is simply a copy, a mimus, 
of normal behaviour towards a hated, disarmed enemy [ ... ] which 
explains the fact that war itself (including the warlike cult of the sac­
rificial victim) has given us all forms in which punishment manifests 
itself in history. (GM, II, 9) 

The state of nature thus conceived is a state of war, and it is from it that 
any punishment takes its form. There is no other threat for the animal 
man than the threat of physical harm. It is her body that the individual 
seeks to preserve by entering society and, subsequently, by internalizing 
her drives. 

This consubstantiality between natural and institutional hostility is 
echoed by the parallel between the self-torture described in GM, II, 16, as 
the birth of bad conscience and the torture described in GM, II, 3. In this 
text, Nietzsche gives an account of the dramatic expansion of the mne­
monic capacities of man necessary for the functioning of a society based 
on promise. The self-torture of bad conscience represents the expansion of 
a "thinly stretched internal world" (GM, II, 16). Before "bad conscience," 
"conscience" was created out of torture too. The torture that created con­
science sought an expansion of the narrow and scarce mnemonic ability 
inherited from the originary animal psyche (GM, II, 3). 
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Let me emphasize at the outset that in none of these texts is Nietzsche 
concerned with accounting for a leap from the non-conscious to the con­
scious, from the absence of an internal world to its appearance, or from 
the absence of memory to its creation. Indeed, Nietzsche's is not a story 
of creation; it is a story of expansion. For example, Nietzsche makes no 
attempt to account for the emergence of such an animal psyche out of any­
thing anterior. Likewise, there is no difference made between a need and 
the perception thereof. A need is not an external objective constraint, but 
it is a psychological state. Indeed, the domain of needs is the only domain 
of the basic animal psyche. This amounts to saying that the emergence 
of consciousness is not equivalent to the emergence of thought; "man," 
Nietzsche writes, "like every other living being, thinks continually without 
knowing it" and "we could think, feel, will and remember, and we could 
also 'act' in every sense of that word, and yet none of this would have to 
'enter our consciousness"' (GS, 354). By taking the basic animal psyche 
and nothing beyond (for example, "matter") as his starting point, Nietz­
sche offers an unusual characterization of animality not as pure mechanics, 
but as an intentional form oflife. This basic intentionality is represented in 
different ways in the texts of 1886-1887: as basic memory in GM, II, 3; as 
the basic "internal world stretched thinly as between two layers of skin" in 
GM, II, 16; as subconscious agency in GS, 354; and as willful motility in 
EGE, 19. The primacy of intentionality is signaled by the fact that Nietz­
sche regards needs as the ultimate feature that informed human destiny. A 
need signals the encounter of the world and the animal. As such, it is the 
most basic form of intentionality. Consequently, as I will discuss further, it 
is intentionality and nothing else that is at the root of the human trajectory 
toward truth and values. 

Sublimation and the Thing-in-Itself 

Although these texts may be relating the expansion of consciousness only, 
Nietzsche puts considerable emphasis on this expansion for it is this ex­
pansion that created a new form of life (GM, II, 16). For Nietzsche, it 
seems that something was acquired in the process of this expansion from 
the animal psyche to the full-blown internal world of the sick animal man 
and this turns a difference of degree (mere expansion) into an apparently 
radical difference. This question is related to an insight of the young Nietz­
sche. It is the question of the conceptualization of experience. In 1873's 
"On Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral Sense," Nietzsche gives a fictional4 

sketch of the birth of concepts out of experience: 5 an experience becomes 
communicated, it becomes a "word," and thereby it becomes abstracted 
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from its context. At this point, the word becomes a concept and the experi­
ence is generalized: 

Every word instantly becomes a concept precisely insofar as it is not 
supposed to serve as a reminder of the unique and entirely individual 
original [ ... ] . Every concept arises from the equation of unequal 
things. (PT, 83)6 

The consequence of this process is that the experience becomes objecti­
fied. This objectification is expressed in HATH, I, 1, as "sublimation" and 
in a note from March-June 1888, Nietzsche uses the concept of sublima­
tion in the same sense, with reference to values: "sublimation," he now 
writes, "has torn judgments from their conditionality in which they have 
grown and alone possess any meaning," and, thereby, they become "de­
naturalized" CWP, 430). As a result, there is abstraction from the context 
followed by generalization: the experience is transformed into a piece of 
knowledge (WP, 640). Elsewhere, Nietzsche characterizes this phenom­
enon as a "hardening" ("WP, 608), a "simplification," and a "reduction" 
(WP, 640). This has great consequences: the decontextualization of the 
experience entails the forgetting of its essentially phenomenal nature and 
its hardening into an objective "thing." 

In GS, 354, this process is described as a necessary condition of lan­
guage and as a necessary consequence of the emergence of consciousness 
(consciousness is informed by the need for communication). This "reduc­
tion" of the particular (experience) to the common entails the illusion that 
the object oflanguage is independent from the speaker-that is to say, in 
Nietzsche's view it entails the illusion of the "thing-in-itself" 

In HATH, I, 1, Nietzsche already saw the basic dualities that underlie 
metaphysical thought as sublimations: 

How can something originate in its opposite, for example rationality 
in irrationality, the sentient in the dead, logic in unlogic, disinter­
ested contemplation in covetous desire, living for others in egoism, 
truth in error? Metaphysical philosophy has hitherto surmounted 
this difficulty by denying that the one originates in the other and as­
suming for the more highly valued thing a miraculous source in the 
very kernel and being of the "thing in itself" Historical philosophy, 
on the other hand, which can no longer be separated from natural 
science, the youngest of all philosophical methods, has discovered in 
individual cases (and this will probably be the result in every case) 
that there are no opposites, except in the customary exaggeration 
of popular or metaphysical interpretations, and that a mistake in 
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reasoning lies at the bottom of this antithesis: according to this ex­
planation there exists, strictly speaking, neither an unegoistic action 
nor completely disinterested contemplation; both are only sublima­
tions, in which the basic element seems almost to have dispersed and 
reveals itself only under the most painstaking observation.7 

The "basic element" that this exaggeration disperses is experience or, as 
one might say, phenomenality. This, Nietzsche announces, is uncovered 
by "historical philosophy'' (genealogy). In GS, 111, Nietzsche reverses the 
question concerning truth that was here posed by "metaphysics." It is no 
longer a question of establishing how truth originated in error, but how 
error originated in truth: 

How did logic come into existence in man's head? Certainly out of il­
logic, whose realm originally must have been immense. Innumerable 
beings who made inferences in a way different from ours perished. 
For all that, their ways might have been truer. 

These ways were "truer" because they did not have recourse to objecti­
fication: "those who subsumed things too slowly and cautiously were fa­
voured with a lesser probability of survival." This establishes the opposition 
between two unlikely conceptual pairs: truth and "illogic," on the one 
hand, and untruth and logic on the other. Nietzsche clearly considers con­
sciousness to be a falsification of experience. 

The Objectivity of Values 

The process of conceptualization I have just described involves a decon­
textualization of experience. This is crucial because it entails a disjunction 
between presence and reality. The human animal learns to consider as real 
what she is not experiencing, or more precisely, she learns to consider the 
perception of the concept as the perception of the "thing"; the thing may 
be absent but attributed reality as if it were present: 

First images-to explain how images arise in the spirit. Then words, 
applied to images. Finally concepts, possible only when there are 
words-the collecting together of many images in something non­
visible but audible (word). The tiny amount of emotion to which the 
"word" gives rise, as we contemplate similar images for which one 
word exists-this weak emotion is the common element, the basis 
of the concept. That weak sensations are regarded as alike, sensed 
as being the same, is the fundamental fact. Thus confusion of two 
sensations that are close neighbours, as we take note of these sen-
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sations; but who is taking note? Believing is the primal beginning 
even in every sense impression: a kind of affirmation the first intel­
lectual activity! A "holding-true" in the beginning! Therefore it is to 
be explained: how "holding-true" arose! What sensation lies behind 
"true"? (WP, 506) 8 

Here, Nietzsche explains how we come to think of a multiplicity of 
sensations in a unified way; through language and conceptuality different 
sensations become identified to each other because they are identified to 
the concept that is unique. In doing so, Nietzsche attaches the basic act 
of perception with what one may call, for Merleau-Ponty, our "percep­
tual faith": compare Merleau-Ponty-"it is because first I believe in the 
world and in the things that I believe in the order of the connections 
of my thoughts" (VI, 51/75)-and Nietzsche-"Believing is the primal 
beginning even in every sense impression." Concepts rely on the kinship 
between the "sensation" that arises from the words and the sensation aris­
ing from the original "perceptual faith." Let me note in passing that this 
kinship between the sensation of the word and experience will precisely be 
investigated by Merleau-Ponty under the heading "sense." Thanks to this 
kinship, we gain access to an invisible world. The expansion of man's basic 
animal psychology (which offered us memory, consciousness, and the soul) 
involves the expansion of perceptual faith (the sensation that "lies behind 
'true"') into imagination. I must stress here how sublimations do not gain 
any value from being precisely sublimated (conceptualized). On the con­
trary, they draw their power from being a dose neighbor to something 
real and experienced. In other words, the criterion of value remains in our 
attributing perceptual faith to an object, that is, in our affirming its reality. 
This is the reason behind Nietzsche's bafflement at the ascetic worldview 
that uses reference to the immanent world in support of a transcendent 
world, which, in turn, provides ground for denying the immanent world 
(or in Nietzsche's ironic language, "the world"). 

This accounts for the emergence of second-order knowledge. With it, 
the question of the witness, of the "truth-sayer," becomes crucial. In Nietz­
sche's terms, of course, the critical point becomes to determine whether 
and how much a concept is truly dose neighbors with an experience. By 
this transference mechanism, reality (the object of experience) becomes 
doubled out with truth (the indicator of the degree of closeness of a con­
cept to a reality). This discussion provides some clarification regarding 
what I have described above as the pairing of truth and illogic. This pair is 
dissymmetric: truth derives its value from the illogic of experience, and not 
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the reverse. This is crucial; something is true only if it corresponds to a real 
experience. The feeling of truth is derived from the feeling of reality. 

The emergence of the faculty of imagination entails the illusion of the 
coexistence of two realms, the empirical and the imagined. Thereby, it pro­
vides the structure for what Nietzsche calls other-worldliness. This coexis­
tence, however, is flawed with a paradox: there are two realms but only one 
way to be real (i.e., the mode of perceptual faith). In the spatio-temporal 
mode of being, the coexistence itself is impossible (a certain time and space 
can be occupied by only one thing). This means that the realm of imagina­
tion and the realm of perception cannot be indifferent to each other; they 
are in competition. Consider: 

Being and appearance, psychologically considered, yield no "being­
in-itself," no criterion of "reality," but only grades of appearance 
measured by the strength of the interest we show in an appearance. 
There is no struggle for existence between ideas and perceptions but 
a struggle for dominion: the idea that is overcome is not annihilated, 
only driven back or subordinated. (W'P, 588) 

To put it in abstract terms, the overall reality of these two realms is di­
rected by the rule of a zero-sum. One realm's increase in reality is the other 
realm's loss. It is the individual who attributes reality to one or the other 
realm. As a result, the individual is placed before a choice and has to affirm 
a preference. Here, according to Nietzsche, we encounter the structure of 
valuation. The competition between values (the imaginary world) and em­
pirical reality ("appearance") should not lead us to believe that Nietzsche 
treats them symmetrically. In fact, the superiority of the empirical world 
is unchallenged. This is made manifest by Nietzsche in different contexts. 
First, there is a genealogical priority of the empirical world; it is out of 
this world that the imaginary world arises and not the reverse. There is 
also a necessary priority for the world of experience: we attribute reality to 
such and such idea because we experienced reality in the form of percep­
tual faith. However, we know that Nietzsche laments that the empirical 
world ("this world," the "only world") is devaluated by our predominantly 
Christian-ascetic civilization and that reality is, on the contrary, attributed 
to what he calls the "backworlds." How is this reversal possible if the em­
pirical world has such a double priority over the imagined world? 

We might find a clue to this in one implication from the note from 
W'P, 588, quoted above. For Nietzsche, perceptual faith is experienced in 
terms of interests. In other words, we do not attribute reality only to what 
we perceive, but we attribute more or less reality to such and such percep-
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tual object depending on how much it matters to us. Before turning to 
Nietzsche's use of the concept of interest in general, let me try to clarify 
this question with regard to Nietzsche's account of one of our objects of 
interests: threats. For Nietzsche, threats are a device designed to secure the 
individual's preference for the realm of the imaginary. Threats place the 
individual in front of a choice between the present and the absent, the em­
pirical and the imaginary. Nietzsche defines asceticism as the negation of 
reality, and the ascetic priest portrayed in GM, III, is the champion of the 
imaginary realm. The priestly types use threats as their weapons of choice 
in support of the imaginary in its competition with the empirical. Threats 
are designed to reorganize the opposition between the couples formed by 
the real and the empirical, on the one hand, and the absent and the imagi­
nary on the other. They seek to twist this spontaneous opposition into 
the opposition between the perceptual and the imaginary and the absent 
and the empirical (TI, "Skirmishes," 34).9 If this torsion is achieved, the 
individual will believe in the imaginary world more than she believes in 
the empirical world and give up her empirical claims to the benefit of her 
newfound imaginary ones; she will become moral. It is remarkable that 
this distortion hinges on the artificial separation of the perceptual and 
the belief in "perceptual faith." If threats succeed in making us favor the 
imaginary realm over the empirical one, it will become possible to have 
faith without experience-in Nietzsche's words, ascetic faith. This is the 
phenomenon described in GM, II, 16: the individual renounces her claim 
to discharge her power outward in a bid to avoid the promised retribution. 
This means that she believes that the retribution will be more painful than 
the internalization (GM, II, 19).10 

I have mentioned earlier that for Nietzsche reality was experienced at 
first as the hostility of the environment. Indeed, in the original animal 
psychology, there is a conflation of "interest" (WP, 588) and reality.11 As 
a consequence, for a threat to appear as more real it must appear as more 
hostile (D, 77). Here is one stroke of genius on the part of the ascetic 
priest: a threat is not more real because it is more likely to be executed (this 
would be a losing game for the promoters of backworlds such as hell) 12 but 
because, if executed, it would be more terrible. Nietzsche points out that 
the unlikelihood of a threat is proportional to its gravity that is meant to 
compensate for it. 13 With the theme of threats we have the ideal device by 
which perceptual faith becomes redirected from the empirical world to the 
world of values. 
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Normative Objectivism 

In the fifth book of GS as well as in the first essay of GM, Nietzsche de­
scribes values as a certain type of abstractions. Values are an idealization 
of interest sublimated into an in-itself (GS, 354). This means that values 
as well draw our adhesion from an implicit reference to reality: a value is 
truly valuable if and only if it refers to a reality. 14 In his recent book, 7he Af 
firmation of Life, Bernard Reginster remarks that for Nietzsche, values are 
dependent on their reference to reality: "The legitimacy of our values de­
pends on their objective standing, their independence from our subjective 
perspectives" (Reginster 2006, 26). In line with others (e.g., Richardson 
1996, 145) Reginster characterizes this feature of valuation as "normative 
objectivism." For reasons that will become clear in a moment, I would 
prefer to avoid a reference to objectivity that may commit us too much and 
simply refer to values' "reference to reality." 

Reginster divides the ethical objectivism that Nietzsche criticizes into 
two positions: "Platonic" and "Kantian" objectivism. Kantian objectivism 
relies on the primacy of practical reason (the "will" in Kant's sense). The 
objectivity of a value is not warranted by its existence in the world, but by 
its necessity, or, according to Reginster, because we, as rational agents, are 
always already committed to them (Reginster 2006, 56). Platonic objectiv­
ism, by contrast, "is the view that there are [ ... ] moral facts." Although it 
may seem useful, this division between Kantian and Platonic objectivism 
is clearly foreign to Nietzsche. In Nietzsche's view, Kantian objectivism 
is only a variant of Platonic objectivism; its only distinctive feature is to 
affirm rationality as the "highest value." This nuance has important con­
sequences because it allows us to understand that the aim of Nietzsche's 
argument is not such and such specific value but the structure of valuation 
itself. Nietzsche objects to valuation because by nature it represents an 
absent object as more important than a present desire or instinct and de­
scribes it as absolute-that is to say, external to any context (for example, 
as independent from who the "moral subject" is).15 Nietzsche's question 
concerns the status not of any one value (no matter how fundamental) 
but of the structure of valuation itself.16 It is thus a realism of the Platonic 
sort (which includes the Kantian version) that occupies Nietzsche. He re­
marks that no moral system has ever been able to liberate values from their 
dependence on reality. On the contrary, the world of values, which he 
often refers to ironically as the "real world," is valuable precisely because 
it presents itself as real, that is, as "close neighbors" to the world of expe­
rience: "The 'real world,' however one has hitherto conceived it-it has 
always been the apparent world once again" (WP, 566).17 In fact, reality is 
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the ground of value: we do not value reality because it is good; instead, we 
value values because they are real (or so we think). 

Self-Differentiation 

So far, I have been drawing a picture of Nietzsche's account of the relations 
of truth and values limited to his genealogical texts. It is now possible to 
draw some consequences as to the ontology that constitutes the theoretical 
basis for such accounts. In the remainder of this section, I will emphasize 
the structural importance of the view I find in Nietzsche that both the 
self and reality are characterized essentially by self-differentiation. By self­
differentiation I shall mean no other thing than the ability to be simultane­
ously subject and object for oneself. 

Reality as Intentionality 

Mankind's ability to abstract "reality'' from the "real" world and to sub­
sequently attribute it to other fantastical object such as values, so-called 
backworlds, or "god" used to puzzle Kant, who famously pointed out that 

Being is evidently not a real predicate, i.e., a concept of something 
that can be added to the concept of a thing. It is merely the positing 
of a thing or of certain determinations in themselves. (Kant 1998, A 
598/B 626) 

For Nietzsche, the problem is-if it is even possible-even more acute. 
This faculty of abstraction is responsible for intellectual faculties of imagi­
nation, memory, sociability, consciousness, and self-consciousness, all of 
which, in turn, have ethical offspring: bad conscience, morals, and reli­
gion. Abstraction is also paradoxical: on the one hand, it presupposes the 
ability to experience reality as the identity of the thing and of its perceptual 
presence (faith as "perceptual faith," WP, 488, 583); on the other hand, it 
involves the ability to break this identity in order to abstract the predicate 
"existence" from it. The result is most unsettling. The world, the experi­
ence of which is the ground of our concept of reality, becomes rejected in 
favor of another world whose reality is an usurpation. "When one sepa­
rates an ideal from what's real," Nietzsche declares, "one casts down the 
real, empoverishes it, slanders it" (10 [194], see also WP, 37). Mankind 
starts taking the original for the copy and the copy for the original. The 
world thereby established Nietzsche calls-not without irony and quota­
tion marks-the "real world" (WP, 507) or the "true world" (TI, 4). 
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The Truth of Error 

Nietzsche spends a considerable amount of effort to uncover this fallacious 
process and to undercut its offspring. Yet, he spends even more time in­
vestigating the disturbing fact that precisely this double faculty exists, that 
no appeal to a duality of reality and ideality can obliterate the continuity 
that leads the one into the non-one, transforms the imagined world into 
the "real world," "immorality'' into "morality'' (X [154]), and the "only 
world" into the "world of appearance" (WP, 488). The very fact that it 
is possible for the world to be deprived of its reality makes any rejection 
of transcendence by appeal to the "real" impossible. Consider Nietzsche's 
conundrum: 

And if this moral judging and discontent with the real were indeed, 
as has been claimed, an ineradicable instinct, might that instinct not 
then be one of the ineradicable stupidities or indeed presumptions of 
our species? -But by saying this we're doing exactly what we rebuke: 
the standpoint of desirability, of unwarrantedly playing the judge, is 
part of the character of the course of things. (VII [62]) 

In short, there is something authentic about errors, for it is part of the 
essential possibilities of mankind that it shall build backworlds for itself 
My hypothesis is that Nietzsche envisages this paradoxical-but real­
faculty that he finds in mankind (and not only in mankind) as the pos­
sibility of consciousness as described in GS, 354, and GM, II, 16, and that 
he calls "animal consciousness" (GS, 354).18 This faculty is "basic" because 
it constitutes the basis for further developments of the human psyche, 
most notably, into consciousness and self-consciousness. It is presented 
in a minimal way in GM, II, 16, where it is described as "the whole inner 
world, originally [ursprunglich] stretched thinly as though between two 
layers of skin [zwei Haute]." In GS, 354, this originary dimension is em­
phasized by the repetition of the notion of "development" [Entwicklung] 
(which appears five times in the aphorism) making it clearly a text about 
the development of consciousness from a minimal yet consequential ba­
sis and not about its emergence out of the non-conscious or the purely 
physical. 

For Nietzsche the structure of other-worldliness stems from the 
disjunction between reality (4 [23]) and that which is real (i.e., the 
"empirical world"). We must ask what is meant here by "reality." As my 
analysis of threats emphasized, reality is primarily encountered in terms of 
interests: 
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But we have only drawn the concept "real, truly existing" from the 
"concerning us"; the more we are affected in our interest, the more 
we believe in the "reality'' of a thing or an entity. "It exists" means: I 
feel myself as existing in opposition to it. (VIII [1-5, 19]) 

Interests as Reali-ty 

In Nietzsche and Metaphysics, Peter Poellner elaborates upon this note to 
offer a helpful discussion of reality as interest (Poellner 1995). In his read­
ing, Nietzsche considers reality to be essentially relative to a subject qua 
subject of interest. Nietzsche, he writes, "seems to maintain that the idea 
of objective reality essentially involves that of actual or possible 'affections' 
of a subject" (90) and that there is a "Nietzschean (and idealist) claim that 
all conceivable objects have subject-implying properties" (85). Further yet, 
Poellner makes the "tentative interpretation" that "Nietzsche's views seem 
in fact to be closer to idealism than to ontological phenomenalism" (101). 
There is no doubt that Nietzsche repeatedly places the subject as the source 
of any notion of reality; indeed, this is one of the most prominent new 
claims of the year 1887.19 Consider: 

Everywhere, [reason] believes in the ego, in the ego as being, in the 
ego as substance, and it projects this faith in the ego-substance upon 
all things, only thereby does it create the concept of "thing." (TI, 
II, 5) 

And: 

[Man] even took the concept of being from the concept of the ego [ ... ] 
the thing itself, to say it once more, the concept of a thing is a mere 
reflex to the faith in the ego as cause. [ ... ] The error of the spirit as 
cause mistaken for reality! (TI, VI, 3) 

The "faith in the ego" is the originary experience from which the con­
cept of a "thing" was derived, but-and it is what concerns me here-it 
is also the source of the idea of reality. This seems to confirm Poellner's 
"idealistic" hypothesis: there is no reality outside of the subject's constitut­
ing activity. 

Critique of the Subject 

However, is this faith in the ego to be taken at face value? Is there any such 
thing as a subject to begin with? Consider: 
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"Everything is subjective," you say: but that itself is interpretation, 
for the "subject" is not something given but a fiction added on, 
tucked behind. -Is it even necessary to posit the interpreter behind 
the interpretation? Even that is fiction, hypothesis. (VII [60]) 

And: 

Must not all philosophy finally bring to light the assumptions on 
which the movement of reason depends? Our belief in the I as sub­
stance, as the only reality on the basis of which we attribute reality to 
things in general? At last, the oldest "realism" comes to light: at the 
moment when the whole religious history of humanity recognizes 
itself in the history of the soul superstition. Here is a barrier: our 
thinking itself involves that belief. (VII [ 63 J) 

This latter note is crucial to our understanding of Nietzsche's critique of 
the subject because it brings together the two aspects of this critique. First, 
the critique of the subject of action. As such, it relates to Nietzsche's more 
general rejections of free will, agency, and further guilt, punishment, and 
judgment at large (the "doer" was invented so that humans can be held ac­
countable and be revenged upon says Nietzsche). This critique is, broadly 
speaking, ethical. Second, there is Nietzsche's critique of the subjective 
substratum, the soul and the ego. This critique is related to Nietzsche's ac­
counts of grammar and logic, and it is epistemological. 

In BCE, contemporaneous to this note, Nietzsche presents both cri­
tiques. The epistemic one famously takes the form of a critique of Des­
cartes's cogito. He writes: 

It is falsifjting the facts to say that the subject "I" is the condition of 
the predicate "think." There is thinking, but to assert that there is the 
same thing as the famous old "I" is, to put it mildly, only an assump­
tion, a hypothesis, and certainly not an "immediate certainty." And 
in the end "there is thinking" is also going too far: even this "there" 
contains an interpretation of the process and is not part of the process 
itself. (BCE, 17) 

In BCE, 54, Nietzsche returns to this argument to present its ethical 
vers10n: 

Since Descartes (and more in defiance of him than because of his 
example) all philosophers have attempted to assassinate the old con­
cept of the soul, under the guise of criticizing the subject-predicate 
concept. That is to say, they have attempted to assassinate the basic 
conception of the Christian doctrine. [ ... ] In earlier times, people 
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believed in the "soul" just as they believed in grammar and the gram­
matical subject [ ... ] basically, Kantwanted to prove that the subject 
could not be proved by means of the subject, nor could the object be 
proved either. Perhaps he was already familiar with the possibility of 
an apparent existence of the subject (that is, of the soul). 

In his commentary on this aphorism, Laurence Lampert rightly stresses 
that Nietzsche associated himself with the phrase "modern philosophy." 
However, Lampert evades the reference to Descartes by asserting-rightly 
again-that Nietzsche may have not read Descartes "skeptically enough." 
In Lampert's view, this aphorism is related not to Descartes's cogito as 
presented in his Discourse and in his Second Meditation, but to his Treatise 

of Passions, "the book that sets forth the first modern account of soul as an 
epiphenomenon of the machinery of the human body'' (Lampert 2001, 
112n24-25). I emphasize Lampert's reading because it seems to me to typ­
ify those readings of Nietzsche that remain committed to an alternative 
between mechanism or naturalism on the one hand and postmodernism or 
idealism on the other through a refusal to think outside of the alternative of 
the subject and the object. 20 Unlike Lampert, it does not seem to me that in 
this passage Nietzsche criticizes the non-physicality of the "soul" as much 
as he criticizes the notion of an independent subject, incarnate or not. As 
a result, I read Nietzsche not as seeking support in Descartes's account of 
the "passions of the soul," but rather, as prolonging his earlier critique of 
Descartes's "faith in grammar." In this reading, Nietzsche's critique of the 
subject is a clear departure from Poellner's characterization of the subject 
as the base of all interest and, thereby, of the subject as constituting reality. 

It must be added, however, that Poellner does leave open the possibility 
of Nietzsche's rejection of the subject. Poellner asks himself: 

Doesn't Nietzsche's approach, as I have interpreted it, involve [ ... ] 
that there could conceivably be self-conscious subjects prior to the 
constitution, relative to them, of an external, objective sphere? (Poell­
ner 1995, 98) 

However, Poellner's response is disappointing: 

Nietzsche may very well concede that just as there can be no "real" 
objects without a "subject" that has desires, or, in his terms, interests 
or values, so there can be no such potentially self-conscious subject 
without what it takes to be an external, objective sphere. Nietzsche 
does, as far as I am aware, not explicitly say this, but nothing in what 
he does say rules out such a response, and this would seem sufficient 
to deflect the criticism. (99) 
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This indeed would deflect potential criticisms of Nietzsche's position, 
and it is the case that Nietzsche, as is manifest from the passages quoted 
above, actually says this. However, this would put any account of the kind 
of Poellner's in a difficult place because it would put interest itself, and no 
longer the subject's attribution of interest (Poellner's hypothesis), at the 
ground of experience. Consider: 

Finally, "the thing-in-itself" also falls, because at bottom it is the 
concept of a "subject-in-itself," yet we have understood that the sub­
ject is fictitious. The antithesis of "thing-in-itself" and "appearance" 
is untenable. (9 [91]) 

The difference in the resulting accounts could not be overstated. In his 
discussion of Nietzsche's supposed idealism, Poellner explicitly refers to a 
discussion of Husserl, the admission of my view (namely that neither the 
subjective pole nor the objective pole are constitutive of reality and expe­
rience) against Poellner's hypothesis (which still maintains the subject as 
the transcendental ground for constitution) is consequential because it in­
volves a shift of priority from the poles of the intentional acts (subject and 
object) to intentionality itself.21 This, as we shall see, constitutes the core 
of Merleau-Ponty's departure from Husserl and the essential and structural 
link that binds his philosophy with Nietzsche's: intentionality is anterior 
to intentional objects or subjects. 

The Primacy of Intentionality 

So, Nietzsche rejects the notion of the object as derived from that of the 
subject, and yet he rejects the notion of the subject too.22 This is puzzling 
because it seems to question the very idea of reality as interest. In a strange 
way, we may be closer to this idea now; it is not just reality for me that is 
interest (in a way that would really place the subject as a reality anterior 
to it), but interest itself is reality. Let me pause for a moment here and 
examine what this implies about the nature of Nietzsche's commitment 
to truth. A direct consequence of my reading thus far is that Nietzsche 
defines reality as interest. Not just as interest for me, but as interest itself 
(without reference to a subject for whom so and so is interesting in such 
and such a way). 

Maudemarie Clark's Nietzsche on Truth and Philosophy provides the 
most patient review of Nietzsche's views on truth. Her core claim is that 
Nietzsche is committed to the idea of truth as correspondence even when 
he criticizes it (Clark 1991, 117). This is because, she says, Nietzsche consid­
ers that our intellect (as described in GS, 111, 354, and elsewhere) is not 
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refined enough to provide an adequate picture of the thing-in-itself that is 
the object of truth discourses. She thus concludes that Nietzsche criticizes 
truth for not achieving correspondence, which would show Nietzsche to 
be committed to the view that truth must be correspondence. Of course, 
Clark is aware of Nietzsche's rejection of the thing-in-itself, and she says 
his views oscillate between claiming that truth qua correspondence is im­
possible and claiming that it is possible but rare (i.e., most often only to 
be found in Nietzsche's own writings). This, however, poses one problem 
that I think is clarified by our discussion so far. Seeing reality as interest 
and values as arising from needs means that it is the experience of reality 
that warrants the authority of values. It is impossible-even for Clark-to 
negate that Nietzsche sees values as binding. In my view, Nietzsche can be 
said to be committed to truth as correspondence only if we do not agree 
with Clark (178) in identifying "correspondence" with "correspondence 
with the thing-in-itself' To be sure, the priority of interest over subject and 
object (the potential thing-in-itself) makes it the object of truth as cor­
respondence; however, interest can be taken as an "in-itself" only in the 
sense of Merleau-Ponty's perennial question about an "in-itself for us." 23 

In other words, the object of truth, which Nietzsche claims truth conceals 
from us, is the experience of reality, not reality itself This is made obvious 
by Nietzsche positing interest as a phenomenological and not a metaphysi­
cal ground of reality. Let me emphasize that this view does not contradict 
the idea that interest is ontologically anterior to subject and object. It is 
clear that interest has an intentional structure and thereby presents itself 
as an in-itself for a subject. My only claim is that this does not entail the 
existence of such an in-itself, or of a subject. 

Selj'-IJifferentiation 

Let me try to clarify this question further. What does it mean for interest 
to be anterior to both subject and object? First of all, it means that there is 
interest before there is a subject and an object of interest. This also means 
that the notions "subject" and "object" somehow arise from interest itself 
Probably the most direct way to clarify this is to have recourse to Nietz­
sche's hypothesis of the will to power. According to this, the essence of the 
world is "will to power, and that alone" (EGE, 36). 24 "That alone," Nietz­

sche insists, and especially not a subject or an object of the will to power 
(WP, 589).25 As John Richardson rightly emphasizes, the will to power has 
a "telic" and "intentional" structure, it is "end-directedness" (Richardson 

1996, 35). Seen from a formal point of view it implies the thought of an 
end, a stable and self-identical object of striving. Likewise, it implies the 
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thought of a subject of the will, which remains stable in time. These are as 
it were "analytically contained" in the concept of the will to power. This 
is not to say, however, that the existence of such self-identical entities is in 
any way affirmed by it. 

If we wish to explain how subject and object arise from the non­
subjective and the non-objective, it seems we must start here. All the diffi­
culty, of course, is to account for this theoretical point of view from within 
the will to power. Indeed, it is only this theoretical point of view that 
accounts for the objective form of our thought. For Nietzsche, the will 
to power is essentially the drive to "make equal" (GS, 354). In biological 
terms, it means assimilation in the sense of "digestion." Nietzsche calls this 
process "incorporation" [Einverleibung] and I will discuss it in Chapter 2. 
However, we should already recall that the will to power is not more physi­
cal than it is "spiritual"; its equalizing activity is intellectual too because it 
"posits things" in a predicative way: 

The question is [ ... ] whether this creating, logicising, trimming, fal­
sifying is not itself the best-guaranteed reality: in short, whether that 
which "posits things" is not the sole reality. (IX, [106]) 

So, it is plausible that the will to power itself acts as a falsifier of itself 
(there is "nothing besides" will to power to falsify): it presents itself in 
terms of "subjects" and "objects." For Nietzsche, of course, such opposi­
tions as subject and object are impossible. In reality, drives merely imply a 
subject and an object by pointing toward them as their regulative horizons 
perhaps, but at any rate, not as actual realities. There is a gradual con­
tinuum that moves toward each pole asymptotically, but this continuum 
is made of differences of degrees and precludes any leap: "If we give up the 
soul, 'the subject,' there's no basis for any 'substance.' One gets degrees of 
being, one loses being as such" (X [19]). 

This model has crucial implications for the question of truth. Let me 
anticipate the rest of the argument. If the will to power is a self-falsifying 
principle, it means that we have uncovered a certain absolute truth, 
namely, that the will to power (i.e., Being) is self-falsifying. More impor­
tant, we may understand better the ontological place of truth or the place 
of what I have called above something "authentic" about errors. In this 
view, truth (as the falsification of experience) is the process by which the 
will to power falsifies itself I will discuss this view in more detail later, but 
let me stress that it necessarily doubles out the question of truth. We must 
ask whether it is indeed true (the traditional question), but also whether it 
is real (whether it is an essential feature of Being as self-falsification). For 
now, let me return to the question of interest. 
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Reflexivity and Resistance 

For Nietzsche, the external world can interest us in two basic ways: interest 
and threat. 26 If I apprehend the world as an object of conquest, the object 
of my interest will be external. If I experience the world as a threat, the 
object of my interest will be myself One important implication of this is 
that interest is essentially bi-directional: it may be directed to the outside 
world (toward conquest) or to the self (for defense). I must point out a 
certain dissymmetry between these two modes of interest. In common 
language, interest implies desire more directly than it implies preserva­
tion. This is the case for Nietzsche, too. We remember that the epistemic 
and ethical critiques of the notion of subject are intertwined (the concept 
of subject is false and it is designed to allows us to assign blame). This is 
because, for Nietzsche, the hostility of the environment is always psycholo­
gized by the individual. Hostility is always linked to a deed, and a deed to 
a "doer." In fact, then, my interest for self-defense presents itself as a form 
of desire, namely, the desire expressed by the other person (or personified 
force; WP, 775). 

This may offer some clarifications on the emergence of the concepts of 
subject and object. Nietzsche reformulates self-preservation in terms of 
"passivity" (or "reactivity'') and conquest in terms of "activity." For Nietz­
sche, this lexical move uncovers the intimate relationships of the subject 
and the object at a deeper level. Their relation is chiasmatic: in passivity the 
object of interest is the self, and its subject is the outside world as threat. 
In activity it is the reverse. It is thus through the notions of activity and 
passivity that we must understand subject and object: 

What do active and passive mean? Is it not becoming master and be­
ing defeate& and subject and object? (VII [ 48]) 

This indicates that the notions of subject and object do not arise from 
the experience of the separation of self and world, but emerge from the 
experience of their contact. This relationship as a consequence is reversible 
insofar as any act of will implies both activity and passivity. Consider the 
following two contemporaneous claims. 

What is "passive"? resisting and reacting. Being hindered in one's 
forward-reaching movement: thus an act of resistance and reaction[.] 
What is "active"? Reaching out for power. (V [ 64]) 

The will to power can only express itself against resistances; it seeks 
what will resist it-this is the original tendency of protoplasm in 
sending out pseudopodia and feeling its way. (IX [151]) 
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In the experience of reality, the two opposing drives are almost simul­
taneously subject and object to each other because they resist each other. 
As a result, we obtain a line of contact across which subject and object 
of interest indefinitely alternate: the conqueror (subject) is opposed some 
resistance and thereby becomes object of the resistance imposed to it by 
the resisting object of the conquest. Conversely, this object, by virtue of 
its own resistance, becomes subject.27 For Nietzsche, this line of contact 
is the basic experience upon which we build the concepts of inside and 
outside and of subject and object. Even though Nietzsche presents this 
process as essentially a hostile encounter, it also involves and informs the 
structure of perception. Indeed, Nietzsche regards perception as a func­
tion of the drives' resistance-seeking (recall the identity of increase-seeking 
and perception in the case of the protoplasm, e.g., WP, 702). As I will 
discuss in Chapter 6, Merleau-Ponty too encounters this chiasma and 
this reversibility between subject and object as the structure of perception 
and, like Nietzsche, he will hold that this coincidence of perception and 
the will to increase is correlative to the coincidence of activity and pas­
sivity. 28 Indeed, as early as 1881, when Nietzsche was still seeking to draw 
the living from inert matter, he defined the perceptive organism as both 
a separation from nature and a separation of the self with itself (i.e., self­
differentiation): 

Let us not think of the return to non-perception as a retrogression! 
We become completely true, we are perfected. Death must be re­
interpreted! We thus are reconciled with reality, i.e. with the dead 
world. (9 [70]) 

These unions of opposites are occasioned by the experience of a re­
sistance. Here we arrive at the question of externality. A resistance is the 
experience of the externality of the external world. Nietzsche also claims 
that resistances lead to self-consciousness: if this resistance becomes master 
over me, I become object for myself Let me emphasize this point that is 
essential to most of Nietzsche's later worldview: consciousness is always an 
act of subjection involving a tension between the subject and the object 
of consciousness. Now we understand in what sense Nietzsche thinks that 
consciousness is a "disease" (GS, 354): "Conscious thought," Nietzsche 
writes, "is nothing but a certain behaviour of the instincts towards one an­
other" (GS, 333).29 Here we encounter the unity of consciousness as de­
scribed in GS, 354, and the "bad conscience" of GM, II, 16. In both cases, 
it is a question of opposing drives. 

This is the structure that underlies the metaphor of the inner world used 
in GM, II, 16. It is worth quoting it again: 
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The whole inner world, originally stretched thinly as though between 
two layers of skin [zwei Haute], was expanded and extended itself 
and gained depth, breadth and height in proportion to the degree 
that the external discharge of man's instincts was obstructed. 

In this Nietzsche describes the originary inner world as the origin of the 
reflexivity of interest: because there is a (ever-so-small) gap within the in­
dividual, her drives have the ability be redirected toward her other "half" 
The self is structured in such a way that there is a potential object of domi­
nation within it. This setup allows for an inner relation of forces of the 
same type as the external one: there is externality within the self This is 
made possible by the gap between the two "layers of skin," which allows 
for passivity and activity within the self, and thereby allows for aggression 
against oneself, which is what Nietzsche describes in the rest of GM, II, 16. 
Although the metaphor does not return in Nietzsche's writings, he main­
tains in several instances that the rules that apply in external relations of 
power apply internally too: 

I maintain the phenomenality of the inner world too: [ ... ] The "ap­
parent inner world" is governed by just the same forms and proce­
dures as the "outer" world. (WP, 477) 

It is useful to bear in mind that this setup, which shows the intercon­
nection of consciousness (external interest) and self-consciousness (inter­
nal interest), is similar to the "animal consciousness" described in GS, 354, 
where consciousness and self-consciousness are not distinct. 30 

Let us recall that for Nietzsche basic consciousness is originary. It is not 
derived from anything else. There is no genealogical thought capable of see­
ing beyond it, if there even is anything beyond it. This characterization of 
the human's originary inner world ("animal consciousness" or "soul") will 
have great consequences for Nietzsche's ontology and cosmology. This is be­
cause Nietzsche's positing of this internal separation within the individual 
and his subsequent relativization of the notions of internality and external­
ity commit him to a worldview determined by self-differentiation. In line 
with the above discussion, this involves (among other things) the primacy 
of intentionality over and above intentional poles like subject and object 
and the reversibility of this intentionality. For Nietzsche, self-identity is 
impossible precisely by virtue of the asymptotic character of intentionality: 

If we give up the effecting subject, then also the object on which 
effects are exerted. Duration, conformity with itself, being, inhere nei­
ther in what is called subject nor in what is called object. [ ... ] All 
these are oppositions which don't exist in themselves and in fact only 
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express differences of degree that look like oppositions when viewed 
through a particular prism. (IX [91], my emphasis) 

Origi,n and Becoming 

This discussion of the originary inner world of the "animal man" com­
mits me to three claims: first, animal psychology (GM, III, 20) must be 
understood as self-differentiation. Second, the animal psyche stands at the 
origin of the history told by Nietzsche's genealogy. Third, animal psychol­
ogy imposes its heredity upon subsequent modes of being human. By this 
I mean that the basic features of the animal psyche loosely inform ev­
ery subsequent mode of existence, fact, and events that will exhibit this 
structure too. In other words, animal psychology determines the range 
of human possibilities. I see two such basic features to the animal psyche: 
a) contingency: any mode of being is contingent upon circumstances, and 
b) self-differentiation: self-identity is impossible. It is worth pointing out 
at the outset that these two features warrant the eternity of becoming. The 
instability of animal psychology will be passed on, and with it, becoming 
will be incapable of an end (for Nietzsche, becoming would end only in 
self-identity, but self-identity is impossible, e.g., 9 [19]). I will develop this 
point in Chapter 3. 

Each of these three claims is controversial. Objections to them would 
come from diametrically opposed sides. First, the postmodernist and struc­
turalist readings of Nietzsche after Foucault's hugely influential "Nietzsche, 
Genealogy, History" of1971 would oppose my second and third claims by 
denying that genealogy proposes any origin and by arguing that, conse­
quently, no starting point can present itself as an essential feature to any 
future. Moreover, in this reading, there is no continuity of history and 
therefore any talk of heredity is absurd. Second, the prominent naturalistic 
trend in current and recent Nietzsche scholarship may object to my first 
claim: Nietzsche, these authors would say, sees psychology and political 
and social behaviors as stemming from nature understood as the object of 
natural sciences. In this reading, the ground is nature, and by definition it 
is self-identical. Before turning to this line of objection, let me address the 
first one, drawn from Foucault. 

Foucault on Genealogy 

Foucault's "Nietzsche, Genealogy, History" is an effort to remove the no­
tion of continuity from the interpretations of Nietzsche's genealogies and 
to replace it with the notion of chance (Foucault 1984, 78). It is also a 
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rejection of the idea that genealogy has anything to do with finding an 
origin. It is not my purpose here to engage with the entirety of Foucault's 
writings about Nietzsche, which would require an effort of systematization 
across a wide variety of texts, possibly overlooking important discrepan­
cies. I focus on this one article from Foucault not with regard to Foucault's 
thinking per se so much as with regard to what it represents in the general 
perception of Nietzsche. 

Let me thus start with the question of continuity. Foucault makes two 
points: a) there is no continuity from the past to the present or from the 
present to the future. The chronological order is not continuous: 

Genealogy does not pretend to go back in time to restore an un­
broken continuity that operates beyond the dispersion of forgotten 
things. Its duty is not to demonstrate that the past actively exists in 
the present. (Foucault 1984, 83) 

From this, he infers b) there is no continuity from the present to the past; 
the genealogical order is not continuous. 31 Hence Foucault's emphasis on 
documentation: genealogy is not a deduction of the past from the pres­
ent, it is past documents that will give us access to their times. There is no 
doubt that Nietzsche promotes "wirkliche Historie" in opposition to such 
ideas as those of Paul Ree, which he regards as fantastical constructions 
(GM, preface, 4, 7). However, this does not seem to entail, for Nietzsche, 
the impossibility to use the present as a mode of access to the past. In fact, 
Nietzsche's genealogy, for all its praise for "gray history,'' presents only one 
piece of documented erudition that has to do with the etymology of the 
words "good,'' "bad,'' "guilt,'' and "debt" (GM, I, 4). Foucault's emphasis 
on documentation reflects Nietzsche's advertised intentions but not his 
practice. It prevents Foucault from recognizing that the genealogical ac­
count is replete with regressive deductions of the past from the present: "I 
say of every morality: 'it is a fruit by which I recognize the soil from which 
it sprang'" (WP, 257), claims Nietzsche. Consider this even more striking 
assertion made about nihilism: 

What I relate is the history of the next two centuries. I describe what 
is coming, what can no longer come differently: the advent of nihil­
ism. This history can be related even now; for necessity itself is at 
work here. This future speaks even now in a hundred signs, this des­
tiny announces itself everywhere. (WP, preface, 2) 

Not only can the past be read in the present, but the future too. To be 
sure, we should not take Nietzsche's self-attributed ability to predict too 
seriously. The prediction does not refer to minute facts, but to social, per-
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haps even cosmic, cycles, and in other instances Nietzsche sharply opposes 
necessity and predictability. However, there is no question that Nietzsche 
believes in some sort of historical continuity warranted by "necessity." In 
fact, he does so to the point that genealogical thinking looks strikingly 
like some transcendental deduction of the Kantian sort. Compare Kant's 
famous claim that "the principle of continuity forbade any leaps in the 
series of appearances (alterations) [in mundo non datur saltus]" (Kant 1998, 
B 281; see also B 172) with Nietzsche's claim: 

Natura nonfacit saltum. However strongly man may develop upwards 
and seem to leap from one contradiction to another, a close observa­
tion will reveal the dovetails where the new building grows out of the 
old. This is the biographer's task: he must reflect upon his subject on 
the principle that nature takes no jumps. (WS, 198) 

Even though Nietzsche, in this specific aphorism, is concerned with the 
task of the biographer, there is no doubt that he endorses the Kantian af­
firmation of continuity. In the context of this aphorism, it seems highly 
plausible that what applies to the biographer would also apply to the 
genealogist. 

For Nietzsche, the thread that runs throughout history is necessity. As 
such, it is truly atemporal; it is the eternal that makes becoming possible as 
continuity. Nietzsche's use of the term "necessity" crystallizes our difficulty. 
For Nietzsche, necessity is this atemporal principle; yet, necessity merely 
stands for the impossibility for anything to be otherwise: "'Mechanical 
necessity' is not a fact [ ... ] the rule proves only that one and the same 
event is not another event as well" (WP, 552). Necessity supports absolute 
immanence: if something is, it is necessarily; if it is necessarily, it is neces­
sity through and through. This raises the question: If an event is entirely 
spatio-temporal and necessity is not, how can there be necessary events? 
Nietzsche struggles with this question. In WP, 552, he separates necessity 
and facts: "Necessity is not a fact, but an interpretation." This seems to 
contradict the previous passage where "necessity itself" was "at work" in 
actual events. 

Nietzsche seems to believe in two forms of necessity. One is absolute, 
but it is only interpretation and comes a posteriori (WP, 530). It is abso­
lute because it is entirely binding; it is the necessity of an event as identical 
to this event: if an event occurred, its having been is inescapable and we 
may interpret it as an expression of necessity. The other one is meant in a 
stronger sense. It is not mere interpretation, (or at least, not in the same 
sense) however; it is only partial. It is efficient only as part of the appar­
ently odd couple it forms with chance. For Nietzsche, conditions of exis-
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tence result from "partly necessity, partly chance" (WP, 898). This second 
form of necessity structures and restricts the range of chance; I will call it 
"structural necessity." Structural necessity does not preclude chance but it 
embraces it: 32 

Those iron hands of necessity which shake the dice-box of chance 
play their game for an infinite length of time so that there has to be 
throws which exactly resemble purposiveness [ ... ] We ourselves do 
no more than play the game of necessity! (D, 130) 

In this aphorism from Daybreak, one of his most inspiring, Nietzsche 
seeks to abolish the opposition between chance and necessity. Events arise 
from their encounter and they are thus always partly indeterminate and 
partly determinate. In an early hint at the thought of eternal recurrence, 
the finite number of possibilities (dice-throws) is affirmed, while the infin­
ity of time entails the infinity of dice-throws. This entails the actualiza­
tion, sooner or later, of every possibility. As the subsequent elaboration of 
Eternal Recurrence will make clear, this involves a restriction to the range 
of possibilities.33 There are fewer possibilities than there are dice-throws. 
Every event has an element of necessity and an element of chance. Restric­
tion represents necessity and the unpredictability of dice-throws represents 
chance. Together, they create events. (See Z, I, 16; Z, III, "The Seven Seals," 
3; GS, 277; and WP, 673.) 

As regards the question of genealogy, we may obtain some clarifica­
tions if we associate these remarks to Nietzsche's other use of necessity, 
as "interpretation." As they happen, the dice-throws of chance turn into 
interpretative (a posteriori) necessity. As they become past, they become 
unchangeable and necessary. Chance does not survive the passing of time, 
which makes it collapse into necessity. Necessity, on the other hand, sur­
vives the passing of time, so that interpretative (a posteriori) necessity 
becomes an interpretation of structural (a priori) necessity. Interpretative 
necessity does not preclude chance; simply, it envisages chance after it has 
become necessity. This places the genealogist in a privileged position to 
interpret history: it is only a posteriori that events may be interpreted. This 
should partly satisfy and partly dissatisfy Foucault. 34 In my view, Nietz­
sche does include chance in the unfolding of history, but not to the point 
that it breaks any continuity. Structural necessity is not inconsequential 
but defines and restricts the range of chance-possibilities. In short, there is 
cooperation-not incompatibility-between chance and necessity. 

This view makes structural necessity consequential enough to present it 
as a significant origin. Foucault would be dissatisfied. For Foucault, 
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Nietzsche challenges the pursuit of the origin, at least on those occa­
sions when he is truly a genealogist. First because it is an attempt to 

capture the exact essence of things, their purest possibilities and their 
carefully protected identities because this search assumes the exis­
tence of immobile forms that precede the external world of accident 
and succession. (Foucault 1984, 76, my emphasis) 

In short, the search for an origin would make Nietzsche a metaphysician. 
Nietzsche himself asserts clearly: 

The world exists; it is not something that becomes, not something 
that passes away. Or rather, it becomes, it passes away, but it has never 
begun to become and never ceased from passing away-it maintains 
itself in both. (WP, 1066) 

This seems to confirm Foucault's rejection of any origin. However, the 
mere idea of a world that would maintain itself in becoming points to 
some kind of cosmological structure that is quite foreign to Foucault's ac­
count. At any rate, this argument surely suffices to refute any attempt to 

construe the origin in question as a single self-identical entity (which is 
what it seems to me that some naturalist readings tend to do) because this 
entity would be a "beginning," and as such no becoming could flow from 
it. However, it is powerless if we posit the origin as self-differentiation 
itself It is obvious from the previous discussion that the origin we seek 
is not to be found in self-identity. In my view, the basic animal psyche 
(which constitutes the origin brought to light by Nietzsche's genealogy) is 
not the "essence of things," nor is it an "immobile form." It does "precede 
the external world of accidents and succession," but probably not in the 
sense Foucault intends. In my reading, this origin determines nothing else 
than the condition of succession and of externality. As pre-consciousness, 
for example, it prefigures the division of the external and the internal. It 
allows the "animal man," like all living things, to perceive the external 
world as resistance and as the object of its conquest. Thereby, it triggers 
the unfolding of time that Nietzsche's genealogies relate, and with it, the 
time of conquest. 

Possibilities 

There is one feature of my account that Foucault explicitly rejects as char­
acteristic of fantastical origins: possibility. Foucault's point is difficult to 
oppose because what he means is unclear. Perhaps he means that we should 

Nietzsche on Self-Differentiation and Genealogy • 47 



not construe this origin in an ontological way, thereby reading in it the 
structure of all possible events. If this is Foucault's claim, it is refuted by 
Nietzsche's texts in many instances (WP, 373, 379, 678, 687, 785). There 
is no doubt that the combination of chance and necessity must be ex­
pressed in terms of a restricted range of possibilities. 35 This restriction is 
not absolute, (this would make it a determinism) but it is efficient and ap­
plies its mark on every generation of events as a heredity (a point which, if 
confirmed, would establish a very strong connection with Merleau-Ponty's 
ontology of history, as I will show in Chapter 6). As I mentioned at the 
beginning of this section, there are two features of the structure inherited 
from this origin: self-differentiation and contingency. In short, the pos­
sibilities are restricted to only the possibilities of becoming, and in this 
sense they are ontological. There is an origin provided by the structure of 
animal psychology. It is indeed this determinant structure that it imposes 
that ensures that "becoming does not flow into being" (WP, 708). 

Naturalism 

The notion of self-differentiation may offer us a way out of both deter­
minism and relativism, but it exposes us to some other objections. These 
would come from one strand of the so-called "naturalistic" readings of 
Nietzsche. Let me start by explaining in what sense I mean naturalism 
here. Most authors draw a distinction between epistemological and ethi­
cal naturalism. Epistemological naturalism is the claim that consciousness, 
knowledge, and all the realm of the spiritual can be explained in terms of 
nature (taken in a broad and certainly problematic sense). Ethical natural­
ism is the claim that values in particular are derived from nature. This is 
ambiguous in many ways because it may mean three things. It may imply 
a) that one justifies one's values with reference to nature, b) that one ex­
plains the moral phenomenon as stemming from nature, or c) that one ex­
plains the belief in specific values from their relationship to nature. Often 
b) and c) are conflated.36 The first case is concerned not with Nietzsche's 
genealogical critique of values, but with Nietzsche's own values (i.e., the 
values he proposes as a replacement to them). It will be examined in Chap­
ter 3. As regards b) and c), it is apparent that they belong in epistemologi­
cal naturalism too and I will examine them as such. In what follows, it is 
not my intention to reduce to a single picture the accounts provided by 
different authors whose views are often diverse. I will assume, however, 
that those authors who define themselves as naturalists have in common 
the view that Nietzsche sees human matters and behaviors to stem from a 

48 • Nietzsche on Self-Differentiation and Genealogy 



natural ground defined as self-identical. In fact, as Richard Schacht points 
out, this is a view that many self-defined naturalists would not endorse, by 
invoking the proviso that 

[to the project of "translating man back into nature"] it must be im­
mediately added (lest one mistakenly conclude that he thereby opts 
for a merely "biologistic" approach in these matters) that Nietzsche 
considers it no less important also to "translate" ourselves back into 
society. (Schacht 1983, 55) 

Such a characterization of man as a combination of nature and society is 
commendably nuanced, but it seems hardly groundbreaking and threatens 
to reduce Nietzsche's supposed naturalism-and his commentators' actual 
naturalism-to triviality. Consider by contrast Mathias Risse's description 
at the beginning of his remarkable article "Origins of Ressentiment and 
Sources of Normativity": 

This essay is shaped by my view that Nietzsche (at least in the late 
1880s) is a naturalist. Following Darwall, I define metaphysical natu­

ralism as holding that nothing exists beyond what is open to empiri­
cal study; consequently, ethical thought and feeling are empirically 
ascertainable facts about the world. (Risse 2003, 144) 

Consider this other claim by Risse at the beginning of another essay: 

This essay [clarifies] the relationship between Nietzsche and Kant in 
the light of Nietzsche's physiological, hence naturalistic, ideas about 
morality. (Risse 2007, 58) 

And this other definition by Peter Poellner: 

A naturalized approach to epistemological problems [ ... ] starts from 
the "hypothetical" premiss that the subject of knowledge is to be 
identified with the empirical organism studied by biology and physi­
ology. (Poellner 1995, 140) 

The spectrum of naturalism seems to be delineated by these two posi­
tions; Schacht's weaker one, and the more recent, stronger one. In Bernard 
Williams's words: 

Formulations of the [naturalist] position tend to rule out too much 
or too little. The position rules out too much if it tries reductively 
to ignore culture and convention, this is misguided even on a sci­
entific basis, in the sense that to live under culture is a basic part of 

Nietzsche on Self-Differentiation and Genealogy • 49 



the ethology of this species. It rules out too little if it includes many 
things that have been part of the self-image of morality, such as cer­
tain conceptions of moral cognition. (Williams 2006, 301) 

In the first case (described by Schacht), the expression "naturalist" is in­
consequential; in the other, it covers a strong, if difficult to defend, philo­
sophical position. It is to this second case that I now turn. Let me stress at 
the outset that this position involves that man, as an object of inquiry, is 
self-identical, and that so is nature. 

Self Identical Nature 

In his article "The Paradox of Fatalism and Self-Creation in Nietzsche," 
Brian Leiter presents a view similar to the one I outlined above in response 
to Foucault, only to reject it. He writes: 

So, the paradox [of fatalism and self-creation J is resolved, it seems, by 
simply recognizing the limited domain of creative work, while allow­
ing for the underlying fatalism which entails only that one's possibili­
ties are circumscribed. A place for "self-creation" is found precisely in 
the conceptual space between causal essentialism (the heart of Nietz­
sche's fatalism), and classical determinism. Unfortunately, this seem­
ingly attractive solution to the paradox simply doesn't square with 
the theory of action that underlies the basic deterministic doctrine 
[of Nietzsche's]. (Leiter 2001: 317) 

Leiter goes on to give his solution, which is to affirm fatalism over and 
above self-creation and to characterize his account as" [recapturing] Nietz­
sche the naturalist." He goes as far as likening Nietzsche's views to "biologi­
cal materialism": 

Have we really done Nietzsche any favour by showing him to believe 
in "type-facts," in "human nature," in the epiphenomenality of con­
sciousness, in the unreality of free-will, in the primacy of physiology? 
My answer is unequivocally "yes." (Leiter 2001: 319) 

The question of self-creation is only indirectly related to our topic and I 
will not pursue a discussion ofLeiter's controversial conclusions. However, 
these remarks may help clarify the naturalist position on the question of 
self-differentiation. For Leiter, naturalism is equivalent to determinism. 
It opposes the notions of possibilities and chance, not only in their pure 
form (as in Foucault's account), but also as circumscribed "in the concep­
tual space between causal essentialism and classical determinism'' (as in 
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my account). Leiter does so in the name of the self-identity of nature. The 
context of his claims is a discussion of agency framed by the question of 
the relationship of the subject and the object. Creation is the affirmation 
of the subject and her asserting herself over external objects. Fatalism, on 
the other hand, affirms the binding power of objects over human subjects. 
Leiter's conclusion shifts all the weight on the side of the object, affirming 
"the unreality of free-will." As I have shown before, in my discussion of Pe­
ter Poellner's idealist reading, this sharp opposition of subject and object, 
which arguably leads to sterile idealisms and realisms, is the trademark of 
most naturalistic accounts perhaps even more than the preference for the 
objective world. In places, Nietzsche seems to hold that self-identical ob­
jects exist. They belong, he says, to the realm of the inorganic: "Everything 
organic differs from the inorganic insofar as it never is identical with itself" 
(7 [1]). Elsewhere he says, "unity must be present in the inorganic for the 
organic already begins with separation" (7 [1]). Wolfgang Muller-Lauter, 
who quotes these notes from 1883, is careful to emphasize that they should 
not be taken as Nietzsche's final thoughts on the matter largely because 
they involve a sharp separation between the inorganic and the organic, 
which he emphatically repudiates in the later texts. There remains the idea 
that only the inorganic is self-identical. This means that a naturalist ac­
count of Nietzsche must either express nature as inorganic (with obvious 
difficulties), or nature as self-differentiated (which seems precluded by the 
idea that natural objects are the objects of the physical sciences). 

The Naturalization of the Spirit and the Spiritualization of Nature 

My suggestion is that we should place the emphasis not on the opposi­
tion, but on the union of the subject and the object. This is possible if 
one places intentionality at the origin of the vicissitudes of mankind and 
at the hinge between nature and culture. This is exactly what I take Nietz­
sche to be doing in GM, II, 16, when he refers to the "two layers of skin" 
that circumscribed the original inner world and made the internalization 
necessary for civilization possible. I see the same motif in Nietzsche's refer­
ence to "a basic piece of animal psychology" in GM, III, 20: this expression 
affirms man's animal ancestry while at the same time affirming the animal 
kingdom's possession of a psyche. John Richardson, who often appears as a 
more nuanced naturalist, nonetheless stresses Nietzsche's "naturalist insis­
tence on the deep continuity of the human with the rest oflife" and claims 
that this thesis precludes the inclusion of psychical life in the natural world 
and makes it an "absurdity" (Richardson 2002, 572). Richardson does not 
substantiate this claim beyond taking it for granted that this continuity 
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means the reduction of the human to the material. On the contrary, we 
have every reason to think that this involves a "meeting in the middle" of 
animality and humanity, as is indicated by this ambivalence of the phrase 
"animal psychology." Earlier in his essay, Richardson makes an argument 
that would seem to oppose this claim: 

While some passages suggest a psychic will, I think there are many 
more that reject it. Nietzsche attacks not only the "anthropomor­
phizing" extension of consciousness and intentionality to the rest of 
life, but even their role in explaining the paradigm human case. He 
frequently raises doubts against the causality of conscious purposes, 
and often states these as attacks on "will." So TI/VI/3 [Twilight of 
the Idols, "The Four Great Errors," section 3]: "The will no longer 
moves anything, hence does not explain anything either-it merely 
accompanies events, it can also be absent. The so-called 'motive': an­
other error." Again we have reason to search for a non-psychic, non­
vitalist will to power that can be consistent with Nietzsche's critical 
remarks. (547) 

It seems to me that such an argument proves less than it claims to. What 
Richardson-rightly-demonstrates is that the will should not be inter­
preted as necessarily conscious and representational. He claims that this 
would refute any idea of the will to power as partly psychic. For Nietzsche, 
however, there is non-conscious psychical as well as conscious life in nature 
(GS, 354, being only the most explicit exposition of this); disproving the 
latter says nothing of the former. 

Layers of Skin 

My interpretation of the "two layers of skin," of "animal psychology," and 
of GS, 354, as being the account not of the emergence of consciousness 
but (as Nietzsche repeatedly asserts) of its development [Entwicklung] boils 
down to this claim: for Nietzsche, the spiritual dimension of existence is 
and was always-already here. If this claim is right, then this creates a dif­
ficulty for the naturalist accounts of Nietzsche.37 It is noteworthy that, to 

my knowledge, only two authors have addressed (albeit superficially) the 
enigmatic metaphor of the layers of skin in GM. Both belong to the natu­
ralist tradition. Mathias Risse writes: 

Prior to the oppression, the "inner world" is merely "thick as extended 
between two skins," but as a consequence of the oppression this in­
ner world "has spread and unfolded, has taken on depth, breadth, 
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height to the same degree that man's outward discharging has been 
inhibited." (Risse 2003, 142) 

More important, this remark bears a footnote that directs us to the other 
source, Maudemarie Clark and Alan Swensen's edition of GM. Risse 
writes: 

The image of the skins is curious. Clark/Swensen suggest that one 
may think of two layers of an onion. It is important that Nietzsche 
assumes that there already is a "small" inner world. For that deprives 
him of the task to explain how there could be any form of inner life 
at all, as opposed to explaining how it could be expanded. [ ... ] Plau­
sibly, Nietzsche thought this bit of the development of consciousness 
happened at a pre-social stage. For the development of consciousness 
under social pressure, cf. also GS 354, and see also EGE 19. (Risse 
2003, 142) 

Alas, we know that GS, 354, does not provide any account of this "pre­
vious stage,'' and neither does EGE, 19. Both these texts start after the 
presumed original separation. To my knowledge, Nietzsche does not give 
such an account anywhere. In their translation of GM, Clark and Swensen 
devote a footnote to this enigmatic metaphor without much philosophi­
cal emphasis (Nietzsche 1998b, 147). Characteristically, Risse's dismissal of 
the question-although regrettable-is thorough and precise. It is a dis­
missal because it evades difficulties by assuming that Nietzsche was think­
ing something that appears nowhere in his writings. In short, it privileges 
Nietzsche's perceived intentions over and against his writings. I do not 
deny that the question of Nietzsche's intentions is open and important. 
If Risse is right about Nietzsche's intentions and I am right about Nietz­
sche's text, it would follow that Nietzsche intended to write a naturalistic 
philosophy and actually wrote a non-naturalistic one instead. Here is why 
a dismissal will not do: the difference between an origin in self-identity 
(which is not in Nietzsche's writings) and an origin in self-differentiation 
(which is) has structural consequences for Nietzsche's entire philosophy. 
It is nothing but the string of these consequences that I will follow in my 
overall account of Nietzsche. For now, it might suffice to point out that this 
importance is expressed by Risse's very remark that Nietzsche's assumption 
"that there already is a 'small' inner world [ ... ] deprives him of the task 
to explain how there could be any form of inner life at all, as opposed to 
explaining how it could be expanded." This remark contains the essence of 
the problem of any naturalism and asks a question that Nietzsche asked 
himself many times:38 How does one go about explaining the emergence 
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of the different from the identical, the emergence of the spiritual from the 
physical? This is nothing but a reformulation of the naturalistic attitude 
that seeks monism within a dualistic structure of thought:39 naturalism is 
on the side of the object in the alternative with the subject; on the side of 
the physical in the alternative with the spiritual; on the side of the natural 
in the alternative with the non-natural.40 Nietzsche rejects this alternative 
by finding the origin of the becoming of mankind in self-differentiation, 
allowing for both chance and necessity (against both determinism and free 
will), both becoming and eternity (the structure of life is both loose and 
unchangeable),41 and both nature and psychic life. 42 

Self-Differentiation and Perpetual Becoming 

In my view then, Nietzsche placing self-differentiation at the beginning 
of the genealogical unfolding warrants the eternity of becoming. Thereby, 
it excludes self-identity in the sense in which a certain form of naturalism 
intends it, or in the form of any alternative between subjectivity and ob­
jectivity, whether it leads to an idealist reading or a materialistic one. For 
Nietzsche, there is no need to postulate self-identical terms as structuring 
drives that are asymptotic. This idea, he claims, he got from his encounter 
with Ruggiero Boscovich's dynamic conceptions of matter: 

When I think about my philosophical genealogy [ ... ] I recognize 
a family connection with the mechanistic movements (tracing all 
moral and aesthetic questions back to physiological ones, all the 
physiological to the chemical, all the chemical to the mechanical) 
though still with the difference that I do not believe in "material" 
and hold Boscovich to be the great turning point. (XI [26]; see also 
BCE, 122) 

Truth and Values as the Two Pillars of the Ideology of Survival 

Before moving to the implications of these views for human existence, I 
would like to emphasize three key results from the discussion so far. First, 
the entire development of the spirit stems from a concern for preservation 
in the physical sense. On this basis, I shall refer to the individual, the in­
stitutions, and the fictions informed by this development under the broad 
heading of "the ideology of survival." Second, the entire ideology of sur­
vival relies on two main pillars: truth and values. Truth ensures that values 
are worth pursuing. Values ensure that we are not a threat for each other. 43 
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Finally, and most important, the relations between truth and value are 
not symmetrical; values derive their efficient power from their reference 
to reality. This reference to reality is tested by truth discourses, which are 
the only way to reconnect to a reality detached from presence. This genea­
logical dependence of values on truth translates into a logical posteriority. 
To be valuable, values must be truthful (they must present themselves as 
having a correlate in reality), but the reverse does not hold: truth does not 
need to be good in order to be true. This makes truth an epistemologically 
more powerful (in the sense of more independent) concept. 

Asymptote and Eternal Becoming 

It has become a lieu commun in recent Nietzsche scholarship that Nietz­
sche "presses power as his alternative to survival" (Richardson 2004, 22; 
see also Risse 2003). Nietzsche's definition oflife is sufficiently explicit for 
there to be a broad consensus on the matter: life is "increase," the will "to 
become more" (W'P, 688): 

One must want to have more than what he has in order to become 
more, for this is the doctrine preached by life itself to all that has life: 
the morality of development. To have and to want to have more­
growth in one word-that is life itself (WP, 125) 

Let me say a word about what Nietzsche means by "increase." As I will 
discuss in the next chapter, Nietzsche envisages increase as "incorporation" 
[Einverleibung]. For now, it is sufficient to point out that Nietzsche mea­
sures health according to our ability to incorporate and, conversely, that 
sickness is the inability to incorporate (Letteri 1990). Life enhancement is 
Nietzsche's overriding priority and, so far, its greatest obstacles have been 
laid by the "ideology of survival." This ideology has created sickness, two 
of its forms being consciousness (GS, 354)44 and "bad conscience." Yet, 
Nietzsche writes, "bad conscience is a sickness, there is no point in deny­
ing it, but a sickness rather like pregnancy" (GM, II, 19). This is because, 
he predicts, the tensions intrinsic to the sick mode of life will lead it to its 
self-destruction, and thereby will provide the opening for a new, stronger, 
and healthier kind of life. In the discussion so far, we have encountered 
one tension at the heart of the ideology of survival: the tension between 
truth and values. Both truth and values are necessary for maintaining the 
ideology of survival; however, Nietzsche diagnoses Europe as in its nihilis­
tic phase, in which the European nihilist will have to choose between truth 
and values. 
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End Types 

I have argued that Nietzsche saw no possible end to history because of 
the irreducibility of consciousness. As I explained, consciousness is closely 
connected with the reversibility of drives, and, consequently, it stands for 
the compossibility of internalization and externalization. It seems that 
sickness is part of the essence of life for the human. If this view is to hold, 
it means that I must account for an interpretation of Nietzsche's "great 
promise" that would not involve any break or any end of human history. 
This claim seems to be in direct contradiction with two of Nietzsche's key 
thoughts as exposed in Z: those of the last human and "the Ubermensch." 
The last human is Zarathustra's name for the ultimate man of survival. He 
chose the path of values without truth. The Ubermensch, in turn, is the 
ultimate man of life, who can bear truth without values. Both types, in 
opposite ways, seem to present an end to human becoming. My claim is 
that these figures should be taken as abstractions, as fantastical endpoints 
to their respective dynamics. Survival tends toward the last human and life 
tends toward the Ubermensch, but neither is to be thought of as actually 
possible for Nietzsche. 

1he Last Human 

To my knowledge, the expression "last human" appears in the published 
works only four times and in two senses. In the enigmatic aphorism 49 of 
D, it is given the biological sense of the last member of the human species 
representing the extinction of mankind. I will return to this aphorism in 
a moment. In the other three mentions of the phrase, the last human is 
understood in a sharply different sense. The last human is she who won't 
disappear. Far from being the end of the human, she represents the human 
of the end, the individual who has attained the much-anticipated "realm of 
the ends." All three mentions of the last human in the published works are 
made in the context of Z (Z, I, prologue, 5; Z, III, "On the Old and New 
Tables," 27; EH, "Destiny," 4). In Z, III, the last human is associated with 
the end of creative existence and "the greatest danger of all human future" 
(III, "On the Old and New Tables"). This associates the last human with 
sickness in the sense defined above, as the inability to create. However, the 
theme of the last human was introduced by Zarathustra and given a prom­
inent place as early as the book's prologue where Zarathustra describes the 
last human as sterile soil. This sterility comes not from a lack, but from an 
excess of cultivation: the last human's soil is "poor from cultivation, and 
no tall tree will be able to grow from it." Culture is sterility because it is 
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internalization, the inability to create.45 Most important, the last human 
is a master of survival: "Its race is as inexterminable as the ground-flea; the 
last human lives the longest," says Zarathustra. Therefore, the last human 
typifies the ultimate product of the ideology of survival and provides a 
supplementary qualification for it: survival is the concern for longevity.46 

I wish to ask whether Nietzsche regards the type of the last human as an 
actual possibility or whether he presents it as the horizon of the ideology of 
survival. I will argue for the latter. 

However, let me start with the two reasons one may have for taking the 
last human to be a serious possibility. First, Zarathustra declares that the last 
human is a "danger"-that is to say, at least a possibility. Second, Nietzsche 
presents the figure of the last man in relation to that of the "Overhuman." 
Zarathustra's description of the last human, which he intended as a chilling 
warning, is interrupted by the crowd's plea for the last human: 

"Give us this last human, 0 Zarathustra''-so they cried-"Turn us 
into these last humans! Then you can have the Overhuman!" And the 
people all jubilated and clucked with their tongues. (Z, 16) 

For Nietzsche, the last human is the anti-overhuman. Zarathustra asso­
ciates closely the last humans to those he calls the "good" (Z, III, "Old and 
New Tables," 27). The good are those who promote the morality of un­
selfing, long for the last man, and stand against the overman (26). In EH, 
Nietzsche defines the overman as "a type who has turned out supremely 
well, in antithesis to 'modern' men, to 'good' men, to Christians and other 
nihilists" and he equates the good with the last human: "Zarathustra calls 
the good now the 'last men,' now the 'beginning of the end,'" writes Nietz­
sche (EH, "Books"). Zarathustra's prologue shows the last human and the 
overhuman as two terms of an alternative as the crowd seeks to trade the 
overhuman for the last man. 

The over human is one of Nietzsche's key thoughts and mentions of him 
are frequent. His association with the thought of the last human lends 
weight to this thought because it raises the concern that if we cast the last 
human into the realm of the abstract, we may have to do the same with 
the overhuman. 

Now, is this enough to interpret the last man as a real possibility? I 
believe not. As I will argue in Chapter 3, there is a strong case against the 
possibility of the overman himself. The text itself hints on several occasions 
at the fictionality of the last human. It is explicitly stated that Zarathus­
tra mentions the last human for strategic reasons. After a speech entirely 
devoted to affirming the overhuman as the object of his love, Zarathustra 
laments that the crowd does not understand him; they cannot accept the 
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thought of a better being than they. He summons up the last human as the 
opposite to the overhuman. This move, he hopes, will allow him to flatter 
the crowd's pride by showing them something below them. He expects 
that the repulsion for the last human will allow the crowd to listen to the 
announcement of the overhuman. "So, Zarathustra decides, I will speak 
to them of what is most despicable: and that is the last human" (Z, 15). In 
short, the last human is intended as a dreadful caricature.47 In this respect, 
it is noteworthy that only in Z is the last human described as an extreme. 
In this text, the good are described as a present and past type of men long­
ing for the last human to come in the future. In EH, however, the good 
are the last human altogether. In other words, Nietzsche reduces the last 
human from its status as an extreme (in Z) to a fact of the present, the 
good (in EH). This suggests that Nietzsche is more concerned with the 
present reality of the longing for the last human than for the existence of 
the last human herself. Let me also stress the fact that it is only in Z, a text 
remarkable for its metaphorical and superlative language, that the last man 
is represented as an extreme and ultimate case. 

Beyond textual implications, there is a philosophical reason why we 
cannot consider the last human to be representing an actual possibility. 
The last human is an absolute, the last consequence of the ideology of 
survival. She is not subject to change; she is outside becoming because she 
is an obstacle to the future. This is not to say that the last human's life does 
not take place in time, but rather that the time in which she lives has lost 
its transformative power. In the figure of the last human, becoming (in 
the sense of creative time) becomes separated from timeliness. The last hu­
man has timeliness, but no becoming; she is a "standstill" says Zarathustra. 
He further expresses this by saying that the last human has eradicated all 
"h "C h b. c aos rrom er emg: 

"I say to you: one must still have chaos within, in order to give birth 

to a dancing star. I say to you: you still have chaos within you. Alas! 
The time will come when the human will give birth to no more stars. 
[ ... ] Behold! I show to you the last human." (Z, 15) 

There is strong evidence in Nietzsche's writings that he does not believe 
chaos can be entirely eradicated from an individual. In GS, 109, Nietzsche 
states explicitly that "the total character of the world is, [ ... ] in all eternity, 
chaos," and in a note contemporaneous to Z, he writes: 

"Timelessness" to be rejected. At any precise moment of a force, the 
absolute conditionality of a new distribution of all its forces is given: 

58 • Nietzsche on Self-Differentiation and Genealogy 



it cannot stand still. "Change" belongs to the essence, therefore also 
temporality: with this, however, the necessity of change has only 
been posited once more conceptually. (WP, 1064)48 

Even though Nietzsche describes the last human's activities as very min­
imal, he nonetheless attributes her some activities ("one continues to work, 
for work is entertainment"; "one has one's little pleasure for the day and 
one's little pleasure for the night" [Z, 16]). Yet, for Nietzsche, any activ­
ity involves an opposition of drives and the success of one drive over the 
other-that is to say, some degree of chaos: "Every activity is an overcom­
ing of difficulties and resistances" (7 [8]).49 It seems that Nietzsche consid­
ers the last human not as an actual possibility, but as a horizon. 

The Overhuman 

The overhuman stands opposed to the last man as the figure of the accom­
plishment of what I have called the "ideology of life." The case of the over­
human is more complex than that of the last human. It involves a number 
of texts starting at least in 1882 and seems to be a more crucial feature of 
Nietzsche's entire thought than that of the last human. I will discuss in 
Chapter 3 why, with regard to the general economy of Nietzsche's work 
and his most general thoughts, the overhuman also should be interpreted 
as an abstract endpoint representing some unattainable absolute. For my 
present argument, it suffices to point out that the overhuman is a figure 
symmetrical to that of the last human and they are presented as mirror 
images of each other in Z's prologue (see also WP, 936). This symmetry 
involves opposition and resemblance; both types stand for an overcoming 
of chaos. The last human seeks to overcome chaos in passivity for his drives 
are entirely directed inward. The overman seeks absolute externalization 
of drives for she is the human of the "great health'' (EH, "Books") 50 and 
internalization is sickness. Both of them involve a chimeric harmonization 
of all drives. For Nietzsche, any existence involves chaos. John Richardson 
says about the overman: "The difficulty of such a synthesis, of achieving 
that oxymoronic 'complex unity' out of this overrich mix, could mean that 
no one can accomplish it" (Richardson 1996, 67). 

This remark raises the question of the continuity between increase and 
survival. This continuity is figured by the irreducibility of chaos. Nietzsche 
understands chaos as an internal opposition of drives. One has chaos in 
one's soul if some drives are internalized and other drives are externalized. 
This amounts to repeating that drives are essentially relative and seek a 
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resistance. In other words, no activity can occur without opposition and 
any form of life involves chaos. This is why the internal harmonization the 
last human stands for is impossible. 

As regards the external harmonization of the overhuman, it is unat­
tainable because externalization takes time. Ascending life is increase and 
externalization; it is conquest. Nietzsche is careful to point out that con­
quest takes time, and often a long time: "It is only within a great duration 
securely grounded and assured that a constant evolution and an ennobling 
inoculation are eventually possible" (HATH, I, 224). This element of time 
is introduced by the concern for survival, which is, as established earlier, 
also a concern for longevity. For Nietzsche, the strongest natures are also 
those whose periods of weakness are the darkest and the longest. Among 
the characteristics of the "strong men," Nietzsche repeatedly mentions pa­
tience (WP, 993; VII [54]; Z, IV, 1). 

Asymptote 

In spite of the opposition of the principles of survival and life qua increase, 
living requires surviving and surviving requires living. To be a human is 
neither to be fully living or merely surviving, but it is a compromise be­
tween the two. Every human existence is the locus of a tension between se­
curity and power, threats and desires. This is not to say that the normative 
difference between increase (as a superior aim of existence) and survival 
(as a despicable one) is irrelevant, but it means that between the modes of 
existence of survival and increase there isn't a sharp break. The separation 
between them is merely a question of degree, a question of "how far": 

How far to prevail against the conditions that preserve society and 
against its prejudices?-How far to unchain one's terrible qualities 
through which most people perish?-How far to oppose truth and 
reflect on its most questionable sides? -How far to oppose suffering, 
self-contempt, pity, sickness, vice, with the query as to whether one 
cannot become master of them? (-what does not destroy us makes 
us stronger-)-Finally: how far to acknowledge in one's mind the 
rule, the commonplace, the petty, good, upright, the average nature, 
without letting oneself be vulgarised by them? (WP, 934) 

The mode of existence directed uniquely toward increase is impossible; 
so is that directed only toward self-preservation. Both horizons, if attained, 
are fatal in a different way. In D, Nietzsche already asked, "Do we desire for 
mankind an end in fire and light or one in sand?" (D, 429). The possibilities 
of human existence are thus spread over a line that stretches asymptotically 

60 • Nietzsche on Self-Differentiation and Genealogy 



toward the overhuman on the one end and the last human on the other. 
Nietzsche's task is obviously to lead us down the path of the overhuman. 

This horizonality of the range of possible modes of existence is a direct 
expression of the dehiscence that constitutes the human self and which 
Nietzsche describes as the originary "inner world." I have argued that the 
world of experience is asymptotically structured on both sides by two self­
identical (and fictional) horizons: the objective and the subjective poles. 
This has consequences for Nietzsche's anthropology too. 

Last Human and Overhuman as Object and Subject 

This can be illustrated most tellingly with regard to Nietzsche's talk of the 
objective and subjective types. As may be expected, Nietzsche refers to the 
"objective men'' in similar terms as he refers to the last humans. Their "ob­
jectivity," he says, is "lack of personality, lack of will" (WP, 79). They are 
incapable of attaining interest because they deny their own interest CWT, 
95). 51 They are objective in two senses: first, they do not entertain a rela­
tion of interest with reality (this includes scientific "objectivity'' as ascetic 
practice),52 and second, and more enigmatic, they are objects themselves. 
This latter claim is unusual. For Nietzsche, being "objective" means being 
"depersonalized" (WP, 382). 53 This is because those who are depersonal­
ized are reflective; they are objects for themselves. Their relationship with 
themselves is no different from their relation with others or other things. 
This, remember, was the essential characteristic of bad conscience, as the 
transfer of the external relationship of aggression within the self It allows 
us to reinterpret this "disinterest" as merely the internalization of inter­
est: interest cannot be contained; it can only be redirected. For one to 
be objective in the sense of disinterested, one must first internalize one's 
drives. This is something that the true "psychologists" understand. These 
psychologists are the "subjective men,'' men of interest and desires. While 
the "objective man'' exhibits "contempt for what is 'natural,' for desire, for 
the ego: attempt to understand even the highest spirituality and art as the 
consequence of depersonalization and as desinteressement," the subjective 
man54 is not introspective and is not disinterested: 

We psychologists of the future-we have little patience with intro­
spection: we almost take it for a sign of degeneration when an in­
strument tries "to know itself" [ ... ], we must not analyse ourselves, 
"know" ourselves. [ ... ] The great egoism of our dominating will 

requires that we shut our eyes to ourselves-that we must seem to be 
"impersonal," "desinteresse," "objective"!-oh, how much we are the 
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opposite of this! Just because we are to an eccentric degree psycholo­
gists. ("WT, 426) 55 

Self Differentiation through Ontology and Anthropology 

I have argued above that chaos (the opposition of drives within the self) 
was an essential feature of existence. This is because existence constitutes 
itself through the experience of resistance, in which the subjective and the 
objective alternate indefinitely. This argument led me to argue that the 
subject/object pair was closely connected to the external/internal pairs. 
This connection is at work in Nietzsche's characterization of the last hu­
man and the overhuman as the objective and subjective types. It is clear 
that Nietzsche regards the last human as the internal human (she is, after 
all, the sick animal of the "internalization of man"); her horizons are in­
ternal only, and in this sense she is sterile. Conversely, the overhuman 
could be read as the fully externalized human whose power is discharged 
outward. 56 This means that the thoughts of the last human and the overhu­
man denote unattainable horizons structuring the range of possibilities of 
human existence. 

I have argued that the subject and the object were equally unattainable 
horizons that structured our worldview but did not reflect reality. This 
common structure is emphasized by Nietzsche's characterization of these 
two types as objective and subjective. This establishes a connection be­
tween the anthropological horizons of the last human and the overhuman 
and the logical and ontological horizons of the subject and the object. We 
must recall that both the structure of intentionality and the structure of 
the individual are determined by Nietzsche's analysis of the experience of 
resistance. The self arises through the experience of resistance. Resistance 
is defined by a conflict of drives both within the organisms and between 
them. Consequently, resistance involves chaos necessarily. Here, we begin 
to discern the correlation between the thoughts of the last human and the 
overhuman as subjective and objective individuals and the abstract con­
cepts of subject and objects. It becomes clear how Nietzsche's asymptotic 
anthropology and his asymptotic ontology are really two aspects of the 
same fundamental experience of the impossibility of self-identity, be it full 
objectivity or full subjectivity. 

Nihilism: Truth vs. Values 

The impossibility of the last human and the overhuman leads to infinite 
timeliness; no standstill can be reached. For Nietzsche, there is an intrinsic 
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link between the historical order and the logical order: history exhausts 
all possibilities and "if the motion of the world aimed at a final state, that 
state would have been reached. [Consequently] becoming does not aim at 
a final state, does not flow into 'being"' (WP, 708). This places the ideol­
ogy of survival in a precarious situation. The two pillars of this ideology 
are truth and values. Yet, as I have pointed out, they are in a dissymmetric 
relationship: values depend on truth but not the reverse, so that truth is 
bound to be attributed regardless of values. Within the period of stability 
of the slave rule, the independence of truth from values is benign; it ex­
presses itself when, for instance, truth is attributed to facts that are morally 
neutral. However, this means that truth itself is morally neutral. Eternal 
becoming guarantees that truth will one day contradict values. Here we 
arrive at the crisis of the ideology of survival, or in Nietzsche's terms, the 
crisis of nihilism: 

Why has the advent of nihilism become necessary? Because the val­
ues we have had hitherto thus draw their final consequence. We re­
quire, sometime, new values. (XIII [190]) 

The crisis of nihilism is reached when truth and values oppose each 
other and their difference turns into incompatibility. Values cease to be 
"true" and truth ceases to be valuable. This involves a revision of what was 
hitherto called "truth": so far, truth was considered to be necessarily useful. 
Usefulness (in the sense of usefulness for survival), in turn, was the basis 
for values. It appears now that truth uncovers its own opposition to values 
and utility, thereby proving that truth itself has been misconstrued. The 
new truth, which is a more independent version of truth, exposes the other 
truth as an instrument of morality. Consider: 

The position of pure knowledge, scientific integrity, is at once aban­
doned as soon as the claims of morality must be answered. Morality 
says: I need many answers-reasons, arguments; scruples can come 
afterward, or not at all. (WP, 423) 

The will-to-truth uncovers itself as morally informed. Yet, it exceeds its 
moral prerogatives and becomes able to will truth even against morality 
and thereby to transform truth into the highest value (GS, 344; D, pref­
ace, 4; GM, III, 24). Nietzsche calls this moment the "self-undercutting of 
truth'': the immoral truth undercuts the moral truth. The self-undercutting 
of truth is necessarily coincidental to the undercutting of values by truth: 
"Morality itself, as honesty, compels us to negate morality'' (V [58], my 
emphasis). On the one hand, the genealogical account provided by Nietz­
sche ensured the dependence of values on truth through their reference to 
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the empirical world. On the other hand, it ensured truth's independence 
from values: values are valuable because they have a reference to truth (on 
the assumption that there exists a world where these values are the object 
of perceptual faith), but truth need not be good in order to be true. 

In nihilism, mankind is faced with a painful alternative: truth or values. 
Choosing values means embracing the path toward the last human. Values 
serve utility, security, and sociability, all of which are the greater aspirations 
of the last human. Choosing truth involves a total liberation from values. 
This liberation is the promise of an overcoming of ressentiment, bad con­
science, and all sorts of sickness that plague the modern condition. In this 
respect it means choosing life and the path to the overhuman. This con­
fronts us with the alternative of "passive" and "active" nihilism: Is nihilism 
a liberation or a cause of despair? 

Nihilism. It is ambiguous: A. Nihilism as a sign of increased power of 
the spirit: as active nihilism. B. Nihilism as decline and recession of 
the power of the spirit: as passive nihilism. (WP, 22) 

We then obtain two antagonistic pairs: values and survival on the one 
hand, and life and truth on the other (EH, "Destiny''). The future of man­
kind will depend on the choice made by those who are undergoing the 
crisis of nihilism. It is dear that Nietzsche rejects the first alternative. His 
entire project is directed toward saving us from the pitfall of the last hu­
man. It is unclear on what grounds he can advance this project. This ques­
tion can only be addressed with regard to Nietzsche's cosmological ontol­
ogy, and this will be my focus in Chapter 3. 

Nietzsche's hope is for humanity to embrace the path of truth without 
values. This path is a "great promise," (GM, II, 16) but it is also a fright­
ful prospect because one cannot walk this path with the support of val­
ues (Z, I, "Pale Criminal"). Indeed, this path involves the liberation from 
all falsifications, and there lies the "great danger": these falsifications were 
originally put in place as means of survival. Henceforth, Nietzsche shall 
seek those able to survive truth. This challenge is first presented in GS, 110, 
as the challenge of the incorporation of truth: "To what extent can truth 
endure incorporation? That is the question, that is the experiment." It is to 

this question that I now turn. 
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The Incorporation of Truth and the Symbiosis 
of Truth and Life 

The Gay Science and the Incorporation of Truth 

I have shown in Chapter 1 that the asymptotical structure is an essential 
feature of the will to power. I have also argued that determinacy, in the 
form of sublimation, was an essential feature of truth. This presents us 
with a paradox: the very nature of conceptual knowledge is in contradic­
tion with the nature of reality. In this chapter, I will examine how Nietz­
sche addresses this discrepancy by an enigmatic recourse to the "incorpora­
tion" [Einverleibung] of truth. Nietzsche's invitation for us to incorporate 
truth amounts to an effort on his part to save us from the path that leads 
toward the last human. It is also a passionate attempt to salvage truth from 
its own undercutting. The young Nietzsche posited the opposition of truth 
and life and questioned the utility of knowledge for life. If faced with the 
alternative of life or truth, we were to choose life and delusion over truth. 
This is a view still expressed in the last aphorism of book II of GS, "Our 
Ultimate [letzte] Gratitude to Art": 

If we had not welcomed the arts and invented this kind of cult of the 
untrue, then the realization of general untruth and mendaciousness 
that now come to us through science-the realization that delusion 
and error are conditions of human knowledge-would be utterly 
unbearable. (GS, 107) 
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This aphorism is often read as a confirmation of Nietzsche's earlier rejec­
tion of truth in favor of art;1 however, as the German "letzte" expresses it 
better than the English "ultimate," this aphorism is Nietzsche's farewell to 
the preference for art over and above truth. 2 This move is made in prepara­
tion for the opening of book III, which affirms a renewed commitment to 

truth by appealing to its incorporation: "To what extent can truth endure 
incorporation? That is the question, that is the experiment" (GS, 110) .3 In 
this aphorism, the subject of the experiment is truth itself, and incorpora­
tion is a test for truth. This test is designed to operate a division within 
truth. There is a dimension (an "extent") of truth that will not endure 
incorporation and another that will pass the test of incorporation. This 
dimension, it is assumed, will have to be salvaged. Retrieving it will be the 
task of a "Gay Scientist," a knower who does not suffer from her knowl­
edge but "endures" it. 

In later texts, Nietzsche mentions the incorporation of truth in a dif­
ferent sense. In EH, he writes: "How much truth can a spirit endure, how 
much truth can a spirit dare? This has become for me more and more 
the real measure of value," (EH, foreword), and in the notebooks of the 
period of GM: "My new path to a 'Yes' [ ... ] 'How much 'truth' can a 
spirit endure and dare?'-a question of its strength'' (X [3]). In the same 
year, Nietzsche clarifies what he means by "truth" in his additions to GS 
by replacing it with the word "faith": "How much one needs faith [ ... ] 
that is the measure of one's strength (of to put the point more correctly, 
of one's weakness)" (GS, 347). In these mentions the incorporation of 
truth is still a test; however, that which is being tested is not truth any 
longer, but the incorporator of truth (i.e., the human). Nietzsche presents 
the incorporation of truth as a test of "strength'' in the sense of"value" and, 
consequently, we can read it as addressing the challenge I pointed to at the 
end of Chapter 1: the incorporation of truth is a device for us to take the 
path of human flourishing and not of the last human. This is important 
because it indicates dearly that the reintegration of a concern for truth in 
Nietzsche's mature period is not a departure from his project of human 
flourishing and strength. It does not indicate, for example, some ascetic 
commitment to truth for its own sake.4 It is not the preference of truth 
over strength. Rather-and more interesting-Nietzsche's insight is that 
the path to the superior form of humanity cannot dispense with truth. 5 

This implies a curious internal motif in Nietzsche's thought: Nietzsche is 
the philosopher for whom truth undercuts itself by discovering its own un­
truthfulness. However, he is also the philosopher who attempts to salvage 
truth from the excesses of this undercutting. Through the appeal to the 
incorporation of truth, Nietzsche's political-ethical program of breeding 
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the strong humans of the future and his epistemological concern for and 
against truth become intrinsically linked. 

In this chapter, I examine the relations between the two roles played by 
the incorporation of truth. How are we supposed to understand the trans­
formation occasioned by the incorporation of truth so that it would prove 
to transform both truth and ourselves? I will argue first that the truth we 
have to incorporate is the knowledge of the untruth of objective truth. I 
shall mean "objective truth'' in the sense of conceptual judgment. Second, 
I will argue that this incorporation is necessary for human flourishing. 

What Truth? 

First, we must take stock of the implications of Nietzsche's almost scan­
dalous formulation. The idea that truth should be an object of incorpora­
tion, something physical rather than intellectual, goes counter to the en­
tire Platonic-Cartesian model. The discussion in Chapter 1 is helpful here: 
truth as correspondence relies on the objective structure that opposes a 
subject and an object and thereby effectively rejects their union. However, 
this structure itself is in fact an illusory crystallization of the original fact 
of precisely this union. As I have asserted, intentionality (as the continuity 
between the subjective and the objective horizons) is primary; the poles are 
mere abstractions arousing from the asymptotic structure of intentionality. 
This asymptotic character, which structures the will to power in general, 
and the drives or instincts in particular, is the ultimate reality. Truths are 
truthful if they are adequate representations of this asymptotic structure. 
Yet, the very structure of truth as correspondence assumes a separation 
of the subject and the object. Consequently, truth as correspondence is 
in contradiction with what it is to be the truth about-namely, the fact 
that reality is asymptotic and not polar or, in negative terms, the fact that 
the objective structure is fallacious. So, it seems that in Nietzsche's view, 
predicative truth is necessarily untrue. This was, in fact, always Nietzsche's 
argument, at least since 1873's "Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral Sense." In 
this sense, we must think of truth in terms other than intellectual and 
representational. 

Gay Science 

By comparison with the early texts, what is new about GS is the realization 
that this untruth was perhaps not essential to truth, that there could be 
something about truth that one might benefit from saving. For Nietzsche, 
the new ("gay") science must not "ask the question how error is possible, 
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but how a kind of truth is at all possible, in spite of the fundamental un­
truth in knowing" (IX, 11 [325], quoted in Ansell-Pearson 2006, 240).6 

Here, Nietzsche draws a distinction between two questions: the question 
of how error is possible and the question of what kind of truth is possible, 
in spite of the untruth in knowing. Nietzsche seeks to replace the former 
question with the latter. The opposition between these two questions is 
curious. It is not dear why the second question substitutes itself to the first 
or how an answer to the second would address the first. I propose to see 
the second question (what kind of truth is still possible?) not as a rejection 
of the first (why is there error?) as being a "wrong" question to ask, but as 
Nietzsche's proposal for a more fruitful way of posing the same question. 
In this reading, Nietzsche's question is part of the broader question posed 
in Chapter 1: How come untruth exists? This question asks about error, 
but it also asks about a certain reality that is revealed by error-namely, 
that error is possible. By asking this question, Nietzsche wants to go be­
yond identifying truth as error, but he wants to explain the error of the be­
lief in truth. In short, he recognizes that what I called in the introduction 
the "phenomenon of truth" is a faktum. Untruth signals a real potentiality 
of Being, although it signals it in a false manner. Remember, reality is self­
differentiation; as such it is the possibility of error about itself However, 
this possibility may be misrepresented (by presenting itself as the possibil­
ity of truth) or accurately represented (by presenting itself as the possibility 
of error). Let me put it in yet another way: it is not because reality is self­
differentiation that the concept of error loses any relevance. There is still 
truth and error even if Being is self-differentiated. The fact that Being is 
self-differentiated does not make it impossible to be wrong about, or mean 
that anything goes; it is self-differentiation and nothing else (that is to say, 
not self-identity). As a result, one may say that the belief in truth is error 
while the belief in error is truth. What is important is that both beliefs rely 
on a reference to the phenomenon of truth. The knowledge of this fun­
damental truth, Nietzsche believes, is expressed-albeit inadequately-in 
what was hitherto taken as truth-that is to say, predicative truth. This is 
why we cannot do away with truth: the belief in truth is error but it is not 
a fact we can ignore. It reveals our necessary adherence to objects of truth; 
it reveals the phenomenon of truth. It is the nature of this phenomenon 
that it signals an authentic experience of reality (which I called "percep­
tual faith'') while exemplifying the self-falsifying properties of reality (it is 
structured by fictional entities such as subject, object, and the thing-in­
itself). As I have discussed in the previous chapter, the experience of this 
self-differentiation is identical with the experience of reality, for reality is 
the experience of reality and this experience is falsifying. The problem is 
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that for Nietzsche, truth, when predicative, expresses the only truth there 
is (self-differentiation) with the only lie that is possible (self-identity). 

Purification 

In an interesting article, "Gay Science and Corporeal Knowledge," Robert 
Pippin lays great weight on Nietzsche's peculiar claim from the preface to 
GS: "we no longer believe that truth remains truth when the veils are with­
drawn'' (GS, preface, 4).7 Pippin remarks that "it is extremely difficult to 
imagine what Nietzsche might be getting at here" and pursues by offering 
the suggestion that "here, the language of appearance and reality breaks 
down in a way that Nietzsche clearly signals as a model for what he means 
by, hopes for, in a gaya scienza, where that breakdown is taken to heart" 
(Pippin 2000, 151). I have referred-against Clark-to this breakdown of 
the distinction between appearance and reality as Nietzsche's replacement 
of the "thing-in-itself" with an "in-itself for us": truth is a distortion and 
we must not strive toward correspondence unless correspondence is meant 
as correspondence with the "for-itself" (perceptual faith). This is crucial 
because it means that we do have an experience of the object of truth, and, 
consequently, that this experience can be retrieved.8 Regrettably, Pippin 
does not mention the theme of the incorporation of truth in his article. It 
is all the more striking that, by simply following the textual implications 
of the concept of "gay science," he arrives at the conclusion that the gay 
science is a "taking to heart" of the ruin of the "language of appearance and 
reality." This taking to heart must be interpreted as incorporation and the 
ruin of the objective model as the truth we must incorporate. This must be 
grasped clearly if we are to understand why Nietzsche sees both truth and 
untruth as coexisting within what was hitherto called truth, and further, 
why Nietzsche wishes to both half-salvage and half-reject truth. 

So, Nietzsche sets out to purify truth of its erroneous character in order 
to bring out its truthfulness. In an aphorism from GS entitled "Long Live 
Physics!" Nietzsche appeals to physics as a path toward the purification of 
truth. "Physics" here stands for a fully immanent form of knowledge based 
not on the unity of concepts but on the manifold of experience: "Let us 
therefore limit ourselves to the purification of our opinions and valua­
tions" (GS, 335), writes Nietzsche. Our commitment to physics, he hopes, 
will teach us truth as the limitation of truth discourses and as precisely the 
unification of the predicate of reality with the world. In line with the sym­
metry between the incorporation of truth as a test for truth and for the hu­
man, this appeal for the purification of truth finds an echo in Zarathustra's 
appeal for the purification of man: 
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Through knowing, the body purifies itself; experimenting with 
knowing, it elevates itself; for the one who understands, all drives 
sanctify themselves; for the one who is elevated, the soul becomes 
joyful. (Z, I, "On the Despisers of the Body") 

This joyful soul, of course, is none other than the soul of the "gay 
. . '' sc1ennst. 

The Incorporation of Truth as Incorporation of the Death of God 

But my truth is dreadful, for hitherto the lie has been called truth. 
EH, "Why I am a Destiny," 1 

In the third book of the Gay Science, Nietzsche introduces the themes of 
the Death of God and of the incorporation of truth. The very first apho­
rism of the book announces the Death of God and presents it as a task for 
us. However, the task is not for us to kill God himself, but his "shadow"­
that is to say, God as a belief The aphorism is worth citing in full: 

New Struggles.-After Buddha was dead, his shadow was still shown 
for centuries in a cave-a tremendous, gruesome shadow. God is 
dead; but given the way of men, there may still be caves for thou­
sands of years in which his shadow will be shown. -And we-we 
still have to vanquish his shadow, too. (GS, 108) 

In the next aphorism, Nietzsche's concern appears on first reading to be 
disconnected from this one and to offer another challenge: to overcome 
the traditional anthropomorphization of nature and replace it with its 
"naturalization." There are thus two challenges: the first is to rid ourselves 
of the belief in the dead God, and the other is to change our worldview, 
to no longer see it as subject to "laws in nature," with "purposes," "acci­
dents," and hierarchy-these beliefs are precisely called "shadows of God" 
(GS, 109). The two aphorisms unite into one characterization of the chal­
lenge posed by the death of God and make it a much greater task than 
expected: "vanquishing God's shadow" means changing one's worldview 
in the most radical way. In the rest of book III of GS, Nietzsche's aim will 
be to find how this challenge can be met, and the next aphorism (GS, 

110) will propose the incorporation of truth as a tool toward that end: "To 
what extent can truth endure incorporation? That is the question; that is 
the experiment" (GS, 110). The three opening aphorisms of book III of GS 
thus establish the link between the death of God and the incorporation of 
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truth. The challenge of the former shall be met thanks to the latter. My 
guiding hypothesis will be that Nietzsche does not mean anything else in 
the phrase "how much truth can be incorporated" than "how much can 
the death of God be incorporated." 

We are now in possession of two hypotheses for what Nietzsche means 
by "truth" in the expression "incorporating truth." First, it is the truth that 
truth fails, or in other words, it is the ruin of predicative truth. Second, it 
is what Nietzsche calls in GS the "death of God." Both truths are in places 
presented as a challenge for the new man, and so is the incorporation of 
truth. However, we must ask what relations these two truths entertain. Let 
me stress that these two hypotheses arise from texts that belong to differ­
ent periods in Nietzsche's writings. The first hypothesis is largely based on 
the discussions from Chapter 1 that concerned the texts of 1886-88. The 
theme of the death of God is strictly contemporaneous to the first men­
tions of the incorporation of truth in GS, III, of 1882. My suggestion is 
that the second hypothesis (the ruin of predicative truth) is in fact a refor­
mulation of the death of God. 

The first occurrence of the thought of the death of God appears in the 
first aphorism of book III, quoted above, and is more concerned with the 
overcoming of the "shadows of God," than of the death of God itself-in 
other words, the death of God makes no difference if no one hears of it. 
This is a clear indication that "God" is here meant as a set of beliefs. As I 
have argued in Chapter 1, the structure of belief relies on the abstraction of 
reality from what is real and its reformulation in terms of "truth." In this 
sense, the death of God appears as the death of some truths and the impos­
sibility to believe in them anymore. The following aphorisms give a series 
of examples of the sort of beliefs that have now lost credibility. Remarkably, 
these are not limited to religious or moral truths. Nietzsche does not seem 
so keen to reject these beliefs as he is to reject those that we may mistakenly 
think will survive God. These are, in fact, only extensions of God in secular 
attire. This is ascertained by GS, 110, which calls the "errors" that "proved 
useful" and helped "preserve the species"' "articles of faith." Among them 
Nietzsche lists the "logical" (GS, 111), any positing of "meaning" in nature 
(GS, 109), and so forth. In book V of GS, added in 1887 (at the time of 
the texts examined in Chapter 1), Nietzsche explicitly refers to the belief in 
"God" as a concept that belongs to the epistemic realm. The first aphorism 
of this book is a reminder of the death of God as "the greatest recent event" 
and poses the problem of our taking stock of the unexpected implications 
of this event anew. Among those consequences, Nietzsche does mention 
"for example, the whole of our European morality." However, immediately 
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after this aphorism, Nietzsche proposes we understand even more remote 
consequences. In GS, 344, ("How, We, Too, Are Still Pious"), Nietzsche 
declares that "science also, rests on a faith" and that "the will to truth at 
any price" amounts to the positing of an "other world" that negates "its 
counterpart, this world, our world." This, Nietzsche says, is "God himself," 
which "proves to be our most enduring lie." Nietzsche's main point is that 
there is a will to truth that is ascetic: truth for its own sake. We have seen 
that it is against this will that the incorporation of truth was offered as a 
purifying device. What is more crucial is that in this passage "God" is the 
name of any two-world theory. The belief in God and the belief in truth 
as self-identity and objectivity are one, insofar as they are the affirmation 
of a world other than the one we live in,9 and I have argued in Chapter 1 
that it was the basis of morality too. In this sense, killing God must be 
understood as rejecting the predicative form of attribution of truth. This 
aphorism from 1887 is thus a bridge between the thoughts of the death of 
God and the incorporation of truth from GS in 1882, and their develop­
ment into the critique of the "true world" ofl887-1888. The identification 
of God with the real world allows us to apply the arguments of Chapter 1 
to the death of God-namely, that the "true" world is the result of the 
human ability to predicate truth. This is asserted in Nietzsche's farewell 
to the adhesion to art and its delusions in GS, 107. Nietzsche says that 
without it "the realization that delusion and error are conditions of human 
knowledge would be utterly unbearable." Art was offering a protection 
against the unbearableness of the "realization" of the truth about "human 
knowledge," an unbearable truth that Nietzsche decides to confront three 
aphorisms further by appealing to the incorporation of truth. In my read­
ing then, when Nietzsche calls for us to incorporate the death of God 
or to incorporate truth, he calls for nothing else than the overcoming of 
predicative knowledge. 

This explains how Nietzsche intends to use incorporation as a method 
for the purification of truth. However, this is not enough to explain why 
we must retrieve this truth for the sake of "strength," "power," and "value." 
The model I used above (whereby truth appears as being altogether a sup­
port for values and-as the free-spirited truth-a threat to their credibil­
ity) may help us clarify this: by undercutting the truth of values, the "free­
spirit" undercuts values themselves, and thereby liberates the sick animals 
we have become. It is expected that truth will offer us the chance of regain­
ing health. However, the loss of values may make life unbearable for those 
who cannot survive without the stabilizing fictions that were hitherto of­
fered by truth discourses. 
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Stronger with Truth 

Dead are all Gods: now we want the overhuman to live. 

Z, I, "On the Bestowing Virtue," §3 

Both the German "Einverleibung' and the English "incorporation" de­
note an organic form of assimilation. Quite literally, organic incorpora­
tion (of a body by another body) involves the subduing of some material 
object by some other. Through incorporation, the incorporator expands 
to the detriment of the incorporated. It is in this sense that Nietzsche can 
describe incorporation as the modus operandi of the will to power, which 
always seeks increase: "It is part of the concept of the living that it must 
grow-that it must extend its power and consequently incorporate alien 
forces" (W'P, 728). The main feature of incorporation, thus, is assimilation. 
By incorporating the alien, the incorporator transcends the difference and 
literally makes it similar to itself 10 As a result, the incorporator transforms 
a qualitative difference into a quantitative one; by making the other similar 
it becomes more of the same. As Eric Blondel points out, the very possi­
bility for the dissimilar to become similar holds only against Nietzsche's 
larger monistic framework, according to which the dissimilar is always 
only different in degree and the difference of nature is only provided by 
value (Blondel 2006). 

The incorporation of truth, however, is of a different type: the incorpo­
ration of spiritual things. 11 It is here that the idea of incorporation becomes 
paradoxical: How can something spiritual become something physical? 
The key to this question resides in Nietzsche's genealogy of the soul as 
presented in GM, II, and GS, 354, and spelled out in Chapter 1. Nietz­
sche's purpose in these texts is to draw the human from the animal. I have 
argued that in doing so, he emphasizes the continuity of the human and 
animal realms, which involves some degree of naturalization of the human 
while at the same time spiritualizing nature to the extent that the spiritual 
realm is originary (and not derived from the physical) .12 In light of the 
expansion of the primitive memory and soul into long-term memory, and 
further into a full-fledged capacity of abstraction and consciousness, one 
can trace the quasi-material descent of all spiritual things. However, while 
it is perfectly intelligible how amoebas (a favorite example of Nietzsche's)13 

increase in size through incorporation, according to the simplest model of 
nutrition and digestion, it is less clear how one becomes "more" through 
the incorporation of ideas. 
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Incorporating Errors vs. Incorporating Truth 

Ah, much ignorance and error has become body in us! 
Z, "On the Despisers of the Body," §2 

Nietzsche distinguishes two forms of spiritual incorporation: the incor­
poration of errors and the incorporation of truths. It is clear that he thinks 
that errors cannot be incorporated in the same sense as truths can be. To 
be sure, Nietzsche's texts are replete with references to the incorporation of 
errors and fictions. 14 Such incorporation, however, unlike organic incorpo­
ration, is never accompanied with increase on the part of the incorporator. 
Precisely because fictions fall within the domain of survival and because 
survival is "preservation" as opposed to increase, one cannot attain true 
increase through fictions. 15 It is thus apparent that the incorporation of er­
rors does not bring increase in the same sense as the incorporation of truth 
is expected to. But in what sense shall the incorporation of truth bring this 
increase about? First of all, it is important to understand that the question 
of the incorporation of truth is contextually bound and applies only to the 
sick animal created by all sorts of ascetic ideologies, and by the birth of 
consciousness and of all spiritual matters through "the internalization of 
man," as described in Chapter 1. Overlooking this point would make us 
unable to even understand the task of incorporation: 

The task is to incorporate knowledge and make it instinctive-a task 
which will only be seen by those who have grasped that so far only 
our errors were incorporated and that all our consciousness relates to 
errors! (GS, 11)16 

In other words, the incorporation of truth becomes a task only now that 
errors have been incorporated. Another question is raised by the apparent 
clash of levels on which the phrase "incorporating truth" seems to be op­
erating: If truth is not something bodily, then why should one incorporate 
it? We are now in a better position to clarify it. If one recalls the story 
given by Nietzsche in GS, 354, and GM, it becomes apparent that beliefs 
(in values or in backworlds) are something bodily. In this sense, the ruin 
of truth is more than a piece of knowledge and requires more from us than 
merely knowing it as a fact: it demands a bodily change. As incorporation, 
this change has to bring about an increase for the incorporator. What, 
then, does the incorporation of truth entail for the physico-psychological 
structure of the individual? 
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Redirection and Increase 

Under a number of forms, this question has caused great debates among 
commentators. In fact, Nietzsche's writings are not so much ambiguous 
as they are ambivalent and plagued with contradictions in this respect. 
Roughly speaking, they oscillate between two descriptions of incorporation, 
which are rooted in the ambiguity of his treatment of the phrase "to be or to 
become more." Incorporation in its simplest physical form is always linked 
to an increase. This is constant in all of Nietzsche's mentions of incorpora­
tion in nature. However, the physical model seems to meet its limits here. 
Nietzsche characterizes man as a "sick animal" and identifies sickness with 
humanity. In this specifically human context the meaning of the phrase 
"becoming more" becomes unclear. If I say, "thanks to incorporation, X 
will be more," to what does the "more" apply? Is it to X, in which case X's 
incorporation would follow the same model as the amoeba's? Or is it to 
"be," in which case X will be seen to have attained a higher degree of being? 
This question goes to the root of Nietzsche's treatment of the relationships 
between quantity (which man shares with nature) and quality (which is 
specifically human). What we have for sure is a negative thought: the death 
of God. On the basis of what has just been said, this could only allow for an 
annulment of incorporated error, not for positive increase. Nietzsche's most 
explicit-but by no means only-statement of this claim can be found in 
GS, 115: "If we removed the effects of these four errors [the basic worldview 
that God stands for], we should also remove humanity, humaneness and 
'human dignity.' "17 Here, Nietzsche establishes a correspondence between 
all things human and sickness, thereby implying an equivalence between 
consciousness (which is in turn presented as a sickness in GS, 354) and hu­
manity. The challenge is therefore to reduce humanity, maybe even to save 
the human from humanity as sickness.18 This aphorism is located among the 
texts that announce the thoughts of the death of God and of the incorpora­
tion of truth. It appears as a development of what is to be overcome, and 
for a moment it seems that Nietzsche's aim is to merely remove errors and 
humanity as sickness. However, later texts indicate that Nietzsche sees in 
the death of God the opportunity for a greater achievement than the simple 
reestablishment of man as the animal he once was. In the terms of our pres­
ent question the problem can be formulated thus: Does the incorporation 
of the death of God expand the self's degree of being (first option), or does 
it expand its amount (second option)? And, if it does, in what fashion? 

In a short but defining contribution to the Royaumont debate of 1964, 
Jean Granier pleads for the first option and finds great support in texts 
from GM. His remark is worth citing in full: 
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For Nietzsche however, negation often presents itself as a truly cre­
ative work. This theme appears clearly in the texts of GM I, 6 and 
II, 16, where Nietzsche speaks of the phenomenon that makes man 
"interesting." He says that man in a certain way made himself sick, 
tore himself apart, and turned his instincts against himself Nietz­
sche speaks there of negation. This negation elevated man from the 
animal self to the spiritual self (Granier 1966, 36) 

In other words, for all its negativity, the sickness of the animal man itself 
holds a place in the process that takes us to a superior, "more interest­
ing" existence. As regards truth and its incorporation, this view would 
entail that the incorporation of truth as the death of God is more than 
a mere correction, it brings increase: "[We must] overcome everything 
Christian through something over-Christian, and not merely put it aside,'' 
says Nietzsche (WP, 1051). According to this view, one has to support the 
stronger possibility- that the incorporation of the death of God and its 
errors cannot be conceived in terms of a return to our original animal 
selves. Instead, one has to appreciate that the having been of God is impos­
sible to annul: ''A reversion, a turning back in any sense and to any degree 
is quite impossible" (TI, IX, 43).19 This is crucial because it concerns the 
whole of Nietzsche's obsession for overcoming and redemption; the thing 
that is to be overcome or redeemed acts as a stepping stone toward its own 
redemption as overcoming,20 and this overcoming itself is a stepping stone 
toward a higher state. 21 In this view then, the man who has overcome his 
sick self is more "interesting" than the healthy animal he originally (and 
probably only fictionally) was. In short, we have to take GMs characteriza­
tion of disease as a "great promise" very seriously. 

(Redirection of) Drives 

In his Nietzsche, Wolfgang Muller-Lauter gives a detailed and generous 
account of Nietzsche's view that reality is will to power in terms of drives. 
His analysis is structured according to Zarathustra's teaching that the hu­
man (and, in general, any organism) is both "a herd and a herdsman"(Z, I, 
"Despisers"; see also WP, 561). As a herd it is multiple; as a herdsman it is 
unified. Muller-Lauter directs his efforts toward understanding in precise 
terms what kind of unity Nietzsche has in mind when he says that the self 
both unifies its drives and maintains its own inner diversity. The solution, 
he finds, is in understanding "the organism as an inner struggle" within 
which the opposition of drives involves their bond. As the term "strug­
gle" suggests, the opposition referred to here is an opposition of contact 
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(Muller-Lauter 1999, 131, 176). In this sense, the unity of the organism is 
not threatened but constituted by its being the stage of disharmonies. 

The other important point is that this unity contains the possibility of 

the overcoming of its own struggles. If one understands this struggle as a 
struggle between drives, the picture can be refined. For Nietzsche, drives 
are defined by two factors: a quantum of power and a direction toward 
which one directs this quantum. In short, drives are thought on the model 
of geometrical vectors that possess a "direction'' and a certain "length" or 
"magnitude" (which, as the quantifying element of the vector, would stand 
for its quantum of power). Now, Nietzsche repeatedly claims that the es­
sence of the world is one22 and his most accomplished hypothesis as to 
what this is, is the will to power. It is not my purpose here to examine this 
claim as such; however, we can already see that this gives an ontologically 
essential status to the quantum of power in all drives, leaving the status of 
its direction secondary.23 Bernard Reginster gives a clear overview of the 
major interpretations of the relations between the specific drives and the 
will to power as unique principle. He outlines six possible interpretations, 
the last of which is his own. I shall not discuss all six here, partly because it 
would be covering the ground already covered-albeit in a rather idiosyn­
cratic way-by Reginster, but more important, because it seems to me that 
most of these views (numbered 2-5 by Reginster 2006, 127-29), are ines­
capably entangled in a dialectic of ends and means that is foreign to Nietz­
sche's thoughts on the will to power. There remain two views: the so-called 
reductionist view that emphasizes that "the will to power is the essence of 
life" (a view I endorse), and Reginster's own interpretation that "the will to 
power is the will to the overcoming of resistances" (131-32). This view is 
untenable from the start insofar as Nietzsche makes it clear that resistance 
presupposes a striving (and not the other way around). Consequently, 
Reginster's approach seems to make the will to power a circular concept 
at best. Reginster seems to consider this objection, and his solution is to 
posit drives before the will to power. The drives would then be in charge 
of doing the striving for a resistance, and the will to power would do the 
overcoming (132). For this view to distinguish itself from the first view 
(mine) means that it involves an essential distinction between drives and 
will to power. If this interpretation is perhaps credible philosophically, it is 
certainly not the view Nietzsche expresses, for he explicitly affirms that the 
will to power is not distinct from the drives (WP, 250 [1883-1888]). 

Let me say a word about why Nietzsche rejects any dialectic of ends 
and means (the reason I ruled out options 2-5). In Nietzsche's view, this 
dialectic would operate across two distinct levels. It is clear that Nietzsche 
sees drives as distinguished from the overall will to power by their object, 
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the "end" they pursue. For example, "drives to knowledge," "preservation," 
or "sexual instincts" are determined as such on the basis of the object of 
their striving. The assumption, in the readings I referred to above, is that 
this distinction is essentially relevant, that it takes precedence over the 
general characteristics of the will to power. In these readings, the ends of a 
drive (what it is a will to) are just as essential as their being a will to power 
at all. On the contrary, these distinctions take place within the possibilities 
defined by the will to power. This is for the simple reason that Nietzsche 
never describes the essence of the will to power as end-directed in the sense 
of "representational."24 If it is indeed teleologically structured, it does not 
by any means imply that it represents its own object in its striving. One's 
ignorance of the object of their striving does not preclude this striving; 
on the contrary, this striving is blind. As Nietzsche writes as early as his 
lecture courses of 1869-1870: "That something may be finalised without 
consciousness is the essence of instincts" (RL, 81).25 As I will discuss in the 
next chapter, the will to power is determined by an origin point (the or­
ganism that seeks power) and a direction, not by an end. That a direction 
may be determined without recourse to an end is implied in the discussion 
of the asymptotic character of the will to power from Chapter 1, but let me 
just point to the following argument. Nietzsche's entire view of history re­
lies on the reversibility of drives. The change in the end-directionality of a 
drive is the key mechanism for any incorporation26 or for any reversal (like 
the slave revolt in morality, which relies on the internalization of drives) 
or any sublimation (the sexual libido redirected toward knowledge in the 
libido sciendi). 27 Nietzsche is very dear that this does not mean that for 
every incorporative event there is an essential transfiguration of the drives, 
but rather that they are simply redirected (VII [1]; X [7]; X [21]; X [154]). 
In other words, the end-directionality of a drive is not relevant on the same 
level as its being a drive altogether. One can only conceive of drives as par­
ticular wills to power distinguished by their mode of being but not in their 
being.28 In traditional terms, the direction of a drive is only a secondary 
quality. As a result, I shall consider that two drives belonging to the same 
organism and directed in the same direction are essentially unique. 

Actualizing Power and Increase, from Sickness to Power 
through "Creation" 

This discussion should put us in a better position to understand the psycho­
physiological transformations Nietzsche expects we undergo thanks to the 
incorporation of truth. Nietzsche writes: 
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Appropriating and incorporation are above all a desire to overwhelm 
a forming, a shaping and reshaping, until at length, that which has 
been overwhelmed has entirely gone over into the power domain of 
the aggressor and has increased the same. (WP, 656) 

On the one hand, we have a constant quantum of power within an 
organism; on the other, we have an increase through appropriation. We 
know that incorporation involves the subjugation of an incorporated ob­
ject toward our own ends and that subjugation signifies a redirection of 
drives. In a certain sense then, appropriation brings about an increase, 
but only in a certain sense, since the amount of power in an organism can 
increase only through the incorporation of external drives. In other words, 
there is, properly speaking, no creation of power but only a rearrange­
ment of the forces across the inside-outside divide. Our question applies 
to the incorporation between drives within one organism. Let us assume 
a set of three drives: drive D) is the total one (i.e., the overall organism); 
drive a) of quantum 5 and drive b) of quantum 5 too, are parts of D but 
they are in conflict with each other (i.e., they have opposite directions). 
The overall power quantum of D is clearly 10; however, D finds itself in­
capable of incorporating any new drive from the outside insofar as a) and 
b) neutralize each other, making the available power quantum of D null 
(it always takes power to incorporate).29 In other words, D's quantum of 
forces is unchanged, but D is impotent.30 This phenomenon is precisely 
what Nietzsche calls "sickness" and that is why he describes it as the "inter­
nalization of man" in GM, II; the drives "turn inwards," against each other, 
instead of unifying toward the outside. One understands here how the self 
can hold the keys to its own being "more" or "less" without changing the 
amount of its power. If it redirects its opposing drive toward one unique 
direction, it will turn its power outward. If it creates opposition within 
itsel£ it will cause its own sickness. Health and sickness do not depend on 
one's instincts but on their direction. The mere redirection of such drives is 
inconsequential in the sense that no more power is created, but it increases 
the power available to one, and in this sense it is creative. One understands 
also the ambivalence of Nietzsche's concept of creation: creation is only 
creative insofar as one is not (actually) as powerful as she is (potentially). 
As I shall discuss below, creation means actualization. 

We are now ready to return to our more general question, which is to 
decide how the incorporation of the death of God can provide us with 
greater strength, power, and health. We have a certain set of life-denying 
errors called God that have been incorporated into the self. We also have 
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one truth called the death of God. This truth will in turn be incorporated. 
Most of all, we have the surrounding drives among which these errors and 
this truth have been and will be incorporated. The question is: How will 
these errors behave in the presence of the other drives? The answer is, as 
it were, contained in the premise: any life-denying drive will find itself in 
opposition with all other drives within an organism. Indeed in the case of 
God, which is precisely the name of all life-denying drives, its incorpora­
tion leads fatally to an internal struggle and an internal expense of power. 
What takes place with the incorporation of truth is not an annulment of 
the errors as drives but a redirection of them. In short, what is annulled 
is not the drives but their erroneous character, which was transcribed into 
the organism as an erroneous direction (self-hatred, for example) assigned 
to the drives. In this process, the "human animal" attains a superior level 
and becomes more powerful. Not only does the incorporation lead her to 
annul her internal struggle, but it turns the previously struggling drives 
into allies, increasing her external outpouring of power. 

The human becomes also more "interesting" insofar as it acquires a new 
sort of drives, the spiritual drives. To be sure, nothing reduces the origi­
nal gap between the two layers of skin, and the soul remains a defining 
element of the human animal. However, the soul and the "whole inner 
world" are redeemed. As early as the third Untimely Meditation (1874), 
Nietzsche affirms: "you have only to pronounce one heartfelt Yes! And life, 
though it faces such heavy accusations, shall be redeemed" ( UMIII, 3). In 
other words, one "Yes" can redeem anything. For Nietzsche, redemption is 
taken not as the annulment of the no, but its reincorporation into a larger 
and newer yes: "to redeem that which has passed away and to re-create all 
'it was' into a 'thus I willed it!' that alone should I call 'redemption!"' says 
Zarathustra to the cripples in need of a cure (Z, II, "On Redemption"). 
In a remarkable article, "Nietzsche's Agon with Ressentiment," Herman 
Siemens emphasizes that Nietzsche faces the challenge of promoting an 
overcoming (of modernity, humanity, morality, asceticism, Christianity, 
etc.) while still maintaining a purely affirmative attitude. For Siemens, 
this means that we must be careful not to construe Nietzsche as seeking 
"redemption" since this would amount to negation (Siemens 2001). Of 
course, Nietzsche does not use redemption in this sense but rather he sees 
it as the device that allows negation to be comprised within a larger pro­
gram of affirmation. This is made possible through incorporation: if, as I 
contend, redeeming errors means redirecting them, and if the direction of 
drives is merely contingent, then it follows that incorporating these drives 
would redirect them toward health without-strictly speaking-negating 
them. As Nietzsche asserts repeatedly, incorporation preserves the drives 
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it incorporates (Richardson 1996, 115). This model is not so remote from 
that of Siemens. For him, we must heal sickness (a "deficit" in power) 
through the emulation of agonal contest. Unfortunately, if Siemens's ac­
count rightly locates in Nietzsche's idea of agon a promise of stimulation, 
it falls short of providing a description of this increase in power. It does 
not address, for example, the problem of the increase of power regardless 
of the incorporation of other drives. In this respect, an argument of the 
sort I developed here, and based on the distinction between quantum and 
availability of power, is necessary in order to solve what Siemens himself 
calls Nietzsche's "energetic problem" and to explain how one moves from 
sickness to health without increasing one's overall quantum of power. 

In my reading, then, the truly redeemed human shall be the one that 
has attained another level where it is both healthy and spiritual. The health 
thereby attained amounts to a unification of the self's drives, and conse­
quently we must understand health as the unity of the self. The few au­
thors to comment on Nietzsche's concept of spiritualization take it to be a 
spiritualization of drives. In short, they take it as a certain instance of the 
self's redirecting its own drives, according to the pattern described above. 31 

However, it is dear to me that there is another kind of spiritualization in 
Nietzsche, and this is the name of the human's attainment of this higher, 
"more interesting" level through its own history. It will be discussed as such 
in the next section. Let me note that with this phenomenon of spiritualiza­
tion, Nietzsche describes the psychosomatic metamorphosis of man into a 
higher, perhaps superhuman individual. 32 

The Redemption of Truth 

At the end of the previous chapter, I pointed out that the self-undercutting 
of truth involved a certain doubling out of truth. It separates truth into 
two parts according to their different relation to values; the truth that sup­
ported values becomes exposed as fallacious by a more demanding, more 
free-spirited truth. What is intrinsically wrong about truth, I argued, is 
that it can be used to support otherworldly claims by making reality into a 
predicate. This is the applicable model here. Nietzsche's loose characteriza­
tion of truth has given rise to interestingly anachronistic complaints. What 
theory of truth is Nietzsche using, and when? In general, commentaries 
oscillate between providing an account of Nietzsche's use of truth as cor­
respondence-attributing contradiction and failure to Nietzsche33-and a 
pragmatist idea of truth, making it difficult to see what Nietzsche might 
find wrong about false truths such as values, at least from a theoretical 
point of view. These readings shift the weight from truth to belief, con-
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struing Nietzsche as approving of truth-beliefs that are useful regardless of 
their being true beliefs. The problem with such readings is that they are 
left at a loss when it comes to understanding Nietzsche's later "return" to 
truth.34 In the terms of this debate,35 it seems clear that Nietzsche proposes 
a truth as correspondence about a pragmatist truth. The truth that truth 
is only pragmatic is an instance of truth as correspondence. I argued that 
the incorporation of truth must be understood as Nietzsche's device for 
carrying out the separation between these two kinds of truth. The test 
of incorporation is in fact a critical tool that allows the new thinkers to 
reduce the predicative dimension of truth. Remember the clarifications 
from book V of GS: when Nietzsche urges us to incorporate truth, he 
has in mind our accessing a form of life where we no longer need "faith" 
or "certainty" (GS, 347) and our overcoming our passion for predicative 
"knowledge" (GS, 344). In contemporary terms, of course, the incorpora­
tion of truth resembles the "reduction" of the phenomenologists insofar as 
it outlines a method toward the overcoming of conceptual judgment and 
in favor of pure experience. 36 For Nietzsche, this involves a reconciliation 
between truth and reality qua "instincts." He writes: "The task of incorpo­
rating knowledge and of making it instinctive is only beginning to dawn 
on the human eye" (GS, 11). This is the conceptual framework responsible 
for Nietzsche's reappraisal of truth. Now, how does it apply in actua? 

In a way, it is here that we meet the limitations of the comparison of 
Nietzsche with Husserlian Epoche. For Husserl, Epoche is only a first step 
toward a purer form of knowledge; it presupposes the possibility of a re­
turn to the conceptual level through "constitution." 

Let me clarify the relations between incorporated truth and knowledge. 
There is no question that Nietzsche sees the self-undercutting of truth as 
a reflective movement on truth's part. The truth that is undercut and the 
truth that undercuts are of the same nature; they are both knowledge, a 
truth that we possess intellectually (GS, 355). Moreover, this undercut­
ting provides the truth that Nietzsche proposes we incorporate. However, 
Nietzsche remains worried lest the news of the death of God becomes 
merely an item of knowledge, in case it does not suffice to cause our rejec­
tion of all the shadows of God. In this sense, incorporation is expected to 
make a piece of knowledge ("God is dead") attain another, higher status. 
As I have argued, it is a matter of truth's gaining psycho-physiological im­
portance. In this sense, one can no longer talk about knowledge because 
through incorporation, representational knowledge is lost (GS, 355). The 
question becomes whether there is a way of possessing truth, call it a form 
of knowledge or not, that does not present the obstacles of representational 
knowledge. In his most generous contribution on the incorporation of 
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truth, Keith Ansell-Pearson opposes Sarah Kofman's view that we are not 
to seek any "naked truth'' since "a text without interpretation is no longer 
a text," and since "text" is all there is (Kofman 1993, 140; Ansell-Pearson 
2006, 240). For Ansell-Pearson, "Nietzsche does think that a transforma­
tion in our knowledge is taking place and that this new mode and practice 
of knowledge will inform our interpretation and evaluations and provide 
us with a new spirit of truth and truthfulness" (240). Our discussion so far 
may enable us to build a bridge between these two views. First of all, let me 
repeat my analysis of GS, preface, 5: if Nietzsche refuses to say that "truth 
remains truth when the veils are withdrawn," it does not mean that any 
veil will do. As I insisted at the beginning of this chapter and in Chapter l, 
it is not because reality is purely intentional that it is relative. Nietzsche is 
concerned with the essence of some "in-itself for us." For example, it is not 
because we must include the fact of phenomenality in any truthful account 
of reality that fixating becoming (for example) is truthful. In this sense, it 
is not enough to reject any reference to the in-itself and to directly jump 
with Kofman to calling "good interpretation" that "which allows life to be 
cherished and embellished" (Kofman 1993, 141).37 As I argued along with 
Ansell-Pearson, this "embellishment" is no longer the ultimate criterion 
for Nietzsche. However, we must retain from Kofman the remark that the 
in-itself as opposed to the for-itself is necessarily untruthful. The object of 
knowledge becomes thus the very veiling of this truth, and the paradox of 
this search is that it is a veiling that we must unveil. Let me explain: in the 
same way as the belief in truth is error, and the belief in error is truth, we 
must admit that the belief in transparency is error, and the belief in the 
veiling of truth is true. This means that there is a veil. The discussion from 
Chapter 1 has identified this veil as the essence of the will to power, which 
is falsification. The will to power is an ontological concept and this makes 
the quest for the truth about the veiling an ontological quest: Being is this 
veil. This means that we must reject any idea of knowledge as predicative. 
Only in this sense of knowledge may we agree with Ansell-Pearson that a 
new form of knowledge must be embraced (the knowledge about truth, 
namely that it is false) and that this is necessary for our attaining a higher 
state of being where we are both truthful and healthier. This new knowl­
edge is itself directed toward its own overcoming through incorporation. 
Fully incorporated truth should not be viewed as a form of intellectual 
knowledge. It is a transformation of the knower's self, a transformation 
that, as I will discuss in Chapter 3, is a move toward truth insofar as it is 
an attunement with Being. 

Of course, one should bear in mind this nuance: in the ideal sense, what 
is attained is certainly a new condition, and it amounts to the reduction 
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of predicative knowledge. However, Nietzsche is aware that the incorpo­
ration of truth is never total, in the same way (and for the same reasons) 
that power is never absolute. His challenge is, again, formulated in terms 
of "how much." If "how much truth can one dare?" is the real measure of 
one's greatness or power, it is precisely because power and incorporation 
of truth are proportional to each other in more than one way: power is 
both the condition and the result of the incorporation. Yet, we know that 
power is by essence a relative concept, 38 and that in this sense it shall always 
meet resistances, leading necessarily to some internalization. In BCE, 230, 
Nietzsche strikingly approaches the question from the other end, claiming 
that "an approval of ignorance" is "necessary in proportion to one's power of 
assimilation" (my emphasis). The incorporation of truth is never total. 

The Symbiotic Relations of Truth and Self 

At the beginning of this chapter, I emphasized that Nietzsche approaches 
the incorporation of truth from two angles. First, in the texts of GS from 
1882, he seeks a way to retrieve what is true about truth in spite of the nec­
essary untruth he finds in predicative knowledge. This inquiry into the au­
thentic experience of truth that is at the root of the inauthentic predication 
of truth will characterize Merleau-Ponty's concept of "interrogation'' (VI, 
103).39 For Nietzsche, this function will be fulfilled by the incorporation 
of truth. Second, in book V of GS and other texts from 1887, Nietzsche 
intends the incorporation of truth to provide a purification not of truth, 
but of ourselves. A closer look at the notion of incorporation showed it to 
effect a reciprocal transformation between the incorporator and the incor­
porated material. The incorporator increases and the incorporated drives 
shall be redirected in accordance to the overall direction of the incorpo­
rator's drives. In the case of the incorporation of truth, the transforma­
tion on the part of the incorporator involves the redirection of her drives 
(the hitherto incorporated "errors"), making it a transformative process for 
her too. The erroneous drives (expressed as internalized instincts of self­
cruelty inherited from asceticism and so forth) are indeed redirected out­
ward, thereby reestablishing health. We can now see how the two aspects 
of the incorporation of truth merge. Nietzsche regards the incorporation 
of truth as a symbiotic process between the individual and truth. Through 
this process, the individual's health becomes an instrument of truth, and 
reciprocally, truth becomes an instrument of health. Here, we reach a 
point that is essential for both Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty's philoso­
phies: the unity of the self (expressed in terms of health by Nietzsche) co­
incides with the unity of self and reality. In a note contemporaneous to the 
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thoughts of the incorporation of truth and of the death of God, Nietzsche 
writes: 

Completely false valuations of the perceiving world towards the dead 
one. How we are it! Belong to it! And yet, superficiality, deception 
begin with perception [ ... ] the dead world! Eternally moved and 
without error, force against force! And in the perceiving world every­
thing is false, arrogant! It is a feast to go out of this world into the 
dead world-and the greatest lust for knowledge aims at opposing 
this false arrogant world with the eternal laws where there is no plea­
sure and no pain and deceit. (11 [70]) 

In the next section, I shall seek to gain more clarity as to the meaning 
and importance of the unification of the self for health and for truth. In 
what sense does Nietzsche think that health is an instrument of truth? In 
order to address this question, I propose we turn to Nietzsche's famous 
imperative: "be thyself" 

Self-Becoming and Modes of Being 

Nietzsche affirms self-becoming and health as figures of human excellence. 
It is clear from the discussion in Chapter 1 that sickness involves a sort 
of internal antagonism and, consequently, that it is tightly connected to 
alienation: "The antagonism of passions, two three, a multiplicity of 'souls 
in one breast': very unhealthy" (WP, 778). In what follows, I will there­
fore assimilate "being healthy'' with "being oneself" and "being sick" with 
"being divided." This means that we must already reformulate the ques­
tions posed above. As I stressed in the first part of this chapter, the mature 
Nietzsche values truth on account of its value for health. I also emphasized 
that the incorporation of truth shall provide us with an access to reality 
unmediated by conceptual judgment. Consequently, a fruitful way to for­
mulate our question is through the relations of health and reality. Nietz­
sche addresses this question by affirming that man and world share-to 
some extent-the same nature, so that being healthy or being one with 
oneself would ideally entail being one with the world. This would suggest 
the attainment of a state of truthfulness for the fully healthy individual. 
Let me immediately acknowledge that this is a problematic claim because 
it seems to render sickness in principle impossible: How can we differenti­
ate ourselves from the world (i.e., become sick) if our full identity with the 
world were ever possible? Before turning to Nietzsche finessing this claim 
through his affirmation of the essential self-differentiation of Being, I shall 
turn to the first, cruder claim. 
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Oneself and the World: The Self as Granite of Fate 

The relationship with one's own nature appears as a challenge of crucial 
importance for the young Nietzsche in the context of his relationship with 
Schopenhauer (and later, in any portrait of the true philosopher until Ecce 
Homo's subtitle: "How one becomes what one is"). In 1868, Nietzsche 
writes: 

Schopenhauer's ethics is often criticised for not having the form of an 
imperative. What the philosophers call the character is an incurable 
disease. An imperative ethics is one that deals with the symptoms of 
the disease. (I [ 404]) 

In other words, imperative ethics is absurd because it wrongly assumes that 
human beings are educable in their "character." Hence, imperative ethics 
deals only with the expressions of a character. Nietzsche objects that this 
renders it impossible to judge anyone: "Philosophically speaking, it makes 
no difference whether a character expresses itself or whether its expressions 
are kept back. Not only the thought but the disposition already makes the 
murderer; he is guilty without any deed"(I [404]). If one decides to take 
ethics seriously, that is, to be able to judge not only the actions ("symp-

") b ' " h " h h" h h ' h toms ut someones c aracter, t en et ICs as to c ange ones c aracter. 
However, Nietzsche argues that this character is "incurable." Already in this 
early text, Nietzsche's main concern is to draw a radical separation between 
one's character ("disease") and the expressions ("symptoms") thereof One 
is changeable and the other is not. 

In 1874's Meditation on Schopenhauer, Nietzsche has replaced the Scho­
penhauerian term "character" with his own concept of "self" and uses it in 
opposition to becoming: 

To the question: "to what end do you live?" they would all quickly re­
ply with pride: "to become a good citizen, or scholar, or statesman"­
and yet they are something that can never become something else. 
(UM!!!, 4) 

Here, Nietzsche affirms the self as an unchangeable substratum outside of 
becoming. This is a thesis that remains throughout Nietzsche's work.40 

Most important, in Beyond Good and Evil, Nietzsche reaffirms his belief 
in some unchangeable nature intrinsic to the individual: 

Deep in us, really "down there," is naturally something uneducable, 
a granite of spiritual fate, of predetermined decisions and answers 
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to predetermined selected questions. In every important problem a 
steadfast "that's what I am" speaks out. (EGE, 231)41 

If it is apparent that Nietzsche offers us this granite as a challenge, as the 
self that we must become, we now need to appreciate in what sense this 
granite already is. As we saw above, Nietzsche understands all beings in 
terms of drives. At first sight, it is difficult to see such granite as drives 
because Nietzsche seems to describe it as altogether opposed to becoming 
("they are something that can never become something else") or at least 
something fixed and motionless ("granite"). However, in this passage from 
EGE Nietzsche describes this granite as an instance of preference, choice, 
and selection. This presents a striking similarity with the will to power that 
is "this creating, willing, valuing 'I' that is the measure and value of being" 
(see WP, 662). In fact, the granite self is to be understood as a drive or a 
set of drives, which has its own "favourite desire": "to create above itself" 
(Z, I, 3, "Despisers"). 

The Non-Selfi The "Sick Animal Man" 

However, laments Zarathustra, the self "is not able to do what it would 
prefer [ ... ] it has now become too late for that,-so [the] self wants to go 
under" (Z, I, 3, "Despisers"); her drives are being restricted.42 Nietzsche's 
appeal to self-becoming as a liberation of this initial set of drives that is our 
profound self is clear since UMIII: 

The great man [ ... ] is contending against those aspects of his age 
that prevent him from being great, which means, in his case, being 
free and entirely himself, [ ... ] his hostility is at bottom directed 
against that which, though he finds it in himself, is not truly himself: 
against the soldering of time-bound things on to his own untimeli­
ness. (UMJJJ, 3) 

Here, Nietzsche portrays the self as oppressed by the non-self within the 
individual. This is precisely what he calls "sickness." The effect of this sick­
ness is an internal conflict, the self that once wanted to "create" and ex­
pand now longs for her own annulment. This is the process described in 
GM, II, 16: the same power that once wanted increase now seeks its own 
death. Let us remember that Nietzsche does not need to account for the 
creation of new drives in order to account for the dramatic change that he 
describes; he only needs describing it in terms of a redirection of some of 
these drives against the others. To be sure, this redirection has profound 
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and grave consequences; yet, it is not strictly speaking a "creation" but a 
modal transformation whose ambiguity is reflected in Nietzsche's expres­
sion "being the ones we are." 

This leads us to the next question: If we are not what we are, what are 
we? And in what sense are we it? The answer to the first question is clear 
in Nietzsche's mind: we are "the sick human animal" (AC, 2).43 We know 
that for Nietzsche, the term "sickness" always denotes a weakening. This 
weakening is caused not by a deficit in one's quantum of power, but by an 
internal conflict that entails the neutralization of this power. Of course, 
this term of neutralization should be taken cautiously since Nietzsche al­
ways affirms that power is always actually discharged. However, as we saw 
above, the direction of this discharge can either optimize or minimize one's 
available amount of power. It is precisely because drives discharge them­
selves against each other that one can talk of neutralization. 

The redirection of drives that turned the healthy beast man once was 
into a sick animal was described in Chapter 1. We encounter a new ques­
tion at this point: If the self is a set of drives and at the same time some 
"ineducable granite of fate," how are we to construe this sickening redirec­
tion? For Nietzsche, all wills can be reduced to will to power and there is 
no intrinsic difference between drives except for their direction. A direct 
consequence of this is that "educating" such drives is to be understood 
as redirecting them. Yet, the individual's drives are precisely said to be 
"ineducable." How can they at the same time be ineducable and subject 
to redirection? In other words, if the self is ineducable, how can we ever 
not be ourselves? This question is related to the question that occupied us 
earlier with regard to Nietzsche's claim that man became "more interest­
ing" through the "incorporation of errors." I concluded that some of the 
drives now inhabiting the human had been incorporated through her his­
tory. This leaves us with two kinds of drives within the self: one set was 
given to us through our very existence or, as it were, by birth (they are our 
"untimeliness");44 the other is acquired and does not derive its existence 
from our character but from our history (they are "time-bound").45 The 
challenge of self-becoming can now be located as the "soldering" between 
the two sets of drives mentioned in the quote above from UM!!!. 

This "soldering" can take three possible forms: 

a) The acquired drives align under dominion of the granite of fate: the 
granite of fate incorporates them. 

b) They oppose each other. 
c) They align under dominion of the acquired drives. 
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Now, b) is obviously a formulation of sickness, and a) and c) both repre­
sent figures of health, for health is defined as the unison of drives toward 
one direction: 

The dominating passion, which even brings with it the supremest 
form of health; here the coordination of the inner systems and their 
operation in the service of one end is best achieved-but this is al­
most the definition of health! (WP, 778) 

However, only a) represents the project of self-becoming. Before discussing 
the impossibility of c), let me turn to the question of how we can redirect 
our drives. 

Agenry 

Both scenarios a) and c) represent the project of self-becoming: educating 
the drives that are educable in order for them to align with those of our 
granite of fate. As we have seen in the previous section, the redirection 
of drives is the prerogative of agency. In fact, we can infer from what was 
already said in Chapter 1 that, from a genealogical point of view, agency 
is a direct consequence of its very object: the redirection of drives. As we 
saw, Nietzsche sees the start of history as signaled by the event of the cre­
ation of consciousness, which has the direct consequence of sickness. This 
event is a redirection of drives and can be read as the disjunction of the 
direction of the drives from the quantum of power to which they are as­
signed. This disjunction can in turn be read as the modalization of Being: 
there are now two ways to be, which we can temporarily characterize as 
"sickness" and "health." Once the direction became contingent, room was 
made for agency to appear. We encounter here another formulation of the 
"great promise" announced in GM, II, 16: the possibility of agency, which 
had hitherto stood for the possibility of sickness, is also the possibility to 
reverse the direction of the opposing drives and attain health again and on 
a higher level. 46 The appearance of agency is both a condition of decadence 
and a great promise because it is the appearance of the reversibility of drives 
altogether. 47 

The question of agency is one of the most hotly debated topics in the 
Nietzsche scholarship. Let me stress that I am not taking any commitment 
here regarding the nature or consequentiality of the agency I am describing. 
More specifically, I do not imply that agency involves any radical affirma­
tion of free will. For my present purposes, I simply need to mean agency 
in the sense of contingency. There is agency insofar as the actions of indi-
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viduals are determined by motives that are specific to them, their nature, 
or their state. This is an acceptable claim for even the most deterministic 
readings of Nietzsche. Brian Leiter gives one of the most explicit portray­
als of Nietzsche as a radical determinist. However, even Leiter admits that 
external conditions are among the determinations that compel us to act 
in such and such ways or to believe so and so (Leiter 2001, 1: 250).48 He 
also admits that such beliefs can have causal effects on our actions, only, he 
says, these beliefs are themselves conditioned. This may perhaps contradict 
other claims of Leiter's (for instance, the claim that "one becomes what one 
is necessarily"; 223), but in any case, it allows room for different degrees 
of determinism and thereby introduces contingency. Some of our acts are 
determined directly, and some others are determined by the whole chain 
of our past experiences and memories. Beyond the fact that this threatens 
to make determinism meaningless, it lends great importance on our being 
"us" (whether that means "being ourselves" in Nietzsche's more demand­
ing sense or not) and no one else. Our actions (that is to say, our directing 
our drives in such and such a way) are "ours" in a strong sense. In this sense 
at least, we may define Nietzsche's view of agency; agency is for X to do 
something because Xis X and not, say, Y. It is in this sense that I say agency 
is the realm of the direction of the drives. 

Fate 

As we saw, Nietzsche understands health as the unison of all the drives of 
the organism under the rule of a single dominating drive. This involves ei­
ther the overpowering of the granite of fate by the acquired drives (form c) 
above), or the reverse (form b) above). Yet, for Nietzsche, c) is impossible, 
the granite of fate being precisely uneducable. Here, we uncover the reason 
of Nietzsche's reintegration of truth in his project of health. The younger 
Nietzsche's philosophy placed the illusions of art above the drive to truth. 
In a note contemporaneous to GS, Nietzsche writes: "In my first period 
appears the mask of Jesuitism, I mean the conscious adherence to illu­
sion'' (XII [212]).49 Starting from GS, however, such "Jesuitism" seems to 
become impossible. This is because Nietzsche considers that the adherence 
to illusion would amount to opposing the acquired (illusory) drives to our 
granite of fate. The presence of this granite of fate, which constitutes the 
umbilical cord connecting us with reality, would always be in opposition 
with our illusions and consequently, c) is impossible. This seems to leave 
us with the problem of an essential diversity of drives. Yet, I argued above 
that Nietzsche refuses to make any essential distinction between drives, 
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which he differentiates only modally (according to their direction: health 
or sickness), and hence, only relatively to each other. Yet, Nietzsche sees 
this essential set of drives that constitutes our personal "kernel" ( UMIII, 
I) as granite of fate. 

Fate is one of Nietzsche's names for reality. As always in his complex 
webs of synonyms, Nietzsche chooses one expression over the other to 
insist on one or the other aspects of a reality seen as unified. The expres­
sions "fate" (Fatalitdt, but also Schicksal, Fatum, and Verhdngnis), although 
diverse, all have in common the idea of reality seen as necessity (WP, 204, 
586). Another name for reality is, of course, "will to power." The expres­
sion "will to power" is used in order to insist on the directional aspect of 
reality. If one assembles these two aspects of reality, we encounter the ne­
cessity of the directions that one's basic drives follow: the fatefulness of the 
direction. Yet, as we saw, Nietzsche gives only a relative status to a drive's 
direction: a direction is only assignable to a drive as opposition or concur­
rence to another drive; there is no absolute direction. How are we to make 
sense of the "necessity" and the "fatefulness" of the direction of our basic 
self? Isn't the affirmation of the fatefulness of our direction another way to 

affirm an essential direction? 
Fate is will to power, and all reality is will to power. Consequently, all 

reality is fate. Both the self and the outside world are of the same nature. 
The granite of self that we are secures the umbilical bond between self and 
world. As a consequence, I have argued that for the self to align her drives 
to her granite of fate involves that she also aligns her drives in the direction 
of reality itself In other words, drawing from Nietzsche's affirmation of the 
"functional" unity of the concurring drives; one's self is of one piece with 
the whole of reality and its outwardness is impaired only by the acquired 
drives that oppose it: 

The fatality of [man's] essence is not to be disentangled from the 
fatality of all that has been and will be. [ ... ] One is necessary, one 
is a piece of fate, one belongs to the whole, one is in the whole. (TI, 
"Errors," 8) 

Here we become confronted to a question of balance of powers: In the 
conflict that takes place within the sick individual, which of the opposing 
drives has the most power? Nietzsche's answer is definite: the fate of the 

world cannot be overpowered, so that any opposition to it can only cause 
sickness but never a reversal of the power balance toward a new health. 
This makes c) an impossible option, and any attempt to achieve it is bound 
to lead to mere conflict and sickness. 
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1hree Beings 

We now arrive at the question of Nietzsche's use of "being." Nietzsche's cri­
tique of values is made from the point of view of reality: values involve our 
renouncing the "only world" by appealing to the imaginary "true world." 
For Nietzsche, the only world is our priority. In Eugen Fink's words, Nietz­
sche is committed to the "basic ontological equation of being and value" 
(Fink 2003, 8, 164; also Schacht 1983, 196-97). By urging us to "become 
ourselves," however, Nietzsche invites us to refine the simple claim that Be­
ing is the criterion of values. In fact, this command expresses a preference 
not between ideals and reality, but between two sorts of realities. If we are 
to understand Nietzsche's preference, we have to begin by clarifying what 
distinction he draws between these two realities. We are now in a better 
position to clarify in what senses "being" is meant by Nietzsche in the ex­
pression "become the one you are" (e.g., Z, IV, 1). 

The first remark we should make in order to understand this distinction 
is that for Nietzsche neither one of the two selves at play here totally is. 
They both exist as a failed attempt at Being, nothing more. Although they 
both are in a certain sense, and although both senses are required for com­
plete Being, neither possesses all the attributes of Being-in other words 
they are, but only in a modal sense. In what follows, I will show these two 
modes as the "potential" and the "actual." 

Being of the Granite: Potential 

When Nietzsche attributes certain granite of fate to every individual by 
birth, he attributes a certain potential to us. In order to understand this 
notion of the self as a potential, we need to get back to Nietzsche's general 
account of fate. 

Nietzsche's treatment of fate is generally understood as some sort of fa­
talism that is, first and foremost, a denial of any sort of agency or free will. 
Yet, Nietzsche's accounts of fate are never presented only as a metaphysical 
claim about freedom; rather, they always assume an ethical tone. In the 
same way as Nietzsche does not care about truth so much as he cares about 
what we are to do with it, he does not care about fate so much as he cares 
about what we are to do with it. In other words, fate is not for the human 
self a fatality, but a challenge. This seems paradoxical: if fate is a challenge, 
why call it fate at all for the mere term invokes some inescapable Jait ac­
compli, not just a future project, but a present and binding necessity? In 
fact, the self is both a challenge and a fait accompli, again, in two different 
senses. 
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In EGE, 230, Nietzsche describes our "granite of spiritual fate" as a 
constraint, a stubborn reluctance to be educated. Yet, he links this limita­
tion not to a negation but to the affirmation of the self's identity for this 
refusal is always expressed on the mode of "that is what I am." It is helpful 
to remember these two thoughts from TI: "formula to my happiness: a yes, 
a no, a straight line, a goal" (TI, "Maxims," 44) and "nowadays, one could 
make the individual possible only by circumscribing it" (TI, "Skirmishes," 
41). (Significantly, this latter thought is presented as a definition of free­
dom.) In these two aphorisms, Nietzsche reaffirms the psychologically con­
structive value of negation as negation of the non-self In the second one 
in particular, Nietzsche refers to the possibility of the "individual" as being 
open not by the "yes" but by the "no" of restriction. Let me also stress that 
this claim is merely contextual for Nietzsche; it applies to "nowadays." 
In a nutshell, there is something specific in the modern self that requires 
a "no" in order to be accomplished. As we saw above, the individual of 
nowadays is the sick animal that is the stage of internal struggles between 
the self (his uneducable granite of fate) and the non-self (the acquired 
drives) within himself What is crucial to our problem here is the affirma­
tion that the modern self will be achieved not through a "yes" but through 
a "no." In other words, if the self is not achieved, it is not because it is 
incomplete but because it is confronted to an obstacle (an obstacle that the 
"no" will remove). We know that drives discharge themselves constantly 
(WP, 634). 50 This means two things about the mode of being of the self: 
as a quantum of power, it is actual; as available power, it is only potential 
(a drive is defined by a seeking to discharge itself, in this sense it may only 
be potential; WP, 668). Indeed, being confronted to the obstacle of the 
acquired drives, one can no longer figure these drives as "straight lines" and 
certainly not as drives with a goal when the opposing drives stand precisely 
as the obstacle between the self and its goal. Here, Nietzsche draws our at­
tention again to the disjunction that occurred between the drives and their 
direction. 

Actuality: The Sick Animal 

The second being at play here is the being that we currently are: the sick 
animal. For Nietzsche, it is obvious that this type is all that there actually 
is. In this sense, the existence of the sick animal man takes place on the 
mode of the actual, and the self is not achieved yet. 51 Yet, we can assert that 
this actuality is deprived of any potential-namely that the sick animal 
man is able to maintain itself, yet it is incapable of expanding: to take up 
our previous example the sick man's "available power" is null although the 
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self in question contains the same amount of power as its healthy version. 

It is sick insofar as it is incapable of increase. 

There is a third type of being involved in the paradox of self-becoming 

when it is expressed as a command: the being of agency. Agency is a modal 
device-that is to say, in terms of drives, a device that acts upon the direc­

tion of the drives. In terms of self-becoming, it is the possibility for the 

potential self to be actualized; it operates modal transformations. Because 

one is an agent, one is given the chance to achieve one's own potential. 

In this sense again, agency is a "great promise,'' along with the sickness of 

consciousness on which it depends. In ontological terms, we can now say 

that agency's own being is the actuality of the potentiality of the healthy 
self described above. Thanks to it, Nietzsche's appeal for us to overcome 

the actual on behalf of the potential avoids appearing as some sort of as­
cetic preference for a non-existent ideal over the present reality. It is to this 

point that I now turn. 

Potential More "Real" than the Actual 

But whoever discovered the land "Human" also discovered the land "Hu­
man Future." 

Z, "On the Old and New Tablets," 28 

The paradox of self-becoming seems clarified by a modal approach; 

however, we must ask this further question: Why does Nietzsche prefer 

one of these beings over the other? Even more, one can ask: Why does 

Nietzsche privilege the potential over the actual? Indeed, if the sick animal 

is the only reality we've got, it must be treated with the regard that Nietz­

sche wants us to attribute to Being itself 

Nietzsche's standard answer to this question, which he reiterates in 

many instances, is that only by privileging the potential can we achieve 

it, and that it is this achievement that is the ultimate aim. 52 At first sight, 

this is not a sufficient response, for one would have to explain the shift 
from a value drawn from Being to one drawn from flourishing. However, 

Nietzsche's solution is precisely to reduce flourishing to Being, or rather, 
to make flourishing an essential part of Being. In a certain way, this is 

the secret and novelty of seeing the world as will to power. For Nietzsche, 

"whatever has being does not become; whatever becomes does not have 
being" (TI, "Reason in Philosophy," 1), yet Nietzsche's first-instance idea of 

Being is becoming ("the reality of becoming as the only reality") (W'P, 12; 

Jaspers 1997, 350). Taken together, these two notes allow for a distinction, 
at least heuristic, between being and actuality. At any rate, if Being is the 
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highest value, one should not infer from it that actuality is self-justifying, 
since for Nietzsche "reality [actuality] is not morality'' (WP, 685). 

The only being that can provide value is will to power, and will to power 
contains in its essence an "intention": "One has eliminated the character 
of the will by subtracting from it its content, its whither" C\,\/'P, 692; see 
also WP, 2). Hence, the concept of will to power is Nietzsche's device to 
introduce intention within Being. Here, it becomes apparent that actual­
ity has no privileged relationship to Being for Nietzsche.53 In a note of 
1887-1888, which constitutes an attack upon the Eleatic view of Being, 
Nietzsche affirms: "One must accept nothing that has being-because be­
coming would lose its value and actually appear meaningless and superflu­
ous" (WP, 708). 

We can now return to our question: What sense of being subtends 
Nietzsche's preference for the potential over the actual? One way to answer 
is to stress that the actual is for Nietzsche only a mode of being, but by no 
means Being proper, or even reality itself. This is the significance of Nietz­
sche's rejection of the Eleatic univocity of being. This means that we are 
now faced with two realities distinguished in their mode of being. Why, 
however, does Nietzsche privilege the potential being (our granite of fate) 
over the actual self (the sick animal)? 

When Nietzsche opts for a dynamic Being (Nietzsche's so-called ontol­
ogy of becoming) over the static traditional one he posits at the same time 
a more demanding task for reality: to have actuality, to have a direction, 
a "whither," and above all, to unite the two-in Nietzsche's terms, "to 
create" (WP, 662). 54 From a static point of view, one finds a contradic­
tion between Nietzsche's call for creation-for example, for self-creation­
and his repeated claim that there is a fixed and unchangeable amount of 
power in the world. From a dynamic point of view, however, the paradox 
is solved: as we saw, the joining of actuality and its direction is-at the 
individual level at least-the realm of agency. Hence, creation can only be 
understood in terms of a redirection of drives: 

Regarded mechanistically, the energy of the totality of becoming re­
mains constant; regarded economically, it rises to a high point [ ... ] 
That which constitutes growth in life is an ever more thrifty and 
more far-seeing economy, which achieves more and more with less 
and less force. As an ideal, the principle of the smallest expenditure. 
(WP, 639) 

For Nietzsche, creation is a question of good economic management. The 
amount of wealth (or, in this case, of power) at one's disposal is unchanged, 
but its "buying power" (or creative power) can be increased. Creation must 
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be thought of as only the actualization of a power through its acquiring a 
healthy direction. 

Nietzsche's view of Being thus proves more demanding than the tradi­
tional Eleatic view insofar as it includes within its essence an "ought," a 
"whither." Henceforth, when Nietzsche affirms Being as a normative cri­
terion, he really only affirms a new way to think of Being as a replacement 
for the one given from outside Being (i.e., from the backworlds). In a nut­
shell, for Nietzsche Being is also what it aims at. In terms of self-becoming, 
this implies that the actual human, the sick animal, is amputated from any 
significant future. 55 She is, as it were, locked up in her own actuality and 
has no chance to escape it, her power being neutralized. The potential self 
described above possesses both its own quantum of power and the possibil­
ity of directing this power outward (this possibility is figured by agency). It 
now becomes apparent that the self becomes the only project possible for 
Nietzsche, the only chance of Being. 

We are now in a better position to address the question of the relations 
between health and truth. The premise of this chapter was that from GS 
onward, Nietzsche came to the realization that truth was necessary to his 
project of human excellence. However, Nietzsche's critique of predicative 
truth had shown the concern for truth to have led primarily to more sick­
ness. He uses the incorporation of truth as a device allowing truth to bring 
health while disposing of the sickness-inducing aspect of truth-namely, 
its predicative aspect. I also argued that health must be understood as the 
unity of one's drives. In the section on the gay science and the incorpora­
tion of truth I concluded that the incorporation of truth brought health 
by redirecting the drives resulting from the incorporation of error out­
ward, thereby increasing the power of the healthy human of the future. 
This harmonization of one's drives is a figure of Nietzsche's cherished self­
becoming. In the section on self-becoming and modes of being, I sought 
to answer one question raised by the preceding argument: Why was the 
redirection offered by the incorporation of truth preferable to that put for­
ward by the younger Nietzsche-namely, the incorporation of illusions? 
My answer resides in Nietzsche's later insistence on our being essentially 
of a piece with Being itself Nietzsche expresses this consubstantiality of 
self and world by saying that we possess certain granite of fate and that the 
world, too, is fate. Consequently, illusions threaten to create an opposition 
(hence sickness) of the self and its granite nature. Only the incorporation 
of truth, which clears us from illusions, can achieve our unity with our 
granite self and, thereby, lead us to health. 

Nietzsche completes the model of our overcoming of the self-undercutting 
of truth and of nihilism with the motif of the incorporation of truth. With 
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regard to our more general question concerning truth, however, we must 
inquire further: Is the incorporation of truth nothing more than the figure 
of our renouncing our will to truth? It is quite apparent that this is impos­
sible, insofar as the event of the self-undercutting of truth showed us that 
erroneous beliefs lead to sickness. This means that if truth leads to health, 
the reverse is true as well. However, as I argued, we must stop thinking 
of truth in terms of predicative knowledge. In what sense, then, must we 
conceive of truth? And what does the answer to this question entail for 
Nietzsche's worldview? It is to this problem that I turn next. 
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The Self-Becoming of the World 
and the Incompleteness of Being 

The Symbiotic Relations of Truth and Self 

The relationship between the value of self-becoming and Being has just been 
clarified in modal terms. It is now apparent that Being is in the full sense 
only when the potential and the actual are connected. We now need to ask 
what consequences can be expected from achieving our individual task of 
self-becoming, for if one needs to become oneself for the sake of Being, the 
benefits must be expected on a higher level than the mere individual hersel£ 
If I am right to interpret this individual ethics as drawing its value from the 
nature of the will to power, this means that this ethics may be a fruitful me­
dium to use in order to reveal how Nietzsche thinks about the ontological 
relations of self and world and, it is hoped, to provide clarifications on the 
connections between being oneself and possessing truth, or being truthful. 

Economics and the Reestablishment of the Healthy Power Relations 

We know that sickness is Nietzsche's name for the disjunction of actual­
ity and potentiality and that Nietzsche's aim is their reconciliation. At the 
individual level, Nietzsche's name for this reconciliation is self-becoming. 

As I have previously indicated, Nietzsche's attacks on ethical actualism 
(which draws values from actuality) are made from the perspective of a 
more demanding Being, one that requires more than actuality. This is the 
case for most of Nietzsche's attacks on Darwinism. For Nietzsche, Darwin 
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describes a world where the strong dominate the weak. This world is, in 
fact, not the one we live in; it is the world we must achieve. Nietzsche at­
tacks Darwin for presenting it as an actual state of affairs. In a note entitled 
"anti-Darwin," he asserts: 

Strange though it may sound, one always has to defend the Strong 
against the Weak; the fortunate against the unfortunate; the healthy 
against those degenerating and afflicted with hereditary taints. If one 
translates reality into a morality; this morality is: the mediocre are 
worth more than the exceptions. (WP, 685) 

In other words, there is a disjunction between power and domination: the 
weak dominate the strong and before Darwin (or what Nietzsche takes to 
be Darwin's position) can be proved to be right, the relations of power have 
to be reversed.1 The story of this disjunction is told in GM and I have pre­
sented it already: ressentiment and the slave revolt in morality bring about 
a society in which powerful individuals become weakened so that the 
weak come to dominate them. The reestablishment of a hierarchy based 
on power and not on sickness is Nietzsche's political priority (WP, 287). I 
shall argue that self-becoming is his device of choice to attain this. 

First of all, I have argued that self-becoming amounts to an externaliza­
tion of one's drives. We also know that sickness involves the internalization 
of these drives. The healthy individual applies her power to the outside in 
every circumstance (there is no latent power). This means that one's power 
is entirely available and put to use in any struggle of the individual. In the 
case of the healthy humans then, one's weakness and one's strength (not 
sickness and health) are the real determining factors of domination: "What 
determines rank, sets off rank, is only quanta of power, and nothing else" 
(WP, 855). However, the present human is sick. 

Nietzsche views the goals of humanity and of culture to be the promo­
tion of the great individuals. For him "people obviously refuse to admit 
that the great human beings are the apex for whom everything else exists" 
(WP, 351) and "the many are only a means" toward this great individual 
(WP, 681; see also WP, 766). However, if the final goal must be placed in 
the single individual, Nietzsche's conception of this "toward" has always 
oscillated between two views-one cosmological and the other political­
before being reunited at the very end of Nietzsche's writing career. 

The Cosmological Role of Culture 

The cosmological view became one of Nietzsche's main concerns in the 
year 1874 while preparing the manuscript to the Meditation on Schopen-
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hauer. In section 7 of this text, Nietzsche discusses the appearance in the 
world of a true philosopher. For him, "Nature propels a philosopher into 
mankind like an arrow; it takes no aim but hopes the arrow will stick 
somewhere" ( UMIII, 7). Of course, we must understand the reference to 

nature as the intentional cause for the appearance of a philosopher: a phi­
losopher achieves a purpose assigned to him or her by nature. More im­
portant, however, is the fact that Nietzsche expresses a problem that will 
remain in his thought till the end: nature shoots at random. This means 
two things: First, each individual is to be understood as a mere experiment, 
a trial, an "arrow" whose purpose is only very seldom attained. Second, one 
holds the justification for one's existence from the very purpose that she 
is an attempt at. For Nietzsche, this aim can only be achieved by those he 
calls the "lucky strokes,"2 the strong. At this stage, the young Nietzsche still 
presents his views in metaphysical, quasi-mythical ways, by anthropomor­
phizing nature and attributing it goals and purposes. He also suggests that 
he can read the purposes of nature in a way that the later Nietzsche would 
surely reject as presumptuous. However, as the notes from 1887-1888 
quoted above demonstrate, this does not entail that the structure of this 
worldview-and especially the idea that only the exceptions are valuable­
changes very much in his subsequent work. 

This opens up two possibilities for the weak: first, they can be put to use 
for the enhancement of the life of the strong, as slaves "simply because we 
feel it is not possible for man, fighting for sheer survival, to be an artist" 
("The Greek State," 165). In "The Greek State," which precedes UMIII by 
two years, Nietzsche encounters the same problem in his analysis of the 
social structure that promotes greatness, that of the Greeks. This point is 
taken over in UMIII and later through Zand the later notes: in subjection, 
the weak find redemption to their weakness, they make themselves useful to 
a greater goal, that of the great man. As Fink puts it: "Life creates the mass 
of average people as the basis for a higher type of man" (Fink 2003, 158).3 

The second possibility is for the weak to simply vanish and die. As failed 
experiments, they have no claim to existence. To this line of argument 
belong Nietzsche's repeated claims that "all that exists that can be denied 
deserves to be denied" ( UMJJJ, 4) and his characterization of eternal recur­
rence as a "great cultivating idea''4 that "gives to many the right to erase 
themselves" (WP, 1056) and appears as "a selective principle, in the service 
of strength (and barbarism!!)" (WP, 1058). The reason for Nietzsche to 
envisage the pure and simple annulment of the failed experiments is to do 
with their place in the world. For Nietzsche, all the individual attempts 
that constitute the masses are brought about by an essentially blind and 
wasteful nature, which exhausts itself in spending on the weak. Consider: 
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"Nature is just as extravagant in the domain of culture as it is in that of 
planting and sowing. It achieves its aims in a broad and ponderous man­
ner, and in doing so it sacrifices much too much energy'' and "nature is 
a bad economist, its expenditure is much larger than the income it pro­
cures" (UM!!!, 7). The weak appear as the superfluous expenditure, as 
"dead weight" to the world: 

Life itself recognises no solidarity, no "equal rights," between the 
healthy and the degenerate parts of an organism, one must excise the 
latter. (WP, 734) 

The economical analogy reappears surprisingly in an aphorism from 
Nietzsche's very last active months. In this text, Nietzsche brings together 
the two aforementioned options as two sides of an alternative that is to be 
decided over in terms of an optimization of power. When Nietzsche pon­
ders the necessary balance one has to achieve between the largest propor­
tion of strong "races" and their survival (which implies the existence of the 
weak, better at preserving the species and at serving the strong) Nietzsche 
concludes: "We stand before a problem of economics" (WP, 864). In other 
words, it is a dialectic of cost and advantage that decides whether the weak 
are to be used or destroyed. 

Nietzsche's view of culture and breeding is thus concerned with the 
management of the overall and fixed quantum of power of the world. As 
we saw, in a world where the quantum of power is not subject to becom­
ing, the task can only become to "optimize" this power CWT, 639). In the 
case of the human, this is achieved through a redirection of the drives 
that constitute the individual. Once this is achieved, the former balance 
of power between individuals becomes reversed: the weak lose their power 
and become conquered by the strong; strength and domination become 
reconciled. 

This domination takes two forms: the death of some of the weak and the 
subjection of some others. In the first case, this involves liberation of the 
quantum of power of the deceased weak, the "superfluous," whose death is 
a "promise" that we can now interpret as a promise of health for the world 
(e.g., Z, I, "Free Death"). In the other case, their power is not liberated but 
incorporated into the power of the Master: as a slave, the weak submits her 
power to her master and-just like a protoplasm becomes a function of a 
higher organism through incorporation-the weak becomes a function of 
her master who increases (in power) by the same measure. In such a world, 
human quanta of power are optimized. 

This economical view is at the root of Nietzsche's politics. However, in 
the same way as we were not satisfied by anthropomorphically eudaemonic 
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understanding of Nietzsche's commands, we must now ask what gives the 
political project its value: What is at stake in the political realm for Nietz­
sche? The answer is in the cosmos. 

1he Self Becoming of the World and the New Truth 

The strong human is not herself the final aim; instead, she is presented 
as a means, responsible for an adequate management of the energy avail­
able in the world. We know however that the human occupies a specific 
place in the world, but this is because of the fact that she is the only sick 
being. 5 As the only locus of sickness in the world, the human represents the 
challenge of the optimization of the overall quantum of power. We must 
remember how sickness is for Nietzsche "a sickness rather like pregnancy" 
that contains a "great promise." In Chapter 1, I argued that this sickness 
must be regarded as the reversibility of our drives. In Chapter 2, this re­
versibility has appeared as the possibility of agency. Agency is a promise 
because it contains our ability to regain health on a higher level. Now, it 
appears that thanks to agency, the human holds in her hands the key to the 
overcoming of human sickness, the key to the healing of the world. 

We must ask ourselves if this positing of the human's sickness with 
regard to the world is of any relevance for Nietzsche. Indeed, Nietzsche 
repeatedly uses the expression "the world" to refer to reality as a whole, 
but he also consistently claims that there is no "world [Al~." A chronologi­
cal approach to this question throughout Nietzsche's writings will provide 
some clarifications. 

1he Aims of Nature (1874) 

The question of the cosmological stakes of ethics comes to prominence 
with the year 1874 and the Meditation on Schopenhauer. In this text, 
Nietzsche expresses his basic intuition as to the frightening6 responsibil­
ity of the healthy man, whom he calls the "healthy philosopher" an "un­
timely'' individual who is entirely "himself." The role of such an individual 
and his greatest ambition is to complete "nature" with knowledge: 

It is the fundamental idea of culture, insofar as it sets for each of us 
but one task: to promote the production of the philosopher, the art­
ist and the saint within and without us, and thereby to work at the 
perfecting of nature. ( UMIII, 5) 

This definition of culture will remain through Nietzsche's writings: culture 
is the form of civilization that promotes the greatest men and their self-
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becoming, toward a goal posited by nature itself. Here, it is apparent that 
the young Nietzsche envisaged the great human as a means and not a final 
end; she had a task that went beyond herself: completing the world by 
leading becoming into being. 

Although it is not elaborated here as precisely as it will be in the later 
texts, it is important to stress that the discussion of the complementar­
ity of man and world (human action as the key to the world's attaining 
self-identity) is done from the point of view of a dialectic of Being and 
becoming. For Nietzsche, one becomes oneself by reconnecting with the 
"untimely" in oneself and, thereby, with what he calls nature's "original 
intention" (UM!!!, 7), of which the individual is only a symptom. The 
way for the self to achieve this is, as we have seen, to struggle against all 
that is not "him" in himself, and Nietzsche consistently connects these 
alien elements with becoming. They are a result of social uniformization 
and pressure and they stand between one and oneself: "This eternal be­
coming is a lying puppet-play in beholding which man forgets himself" 
(UM!!!, 5). We can now understand what Nietzsche calls the "truthful­
ness" (5) of the philosopher: a refusal of becoming from the point of view 
of being. 

Yet, for Nietzsche, this truthfulness involves an ontological leap that 
transcends subjectivity, for a truthful philosopher will lose himself at the 
very moment he becomes himself: 

The aspiration to be truthful is [a] destructive aspiration, yet it makes 
the individual great and free, perhaps he will perish from it out­
wardly, not inwardly. (34 [36]) 

This superb note from the middle of 1874 potentially contains most of 
Nietzsche's later ethics. Let us stress for the time being that Nietzsche links 
man and the world in an ontological manner: if one is truly oneself, one 
will not die "internally'' (which Nietzsche will go on to characterize as 
"sickness"-the "internalization of man"), but "externally'' (that is, he will 
d. " ") 1e as an ego : 

There are moments and as it were bright sparks of the fire of love in 
whose light we cease to understand the word "I." There lies some­
thing beyond our being which at these moments move across into it, 
and we are thus possessed of a heartfelt longing for bridges between 
here and there. ( UMIII, 5)7 

This is Nietzsche's first approach of the question of subjectivity and, 
as it were, of its overcoming through the co-substantiality of man and 
"nature."8 
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The World as "Chaos" (1885) 

In 1885, Nietzsche was led to reexamine the question of a so-called self­
becoming of the world and of the potential responsibility of man with 
regard to it. For him, this question became problematic because he now 
saw the world as "chaos" (WP, 711).9 Authors such as Wolfgang Miiller­
Lauter (1999), Richard Schacht (1983), and in some respects Michel Haar 
(1996) attempt to do away with the difficulties of Nietzsche's account of 
the world as chaos by presenting it as "a preventive concept, one forbid­
ding us from essentializing, eternalizing and deifying nature" (Haar 1996, 
115) and not one positively presenting Nietzsche's doctrine. In fact, it ap­
pears that Nietzsche's investigation on time and eternal recurrence led into 
a new idea: "If the motion of the world aimed at a final state, that state 
would have been reached" (WP, 708).10 Let us stress already that this idea 
is presented by Nietzsche as a "fact," not a principle (this will take great 
significance in a moment). For Nietzsche, the present historicity (i.e., the 
instability of the world) is a proof that stability is impossible. I will return 
to this thought later with regard to the doctrine of eternal recurrence, but 
let me already stress that this induces a dear shift in Nietzsche's preference 
of being over becoming.11 For Nietzsche then, only eternal becoming is 
possible and this implies a view of the world as essentially "chaos." This 
leads us to the core of the question that occupied Nietzsche in the years 
1885-1886-the connection between monism and plurality or, in other 
words, the question of difference. 

Nietzsche gives his first mentions of the "will to power" in Thus Spoke 
Zarathustra. At this point, the will to power is mainly presented as a psy­
chological (Z, "Self-Overcoming) or a psycho-sociological principle (Z, 
"Goals"), but most important, Nietzsche presents it as a biological dis­
covery; it is the essence of life: "where I found the living, there I found 
will to power." This discovery, however, is still only applied to the living: 
"only where life is, there too is will" (Z, "Self-Overcoming). This leads to 
conceiving life as having a double structure. First, it is unified under one 
principle, the will to power; second, because the will to power is essentially 
relational, it introduces difference. It therefore seems possible to say that 
identity and difference coexist in the realm oflife. 12 This is what the double 
affirmation of "chaos" as the generalization of difference on the one hand 
and "will to power" as a unifying principle on the other amounts to. Chaos 
is differentiation through opposition, it is the way of being of the will to 
power, but its essence is unified under the heading of will to power. As was 
demonstrated in Chapter 1, this combination of identity and difference 
informs the eternal becoming of the world. 
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With the discovery of the fact that the world's journey has no end, 
Nietzsche is led to affirm becoming against being: the only possibility of 
maintaining being was to posit a potential point of stability at the end of 
the becoming that is everywhere actual (GS, 109). This possibility is now 
ruled out by experience. 

For Nietzsche, this renders the value of anything, and especially of hu­
man existence and human actions, problematic: we cannot aim at any­
thing anymore and, as Nietzsche repeatedly insists, the meaning is now 
to be found in ourselves, and this is why the criterion of valuation shifts 
from Being to health. That is to say, the guiding will to power for the in­
dividual to follow is her own will to power, no longer any higher project 
represented as an end. Let me stress that, as I discussed in Chapter 2, this 
aspect of Nietzsche's views on becoming can be understood only if we de­
tach the structure of the will from the structure of end-representation. We 
can find value in ourselves only if we understand our own existence to be 
always already ekstatic while avoiding representing a point that we project 
ourselves toward. Nietzsche suggests that it is by placing our preference on 
the present that we place our preference on what it projects itself toward 
because our present itself is ekstatic. This has the advantage of ridding any 
structure of otherworldly valuation from Nietzsche's doctrine, but it leaves 
us with little more than a-albeit sophisticated-form of eudemonism. I 
will return to this question shortly. 

The Reconciliation (1886-1888) 

The last phase in Nietzsche's treatment of the role of man toward a sup­
posed aim of the world is initiated with Nietzsche's transformation of the 
doctrine of the will to power from biology to ontology. The term ontology 
should not deceive us here. If it has been applied to Nietzsche's doctrine 
of the will to power, it is only in the sense of a description of the entirety 
of Being qua reality. "Ontology'' here should not be taken in the most 
demanding sense inherited from Heidegger, for instance. Even if it will 
appear that this purer sense was not overlooked by Nietzsche, it is dear 
that the Nietzschean doctrine of the will to power does not, for example, 
address the question of what it is to "be" a will to power, which is the 
background against which any characterization of reality as "will to power" 
(or as anything else) makes any sense. Rather, ontology here refers to a 
doctrine that applies to all instances of existence, to all the beings. 

Nietzsche's unification of all beings under the concept "will to power" 
comes from his late rejection of the separation between the "organic" (which 
was so far the only realm of the will to power) and the inorganic. Nietzsche 
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now writes, for example, "thinking, in primitive conditions (pre-organic), 
is the crystallization of forms, as in the case of crystal" (WP, 499).13 This 
implies that from now on "the world is essentially will to power" (EGE, 
186, my emphasis). Despite his former reluctance, Nietzsche reestablishes 
the world as a single essence, which he names will to power. The immedi­
ate consequence of this move is that Nietzsche henceforth is able to view 
the world as an "overall quantum of power" (WP, 1067), which he regards 
as fixed (WP, 639). This establishes a link with the characterization of cre­
ation discussed above. There, creation was understood as actualization and 
actualization as the externalization of power. If creation in the strong sense 
(ex nihilo) becomes impossible, the only becoming possible for the world 
would consist in a reorganization of its own forces: 

Supposing that the world had a certain quantum of force at its dis­
posal, then it is obvious that every displacement of power at any 
point would affect the whole system-thus together with sequential 
causality there would be a contiguous and concurrent dependence. 
(WP, 638) 

For Nietzsche, such a reorganization can only be brought about through 
incorporation, which is the basic mechanism of the will to power. Let me 
recall three basic traits of incorporation: i) incorporation is the means by 
which an organic ensemble of forces increases its power at the expense 
of the organism it subjects; ii) it is characterized by the redirection (and 
thus preservation) of the drives of the incorporated toward a goal pos­
ited by the incorporator; iii) this redirection unifies formerly opposing 
drives into one single drive of a greater quantum. If the world itself is 
will to power with incorporation as its basic mechanism, this means that 
we now must conceive of the world as a quantum of power forever re­
configuring itself through the internal struggles and incorporations of 
its components: the becoming of the world is nothing but the world's 
self-incorporation. 

Teleological Cosmology 

In the following discussion, I investigate this conception of the world. I 
will be ignoring-for the time being-the crucial addition whereby "if 
the motion of the world aimed at a final state, that state would have been 
reached" (WP, 708). It is only by clarifying the worldview in which this 
claim takes place that we can clarify its consequences. Nietzsche himself 
sometimes proposes the hypothesis that the becoming of the world was 
headed toward a high point, which he calls, surprisingly, "god": 
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The sole way of maintaining a meaning for the concept "god" would 
be: God not as a driving force, but God as a maximal state, as an 
epoch-a point in the evolution of the will to power by means of 
which further evolution just as much as previous evolution up to 

him can be regarded. (WP, 639) 

From a description of the world as an overall quantum of power com­
prising a diversity of conflicting drives, one is bound to come to a py­
ramidal structure. Indeed, if every healthy structure is healthy precisely 
because it is ruled by only one drive, this structure resembles a pyramid 
whose body is constituted by a cooperation of drives ruled by the "top" 
drive.14 In the case of a political organization, we already know that this is 
exactly Nietzsche's conception of a healthy society, with the strong at its 
summit.15 Nietzsche also draws from the unicity of the nature of the world 
that everything in the world is a potential master or slave to everything 
else: everything can be incorporated by everything else. In theory, there 
is no obstacle for the world to be someday unified under the rule of one 
supreme organism, which would contain the ensemble of the former or­
ganisms as its functions. In fact, Nietzsche multiplies the descriptions of 
specific organisms as such pyramids of pyramids (WP, 703).16 

Let us assume for the sake of argument that this is the aim Nietzsche 
attributes to the development of the overall quantum of power (i.e., the 
world). In that case, the first requirement is the alignment of all drives in 
the world. The discussion from Chapter 1 entails that the alternative of 
health and sickness is specifically human, because only the human is given 
the ability to split herself into two opposing halves (GM, II, 16). We know 
as well that self-becoming stands precisely for a human attaining her utter­
most health. Here, the responsibility of the human becomes cosmological: 
she is the locus of sickness in the world; hence, she is the site of the project 
of the self-becoming of the world and holds the key to it, under the form 
of agency. This sheds new light on amor Jati. Amor Jati is for Nietzsche a 
criterion of greatness, of "virtue." Virtue, in turn, qualifies one's becoming 
a function of something greater, be it society (for the individual; GS, 21)17 

or some greater organism (for the cell).18 I have pointed out above that 
any incorporation involves the loss of identity of the incorporated unit 
precisely because it becomes a mere function and now holds its identity 
from the higher being in which it participates. This means only one thing 
as far as the individual is concerned: Nietzsche has reactivated his early 
intuition that the achievement of the self is a loss of self, as described in 
UMIII, whereby in the "fire oflove [amor Jati] ... we cease to understand 
the word 'I'" (UMIII, 5). 
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Ontological Truth 

Here, we arrive at a crucial point with regard to our general question 
concerning truth: through this experience of the loss of self through self­
becoming, Nietzsche proposes a new and higher type of truth, which I 
shall call "ontological" insofar as it is a truth that transcends the subject­
object distinction. For Fink, Nietzsche promotes "the divinatory intuition 
of the essence of the cosmos" and demonstrates that "the highest truth 
is 'showing"' (Fink 2003, 169). Fink means this showing in opposition 
to any predicative distortion. The showing does not transform what it is 
about into symbols and, consequently, it avoids the critique of predica­
tion. In this sense, Nietzsche tries to maintain an idea of truth beyond 
the subject-object distinction-that is, a truth that remains once the sub­
ject has merged into the object. In Muller-Lauter's words: "The new truth 
(which was always the only truth, but in the past was hidden) consists in 
being at one with the will to power" (Muller-Lauter 1999, 70). 

We must therefore confront a truth that breaks the predicative frame­
work. This truth was, as I said, "salvaged" by the incorporation of truth; 
it is the authentic experience that provided the basis for the beliefs exem­
plified in untruth. Again, Fink declares, "the real distinction is not one 
between any intuition and any concept but between cosmic intuition and 
the categorical concept" (Fink 2003, 150). It is a truth that is brought 
about by the "surrender" of the great man whose agency, as it were, com­
mits suicide. This is what Nietzsche aims at when he uses the expression 
amor Jati to represent "the last and the greatest will [namely] to will the 
necessary'' (Fink 2003, 94). For Muller-Lauter, such a paradox as willful 
submission of free will "can be understood not as a transition but only as 
a qualitative leap" (Muller-Lauter 1999, 78). This leap is precisely the leap 
from the metaphysical to the ontological and it takes place beyond the 
subject-object distinction precisely because it takes place at the very mo­
ment that the subject disappears as such. 

This second form of truth, however, should not be opposed to the 
first one. Nietzsche regards the truth about god as the dialectical device 
by which we can arrive at this second, more enigmatic truth. As I have 
argued in Chapter 2, the movement that goes from a predicative truth 
about predicative truth (namely, that is it is false) to a non-predicative 
one-such as the truth in Being-is mediated by our attainment of health 
made possible by the former and leading into the latter. It is in this sense 
only that we may understand the thesis that existence is an instrument of 
truth. 
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Will to Power as Metaphysics 

Here, the ontological role of the human becomes apparent: by holding the 
key to her own health, the human individual holds the keys to the health 
of the entire world, so that the self-becoming of the world depends on the 
self-becoming of every human individual (or their death). This final, per­
fect stage is equivalent to the full incorporation of the world. The overall 
quantum of power in the world becomes one unique drive. Yet, to what 
would this drive oppose itself? The fact that there is no answer to this ques­
tion means that the doctrine of the will to power is not, strictly speaking, 
ontological but metaphysical. That is to say, it is a doctrine that describes 
accurately the world not in its Being but as it actually is. Indeed, for a 
theory to give a truly ontological account of the world as we describe it, 
it should be able to give us an account of what it would be for the world 
to "be" self-identical. Yet, an account of self-identity in terms of will to 
power is impossible because a will to power exists only against another will 
to power; the world as will to power is by definition self-differentiated and 
thereby unfit to account for the supposed final, self-identical state of the 
world. 

Eternal Recurrence: The Failure of Teleological Becoming 

We have just examined a worldview that could have been Nietzsche's final 
cosmology. Such a worldview is teleological; it generalizes the teleological 
structure of the single wills to power to what Nietzsche calls "the overall 
quantum of power" (i.e., the world). In this view, the world itself is like 
an organism; it is going somewhere and the final point of its evolution is 
absolute Being, understood as self-identical (we saw that the whole process 
could itself be understood as the self-becoming of the world). This world­
view attributes a contradiction to Nietzsche's thought because it construes 
the will to power as a concept that leads to its own inconceivability: it seeks 
total unity while being defined by opposition and externality.19 

The Disparity of Power and Time 

Yet, Nietzsche makes it explicit that this contradictory view is not his view. 
This is because of the confrontation between the cosmological model de­
scribed above and Nietzsche's belief in the eternity of time. Nietzsche's 
most succinct expression of this confrontation is in the note from 1887-
1888 already mentioned: "If the motion of the world aimed at a final state, 
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that state would have been reached" (W'P, 708). This is a fundamental 
remark for Nietzsche's project because it tells us what this project can­

not aim for: "every philosophy and scientific hypothesis (e.g., mechanistic 
theory) which necessitates such a final state is refuted by this fundamental 
fact" (WP, 708). In other words, this discovery has to be granted the status 
of a fact in the strong epistemological sense: a fact has a critical power, 
it can refute.20 This constitutes a new challenge for Nietzsche: "I seek a 
conception that takes this fact into account," he writes. Let me stress that 
the first mention of this fact takes place late in Nietzsche's work; in fact, it 
appears only in Nietzsche's second to last notebook ofl887 (W'P, 639) and 
becomes a challenge only in the later fragment quoted above, about four 
years after the first mention of the will to power and its development into 
a metaphysical ontology. Although the fragment is explicitly (although not 
exclusively) intended as an attack on the "mechanistic theory'' it seems 
highly plausible that it was intended to express Nietzsche's awareness of the 
incompleteness of his own doctrine of the will to power. 

This note relies on a concept of time extending infinitely into the past. 
If the past is infinite, then everything that is possible must have already 
happened. In W'P, 639, Nietzsche addresses the same question in terms of 
a disparity between a limited number of possible "events"21 and the eternity 
of time in which they take place: 

The absolute necessity of similar events occurring in the course of one 
world, as in all others, is in eternity not a determinism ruling events, 
but merely the expression that the impossible is not possible. 

This problem leaves his cosmology unachieved, for as Nietzsche writes, 
"consequently one must conceive [the world's] climactic condition in such 
a way that it is not a condition of equilibrium." As a result, this insight 
constitutes the opening of the space in which the thought of eternal re­
currence takes place:22 "The principle of conservation of energy demands 
eternal recurrence" (5 [54]). 

The disparity between the finitude of the number of possible events and 
the infinity of time can only be resolved into a repetition of events and 
of sequences of events; the repetition itself being not an event but simply 
the conjunction of time and events and the expression of their dispar­
ity. 23 Nietzsche still conceives of becoming as a sequence of incorporative 
events:24 the will to power is an event-making force, it "expresses itself in 
the interpretation, in the manner in which the force is used up; transfor­
mation of energy into life" (WP, 1067). This is, of course, the challenge 
of health: events are reorganizations of drives toward life. If becoming is 
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composed only of these events, it is highly plausible that the history of 
becoming must be read as the history of self-becoming, of the becoming 
healthy. To be sure, Nietzsche envisages two kinds of becoming. The first 
one is ontological; it has to do with the very fact that time is eternal and 
that everything takes place in time. It is the milieu of absolute health, as 
is represented by wildlife for Nietzsche: the eternal timeliness of healthy 
animals. This becoming is qualitatively stable because it is a stable and 
self-identical maximum incapable of losing its balance, of becoming sick. 
The other one is metaphysical and has to do with the succession that takes 
place within the ontological becoming; this second one we may call "se­
quential becoming,'' it is the becoming toward. Sequential becoming is 
another name for the realm of man's agency, which is, as we saw, the name 
of the frontline in the struggle against sickness. 

The Non-Birth of Consciousness as ~n-ant 
to the Eternity of the Past History 

Both of the aphorisms at work here indicate that the teleological form of 
becoming is an illusion; there is no absolutely healthy (self-identical) state 
of the world. I would like to suggest the following hypothesis that permits 
us to trace the late-found impossibility of cosmological teleology to the 
roots of Nietzsche's understanding of history. 

In GM, II, 1, Nietzsche characterizes history as the becoming of con­
sciousness. There is for Nietzsche no history before the birth of conscious­
ness precisely because history is the history of disease, convalescence, 
and overcoming brought about by consciousness. I claimed at the end of 
Chapter 1 that the absolute overcoming of consciousness was impossible a 
priori because sickness and health, although opposed to each other, needed 
each other. Consequently, I have described absolute sickness and absolute 
health as mere horizons and the stake of history altogether was to be seen 
in terms of degrees oflife, not in absolute terms. This precluded any future 
leap into absolute health. Yet, in accordance with my analysis of Nietzsche's 
animal psyche and his metaphor of the inner world as "stretched thinly as 
though between two layers of skin,'' the notes at hand here indicate that 
it is precisely the past that never saw such a leap happen, for we can now 
see that this leap amounts to a necessarily impossible leap from metaphysi­
cal (self-differentiated) becoming to ontological (self-identical) becoming 
where eternity is nothing more than some eternal present: if stability were 
possible, it would have happened already, and if it had, it could not have 
been lost. Nietzsche's conclusion is that some sickness was always here. 
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Becoming and Being 

In terms of the relationship between the two sorts of becoming outlined 
above, this means that history (the history of sickness) and timeliness 
(ontological becoming) are strictly coextensive; there is no real distinction 
between the two, only a conceptual one. This means that both the rela­
tionship of being and becoming and the relationship of metaphysics and 
ontology are to be revaluated from this point of view. 

First, the question of time. In 1886-1887, Nietzsche declares: "That ev­
erything recurs is the most extreme approximation of a world of becoming 
to one of being" (7 [54]). Beyond the overt project not to affirm becoming 
over being but to reconcile them, Nietzsche offers another formulation 
of the distinction between what I have called ontological and sequential 
(metaphysical) becoming. For Nietzsche, ontological becoming is Being 
itself. In fact, it is a constant assumption of Nietzsche's that becoming is 
only said of a succession, that is, of events. An event is not only a reorgani­
zation of drives, but it is a reorganization that affects the overall "economi­
cal energy'' (WP, 639) of the world, making the quantum of power of the 
world more or less effective, more or less healthy. However, Being as self­
identity (7 [1]) is understood by Nietzsche as stability through time-that 
is, not the negation of time, but the negation of the qualitative difference 
between instants in time. In other words, in Being, time becomes ineffec­
tive, a mere abstraction: Being is time without becoming. 

If this characterization of being and becoming is accurate, it entails that 
eternal recurrence can be the thought that links the two together. In more 
than one way, eternal recurrence is a thought of inefficiency. For the hu­
man agent, it is a despairing thought precisely because it amounts to the 
impossibility for any difference to occur-for any better tomorrows, for 
example. Inefficiency of time within eternal recurrence makes all moments 
qualitatively similar to each other. Yet, eternal recurrence is foremost an 
affirmation of becoming as sequence because it is thought from the point 
of view of the so-called cosmic year, which is nothing but the overall pos­
sible (hence necessary) sequence of events. Here, absolute becoming and 
absolute Being seem to merge into the thought of eternal recurrence or, to 
borrow Lowith's words: "By means of the eternal recurrence of the same, 
Eleatic being is transferred into Heraclitean becoming" (Lowith 1997, 170). 

Metaphysics and Ontology 

The reference to the canonical divide between Parmenides's philosophy 
of Being as the self-identical One and Heraclitus's becoming as the self-
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differentiated multiple leads us to a deeper insight into Nietzsche's thoughts 
regarding the relationship between ontology and metaphysics. In fact, con­
sidered from a traditional point of view, the merging of becoming and 
being remains on the level of the metaphysics of time. Yet, in Nietzsche's 
case, the relationship between being and becoming roots the distinction 
between metaphysics and ontology. For Nietzsche, metaphysics is under­
stood "only in the sense of a two-world theory'' (Muller-Lauter 1999, 122). 
We saw in Chapter 1 that for Nietzsche, any "two-world theory'' amounts 
to the possibility of "passing sentence," of the disjunction between reality 
and justification.25 In other words, the rejection of any two-world theory 
is the rejection of the structure of moral judgment. Yet, Nietzsche insists 
everywhere that the will to power is precisely one such instance of valua­
tion (from GM, I, "pathos of distance" to all forms of Christian morality 
all the way down to the protozoa). This is largely because the will to power 
is an essentially relative concept, which operates on the mode of the two 
as the "me" and the "non-me,'' and, consequently, in terms of "advantage." 
Indeed, I have argued in Chapter 1 that the "me" and the "non-me,'' as 
subject and object, were constituted in the very experience of resistance. 
We have seen above that the concept will to power stands for the whole 
realm of becoming. In a note from 1888 Nietzsche describes all becom­
ing as "an encroachment of one power over another power" (WP, 689), 
turning difference into the prime engine of becoming. However, we recall 
that the will to power operates through assimilation and thus is ultimately 
directed to overall unity (this is the cosmological paradox of the will to 
power outlined above). This is all evidence that Nietzsche thinks of becom­
ing as metaphysics (as two-ness). It is plausible to read the discussion of 
becoming and being as probing the opposition of Being and metaphysics. 
Admittedly, this is an unusual claim given that Nietzsche seems to affirm 
becoming as the only Being, thus apparently granting it an ontological 
status. Yet, it has now been made apparent in such claims that Nietzsche 
is really working his way not toward a description of Being, but a descrip­
tion of what stands between metaphysics and ontology. For Nietzsche, the 
crucial point is that ontology is not the accurate way to look at the world 
because ontology is concerned with Being and because Being appears to 
him as an unattainable challenge. All we have left is the metaphysical two­
ness of becoming. 

Roughly speaking, metaphysics is concerned with what things are while 
ontology is concerned with what it is for anything to be. As we know, 
Nietzsche's chief metaphysical thought is the will to power. It is meta­
physical because it describes accurately the things, but it is an ontologically 
invalid concept because it would not exist outside of the things or, in other 
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words, once being is attained. In that event, it would disappear for want of 
an external "thing" to be anything against. As such, and as a fundamentally 
relative concept, requiring two-ness to be valid at all, the will to power is 
the warrant of becoming. Thus, when Nietzsche claims that becoming and 
being merge in the thought of eternal recurrence, we can expect it to mean 
that eternal recurrence brings will to power and being together. If one 
understands Being as eternal timeliness (as I did above), things become 
clearer: the ring of becoming takes place within Being, which grants it its 
being as time, and thereby identifies itself to it, becoming altogether fixed 
and sequential. This claim of Nietzsche's offers, as it were by contrast, his 
theory of the distinction between ontology and metaphysics. By way of 
its ultimate concept of the will to power, metaphysics is projecting itself 
toward its own overcoming into ontology. Yet although there is an intrin­
sic "whither" lying at the bottom of the essence of the will to power, this 
whither that we identified as directed toward Being (seen as self-identity) 
remains unattainable. Consequently, the relationship between the meta­
physics of becoming (as will to power) and the ontology of time (as timeli­
ness) can only merge within the "approximation" that is eternal recurrence. 
This is a crucial point: for Nietzsche, becoming cannot lead into being 
and, alas, becoming is all there is. 
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Transition: Vicious Circles, Virtuous Circles, and Meeting 
Merleau-Ponty in the Middle 

Between Metaphysics and Ontology 

"The earth," he said, "has a skin; and this skin has diseases. One of these 
diseases is called, for example, 'humanity.'" 

-Z, II, "On the Great Events" 

Nietzsche's efforts are all directed toward health and against sickness. In 
this sense, the concept of self-becoming represents the crux ofNietzschean 
ethics. However, Nietzsche's fundamental monism envisages both the 
individual's self and the very structure of reality as "fate" and it does not 
allow for any event in the individual to be considered separately from the 
overall fate of the world itself The human is the locus of self-differentiation 
qua sickness in the world. As a result, self-becoming attains a cosmological 
status: by becoming healthy again, man makes the world healthy again. The 
existence of the human is thus instrumental to the fate of the world, and 
mankind's mission is to achieve the self-becoming of the world by over­
coming its own sickness. For Nietzsche, this overcoming has everything to 
do with truth. The very reason that humanity is "the hidden spring in the 
'great clock of being'" (Lowith 1997, 215) is the promise of a new relation­
ship with the world for the human individual-a relationship based on the 
consubstantiality of man and world, of subject and object, that takes the 
form of an ontological truth lying beyond intentionality. This means that 
human health is not by necessity the ultimate Nietzschean value; rather, it 
is a mere means toward the health of the world, which Nietzsche calls "be­
ing." It is this being that constitutes the ultimate value for Nietzsche. 

Still, this value must be reconsidered in light of the impossibility for be­
coming to ever lead into being. This impossibility, which at the individual 
level is the impossibility for the ontological truth to be fully attained, is 
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secured by the necessary existence of sickness in the form of consciousness. 
What Nietzsche refuses to explain in his original accounts of conscious­
ness (as discussed in Chapter I) becomes what makes him unable to fully 
account for a final state: strictly speaking, sickness was never born; it was 
always already here and, consequently, it will never be totally overcome. 
This leads Nietzsche to reject any teleological cosmology because the world 
is not aiming toward any endpoint. Health, however, remains the criterion 
of value because it may be gradual. Although absolute health is impos­
sible, it remains possible for one to be more or less healthy. The challenge 
thus becomes to obtain the most health for the world, moving from the 
formerly envisaged jump into the fully self-identical Being to a question of 
"how much," a question of degree echoing the question posed at the end 
of Chapters I and 2. 

The resulting worldview is torn between being and becoming, the latter 
standing for the only reality there actually is, and the former for its unat­
tainable-yet structurally unavoidable-horizon (Nietzsche's formula for 
this is "eternal recurrence"). This involves a characterization of becoming 
as metaphysics: becoming is determined by the existence of opposition. 
Here lies Nietzsche's ultimate vision of the relationship between becoming 
and Being and, further, of the relationship between metaphysics and on­
tology: in the same way as subject and object are abstractions drawn from 
the asymptotic structure of intentionality, Being is represented through 
becoming but it is not thereby established. The human therefore holds in 
her hands more than the fate of Being (its movement toward self-identity), 
she holds its essence as self-differentiation. 

What I called above "ontological truth" must in the final analysis be 
reformulated. For Nietzsche, self-becoming does not offer us Being as an 
object of knowledge, but instead it offers us ontological truth in flesh and 
blood, in our existence. We can now clarify in what sense existence becomes 
a means of knowledge. We know from Chapter 2 that self-becoming makes 
one fully healthy (Nietzsche calls this the "great health"; GS, 382; EH, 
"Books," 2). We also know from Chapter 3 that self-becoming involves 
that we "become one with Being." However, we know from Chapter 2 that 
health means power, that power is always actually discharged, and that the 
name of this discharge is incorporation. In short, being at one with being 
means incorporating and nothing else. As a consequence, it becomes clear 
that Nietzsche envisages Being as none other than incorporation: Being is 
in fact the process of incorporation, a process that, as I argued in Chap­
ter 1, is first and foremost a process of falsification. 

This should place us in a position to address two possible objections to 
the reading of Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty I am presenting here. I believe 
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these may be addressed-at least in a preliminary fashion-even before 
turning to a close examination of Merleau-Ponty's ontological thought. 
These two objections would come from either a Deleuzian or a Heideg­
gerian angle. 

Although Deleuze's philosophy arguably owes much to Merleau-Ponty, 
it seems the rare texts where Deleuze enters a dialogue with his former 
teacher are polemical. In his Foucault book, for example, Deleuze re­
proaches Merleau-Ponty for putting forward some sort of idolatry of being 
akin to what he diagnoses in Heidegger's philosophy as well. Of greater 
concern to us is Deleuze's claim that it is precisely this idolatry that makes 
Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty opposite figures. To Deleuze, we must re­
gard the field as structured by the opposition of Heidegger and Merleau­
Ponty on the one hand and Foucault and Nietzsche (and, one can assume, 
Deleuze himself) on the other. He asks about Foucault: 

In what ways is he similar to and different from Heidegger? We can 
evaluate them only by taking as our point of departure Foucault's 
break with phenomenology in the "vulgar" sense of the word: with 
intentionality. The idea that consciousness is directed towards the 
thing and gains significance in the world is precisely what Foucault 
refuses to believe. In fact, intentionality is created in order to surpass 
any psychologism or naturalism, but it invents a new psychologism 
and a new naturalism to the point where, as Merleau-Ponty himself 
says, it can hardly be distinguished from a "learning" process. It re­
stores the psychologism that synthesizes consciousness and significa­
tions, a naturalism of the "savage experience" and of the thing, of the 
aimless existence of the thing in the world. (Deleuze 1999, 89)1 

So Deleuze takes phenomenological intentionality to be object-directed 
in the sense of object-affirming-arguably a wild misreading of at least the 
whole of Merleau-Ponty's writings since the foreword to PP-to the point 
that he interprets Merleau-Ponty's mention of a learning process (which 
is meant as an expression of the self-constituting of the world) as refer­
ring to the acquisition of some supposed objective knowledge. Further, 
Deleuze develops this reading to associate Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger 
as thinkers of a being that surpasses metaphysics into a theory of the fold 
by overlooking the possibilities of immanence: 

In Heidegger, and then in Merleau-Ponty, the surpassing of inten­
tionality tended towards Being, the fold of Being. From intentional­
ity to the fold, from being to Being, from phenomenology to ontol­
ogy. (Deleuze 1999, 90) 
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The problem with this Heideggerian (and, Deleuze thinks, Merleau­
Pontian) move lies in its pacifying tendencies, which Deleuze expresses as 
a loss of the lesson contained in Nietzsche's metaphysics of power: 

Heidegger is Nietzsche's potential, but not the other way around, 
and Nietzsche did not see his own potential fulfilled. It was necessary 
to recover force, in the Nietzschean sense, or power in the very par­
ticular sense of the "will to power," to discover this outside as limit, 
the last point before Being folds. (Deleuze 1999, 93) 

As we shall see in Chapter 4, this concern to recover this particular "point 
before Being folds"-a point I discuss under the heading "folding"-is 
crucial to Merleau-Ponty precisely against Heidegger and it constitutes 
one of the connections between Merleau-Ponty and Nietzsche. It seems 
that Deleuze doubles out a correct description of the tensions between 
Nietzsche and Heidegger with an incorrect conflation of Merleau-Ponty 
with Heidegger. Regardless of Deleuze's more or less verifiable arguable 
misreadings of Merleau-Ponty, we might wish to retain the idea that the 
line of demarcation between Nietzsche and Heidegger is the question of 
the fullness of Being, and it is with reference to this line of demarcation 
that we must decide to which camp Merleau-Ponty would belong. This 
leads us to the other possible objection announced above, that coming 
from the Heideggerian side. It will soon become apparent how addressing 
the Heideggerian objection allows one to address the Deleuzian one. 

In his Holzwege, as well as in his lecture course on Nietzsche, Martin 
Heidegger exposes the view that Nietzsche represents the end of metaphys­
ics as its culmination. This grants Nietzsche a privileged position within 
metaphysics but it also entails that his philosophy must be overcome 
alongside metaphysics. Both Nietzsche and Heidegger conceive of meta­
physics as a "two-world" theory structured by the opposition of subject 
and object (Muller-Lauter 1999, 122, 130. 218), and Heidegger's reading 
of Nietzsche relies heavily on Nietzsche's repeated affirmation that Being is 
will to power. In fact, I have myself construed the will to power as a prin­
ciple that does not permit us to go through and beyond metaphysics. It is, 
in my view too, "only'' a metaphysical concept. For Heidegger, however, 
the will to power is Nietzsche's only attempt at ontology, one that remains 
within metaphysics to the point that Heidegger assumes that Nietzsche 
knows how to say "being" only in the metaphysical sense: '"Being"' for 
Nietzsche "thinks being as a whole [das Seiende im Ganzen]. We call such 
a thought 'metaphysical'" (Heidegger 1991, 2: 184). From this understand­
ing of Nietzsche's doctrine of the will to power, Heidegger goes on to deny 
that Nietzsche had any awareness of the "question of Being." It is not the 
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place here to engage in depth Heidegger's position; however, what has been 
said hitherto can help reexamine a few of his postulates. 

The first remark we must make is that, paradoxically, Heidegger seems 
to be overlooking the role of the question of time in Nietzsche's philos­
ophy. I have argued above that Nietzsche's reflections on time led to a 
profound reevaluation of the relationships between being and becoming. 
More important, I have claimed that the question of being and becoming 
led Nietzsche to the question of Being: precisely because Nietzsche under­
stands becoming as will to power and will to power as metaphysics, he is 
led to offer an account of the non-metaphysical. Because the will to power 
is unable to account for its own ultimate achievement (a totally unified 
and healthy world) Nietzsche becomes acquainted with the idea that Being 
is the background against which all events (as beings) unfold. This coexis­
tence of ontology and metaphysics in Nietzsche's thought bears the name 
"eternal recurrence." Here the originality of Nietzsche's thought surfaces 
and shows him to have arguably gone one step further than Heidegger be­
lieves, for Nietzsche contends that being and becoming merge into eternal 
recurrence only as an approximation. 2 

Let us pause here. Heidegger reads in Nietzsche's thought of amor Jati 
a genuine ontological questioning (Heidegger 1991, 2: 216) but, he com­
plains, Nietzsche's philosophy does not live up to this thought. Heidegger 
rightly interprets amor Jati as the effective identification of self and Be­
ing. In terms of my discussion so far, this amounts to the attainment of 
ontological truth through self-becoming. Heidegger thinks that one must 
locate the culmination of Nietzsche's philosophy in this thought, but he 
regrets that Nietzsche forgets this thought in his later texts and returns to 
an imperfect view of our relations with Being. As I have argued, eternal re­
currence is the name of this failed relationship. Nietzsche understands that 
Being cannot be envisaged from the point of view of a world of becoming. 
Still, the world of becoming is the world all subjects are actually embedded 
in. For Nietzsche, unlike Heidegger, Being is a challenge; it is not always 
already here. Our response to Heidegger hence takes an unusual form: yes, 
Nietzsche refuses to do ontology in the Heideggerian sense, but no, it is 
not because he overlooks the question of Being but because he considers 
this question to be irrelevant as long as Being is not achieved. It is inau­
thentic to view inauthenticity from an authentic point of view. It is not 
Nietzsche's thought that locks us up into metaphysics as a way of think­
ing, but rather the world as metaphysics itself.3 For Heidegger, Nietzsche 
represents the moment where "the essential possibilities of metaphysics are 
exhausted" (Heidegger 1991, 4: 148). Nietzsche would read this as the end 
of chaos, an idealization indeed. 
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In fact, for Nietzsche neither metaphysics nor ontology is of great im­
portance, only mundane reality (or in Heidegger's language "being as a 
whole") is. Therefore, the question has to be reformulated: Which of meta­
physics and ontology is most able to account for reality? It is obvious that 
reality strives toward Being, but it is also obvious that it fails, locking itself 
up into metaphysics. In a sense then, metaphysics is the only true way of 
looking at the world because the world is itself metaphysical and structured 
by the subject-object distinction. Indeed, Nietzsche's position is strikingly 
radical insofar as it shows the structure of the world to be affected by how 
the human views it. 4 If the human sees things in a metaphysical way, it is 
because she is sick, and because the human is sick, the world itself is sick, 
split between subject and object, metaphysical, and the human is proven 
right to see the world metaphysically. 5 

However, one must admit that this metaphysics itself is structured 
around a horizon constituted by Being. This puts Nietzsche in opposi­
tion to both traditional metaphysics (that sees Being as a fixed thing or 
collection of things) and modern ontology (which considers Being as the 
background against which everything that is is, and not as a challenge). If 
Nietzsche refuses to do ontology, it is not because he was unable to come 
out of metaphysics, but rather because he was able to come out of both 
metaphysics and ontology, and consider reality as being delineated by the 
space separating them. 

The vantage point from which Nietzsche's view is formulated consti­
tutes a new philosophical ground. Modern ontology, in Heidegger's sense, 
has overcome the dualities that constituted the foundation of traditional 
metaphysics. In so doing, it has established the duality of metaphysics and 
ontology. Nietzsche's task, as I have attempted to present it above, seeks 
to overcome this new duality itself. The impossibility of Being qua self­
identical Being is constituted by the irreducible self-differentiation at the 
heart of human existence, what we may call a "quantum of sickness." This 
quantum of sickness is presented as the reversibility of the subject-object 
relations that I have described in Chapter 1. For Nietzsche, this reversibil­
ity is the essence of reality. Heidegger, however, thinks that "we must grasp 
Nietzsche's philosophy as the metaphysics of absolute subjectivity." I think 
that this is the crucial mistake in Heidegger's account: for Nietzsche, it is 
not the subject but intentionality itself that is first. In my discussion of 
Poellner and others' idealist readings of Nietzsche in Chapter 1, I insisted 
that Nietzsche conceives of the subject as secondary. Univocity and self­
identity arise as fictions from this unstable ground. Yet, this very arising, 
which I called self-falsification, is the essence of this reversibility. To be 
sure, this places the human subject in a crucial position within reality but 
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only insofar as she is what this falsification is for. Being falsifies itself in the 
eyes of the human subjects. This poses what Merleau-Ponty calls the prob­
lem of a "genuine 'in-itself' for us." Because reality is intentional, it is "for 
us" but because it is anterior to us (which it constitutes), it is "in-itself" 

In Chapter 3, I have sought to draw the cosmological consequences of 
this point from Chapter 1. The essence of the will to power lies in opposi­
tion, and in this sense, self-identity is unattainable. Self-identity is impos­
sible insofar as all reality is will to power and the essence of the will to 
power is differentiation through opposition. Nietzsche implicitly places an 
opposition here, or-to use the terms of Chapter 1-he places a resistance 
as the grounding principle behind the will to power. There is no will to 
power without resistance. Resistance is not a consequence of the will to 
power; it is its essence (WP, 533).6 

This leads us to Heidegger's other complaint. For him, Nietzsche's meta­
physical outlook commits him to providing "ways of being" in place of 
"Being." What was said hitherto should address this claim: ways to be is all 

there is. Nietzsche's ontology takes stock of the impossibility of complete 
self-becoming or of the inability for becoming to "flow into Being." These 
two impossibilities are really one and the same, since we now know that 
anthropological and ontological self-identity are coincidental. The integra­
tion of the fact of this impossibility within Nietzsche's ontology transforms 
the way we must conceive of Being: Being can no longer be thought of as 
an object of knowledge, or even of experience. It is no longer what we must 
rejoin; it is the rejoining itself Nietzsche's account avoids this duality be­
tween Being and ways of being. It does so not-as Heidegger believes-by 
proposing the beingness of beings (while forgetting about Being), but by 
proposing Being as way to be. This is repeatedly asserted after 1886 and the 
enigmatic preface of GS: "We no longer believe that truth remains truth 
when the veils are withdrawn." Here, and elsewhere, Nietzsche means that 
Being must be represented as represented because only in representation 
do Being and its way to be coincide. 

Here, the problem of truth regains prominence. In Nietzsche's view, 
the phenomenon of truth exemplifies these two aspects of reality by rep­
resenting it as unrepresented. It does so inaccurately, however. Because 
truth presents itself as compelling, Nietzsche understands that it denotes 
an authentic experience, but because it transforms indeterminate experi­
ence into determinate objects, it is inaccurate. Yet this inaccuracy is un­
covered by truth itself, which reflects upon itself in a self-undercutting 
movement. This entails a certain doubling out of the very doubling out 
of self-differentiation: reality is self-differentiation (first doubling out), 
which presents itself as different from itself (i.e., as self-identical) in truth 
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discourses (second doubling out). Truth, in turn, presents itself again as 
self-differentiation (falsification of the perceptual faith) when it undercuts 
itself (separating itself from this falsification). Is this common structure 
shared by truth and reality a mere coincidence? Hardly. In fact, it is appar­
ent that the self-differentiated structure of human existence and the self­
differentiated structure of the reality that constituted it are coincidental. 
This is valid at the level of the constitution of the self (Chapter 1) as well 
as the cosmological level (Chapter 3). All this gives an ontological value to 
truth. Truth represents the essence of reality as self-falsification: reality fal­
sifies itself through truth, and self-falsification is all there is. For Nietzsche, 
once again, Being is the movement of truth as falsification. 

The Ambiguities of Ontological Phenomenology: 
Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty 

From the point of view of Heidegger's ontology, therefore, Nietzsche's po­
sition is ambiguous. This ambiguity itself is ambiguous because it is both 
"good" and "bad" ambiguity. The "bad" ambiguity is best illustrated by 
the circularity of Nietzsche's argument for self-differentiation. It is now 
apparent that the self-differentiation we found at the heart of the self in 
Chapter 1 coincides with the self-differentiation we encountered in Chap­
ter 3 at the cosmological and even (in the sense defined above) ontological 
levels. Yet "coincidence" is too vague a word. It seems to cover two possible 
senses. First, this coincidence may denote the central role of the self for 
the structure of Being: Being is self-differentiated because the self is self­
differen tiated, and consequently Being is constituted by the self. This is 
supported by Nietzsche's unification of perception and apperception and 
of consciousness and self-consciousness. Second, and conversely, it may 
signify that Being (as will to power) determines the structure of the self as 
self-differentiation. In the first case, the thought of the will to power would 
be posterior to the definition of the self as self-differentiation. In this case, 
one finds the will to power to be an explanation of the self-opposition 
within selves and the opposition between organisms (and, therefore, of 
self-consciousness and consciousness). In the second case, the will to power 
is posited first and the self-opposition of the self becomes formulated in 
accordance to it. The vagueness of the term "coincidence" to describe the 
relation between the structure of the self and the structure of Being re­
quires clarifications in terms of anteriority: Which of the two determines 
the other? The consequences are bound to be significant: if we grant prior­
ity to the structure of the self, we will take the path of a phenomenologi­
cal ontology. This is because in this case, Being shall be structured by the 
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nature of the self and of its relations with other beings. In the other case, 
we will be dragged back into some metaphysics of the will to power of the 
kind Heidegger suspected. As Leonard Lawlor writes: 

In Heidegger's eyes, beings still determine Nietzsche's fundamen­
tal metaphysical position; the most basic principle of Nietzsche's 
thinking-the will to power-still revolves around the being. Such 
a beginning in the Being implies that his thinking remains firmly 
entrenched in Platonism. (Lawlor 2003b, 97) 

Nietzsche, to my knowledge, does not provide any explicit answer to 
the question of which of beings (selves and perceptual objects) or Being 
precedes the other. One can find moments in his writings that hint in ei­
ther direction. As I mentioned earlier, Zarathustra first presents the will to 
power as a literally meta-physical (or meta-biological) discovery; it qualifies 
everything that has "life." No problematization of the subject who makes 
such a discovery can be found there. However, it is clear that the critique of 
the subject, which I have discussed in Chapter 1, makes the will to power 
anterior to the subject itself, as the only necessary candidate for Being. 

This ambiguity may be conceived as "good" ambiguity if we take it to be 
an acknowledgment of the interdependence between beings and Being. In 
this view, which informs my reading of Nietzsche, this ambiguity reveals 
the need for us to unify phenomenology and ontology. Let me clarify this. 
On the one hand, Nietzsche overcomes metaphysics in a way more radical 
than Heidegger seems to have considered because it overcomes the dialec­
tic of representation and the structure of objectivity. On the other hand, 
however, it refuses to provide any account of Being outside of experience, 
that is to say, outside of the beings. This ambiguity questions both Being 
and ontology in a single gesture. For Nietzsche, the question of Being in­
volves the question of the relationship of the beings (and, in particular, the 
sentient beings) to Being. This relationship, of course, being instantiated 
in every perceptual and intentional act, is the object of study of phenom­
enology. It is, however, also instantiated in ontology since ontology is one 
of the ways we relate to Being. This means that if it is to truly be worthy of 
its name, ontology must include a phenomenology of ontology, and this 
opens the space for an original philosophy. 

These are the two ambiguities that Nietzsche leaves us pondering. If 
Nietzsche is to remain a driving force for philosophy, we must find a way 
to make the "good" ambiguity triumph. In order to do so, we must ask 
two questions: a) What are the relations between the beings and Being? 
Can one, like Zarathustra, discover the essence of Being by observing the 
beings? And if so, what does it imply for the primacy of Being? And b) Is 
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it possible to do a phenomenology which would at the same time be an 
ontology? Of course, it is only by finding a way of answering these two 
questions by the affirmative that Nietzsche's philosophy can justify the 
interest that modernity has set aside for it. In the other case, Nietzsche is 
merely the end of an obsolete metaphysics. 

The project of answering these two questions affirmatively defines 
the scope of Merleau-Ponty's investigation. In a work he describes as his 
"Merleau-Ponty book," Leonard Lawlor notes (in ways strongly reminis­
cent ofDeleuze) that "Merleau-Ponty's ontologization of phenomenology" 
was implemented "following Heidegger's ontologization of phenomenol­
ogy" (Lawlor 2003b, 97; see also Deleuze 1999, 87, quoted above). The 
reason why Merleau-Ponty's "ontologization of phenomenology" is not (as 
Deleuze and Lawlor believe) a mere repetition of Heidegger's, however, is 
his disagreement with Heidegger on the question of the primacy of Being 
over the beings. For Merleau-Ponty, there is a sense in which it is possible 
to place the beings before Being. This disagreement between Heidegger 
and Merleau-Ponty connects to the point of conflict between Heideg­
ger and Nietzsche: for Heidegger, Nietzsche places being before the Beings, 
and therefore, misses the chance to provide an authentic ontology. This, 
we can now see, follows only if the "bad" ambiguity of Nietzsche's account 
proves ineradicable. In my reading, Merleau-Ponty's project allows us to 
conceive of a philosophy where this ambiguity becomes clarified. Merleau­
Ponty famously encounters Nietzsche's "circulus vitiosus Deus" in his own 
philosophy (VI, 179/231). As I shall argue in the next chapter, he saw this 
circle as a representation of the crossing of the logical and ontological or­
ders to which his "intra-ontology'' commits him. Contrary to Heidegger, 
Merleau-Ponty accepts the anteriority of the beings over Being, even if in a 
sense only. In his intra-ontology that seeks "Being in the beings," Being is 
granted ontological priority, as the essence of the beings, but it is, logically 
speaking, accessible only through the beings and, therefore, it is in that 
sense posterior to them. This distinction between the two orders, the logi­
cal and the ontological, as is apparent from my discussion so far, is absent 
in Nietzsche. As I mentioned in Chapter 1, Merleau-Ponty's guiding ques­
tion is the enigma of "an in-itself for us." This question, in short, summa­
rizes what Lawlor calls Merleau-Ponty's "ontologization of phenomenol­
ogy." There is some hope, therefore, that Merleau-Ponty might provide us 
with some clarifications of the question raised by Nietzsche's ambiguous 
relationship with ontology. 

In fact, the two questions are correlative: Merleau-Ponty's clarification 
of the circle we found in Nietzsche as the opposition of the logical and 
the ontological orders does not alleviate the tension between metaphysics 
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(which considers beings) and ontology (which considers Being) because it 
affirms the interdependence between beings and Being. As is well-known, 
Merleau-Ponty's solution is to establish a ground that stands, as he writes, 
"half-way" between a thing and an idea and that he calls an "element." Un­
der the name of "flesh" this element will constitute the object of Merleau­
Ponty's ontology. This half-thing, which stands in the middle between the 
ontic and the ontological, offers new insight into the ambiguity that con­
stitutes the heart of both Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty's concerns. Indeed, 
this middle ground between Being and the beings is the point of encounter 
between the two thinkers. 

Nietzsche's ambiguous relationship to ontology, which goes beyond the 
ontic but falls short of affirming Being as the object of its investigations, 
is echoed by Merleau-Ponty's "intra-ontology," which locates its object in 
the interstice between metaphysics and ontology. We may therefore find 
in the difference between Merleau-Ponty's and Heidegger's "ontologiza­
tions of phenomenology," a distinction that echoes the difference I have 
discussed between Nietzsche and Heidegger, and that clarifies the kinship 
between Merleau-Ponty and Nietzsche. They stand alongside each other 
in the double movement that takes the thinking subject from the beings 
to Being and that makes beings arise from Being.7 It is this position of 
Merleau-Ponty's that I shall seek to examine in order to dissipate the bad 
ambiguity in Nietzsche's worldview while bringing to prominence its good 
ambiguity: it is no longer confusion on Nietzsche's part to affirm the es­
sence of the will to power as structuring the self or vice-versa. Thanks to 

Merleau-Ponty, it will become apparent that this ambiguity reflects the 
necessary conjunction of Being and phenomena (or the beings) within a 
truly phenomenological ontology. 
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The Origin of Truth 

What is it in us that really wants the "truth''? It is true that we paused for a 
long time to question the origin of this will. 

-Nietzsche, BGE, 1 

Merleau-Ponty's masterwork The Visible and the Invisible was originally to 
be entitled The Origin o/Truth (P2, 44; SNS, 97n15/118n2) or Genealogy of 
Truth. For Merleau-Ponty, the question of the origin of truth synthesized 
both the critical and the positive aspects of his project. Finding the origin 
of truth meant finding what the truth criticized by phenomenology was 
a falsification of It also meant finding what object we now must assign to 
our philosophical endeavors. Finally, it meant finding the authentic truth 
expressed (wrongly) by the objective truth of traditional philosophy. As I 
have argued in Chapter 2, Nietzsche too reads the phenomenon of truth as 
the sign of an authentic experience. It is no longer enough to reject truth 
for its errors since the very belief in truth points to an experience of reality 
that we must retrieve. For Merleau-Ponty as well, critique should not be 
mere rejection but recuperation: 

If reflection is to justify itself as reflection, that is to say, as progress 
towards the truth, it must not merely put one view of the world in 
place of another, it must show us how the naive view of the world 
is included in and transcended by the sophisticated one. Reflection 
must elucidate the unreflective view which it supersedes, and show 
the possibility of this latter, in order to comprehend itself as a begin­
ning. (PP, 213/247) 

Facing the same problem, Nietzsche turns to genealogy (HATH, I; EGE, 2) 
and so does Merleau-Ponty. For Nietzsche, the origin of truth determines 

126 



the range of possible events (Chapter 1). For Merleau-Ponty also: "Genesis 
properly understood must exhibit a relation to the whole" (N, 292-93). 

Even if the full-scale project of an inquiry into the origin of truth comes 
to the fore in the preparatory work to the late VI, it is by no means the 
first occurrence of such reflections in Merleau-Ponty's writings. In 1947's 
"The Metaphysical in Man,'' written immediately after the publication of 
PP, Merleau-Ponty announces in a footnote that an important task shall 
be the following: 

To give a precise description of the passage of perceptual faith into 
explicit truth as we encounter it at the level oflanguage, concept, and 
the cultural world. We intend to do so in a work entitled "the Origin 
ofTruth." (SNS, 94/115) 

Accordingly, VI locates the origin of truth in what he calls "perceptual 
faith" and declares that it is the forgotten object of any authentic search 
for truth; it is the originary reality. Let me stress that for Merleau-Ponty 
nothing, especially not "objective reality,'' is anterior to perceptual faith. 
This means that even our most primary encounter with the world involves 
distance, a certain aboutness that grants a pre-predicative dimension to our 
experience: perceiving X is always also affirming X to be true. This pre­
objective belief is, strictly speaking, the experience of truth (this is emphat­
ically not to say that it is a true experience). Before calling it "perceptual 
faith" in VI, Merleau-Ponty defines it as an originary form of certainty in 
1947's IS: 

Certainty is, on the contrary, a prerequisite for analyses and per­
ception: it is certainty that makes them possible. This experience of 
truth must be there first. If I call it into question, my search for truth 
loses all meaning. (74/66) 

Let me insist on this expression: certainty is the "experience of truth." By 
tying truth to an experience, Merleau-Ponty establishes that one can make 
a phenomenology even of truth. 1 This will be his ambition in VI. 

This faith or certainty is necessarily contained in all perceptions because 
perceptions present their objects as external to us, as being at a distance 
from us: "The distinction between appearance and reality immediately 
[d'emblee] has its place in the perceptual 'synthesis"' (PP, 432/376, t.a.). 
This distance is described by Merleau-Ponty as a certain "zone of sub­
jectivity'' standing between the subject and the object of perception, and 
thereby maintaining their link (this will be examined below). Even though 
reversibility will be thematized more rigorously in VI, it is dear as early as 
PP that this zone of subjectivity is reversible: it is alternately located be-
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tween self and world (in perception), or within the self (in apperception). 
This zone, which is as primary as perception (it is its condition), places 
differentiation at the heart of being. 

In this chapter, I will present some preparatory-and relatively uncon­
troversial-remarks on Merleau-Ponty's account of the "Origin of Truth" 
in his works from the forties. Although most of the ideas from these works 
were re-elaborated in the later works, it is a good test of the structural 
importance of these claims that they appear prominently in the earlier 
works too. My aim is to clarify the structural role played by the zone of 
subjectivity in the structure of Merleau-Ponty's ontology. First, I shall give 
an account of the place of the zone of subjectivity in Merleau-Ponty's anal­
yses of perception. I shall insist on the fact that it construes perception 
as what Merleau-Ponty calls the "open infinity of the perceptive process" 
(NL, 330), that is to say, a temporal process of infinite determination. Sec­
ond, in the same way as I have emphasized the role of the originary "inner 
world" Nietzsche sees stretching "as between two layers of skin" in GM, II, 
16, I will focus on the way the zone of subjectivity secures the impossibility 
of an end of history and how it structures it asymptotically by precluding 
the attainment of self-identity in being. Like Nietzsche, Merleau-Ponty 
believes that the distance represented by the zone of subjectivity has onto­
logical importance. It is eternal and informs all possibilities. He writes in 
striking language: "There is a transtemporality which is not idealistic, it is 
that of the deepest, incurable wound" (PW, 63).2 

The Zone of Subjectivity 

If perceptual faith is the origin of truth, this places the zone of subjectivity 
at the center of our question because, as I have discussed, it informs the 
structure of perception as including perceptual faith. For Merleau-Ponty: 

To see an object is either to have it on the fringe of the visual field 
and be able to concentrate on it, or else to actually respond to this 
summoning by concentrating upon it. When I do concentrate my 
eyes on it, I become anchored in it, but this coming to rest of the 
gaze is merely a modality of its movement: I continue inside one 
object the exploration which earlier hovered over them all, and in 
one movement I close up the landscape and open the object. The two 
operations do not coincide fortuitously. (PP, 67 /81, t.a.) 

Here, Merleau-Ponty presents the structure of perception under two key 
aspects that are correlated intrinsically: distance and dynamics. When the 
distance seems abolished (in the anchorage of my glance into the object), 
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the glance is not stopped. Instead, it continues internally the movement it 
was performing externally. Or so it seems. If Merleau-Ponty maintains the 
language of movement for the new form of inquiry taking place here, we 
should not be mistaken: the spatial movement that transcended distance 
has now become a temporal gesture. Perception is shown in the play of 
mutual solicitation of the object and the subject, a dialogue that involves 
intentionality and, therefore, a certain distance. This distance precludes 
transparency between the subject and the object of perception, and this 
non-transparency translates into the indeterminacy of perception. The 
very structure of perception is non-completeness and this elemental in­
determinacy provides the milieu of a quest for greater determinacy. This 
quest, being grounded in the structure of perception itself, cannot abolish 
the distance that makes it possible. As a consequence, we must understand 
this distance to ensure that the act of perception will never come to a stop. 
It is these two features of perception-its indeterminacy and its temporal­
ity-that we must examine. 

PP, PriP, and SNS on the "Prospective Activity" of Perception (P2, 38) 

Perception has a paradoxical structure. As a relation, it dwells in distance 
but aims at union; as Frarn;:oise Dastur says, "the distance that separates 
us from Being is also what attaches us to it" (Dastur 1993, 32). Indeed, 
Merleau-Ponty writes: 

Such indeed is our initial situation: we feel ourselves to be the indis­
pensable correlative of a being which nevertheless resides in itself. 
Such is the contradiction which links us to the object. (SNS, 73/91, 
my emphasis)3 

There can be perception only if the perceiver and the perceived are ex­
ternal to each other: presence and absence are conditions of each other and 
find stability and determinacy in no middle term. Merleau-Ponty's insight 
is precisely to interpret this "contradiction" as a relation. 4 This move allows 
for the reestablishment of some commensurability between presence and 
absence without yet reducing one to the other or both to a third common 
term. It opens up the possibility of what Merleau-Ponty calls a "zone of 
subjectivity'' (PP, 212/246),5 that is to say, a distance that is the condi­
tion of possibility of the relation and the impossibility of identity. Yet, the 
paradox of relation remains: distance is maintained, as it were, in minor, 
as a function of the closeness within the structure of perception, and also 
as an obstacle to pure presence that Merleau-Ponty defines as absolute de­
termination. This absence of absolute determination implies that we only 
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ever interact with degrees of reality, but never with a pure, wholesome real­
ity: "There are degrees of reality within us as there are, outside of us, 're­
flections,' 'phantoms' and 'things"' (PP, 378/433). If perception is indeed 

transcendence, that is if we do not reduce perception to either appercep­
tion or a purely mechanical reflex, then it becomes clear that the perceived 
thing must remain distant from the perceiver while still remaining acces­
sible (PP, 377 /432).6 This is the paradox that the evanescent character of 
perceptual reality serves to solve. If I can have access to only "degrees of 
being" this means that I may have an imperfect access to objects, and thus, 
that one may conceive of perception as a relation in both senses of the 
term, that of link and that of distance. 

This "imperfection" is grounded in two forms of indeterminacy. First, 
and drawing from the very structure of perception as transcendence, there 
is what we may call a qualitative indeterminacy, which accounts for the 
evanescence of perception itself or rather, that allows us to see perception 
as essentially evanescent. Indeed, it would be absurd to think of this eva­
nescence as a limitation or as a failed perception; instead, it is its nature 
of "intentional act" to be indeterminate because perception and absolute 
determination are contradictory: "The absolute positing of a single object 
is the death of consciousness," writes Merleau-Ponty in PP (71186).7 

1he Teleology of Determinacy 

Consciousness-that is to say, perception-feeds on indeterminacy; yet, 
and this is crucial, this very indeterminacy maintains consciousness alive 
only insofar as it is the milieu of its movement toward determinacy. In a 
famous passage, Merleau-Ponty describes the experience of the state of 
indeterminacy: 

IfI walk along a shore towards a ship which has run aground, and the 
funnel or mast merges into the forest bordering on the sand dune, 
there will be a moment when these details suddenly become part of 
the ship, and indissolubly fuse with it. As I approached, I did not 
perceive resemblances or proximities which finally came together to 
form a continuous picture of the upper part of the ship. I merely felt 
that the look of the object was on the point of altering, that some­
thing was imminent in this tension, as a storm is imminent in storm 
clouds. Suddenly the sight before me was recast in a manner satisfy­
ing to my vague expectation. (PP, 20/24) 

The movement toward determinacy feels itself incomplete, which results 
in a tension that can only be overcome in the satisfaction of final determi-
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nacy. This helps characterize further the zone of subjectivity: because it is 
an ambiguous milieu, this very zone aims beyond itself and cannot find 
rest. The essential unachievement of perception due to this zone expresses 
itself as a quest: the desire for determinacy is not superadded to perception; 
instead, it is its nature. 

This teleological structure also includes the dimension of temporality. 
Our perception, being always local, operates through "perspectives," struc­
tures that give us a restricted access to the object. 8 This indeterminacy can 
only be solved by gathering a larger number of different perspectives of 
the same object, or as Merleau-Ponty says, by turning around it. 9 Here, 
the quest for determinacy clearly involves temporality because it involves 
movement (PP, 83).10 The original paradox of perception finds yet another 
expression in the paradox of a necessary indeterminate perception seek­
ing full determinacy (i.e., seeking to overcome itself). Like in Nietzsche, 
this paradox is solved by transferring the tension that opposes teleology 
and its impossibility into teleology itself Merleau-Ponty achieves this by 
borrowing the synthetizing notion of "horizon" from Husserl. 11 A "hori­
zon" is the name of an unattainable object of quest, which accounts for 
both its unattainability and the directionality it provides as representing 
a "goal." As such, it provides structure to a dynamic without having to be 
proven real or attainable12 and introduces a new intentionality that does 
not establish its object as such, but only its own directionality toward it. 
In the case of perception, the concept of horizon opposes the objectivity 
of scientific inquiry, which has a project not structured by a horizon, but 
by a fully determined object understood as attainable. For Merleau-Ponty, 
the horizon is indeed the fully determinate object, but it is itself under­
stood as a horizonal synthesis of horizons. In other words, the "world" is 
an imperfect synthesis of imperfect objects in opposition to the "universe" 
of the scientists: 

Thus the positing of one single object, in the full sense, demands the 
compositive bringing into being of all these experiences in one act of 
manifold creation. Therein it exceeds perceptual experience and the 
synthesis of horizons-as the notion of a universe, that is to say, a 
completed and explicit totality, in which the relationships are those 
of reciprocal determination, exceeds that of a world, or an open and 
indefinite multiplicity of relationships which are of reciprocal impli­
cation. (PP, 71185) 13 

We are now in a better position to understand the status of perceptual 
faith and its relations with the zone of subjectivity. In fact, perceptual faith 
may just as well be read as "faithful perception" since we now know how 
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the very structure of perception is the structure of faith and vice versa. 
Indeed, we have seen how perception involves both the affirmation of 
distance and of proximity, the maintaining and problematization of the 
subject-object distinction and the very structure of certainty and confu­
sion (as satisfaction and indeterminacy). 

The Pre-Objective 

Yet, there is a nuance in the word "faith'' [la foi] that involves a distinction 
from "knowledge,'' or even "certainty." Faith is the germ of knowledge, 
like the subject-object distinction is the germ of the subject-object divide. 
Faith is the experience of truth. Thus, it is the origin of the search for, belief 
in, and concept of knowledge. Merleau-Ponty somewhat problematically 
expresses this relation on the mode of the "pre-": faith is a pre-knowledge 
like perception is "pre-objective" (PP, 12/14, 79/92),14 "pre-thetic," "pre­
conceptual,'' or "pre-linguistic." The use of the prefix "pre-" implies a tran­
sitional concept. To take up an analogy used by Merleau-Ponty himself, 
in the same fashion as Freud's topic of personality places the unconscious 
between the "organism" and "ourselves as a chain of deliberate acts" as its 
ground, Merleau-Ponty places the pre-objective as a ground and a justi­
fication for the objective (S, 229/374).15 Yet, the pre-objective remains a 
transitional concept insofar as it is wholly directed toward its own ektasis 
into the objective as horizon: 

There is an opinion which is not a provisional form of knowledge 
destined to give way later to an absolute form of knowledge, but on 
the contrary, both the oldest or most rudimentary, and the most con­
scious or mature form of knowledge-an opinion which is primary 
in the double sense of "originary" and "fundamental." This is what 
calls up before us something in general, which positing thought [la 
pensee thetique]-doubt or demonstration-can subsequently relate 
to in affirmation or denial. (PP, 396-97/454, t.a.) 

The pre-objective is this whose destiny is the objective and it progresses 
toward it through the dynamics of determination I have described above. 
So one may locate the origin of truth in the realm of the pre-objective: it is 
pre-objective knowledge that necessarily becomes objective knowledge. 

The problem of the origin of truth, then, becomes to understand the 
process by which the "pre-objective" has been turned into the objective. 
In a certain way, it is obvious that there is a dimension of fallacy in the as­
sumption of a transitional realm. In fact, Merleau-Ponty himself opposes 
the Zeno-like attitude that multiplies the discrete points to explain a tran-
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sition that can only be expressed outside of the discrete. In PP he writes: 
"If we want to take the phenomenon of movement seriously, we shall need 
to conceive a world which is not made up only of things, but which has 
in it also pure transitions" (PP, 275/318). This suggests that we should 
read the concept of the pre-objective not as referring to a new intermedi­
ary instance but to a "pure transition." Yet, it is clear that the concept of 
the pre-objective can only deliver solutions if it counts as a solidified and 
discrete element. Otherwise, it will merely remain the name of a problem. 
We are thus permitted to worry as to whether the transition between the 
pre-objective and the objective is any easier than the transition between 
the objective and subjective worlds stipulated by both naturalism and in­
tellectualism. Of course, as I mentioned in passing, this problem is pos­
tulated by Merleau-Ponty's very project that is to place the ambiguity of 
perception at the heart of a new philosophy, forcing one to choose between 
inconceivable concepts ("pure transition") or unrealizable concepts (dis­
crete entities). Yet, unlike the other ambiguous concept examined above, 
the concept of the pre-objective is not a synthetic concept that unifies the 
opposites within itself. In fact, it seems to be an analytic one that extracts 
the relation between perception and objective thought and takes it away 
from them by the very act of naming it.16 

The reason for this move on Merleau-Ponty's part is subject to de­
bate. Renaud Barbaras makes the strong case that Merleau-Ponty remains 
trapped in the conceptual framework of the very intellectualism he seeks 
to oppose and he locates the core of this problem in Merleau-Ponty's use of 
the "phenomenological cogito" in PP (Barbaras 1998, 160-83).17 Indeed, 
the answer to the question of whether the pre-objective can be understood 
as pure transition or as a discrete entity must pass through an examination 
of the role of the cogito. This is because, if Barbaras is right, the "phe­
nomenological cogito,'' by giving priority to the subject's body, commits 
Merleau-Ponty to a traditional account of intentionality in terms of intel­
lect and matter. 

It is clear from the working notes of VI that Merleau-Ponty relinquishes 
his phenomenological cogito (I will return to this) and it is just as clear 
that Barbaras is right to see the affirmation of the cogito (albeit arguably 
reworked by Merleau-Ponty to the point of inconsequentiality) as reveal­
ing some "awkwardness" in PP (Barbaras 1998, 180). Furthermore, Bar­
baras is right to point out that the cogito reveals a tension that is con­
stitutive of the whole of PP. According to him, this tension stems from 
the inadequacy of Merleau-Ponty's concepts to the consequences of his 
thoughts. 18 These consequences, Barbaras thinks, remain unthought by 
Merleau-Ponty because of his obsolete conceptual framework. If Merleau-
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Ponty uses the conceptual field that he seeks to oppose, it could be for 
one of two reasons: Barbaras's view is that Merleau-Ponty is still victim of 
a constraining philosophical tradition to which he borrows his concepts 
for want of better ones but ends up trapped in them. It must, however, 
be stressed that Merleau-Ponty considered his project to be a rejuvenation 
of traditional metaphysics (this is also why he concerns himself with the 
question of truth: we must know what is the true experience that tradi­
tional metaphysics wrongly expresses). His reappraisal of the cogito may 
probably be read in a more charitable manner as a questioning of the truth 
hidden within the false cogito. This question is of some significance with 
regard to our inquiry into Merleau-Ponty's treatment of truth for it high­
lights his basic attitude toward it: the traditional project of philosophy is 
to problematize and seek truth. In this sense, Merleau-Ponty's project is 
deeply traditional. However, it is dear to Merleau-Ponty that philosophy 
has come to a critical point in its history where the discrepancy between 
this spirit (the experience of truth qua perceptual faith) and the traditional 
methods (those of intellectualism and empiricism) used to attain it has be­
come so great that one must make a choice between the two. For Merleau­
Ponty the traditional concept of truth contains some authenticity that is 
now choked under inauthentic determinations and must be retrieved. It is 
precisely this movement of retrieval that Merleau-Ponty calls the archaeol­
ogy into the "origins" of truth. 

So, if Merleau-Ponty takes over the questions of the tradition, he none­
theless seeks to liberate himself from its form, which was always the focus 
of his critique.19 According to him, this form is defined by the alternative 
of intellectualism and realism. Barbaras's account rests on his general con­
tention that in PP, Merleau-Ponty sees naturalism as an avatar of intellec­
tualism. This reduces the field of action of PP to a critique of intellectual­
ism and its offspring (including naturalism). This leads him to read the 
cogito as being not a critique of the alternative between intellectualism and 
realism (my reading) but a critique of intellectualism. It is more fruitful to 
examine the movement of PP from a point of view that would not see a 
divide between intellectualism and realism but would see them as unified 
through the third term, which is objective thought.20 If this is correct, PP 
is not an attack on either intellectualism of realism, but it is an attack on 
the ground that posits their alternative. Naturally, Merleau-Ponty proposes 
to seek a ground beyond this divide and finds this ground in transcendence 
itself.21 Indeed, both intellectualism and naturalism are grounded in the 
impossibility of transcendence and this is the proper aim one should take 
when attacking objective thinking. Hence, my contention is that Merleau­
Ponty maintains the structure of the cogito in order to be led beyond it. 
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He maintains subject and object as absolute and incommensurable poles 
in order to interrogate their origin; an origin he finds not in their opposi­
tion but in their union. This union is found in the "prereflexive cogito" 
(as pre-apperception) or "perceptual faith'' (as pre-perception). This is why 
Merleau-Ponty defines the prereflexive cogito in the following way: 

Once reflection had occurred, once the "I think'' had been pro­
nounced, the thought of being became so much part of our being 
that if we try to express what preceded it all our effort is only directed 
at proposing a prereflexive cogito. (S, 152/246, t.a.) 

This is of interest for us because it helps unravel further Merleau-Ponty's 
conception of the pre-objective. In PP, he introduces pre-objectivity as a 
middle term between perception and objective thinking. It is obvious that 
the aim to bridge this gap is valid, as will be demonstrated in VI. How­
ever, by introducing this new concept within a framework that it indeed 
threatens, Merleau-Ponty adds a non-philosophical ambiguity to his very 
philosophical ones: the pre-objective is described with reference to the ob­
ject and the subject and thereby affirms them as such. Yet, for a subject 
to be fully a subject and for an object to be fully an object excludes any 
transcendence because we remain in a framework of discrete entities and 
differences seen as leaps. 22 

In fact, by retaining the basic structure of objectivity while adding to 
it a dimension that unifies them, Merleau-Ponty opens two alternating 
problematic zones. He writes: 

Empiricism cannot see that we need to know what we are looking 
for, otherwise we would not be looking for it, and intellectualism 
fails to see that we need to be ignorant of what we are looking for, or 
equally again we would not be searching for it. (PP, 37136, t.a.) 

This alternative is a distinctive feature of existential philosophies since Pas­
cal's "Mystery of Jesus-Christ" (SNS, 92/115)23 and it traditionally leads 
into a discussion of alienation: ifI ignore what I know, it is because there is 
a divide inside me and the acquisition of knowledge becomes understood 
as a movement of knowledge from the side of the self that possesses it natu­
rally to the side that ignores it. 24 It is dear that this is the sort of problem 
Merleau-Ponty has in mind when discussing apperception in his chapter 
on the cogito. We can see how the project of addressing empiricism and 
intellectualism in one single gesture involves proving empiricism wrong by 
refuting the gap that it draws between subject and object and conversely 
proving intellectualism wrong for establishing a fully self-transparent sub­
ject.25 As a consequence, Merleau-Ponty actually ends up doubling his 
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burden because he is left to confront two divides: the "zone of subjec­
tivity from which [the world] shall be seen or heard" (PP, 212-48, t.a.; 
which represents the divide posited by intellectualism) and its counterpart 
(which represents the divide posited by empiricism), which he calls a "pri­
mal acquisition": "Between my sensation and myself there stands always 
the thickness of some primal acquisition which prevents my experience 
from being dear for itself" (PP, 216/250, t.a.).26 This means that we are 
now confronting a divide separating objectivity from the pre-objective and 
another separating the pre-objective from the world.27 The unity of em­
piricism and intellectualism under the heading of "objective thought" as 
well as the two separations it involves are contained in Merleau-Ponty's 
defense of the life-world: 

[When] I cease to adhere to my own gaze, and when, instead of 
living the vision, I question myself about it, I want to try out my 
possibilities, I break the link between my vision and the world, between 
myself and my vision, in order to catch and describe it. When I have 
taken up this attitude, at the same time as the world is atomized 
into sensible qualities, the natural unity of the perceiving subject is 
broken up, and I reach the stage of being unaware of myself as the 
subject of a visual field. (PP, 2271262, my emphasis) 

This explains the alternating theme in PP where perception is placed 
here between the bodily self and the world and there between the worldly 
body and the subject; consider these three utterances from PP: 

Each time I experience a sensation, I feel that it concerns not my 
own being, the one for which I am responsible and for which I make 
decisions, but another self which has already sided with the world, 
which is already open to certain of its aspects and synchronized with 
them. (PP, 250/216) 

Thus we are not perpetually in possession of ourselves in our whole 
reality, and we are justified in speaking of an inner perception, of 
an inward sense, an "analyser" working from us to ourselves. (PP, 
435/380) 

What has been said of external can equally be said of internal percep­
tion: that it involves infinity, that it is a never-ending synthesis. (PP, 

439/383) 

Here, Merleau-Ponty seems to be hesitating between attributing primacy 
to the objective or the subjective pole in much the same way as Nietzsche 
hesitated in his notebooks of Spring-Fall 1887 (see Chapter 1). This am-

136 • The Origin of Truth 



bivalence, which translates into a lack of clarity regarding the status and 
place of the pre-objective (and, consequently, of the cogito), presents a dif­
ficulty for Merleau-Ponty for it signals a tension between Merleau-Ponty's 
thought and his conceptual apparatus (as examined above) that Merleau­
Ponty will not be able relieve until Vl. 28 Hence, Merleau-Ponty's charac­
terization of perception as a pre-objective instance allows him to escape 
the traditional model of physical sensation and intellectual synthesis and 
to replace it by perceptual faith. This faith involves both the recognition of 
the perceived object as external and its accessibility. As such, it dialectizes 
the very idea of externality and of accessibility by making the object of per­
ception always indeterminate (or, rather, forever-being-determined) and 
by preventing externality from being so radical that it could complete this 
constant movement toward determination (which VI refers to as "inter­
rogation"). In fact, as we have seen, this movement itself takes place inside 
the translucid zone of subjectivity that acts altogether as a conducible and 
as a resistance to pure coincidence of the subject and the object.29 

The translucidity of the zone of subjectivity is instrumental to under­
stand the birth of the idea of truth. Translucidity means a combination of 
transparency and opacity. The quotient of transparency is responsible for 
the experience of truth that we always try to recuperate. The quotient of 
opacity accounts for the impossibility to reach such truth and leaves us 
with perhaps the most striking feature of the notion of truth: it is desired 
by us but forever distant. This desire and this distance together ensure the 
dynamism of the movement toward determinacy. 

We now understand how the structure of perception prefigures that 
of predicative knowledge. Yet, this is only the first step in explaining the 
movement that goes from perception to "truth" as we know it. Of course, 
Merleau-Ponty maintains a distinction between perception and knowl­
edge: the former gives "presences" and the latter gives "truths": 

This formula: "It is true," does not correspond to what is given to me 
in perception. Perception does not give me truths like geometry but 
presences. (PriP, 45/14) 

The next step in Merleau-Ponty's archaeology of truth is therefore to ac­
count for the move from "presence" to "truth." Or as he puts the question 
elsewhere: 

What could be the relation between this tacit symbolism, or undi­
videdness, and the artificial or conventional symbolism, which seems 
to be privileged, to open us towards ideal being and to truth? (TL, 
180/131) 
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The problem is defining of philosophy itself: How do we move from 
"mute experience" to predicative truth? Must one find a middle term that 
could bridge the gap? In "Communaute, Societe et Histoire," Marc Richir 
insists that this question was left unresolved by Merleau-Ponty's sudden 
death. This is made plausible by the late date of the quote cited above and 
has the advantage, for Richir, to maintain the possibility that if he had 
lived to answer this question, Merleau-Ponty would have done so along 
Richir's own lines (lines that run the risk obliterating the level of "brute 
being" itself; Richir 2008, 26). In fact, there are dear indications that 
Merleau-Ponty did investigate this question in PP and that he sought to 

do so in ways almost contrary to Richir's: instead of positing, like Richir, a 
model of incommensurability between the pre-objective and the objective 
(24),30 Merleau-Ponty's intention was to maintain the contrast within the 
continuity of the two realms. Consequently, he regards the movement that 
goes from the pre-objective (or, as he says later, "the logos of the sensible 
world" [PW, 69197]) to the objective (or "the explicit logos" [Praise, 199]) 
as a translation, not a leap. This translation, Merleau-Ponty calls "sedi­
mentation" and the device in charge of this translation is the experience 
of error: perception "cannot present me with a 'reality' otherwise than by 
running the risk of error" (PP, 377 /432) and, consequently, the truth of 
objectivity finds its grounding in the experience of error: "Criteria-logical 
philosophy [is] based on the experience of error" contrary to a "philosophy 
[true phenomenology] supported by the experience of truth" (IS, 74166, 
my emphasis). Merleau-Ponty continues: 

We know that there are errors only because we possess truth, in the 
name of which we correct errors and recognize them as errors. In the 
same way the express recognition of a truth [ ... ] presupposes ques­
tioning, doubt, a break with the immediate, and is the correction of 
any possible error. (PP, 295/341) 31 

In other words, truth arises from the experience of verification. 

Dialectics 

The distance from presence to truth is thus travelled thanks to the me­
chanics of dialectic. Let's take the following example: I am walking in the 
woods and come across a puddle of water that I need to jump over. My 
perception pre-linguistically includes: "I can jump over this puddle" (all 
perception, says Merleau-Ponty, is performed on the mode of the "I can" 
[PP, 137/160]).32 When I jump, however, I realize that a reflection on the 
puddle made it look smaller than it really was. I land in a splash: my pre-
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objective "I can" proves erroneous and leaves me with an experience of 
unfulfilled expectation. It is the experience of this disappointment-and 
nothing before it-that highlights the expectation that one instant ago 
lined the fabric of perception into the consciousness of an "I thought I 
could," triggering the project of verification. It is clear here that the expe­
rience of the antithesis (the error: the puddle was larger than I perceived 
it to be) serves as a bridge toward explicitation in a typically dialectical 
movement. 33 

Now, if we consider the aforementioned retention of a past percep­
tion into a present one (which is also of the self as a past perceiver into a 
present one), we obtain again a dialectical structure: this past perspective 
remains within me as "sense,"34 which will couple with the new one ("I 
was wrong") into a determinate synthesis: a concept. This synthesis is only 
possible as a synthesis of perspectives for the ability to synthesize perspec­
tives involves a transcendence of the present into the untimely or, rather, 
an extraction of the perception from its temporal context in order to create 
an object seen from many perspectives but from which the time factor is 
absent. This ability to unify perspectives coming from different viewpoints 
supports our ability to abstract our perception from the spatio-temporal 
context that we are-that is, to understand perspectives in a non-personal 
way. This transcendence has important consequences for Merleau-Ponty: 
chiefly that fact that we can include someone else's perspective into our 
synthesis, given that we can acknowledge the other as another viewpoint on 
the same object (VI, 11/27;35 i.e., as another perceiver [PriP, 17/52]).36 The 
means for the inclusion of the other's perspective is, of course, language. 

Thanks to the notion of perspective, Merleau-Ponty deepens the struc­
ture of dynamic determination, which morphs into the structure of alterity 
and, further, into the structure of language. We now understand how with 
recourse to no other structure than perception, one goes from presence to 
"truth." This mechanism is crucial in Merleau-Ponty's project to go be­

yond the mere description of perception into a philosophy thereof because 
it shows how perception can give rise to its other, the abstract (in this case, 
objective synthesis) and hence, how it qualifies as an explicative principle. 

Sedimentation 

I have just outlined Merleau-Ponty's gradual strengthening of the the­
sis of the primacy of perception. This movement has great metaphysical 
consequences: it establishes the link between the natural and the human, 
between the "mute experience" and the instituted world, and defines the 
world of objective truth as derived from the world of perception. It is not 

The Origin of Truth • 139 



my concern here to investigate the relationships between truth and cul­
ture or society, but we have to note readily that the inclusion of a linguis­
tic element within truth entails that truth belongs to the cultural world. 
The process by which the development of the world of perception gives 
rise to the cultural world goes under the heading of "sedimentation" in 
Merleau-Ponty's earlier texts, before being partially replaced by the con­
cept of "institution." For the inquiry into the origin of truth to be conclu­
sive, we need to account for the final stage of truth, the sedimentation of 
the predicative into the "in-itself" 

In PP's chapter "The Body as Object and Mechanistic Physiology," 
Merleau-Ponty examines in great detail the case of the "phantom limb,'' a 
mental condition whereby an amputee behaves as if she was still in posses­
sion of the amputated limb. Descartes used this phenomenon in his sixth 
meditation to prove that the locus of sensation was not the body but the 
soul. Merleau-Ponty, in turn, takes the same example to diametrically op­
posed conclusions: 

The phantom limb is not the mere outcome of objective causality; no 
more is it a cogitatio. It could be a mixture of the two only if we could 
find a means oflinking the "psychic" and the "physiological," the "for­
itself" and the "in-itself," to each other to form an articulate whole, 
and to contrive some meeting point for them. (PP, 77192, 3221372) 

For Merleau-Ponty, the solution lies in understanding the subject as exis­
tence-that is, as being-in-the-world [etre-au-monde]. 

Merleau-Ponty describes "l'etre-au-monde" as the middle term between 
the first person (connected to the "for-itself") and the third (connected 
to the "in-itself") because its structure is pre-objective like that of percep­
tion.37 In the case of the phantom limb, there is a discrepancy between the 
being-in-the-world of the subject and his or her objective body;38 the first 
one has an arm while the second one does not. This case allows Merleau­
Ponty to place transcendence at the heart of the pre-personal constitu­
tion of the subject: there is a "for-itself" and an "in-itself" of the subject 
himself. I have suggested in the previous section that this question leads 
to difficulties for Merleau-Ponty. 39 However, we can now outline how 
Merleau-Ponty may find a solution to these difficulties. It is clear here that 
this distinction between in-itself and for-itself arises through the experi­
ence of their communication. I take my "for-itself" to be an "in-itself" 
when I set out to walk although my left leg is missing; my for-itself is by 
nature about my in-itself The key move in Merleau-Ponty's account comes 
out of this very point and essentially amounts to a dramatization of the use 
of error described above: 
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It is precisely when my customary world arouses in me habitual in­
tentions that I can no longer, if I have lost a limb, be effectively 
drawn into it, and the utilizable objects, precisely insofar as they 
present themselves as utilizable, interrogate a hand which I no longer 
have. (PP, 82197, t.a.) 

This "interrogation" is the key to one's thematization of the implicit 
in-itself that her habitual self was always directed toward. Because I ex­
perience this inability to grab the doorknob (as I experience my effec­
tive inability to jump over the pool), I am thrown into an interrogation 
that highlights the objective directionality of my subjectivity. As a result, 
I become able to understand an object as "to be grabbed" outside of my 
personal relationship to it. I become able to think in a third person mode, 
to see what was the "for-itself" of the habitual self as an "in-itself" of the 
object and to transfer the ability to grab that my habitual self reserved for 
itself into a "grabability'' of the object:40 

The manipulatable must have ceased to be what I am now manipu­
lating, and become what one can manipulate; it must have ceased to 
be a thing manipulatable for me and become a thing manipulatable 
in itself (PP, 82/98) 

This first sketch of the notion of sedimentation therefore contains the 
seeds of Merleau-Ponty's further developments on this notion. These cover 
an impressive range and we will see in Chapter 6 how their common struc­
ture of sedimentation is the key to the systematic dimension in Merleau­
Ponty's work. In fact, sedimentation is Merleau-Ponty's name for the un­
folding of time so that his account of it holds for all things temporal-that 
is all things human, for "man is a historian because he belongs to history, 
and history is only the amplification of practice" (TL, 33/50). 

From Being-in-the-World to Being-in-the-Word 

There remains for us to establish how the concept of truth, which we have 
described as derived from experience, became understood as truth beyond 
experience. Merleau-Ponty is confident that the descent of truth is not 
only the archetype of any sedimentative process, but it is also the starting 
point of any institution. In a certain way, we have already addressed this 
question by locating the birth of the explicit realm out of the experience of 
error and by further tracing it back to the primordial source of dynamism, 
which is no other than the quest for determination at work within percep­
tion. Thanks to the descent of truth described above, we now understand 
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how the history of truth amounts to the truth of history: because defining 
truth (the history of truth) requires a dear concept of how truth was lost 
(the truth of history). 

If we are now to address the problem of the self-forgetting of truth that 
we see at play within the traditional concept of truth as beyond perception, 
we need to turn to another aspect of sedimentation. For Merleau-Ponty, 
the sedimentation of an "I can" (PP, 137 /160) into a "there is" is correla­
tive to that of a phenomenon into a thing-in-itself for it involves the dis­
junction of "perception" from "faith." Although Merleau-Ponty is indeed 
borrowing the concepts of Stiftung and Urstiftung from Husserl, his prefer­
ence for the French equivalent is meaningful: beyond a simple building up 
suggested by the German terms, the French word sedimentation contains 
mineral connotations and, indeed, Merleau-Ponty's sedimentation appears 
often as a figure of crystallization. Through sedimentation, he writes, "that 
which is true [le vrai], constructed though it may be [ ... ] becomes as 
solid as a fact" (S, 154/250). This crystallization into a "fact" understood 
as the sedimented version of a presence ("le vrai"), shows sedimentation 
to be-through a history of truth-a history of objectivism itself (TL, 
115/161, t.a.). 41 Indeed, Merleau-Ponty reproaches intellectualism precisely 
for solidifying experience into concepts that in turn lack the flexibility 
required to account for the true (" vrai") world. Sedimentation is therefore 
the process by which the chiaroscuro of the zone of subjectivity becomes 
solidified into full opacity (intellectualism) or full transparency (realism) 
and, further, into their divide (S, 174/284). To be sure, the concept of 
sedimentation itself makes this disjunction impossible since it proceeds 
through a dialectic that warrants the continuity between all events. Yet, 
according to Merleau-Ponty, truth is mistaken about itself insofar as it 
takes itself to be independent from experience-that is, insofar as it is un­
aware of being the result of sedimentation. This mistake made by objective 
thought becomes a problem for Merleau-Ponty. If he wishes to maintain 
sedimentation as the unique mechanism of history, and thus make it an 
explicative principle-as part of the overall project to create a philosophy 
of perception-Merleau-Ponty needs to account for the possibility of this 
very error in terms of sedimentation. 

Sense 

First of all, there is no question that the solution will have to do with the 
notion of sense developed in the second half of Merleau-Ponty's career. 
Indeed, Merleau-Ponty uses his concept of sense in order to account for 
the birth of language, and it is obvious that the story he has to tell on 
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this side is analogous-if not included in42-the one told above about the 
movement from the pre-objective to the objective. Sense is the pre-word, 
like "I can" is the pre-"there is" and presence is "pre-truth." To put it in 
trivial, yet not incorrect terms, the sense of a word is what I have when I 
have the word on the tip of my tongue. In the upward movement from 
the pre-objective to the objective, sense plays a transitional role that allows 
the dialectic to operate: it is the common element in the word and the 
experience. However, in the opposite movement, which is that ofMerleau­
Ponty's archaeological inquiry (5, 267), the sense of "truth'' must be able 
to open up to the perception that relates to the word by way of itself In 
other words, sense is the warrant that a word has a relatum in the world of 
experience. Let me pause here to recall Nietzsche's views on the very same 
question as I have examined it in Chapter 1. For Nietzsche, a concept is 
the contingent and falsified expression of an authentic manifold of experi­
ences. The value of the concept (that is to say, its ability to present itself 
as representing reality, as true) is warranted by the fact that this concept 
shares a "tiny amount of emotion" with all experiences. Recall Nietzsche: 

The collecting together of many images in something nonvisible but 
audible (word). The tiny amount of emotion to which the "word" 
gives rise, as we contemplate similar images for which one word ex­
ists-this weak emotion is the common element, the basis of the 
concept. That weak sensations are regarded as alike, sensed as being 
the same, is the fundamental fact. Thus confusion of two sensations 
that are close neighbours, as we take note of these sensations; but 
who is taking note? Believing is the primal beginning even in every 
sense impression: a kind of affirmation the first intellectual activity! A 
"holding-true" in the beginning! Therefore it is to be explained: how 
"holding-true" arose! What sensation lies behind "true"? (WP, 506) 

For Nietzsche, this leaves us with an elemental theory of error: a wrong 

concept is a concept that is not attached to any experience, a concept with 
no sense. This would seem to provide a simple criterion for the valid­
ity of the concept of truth. However, it will not help Merleau-Ponty to 
prove that "absolute truth" is an absurd concept because it would throw 
us back into the question of the fact of its existence (as concept or as be­
lief), or as it were, its birth ex nihilo. It is this fact that the entire theory of 
sedimentation is designed to account for. Recall that the same realization 
caused Nietzsche to abandon his pure rejection of truth and his prefer­
ence for life-affirming artistic delusions (Chapter 2). Merleau-Ponty, like 
Nietzsche, adopts a middle way: yes, "absolute truth'' is a concept drawn 
from experience; but it is a concept that is mistaken about this experience. 
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This is what the concept of "negintuition'' in Vf 43 allows for: we have an 
intuition of absolute being; only, it is a negative intuition, the intuition of 
an absence.44 In other words, there is no absolute sedimentation into solid 
facts and the absence of a pure subject entails the absence of any in-itself; 
saying otherwise would lead to negating precisely the zone of subjectivity 
that is the original step toward sedimentation: 

This separation [ecart] which, in first approximation, forms meaning, 
is not a no I affect myself with, a lack which I constitute as a lack by 
the upsurge of an end which I give myself-it is a natural negativity, 
a first institution, always already there. (VI, 2161266) 

By defining the subject as determined by negativity (in a sense that will 
be clarified shortly), Merleau-Ponty is laying the ground for his rejection 
of the realm of the in-itself and the truth that is associated with it for "in 
fact, we do not see the world in itself This appearance is our ignorance of 
ourselves, of our soul, and of the genesis of our modalities" (S, 144/234).45 

Hence, it is clear that the discussion of negintuition as the primary deter­
mination of the subject applies to the object in the same way. Indeed, we 
know from PP that this "negintuition" finds its primary example in the 
asymptotic movement of determination (or interrogation) that is regulated 
by a horizon and, as such, directed to something best conceived as ever ab­
sent. The problem with absolute truth is that it turns its meaning around: 
it reinterprets a sign of an absence as a presence. Here, it becomes possible 
to put Merleau-Ponty's critique of truth in a nutshell: absolute truth ex­
cludes the ecart, but the ecart "fait le sens." Absolute truth has no meaning; 
instead, the meaning hitherto wrongly attributed to it is its opposite: the 

absence of absolute truth has hitherto been taken for its presence. 

The Universal Commensurability of the Sedimented World 

Now that we have located the place of "sense" in the primary dialectic of 
sedimentation, it is possible to complete our account of the movement that 
goes from perception to culture. The core of the question is concentrated 
in Merleau-Ponty's reworking of Ricoeur's notion of "advent" (S, 68/109). 
For Merleau-Ponty, the traditional view of history as a succession of events 
"leads to scepticism as long as it is objective history because it presents 
each of its moments as a pure event and locks itself up into the single mo­
ment where it [history] is written" (PW, 31/36, t.a.). In other words, objec­
tive history surrenders its historical endeavor to its objective method and 
squeezes the historical out of history: an objective account of history alien-
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ates its very object (continuous becoming) just like a Zenonian account 
of movement talks of everything but movement. In order to reestablish 
history in its dynamics, Merleau-Ponty needs to build upon Husserl's idea 
of a temporal retention that allows for an overlap ("empietement') between 
events or, rather, that turns "events" ["evenements"]-that break the tem­
poral chain down to discrete entities-into "advents" ["avenements"] that 
arise from the general movement of history. He writes: 

We propose on the contrary to consider the order of culture or mean­
ing as an original order of advent, which should not be derived from 
the order of mere events, if it exists, or treated as simply the effect 
of extraordinary conjunctions. If it is characteristic of the human 
gesture to signify beyond its simple factual existence, to inaugurate 
a meaning, it follows that every gesture is comparable to every other 
and that they all arise from one single syntax, that each is both a be­
ginning and a continuation which, insofar as it is not walled up in its 
singularity and finished [revolu] once and for all like an event, points 
to a continuation or recommencements. It applies beyond [il vaut 
au-dela] its simple presence, and in this respect it is allied or accom­
pliced in advance to all other efforts of expression. (5, 68/109, t.a.) 

This thesis is particularly radical insofar as it involves considering his-
tory as an essential link between all events that become "comparable," that 
is, commensurable on the basis of a "unique syntax." Of course, everything 
we said so far shows that this syntax is precisely provided and determined 
by the structure of perception. It is the zone of subjectivity with its dy­
namic potentialities and its primordial temporal retention that provides 
the space of infinite sedimentation. Because it introduces the dynamics 
of determination into the world, perception triggers the dialectical move­
ment of history, but because it introduces the principle of indeterminacy 
in the world, perception ensures that all events will be contained within 
the homogenous milieu of indeterminacy that is the vital element of con­
sciousness and, further, of history itself This amounts to saying that the 
structure of perception as self-differentiation (within the self and of the self 
with the world) imposes its heredity over human history. This is an essential 
and structural similarity with Nietzsche. Like Nietzsche who sees the sepa­
ration at the heart of the human self (which coincides with the separation 
of self and world) as imposing its heredity over the rest of human history, 
Merleau-Ponty sees the zone of subjectivity as the thread that informs all 
events. For both philosophers, the mark of this initial self-differentiation is 
the same: it is the impossibility of complete determinacy. 
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We can now understand how Merleau-Ponty's rejection of communism 
was soon followed by the rejection of Marxism itself as positing an end to 
history: 

What then is obsolete is not the dialectic, but the pretension ofter­
minating it in an end of history, in a permanent revolution, or in a 
regime which, being the contestation of itself, would no longer need 
to be contested from the outside and, in fact, would no longer have 
anything outside it. (AD, 206) 

Indeed, the warrant of becoming is the margin of negativity that, as it were, 
makes room for movement. An end of history is correctly understood as 
the eradication of such a "zone," but, incorrectly, it takes this zone to be 
contingent when sedimentation itself and the dialectic that arises from it 
establish it as necessary; a dialectic with an end is impossible (AD, 206). 

In fact, it becomes dear from his critique of the notion of events that 
Merleau-Ponty has ceased to consider history in successive terms alto­
gether. History is the milieu of becoming insofar as it is an unfinished un­
folding of a certain syntax. However, insofar as it is merely the unfolding 
of a preexisting syntax, it is grounded in being to the point that Merleau­
Ponty can declare: "Perhaps time does not flow from the future or the past" 
(S, 27 /48). In other words, there is an atemporal structure to time. To be 
sure, this preexisting "syntax" is not to be understood as implying that the 
adventures of history will not exist (5, 68/110).46 In fact, history and sedi­
mentation carry in themselves the atemporal style that informs their being 
and that lies nowhere outside them; it exists only as their principle: "There 
exists a place [lieu] where everything that is and will be is preparing itself 
for being said" (PM, 11). The "saying" itself shall take place in time. 

The unity of this source (which is the unity of perception insofar as 
it informs the consubstantiality of all historical developments) leads 
Merleau-Ponty to a vertical view of history in the sense that the present 
contains the past and appears as its summit: sedimentation is an incorpo­
rative process that maintains the past into the present.47 This has two im­
plications: the past is always present and history is one transtemporal event 
always being completed-Merleau-Ponty talks of the "event of the world" 
(VI, 199/249). For him, "all the gestures by which a culture exists are by 
principle partaking in a consubstantiality by which they are but moments 
of one unique task'' (PW, 81/113) and the diversity of advents is under­
stood only against the background of the unity of the general event that is 
history48 and within which any sequencing is arbitrary. By positing becom­
ing as the infinite movement taking place between the two terms of the 
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"en-soi" and the "pour-soi" and not allowing it to reach either term (what 
I called the asymptotic character of perception), Merleau-Ponty resolutely 
engaged in a homogenous view of history: 

Thus what we understand by the concept of institution are those 
events in experience which endow it with durable dimensions, in 
relation to which a whole series of other experiences will acquire 
meaning, will form an intelligible series or a history. (TL, 40/61) 

This persistence of the past into the present (that is, sedimentation) 
raises the following question: What is it that makes the past past and the 
present present if they are both here now?49 As always, the answer lies in 
the careful appeal to distinction without divide: there is a difference in 
modes of being present between the past and the present; the past is pres­
ent as forgotten (that is to say, as sedimented). 

Constitution escapes the alternative of the continuous and the dis­
continuous. It is discontinuous, since each layer is made from forget­
ting the preceding one. It is continuous from one end to the other 
because this forgetting is not simply absence (as if the beginning 
had not existed) but a forgetting what the beginning literally was in 
favour of what it has subsequently become-internalization in the 
Hegelian sense. (S, 176/286) 

In fact, sedimentation requires that the past be past. In his analysis of the 
phantom limb, Merleau-Ponty writes: 

The phantom arm is, then, like repressed experience, a former pres­
ent which cannot decide to recede into the past [un ancien present qui 
ne se decide pas a devenir passe]. (PP, 85/101) 

The discrepancy observed earlier between the habitual body and the 
objective body informs the temporality of the trauma as well. The objec­
tive pastness of one's arm is resisted by the historical self whose temporality 
is at odds with the objective one: the habitual body still lives before the 
amputation, while the objective body is amputated. 50 As a result, the past 
and the present have different modes of presence. 

In VI, Merleau-Ponty examines the phenomenon of forgetting not as a 
disappearing but as the ultimate remembering. Forgetting is solidification 
into sedimentation and incorporation into the sel£ It appears as the healthy 
counterpart to the trauma described above. For Merleau-Ponty, forgetting 
is also the opposite of perception; perception presents the outside as out­
side whereas forgetting is internalization through sedimentation: 
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To understand perception as differentiation, forgetting as de­
differentiation. The fact that one no longer sees the memory= not 
a destruction of a psychic material which would be the sensible, but 
its desarticulation which makes there be no longer any separation 
[ecart], any relief. (VI, 197 /247, t.a.) 

Characterizing forgetfulness as "de-differentiation" is precisely describing 
it as the process by which a "psychic material" becomes part of, assimilated 
into, the self. In the case of the trauma however, the trauma continues to 
behave as an external body and cause tensions within the self. In other 
words, forgetfulness preserves the experience by changing its status and this 
movement is necessarily attached to the movement of "making past." 51 

This making past in turn needs to be qualified. Merleau-Ponty affirms 
sedimentation through the negative process of forgetfulness. It is a matter 
of a negation seen as a preserving force: 

Already in Plato, as is shown by the famous parricide in the Par­
menides, the notion of genesis or historical filiation is included among 
those negations which interiorise and conserve. (TL, 57 /81) 52 

We can see more dearly how the movement into the past is a movement 
into the untimely by which the fleeting thought becomes immortalized: 

If [the action of thinking] holds out, it does so through and by means 
of the sliding movement which casts it into the inactual. Indeed, 
there is the inactual of forgetting, but there is also the inactual of that 
which is acquired [lacquis]. (S, 14/26) 

This has one important consequence: the making past that allows for 
sedimentation is paradoxically a leap into the untimely. By making the 
memory past (by forgetting it), I assimilate it so that it becomes unaffected 
by time, and paradoxically again, ever present. In fact, it is present of my 
own presence because it is now a part of me. 53 We are now dealing with two 
possible modes of presence. The first one is on the mode of the differentia­
tion: it is the presence of the present, which presents itself as external. To 
which should be added the presence of the traumatic past insofar as it has 
by definition not been "made past." The second one is the mode of the 
de-differentiation; it is the present of the past through the making past of 
sedimentation, the present of the self containing the sedimented past. 

This process is crucial to the very endeavor of an inquiry into the origin 
of truth insofar as such a project presupposes that the origin of truth is 
totally forgotten because it is sedimented. As a consequence, any account 
of descent will be seen not as rememoration, but rather as archaeology; 
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archaeology, unlike recollection, is always made on the impersonal mode 
of the "on." This is important because it allows for a generalization of the 
domain of the origin. Archaeology does not lead into the origin of such 
and such a thing. On the contrary, it must be conceived as the matrix of 
all things. As a consequence Merleau-Ponty discovers the origin of truth 
everywhere and particularly in the individual's development and in his­
tory.54 Let me clarify: sedimentation is the stuff that all human world is 
made on, and as such its origin is everywhere present, albeit sedimented. 
In his fine article "Presence entre les signes, absence," J-B Pontalis writes: 

The search for a "primal layer" [couche primordiale] oflanguage, for a 
coat of "brute meaning" [sens brut] is strictly correlative to the search 
for "wild being." Neither is it to be understood as a form of nostal­
gia for the origins. It is in the present, in the incomplete [lacunaire] 
fabric of the unachieved present that one is to grasp the originary. 
(Pontalis 1990, 59) 

Since our access into this immense sedimented mass is not our position 
as a result of it (forgetfulness precludes it) but only as part of it, the ar­
chaeology that seeks to operate the reverse movement can only be achieved 
at the general level of ontology. This means that sedimentation gains an 
ontological status as not only the mechanism of the dynamic of human 
history, but beyond it as the eternal rule of existence itself In one of his 
final notes, Merleau-Ponty writes: 

It is a question of finding in the present the flesh of the world (and 
not in the past) an "ever new" and "always the same"-A sort of time 
of sleep (which is Bergson's nascent duration, ever new and always 
the same). The sensible, Nature, transcend the past present distinc­
tion, realize from within a passage from one to the other-Existential 
eternity. The indestructible, the barbaric Principle. (VJ, 267 /315) 55 

Merleau-Ponty's archaeology of truth brings to light the process through 
which perceptual faith becomes sedimented into predicative truth, and it 
shows sedimentation to be the unique structure that informs both his­
tory and perception. Merleau-Ponty describes sedimentation as an infinite 
process of determination and temporalization that is exemplified in the 
dynamics of perception as the temporal progress toward the determination 
of the perceptual object. In turn, this movement informs historical sedi­
mentation. Both processes are necessarily tangential-that is to say, they 
are infinite and gradual. 
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Existential Reduction and the Object of Truth 

The phenomenological reduction is the locus of normativity in Merleau­
Ponty's philosophy. It is assigned the task of discriminating between the 
true and the false within the phenomenal world. Thanks to it, Merleau­
Ponty conquers the chance to build-beyond a descriptive phenomenol­
ogy-a philosophy of perception. This is made possible by the fact that 
the reduction gives the philosopher access to the openness of perception 
as such, irrespective of a conceptual content that constantly and "in prin­
ciple" always "fills it" (S, 14/27).1 The reduction enables Merleau-Ponty to 
conceive of perception as a foundation and to complete in his own way the 
phenomenological project to access an experience of essences (although it 
will soon become obvious that the idea of essence itself is tormented by 
Merleau-Ponty). I argued that the original openness of perception (as de­
scribed in PriP and PP) provides the origin of the movement of sedimen­
tation. It is apparent now that the same openness becomes-in a strictly 
symmetrical movement-the final result of Merleau-Ponty's reduction. 
Indeed, Merleau-Ponty's use of the phenomenological reduction functions 
as a movement of de-sedimentation. The previous chapter was dedicated 
to understanding the implications of a search for the origins of truth. First, 
it appeared that "truth'' (that is to say, the concept of truth) was the result 
of a development of the very elements contained in the primary structure 
of perception. Second, it was highlighted that this very development led 
into a misconception of truth. The works of the forties examined above 
do place perceptual faith at the heart of any perception; that is why they 
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present differentiation as the structure of all experience. However, do they 
fail to provide a dear idea of the originary experience that stands as the 
origin of truth and as the link between reality and truth? In order to clarify 
this question, I now turn to an examination of Merleau-Ponty's use of 
reduction. 

Epoche: Merleau-Ponty contra Husserl 

The phenomenological reduction is a famous trademark ofHusserlian phe­
nomenology and has often been taken to be the root of Husserl's so-called 
transcendental idealism. We thus need to ask ourselves how Merleau-Ponty 
was able to give it such a crucial place when his project precisely sought to 

oppose such idealism. Merleau-Ponty's reworking of Husserl's idea of the 
phenomenological reduction is spelled out most directly in two key writ­
ings. First, in the foreword to PP, written as an afterthought to the book, 
Merleau-Ponty takes the pretext of a presentation of phenomenology to 
propose his own reworking of Husserl's concept. Second, S's beautiful es­
say and tribute to Husserl, "The Philosopher and His Shadow," is an at­
tempt to stage the dialogue between Husserl's "thought" [pense] and his 
"unthought" [impense] even more explicitly than in PP. Merleau-Ponty 
devotes the first section of this work to the question of the reduction. For 
Merleau-Ponty, the span of Husserl's work is larger than his writing, for it 
contains and delimits an unthought that still belongs to Husserl but was 
passed on to us as a "task."2 In fact, the entire argument of "The Philoso­
pher and His Shadow" is structured by a dialectical movement in which 
Merleau-Ponty acknowledges the conventional interpretation of Husserl 
while putting forward and counterbalancing it with Husserl's "shadow" 
position. In this context, there is no doubt that sometimes Merleau-Ponty 
allows himself to overlook Husserl's "letter" in order to stay faithful to his 
"spirit" and, further, to present his own work as the continuation of Hus­
serl's inspiration, beyond apparent paradoxes. Even though it has given 
rise to wide and fascinating discussions, the debate as to whether Merleau­
Ponty's reading is faithful to the Husserlian inspiration beyond the Hus­
serlian writings has little relevance to our problem. However, the encoun­
ter of Merleau-Ponty with Husserl on the question of reduction will help 
characterize further the nature of Merleau-Ponty's project. 

From Phenomena to Phenomenality 

For Merleau-Ponty, existence is the "being of the subject," that is to say, in­
tentionality or "being-in-the-world." Husserl's idealism, however, is taken 
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to understand all phenomena through the subject and thus to choose the 
subject over its openness onto the world. Merleau-Ponty understands the 
subject through its openness to the world while Husserl ultimately under­
stands the openness with reference to the subject (Husserl 1989, 179).3 

The Husserlian reduction is based on three assumptions: 

a) There is a thesis of the world (Weltthesis) that affirms the existence 
of the world (Merleau-Ponty will understand it in terms of "objec­
tive thought"). 

b) This thesis of the world is a result of the "natural attitude." 
c) This thesis blocks our access to "the things themselves,'' pure 

phenomena. 

These three assumptions lead to a characterization of reduction as: 

A reduction of the natural attitude. 
A reduction whose method is "epoche," the suspension of judgment.4 

The result expected by Husserl is a reduction to phenomena ("hyletic re­
duction") and, for the later Husserl, to essences ("eidetic reduction"). 

Natural Attitude vs. Weltthesis 

It is dear that Merleau-Ponty subscribes to both ends of this process: judg­
ment does stand between us and phenomena and reduction should lead 
us to pure phenomena, to the essences. Merleau-Ponty departs from Hus­
serlian orthodoxy however by requalifying the "natural attitude." For him, 
the thesis of the world-like any thesis-is already sedimented. It does not 
belong to the world of what he will later call the "savage being" or even 
"Nature."5 In fact, he contends, seeing the natural attitude as thetical is a 
contradiction: 

What is false in the ontology of blosze Sachen is that it makes a purely 
theoretical or idealizing attitude absolute, neglecting or taking as un­
derstood a relation with being that grounds [it] and measures its 
value. Relative to this scientific naturalism, the natural attitude in­
volves a higher truth that we must regain. For the natural attitude is 
nothing less than naturalistic. (S, 163/265, t.a.) 6 

What is truly natural, then, is perception and in it the perceptual faith 
that is, as we know, pre-thetic. This distinction, it will be argued, is also 
present in Husserl. In Ideen I, for example, he writes: "When we express 
this judgment, we very well know that we have transformed what was 
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already implied in the primary experience into a 'theme' and grasped it 
in a predicative way'' (Husserl 1950, § 31). This admission only makes the 
disagreement between the two thinkers more obvious. Husserl sees a dis­
tinction but deliberately refuses to give it any philosophical significance. 
For Husserl, the implicit character of perceptual faith has no bearing on 
the concept of reduction so that both the pre-thetical and the thetical are 
subject to suspension: "We may impose on the potential and implicit the­
sis the same test as that of the explicit judgment," he continues. Merleau­
Ponty, however, greatly emphasizes the distinction between perceptual 
faith and Weltthesis and this allows him to subtract the former from the 
reduction of the latter: 

Seeking the essence of the world does not mean seeking what it is as 
an idea, once it has been reduced to a theme of discourse; it is seek­
ing what it is in fact for us prior to any thematisation. (PP, xii/x, my 
emphasis)7 

In other words, the truly natural attitude, which is that of the pre­
objective, is not to be reduced. Instead, it is the objective attitude that is 
the proper target of reduction. We are left with a tripartite structure of in­
tentionality comprised of subjectivity, pre-objectivity, and objectivity. For 
Husserl, the latter two are assimilable to each other insofar as they are two 
instances of the Weltthesis. As a consequence, he seeks to reduce them. It 
is clear here that by reducing these, Husserl de facto reduces all intention­
ality and finds refuge in the subject above experience: "The epoche, says 
Husserl, gives us the attitude above the subject-object correlation which 
belongs to the world" (Husserl 1989, § 53).8 For Merleau-Ponty, however, 
it is a question of reducing objectivity only, which allows him to aim "be­
low" this relation at its condition of possibility; this is in fact a move he 
attributes to Husserl himself: "From ldeen II onwards Husserl's reflections 
escape this tete-a-tete between pure subject and pure things. They look 
deeper down [au-dessous] for the fundamental" (S, 163/265).9 In this sense, 
both the subjective and the pre-objective remain possible bases from which 
to perform the reduction. It is important to point out that this alternative 
entails a radical difference in methods. If one (like Husserl) grounds the 
transcendence in the intellectual subject, the only method available will 
be entirely subjective; it is the intellectual act of "epoche." If, on the con­
trary, one decides to perform the reduction from the point of view of the 
pre-objective, we will be left with an existential reduction of a form that 
remains to be defined. 
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Reduction as Successful Failure 

We are now in a better position to define the movement that takes 
Merleau-Ponty from the preface of PP to "The Philosopher and His 
Shadow" and that allows him to outline his concept of reduction. In the 
foreword to PP, Merleau-Ponty puts forward two strong theses: phenom­
enological reduction is not idealistic (PP, xii/vi) and "the most important 
lesson that the reduction teaches us is the impossibility of a complete re­
duction" (xv/viii). In fact, these two theses are necessarily connected in 
Merleau-Ponty's general argument about Husserl: the difference between 
Husserl and those non-orthodox phenomenologists Merleau-Ponty calls 
"existential dissidents" is a mere "misunderstanding" (PP, xiv/viii) for one 
could find in Husserl's texts themselves the possibility of an existentialist 
reduction. This possibility is formulated by Fink: "The best formulation 
of the reduction is probably that given by Eugen Fink, Husserl's assistant, 
when he spoke of 'wonder' in the face of the world" (xv/viii). Such a sense 
of wonder teaches us "nothing but the unmotivated upsurge of the world." 
We will turn to the implications of this expression of "wonder" in the 
next section, but we must already point out that this account of reduction 
appeals to an existential reading insofar as it presents the "upsurge of the 
world" as "unmotivated"-that is to say, non-thetical. 

Regarding the thesis of the impossibility of complete reduction, there 
remains an ambiguity as to whose voice (Merleau-Ponty's, Husserl's, or 
both) asserts that a failed reduction is its own greatest achievement. The 
paradoxical phrase implies one of two things: 

Either the project of reduction was a blind endeavor not destined 
to attain any particular thing, launched as it were "just in case," 
and there is no contradiction between its failure and its success 
because there is no original aim against which one could actually 
measure success or failure. 

Or the reduction was destined to achieve one thing and eventually 
achieved something else, which is an achievement anyway, albeit 
not at the level expected but rather according to another coexist­
ing endeavor. 

It is obvious from Husserl's texts that reduction is intended as a method 
destined to solve a preexisting problem. The first option has to be ruled 
out. The second option, however, leads to more complication because we 
now need to ask ourselves what original inspiration a failed reduction ful­
fills, whose achievement is great enough to override the failure itself As 
the reduction of the "sense-giving" [Sinngeben], Husserl always intended 
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the reduction to give access to pure hyletic phenomena. The failure of the 
reduction means that the Sinngeben can never be entirely reduced and, 
consequently, that pure phenomena cannot be reached. If there is a higher 
purpose that this discovery fulfills, it is a purpose that goes beyond the 
intention of reduction itself, a purpose that only an emphasis on Husserl's 
shadow philosophy can bring to light. 

Merleau-Ponty's affirmation of reduction as the breakthrough of Hus­
serlian phenomenology was often opposed to Sartre's earlier emphasis on 
Husserl's discovery of intentionality (Alloa 2008, 13). It seems, however, 
that the contrast between Merleau-Ponty and Sartre is-in this case-mis­
leading. In fact, the only way to make sense of the paradox of the success­
ful failure of reduction is to detach it from the theme of phenomena. My 
contention is that, instead of phenomena, the successful failure of reduc­
tion shifts its success to the theme of intentionality: it is a success because 
instead of giving us pure phenomena, the reduction teaches us something 
about the essence of phenomenaliry (or in Husserl's terms, Erscheinung). 
The great acquisition is thus the primacy of intentionality and its advan­
tage over the primacy of phenomena. This is a crucial point because it is 
the origin of the bifurcation of phenomenology into existentialism and 
idealism. With the impossibility of absolute reduction, we no longer attain 
phenomena but phenomenality-that is to say, the structure that gives 
rise to them. This also implies that intentionality is anterior to intentional 
subject and objects. "The Philosopher and His Shadow" clarifies this move 
while attributing it to Husserl: 

What is this internality which will be capable of the relationships 
between interior and exterior themselves? The fact that Husserl, at 
least implicitly and a fortiori raises this question means that he does 
not think that non-philosophy is included in philosophy from the 
outset, in the immanence of constituting consciousness [not more 
than the transcendent "constituted" is included]. It means that he at 
least glimpses, behind transcendental genesis, a world in which all is 
simultaneous, omon in panta. Is this last problem so surprising? Had 
not Husserl warned from the outset that all transcendental reduction 
is inevitably eidetic? This meant that reflection does not coincide with 
what is constituted but grasps only the essence of it. (S, 179/291-92) 

This passage should draw our attention to four things: first, we find a 
new formulation of what we have called phenomenality as "this internal­
ity which will be capable of the relationships between interior and exte­
rior" and as "non-philosophy," that is to say, the pre-objective. Second, the 
acknowledgment of this pre-objective dimension allows for a distinction 
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between "immanence" and "constitution." Third, the reduction that brings 
this underlying "dimension'' to light is described as an "eidetic" reduction. 
This dimension is the "essence" of phenomena: phenomenality. Finally, we 
access only this essence and not pure phenomena. (I shall discuss the idea 
that the essence is in the instituted objects "omon in panta" in relation to 

Merleau-Ponty's intra-ontology in the next chapter.) In other words, pure 
phenomena are paradoxically hidden behind the essence that supports 
them. This, of course, is made possible by the openness of intentional­
ity that makes pure phenomena impossible altogether. As we suggested 
earlier, this openness attracts in principle its own fulfillment: an impure 
phenomenon (impure for being mixed with some degree of conceptual­
ity). In fact, this openness is nothing but another word for the essence of 
impurity: what is primary is not phenomena, judgment, and concepts, it 
is the continuum between phenomena and judgment, where neither one 
exists in its pure state. 

We now understand better the success of a failed reduction: the reduc­
tion is failed from the point of view of Husserlian idealism insofar as it 
provides no access to pure phenomena. It does not succeed in bridging the 
primeval zone of subjectivity but it encounters it instead. In terms of Hus­
serl's shadow philosophy (Merleau-Ponty's own philosophy in this case) it 
is a success because it opens up to the essence of phenomenality as the zone 
of subjectivity described earlier: 

It seems clear that reflection [the movement of reduction] does not 
install us in a closed, transparent milieu, and that it does not take 
us (at least not immediately) from "objective" to "subjective," but 
that its function is rather to unveil a third dimension in which the 
distinction becomes problematic. (S, 162/264)10 

Saying that the lesson of the reduction is its impossibility exposed three 
implicit theses. First, this implies that it is one thing to reduce the Welt­
thesis and quite another to reduce the intentional (ekstatic) structure of 
perception. Second, this means that what the reduction brings out is the 
reality of the distinction between the objective and pre-objective (the for­
mer can be reduced, the latter cannot). Finally, this involves a shift in the 
object of the phenomenological reduction: no longer pure phenomena but 
phenomenality, no longer hyle but eidos. 11 

1he Ambiguity of "Wonder" 

This may help us clarify the question of the sense of"wonder" that, accord­
ing to Merleau-Ponty, (relying on Fink) is the defining feature of reduc-
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tion. It is well known that reduction-whether existential or idealistic-is 
a "bracketing" of judgment (e.g., Husserl 1989, § 18). Yet, there is some­
thing paradoxical in the idea of wonder without judgment. On the one 
hand, the making familiar that judgment involves is bracketed and the 
world now appears to us as unfamiliar, and this seems to account for some 
sense of wonder. On the other hand, let us recall that the French word 
"etonnement," translated as "wonder," contains a strong element of surprise 
and unexpectedness. It is difficult to think of surprise with no judgment 
whatsoever. How can we find something to be unexpected and how can 
we even consider it if we do not see it against the background of the not­
wondrous, of the expected? In fact, this characterization of reduction bor­
rowed from Fink (which Merleau-Ponty attempts to present as Husserl's 
own) 12 contains already a rejection of the Husserlian project to access pure 
phenomena. For Husserl, pure phenomena are "flat"13 (Marion 1989, 97): 
were judgment entirely reduced and were phenomena entirely pure, there 
would be no possibility to even feel them as surprising or relate to them on 
the mode of "wonder" for they would not stand in contrast to anything. 
This rejection itselfleads to Merleau-Ponty's main thesis of the impossibil­
ity of absolute reduction.14 

However, it is impossible for Merleau-Ponty to make room for concep­
tual judgment at the core of this "etonnement." In his famous analyses of 
the sublime, Kant arrives at a position very close to Merleau-Ponty's. For 
Kant, the sense of the sublime is given by the indeterminacy of the move­
ment of the understanding. In other words, we feel the awe of the sublime 
through judgment but precisely because judgment is denied access to full 
determinacy. The feeling of the sublime is given by the faculty of judgment 
as opposed to any specific judgment. In fact, for Kant the feeling of the 
sublime arises from the faculty of judgment having no content (or object) 
while seeking one. Ultimately, the sublime is the experience of the under­
standing prior to its object, prior to any of its content. This ambiguity of a 
judgment giving rise to a feeling through its unachievement is in profound 
agreement with Merleau-Ponty's analysis of intentionality. In the sublime, 
the faculty of the concepts shows itself before any concept is given in very 
much the same way as Merleau-Ponty shows phenomenality to appear in 
reduction before any phenomenon is given. The Kantian account strikes 
the right balance between the presence and the absence of judgment that 
accounts for a feeling of "astonishment."15 

This account is considerably refined and reworked by Merleau-Ponty, 
whose major move is to distinguish strongly between the realm of the pre­
objective and those of the objective and the subjective.16 As a result, what 
is found is not a primary faculty that would belong to the subject and take 
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us back to a sort of transcendental idealism. Hence, it looks like Merleau­
Ponty entitles himself to locate a certain astonishment experienced from 
the point of view of reduced consciousness because reduction does not 
apply to the pre-objective. In other words, one may be pre-objectively ex­
pecting something and on this basis experience astonishment. This is the 
mechanism I have described in Chapter 4: our pre-objective perception is 
an "I can" that attains objectivity when we become stunned by its failure. 
The incapacity of determination to reach a satisfactory level accounts for 
the feeling of astonishment to the point that this feeling becomes the privi­
leged empirical manifestation of the pre-objective. As I established earlier, 
the success of the reduction is to bring out the realm of the pre-objective 
and it is precisely what the sense of wonder performs, or in Merleau­
Ponty's words: "In order to see the world and grasp it as paradoxical, we 
must break with our familiar acceptance of it" (PP, xv/viii). This break is 
experienced as "itonnement." 

Reduction vs. Epoche 

We are now ready to turn to the question of the method of the reduction. 
Oftentimes, there is some confusion in the literature as to the respective 
statuses of reduction and epoche and as to the significance of their distinc­
tion. In most cases, they are simply read as synonyms. In this case, the very 
status of this one thing with two names is unclear: it is here supposed to 
be the "method" (e.g., Depraz, Varela, and Vermersch 2003, 4) of phe­
nomenology, there a "discovery'' (e.g., Moran 2000, 124-25) of phenom­
enology. The blame for this confusion lies partly on Husserl's writings and 
their early conflation of the objective and the pre-objective. If both are 
one, then reduced objectivity becomes another name for intentionality 
and, as a consequence, reducing judgment means reducing all intentional­
ity. As we saw, Husserl sees this as cause for satisfaction: "Thanks to our 
method of the epoche, all the objective is now subjective" (1989, § 8, my 
emphasis).17 This move is attributed to epoche, a fundamentally subjective 
act. Yet, there is an ambivalence in Husserl (the very ambivalence that 
Merleau-Ponty builds on in "The Philosopher and His Shadow") whereby 
it seems conceivable to speak of reduction without involving epoche. The 
link between epoche and reduction does not seem to be necessary, and 
their assimilation by Husserl is less than justified. As a consequence, I must 
disagree with those phenomenologists who claim that epoche cannot nec­
essarily lead to idealism on the basis that many existentialist philosophers 
subscribe to the project of reduction (Lavigne 2005, 34) on the ground 
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that reduction is not, strictly speaking, epoche. I shall argue that epoche 
does lead into idealism, not necessarily reduction. 

We must understand this contingency of the link between epoche and 
reduction as grounded in their difference of status: epoche is the method 
chosen by Husserl to perform the reduction. Reduction is the aim and 
epoche the tool. This distinction is crucial because it means that the de­
scriptions of epoche do not necessarily apply to those of the reduction. In 
Merleau-Ponty's case, it means that by subscribing to the project of reduc­
tion, Merleau-Ponty is not compelled to endorse epoche. 

The fact that Merleau-Ponty never uses the term epoche to describe 
either his or Husserl's project is generally overlooked presumably as a con­
sequence of the general neglect for the distinction between reduction and 
epoche.18 In order to understand the surdetermination that epoche forces 
onto reduction, we must ask how the method can affect the outcome. From 
Husserl's first "Cartesian Meditation" onward, the suspension (epoche) is 
defined as the suspension of judgment-an act whose intellectual nature 
is confirmed by the fact that it leaves the world as it is. It is thus a reflexive 
act: a judgment about judgment. This is only possible if one could draw 
a strict distinction between the realm of the intellectual and that of the 
world and attribute all transcendence to subjective judgment. This is in­
deed the root of Husserl's transcendental idealism and, as a consequence, it 
removes any external grounding to transcendence.19 Consequently, epoche 
stems from idealism before it leads to it. We must understand that the only 
way for the reduction to be achieved without transforming its object is 
for it to be a fully intellectual act. This attitude single-handedly commits 
us to idealism. This means that if one-like Merleau-Ponty-wants to 
avoid idealism, he needs to accept to change the very object he is look­
ing at; reduction must be carried out in an existential way. This exposes 
another development of the successful failure of the reduction: insofar as 
this failure gives access to phenomenality before the pure phenomena, it 
also makes pure phenomena impossible to attain. It makes local phenom­
ena invisible in order to bring the structure of phenomenality to light. In 
one word, the non-idealistic use of reduction necessarily entails the rejec­
tion of epoche. As a consequence, one is led to give up phenomena for 
phenomenality. 

Merleau-Ponty's departure from Husserlian orthodoxy on the question 
of the reduction, although presented as nothing else than a reading of Hus­
serl himself, has enormous philosophical consequences. The difference can 
be traced back to the disagreement over the distinction between the objec­
tive and the pre-objective. For Merleau-Ponty, this distinction prevents the 
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pre-objective from being reduced alongside the objective. This distinction 
in turn allows for a distinction between the natural thesis and the Welt­
thesis, the truly natural attitude being pre-thetical. This means two things 
of importance with regard to the development of Merleau-Ponty's work. 
First, the object of the phenomenological inquiry has now shifted from 
pure phenomena to phenomenality; there is a reversal of priority (both in 
the logical and ontological senses) between phenomena and phenomenal­
ity.20 Second, epoche is no longer the preferred method for the reduction. 
It has now become possible to achieve the bringing to light of the pre­
objective thanks to the pre-objective itself For Merleau-Ponty, it is no 
longer a question of performing some negative act like some "suspension," 
but to "re-awaken" (PP, xv/viii) the sedimented, pre-objective structure of 
intentionality-the truly natural attitude precisely-because it is only this 
that will give us the "world": 

The natural attitude really becomes an attitude-a tissue of judi­
catory and propositional acts-only when it becomes a naturalist 
thesis. The natural attitude itself emerges unscathed from the com­
plaints which can be made about naturalism, because it is "prior to 
any thesis," because it is the mystery of a Weltthesis prior to all theses. 
It is, Husserl says in another connection, the mystery of a primordial 
faith and a fundamental and original opinion ( Urglaube, Urdoxa), 
which are thus not even translatable in terms of dear and distinct 
knowledge, and which-more ancient than any "attitude" or point 
of view-gives us not a representation of the world but the world 
itself (S, 163/266) 

Performing the Existential Reduction 

Forgetting the individual case involuntarily is philosophical-but wanting 
to forget it, deliberate abstraction is not: rather, the latter characterises the 
non-philosophical nature. 

Nietzsche, 9 [ 66], Autumn 1887 

The confrontation with Husserl allows us to reapprehend Merleau­
Ponty's concept of reduction on the basis of its object: no longer phenom­
ena but phenomenality-that is to say, neither the self nor the world but 
their consubstantiality ("connaturalite"). From now on, Merleau-Ponty 
understands the phenomenological project as an effort to bring out this 
dimension of Being. We must now ask what it means in practice to per­
form this renewed form of reduction. 
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First, let me stress that as a result from our discussion so far, the move­
ment of reduction implies that we must conceive of reduction in a positive 
way (as bringing something out) (S, 187/304).21 To be sure, it is the aim of 
Husserlian reduction as well to bring out pure phenomena by uncover­
ing them. This uncovering, however, is a negative gesture. By contrast, in 
the case of Merleau-Ponty's reduction, there is nothing to be uncovered; 
intentionality is itself uncovered. It is merely misunderstood insofar as it 
is taken to be secondary to the intentional subjects and objects. The task 
of philosophy, then, is to reverse this order of priorities. Yet, if the ob­
ject of reduction is precisely not reducible, if it is ever present and indeed 
omnipresent, what need is there for a reduction to precisely bring it to 
light? It is true that in Husserl's case, one could accept the reduction as 
a way to bring out what was concealed by judgment. In Merleau-Ponty's 
case, however, one is left to wonder why reduction remains the privileged 
method of a thought that seeks to bring out what it is supposed to reduce: 
intentionality. In fact, the answer was addressed in the previous chapter: 
what needs to be reduced is not so much an attitude as it is a mistaken 
judgment precisely about phenomenality-namely, that phenomenality is 
a relationship between a subject and an object as fully external to each 
other. It is the same mistake that gave rise to the fallacious concept of the 
in-itself In order to correct this mistake, the task of Merleau-Ponty's ex­
istential reduction should be to reduce this judgment. However, we have 
already established that the attitude that understands phenomenality as 
an external relationship does not do so by accident, but that it is the na­
ture of judgment to see relations as external. Here we encounter another 
motive for Merleau-Ponty's critique of Husserlian epoche. According to 
Merleau-Ponty, Husserl makes the reduction dependent on a decision22 

on the part of the subject, thereby affirming judgment as it reduces it.23 

If it was judgments (plural) that were to be suspended, then the reflective 
power of the faculty of judgment would be sufficient for this; one can 
use a judgment to oppose another. However, the whole sense of Merleau­
Ponty's reduction is to move from phenomena to phenomenaliry-that is 
to say, to reduce judgment as a general attitude, not any number of single 
judgments. As a result, the entire Husserlian setup finds itself transposed 
at the level of essences. The reduction of the judgment of existence (the 
"Weltthesis") intended to lead one to pure phenomena becomes the re­
duction of judgment altogether, leading into phenomenality. This poses a 
new problem: once deprived of the reflexive power of judgment, Merleau­
Ponty needs to provide a new factor of reduction that would not appeal 
to self-reflective judgment. The solution is contained in the very failure of 
reduction. If the failure of reduction is explained by the omnipresence-
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and irreducibility-of pure intentionality and if pure intentionality is at 
the same time the aim of the reduction (VI, 178/230),24 then this reduc­
tion can actually be performed by this intentionality itself 

Transcending the Passive/Active Divide 

Seeing is not having to form a thought. 
Merleau-Ponty, P2, 274 

If this reduction is to truly be a philosophical act and not simply an 
inconsequential description, it has to demand that intentionality exist on 
such a mode that would affect the judgment Merleau-Ponty seeks to re­
duce (i.e., the misconception of intentionality as objectively structured). 
This mode, I shall argue, is the mode of saturation. 25 

I have emphasized that the judgment that is to be reduced is at once a 
singular judgment ("intentionality is objective") and a general faculty (the 
attitude of judgment is the objective attitude). It is clear that one cannot 
reduce the first without reducing the latter. We have also seen that for the 
same reason, one cannot expect from judgment to reduce itself (Husserl's 
solution), but one must rather rely on another attitude to reduce judg­
ment. We know that Merleau-Ponty reversed the Husserlian project by 
seeking no longer to reduce pure intentionality but instead to bring it to 
light. This is, in a nutshell, the sense of the successful failure described 
above. Thereby, the original Husserlian setup according to which percep­
tion is the locus of the competition between phenomenality and judgment 
is maintained. Merleau-Ponty talks about a "rivalry'' "between perception 
and thought" (NL, 336)26 and grounds his reduction into this competi­
tion: if one wished to bring out intentionality and to reduce judgment, 
one would need to give a competitive advantage to intentionality itself. 

Merleau-Ponty describes reflective judgment as "the surplus of our ex­
istence over natural being" (PP, 197/229).27 If the reduction is to be the 
reduction of judgment, it must annul this surplus. For Merleau-Ponty, this 
means that we must, as it were, "inflate" what he calls "natural being" to 
the point that it matches our "existence": we must saturate our "existence" 
with "natural being." In this context, it is clear that Merleau-Ponty means 
"natural being" as the world of perception. As a result, what Merleau­
Ponty suggests is that we must immerse ourselves in perception: 

The sensible gives back to me what I lent to it, but this is only what 
I took from it in the first place. As I contemplate the blue of the sky 
I am not set over against it as an acosmic subject; I do not possess 
it in thought, or spread out towards it some idea of blue such as 
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might reveal the secret of it, I abandon myself to it and plunge into 
this mystery, it "thinks itself within me," I am the sky itself as it is 
drawn together and unified, and as it begins to exist for itself; my 
consciousness is saturated with this limitless blue. (PP, 212/245, my 
emphasis)28 

The saturation of consciousness occasioned by the purity of perception 
presents itself as the forgetting of subjectivity according to the mechanics 
of perception described above. Here, consciousness is presented as a con­
tainer in a way that prepares the metaphor of saturation: 

My act of perception occupies me, and occupies me sufficiently for 
me to be unable, while I am actually perceiving the table, to perceive 
myself perceiving it. When I want to do this, I cease, so to speak, 
to use my gaze in order to plunge into the table, I turn my back on 
myself who am perceiving. (PP, 238/275, t.a.) 29 

That is to say, by saturating intentionality, sensation leaves no room for 
reflective judgment. Merleau-Ponty relies on perception itself to bring out 
its own nature.30 Of course, this saturation can never be totally achieved 
but it is itself asymptotic. It represents a ratio: a maximum of perception 
for a minimum of judgment: 

I can at each moment absorb myself almost wholly into the sense of 
touch or sight, and even that I can never see or touch without my 
consciousness becoming thereby in some measure saturated, and los­
ing something of its availability. (PP, 256/221)31 

This "almost" will be discussed in the next chapter, but it is worth noting 
here that it is a consequence of the necessary link between pure intention­
ality and judgment, the phenomenon by which pure intentionality always 
becomes "filled" by judgment. 

However, this leads into further difficulties that account for a certain 
ambivalence in PP. It seems from the passages quoted above that saturated 
perception allows for a reduction of subjectivity in favor of the object in­
sofar as it is the "I" that is forgotten in the ekstasis of perception. This is 
the line of argument that Sara Heinamaa has in mind when she defines 
reduction as performed thanks to the "passion" of "wonder," and, hence, 
sees it as an essentially passive process.32 

This reading overlooks the fact that the "passion'' envisaged by Merleau­
Ponty is really a synthesis of activity and passivity. As early as the introduc­
tion to PP, in the section "'Attention' and 'Judgment,"' Merleau-Ponty 
demonstrates a clear awareness of a task that will inform the course of his 
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further investigations: to succeed in thinking the passive and the active to­
gether (PP, 26-51/34-64). In this text, Merleau-Pontyapproaches this task 
through his rejection of both empiricism and intellectualism. Empiricism 
promotes attention as an essentially passive form of intentionality that at­
tributes to the object the privilege to reach the subject. Intellectualism, 
however, promotes judgment as an active positing of the subject by the 
object. In both cases, one pole "owns" the access to the other one, making 
itself active and the other pole passive. Eventually, they are both wrong for 
operating within the objective framework. For Merleau-Ponty, of course, 
this access is anterior to its subject or its object. If one wished to account 
for the encounter of self and world, one would need to overcome the dual­
ity of the passive and the active: "Where empiricism was deficient was in 
any internal connection between the object and the act which it triggers 
off. What intellectualism lacks is contingency in the occasions of thought" 
(PP, 28/36). As Heinamaa rightly points out, this contingency-which is 
incompatible with the spontaneity promoted by intellectualism-charac­
terizes what Merleau-Ponty means by "wonder" [etonnement]. However, as 
I argued earlier, if one takes wonder to be simply passive then it becomes 
impossible to account for the element of surprise in the term and one be­
comes unable to perform any sedimentation. Therefore, the emphasis on 
passivity fails to bring "mute experience [ ... ] to the pure expression of its 
own significance" (PP, 219/254).33 In short, seeing the reduction as purely 
passive is ignoring that the pre-objective is always toward the objective. 

In his lecture course of 1954-1955 devoted to passivity, Merleau-Ponty 
declares that: 

The antinomy of activity and passivity cannot be overcome fron­
tally, on the basis of these notions, and if we say that what is true is 
their couple, me positing myself [moi m'autoposant], then we obtain 
a third position. (JP, 157n"d") 

A few pages further, Merleau-Ponty clarifies this notion of "autoposition": 
"The Self-positing-Doing [l'Autoposition-Faire]," he writes, "it is indeed 
the only solution" (IP, 161). If pure ekstatic perception runs the risk of 
falling back into some form of empiricism, he continues, it is because by 
transcending objectivity, it transcends it too much, making itself incapable 
to account for the fact of the meaningfulness of the objective structure (to 
the fact that perception is always pre-objective) and leading us into sheer 
"insanity."34 Therefore, Merleau-Ponty insists, "absolute plenitude is a re­
sult of the isolating analysis" (JP, 167). This poses the challenge encoun­
tered by the Husserlian reduction anew: saturated perception as passivity 
gives me the phenomenon (the pure blue of the sky, beyond the concept 
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of blue), not phenomenaliry. In a sense, it gives us only the pure object 
when what we are after is the link between the object and the subject. In 
order to move again to the level of phenomenaliry, Merleau-Ponty needs 
to introduce activity within his concept of reduction. 

This is precisely what the understanding of a "third way" as "autoposi­
tion" and, in turn, of "autoposition" as "faire" (a "doing") is intended to 
achieve. The concrete praxis of existential reduction is praxis itself and the 
saturation of perception becomes the saturation of perceptivity. Here is 
the key to Merleau-Ponty's widely discussed equation of perception and 
motility:35 the act of moving toward the object is always correlative to a 
passive impression of the object. Merleau-Ponty understands activity as 
the transcendence of the active/passive duality and as such, as the mode of 
saturated intentionality.36 

In fact, it is with activity that Merleau-Ponty finally succeeds in find­
ing a concrete experience of non-objectivity because activity provides the 
experience of an intentionality described neither from the point of view of 
the subject (the activism of intellectualism) nor from the point of view of 
the object (the passivism of empiricism). As such, we can see that Merleau­
Ponty regards activity as performing two syntheses or, to be more accurate, 
as refuting two distinctions affirmed by objectivism: that, internal, of the 
body and the soul, and that, external, of the self and the world. 

The Union of the Self 

It is significant that even as he struggles with the duality of passivity and 
activity in the opening of PP, Merleau-Ponty refers to Descartes's letter to 
Elisabeth of June 28, 1643,37 where Descartes writes: 

It is only thanks to the use of [en usant de] life and of ordinary conver­
sations, and by refraining from meditating and studying the things 
which stimulate our imagination, that one learns how to conceive of 
the union of the soul and the body. (1989, 74) 

Earlier in the letter, Descartes wrote that the interaction of body and 
soul is experienced in the "senses" and "movements," and we must inter­
pret "life" in this quote in the sense of "perceptual life" and "activity." It 
is remarkable that Descartes talks of "using" life to philosophical ends, 
readily admitting that there are realities that our soul cannot apprehend 
and, more important, that our functional body may prove an instrument 
of knowledge. It is striking how Descartes's position anticipates Merleau­
Ponty's by combining a negative move toward judgment ("refraining from 
meditating") with a positive one toward life as activity, thereby shifting the 
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balance within intentionality toward a saturation of perception designed 
to "conceive" the union of the body and the soul (e.g., VI, 8/23).38 The 
unity of the self is conceived in actu and apperception is no longer self­
opposition. The self as subject and the self as object of apperception become 
one within activity. Merleau-Ponty did adopt this idea and maintained it 
in his subsequent works. In VJ, for example, he writes: "The passive-body 
and the active-body are welded together in Leistung' (VI, 246/295).39 

Self and World 

Insofar as it allows one to experience the body-object and the mind-subject 
as one, this unification of the self is an instance of the transcendence of the 
subject-object distinction. For Merleau-Ponty then, there is no essential 
distinction between apperception and perception; they are one in activity. 
By allowing for the transcendence of both the internal and the external 
divide, activity opens up to the experience of the body as the milieu of 
transcendence: 

The usual alternative: the body as one thing among others, or the 
body as vantage point on things, is questioned [ ... ] the relationship 
to the world is included into the relationship of the body with itself. 
(N, 287) 

Indeed, by portraying both apperception and perception as transcen­
dence, and by showing both transcendences to be essentially the same, 
Merleau-Ponty reduces all transcendentality to the intentional body, which 
extends its intentionality both inward and outward. This, as we will see, 
is the key to understanding the body as flesh (VJ, 271/319).4° Conceiving 
activity as transcendence is crucial because it takes one more step toward 
unifying the passive and the active; it does so by preliminarily unifying the 
inside and the outside (PP, 382/438; Barbaras 1998, 17). In S, Merleau­
Ponty writes: "To possess ourselves, we must begin by abandoning our­
selves; to see the world itself, we must first withdraw from it" (157 /255). 
This two-way movement from the world toward us and from us to the 
world emphasizes the thesis inherited from Maine de Biran that percep­
tion is always also apperception,41 so that the nature of the flesh itself pairs 
up every affection with an equal auto-affection. At this point, the internal/ 
external divide disappears, and the active/passive one with it. 

In his important article "The Thinking of the Sensible," Mauro Car­
bone adopts a position close to the one I have just defended, with one 
important difference. Carbone does locate Merleau-Ponty's intentional­
ity "beneath'' the "distinction between activity and passivity'' (Carbone 
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2000, 126). He construes this position by contrast with Heidegger's claim 
that the "letting-be" of disinterestedness is in fact "the supreme effort of 
our essential nature" (Heidegger 1999, 1: 109 quoted by Carbone 2000, 
125-26). Here, says Carbone, Heidegger entrenches the duality of activity 
and passivity and leaves us at best with an "oscillation" between these two 
poles (Carbone 2000, 125).42 This effort toward letting-be in fact resembles 
strikingly Husserl's idea of epoche, and we know then that it entrenches 
this duality precisely because it constitutes an affirmation of the subjective 
pole. The ground that lies "beneath'' the passive/active duality also lies 
beneath the subject/object duality, and this ground is what I have called in­
tentionality. Carbone does not say much about this ground. For example, 
he does not say how we may attain it. There are two ways to conceive of 
this ground and of its attainment: first, one may say that there is nothing 
to say about it beyond the fact that it is somewhat more true than the 
duality of activity and passivity. It is literally defined by its not being active 
or passive. This is Carbone's view (Carbone 2000, 125-27). The problem 
with this idea is that it makes it impossible to present as an imperative the 
reduction required in order to attain it. We literally must not do anything 
toward it; this would be an "effort" in Heidegger's sense. Yet, not doing 
resembles dangerously mere passivity, and the appeal to any beneath of the 
ground of the passive/active distinction loses substance. Paradoxically, it 
places this ground beyond possible experience. 

I would like to suggest that it is impossible to place oneself beneath 
the duality of activity and passivity. Instead, Merleau-Ponty wants us to 
think of activity and passivity in a different way whereby they are not 
transcended but unified. Carbone does refer to Merleau-Ponty's appeal for 
philosophy to talk of "the passivity of our activity," but he does not seem 
to take it as an affirmation that activity is precisely the level where passivity 
and activity are reunited. Merleau-Ponty means that activity and passivity 
become parts of activity itself. Therefore, activity is meant in two senses: 
the active principle (the activity of our activity) and the activity one un­
dertakes (the process of acting). The latter comprises the "activity of the 
activity'' and the "passivity of the activity." Carbone is unable to offer any 
method for the overcoming of the duality because he conflates these two 
senses of activity. In seeking to reject activity taken in a sense that opposes 
passivity, he also rejects the activity that operates the union of these two. 
However, the experience of the unity of activity and passivity is attainable 
within activity. In the notes of May 1959, Merleau-Ponty calls this a "lat­
eral apprehension." I shall develop this notion in Chapter 6, but let me use 
a schematic account of it here. The "frontal" apprehension is indeed purely 
active (maybe even on the mode of ustensility described by Heidegger), 

Existential Reduction and the Object of Truth • 167 



but in the action that I unfold toward an objective end, I attain (later­
ally) a state of being where active and passive become unified. This al­
lows us to think of Merleau-Ponty's reduction as not just an idealization 
but as an actual method.43 This also entails the problematic consequence 
that the authentic apprehension, if lateral, cannot be the apprehension of 
an object, but only of Being itself Here, we encounter Merleau-Ponty's 
"intra-ontology," which seeks "Being through the beings" as a "lateral" 
experience: by aiming toward an object, I attain (laterally), the "realm of 
reduction" (S, 162/264). Hence, we can only attain the object under the 
condition that we do not posit the "frontal" object of our activity at the 
same time as we experience laterally the unity of activity and passivity. This 
proviso is satisfied by Merleau-Ponty's "perspectivism." 

Perspectivism 

Merleau-Ponty's idea of truth is often summarized under the foggy brand 
of "perspectivism."44 Even if most readers maintain that this perspectivism 
should not be likened to relativism, it is often unclear how one may reduce 
Merleau-Ponty's views on truth to perspectivism without falling into rela­
tivism. Most readings rely on intersubjectivity and language to describe 
this perspectival truth as a social, sedimented one.45 I argue, by contrast, 
that one should read Merleau-Ponty's perspectivism in the context of an 
existential reduction seen as activity. If it is understood that reduction now 
seeks phenomenality and no longer phenomena, and that it could only be 
reached through praxis, perspectivism may be construed as the existential 
analogous to Husserl's movement of constitution: the movement that rises 
from pure experience to the awareness of its essence. In fact, it is clear that 
activity always reveals general intentionality by way of particular endeavors 
and of the interaction with particular objects: 

How have we managed to escape from the dilemma of the for-itself 
and the in-itself, how can perceptual consciousness be saturated with 
its object, how can we distinguish sensible consciousness from intel­
lectual consciousness? Because: (1) every perception takes place in 
an atmosphere of generality and is presented to us anonymously. I 
cannot say that I see the blue of the sky in the sense in which I say 
that I understand a book or again in which I decide to devote my 
life to mathematics. My perception, even when seen from the inside, 
expresses a given situation: I can see blue because I am sensitive to 
colours, whereas personal acts create a situation: I am a mathema­
tician because I have decided to be one. So, if I wanted to render 
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precisely the perceptual experience, I ought to say that one perceives 
in me, and not that I perceive. Every sensation carries within it the 
germ of a dream such as we experience in that quasi-stupor to which 
we are reduced when we really try to live at the level of sensation. 
(PP, 215/249) 

This involves a redefinition of the method of attainment of truth but 
also of the object of truth. The truth attained by perspectivism should not 
be conceived as the truth aimed at by the perspectives (this truth is the busi­
ness of"intellectual consciousness"). If A and B have two different perspec­
tives on X, perspectivism will not seek to construe X from these two per­
spectives; instead, it will gather from these perspectives some insight about 
what a perspective is (it is a perceiving, not my perceiving, for example). For 
Merleau-Ponty, there is a single element of generality in all experiences, an 
element that is not restricted by its being A or B's perception, but rather 
one that, through saturation, generalizes A or B's individuality. This is the 
element that perspectivism seeks to bring to light. 

Toward Ontology 

In PP, perspectivism is introduced as the process of determination or ob­
jectivation: a cube reveals itself as an object through a synthesis of the 
successive perspective views that I grasp of it (PP, 198/235-36). This 
draws Merleau-Ponty's attention to the interdependence of perception and 
motricity. This interdependence in turn installs a relationship between the 
active and the passive on two different levels (PP, 137/160).46 First, by 
moving my body around the object, I ascertain that I am myself an agent 
of my perception so that any complete perception contains a bodily act as 
well as a sensible and passive impression. Second, this affirms the activity 
of the synthesis that I carry out in order to unify the different perspec­
tive views into the view of one object, an active synthesis that, again, is 
coupled to a passive sensation (PriP, 14/45).47 Of course, these two aspects 
are readily unified if we consider that the synthetic unity of the self is itself 
made possible by the pre-objective unity of the bodily self through time 
and space-that is, through motion.48 The experience of synthesis is thus 
granted great importance because in Merleau-Ponty's view it associates the 
experience of the transcendental "I" of traditional metaphysics with that 
of the bodily self through motion (PP, 360-61/458). This means that the 
unity of the object of perception is correlative to that of the subject and 
vice versa because this synthesis is the result of a collaboration between the 
perceiver and its object. Consequently, intentionality must be conceived as 
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the ground of objectivity-that is to say, once again, that phenomenality is 
given logical precedence over phenomena. As I have argued, this phenom­
enality is precisely the object of philosophy and it is brought to light only 
in activity, in motion associated to perception. 

Some readings of Merleau-Ponty's perspectivism make it an arithmetic 
form of relativism that would seek as many perspectives over one "thing" 
as possible in order to deduce from it an approximation of objective truth, 
proportional to the number of different perspectives available. In this 
reading, perspectivism becomes a method to attain objectivity through 
universality. This, however, is forgetting that Merleau-Ponty's project is 
precisely not to reach objectivity. In fact, Merleau-Ponty explicitly repudi­
ates any idea of "the Great Object" in the section "Science Presupposes 
the Perceptual Faith but Does Not Clarify It" (VI, 14/30). Merleau-Ponty 
aims below objectivity to what supports and altogether refutes it: percep­
tual faith. For Merleau-Ponty, we must find this perceptual faith behind 
the manifold of perspectives. It is "the formula that permits one to pass 
from one real perspective [. . . J to another and which, being true of all 
of them, goes beyond the de facto situation of the physicist who speaks" 
(VI, 15-16/32).49 

Perspectivism is not designed to offer a view of the object or of the uni­
verse that would belong on the same level as the perspectives themselves 
(assuming that every perspective is a partial truth). It seeks to attain a 
truth placed at another level; not a cumulative truth but a truth accessed 
through a confrontation of the singular perspectives and a subsequent re­
duction to their common general features. The truth of perspectivism is 
not about objects; it is about perspectivity itself Thanks to perspectivism, 
therefore, general intentionality (perspectivity) will be brought out of the 
manifold of intentional objects (perspectives). 

The error of the cumulative view stems from a misunderstanding of the 
place oflanguage and science in Merleau-Ponty's perspectivist project. For 
Merleau-Ponty language and science do not offer the cumulative rules sup­
posed to correctly implement perspectivism for these rules are perspectives 
themselves: 

It is a question, to acquaint ourselves with the being that surrounds 
[ embrasse J altogether the perceived in the restricted sense and the 
so-called objective i.e., idealised being by way of this lived experi­
ence [vecu] or this perceived [perfu]. Science is rejected as a dogmatic 
ontology of the in-itself, but it is integrated to the realm of the per­
ceived, and true within this horizon. (IP, 171) 50 
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Unlike objects, which could only be approximated through cumulative 
perspectivism, phenomenality is indeed fully grasped in any act. Merleau­
Ponty's concern is no longer to multiply the perspectives themselves but to 
multiply the perceptual acts that are embedded in them in order to obtain 
saturation. This saturation will in turn provide access to pure transcen­
dence by disabling reflective consciousness according to the mechanism I 
have described above. Beyond what the perspectives are about, it will show 
the essence of the world to be perspective. It is only once this point against 
a relativistic-objectivist reading of perspectivism in mind that we can un­
derstand the remote implications of Merleau-Ponty's repeated claim that 
"everything is interesting, and in a certain way, true-in the sole condition 
that we take things as they are presented in our fully elucidated experience" 
(PriP, 35189, my emphasis). 

Both saturated intentionality and perspectivism present themselves as 
paradoxical. By placing themselves below judgment they seek the one by 
way of the multiple and the general by way of the local. Merleau-Ponty 
writes: "My point of view is for me not so much a limitation of my experi­
ence as a way I have of infiltrating [me glisser] into the whole world" (PP, 
329/380, t.a.). According to Merleau-Ponty, this is made possible by the 
very nature of the generality that is to be uncovered: it is the generality 
of the relationship between the local subject and the general world (i.e., 
"subjectivity''). He writes: "Subjectivity is neither thing nor substance, but 
the extremity of both the particular and the universal" (S, 153/250, t.a.), 
and "just like the world, this generality is before the one and the multiple" 
(NL, 328). So subjectivity (phenomenality) is double. First, it is present 
in any intentional act regardless of its form. Second, more than making 
intentional acts both particular and general, it makes them the substance 
of the relation between the particular and the general. 

We know from the dynamics of perception described in Chapter 4 that 
perspectives (intentional acts) are essentially directed toward determination 
and, consequently, objectivation. However, Merleau-Ponty makes them his 
method for the overcoming of objectivation, seeking intentionality through 
intentional acts. Yet, this very directionality of perspectives toward objecti­
vation clearly makes it oblivious of the underlying essence that supports it. 
This paradox is why saturation must be envisaged in connection to perspec­
tivism: only saturation can achieve the reduction from the intentional acts 
to intentionality and find the single through the multiple because only in 
the manifold do intentional acts exhibit their specific determinations (their 
object) as specific (VI, 15-16/32). Consequently, they exhibit-as it were, 
negatively-their common core. According to Merleau-Ponty: 

Existential Reduction and the Object of Truth • 171 



For a truly phenomenological philosophy, the relations between 
regional ontologies and philosophy is not the subsumption of the 
special under the general, but the relationship between concentric 
circles. (IP, 164) 

This common center, which is the object of the reduction, 51 can only 
be uncovered as a center through the apprehension of the circles it gener­
ates. This indirect move, which makes us acquainted not with phenomena 
but with phenomenality (that is to say, not with the perceptual objects 
but with perception itself) is destined to bring out what Merleau-Ponty's 
ontology will call the "invisible." This move is described by Merleau-Ponty 
as specifically ontological: 

One cannot construct a direct ontology, my indirect method (being 
in the beings) alone corresponds to being-negative philosophy like 
negative ontology. (VI, 231/179) 52 

Conclusion: Indirect Ontology 

The reelaboration of the reduction is the decisive move that informs the 
rest of Merleau-Ponty's philosophy and, in particular, his ontology. Fram­
ing intentionality as the obstacle that confronts reduction involves a double 
reversal of the traditional structure of phenomenological ontology. First, 
it exposes not the subject or the object, but intentionality itself (Merleau­
Ponty also says "transcendence") as primary. Second, it presents the unity 
of intentionality as anterior to the objective duality. This move also adds 
to the traditional "order of reasons," still followed by Husserl, an "order 
of matters" rigorously obverse to it. To Husserl's transcendental idealism, 
the logical origin of the thought process was grounded in its ontologi­
cal priority. Hence, thought and matter were equated. In Merleau-Ponty's 
view, if philosophical reasoning is indeed grounded in dualism, the same 
is not true of Being. We encounter subjects and objects first, but these are 
distorted signs of the underlying reality of transcendence and only this 
transcendence is ontologically primary. In order to attain this transcen­
dence, objective thought must be used toward its own overcoming. This 
is what Merleau-Ponty means by reduction, and it is achieved through 
perspectivism. 

As I alluded to earlier, an intentional structure-any relation in gen­
eral-is paradoxical because it affirms its terms as separate while asserting 
their union as well. Merleau-Ponty grants priority to the union and thereby 
points the way toward a correct application of the reduction. The reduction 
must give the advantage to the union implied in the objective relationship 
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over and above the opposition of subject and object. This can only be per­
formed through a process of saturation of consciousness. This saturation 
is obtained thanks to activity. Merleau-Ponty says that when saturated, 
activity is "blind," that is to say, unreflexive. 53 Indeed, saturation offers 
the model of the overcoming of most oppositions both internal (within 
the self) and external (between the self and the world). This is possible 
because it is perception itself that saturates consciousness, and perception 
is both internal and external transcendence. Perception is always appercep­
tion and motion, always activity and passivity; this is what Merleau-Ponty 
calls "the passivity of our activity'' (VI, 221/270). For Merleau-Ponty, then, 
the reduction is the discovery of transcendence through the praxis of tran­
scendence. The subject of Merleau-Ponty's reduction is perception and so 
is its object: "It will always be the task of perception to know perception" 
(PP, 42/53). 
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Merleau-Ponty's "Soft" Ontology 
of Truth as Falsification 

It is now dear that Merleau-Ponty's reformulation of the Husserlian re­
duction as existential reduction gave priority to phenomenality over phe­
nomena and to the "one" over the multiple. In Merleau-Ponty's view, this 
amounts to a reduction to the ontological. In Chapter 4, we had encoun­
tered this "one" as the zone of subjectivity that structures perception and 
constitutes the "syntax" of history. In Chapter 5, we encountered it as 
phenomenality, intentionality, or transcendence. In his last and unfinished 
work, The Visible and the Invisible, Merleau-Ponty describes this "one" as 
an "existential eternity'' (VI, 267 /315).1 This places us resolutely on the 
ground of ontology. In this chapter, I argue that Being is neither subject nor 
object, and indeed if one means by those notions any self-identical entity, 
Merleau-Ponty's ontology rejects them. For Merleau-Ponty, intentionality 
is all there is and it is as an infinite movement of self-determination. Sedi­
mentation is the way it determines itself, that is to say, the way it objecti­
fies itself. In this sense, intentionality is productive for it is the possibility 
of events. Events, however, are merely overdeterminate sedimentations, a 
falsification of intentionality insofar as they are its objectivation. The mode 
of being of intentionality is therefore self-falsification. I shall conclude that 
Being is self-falsification and truth is the movement by which Being falsi­
fies itself. 

In order to reach this conclusion, I shall first argue that Merleau-Ponty 
rejects any idea of self-identical Being. Instead, he envisages Being as in­
cluding non-being. This is what I shall describe as Merleau-Ponty's "soft-
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ening" of Being. As a result of this softening, Being is presented as self­
differentiated. I then turn to Merleau-Ponty's account of the dynamics of 
Being that ensue from this definition of Being as self-differentiated. I find 
that this instability of Being is creative of history. Finally, I draw the con­
sequences of these two arguments by examining how Being is conceived 
as less-than-actual and creative (as potential) and what this potential is the 
potentiality of-namely, as I shall argue, error. 

Presence and the Softening of Being 

There is no question that VI is concerned with Being and it is how the 
Merleau-Ponty scholarship has always envisaged this work in the wake of 
the two monuments that are Renaud Barbaras's 1he Being of the Phenomenon 
and Martin Dillon's Merleau-Ponty's Ontology. It is, therefore, striking that, 
in a working note to VI, "Metaphysics-the lnfinite!World-Offinheit," 
Merleau-Pontywrites unequivocally: "I am for metaphysics" (VI, 2501300). 
This ambiguity is a direct consequence of the philosophical method that 
Merleau-Ponty calls his "indirect ontology" or "intra-ontology" that seeks 
"Being through the beings" (VI, 2251275) and thereby avoids the distinc­
tion between the metaphysical (concerned with the beings) and the onto­
logical (concerned with Being). On the contrary, it places their link at the 
core of its inquiry. 

In the chapter "Interrogation and Dialectics" in VI, Merleau-Ponty 
embarks on a criticism of the Sartrean ontology and its sharp opposition 
between Being and nothingness. This opposition, Merleau-Ponty believes, 
makes ontology nothing more than a form of metaphysical dualism. The 
cost of this ontology is too high insofar as it sacrifices precisely the phe­
nomenality (or, as he calls it in VI, the "transcendence" [VI, 193/244]) 
that Merleau-Ponty places at the center of his philosophy. In a dualistic 
ontology, one does not see how Being and nothingness can meet. Yet, it is 
precisely the lesson of perception that their encounter-not their purely 
conceptual opposition-is the proper domain of philosophy (VI, 72/100). 
It is this transcendence-the commensurability of Being and nothing­
ness-that Merleau-Ponty seeks in "Interrogation and Dialectics." 

Two Dualities 

If this project is indeed widely acknowledged in the Merleau-Ponty scholar­
ship, there remains an ambiguity in most analyses as to the structure of 
Merleau-Ponty's way out of this dualism. Merleau-Ponty's ontology is an 
effort to overcome two correlative dualities: the duality of the subject and 
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the object and that of Being and nothingness. There are two standard ways 
to overcome dualism: first, one may add a middle term to the two incom­
mensurables, thereby replacing a dualism by a trialism (two transcendences 
are now necessary). The second is to incorporate the two opposites into a 
greater whole. In Merleau-Ponty's view, neither is acceptable. 

In La Resistance du Sensible, Emmanuel Alloa claims that Merleau­
Ponty chose the first path. He states that "Merleau-Ponty failed to detach 
himself from a conception of the world directed by a subject-object divide" 
(Alloa 2008, 99), and that "the distance that makes vision possible, is still 
thought [by Merleau-Ponty] on the mode of the 'void' between vision and 
what it sees, as in Democritus' theory" (100). 2 He concludes that: 

One fails to shake off the impression that Merleau-Ponty is caught in 
his own trap. Even as he seeks to overcome the diplopia of Western 
dualism thanks to what resembles a correction of the gaze, he con­
firms the relevance of this diplopia. (Alloa 2008, 97) 

Even though he seems to endorse another reading in earlier works such 
as his remarkable analysis of the reduction in Desire and Distance's "Phe­
nomenological Reduction as Critique of Nothingness" (Barbaras 2005, 
45-61),3 some of Renaud Barbaras's more recent contributions seem to 
return to a reading of this sort. In "Life and Perceptual Intentionality" 
(2003), he writes: 

Merleau-Ponty [ ... ] radically criticizes the philosophy of conscious­
ness and recognizes that it is necessary to take another starting point; 
that is, he recognizes that one must seriously take into account the 
fact of embodiment. However, this new starting point still maintains 
the duality of subject and object, consciousness and the material 
body, because it is described in terms of the visibility of the seeing 
and the unity of touching and touched. (159)4 

This way of reading Merleau-Ponty's final efforts is in fact omnipresent 
in the Merleau-Ponty scholarship in forms often subtle and sometimes 
even contradictory. 5 The argument developed by these readings, namely 
that one cannot maintain subject and object in their radical form while 
maintaining their union on the other, is correct. Their premise, however, 
which assumes that Merleau-Ponty seeks to maintain these, is erroneous. 
In fact, as early as his course on passivity of 1954-1955, Merleau-Ponty 
defends himself sternly against such misunderstandings of his position: 

Objection (Lachieze-Rey): so, if this is the case, if the body is indeed 
the mediator of our relation with the world, and if you reject the 
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radical distinction between res extensa and res cogitans, it is finalism 
or vitalism. You admit that there is a pre-ordination of the body to 
its fields and to the "things" through a finality that transcends you; 
or else, a presence of the whole in the parts thanks to a quasi "soul of 
the body." (IP, 165-66) 

This exemplifies the contradictory position ascribed to Merleau-Ponty: 
one rejects the distinction of body and soul only to express this union in 
dualistic terms and ends up trapped in an unfruitful alternative between 
"finalism" or "vitalism."6 This position appears not as a choice in favor of 
the transcendence between two poles, but rather as a choice in favor of one 
of them. This view is rejected as a misconstruction of his ideas by Merleau­
Ponty, who wishes to "make this [his] project understood, and thereby 
[to make understood] the overcoming of the problem of activity (ideal­
ism) and passivity (finality)" by "venturing further into the elucidation 
of the world and the subject" (IP, 166-67).7 This will be achieved in VI. 
In the meantime, we already know that the "elucidation'' of an ontology of 
the union will have to avoid a double trap: 

Philosophy is itself only if it refuses the comforts rJacilites] of a 
single-entry world [un monde a une seule entree] as well as those of 
a multiple-entry world, which are all accessible to the philosopher. 
Philosophy stands, like natural man, at the point where one passes 
from the self [le soi] into the world and into the other. At the cross­
roads. (VI, 160/210) 

The first danger is to merge these two poles into an all-encompassing 
third term. The second is to place a middle term between the two poles (the 
trialism I have just mentioned). The problem with the first strategy is that 
it makes itself unable to account for the distinction of the two poles, which 
it eventually apprehends as one. If he seeks to examine relation itself, by 
"placing himself at the crossroads," Merleau-Ponty will have to navigate be­
tween these two traps by inaugurating a novel osmosis between them, one 
that would accommodate the ontological unity and the dualism of objective 
thought altogether. He calls this his challenge to "open the concept with­
out destroying it" (S, 138/224)-that is to say, to maintain the meaning­
fulness of the concept without maintaining its impossible self-identity. 

The Subject/Object Distinction 

Hence, the project of Merleau-Ponty's ontology is to make of the subject­
object relation the milieu of reality. This involves a peculiar model of Being 
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because it ceases to understand the relation by derivation from its terms. 
Indeed, I have argued in Chapter 5 that such terms as subject and object 
disappeared in the phenomenological reduction, along with the internal/ 
external and passive/active distinctions, leaving only phenomenality as 
the irreducible object of philosophy (VI, 251/299).8 In VI, then, Merleau­
Ponty seeks to describe Being as a relation without terms. 

Merleau-Ponty's philosophy was revitalized by the discovery of Saus­
surean linguistics and its description of linguistic syntax as a network of 
"differences without terms" (S, 39/63).9 There is no doubt, as it has often 
been remarked (Lawlor 2002; Dillon 1988, 181-86), that this discovery 
was decisive for the future developments of Merleau-Ponty's phenomenol­
ogy because of its direct implications for the concept of intentionality, but 
it seems to me that not enough emphasis has been placed upon the fact 
that it also provided Merleau-Ponty with the tools necessary to conceive of 
intentionality independently of its terms. In this view, it offered promising 
perspectives toward answering the question first formulated in PP: "We 
must understand how, paradoxically, there is an in-itself for us" (PP, 71/86). 
In VJ, therefore, after his encounter with Saussure's structural linguistics, 
Merleau-Ponty declares: "I describe perception as a diacritical, relative, op­
positional system" (217 /267). 

1he Cogito 

The effect of the new possibilities offered by diacriticism is most direct 
in connection to Merleau-Ponty's rejection of his earlier account of the 
"phenomenological cogito" in PP. In the notes of January and February 
1959, Merleau-Ponty is concerned with two issues. One is the application 
of diacriticism to ontology; the other is a self-critical evaluation of the 
"phenomenological cogito" he elaborated in PP. What is the connection 
between these two questions? The discovery of diacriticism introduced 
Merleau-Ponty to the awareness that language was logically anterior to the 
objective structure of the world, not the reverse. This realization, in turn, 
led to the possibility to separate the apparently necessary pairing of rela­
tion and terms. As regards the cogito, this means primarily that there can­
not be a "pre-linguistic" or "pre-objective" cogito because the affirmation 
of the subjective pole it implies is derived from language and not anterior 
to it: "What I call the tacit cogito is impossible. To have the idea of 'think­
ing' [ ... ] it is necessary to have words" (VI, 171/222).10 As I pointed out in 
Chapter 4, this rebalancing of the subjective and objective poles through a 
withdrawal of the subjective was already initiated in "The Metaphysical in 
Man" (1947) where Merleau-Ponty transferred the cogito from the subjec-
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tive pole to the interpolar relation itself: "The fundamental metaphysical 
fact is this double sense of the cogito: I am sure that there is being-under 
the condition that I do not seek another sort of being than being-for-me" 
(SNS, 93/114, t.a.). In other words, there is neither Being nor myself; only 
Being-for-me, only intentionality. 

The Object 

The rejection of the objective pole, although structurally connected to that 
of the subjective one,11 is clarified by Merleau-Ponty in terms of a continu­
ity of the visible and the invisible. Although I will specifically discuss the 
relation of the visible and the invisible in a moment, let me already assert 
that their interdependence (which Merleau-Ponty stresses everywhere) co­
incides with the rejection of the objective pole. For Merleau-Ponty, this 
interdependence shows that objectivity and subjectivity are both falsifica­
tion of each other (PP, 2201254; VI, 160/210-11)12 and that the object is 
nothing more than the approximation of the fully determined object one 
guesses to be pointed at by an essentially unfinished set of properties: 

I say that I perceive correctly when my body has a precise hold on the 
spectacle, but that does not mean that my hold is ever all-embracing; 
it would be so only ifI had succeeded in reducing to a state of articu­
late perception all the inner and outer horizons of the object, which 
is in the nature of things impossible. In experiencing a perceived 
truth, I assume that the concordance so far experienced would hold 
for a more detailed observation; I place my confidence in the world. 
(PP, 297 /343) 13 

In other words, we do not perceive the contours of the object; we di­
vine them.14 The object as fully determinate self-identity is always inacces­
sible. This essential horizonality of the object is warranted by the interde­
pendence of the visible and the invisible. The "overdetermination" (VI, 
240/289) that arbitrarily determines the horizonal object is, like in the 
case of the subjective pole, derived from the concept as horizon sedimented 
into an illusionary object. This most emphatically responds to Deleuze 
and Guattari's implicit criticisms of Merleau-Ponty's concept of horizon in 
their distinction of the Plane of Immanence: for Merleau-Ponty, horizons 
not only are horizons unable to attain their objects (something Deleuze 
and Guattari would acknowledge), they are not even structured by their 
object. In short, Merleau-Ponty's notion of the horizon corresponds exactly 
to Deleuze and Guattari's absolute horizon, despite the latter's intention 
of correcting Merleau-Ponty's allegedly insufficient concept (See Deleuze 
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and Guattari 1994, 36-37).15 Indeed, for Merleau-Ponty "each fact can be 
a dimension" (S, 15/29) and 

Every concept is first a horizonal generality, a generality of style-there 
is no longer a problem of the concept, generality, the idea, when one 
has understood that the sensible itself is invisible, that the yellow is 
capable of setting itself up as a level or a horizon. (VI, 237/286)16 

These statements point to a continuum between the visible and the 
invisible, between the determinate and the indeterminate, reducing both 
poles to the status of horizons. In fact, visible and invisible are "negation­
reference" for each other, not so much each other's opposite as each other's 
horizon, the "degree zero" of each other (VI, 257/305). Through this con­
cept of "negation-reference" Merleau-Ponty transforms the duality of the 
visible and the invisible into a continuum. 

These remarks about the horizonal status of the subjective and objec­
tive poles as clearing room for their relation are a mere translation of the 
acquisitions of Chapter 5 (where "relation" was described in terms of phe­
nomenality or intentionality) into an ontological language. However, they 
bring out the implications of the renewed concept of reduction to the 
ontological realm. By letting the two poles of the subject-object relation 
vanish over the horizon, Merleau-Ponty focuses his ontological investiga­
tions on the unity of their bifacial relation, and he betrays the fact that 
reduction to phenomenality was all along a reduction to the ontological. 
In so doing, he installs the "general" phenomenality mentioned above in 
the place of Being qua "flesh'' (N, 273).17 At this point it is necessary to 
recall that this "ontological" investigation (precisely because it focuses on 
the transcendence between the external poles and thereby rejects those very 
poles outside of Being) was first apprehended by Merleau-Ponty not as an 
ontology but as the defining inquiry of metaphysics. In "The Metaphysi­
cal in Man" immediately after transforming the cogito into an affirmation 
of the link between man and world, Merleau-Ponty writes: "Metaphysics 
is the deliberate intention to describe this paradox of consciousness and 
truth, of exchange and communication" (SNS, 95/115). Recall that it is 
in this same work that Merleau-Ponty first urged himself to undertake an 
inquiry into the origin of truth. Such a metaphysical characterization of 
his ultimate project is only reinforced by the note from VI quoted above in 
which Merleau-Ponty declares himself "for metaphysics." Although there 
is no question that in many instances Merleau-Ponty explicitly refers to his 
project as an ontology, there is, to my knowledge, no significant occurrence 
of the words "ontology'' or "ontological"18 in any of his published writings 
past the date of this declaration in May 1960. As I said, this profession of 
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faith of "metaphysicism" is intended as an opposition to a certain ontol­
ogy that finds its ground in an opposition of Being and nothingness. For 
Merleau-Ponty, there would be no sense in patiently overcoming the dis­
tinctions we have seen him undo only to finally succumb to this later one. 

Ontic and Ontological 

In "Interrogation and Dialectics" in VI, the strategy of Merleau-Ponty's 
critique of Sartre's dialectic of Being and nothingness is to demonstrate 
first that the absolute externality of the two principles is incompatible with 
their communication, and second, that the impossibility of their commu­
nication makes even their difference impossible as such: absolute differ­
ence is indifference. If the two poles are determined with reference to each 
other when such an opposition is impossible (because it would require 
communication), the absolute determinacy of Being and the absolute in­
determinacy of nothingness eventually translate into each other: "We are 
beyond monism and dualism, because dualism has been pushed so far that 
the opposites, no longer in competition, are at rest the one against the 
other" (VI, 54/79). Indeed, this makes Being and nothingness "synony­
mous" (VJ, 237/287). Further, the ontology of Being and nothingness that 
states their absolute externality makes the fact of incarnation (a subject­
nothingness-inside an object) impossible. As such, it is unable to provide 
an account for the ontic level and is hardly an ontology at all. 

This critique delineates the task at hand for Merleau-Ponty: his ontol­
ogy will have to account for an unbroken link between Being and the 
beings under penalty of missing the "most important," which is "the expe­
rience which passes through the wall of Being" (S, 22/40, t.a.). In short, it 
will have to pass the test of the ontic. This is reinforced by a consequence 
of the critical remarks addressed to Sartre: the absolute externality of Being 
and nothingness problematizes the voice of the philosopher who formu­
lates it insofar as it drowns it into externality or internality, which are the 
same thing. For Merleau-Ponty, as we saw, "direct ontology'' is impossible 
because to access Being as such one would have to be a non-perceptual 
Being. The solution lies in his "indirect ontology (Being in the beings)," 
which allows him to elaborate an ontology from within Being: 

Wild or brute being, contra sedimented-ontic being. Ontology 
which defines being from within and no longer from without: on 
every level, being is infrastructure, [membrure], hinge [charniere] and 
not offered in perspective and demanding the construal of what lies 
behind these appearances. (N, 282) 
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This signifies that the very possibility of ontology is dependent on the 
link between the ontological and the ontic because ontology reaches Be­
ing only through the beings. As such, this ontology must seek Being as 
"infrastructure," that is to say, it must seek the general located inside the 
particular. We can now understand Merleau-Ponty better when he writes: 

The distinction physico-chemistry-life=distinction of the eventful 
[l'evenementie~ and the structural;-of the ontic and the ontologi­
cal;-of individual spatio-temporal facts whose localisation is unique 
and the architectonics. (N, 268) 

This remark from the lecture courses on nature is precious because it es­
tablishes a web of equivalences between distinctions (eventfulness and 
structure; the ontic and the ontological; the spatio-temporal and architec­
tonics) that frames the question that the concept of "flesh'' is designed to 
address: the question of the relations of the particular and the general (VI, 
147/191).19 

To begin with, one of the lessons of the critique of the Sartrean absolu­
tization of Being and nothingness is that overcoming such an opposition 
can only be achieved by a softening of the distinction between the local 
and the general. Indeed, how could we transcend the objective world if 
there was no generality located within the "spatio-temporal objects"? Con­
versely, how can the general have any relation to the local as its principle 
if precisely it is deprived of locality?20 This, of course, is no question for 
traditional metaphysics for which "all the determinations are negation in 
the sense of: are only negations" (VI, 169/221).21 For such metaphysics, 
the local does not have to be accounted for as such because the general 
contains it; there is nothing that the local has that the general does not. 
The local is "just" a restriction of the general. For Merleau-Ponty, how­
ever, locality must be given a positive value precisely because its finitude 
is anterior to the thought of the infinite; it is within facts that we find 
essences22 and not the other way around. It is a consequence of Merleau­
Ponty's rejection of the ontic-ontological divide that phenomenal reality 
cannot be reduced to anything else. Instead, the ontological principle has 
to be phenomenal too. 

Merleau-Ponty's ontology will thus seek to integrate the principle of 
localization within Being. This gives Being (qua flesh) a phenomenal di­
mens10n: 

The flesh [la chair] is not matter, is not spirit [esprit], is not substance. 
To designate it, one should need the old term "element," in the sense 
it was used to speak of water, air, earth and fire, that is, in the sense 
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of a general thing, midway between the spatio-temporal individual 
and the idea, a sort of incarnate principle that brings a style of being 
wherever there is a fragment of being. The flesh is in this sense an 
"element" of being. Not a fact or a sum of facts, and yet adherent to 
location and to the now. Much more: the inauguration of the where 
and the when, the possibility and exigency for the fact; in a word, 
facticity. What makes a fact be a fact. (VI, 139-40/181-182)23 

Facticity is the essence of fact; as such it is neither essence nor fact. It 
must, for this reason, lie midway between the thing and the idea. Indeed, 
Merleau-Ponty rejects facts and essences as overdeterminate.24 We also 
know that overdeterminate terms are incompatible with their mutual rela­
tion. This makes the status of the element problematic because it means 
that in an objective world there cannot be any midway between these two 
poles because between them there is no "way'' to speak of. 

So far, we have approached Being as element only with reference to 
the overdeterminate terms of fact and essence. It is clear now that this 
approach is impossible. This means that Merleau-Ponty will have to re­
verse the traditional account of relation as derived from its terms into an 
account of the terms as derived from the relation. In order to address this 
question, we must first examine the status of these "horizons" or "poles" 
in greater detail. 

Less-than-Determinacy 

Merleau-Ponty's rejection of polar thought amounts to a rejection of abso­
lute determinacy. In fact, as I pointed out in Chapter 4, the thought that 
absolute determinacy meant the "death of consciousness" has guided much 
of his work since PP. Now again it becomes apparent that the solution to 
all dualisms for Merleau-Ponty is to be found in a horizonalization of the 
poles. 

In order to examine Merleau-Ponty's use and understanding of inde­
terminacy, we must make a quick detour through his reading of Bergson. 
As regards the misconception that Being and nothingness are absolutely 
determinate and mutually exclusive poles, Bergson's alleged positivism is in 
the same basket as Sartre's negativism. This is because Merleau-Ponty's tar­
get is not negativism or positivism, it is the very alternative they both posit: 

At first sight, it may seem paradoxical to compare two philosophies 
of which one is essentially a positivism, and the other a negativism. 
The fact of the matter is that neither accepts any mixture [melange] 
of being and nothingness. (N, 101)25 
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Beyond this critique, however, Merleau-Ponty detects in Bergson's posi­
tivism an inconsistency that points in a promising direction for his own 
project: "The genuine sense of Bergsonian philosophy is not so much to 
eliminate the idea of nothingness than to incorporate it into the idea of 
being" (N, 97). This, of course, is contrary to Bergson's intentions, but for 
Merleau-Ponty it is also the way toward the solution of most of Bergson's 
aporiae. This peculiar use of Bergson's "shadow philosophy'' on Merleau­
Ponty's part has far-reaching consequences in two respects: on the ques­
tion of solving the divide between "nature naturee'' and "nature naturante" 
(Bergson's own ontic/ontological divide) and on the solution to the ques­
tion of history. This latter point will be discussed later but it is now time 
to examine the first one. 

To Merleau-Ponty, Bergson's inability to overcome the divide between 
"nature naturante" and "nature naturee" is due to his extreme positivism 
that leads him to construe the question of determination in a less than rig­
orous manner. In his course on Bergson, Merleau-Ponty formulates Berg­
son's problem: "Life is mobility, and it makes determinate forms appear 
within itself However, this determinacy of the living forms separates them 
form the elan" (N, 89). This is due to the definition of the "nature naturee'' 
as contingency, as opposed to the fully positive "nature naturante" (90). 
For Merleau-Ponty, the divide is unbridgeable as long as determination is 
conceived as negativity. This problem cannot be solved if the conception 
of Being it relies on remains unquestioned. Paradoxically, Merleau-Ponty 
finds this conception of Bergson's to be rooted in the idea of the "positive 
infinite" of Descartes and the Cartesians, and he regards this common an­
cestry between Bergson and Sartre as the third term that reunites them. In 
the case of Sartre, Merleau-Ponty explicitly refers to the dialectic of Being 
and nothingness as applicable only to a Cartesian universe (NC, 234).26 

In the case of Bergson, however, everything seems to contradict this as­
sertion. Bergson precisely opposes the Cartesians who thought that "in 
order to triumph over non-existence, they needed necessity [le necessaire]" 
(S, 186/304).27 The Cartesians establish nothingness first and against this 
background only demanded justification for existence. Bergson sees posi­
tivity as primary and rejects any idea of nothingness. Yet, deducing from 
this polar opposition an incompatibility between the Cartesians and Sartre 
on the one hand and Bergson on the other would be to overlook Merleau­
Ponty's repeated claim that absolute Being and absolute nothingness are 
the same (VI, 228/280). In "Everywhere and Nowhere," he presents abso­
lute positivity (in the form of the "infinite infinite") as "the secret of the 
Great Rationalism" (S, 149/242, t.a.) of Descartes. Indeed, this absolute 
positivity was affirmed by the Cartesians precisely because a final victory 
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over nothingness was required, and it is only in this sense that one can un­
derstand determinacy as negativity. In other words, any limitation to ab­
solute positivity is so much ground relinquished to nothingness. It appears, 
then, that the absolute positivity of the Rationalists with its background in 
nothingness represents the paradigm for both Sartre's and Bergson's phi­
losophies for opposite-that is to say, identical-reasons:28 they both see 
restriction as negativity. This outlines a contrario the route Merleau-Ponty 
needs to follow: 

What we are seeking, on the contrary, is a genuine explicitation of 
Being, i.e. not the display of a being, even infinite, in which would 
take place-in a way which is in principle incomprehensible to us­
the articulation of the beings with each other, but the unveiling of 
Being as what they modelise or cut out [decoupent]. (N, 266) 

On the basis of the synonymy of Being and nothingness, it is impossible 
to regard beings as failed (determinate qua restricted) absolutes because 
they would be failed with regard to literally nothing. This means that de­
termination cannot be accounted for by a concept of Being that would not 
also exemplify determination. Determination is not less than absolute, it is 
other-than-absolute, and any concept of Being must be able to account for 
this. But, laments Merleau-Ponty: "Bergson never sees the positive value of 
our finitude" (JS, 101/102).29 If he wants to provide a concept of Being that 
includes in itself the principle of spatio-temporality, Merleau-Ponty needs 
to liberate his ontology from the alternative of determinacy and indetermi­
nacy in the same way as he liberated it from that of facts and essences. We 
have seen that a semi-determinate ontological principle is approximated 
through the concept of the "element." This involves a seemingly contradic­
tory double movement of promoting determinacy and indeterminacy or, 
more accurately, of establishing a concept of indeterminacy that unifies 
the two. That is to say, we must take indeterminacy in the literal sense, as 
neither fully determinate nor indeterminate. Because of the usual sense of 
"indeterminacy" as "non-determinacy," I shall refer to this notion as "less­
than-determinacy." This concept is clarified in the analyses of the relations 
of the visible and the invisible. 

Being as Presence 

Both the visible and the invisible are principles of restriction for each 
other.30 It is in the structured balance between these two principles that 
the perceived world-that is, the world-surges (Barbaras 2004, 231-
32).31 This is a radical shift from the philosophies of the absolute because 
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it brings restriction to the status of an ontological principle. It is no longer 
the mere consequence of the (inexplicable) encounter of Being and noth­
ingness. The opposition and interdependence of the visible and the invis­
ible precludes the positing of the one or the other as absolutes. 32 In their 
pure form, they are but horizons ("negation-reference" [VI, 254/305]) of 
each other; in experience, they are placed on a continuum. This means 
that there is an invisibility of the visible as well as a visibility of the invis­
ible. This is why it is impossible to conceive of the title of 1he Visible and 
the Invisible as announcing a duality in the way that the title of Being and 
Nothingness did. One cannot say, as is often heard, that Merleau-Ponty 
replaces a dialectic of Being and nothingness with a dialectic of the visible 
and the invisible because Merleau-Ponty's book is concerned only with the 
"and" of the title. If, strictly speaking, there is no visible or invisible, there 
is no question that there is the pair of the visible and the invisible. This 
pair is anterior to either term. Merleau-Ponty unifies it under the heading 
"visibility" before designating it by his final concept of "flesh." The inter­
twinement between the visible and the invisible entails that the perceptual 
world is essentially indeterminate in the sense of less-than-determinate. 

We may now return to Merleau-Ponty's preference for metaphys­
ics by looking at the complex passage that is the context of this striking 
declaration: 

World and being: their relation is that of the visible and the invisible 
(latency) the invisible is not another visible ("possible" in the logical 
sense) a positive only absent. 

It is Verborgenheit by principle i.e. invisible of the visible, Offinheit 
of the Umwelt and not Unendlichkeit-Unendlichkeit is at bottom 
the in-itself, the ob-ject-For me the infinity of Being that one can 
speak of is operative, militant finitude: the openness of the Umwelt­
I am against finitude in the empirical sense, a factual existence that 
has limits, and this is why I am for metaphysics. But it lies no more 
in infinity than in the factual finitude. (VI, 251/300) 

The stakes are high. Merleau-Ponty reintroduces negativity within Be­
ing with startling results. The invisible cannot be conceived as "absent,'' for 
two apparently contradictory reasons, as follows. 

First, the invisible conceived as the absence of the visible makes it a 
positive visible only to be seen elsewhere, in another visual field. This con­
tradicts the nature of the invisible because it fails to acknowledge the in­
visible as inherent to the visible (VI, 257 /305) 33 or, to put it differently, it 
fails to acknowledge that we imperceive even as we perceive. Furthermore, it 
contradicts the nature of the visible itself by assuming that the visible can 
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be itself without being supported by the invisible:34 there is a simultaneity 
of the visible and the invisible in visibility. 

Second, and paradoxically, seeing the invisible as the negative of the 
visible makes it possible for it to be present while still being invisible; it is 
present precisely as the principle of this visual field. 35 Thus, Merleau-Ponty 
seems to radicalize the invisible's absence only to make its presence pos­
sible, as "presence of an absence" (IP, 178).36 This presence is the object of 
an "imperception'' (Lefort 1990, 17)37 that is nothing else than the reverse 
of perception itself, its "invisible" as it were. 38 At this point, it is worth 
recalling PP's process of perceptual determination as described in Chap­
ter 4 and that is at work in VI: perceptual determination is an essentially 
infinite process whose "negintuition" of its own incompleteness is always 
somewhat perceived (as "dissatisfaction," says PP) although not necessarily 
always noticed until it raises to conceptual awareness through sedimenta­
tion. The pairing of the visible and the invisible seems to translate this 
impossibility of absolute determination into the ontological realm: visible 
and invisible lead into each other indefinitely. 

This is crucial because it shows a clear choice on Merleau-Ponty's part: 
when confronted to the alternative of weakening the notion of Being in its 
opposition to nothingness or that of presence in its opposition to absence, 
Merleau-Ponty chooses to save presence. He would rather have a nega­
tive present (the invisible) than a positive absent (the visible elsewhere). 
Contrary to the polar philosophies, presence unifies the opposites; there is 
the presence of absence and the presence of presence. The choice is clear: 
admitting the possibility of absence would be affirming the "bad" infin­
ity of positivity, which eventually leads into the "in-itself," and the "death 
of consciousness" under the blows of full determinacy. It would give a 
negative ontological value to the empirical limitations of our field of vision 
as limitations ("finitude in the empirical sense"). Instead, Merleau-Ponty 
chooses to give a positive ontological value to our locality no longer as 
limitation but as the very access into generality, and favors the odd couple 
of empirical infinity (as "openness") and ontological finitude. However, 
this is problematic because it involves that the "metaphysics" in question 
here is just as little conventional a metaphysics as it is an ontology. If­
as we have just seen-ontology is the overdetermination of Being, for 
Merleau-Ponty, "metaphysics [ ... ] is a sublimation of the being [l'etant]" 

(VI, 186/238)-that is, a belief in absolute determinacy. It is not surpris­
ing then that in the perspective of building a doctrine of indeterminacy 
as "less-than-determinacy," the metaphysical pole seems as remote as the 
ontological one from the ground sought, since it is a ground that allows for 
a restricted kind of infinite. 
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This is why Merleau-Ponty makes a choice, chooses one "kind of infi­
nite," the "militant infinite,'' the infinite of human possibilities (and of his­
torical becoming), which I shall return to later. This means that Merleau­
Ponty sacrifices the fullness of Being to an ontological account of locality. 
This, he says, is "why [he is] for metaphysics." From an orthodox ontologi­
cal point of view, however, the concept of Being proposed here remains un­
satisfactory because it falls short of respecting the ontic/ontological divide. 
This is why Merleau-Ponty refers to the flesh as "being that is not full [de 
l'etre qui ne so it pas noyau dur]" (N, 286) or to presence as a weak version 
of the Being of traditional ontology. Of course, the weakness of Merleau­
Ponty's Being is an attribute of its indeterminacy. Given the indeterminate 
character of both the visible and the invisible, the concept that reunites 
them must be carefully chosen in order to avoid achieving their unification 
by overdetermining them.39 It must be a "less-than-determinate" concept 
whose (few) determinations must be encountered in both the visible and 
the invisible. 

The concept of presence satisfies both the visible and the invisible with­
out reducing one to the other insofar as they remain horizontally distinct 
in presence: they have different modes of presence-namely, perception 
and imperception. This is what Merleau-Ponty means with his famous for­
mula "seeing is by principle seeing more than one sees" (S, 21/38). Seeing 
is both perceiving and imperceiving. Furthermore, the concept of presence 
possesses the characteristics of an "element." It stands halfway between a 
thing and an idea because it offers a generality that is coextensive to the 
world itself (the phenomenal world-the only world-is entirely present 
as either visible or invisible) and at the same time it exhibits the determin­
ability of locality, precisely insofar as it holds the invisible-that is to say, 
the principle of locality-within itself This union of the horizontally dis­
tinguished poles within presence contains the principles of spatio-temporal 
existence and thus amounts to a "softening" of the notion of Being: 

Being and the imaginary are for Sartre "objects,'' "entities"-For 
me they are elements (in Bachelard's sense), that is, not objects, not 
fields, soft being [des etres doux], non-thetic being, being before being 
[ ... ] dehiscence that knows itself as such. (VI, 267 /314, t.a.)40 

In a section of the appendix to VI named "Presence," Merleau-Ponty 
offers another description of these "fields": 

The thing, the pebble, the shell, we said, do not have the power to ex­
ist no matter what; they are only soft forces [des forces douces] that de-
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velop their implications on condition that favourable circumstances 
be assembled. (VI, 161/212) 

In these passages, there is a clear identification of the softening of Being 
and its indeterminacy leading into openness as contingency. 

The Human within the Infinite 

In his critique of the absolute of the Cartesians, Merleau-Ponty opposes 
the "positive infinite" not with a negative one, but with a "restricted" one, 
which he calls "a certain kind of infinity."41 For Merleau-Ponty, the way 
out of-or rather, the way between-both indeterminacy and absolute 
determinacy is offered by the very nature of the infinite: there are different 
kinds of infinites, some infinites are determinate in the sense of less-than­
determinate.42 The infinite of the perceptual movement of infinite deter­
mination (discussed in Chapter 4), being circumscribed by the visible and 
the invisible, is one of them. This infinite is structured (restricted) enough 
to provide the framework necessary to support a meaningful concept of 
Being as both general and specific enough for accounting for everything 
in its phenomenological visibility (that is, determinacy). In fact, a rigorous 
understanding of the concept of infinite reveals that there cannot be any 
absolutely indeterminate infinite, that the infinite infinite is impossible: 

[The Cartesians'J notion of infinity is positive. They have devaluated 
the dosed world for the benefit of a positive infinity, of which they 
speak as one speaks of some thing, which they demonstrate in "objec­
tive philosophy"-the signs are reversed: all the determinations are 
negations in the sense of: are only negation-this is an avoidance 
of the infinite rather than an acknowledgement of it-Infinity con­
gealed or given to a thought that possesses it at least enough to be 
able to prove it. The veritable infinity cannot be that: it must be what 
exceeds us: the infinity of Ojfenheit and not Unendlichkeit-Infinity 
of the Lebenswelt and not infinity of idealization. Negative infinity 
therefore. (VI, 169/221) 

The infinite cannot be at the same time a thing (objectivation is deter­
mination-restriction) and absolute positivity. Maintaining this contradic­
tion would jeopardize the Lebenswelt. This takes us back to the issue of the 
voice of the philosopher. Indeed, positing an absolute infinite is a con­
tradiction because it casts the subject who posits it outside of it in a way 
that attributes an outside to this infinite. It does away with the ontologi-
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cal importance of spatio-temporal existence by depriving it of its claims 
to ontology. Yes, there is a thought that "possesses" this infinite, but no, 
this thought is not incarnate; indeed, it is infinite itself, precisely because 
it "possesses" the infinite. The positivism of rationalism amounts here to 
the rejection of incarnation. As a consequence, one believes that spatio­
temporal reality is only a degenerated (restricted) version of this infinite. 
At this point, the "signs are upside down" because instead of seeing the in­
finite as arising from existence, it sees existence as arising from the infinite: 
for Merleau-Ponty-against Sartre (VJ, 237/285-86)43-the Lebenswelt is 
the world whose being is in question44 and this world is not all positive 
in the sense of self-identical. In existential terms, Merleau-Ponty seeks to 
oppose an inauthentic philosophy of authenticity with his own authentic 
philosophy of facticity. 

This means that any consistent concept of the infinite must include 
human existence and be granted some determination; it must be merely a 
"negative infinite" in the sense of a "non-finite" (VI, 169/221).45 Merleau­
Ponty's rejection of the absolute infinite amounts to a choice in favor of 
one "kind of infinite." This infinite will characterize both Being and the 
beings; it is the structure of less-than-determinacy. Such infinite that can­
not be restricted on all sides (it would be finite) must be restricted on some 
sides if it is to be a specific infinite. Merleau-Ponty uses the metaphor of 
openness ("Ojfenheit,'' "Beance'') or of a mouth whose lips (VJ, 137/177) 
are like lines of flight or horizons. 

The Mechanics of the Flesh 

The concept of openness used by Merleau-Ponty to designate Being must 
be qualified in order to avoid misunderstandings. The openness and the 
metaphor of the lips that supports it should not be understood as casting 
determinacy to the outskirts of Being and leaving absolute indeterminacy 
within those boundaries. This, in fact, would amount to a return to a Car­
tesian conception of Being on a background of non-being and Merleau­
Ponty's efforts would be lost. 

Reflexivity: Horizons vs. Principles 

This openness must be understood as a unique milieu. This, however, leads 
to the usual toils and traps of monism: How can monism account for the 
experience of externality-illusory or not-as exemplified by the very du­
alities unraveled so far? Merleau-Ponty's solution will lie in the notion of 
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a certain reflexivity o/Being: Being has a reflexive relationship to itself, as 
such, it is one but presents itself as two. 

If the lips, taken as horizons, are not to be conceived as the external 
limits of Being, this calls into question the concept of horizon. Although 
it appears in Merleau-Ponty's writings since PP,46 the concept of horizon 
comes to ontological prominence in Merleau-Ponty's reading of Husserl's 
Ursprung der Geometrie. In his lectures on the text (HLP, 264-386), ho­
rizons are described as the transcendental that warrants the continuity 
between perceptual faith and ideality. They are heuristic concepts thanks 
to which the structure of existence may be grasped (TL, 117-18/163-64, 
119/166).47 In the notes of VI, this concept becomes doubled with another 
concept, yet to be defined, that of "principle" (e.g., VI, 23/41).48 

For Merleau-Ponty, the horizon "is no more than the sky and the earth 
a collection of things held together, or a class name, or a logical possibility 
of conception or a system of 'potentiality of consciousness"' (VI, 149/193, 
t.a.). Conceiving the horizon in this way, says Merleau-Ponty, is a lack of 
"rigor" (1491193). Instead, we must think of the horizon as "a new type of 
being, a being by porosity, pregnancy, or generality, and he before whom 
the horizon opens up is caught up, included within it" (149/193). In one 
word: the horizonality of Being is intensive. The horizon, unlike our com­
mon idea of it as the meeting point of the earth and the sky, over there, in 
the distance, or like the metaphor of the lips might have led us to believe, is 
not unfolded before us, as a limit to the void that separates us from it. On 
the contrary, it is given an intensive quality; it is around us in the sense that 
we are within it, its texture itself is horizonal. Horizonality is the texture of 
the less-than-determinate infinite affirmed by Merleau-Ponty. Horizonal­
ity therefore qualifies the texture of existence and not a cosmological or 
metaphysical structure. 

However, Merleau-Ponty encounters horizons in another sense in Hus­
serl's text.49 For Husserl, a horizon is an unattained reality (VI, 112/149) 
and Merleau-Ponty reads Husserl's concept of Ursprung as "operative ideal­
ity": "This, he asserts, requires that we clarify two terms: speech as funktion 
[and] world as horizon" (HLP, 335). Ursprung, for example, is an operative 
ideality because it is a horizon solidified into an object of thought, and 
subsequently, of striving. Let us recall that it is through the sedimentation 
of a concept in "speech" that an ideality can have any "operative" quality 
and can motivate human action. 50 This also means that it is through lan­
guage that horizonality becomes sedimented into a fact (NL, 328). 51 If it is 
true, then, that a horizon is a horizon as sedimented through language, this 
must draw our attention to the fact that there cannot be any horizon prior 
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to sedimentation. Merleau-Ponty refers to sedimented horizons as "prin­
ciples,'' in the sense we encounter in expressions such as "in principle" (de 

principe or en principe) usually employed to express some sort of awkward 
application of the theoretical to an empirical world that eludes it: "In prin­
ciple, the L train runs every two minutes." If a principle is truly an efficient 
cause, then we must be careful as to what precisely it causes. 

A principle, therefore, is a horizon made into a thing. When Merleau­
Ponty writes, for example, that "reversibility is not an actual identity of the 
touching and the touched. It is their identity of principle [identite de prin­

cipe] (always abortive) [toujours manquee]" (VI, 272/320, my emphasis), 
he posits the distinction of principle and "actuality." As "always failed," 
the principle can only be efficient in explicating the flesh, not in constitut­
ing it. This ambivalence whereby the principle exists (as an explanatory 
concept) and is always inactual (as a reality) is problematized by Merleau­
Ponty in his response to Gurwitsch's idea that time has "in principle" a 
continuity. Merleau-Ponty replies: 

What does "in principle" mean? What possibility are we talking 
about? This is saying too much or too little. Too much: this continu­
ity is unrealisable. It is not merely impossible in fact, it is impossible 
in right [impossibilite de droit]; the present is itself unachieved, tran­
scendent. Too little, the possibility is grounded upon the structure, 
hinges and setups [montages] of my life. (NL, 337) 

If by "in principle" we mean that the principles exist, allowing for the 
fullness of the present and its continuity with the future and the past, then 
we derive a reality from a possibility, and we fall back into the fallacy of 
reading completeness in incompleteness. If, however, we mean "principle" 
as an ungrounded, fantastical possibility, then we say too little because this 
possibility-that is, the thought of the self-identity that is possible only in 
principle-is itselfinscribed in the structure of existence. I shall return to the 
question of the relations between reality and possibility in a moment, but 
we can already see that Merleau-Ponty seeks to ground the error ofbelieving 
in the reality of horizons (Husserl's error) within the structure of Being, in 
a movement that coincides with the project of finding the "origin of truth." 

For example, one may say that the mechanics of flesh tend toward full 
determinacy ("identity'') and thereby see the principle of determinacy as 
an explanatory concept for the dynamic structure of the flesh (through this 
concept we grasp the structure of flesh). Affirming the "principle" as real, 
however, is transforming the implications of horizonality into an affirma­
tion of existence. The principle may be real as an explanatory concept but 
this does not make it ontologically real. 52 By overlooking this distinction, 
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we start conceiving of the milieu from the point of view of the outside53 

and no longer-as would be correct-from within Being. Merleau-Ponty 
writes: "Every concept is first a horizonal generality" (VI, 237 /286, my 
emphasis). The critique he addresses to Husserlian horizonality is that it 
reverses this priority: the concept (qua self-identical entity) arises from the 
openness of horizonality, not the reverse (Carbone 2000, 122-23). This 
is reiterated in the notes to VI dating from the period of his lectures on 
Ursprung der Geometrie (VI, 237/284). 54 The horizon of openness is self­
identity. Metaphysics in the Cartesian sense (which sees the absence of 
full Being as a scandal) affirms self-identity as a reality and turns it into 
a principle. For Merleau-Ponty, as I have discussed in Chapter 4, there 
lies the origin of error: taking the perception of an absence (the absence 
of self-identity) to be the perception of a presence or as Merleau-Ponty 
writes abruptly: "Consciousness of incompleteness is not consciousness of 
completeness" (NL, 329).55 In other words, like it was the case with the 
relations of infinite and nothingness in the Cartesians' worldview: the in­
completeness cannot be understood from the point of view of a complete­
ness that is only secondary to it (NL, 330). (Husserl, however, continues 
to envisage horizonality negatively as "non-completeness" [NL, 331].) This 
means that Merleau-Ponty regards the "operative" quality of the horizon 
according to Husserl as operating falsification: the horizon presents itself 
as a determinate object for it presents itself as non-horizonal. Less-than­
determinacy points at determinacy and, as a consequence, presents itself as 
failed determinacy. Enter the "Great Rationalism." 

This means that we must include within less-than-determinacy the pos­
sibility of imperceiving determinacy. In the same way as the pre-objective 
was always toward the objective, the concept of horizon establishes the con­
tinuity between perceptual faith and objective "truth" and between truth 
(as less-than-determinate) and error (as full determinacy). If the world is 
essentially horizonal, it means that it contains in its structure the thought 
of non-horizonality; it presents itself as pointing toward determinacy. This 
is what Merleau-Ponty calls the "ideality of the horizon" (VI, 1531196). 
This is important: neither principles nor horizons in the Husserlian sense 
are false, it is positing their priority that is. Mauro Carbone formulates it 
very well: 

The passage from the ideality of the horizon to "pure ideality," from 
"sensible ideas" to "ideas of the intelligence," that is, from the "con­
ceptless" to the "conceptual," does not imply a liberation from every 
visibility, but rather a metamorphosis of the flesh of the sensible into 
the flesh oflanguage. (Carbone 2000, 121) 
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The illusion of determinacy must be included: Being thinks and thereby 
creates truth about itself. This is why the archaeology of truth is essen­
tially ontological. It is what Carbone calls the "thinking of the sensible." 
This thinking, as I have repeatedly claimed, is sedimentation-that is to 
say, overdetermination. Overdetermination is the creation of fully self­
identical, solid beings, in opposition to Merleau-Ponty's soft beings. The 
typical motion of the "thinking of the sensible" is thus the disentangling of 
the Being and non-being that lie within the soft being of presence: every 
act of "thought" of the sensible involves the sedimentation of a soft Being 
into a hard one. Where, then, does all the non-being (which was respon­
sible for the coefficient of softness of the soft Being) go? This is, of course, a 
dangerously schematic question, but answering it will prove helpful. There 
are two typical ways in which negativity and positivity may organize them­
selves. Either i) positivity holds the center and casts negativity to the outer 
edges of the space (Bergson's view), or ii) conversely, negativity may find 
itself holding the center, separating positivity on both sides of it (Sartre's 
view). These two typical cases are mere idealizations and, as such, they are 
impossible because they rely on the absolute distinction of the positive and 
the negative. They represent two forms of what the determinative thinking 
of the sensible strives toward. To be sure, the attainment of these idealized 
configurations is impossible, but the movement toward them does exist; it 
is the work of the "thinking of the sensible." Hugh ] . Silverman expresses 
this by saying that Merleau-Ponty's "dialectics is more of a tension between 
existence and dialectics, an ambiguity between the two" (Silverman 2000, 
136).56 In other words, Merleau-Ponty conceives of Being as torn between 
the unity of the dialectical poles (positivity and negativity) and their op­
position (represented by Bergson and Sartre). It is in this tension that it 
finds its equilibrium. As a result, the poles are neither unified nor fully 
separated. The result will thus be a "fabric of Being" made of relief, "hol­
lows" (more-than-negative [VI, 227 /276]) and "fulls" (less-than-positive). 
In his course on nature, Merleau-Ponty asserts: 

There are two sorts of mass realities [realites de masse]: one is static­
random [statique aleatoire] distribution, an entropic phenomenon, 
the other is counter-random distribution [la distribution contre­
aleatoire] which does not direct itself towards equalisation and relief 
[la detente]. (N, 269) 

The first option corresponds to the unity that Silverman calls "existence." 
It is ruled out by the very fact that, being "static," it precludes sedimenta­
tive events. It is, of course, the second one that Merleau-Ponty chooses. 
It comprises a non-homogenous distribution of positivity and negativity, 

194 • Truth as Falsification 



which creates hollows and fulls. Merleau-Ponty calls the unit combining 
hollows and fulls "folds" (VJ, 93/126, 115/152, 216/265). 

Folds 

The "fold" ("pli'') is a key theme in Merleau-Ponty's ontology. It allows 
him to account for the very possibility of deriving the multiple from the 
one-that is to say, to justify the experience of externality without grant­
ing it any existence. As is to be expected, Merleau-Ponty's solution is to 
admit only for "soft" distinctions between objects, so as to maintain their 
whole as a unified "fabric" (VI, 2721320). These distinctions signal the un­
even distribution of negativity and positivity within Being, and their being 
consequently distributed into shades. In an unpublished note Merleau­
Ponty writes: 

I am seeking an ontological midpoint, the field which reunites object 
and consciousness ... but the field [ ... ] must not be conceived as a 
cloth in which object and consciousness would be cut out. (unpub­
lished note, file 22)57 

As Barbaras points out, "the only way out consists [ ... ] in determin­
ing an original plan in which this duality is resolved internally but in the 
centre of which it is also rooted" (2001, 31). Indeed, it is hard to see what 
else than pure nothingness could play the role of the scissors cutting out 
the objects from the world, and we know that pure nothingness is impos­
sible. This motivates a move from the model of the "cut-out" to that of the 
"fold," which is a softening of the distinction of object and element into 
the Gestaltic model of the continuum of form and content reworked, as 
we saw, into the continuum of the visible and invisible. 

The chiasmatic structure of perception and its figuration in terms of 
folds has been well recorded and this is not the place to propose a new 
elucidation of it. However, it is worth pointing out in which sense the 
fold is a combination of positivity and negativity in order to be able to ac­
count for the manifold of Being. A fold is a continuity of three "moments" 
that-precisely because it is a continuity-are horizons of each other: two 
"flaps" ("feuillets") separated and linked by the very "point of reversal" 
(VI, 263/311) that I shall call the folding. This "point of reversal," Merleau­
Ponty says, is made of negativity: 

The only "locus" where the negative truly is is the fold, the mutual 
application of the inside and the outside, the point of reversal. (VI, 
263/311) 58 
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This "folding" is the key mechanism for what Merleau-Ponty calls the 
"chiasma'' of perception that he regards as the general structure of the flesh. 
The chiasma is an eccentric identity-that is, a fold that is almost exact, 
were it not for the "folding" itself that maintains the non-identity of the 
two "feuillets" at the same time as it ensures their junction (VI, 272/320).59 

In perception, the figure of the chiasma accounts for the fact that percep­
tion is always doubled ("lined by'') by apperception. It is exemplified most 
strikingly through the specularity of mirror-like perceptions (VI, 139/181, 
145-46/189) and the phenomenon of the "touched-touching." If I touch 
my left hand with my right, I obtain a configuration of four terms whose 
relations cross at a point blank that belongs to none of the four terms and, 
as a horizon (and as a horizon only), to all four of them: my left hand as 
touching encounters my right hand as touched, and my right hand as 
touching encounters my left hand as touched (VI, 256/303). The center 
point of this relationship is the surface of both hands taken in a rigor­
ous sense, that is, in the sense of an intensive horizon (since their contact 
makes a pure surface impossible, one hand leading directly into the other 
[VI, 148-49/191-92, 263/311]). For Merleau-Ponty, this experiential si­
multaneity of perception and apperception is not absolute because it never 
happens that the touching entirely fuses into the touched to the point 
that the intimacy of the relationship self-self would be equaled by the re­
lationship self-other: my left hand will never take itself for my right hand 
and I will never take myself to be the other. 60 The distinction is grounded 
in the difference between the "flaps," a difference itself grounded in the 
negativity of the "point of reversal." This means that the structure of the 
flesh is primarily reflexive. This is fundamental because it incorporates an 
intentional structure within Being: "What replaces the antagonistic and 
solidary reflective movement [ ... ] is the fold or hollow of being [creux 
d'etre] having by principle an outside" (VJ, 227 /276). The fold grounds the 
experience of externality, as it were, from within Being. There is transcen­
dence from one flap to the other, but this is only because they were never 
truly separate: 

One cannot account for this double "chiasma'' by the cut of the 
for-itself and the in-itself A relation to being is needed that would 
form itself within being. (VI, 215/264) 

Expression 

The fact that the ontological concept of the fold and the phenomenologi­
cal concept of the chiasma are different aspects of the same property of 
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Being is crucial because it opens up to an ontology of the human. Merleau­
Ponty defines flesh as the "animated body'' (5, 227/370). In a certain sense, 
it is obvious that perception requires for the perceiver to be sentient, that 
is, animated. This means that animated bodies are the locus of the reflexiv­
ity of Being because the folds of Being designate perception:61 when my 
hand touches my pen, it is really touching-folding onto-itself 62 This 
adds a new layer to the rejection of the active/passive divide discussed in 
Chapter 5. Passivity and activity come together in subjective intentional­
ity. Because it is my intentionality, it is active, but because it is the inten­
tionality of Being happening through me, it is passive: "Every relation with 
being is simultaneously a taking and a being taken" (VI, 271/319).63 Thus, 
Merleau-Ponty affirms that the "jointing and the hinge [membrure] of be­
ing[ ... ] is being realised through man" (5, 181/295).64 

Yet, this is not how it appears to us at first glance. At first, I assume 
that the pen and I are separate spatio-temporal entities and that our rela­
tion is of an external order. Proving this approach to be erroneous is not 
as crucial for Merleau-Ponty as it is to prove that his idea of Being suffices 
to account for the fact of this error. If he wishes to elaborate a monistic 
ontology, Merleau-Ponty needs to account for the experience of externality 
as illusory. We primarily think of an error in terms of the inadequacy of 
the claim it makes to the reality to which it refers. It is this separation that 
makes errors possible and that Merleau-Ponty investigates. This question 
is the guiding problem of the inquiry into the origin of truth-an inquiry 
that, as we saw, asks the question: "How come error has come to be known 
as 'truth'?" I have discussed this question in Chapter 4 already with appeal 
to Merleau-Ponty's concept of sense and in connection to the experience of 
error. However, the examination of the chiasma can provide some further 
clarifications. 

The errors Merleau-Ponty opposes are the dualistic premises of objec­
tive thought. Thanks to the description of flesh as essentially reflexive, 
Merleau-Ponty enables himself to account for the fact of the structure of 
objectivity. Reflexivity formally presents itself as a subject-object relation 
where the subject and the object are one and the same. Still, the distinction 
of principles and horizons showed us that the structure of intentional­
ity does not necessarily entail the affirmation of its terms. In its objective 
and sedimented form, however, reflexivity affirms terms that are posited 
and conceived of independently of each other and of their relation. As we 
have seen, Merleau-Ponty calls the incompatibility of these two claims "the 
problem of a genuine in-itself for us" (PP, 77192, 322/372). We have also 
seen that he addresses this problem thanks to his concept of sedimentation 
that solidifies the experience into an objective relation. If sedimentation 

Truth as Falsification • 197 



indeed seems to solve this problem, it might also lead us to greater difficul­
ties. Martin Dillon calls sedimentation the "settling of culture into things" 
(1988, 101). This is acceptable only under the proviso that we understand 
"things" as an approximation of the object by the subject, an arbitrary stop 
put by the subject on the infinite process of determination, an "overdeter­
mination." Indeed, we now know that we deal with "things" only insofar 
as we sediment the world into them. This means that "things" are nothing 
more than moments of our relationship to the world. Furthermore, the 
term "moment" in this case must be understood in its temporal sense as 
well. In Chapter 4, I established that the concept of sedimentation pro­
vides the principle of historical succession, eventfulness, and becoming. 
Consequently, I shall prefer to call sedimentation a settling of culture into 
events. 65 

History and Becoming 

Until now, we were concerned with solving the problem of the relation of 
the general and the local, a problem that remained "spatial." This spatial 
problem has lead us to a temporal one through the themes of reflexivity 
and sedimentation and we must now turn to the question of the relations 
of the eternal and the temporal. In many ways, of course, this question 
is merely another version of the previous one66 and many aspects of the 
answer have already been discussed. However, if we wish to understand 
further the implications of an ontology of less-than-determinacy, we must 
ask what status Merleau-Ponty gives to the notion of time. 

In many places, Merleau-Ponty refers to Being as "eternal"67 and as an 
"existential eternity'' (VI, 144/187): 

It is a question of finding in the present the flesh of the world (and 
not in the past) an "ever new" and "always the same"-a sort of time 
of half-sleep (which is Bergson's nascent duration, ever new and 
always the same). The sensible, Nature, transcend the past-present 
distinction, realise from within a passage from one to the other. Ex­
istential eternity. The indestructible. (VI, 267 /315) 

This characterization gives the moment as a mode of access into the eter­
nal in much the same way as earlier; the local object was given as a mode 
of access to the general. As it has been shown with regard to the relations 
of the local and the general, there are two ways to bring the eternal and the 
temporal together: one is to unify them into a greater whole and the other 
is to regard temporality as an incarnation of the in temporal. We know from 
the earlier discussions that Merleau-Ponty will choose the latter. However, 
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several authors, when confronted to the question of temporality, opt for the 
first. In "World, Flesh, Vision," Francroise Dastur likens Merleau-Ponty's 
concept of flesh in VI to his concept of world ("le monde") in PP (Dastur 
2000, 31-32).68 As I discussed in Chapter 4, the concept of the "world" 
is introduced in its opposition to that of the "universe." The world is co­
extensive to the universe, and yet it approaches it in an opposite way. The 
universe is a sum of spatio-temporal, supposedly fully determinate entities 
and, as such, it is a scientific fantasy. The world, however, is the milieu of 
our life and experience, the Lebenswelt (PP, 381).69 As such, the world (as 
opposed to the universe) is egocentric and localized (see HLP). Indeed, 
for Merleau-Ponty, every individual is and has a world, which is made of 
beliefs, pieces of knowledge, objects, and a perceptual milieu. A world, 
therefore, is made of sedimentations.70 In these conditions, we have to 
recognize that a world is also temporally determinate. This is a difference 
between world and flesh (as eternity) and it suggests that we should revise 
Dastur's description of the relations between the flesh, the universe, and 
the world. I would like to propose the hypothesis that the world is the en­
semble of the spatio-temporal and the eternal, that is, an ensemble of the 
universe and the flesh. 71 Indeed, what is lacking in the notion of "universe" 
is the recognition of the consubstantiality of all objects, and thus, of their 
common ground. It is, in other words, the recognition of the less-than­
determinacy of Being. However, the flesh as eternal seems to be lacking 
temporality and differentiation. In these conditions, the concept of the 
"world" seems to offer a synthetic unification of the two notions within a 
greater whole because the world is not an object (this distinguishes it from 
the "universe"), but it is made of objects (this distinguishes it from the 
"flesh''). If it is right to propose the equation flesh= world - universe, then 
we shall encounter problems if we identify flesh and world because this 
would mean that we pose the flesh qua world as a greater whole including 
the objective sedimentations. We have seen that this is impossible; there 
is no greater whole possible. The discussion of the duality of the subject 
and the object and other dualisms have shown that the transcendental can 
only be found in a relation without terms. In this sense, the flesh does not 
include the objects; it is the formula of their sedimentation. Therefore, 
the position that incorporates both temporality and eternity within the 
flesh makes it impossible to account for the union of the temporal and 
the atemporal because it is a notion that includes the principles of ob­
jective thought in too radical a form. Instead, Merleau-Ponty decides to 
soften the notions of the temporal and the atemporal in the same fashion 
as he previously softened the poles into horizons in order to make them 
commensurable. 
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Time as Sedimentation 

In an article informed by what I called trialism, Marc Richir portrays 
Merleau-Ponty's ontology of society and history as coming to an "irreduc­
ible aporia'' (2008, 19) when unable to address the following question: 
"can existential eternity, which is also immemorablility of the flesh and the 
spirit, accommodate any intrinsic and wild historicity without contradic­
tion?" (Richir 2008, 19). In the subsequent pages, Richir seeks to rescue 
Merleau-Ponty's philosophy from this problem. There is no need to do 
so. This question is precisely what the constitution of Being as flesh is an 
answer to. Richir's misunderstanding comes from his reading of the note 
from February 1959, "Tacit Cogito and the Speaking Subject." In this pas­
sage, Merleau-Ponty urges himself to: 

issue in [aboutir a] a theory of the savage mind which is the spirit of 
praxis [!'esprit de praxis]. Like all praxis, language supposes a Selbst­
verstandlich, an instituted, which is Stiftung preparing an Endstif 
tung-the problem is to grasp what, through the successive and 
simultaneous community of speaking subjects, wishes, speaks, and 
finally thinks. (VJ, 175/228) 

For Richir, this original "institution" must be read as a break away from 
the ground of flesh and, as such, it poses the problem of the genesis of the 
instituted out of the non-instituted.72 Such a reading, however, overlooks 
the answer provided by Merleau-Ponty to his final question: What pre­
cisely "through the successive and simultaneous community of speaking 
subjects, wishes, speaks, and finally thinks" is the flesh itself The institution 
of language and culture is not some inexplicable emergence of the tem­
poral out of the intemporal. It is not a creative event in the strict sense as 
much as it is a reflexive event: culture is not a "cut out," it is a "fold." For 
Richir, there is temporality before there is man (the sedimenting being). 
This portrays man as a somewhat late addition to "wild being." This con­
tradicts Merleau-Ponty's recognition that the problem at hand in this note 
is bound up with that of the cogito, a link that Richir says nothing about. 
The problem of the cogito is that it poses the subject as independent and 
then extracts it from the flesh. This precludes accounting for subjective 
creations as reflexive movements of the flesh rejoining itself by way of the 
subject. Since PP, Merleau-Ponty insists that there is no Being without the 
human because the human (as the instance of sedimentation) is constitu­
tive of it. This is what he calls the "transcendence" of sedimentation (VI, 
191/242). This means that sedimentation is logically anterior to temporal-
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ity and that temporality is by definition the temporality of sedimentation 
(VI, 190/241).73 The essential inclusion of consciousness within Being (its 
incarnation [PP, 3311382])74 is the inclusion of history and the critique of 
the cogito emphasizes that the human has no right to separate itself from 
Being and build itself into a first principle. Flesh and humanity are rigor­
ously contemporaneous. 

Ontogenesis vs. Foldings 

More than it explicates Merleau-Ponty's idea of ontogenesis, however, this 
merely introduces it as a question. In "Bergson in the Making,'' Merleau­
Ponty laments on Bergson's lack of interest for the philosophy of history 
and attributes it to his inability to thematize the in-between of the natur­
ant! nature divide, where "history, oscillating between naturant and nature" 
belongs (S, 188/308, t.a.).75 This, Merleau-Ponty writes, leads Bergson to 
consider the genesis of the nature naturee by the nature naturante as "a 
bogged-down effort [un effort enlist], and human history as an expedient 
to set the mass in motion again" (S, 188/308). We have seen that Merleau­
Ponty finds a way out of the Bergsonian corner through the idea of a 
"less-than-infinite infinite," at once infinite and (partly) determinate. For 
Merleau-Ponty then, it is a matter of conceiving of this very creation as "a 
drama going towards the future" (S, 188/308)-that is to say, a determina­
tion that opens to new infinites.76 This is, as Chapter 4 has established, the 
definition of Merleau-Ponty's concept of "advent." 

An advent is possible precisely because, as we have just seen, one should 
not take man himself to have any genesis in the world since there is no an­
teriority of world over perception. History was never started, and becom­
ing is not an accident of Being. If there is any sort of simultaneity between 
man and world, it is because they are both defined with reference to each 
other. As we have seen, this is why Being is to be approached as a relation 
without terms and, consequently, as reflexivity, and man as the locus of its 
folding. This signifies that man has a constituting relation to the world: 77 

"Being is what requires creation of us for us to experience it" (VI, 197/248). 
Here, Merleau-Ponty emphasizes that this constitution cannot be complete 
and portrays reality as an encounter of Being and man through creation. 
It also poses certain limits to the comparisons with Leibniz established by 
Barbaras and influential since78 because Merleau-Ponty's thesis of recipro­
cal creation precludes the subordination of the local monad to the general 
Being as its means of expression.79 This means that we have to nuance the 
statements made above where it seemed that the human was Being's bridge 
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toward itself because the human determines Being at the very moment she 
holds the mirror to it. For Merleau-Ponty then, Being is not a reflexive 
Being, rather, it is defined by reflexivity, which is this "empietement," the 
ability to be itself while being about itsel£ 

In his review of Eugen Fink's Sein, Wahrheit, Welt of 1960, Jean Wahl 
reports: "There is, according to Fink, a union of the two Aristotelian cat­
egories of relation and substance" (1960, 191).8° Further on, Wahl opposes 
a claim of Fink's by asserting that "one could maintain, with Hartmann 
for example, that there are [ ... ] levels of being, and that it is one of the 
functions of philosophy to study them" (191). As to Fink's analysis of the 
"thing," he adds: 

One could only admire the efforts of the philosopher to grasp be­
yond the concept these cores of thingness [chosiite] that he mentions. 
Yet, can we truly grasp them? Is there any other thing than those 
things that are the work of our hand and our intelligence? We have 
to question ourselves in order to establish whether this idea of a thing 
which seems to fascinate contemporary thought can truly become 
incarnate or whether, like a Kantian idea, it is not something that 
flutters before our mind and directs it, without our being fully able 
to see in reality a centre that would truly correspond to it. One could 
maintain, along with Hartmann for example, that there are layerings 
[des etagements] of phenomena, some levels of being, and that it is 
one function of philosophy to investigate them. (193) 

In a footnote to VI, Merleau-Ponty refers to Wahl's review when he 
explains: 

There is therefore no need to add to the multiplicity of spatio­
temporal atoms a transversal dimension of essences-what there is 
is a whole architecture, a whole "levelisation" [etagement] of phe­
nomena, a whole series of "levels of being," which are differentiated 
by the coiling up [l'enroulement] of the visible and the universal over 
a certain visible where it redoubles and inscribes itself. Fact and es­
sence can no longer be distinguished, not because, mixed up in our 
experience, they in their purity would be inaccessible and would 
subsist as limit-ideas beyond our experience, but because-being no 
longer Being before me, but surrounding me and in a sense travers­
ing me, and my vision of Being not forming itself from elsewhere, 
but from the midst of Being-the alleged facts, the spatio-temporal 
individuals, are from the first mounted on the axes, the pivots, the 
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dimensions, the generality of my body, and the ideas are therefore 
already encrusted in its joints l/ointures]. (VI, 114/151-52, t.a.) 81 

This shows how, for Merleau-Ponty, the three remarks drawn from 
Wahl's article are correlated: it is precisely because Being is relation that 
the fully determinate object is inexistent, insofar as the locus of percep­
tion lies within Being and, as such, perception is incapable of abstracting 
itself from any other Being. As a result, fully determinate objects are not 
inaccessible but in principle inexistent. More important, this means that 
one's inherence to Being implies a mechanics of perception as ongoing 
determination of the kind described in PP, and this in turn means that 
Being must be structured in terms oflevels because the dynamics of deter­
mination in perception are productive of accumulative sedimentations: 82 

"There is no longer anything but representations on different scales" (VI, 
222/275). Indeed, Wahl's levelization model-which Merleau-Ponty calls 
a "structure"-is completed by the model of concentric circles (discussed in 
Chapter 5) where different types of being are organized around each other 
so as to account both for their different degrees of distance from the center 
and for their being structurally unified around it anyway (VI, 186/237; see 
also IP, 164). This is what sedimentation accounts for in a different way: 
any degree of sedimentation requires so much archaeology to attain its 
center and in so doing it distances us from it. In its very form, however, it 
gives away the position of this center and thereby gives us a direct access 
to it. This center remains eternal within the becoming that adds layers 
of sedimentations over it. This is why Merleau-Ponty affirms "Eternity 
is not another order of time, but the atmosphere of time" (PP, 393/451, 
423/484).83 But what is the center discussed here? As the discussion of 
reduction (which we now can see is nothing else than de-sedimentation) 
has made clear, it is intentionality itself that defines Being as relation: flesh. 
As a result, it becomes apparent that opposing Merleau-Ponty with the 
problem of the temporality of Being is a misreading of a large part of his 
ontology because it amounts to demanding of him to draw perception 
from Being when Being is precisely defined with reference to perception; in 
simpler terms, it is forgetting that Merleau-Ponty is a phenomenologist. 84 

Flesh as the Pregnancy of History 

There is another aspect to the question of ontogenesis that uncovers one 
of the most remarkable features of Merleau-Ponty's ontology but requires 
clarification. It is, as Miguel de Beistegui puts it in "Science and Ontol-
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ogy," the problem of "the necessity to define a sense of being that no longer 
coincides with actuality alone" (Beistegui 2005, 115). Indeed, how can we 
conceive of an all-encompassing Being that would still draw new beings 
from itself? In a certain way, this is a question we have already addressed 
with reference to Merleau-Ponty's softening of Being into presence. We 
have seen that presence as a compound of perception and imperception 
must be regarded as less-than-determinate Being, and that less-than­
determinacy in turn finds its expression in the idea of a non-absolute in­
finite. We have then observed that this restricted infinite really amounted 
to an unstable coexistence of positivity and negativity, accounting for the 
folding back of the flesh onto itself and making it an "interiorly worked­
over mass [masse interieurement travaillee]" (VJ, 147/191). Finally, we have 
identified this "working-over" as sedimentation. This means that sedimen­
tation is not a layer superadded onto flesh but, instead, that it is its essence. 
This essence, whose dimension is time, seems in turn to affect flesh with 
incompleteness: as a direct consequence of its partial determinacy, we are 
to understand Being as essentially incomplete85 and, consequently, essen­
tially productive of history. 

By defining history as sedimentation, Merleau-Ponty portrays time as 
accumulative: every sedimentation is grounded in the previous one. 86 We 
have seen in Chapter 4 how this phenomenon warrants the possibility 
of archaeology (VJ, 187/239). However, this bears consequences on our 
present discussion on the relations of the eternal and the temporal. We 
have encountered the invisible as the element of indeterminacy in percep­
tion and as the condition of visibility of the visible. As a consequence, we 
must think of sedimentation as an obliteration of the invisible. Indeed, 
if sedimentation is overdetermination, it must be understood as a reduc­
tion to the visible. Yet, when reduced to itself, the visible becomes fully 
visible-that is to say, invisible.87 This is why Merleau-Ponty describes 
sedimentation as de-differentiation (VJ, 197/247): historical sedimenta­
tion is the production of an event within which the previous event has 
been assimilated. This has strong implications with regard to the reflexivity 
of Being because it means that one must not only characterize history as 
a process of de-differentiation of Being with itself, but also as a process of 
continuous determination, a macro-process not dissimilar to the micro­
process of determining intentionality, which supports it. Nevertheless, it 
should be noted that according to Merleau-Ponty this process is by nature 
infinite because Being is itself a determinate infinite: the expansion of the 
determinacy of Being cannot exhaust its infinity. This gives special value 
to sedimentative events that appear as determining an ever narrower yet 
always infinite field of possibilities. 
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Being as Possibility 

Let us gather our thoughts: flesh as Being is a restricted infinite that in­
definitely restricts itself, making this infinity essentially temporal. This is 
a quotient of indeterminacy and the flesh is less-than-determinate Being 
as a combination of determinacy and indeterminacy whose unity lies in a 
softer Being called "presence" (in "Presence and the Softening of Being"). 
It is this softening of Being that warrants its eventful productivity and 
maintains the umbilical cord that links it to the beings that are its expres­
sions (in "The Mechanics of the Flesh"). Consequently, we must arrive at 
a characterization of being as soft as well as productive. In this section, I 
shall try to construe the view that for these reasons, Being must be defined 
as potentiality. 

There are formal reasons for this. The question of ontogenesis has dem­
onstrated that "less-than-determinate" Being really amounts to a "less­
than-actual" Being. 88 It is clear that the challenge Merleau-Ponty poses for 
himself-namely, to make the multiple not just a weakening of the One, 
but an essential feature of the beings-forces Being to account for the mul­
tiple-and, indeed, the contingent-from within itsel£ This means that 
we must find a characterization of Being according to which Being would 
not be lost in multiplicity or in spatio-temporal incarnation. The notion 
of possibility fulfills this proviso. It is a feature of the logic of possibility 
to survive actualization: no "thing's" actuality stands as a denial of its own 
possibility. 89 Finally, the notion of the possible allows us to accommodate 
for a truth-albeit softened-even within indeterminacy: the truth of a 
possibility is less demanding than the truth of an actuality. This is crucial 
because, for all his deconstruction of the concept of truth, Merleau-Ponty 
intends his own ontology to include the possibility of truth; indeed, he 
presents Being as flesh as the authentic experience of truth that initiated 
the process of sedimentation into the truth as we know it (i.e., error). 

Possibles: Real vs. Ideal 

All through VI, however, Merleau-Ponty seems reluctant to characterize 
his notion of flesh in terms of possibles. Well before the analysis of the 
chiasm, he declares: 

My incontestable power to take leeway, [de prendre du champ], to dis­
engage the possible from the real, does not go as far as to dominate 
all the implications of the spectacle and to make of the real a simple 
variant of the possible. (VI, 112/148) 

Truth as Falsification • 205 



Later on he adds: "The invisible is not [ ... ] possibly visible" (VI, 228n63/ 
277nl). 

The first statement is obviously an anti-idealist declaration on Merleau­
Ponty's part, designed to establish that his ontology of the element does 
not lead to any idealism because ideas are impossible without an incarnate 
subject. In the same vein, the second statement is designed to maintain 
that there is no absence in Being: Being is not less than it could be. The 
purpose of the establishment of the presence of the invisible is, as I said, 
to overcome the characterization of the locality of incarnation as negative 
limitation. In fact, these two statements are not a rejection of the ontology 
of possibility, but they serve to delineate Merleau-Ponty's reevaluation of 
the concept of possibility. 

Conditions of Possibilities vs. Experience 

In the first statement, Merleau-Ponty distances himself from any transcen­
dental idealism of the Kantian sort. In "Interrogative Thought, Merleau­
Ponty and the Degree Zero of Being" (1973), Garth Gillan gives an account 
of Theodore Geraets's transcendental reading of Merleau-Ponty (Geraets 
1971) before concluding that Merleau-Ponty's notion of flesh is "neither 
the domain for a new transcendental philosophy, nor for an uncritical on­
tology'' on the grounds that for Merleau-Ponty "there is an ontogenesis of 
Being; there is Being, beings appear" thanks to "the phenomenalization of 
Being and of man effected in the interrogation of the flesh, [which] is the 
destruction of positivity, both in the being of the world and in the being 
of subjectivity'' (Gillan 1973, 73), thereby making Being incarnate. This 
means that there is a distinction between the transcendental deduction 
(which draws from experience its conditions of possibility) and Merleau­
Ponty's indirect ontology (which draws "Being from the beings") and that 
this distinction is grounded in incarnation. 

For Merleau-Ponty the stakes are in fact higher than Gillan recognizes. 
It has become more and more worrying as we unfold Merleau-Ponty's on­
tology of the element that the indirect method may put just as much in 
Being on the one side as it collected in an ontological language on the 
other. This seems confirmed by the fact that Merleau-Ponty seems to have 
dissolved the notion of the object to the extent that he has solidified that of 
Being, turning both into a "semi-thing." If he wishes to escape this circle, 
Merleau-Ponty has to relate his accounts of flesh as element and of the de­
terminate object as horizonal to an experience that does not depend on the 
mind. In fact, this is the question of the reduction posed all over again. In 
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his critique of the reduction (which saved his philosophy from becoming 
a transcendental idealism of the Husserlian kind), Merleau-Ponty invokes 
the impossibility of absolute reduction as an obstacle to the almightiness of 
the mind: the reduction is impossible because there is one experience that 
cannot be reduced, the experience of intentionality itself In other words, 
Merleau-Ponty's method does not so much oppose Kant's as it carries it 
further, to an "object" lying beyond what Kant took to be the final ground 
and that he failed to glimpse: 

The progress of interrogation towards the centre is not the move­
ment from the conditioned to the condition, from the founded unto 
the Grund: the so-called Grund is Abgrund. But the abyss one thus 
discovers is not such by lack of ground. It is upsurge [ ... ] of a nega­
tivity that comes to the world. (VI, 250/298) 

Merleau-Ponty aims not just at the ground of phenomena, but he aims 
at a ground which would be fundamental enough to be both what it is and 
what it is about", the ground of experience and the ground of the notion of 
ground at once: 

The essence is certainly dependent. The inventory of the essential 
necessities [necessites d'essence] is always made under a supposition 
(the same as that which recurs so often in Kant): if this world is to 
exist for us, or if there is to be a world, or if there is to be something, 
then it is necessary that they observe such and such a structural law. 
But whence do we get the hypothesis, whence do we know that there 
is something, that there is a world? This knowing is beneath the es­
sence, it is the experience of which the essence is a part and which it 
does not envelop. (VI, 109/145)90 

This experience is the ground of the idea of ground, the origin of truth, 
the perceptual faith, and the very place of reflexivity where Being as object 
becomes Being as subject, where Being becomes both idea and thing (VI, 
222/271). It is the "phenomenon of truth." By replacing the reduction 
to essences with the reduction to experience, Merleau-Ponty moves from 
the level of metaphysics to that of (qualified) ontology. More important, 
he introduces negativity into Being in the context of the very question 
of possibility, and with it he transforms a movement that was both ideal 
("ideel" [VI, 229/278])91 and transcendental into a movement of reduced 
consciousness toward its environment of copresence, a movement nei­
ther transcendental nor deductive. Merleau-Ponty's opposition to Kant is 
therefore based on a disagreement on the status of the possible: for Kant, 
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the possible is not grounded in the experience of the common ground of 
thought and reality, and this makes it "possible" only in the logical sense 
(VI, 145/109-10). 

This takes us to the second statement: How can we maintain an idea 
of the possible in an ontology of presence? In what sense can there be a 
possible that, although fully present, is not fully actual? The history of 
Merleau-Ponty's confrontation with this question adopts the contours of 
that of his relationship with Bergson. 

Ideal and Real: 1he Truth of the ''Retrograde Movement of the True" 

In la Pensee et le Mouvant, Bergson rejects any attempt to approach "duree" 
and eternity together. Duree, which is the time of events, is not set against 
a background of eternity, even less is this eternal possibility anterior to the 
actual event. Such an approach, he states, is the result of a "retrospective illu­
sion" that derives from the actuality of the present its possibility in the past; 
a possibility that is thereby seen as permanent. This "retrograde movement 
of the true" (Bergson 1969, 10-17, 56-65), he believes, is really an attempt 
to deny temporality and explain it away in atemporal terms. This is because 
it links all present to a past that is seen as its possibility and reduces temporal 
flow to the unfolding of one stable, unique, and eternal entity whose rule of 
continuity is understood as causal. It assumes that there is an eternal truth 
that is not subject to duree. This atemporality leads to the application oflog­
ical (hence atemporal) categories to the unfolding of time. This argument 
leads Bergson to reject any account of eternal truth. For Merleau-Ponty, 
however, the possibility to envisage the single event, the eternal, the mul­
tiple, and the successive together is a necessary condition for any ontology. 
As a result, he offers his concept of temporality as sedimentation, making it 
a temporal flow that does not annihilate the past but rather maintains it by 
making it internal to-and undistinguishable from-the present. In all the 
published notes from the month of May 1959, Merleau-Ponty is seen con­
fronting the Bergsonian notion of an illusory "retrograde movement of the 
true." In these fragments, Merleau-Ponty lays down a network of concepts 
whose connection depends on the characterization of Being as possibility. 

These passages are complex and before examining them in detail it 
might be helpful to present their key themes. There are two main claims 
in this series of texts: 

a) Full actuality is an illusion. It is presented under three guises: (i) the 
present is not equivalent to the actual ("transcendence of the thing 
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and transcendence of the phantasm" [VI, 191/242] and "'thought,' 
consciousness and being-at ... " [VI, 191-92/243]); (ii) there is 
no direct access to the present ("Perception-unconscious-one­
retrograde movement of the true ... " [VI, 189/240]); (iii) the 
distinction of the passive and the active is erroneous ("Perception­
unconscious-one-retrograde movement of the true ... " and "[Berg­
son], transcendence, forgetting, time" [VI, 193/244]). 

b) Being as the structure of events is eternal; this thesis is presented 
under two guises: (i) the object of all philosophies is unique, so is 
its subject, and they are one and the same ("Being and the World, 
[on Descartes, Leibniz etc.]" [VI, 187/237-38]); (ii) Myths are tem­
poral events that appeal to the eternal ("Visible and Invisible" [VI, 
188/238-39]). 

We shall see that the two theses come together if we conceive both the 
eternity of possibility and the presence of actuality as pertaining to the 
actuality of possibility. 

Bergson's rejection of the possible in the first essay of la Pensee et le 
Mouvant also relies on two theses: a) the present is fully actual, and b) the 
possible is fully ideal (ideel), that is, fully inactual. It is obvious how these 
two theses flow from Bergson's alleged positivism, and Merleau-Ponty's re­
action, which is to overcome the positivism/negativism divide by softening 
the opposition of the possible and of the actual, is quite predictable. 

The Rejection of Actuality 

Let us start with the first of Merleau-Ponty's theses, which states that the 
present is not fully actual. For Merleau-Ponty, the term "transcendence" 
(VI, 186/237) qualifies Being as transcending the subject-object divide 
as well as the temporal-intemporal divide and the divide between the 
three instances of time. Merleau-Ponty integrates this transcendence­
which Bergson would classify as atemporal-to the present itself: "The 
present itself is not an absolute coincidence without transcendence" (VI, 
195/246). Conversely, it is wrong to think of the past and the future as 
pure nothingness: 

The future is not nothingness, the past is not the imaginary in Sar­
tre's sense-to be sure there is the present, but the transcendence of 
the present makes it precisely able to connect up with a past and 
a future, which conversely are not a nihilation [neantisation]. (VI, 
196/246) 
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Merleau-Ponty believes that this continuity between the instances of 
time is a result of the phenomenal nature of the world (which is a sedi­
mentation of the structure of Being). Since every moment is defined as the 
time of a sedimentative act, it is also defined as the time of determination. 
This determination takes place in time in one respect while it is timeless 
in another (since it is time). Time as durie, if correctly understood as the 
time of determination, is not pure flow. Indeed at the micro-level it seems 
that the metaphor of time as space (that is to say, of time as also revers­
ible) is validated by Merleau-Ponty because the time of the understanding 
of signification seems to be reversible. In it, what comes later may appear 
to consciousness earlier than what comes earlier: "There is germination of 
what will have been understood," writes Merleau-Ponty of his experience 
as a foreigner in England, when he seems to understand people with a 
delay, but "all at once" (VI, 189/240). For Merleau-Ponty, in hermeneutic 
fashion, we understand the whole of an utterance before we understand 
its parts, but at the same time we would not understand it without under­
standing its parts too. This circularity is broken only by positing a ground 
that precedes the utterance and that we share with our interlocutor, thereby 
enabling us to communicate. Merleau-Ponty sees here a "lateral commu­
nication," where signs and signifieds both stem from a common context 
shared by the two interlocutors (VI, 189/240). This lateral communication 
transforms the circle of signs and signifieds into a temporal circle where 
the pre-existing context (which we share with our interlocutor) becomes 
clarified by the utterance that succeeds it only to clarify this utterance in 
return. This leads Merleau-Ponty to this surprising conclusion that the 
understanding of significations does not take place in a linear time: to un­
derstand the present signifies to understand the future understanding the past. 
This is nothing new to Bergson's concept of the "retrograde movement of 
the true" if we remember how Bergson also considered that "signs" (in the 
historical sense this time) were understood as such only after what they 
were signs for was understood (Bergson 1969, 14).92 However, Bergson 
rejects the retrograde movement of the true on the basis that: "Neither the 
course nor the direction, nor consequently its term were given when those 
facts took place, hence, those facts were not yet signs" (14). 

For Merleau-Ponty, by contrast, the signs were signs all along, but they 
were not signs for me: "Once the meaning is given, the signs take on the 
full value of 'signs"' (VI, 189/240). Of course, one may explain away this 
contrast between the two thinkers by appealing to the distinction between 
the two senses of the word "signs,'' the historical (Bergson) and the lin­
guistic (Merleau-Ponty). It is true, after all, that the question of time is 
involved in different ways depending on the meaning one uses. Yet, this 
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would be missing the substance of Merleau-Ponty's argument: historical 
and linguistic signs are both sedimented and, consequently, they are both 
subjected to the same logic. This is indeed what is at stake in the attribu­
tion of transcendence to the present: as transcendent, the present always 
signifies. The a posteriori attribution of meaning to the past (which turns 
it into a system of omens) is not a fallacy; it is the very accomplishment 
of this past that projects itself toward future sedimentations thereby of­
fering itself to the future as a sign. This allows Merleau-Ponty to portray 
this phenomenon not as an illusion, but as the nature of time: if time is 
sedimentative eventfulness, and if sedimentation relies on the retrograde 
principle, time must be understood as essentially-not erroneously-also 
retrograde. 

The Partial Idealization of Reality 

This has strong consequences regarding the essence of the "logical pos­
sible" (the second claim announced above [VI, 227 /278]). For Bergson, 
ideality is negativity and the present is fully positive and actual. As a con­
sequence, reducing the past to the possible is a purely ideal act, and it 
is necessarily fallacious because it reduces a positive that has been into a 
negative. In the case of the movement of determination in consciousness, 
Bergson describes it as a "va-et-vient' made of a series of inductions (VI, 
189/240). For Merleau-Ponty (who quotes this expression) this is insuffi­
cient, and this insufficiency leads to a misunderstanding: "it is not a series 
of inductions" (189/240) in the sense of an approximation of the absent 
from some present. Instead, it is the movement of the sedimented invisible 
coming to visibility and this movement is, indeed, partly subjective. This is 
fully consistent with the analysis of presence, which makes any induction 
in the strict sense impossible: one does not perceive the absent (induction), 
one imperceives the invisible. From a Bergsonian point of view, of course, 
the rejection of induction does not suffice to cleanse the field of the pos­
sible from any mental operation (after all, it is a question of determination 
and signification). Merleau-Ponty acknowledges that there is no presence 
without mental operations. Hence, moving from the present to the past as 
its possibility does not entail a "weakening" of the actual into the virtual. 
Instead, it is the present itself that is construed as virtual (in the sense of 
less-than-actual) or, in more Merleau-Pontian terms, the virtual itself is 
the actual. 93 This is crucial because it brings to light the implications of the 
model of the circumscribed infinite: for a Bergsonian metaphysics of posi­
tivity, imagination appears as infinite negativity-that is, as an absolute 
virtualization of all actuality. In this sense, imagination is the source of all 
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philosophical error in much the same way and for the same reasons as for 
Descartes the discrepancy between the infinite freedom of my imagination 
and the restricted nature of reality opens up the space of error (Descartes 
1996, 37-44).94 For Merleau-Ponty, Bergson "makes the essential differ­
ence between perceived and imaginary impossible" (VI, 194/245, t.a.). 95 

Bergson's view entails that one be unable to distinguish between the expe­
rience of an imagining and the experience of reality because the full activ­
ity of imagination does not require any passivity, any contact with reality 
in order to present itself as real. In Cartesian terms again, Bergson is unable 
to account for the moment when we wake from our dream and realize it 
was only a dream. In contrast, Merleau-Ponty's less-than-determinacy of 
Being precludes any absolute infinite (while leaving open an infinite space) 
and thereby preserves the distinction between the perceived and the imagi­
nary. Let me clarify this. The "perceived" is, for Merleau-Ponty, a combi­
nation of "perception'' and "imperception," that is to say, of passivity and 
activity (VI, 190/241). The imaginary as Bergson conceives it is, however, 
purely active. In Merleau-Ponty's view, the distinction of the perceived 
and the imperceived is itself perceptible and amounts to what Kant would 
call an "indicator of reality" (PP, 343/395). This means that Being does 
not need to be fully actual in order to be distinct from illusion, rather, it 
needs to be partly indeterminate (in the sense of partly independent from 
me). I must then requalify what I called the arbitrary determination of 
sedimentation and now construe it as a "less-than arbitrary." Indeed, even 
if determination is free it is bound by a range of impossibilities figured by 
the "perceived." In short, the union of infinity and determination in the 
circumscribed infinite warrants that the possible is not only fantastical, but 
also real as possible.96 

Myth, Lateral Communication, and the Continui-ty of Human Time 

In PW, Merleau-Ponty takes over the question of the pre-understanding 
of the sense and its "va-et-vient" movement toward the sign. Here he finds 
that the real is not the only possible but he doesn't conclude that its realiza­
tion is fully contingent: 

Notion of the possible: no arbitrary appearance [surgissement], ex ni­
hilo, but lateral appearance of an apparatus of meaning [appareil de 
sens] which unfolds its content only gradually. (PW, 45/64, t.a.) 97 

In a note from VI, in the context of a discussion of Freudian association 
and more widely of the interaction between sign and sense, Merleau-Ponty 
returns to this idea of some "lateral apparition." The lateral apparition es-
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tablishes the coappartenance of two words to the same "radius of being." 
This radius of Being acts as the common ground thanks to which two 
words can express themselves through each other (in the case of Freud­
ian association, for example [VI, 239/289]). In the note of May 1959 dis­
cussed above, Merleau-Ponty explains the "occult in psychoanalysis" and 
even "telepathy'' because of this idea: between the woman who, feeling 
herself being watched, rearranges her dress, and the voyeur watching her 
there is a lateral community that ensures that the woman will know, in an 
"occult" sense, that she is being watched and, on the basis of this knowledge, 
will become able to understand her own actions as a response to the glance. 
Again, it seems that the meaning is given before the sign. This, Merleau­
Ponty says, is due to the woman and the stranger sharing "a wave [une 
onde] that runs in the field of the In der Welt Sein" (VJ, 190/241). What 
exactly is this waveline, this "radius of the world"? 

Triggered by Proust's description of the experience of reading Mme de 
la Fayette's la Princesse de Cleves, Merleau-Ponty engages in a meditation 
over the "bond between the flesh and the idea'' (VI, 149-55/193-201): 
What does it mean for the flesh to be both sign and signification? He 
approaches this question through the analysis of the nature of a "myth," 
or as he says elsewhere, a "classic" (S, 11/21). When a work of art such as 
a novel becomes a myth, it becomes a spatio-temporal incarnation of the 
eternal flesh. For Merleau-Ponty, the enduring importance of a work like 
la Princesse de Cleves testifies of the sedimentation of the work itself It 
is because the work has become invisible (in the sense of fully visible­
lacking a background) that it has become a myth: "The (mythical) signifi­
cance would be created by the ignorance of the social background rJond 
socia~" (VI, 187/239, t.a.), says Merleau-Ponty. The Gestaltic metaphor of 
a work's presenting itself against a background is significant: in achieving 
mythical status the original signification of the work will be obliterated 
and converted into another, wider one. In becoming a myth, la Princesse de 
Cleves has ceased to be about anything specific; it has left the "serial time, 
that of 'acts' and decisions" when the "mythical time was reintroduced" 
(VI, 168/220). In other words, a work's access to the status of a myth must 
be recognized as a "reduction to transcendental immanence" (168/220) 
that (as was described in Chapter 5) sees beyond "facts and decisions" 
toward "facticity" (168/220). A myth is a myth because it is not about 
sedimented facts, but about Being itself. This reduction of the manifold to 
the one, this "de-overdetermination," was encountered in Chapter 5 under 
the heading of "perspectivism." As I argued, perspectivism is not a method 
that would combine many facts to offer one global ontic picture. It seeks 
to de-sediment facts by confronting them with each other in order to re-
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duce them to their common core: Being as transcendence. Perspectivism 
is the reduction of facts to facticity. The process of mythification is similar 
because it strips the work of its local determinations, thereby making it an 
incarnation of the general-that is to say, of Being. In this sense, it loses its 
separation (its specific "social background") from our everyday experience, 
which is the experience of Being, and in this sense, it becomes invisible. In 
another note from May 1959, Merleau-Ponty applies this method to the 
history of philosophy: 

Our problems and the problems immanent in a philosophy. Can one 
pose the first to the second? [ ... ] There is but one solution: show 
that there is transcendence. To be sure, between the philosophies no 
reduction to one unique plane, but that in their spread staggered out 
in depth [dans cet echelonnement en profondeur], they nevertheless 
refer to one another, it is nevertheless a question of the same Being. 
(VI, 189/237, t.a.) 

Here we are presented with a history of philosophy unified thanks to a 
transfer from "serial time" to "mythic time," a transfer from the time of 
things to the time of meanings. In serial time philosophies do not apply 
to each other; in mythic time they encounter each other and meet at the 
nexus of their concern (i.e., Being). 

Just as the sense of the Englishman's words anticipated them, myths 
reverse the question of the "exceeding of the signified by the signifier" 
(VI, 168/220) because they "remain meaningful beyond statements and 
propositions" (S, 11/21, t.a.). What exactly can they be talking about if 
their meaning is to be found not in their words, but beyond them? The 
question is wrongly posed: "classics" like la Princesse de Cleves still signify 
without talking about anything any longer. Indeed, says Merleau-Ponty, 
we no longer "read" them (VJ, 189/240) precisely they cease to be about 
anything. Instead, like the lady and the voyeur, we share a "modulation 
of the being-in-the-world" with them (VI, 193/144) and their interaction 
with us is no longer causal. The book no longer affects me as an active ele­
ment affects a passive one. Instead, this duality vanishes in the coexistence 
that the mythical status of the myth opens up: the myth, like the history 
of philosophy is "all in the present."98 Merleau-Ponty calls this power of 
"exceeding the signified [which belongs to the serial time J by the signifier 
[which is in the mythical time]" "symbolism" (VI, 122/198, 192-93/243). 
Symbolism characterizes the overlap of the present over the future. For 
Merleau-Ponty, the present does not so much "explode towards the future" 
in a Husserlian way as it is "a symbolic matrix" that leads itself outside of 
its own domain and toward the future (192-93/243). The pregnancy of 
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the mythical text parallels the pregnancy of the present because they both 
possess an ability to be more than what they are as signs, more than part of 
the flow of serial time, more than "overdeterminate" facts (VI, 241/289). 
They remain themselves while remaining invisible. 

For Merleau-Ponty, then, it is impossible to conceive of time while 
claiming that actuality is fully positive and the ideal fully negative. This, 
as his analysis of Bergson shows, makes the continuity of time impossible 
and, consequently, it reduces duree to the time of the clock. Merleau-Ponty 
introduces ideality within the present and thereby reduces it to the (partly) 
virtual. This allows him to account for the continuity of the three instances 
of time. First, because they are all partly virtual, the move from the present 
to the future (or the past) does not appear any longer as a leap from the 
actual to the possible: even the present itself is not fully actual. Second, 
the present always maintains a "symbolic" link with the next moment, 
a link that is untimely. 99 All of this establishes a distinction between the 
possible and the purely ideal. The openness of flesh (conceived as deter­
minate infinite) merges actuality and possibility. As a result, the possible 
is no longer conceived as pure abstraction, but is viewed as the possibility 
of sedimentation-that is, the possibility of actuality. This possibility, in 
turn, is recognized as a creative principle and as such it is granted reality. 
The "ideal" or "logical" possible opposed by Bergson becomes replaced 
with the actuality of the possibility of events: flesh as productivity.100 

The confrontation with Kant construed flesh as intentionality or tran­
scendence not as a set of conditions of possibility of experience placed on 
another level. The confrontation with Bergson shows it to be possibility 
not in the logical or ideal sense but in the sense of actual possibility. This 
saves Merleau-Ponty from accusations of idealism because it establishes a 
possibilism grounded not in ideality but in the reality of the structure from 
which single facts or events are only lateral variations: 

Universality of our world, not according to its "content" (we are far 
from knowing it entirely), not as recorded fact (the "perceived"), but 
according to its configuration, its ontological structure which envel­
ops every possible and which every possible leads back to. The eidetic 
variation, therefore, does not make me pass to an order of separated 
essences, to a logical possible, the invariant that it gives me is a struc­
tural invariant, a Being of infrastructure [un etre d'infrastructure]. 
(VI, 2291278) 

At the same time as he establishes flesh as potentiality, Merleau-Ponty 
explains what the flesh is to be the possibility of flesh as "less-than­
determinate" is the possibility of overdetermination, of sedimentation, of 
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events (OE, 61) 101 and of their encroachment over each other. Flesh being 
the openness of which facts are the variations as well as the rule of this 
variation is the possibility of history. 

Truth and Error 

In Chapter 4, I examined how the research of truth involved an inquiry 
into the origins of truth and how this entailed that truth must altogether 
be considered as eternal and originary: the object of truth is the origin of 
truth. In this chapter, I have come to the conclusion that Being must be 
construed as the possibility of history. This brings us back to the question 
of truth. It was made clear in Chapter 4 that the very idea of an inquiry 
into the origin of truth was somewhat paradoxical: How can we establish 
some continuity between the true and the untrue? And if there is no con­
tinuity, how can we practice an archaeology that would lead us from the 
mistaken truth to the "true" truth? Furthermore, doesn't this continuity 
involve, in fact, a reduction of the true to the untrue or at least some de­
gree of unfathomable mixture of the two? In the first pages of VI, Merleau­
Ponty acknowledges this problem: 

Philosophy must tell us how there is openness without the occulta­
tion of the world being excluded, how the occultation remains at 
each instant possible even though we are naturally endowed with 
light. The philosopher must understand how it is that these two pos­
sibilities which the perceptual faith keeps side by side within itself do 
not nullify one another. (VI, 28-29/48) 

This is a matter of explaining the contradictory possibilities lodged in Be­
ing: How can both the possibility of truth and the possibility of error co­
exist within a unique Being? 

For Merleau-Ponty, the traditional concept of truth as correspondence 
is erroneous. The reason for this, obviously, is that it is structured accord­
ing to the subject-object distinction, a distinction that results from a pro­
cess of overdetermination. This process (sedimentation) is the essence of 
history and history is the essence of Being. As a consequence, the errone­
ous concept of truth must be understood as an act of sedimentation, a his­
torical event. This amounts to saying that Being must be understood as the 

possibility of error. This statement would be nothing more than yet another 
characterization of Being if it was not drawn directly from the essence 
of the historical process itself: the essence of sedimentation. Indeed, the 
confrontation ofMerleau-Pontywith Bergson has exposed that no event is 
absolutely objective, complete, or actual. On the contrary, any event is the 
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result of sedimentative overdeterminations, hence it is partly ideal. This 
process of overdetermination is, therefore, the principle of history at the 
same time as it is the principle of falsehood. 

Being is the possibility of history; history, in turn, is the possibility of 
error. Furthermore, we must remember another guise of Being: Being is 
also intentionality-that is to say, a relation without terms. This was es­
tablished through the analysis of Being as reflexivity that in turn allows 
for the overdetermination of reflexivity (where subject and object are two 
guises of the same) into an objective structure (where subject and object 
are distinct). This accounts for sedimentation and, consequently, for his­
tory, and ultimately error. In fact, I made clear in Chapter 4 that the infi­
nite process of determination lodged in perception was the micro-origin 
of any becoming, including macro-historical becoming. This should help 
us make some clarifications: if Being is a relation without terms, and if 
"overdetermination always occurs" (VI, 240/289), there will always be an 
overdetermination of intentionality into an objective structure. There is no 
Being without its sedimented manifestations and yet, these are erroneous. 
This means that Being is more than the possibility of error; it is its neces­
sity. Of course, the problem with defining Being with reference to error is 
that it seems to make error look rather truthful: How can error still be error 
if there is no possibility to approach Being but through error's distorting 
mirror? Is there even a vantage point from which we can reveal this mir­
ror as distorted? In a certain way, the very possibility of a philosophy such 
as Merleau-Ponty's is a factual response to this objection. Yet, it is only 
factual until we recall that all facts reflect a possibility of Being. The pos­
sibility of a philosophy that is able to perceive sedimented truth and other 
sedimentations as surdeterminations-that is, as errors-emphasizes an 
aspect of historical development that I have mentioned before: history is a 
process of determination, but being a continual narrowing of a "less-than­
determinate" infinite, it is itself an infinite process. No absolute determina­
tion is possible. Indeed, if absolute determination were possible, reflexivity 
would never show itself as such; instead, the folds would appear not as re­
flexive but as transcendental structures and the world would be Cartesian. 
The infinity of the determination process ensures the impossibility of such 
a scenario, and the possibility of an ontology of Merleau-Ponty's type. 

The relations between the impossibility of absolute determinacy and 
the possibility to apprehend error require some clarifications. As we have 
seen, the irreducible quotient of indeterminacy at the heart of Being al­
lows for Being's reflexivity by means of the folds (one of the folds being 
philosophy itself).102 We have also seen how the erroneous concept of truth 
was altogether the sharp end of the historical process hitherto and the 
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beginning-and grounding-of the reverse process engaged into by the 
philosopher-archaeologist (Merleau-Ponty refers to this feature of his phi­
losophy as a "vicious circle" [VI, 179/231]). The possibility of reflexivity ex­
poses objectivity as a contradiction insofar as objectivity affirms a structure 
that roots the philosophy that seeks to invalidate it. It posits subjects and 
objects as self-identical and mutually different and, at the same time, seeks 
to account for their encounter made impossible by their very definition. 
In short, it is incapable of eradicating transcendence in the sense of the 
subject-object union. 103 Indeed, this union is so ineradicable that it is the 
obstacle to total reduction; as such it grounds Merleau-Ponty's ontology. 

The contradictory character of error can be deepened. We have seen, 
through the discussions of Sartre's negativism and Bergson's positivism, 
that the mere fact of perception contradicts objectivity. For a philoso­
phy-even an idealism-to account for experience it must put to use the 
reflexivity of Being that alone ensures the possibility of any experience, 
or else it must vanish into full nothingness or full Being (which are the 
same). Objectivity ignores this reflexivity, however, leading into contradic­
tion. An interrogative philosophy like Merleau-Ponty's not only embraces 
and exemplifies this reflexivity (since it is a philosophy), but it reflects 
on this reflexivity itself: it takes this reflexivity to the awareness of itself, 
dialectically moving up to the ontological level and changing the "bad" 
reflexivity of self-contradiction into the "good" reflexivity of expression. 
This contradiction is contained in the very idea of a determinate object: if 
an object is determinate, says Merleau-Ponty, it is not an object, because as 
determinate and external it would be inaccessible, intemporal, and sterile. 
Hence, the contradiction of full determination can be expressed in terms 
of possibles. Determination is the rejection of possibility; it is absolute re­
striction, absolute actuality. This, as we saw, makes the continuity of time 
as well as any productivity impossible. Determination appears as error in­
sofar as it appears as the denial of possibility-that is, the denial of Being. 
This is, as I said, the "bad reflexivity" of error, the reflexivity by which Be­
ing as possibility presents itself as Being qua actuality. Just as Being is the 
possibility of error, error is the impossibility of possibility. In this sense, 
error remains a meaningful concept. Nothing is erroneous which admits 
that it may be wrong. Error is possible only in claims that deny themselves 
the possibility of Being wrong. A "maybe" (which expresses a possibility) 
is never wrong, only a "definitely'' (which expresses a "truth'' and thereby 
shuts off possibilities) is, possibly, wrong. 

We asked the question of the distinction of truth and error in spite of 
their cohabitation within Being. It seems we can now answer this: error is 
the belief in determinacy; truth is the belief in less-than-determinacy. Both 
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are grounded in Being: error is grounded in the indeterminacy of Being 
and truth into both its determinacy and its openness. It is a feature of the 
contradictory character of error that it is made possible by the indetermi­
nacy of Being, but it affirms only its determinacy. Yet, this contradiction 
itself is grounded in the contradiction at the heart of truth: the illusion 
of determinacy is the principle driving the historical process. If we must 
understand history as an infinite process of determination, we must also 
accept that history itsel£ as Being, is to be conceived as nothing else than 
an infinite movement of self-falsification. 

Truth as Falsification • 219 



Blank page 



Conclusion 

To insert truth as a processus in infinitum, an active determination, not a 
becoming conscious of something that is "in itself" fixed and determinate. 

-Nietzsche, IX [91], Fall 1887 

The parallel between Nietzsche's and Merleau-Ponty's treatments of the 
question of truth leads to a single ontological claim: Being is self-falsification 
through truth, and the phenomenon of truth is its essence. As regards 
Nietzsche, I argued in Chapter 3 that he views Being as the very movement 
by which the indeterminate presents itself as determinate. I argued that 
this self-falsification of the indeterminate is the movement of truth. With 
regard to Merleau-Ponty, I came to the same conclusion in Chapter 6: Be­
ing is self-falsification. These claims of Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty raise 
several questions that I shall briefly address below. First, however, let me 
recapitulate the movement of the argument that led to this conclusion. 

Common Structure 

The movements of Merleau-Ponty's and Nietzsche's arguments have a 
common structure. First, (Chapters 1 and 4) it is shown that the ground 
of experience is structured in a pre-objective way. The experience of X 
is always already the experience of X as being real. For Nietzsche, this is 
implied in the definition of experience as the experience of interest. I ex­
perience X through the mutual resistance X and I oppose to each other in 
our interested striving and this resistance entails X's reality. Merleau-Ponty 
expresses this by placing perceptual faith at the basis of all perception. 
Perceptual faith is grounded in self-differentiation. Self-differentiation 
offers what Merleau-Ponty describes as a zone of subjectivity and what 
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Nietzsche metaphorically refers to as a gap between the two layers of skin 
of the self. This void space is the underlying condition for the primary 
and pre-objective attribution of reality of perceptual faith. Both Nietzsche 
and Merleau-Ponty show how this gap increases to the point of divorc­
ing the attribution of reality from the experience that gave rise to it and 
transforming it into a predication of truth. The process responsible for 
this phenomenon is what I called falsification. Nietzsche refers to it as 
sublimation and Merleau-Ponty as sedimentation. This movement falsi­
fies experience because it attributes self-identity and full determinacy to 
objects of perception when the authentic perception testifies only to an 
indeterminate milieu. 

Second (Chapters 2 and 5), Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty seek a method 
to uncover this originary experience that lies prior to its falsified, predi­
cated counterpart. Nietzsche appeals to the process of incorporation of 
truth. The incorporation of truth amounts to a transformation of ourselves 
in accordance to the discovery that all truth-beliefs are, in fact, arbitrary 
falsifications. Nietzsche thinks that the incorporation of truth will enable 
us to attain direct knowledge of the world insofar as it clears us of our 
delusions. This direct knowledge amounts to a unification of the self (self­
becoming) and a unification of the self with the world qua fate. Fate, when 
employed to characterize the world at large, is described as will to power, 
an essentially intentional principle. Merleau-Ponty, of course, proposes his 
own version of the phenomenological reduction as a way to gain access to 
the ground of experience. Like Nietzsche, the ground of experience that 
he uncovers is intentionality itself (Chapter 5). This entails that neither the 
subject nor the object of experience is primary; it is their relation that is. 

It must be stressed that both Nietzsche's incorporation of truth and 
Merleau-Ponty's existential reduction amount to a reduction to the onto­
logical. By this I mean that they provide us not with any particular piece 
of knowledge but with a general truth-namely, with the essence of truth. 
This essence is described by both thinkers as the very transformation of 
experience into predication. As a result, the perceptual faith that was un­
covered in Chapters 1 and 4 is granted ontological status. As the ground of 
experience, whose nature is to falsify itself (by becoming predicative faith), 
it is the very essence of Being. 

This is what I investigate in Chapters 3 and 6. One of the implica­
tions of Chapters 2 and 5 is that Being is a relation without terms. It is 
also clear from Chapters 1 and 4 that Being is an asymptotic movement 
projected toward such fictionally postulated terms. Hence, Being is in mo­
tion. Both thinkers indeed propose an ontology of becoming and oppose 
becoming to Being. Being is self-identical, whereas becoming is an infinite 
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striving toward self-identity. This striving is equivalent to the process of 
determination of Being through incorporation (Nietzsche) or sedimenta­
tion (Merleau-Ponty). For both thinkers, this process is the essence of his­
tory. Consequently, history becomes understood as an infinite movement 
of self-determination of the world. Historical time is made of incorpora­
tive or sedimentative events. This is why Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty 
understand Being qua self-differentiated Being in modal terms: Being is 
not actuality (it is, Merleau-Ponty says, "softer" than actuality), it is pro­
ductivity-that is to say, the possibility of sedimentative or incorporative 
events. 

We know from Chapters 2 and 4 that incorporation and sedimentation 
are processes of falsification or, as the later Merleau-Ponty writes, processes 
of overdetermination. This overdetermination is the phenomenon of truth, 
and it is a falsification. Yet, this falsification is the essence of Being, so that 
truth qua falsification becomes an authentic feature of Being; indeed, its 
essence. 

The account of Nietzsche's and Merleau-Ponty's treatments of the 
question of truth indicates their agreement in claiming that Being is self­
falsification through truth. This is the claim I have defended in this book. 
However, the task I gave myself demanded altogether more and less than the 
simple establishment of this claim. It required that I establish a systematic 
and structural link between these two thinkers' philosophies. This aim is 
somewhat less demanding because it seeks to defend a mere possibility: the 
possibility that it may be fruitful to compare these two philosophers. It is 
more demanding, however, because it requires of me more than the demon­
stration that Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty agree on such and such specific 
points. As I insisted in the Introduction, this project could truly be a contri­
bution only if it had no reliance on any anecdotic or local comparisons. 

The Primacy of Intentionality 

I think that the establishment of the common thesis that Being is self­
falsification through the phenomenon of truth provides a link that goes 
beyond a mere local agreement. It is a claim that would prove central 
to any consistent worldview. It is, after all, a claim about Being. I have 
pointed out in the Introduction that a comparative effort must also estab­
lish a structural link between the compared worldviews. I did indicate that 
this more demanding requirement could not be included in the scope of 
this book but we are now in a position to analyze the role of the question of 
truth anew, if briefly. I have proposed the hypothesis that the fact that both 
Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty regarded the examination of the question of 
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truth as one of their tasks would lead to interesting ways to establish cor­
respondences between their two philosophies. Now that their treatments 
of this question have been examined, it is apparent that for them to share 
this question as a common starting point entails some strong similarities 
that run down the entirety of their philosophies. 

This common project led both Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty to posit 
the primacy of intentionality over and above intentional subjects and ob­
jects. This primacy is ontological. The fact that this move exists in both 
Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty is apparent from the discussions in Chap­
ters 1 and 5 but it seems, in fact, to be a necessary consequence of the 
question of truth itself The question of truth requires one to include the 
possibility of error within one's worldview. As Kant famously remarked, all 
ontology is about possibility. In this case then, the possibility of error must 
be integrated within Being. Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty can only address 
the question of truth by way of an ontology of error. Ontology as a whole 
becomes irreversibly affected by the introduction of the possibility of error 
within it because it transforms it into an ontology of self-differentiation. 
Indeed, as was shown by both thinkers, the possibility of error relies on the 
reality of self-differentiation, and any ontology-or at least any monistic 
ontology-cannot include both self-differentiation and self-identity side 
by side within Being. This leads us to the primacy of intentionality: the 
impossibility of self-identity entails the impossibility of a pure subject or 
a pure object (in the senses that Merleau-Ponty believes that Sartre, for 
example, gives to these terms). Yet, taking the question of truth seriously 
involves that the subjective and the objective have some meaning-that is 
to say, that there is an experience of objectivity. This indicates that Being 
must be conceived as involving the phenomenon of objectivity. I expressed 
this by describing Being as a space expanding asymptotically toward the 
subjective and the objective poles. This idea is contained in both thinkers' 
claims that intentionality is anterior to subject and object, but that it is 
dynamic (infinite determination for Merleau-Ponty, resistance-seeking for 
Nietzsche) and, thereby, gives rise to our belief in subject and object. This 
belief is the result of a sublimation (Nietzsche), or an overdetermination 
(Merleau-Ponty), which are the essence of intentionality. 

The positing of intentionality as anterior to subject and object satisfies 
both Merleau-Ponty's well-known opposition to the two-headed monster 
of idealism and empiricism and Nietzsche's rejection of both idealism and 
naturalism. The problem with these dualities, they contend, is that they 
offer no choice about what truly matters. Since each pole agrees with the 
other that the world is bipolar, we have no choice but to conceive of a bi­
polar world. Both the idealist pole and the empiricist/naturalist one place 
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the opposition of subject and object first and then proceed to account for 
their link. It is precisely this structure that we need to opt out of and, in­
deed, recover from. For Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty, escaping this struc­
ture means positing not subject and object (this leads to their opposition) 
but their link first. This key move has great consequences for the rest of 
their worldviews. These consequences often signal the profound kinship 
that links the two philosophers. This ranges from their philosophies of 
history and culture to their discussions of incarnation. On the basis of the 
previous discussions, I would like to briefly indicate what I think are the 
two most general of these consequences. 

Ontology of Becoming 

Both Merleau-Ponty and Nietzsche subscribe to an ontology of becoming. 
They both define becoming as eventfulness. For Nietzsche, all events are 
incorporative events and for Merleau-Ponty they are sedimentative. We 
know that both incorporation and sedimentation are made possible by the 
self-differentiation of Being. For Nietzsche, events are dependent on chaos 
and chaos is understood as the inner opposition of drives. This opposition 
is due to the self-differentiation of the individual. For Merleau-Ponty, sedi­
mentation is dependent on our partial disconnection from the world of 
experience, figured by the zone of subjectivity. The zone of subjectivity cre­
ates an "ecart" between us and the perceptual objects that secures a certain 
coefficient of indeterminacy of the perceptual object. It warrants that what 
Merleau-Ponty calls the "prospective activity" of determination is infinite. 
At the individual level, then, the impossibility of full determinacy involves 
becoming. This becoming is asymptotic and tends toward full determinacy 
because any event (sedimentative or incorporative) is a progress in the on­
going determination of the perceptual world. As Nietzsche and Merleau­
Ponty claim, sedimentation and incorporation are de-differentiation (i.e., 
identification). 

There is more. Although this movement is first observed as the "micro" -
becoming of the individual world of experience, both thinkers see the 
"macro"-becoming of history to be at work in this process. For Merleau­
Ponty, history appears as a movement toward self-sedimentation-that 
is to say, toward full determinacy (it is established that full determinacy 
amounts to self-identity). For Nietzsche, history is the movement of the 
world toward total self-identity. This movement, of course, is infinite for 
Nietzsche as well as for Merleau-Ponty. 

We must, however, clarify what supports the passage from individual 
to historical becoming. Nietzsche expresses this passage by saying that the 
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sickness of the human (that is to say, her inner chaos) is the sickness of "the 
earth." This means that the human is the locus of the inner gap within 
the world itself The gap between me and myself is also the gap between 
the world and itself. This gap, I argued, is the condition of the reversibility 
of the drives and it expresses itself as the inter-changeability of the subject 
and the object: I can alternately be an object or a subject for myself and 
for the world. I am the locus of the reflexivity of Being and, consequently, 
I am the agent of determination in the world. This seemingly teleological 
language should not make us forget that Nietzsche's major point is that 
this self-identity is only a fantasy. If it gives us an accurate description for 
the becoming of the world (as a movement toward self-identity), it remains 
that the object of this striving is illusory. The same applies for Merleau­
Ponty. For him, history is the history of sedimentation and sedimentation 
is the lot of conscious beings. Merleau-Ponty subscribes to the schema 
whereby one's own inner reversibility is also the reversibility of Being: the 
human, as a fold of Being, is the locus of Being's reflexivity and of its 
self-differentiation. Being sediments itself through the human.1 Again, this 
does not substantialize, anthropomorphize, or deify Being. In fact, assum­
ing this would be forgetting the primacy of intentionality. Merleau-Ponty's 
and Nietzsche's idea is that this movement is anterior to the thematization 
of the individual, of Being, or even of sedimentation or incorporation. 
Saying that the individual is the locus of the reflexivity of Being is a defini­
tion of the individual with reference to Being, not the reverse. The same 
goes for reflexivity. It is only from a worldview shaped by objectivity that 
such a claim may be taken as theological. 

Phenomenological Ontology 

Another consequence of the primacy of intentionality is that philosophy 
must be ontology and that ontology must be phenomenology. The inves­
tigation into the question of truth has shown that individual truths can 
only be regarded as falsifications. In fact, the proper domain of philosophy 
is only the domain of what I have called the "phenomenon of truth." This 
is a necessary consequence of the essential ambiguity of the phenomenon 
of truth. Both Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty consider that truth is in a 
sense true and in a sense untrue. It is untrue because it does not exist: 
truth is impossible because it relies essentially on a fantastical setup includ­
ing self-identical subjects and objects and a transcendence between them. 
These two requirements are contradictory, as is shown by both Merleau­
Ponty (in his critique of Sartre) and Nietzsche (in his critique of the thing­
in-itself). As a phenomenon, however, truth is true because it signals a 
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possibility of Being; indeed, the possibility of Being: self-differentiation. 
As both Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty claim, the ground of perception­
which is the ground of Being-is always-already self-differentiated (it is 
this self-differentiation-gap or zone of subjectivity-which allows for the 
phenomenon of truth). This means that any inquiry must be limited to the 
domain of the phenomenon of truth-that is to say, to the domain of in­
tentionality. As a consequence, any meaningful inquiry must be phenom­
enological. Further still, not only all reality is phenomenal but it is also 
asymptotic because phenomena are themselves overdeterminations. As 
Merleau-Ponty shows, the perceptual object dissolves in true perception, 
leaving us with perception itself (that is to say, intentionality) and without 
any phenomena. This means that the only knowledge we may possess is 
the most fundamental knowledge. We know about Being (intentionality) 
before we know about the beings (intentional objects). As a result, the only 
foundation for philosophy must be sought in ontology. 

Here we encounter a difficulty. I have just asserted that we know Be­
ing and not the beings. However, both Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty sub­
scribe to an indirect ontology (or "intra-ontology") that is meant to "access 
Being through the beings." In the case of Nietzsche, this is indicated by the 
necessity of the incorporation of truth as a movement toward ontological 
knowledge (in the form of a quasi-unity of the self with Being). This is 
also made most obvious in Nietzsche's discussions of perspectivism, which 
I have examined only briefly. Nietzsche's conception of perspectival truth 
is equivalent to Merleau-Ponty's. As I argued, it is not a cumulative but a 
reductive view: by gathering several perspectives and confronting them, 
one draws the general from the manifold one finds in each one. This gen­
erality, Nietzsche says, is representation itself (Chapter 2). Merleau-Ponty, 
as I have argued, uses perspectivism to the same ends and explicitly pro­
motes his "indirect ontology (Being in the beings)." This challenges my 
two previous assertions, namely that one must do ontology and that Being 
is anterior to the beings. 

In order to address this possible objection, let me first point out that 
this indirect ontology that is shared by both thinkers forces us to reex­
amine the term "ontology." As I have argued in Chapters 3 and 6, Nietz­
sche's and Merleau-Ponty's relationships with ontology are ambiguous. For 
Nietzsche, Being is will to power, an essentially relational concept that 
does not allow for the unity of Being. In turn, Merleau-Ponty himself op­
poses ontology by affirming that he is "for metaphysics." As I have argued 
throughout the book, Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty conceive of Being 
only in a "soft" sense. This is made obvious by the necessity to account 
for the spatio-temporality of Being. If "intra-ontology'' or "indirect on-
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tology'' is to be possible, it means that Being manifests itself fully in the 
beings. As a result, Being must be conceived as a spatio-temporal general­
ity. Merleau-Ponty calls this Being an "element" and defines an element 
as lying midway between a thing and a principle-that is to say, midway 
between metaphysics and ontology. It is only under these conditions that 
one may-indeed must-still do ontology. 

Circulus Vitiosus Deus 

Second, the "indirect method" in ontology, which "seeks Being in the be­
ings," poses a challenge to the idea that Being is anterior to the beings 
since it seems that our only access to Being is precisely the beings. This, 
Merleau-Ponty admits, commits his account to a certain circularity: beings 
are logically anterior to Being, which is ontologically anterior to them. We 
need beings to access Being as anterior to them. This circle, Merleau-Ponty 
says in his only direct quote from Nietzsche, commits him to a "circulus 
vitiosus deus": 

This reversal itself-circulus vitiosus deus-is not hesitation, bad faith 
and bad dialectic, but return to ~1J)'e, the abyss. One cannot make 
a direct on to logy. My indirect method (Being in the beings) is alone 
conformed with Being-"negative philosophy'' like "negative ontol­
ogy." (VI, 179/231) 

Ontology can only be performed once sedimentation has constituted 
beings within which one finds some way of accessing Being. As I have 
discussed in Chapter 5, Merleau-Ponty's reduction is affirmative through 
negativity. It brings out the authentic ground of experience as an obstacle 
to reduction: it is the impossibility of reduction (which he returns to in the 
very same note) that opens our access to Being. 

This circularity is also expressed by Merleau-Ponty as the anteriority 
of the ontological discovery over the ontological research: "the end of a 
philosophy is the account of its beginning," he writes, and this beginning­
condusion is "a pre-knowing, a pre-meaning, a silent knowing" (VI, 
179/231). Although the context of Nietzsche's text quoted by Merleau­
Ponty here is even more enigmatic (the ambiguity of the Latin even makes 
it impossible to determine how this circulus vitiosus deus must be trans­
lated), it is dear that it has to do with the same circle and with the idea of 
an original and final "pre-knowing." Nietzsche writes: 

Anyone who has struggled for a long time, as I have, with a mysteri­
ous desire to think down to the depths of pessimism [ ... ] this person 
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may, without really intending it, have opened his eyes to the opposite 
ideal [ ... ] Well? And wouldn't this then be-circulus vitiosus deus? 
(BCE, 56) 

The key to this aphorism is Nietzsche's mention that the desire for the 
overcoming of morality and pessimism is "mysterious." Here Nietzsche 
takes his own desire to be the expression of something he ignores. The 
negative movement of "thinking down," "pessimism," is thereby associ­
ated with a positive one: the affirmation of this mysterious reality from 
which this desire arises. My hypothesis-which I shall not defend further 
here-is that this mysterious desire is the symptom of a reality that re­
fuses to be denied. This desire is the expression of a "pre-knowing" of the 
same sort as Merleau-Ponty's, expressing itself only as a reaction (against 
pessimism) and presenting itself as an "ideal." This ideal rises from the 
mysterious pre-knowing to consciousness through "opposition." Here, 
Nietzsche asserts again that renouncing this original truth would be 
an instance of self-denial. In short, he poses the question of truth over 
again. Like Nietzsche, Merleau-Ponty establishes this adherence to truth 
that we possess (insofar as we are the locus of the movement of Being) as 
the original intuition that led to the establishment of their ontologies as 
well as their final conclusion. Both Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty seem to 
agree that intra-ontology is their philosophy, that it operates a negative 
movement, and that it is circular insofar as its conclusions lead to its own 
premises. 

Only a few months after writing this note, Merleau-Ponty tackled the 
same themes together again, in his commentary on the preface to GS (his 
only commentary on Nietzsche). The passage begins with a repetition of 
the theme of the "negative philosophy (in the sense of the 'negative theol­
ogy')" (NC, 275) and goes on to describe Nietzsche's own view of philoso­
phy as circular by way of a reminder of his indirect ontology (this "true 
philosophy" gives access to "another order, which demands the lower or­
der" and "is accessible only through it" [NC, 275]). Indeed, Merleau-Ponty 
sees the same circle as his own at work in Nietzsche and describes it, like 
he described his own, as "abyss": "True philosophy is [ ... ] great suspicion, 
abyss, non-philosophy arising from our loyalty to what we live in." This 
philosophy, Merleau-Ponty writes, quoting Nietzsche, is a circular move­
ment of the lived world toward its own "regeneration" by way of the "true 
philosophy" (NC, 278). In this circle, the lived world is the origin and the 
destination; philosophy is the movement. It becomes clear how the circle 
remains "good philosophy," therefore. It is circular, but it is not inconse­
quential. This circle transforms the indeterminate intuition expressed by 
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the mystery of the desire into determinate philosophical knowledge. This 
very circle itself is sedimentation. 

In this sense, Merleau-Ponty says, the account offered by this ontology 
includes itself within its object: this ontology is nothing but a sedimen­
tation of the phenomenon of truth, and thereby takes its rightful place 
within its own account as a sedimentative event. For both Nietzsche and 
Merleau-Ponty, the phenomenon of truth signals that we possess a certain 
adherence with Being and it is by examining this adherence that we both 
clarify and determine it. This adherence, I said, is nothing else than Be­
ing itself in its movement of self-falsification. In this sense, the ontology 
that determines it thusly takes place within this grand movement of self­
falsification. It provides us with some truth insofar as it repudiates beliefs 
in self-identity (this is the role of"negative ontology''), yet it provides more 
determination because it offers itself as a determination of Being as self­
differentiated. This determination seems to avoid the blows of its own 
critique because it regards Being as openness and therefore refuses to deter­
mine it too much. Yet, if one wishes this determination of Being to remain 
a philosophical thesis, it must have some significance. I have pointed out at 
the end of Chapter 6 that its main implication is that self-differentiation 
is not self-differentiated. Being is self-differentiation and nothing else (i.e., 
not self-identity). Here, it seems, we find the fundamental contradiction of 
indirect ontology: once again, we have made Being into an object possess­
ing determinations. As I have argued, both Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty 
want us to think of Being as less-than-determinate (or horizonal). This 
horizonality is not extensive, but intensive. This thought is contradictory 
with even the characterization of Being as self-differentiation because it 
indicates that we cannot take Being as an object, that we cannot say what 
is Being. 

Neither Nietzsche nor Merleau-Ponty discusses this point further. 
However, let me point out that the argument outlined here shall only 
confirm the conception of history given by Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty. 
The charge of contradiction calls for a critique, which will offer a renewed 
negative truth because it shall be a truth attained by negation of the new 
truth brought about by Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty. In doing so, it will 
be confirming their claim that history is an infinite determination of the 
indeterminate. Within this movement it is the history of philosophy that 
takes place as it appears as the infinite determination of indeterminacy. 
For Merleau-Ponty, it is not a matter of providing a final conclusion (this 
would be dangerously determinative), but instead, it is a question of "dis­
closing" "little by little by little-and more and more-the wild and verti­
cal world" (VI, 179/231). 
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The ontology Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty offer us does indeed deter­
mine Being, and in so doing it falsifies it. At the same time, however, it 
perpetuates it (since its nature is self-falsification). In doing so, this phi­
losophy calls for its own overcoming. Here ontology undergoes a certain 
transformation. From being the subject of the discourse on Being it gets 
to sediment itself to become part of its own object. This process, which is 
"infinite" because it reflects and transforms itself as it goes, is the process 
of history. 

Differences and Complementarity in Ethics 

My project in this book was to establish a valid link between two of the 
seminal philosophies that constitute and will continue to constitute our 
philosophical environment. Such a project has any meaning only as a pre­
condition for further work. This should draw our attention to a certain 
ambiguity of any comparative project: if a comparison is to be fruitful, it 
must be profound (or as I have said so far, "systematic") but it must not 
amount to an identification of two philosophies. Such identification, be­
sides being almost certainly bad philosophy, is sterile. On the contrary, we 
must find through any comparison an access to new thoughts, thoughts 
that our knowledge of Nietzsche or of Merleau-Ponty alone would not 
provide. It is not my task to discuss these here, but it is certainly necessary 
that my account does not preclude them. The parallel I have drawn leaves 
plenty of room for differences. However, it allows us to look at such differ­
ences as taking place within a certain common framework. I would like to 
return to what I think is the most significant difference between the two 
philosophers: the question of health. Only an awareness of such differences 
combined with an awareness of what is the very deep kinship I have exam­
ined so far may enable a fertile encounter. 

As I have emphasized, my conclusions favor conceiving of philosophy 
as phenomenological ontology. Necessarily, as a phenomenology, this on­
tology places the human subject at its center. As an ontology, it considers 
her in her being: the human's being is to be the space of Being. This delin­
eates an ethical dimension to the question of truth. The question of truth, 
in my account, is the question of the human's place in the world. As I have 
indicated in the Introduction, Nietzsche and Merleau-Ponty encounter 
the question of truth in different contexts. Merleau-Ponty repeats, without 
further elucidation, that if philosophy is to be true philosophy, it must ac­
count for the ground of experience as perceptual faith. For Nietzsche, who 
is wary of placing philosophy as a first imperative, the question is justified 
ethically. It is a matter of overcoming the "sick animal man" and regaining 
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health. Soon, Nietzsche finds that one must liberate herself from the belief 
in specific truths (values and the like), but that it is at the same time just 
as unhealthy to believe in nothing. Indeed, skepticism is nihilistic (WP, 
43). It is now easy to see why: one's belief in values (for example) creates 
opposition with oneself, even self-hatred. One's refusal to hold anything 
as true creates self-opposition because it denies our existence insofar as it 
necessarily involves faith. It denies that our "mysterious desire" for truth is 
deeply rooted in us. Denying ourselves truth is just as fallacious as attrib­
uting ourselves truth. For Nietzsche, consequently, one must make room 
for health in the space between these two obstacles. This ground is found 
in what Nietzsche calls "perishing outwards" or being at one with becom­
ing (Chapter 2). In this mode of being, the individual neither believes in 
specific truth nor is she deprived of her originary adherence to what she 
encounters. This means, of course, that this encounter is not with "objects" 
but with a milieu, the perceptual world, Being qua becoming. 

Merleau-Ponty clarifies this point that Nietzsche leaves open to inter­
pretation because it is so metaphorical. This unity with becoming is be­
yond judgment. It does not affirm specific truths (these are idealizations 
and separate us from ourselves), but it does not deprive us of our involve­
ment in life (this would be returning to Husserl's reduction). This stage 
that Nietzsche calls health is accessed by Merleau-Ponty through the exis­
tential reduction, a reduction one achieves through activity (Chapter 5). 
When we leave the practical level for the theoretical level, then, it seems 
Merleau-Ponty and Nietzsche's accounts accord themselves again. It re­
mains, however, that Merleau-Ponty, unlike Nietzsche, does not have an 
ethical answer to the question "why tackle the question of truth?" It is true 
that he-albeit rarely-uses strikingly Nietzschean terms to characterize 
the role of philosophy in relation to health; consider: "Philosophy would 
be overcome only if man had become the so-called total man, clear of all 
enigmas and difficulties with himself" (P2, 291), or "The 'healthy' man 
is not so much the one who has eliminated his contradictions as the one 
who makes use of them and drags them in his vital labors" (S, 131/211). 
However, it remains that the question of truth is for Merleau-Ponty chiefly 
theoretical. Of course, the purely theoretical option is fully legitimate, 
but the awareness of the circle described above expresses a certain long­
ing for a higher imperative. Merleau-Ponty seeks the foundation of the 
search for truth and searches for a justification to this longing outside of 
mere theoretical curiosity. One may find it in Nietzsche's question asked 
in EGE: What is this mysterious longing for truth? It is part of the essence 
of the circle examined above that this longing signals a truth as much as it 
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demands one and Merleau-Ponty is aware that Nietzsche proposes the fol­
lowing answer: the question of truth is a matter of health. This is the cen­
tral theme of the preface to GS, the only one of Nietzsche's texts to which 
Merleau-Ponty devoted any sustained thinking (NC, 276). My point is 
not that Merleau-Ponty and Nietzsche disagree on the role of philosophy 
toward health; it is, rather, that this remains implicit in Merleau-Ponty and 
that Nietzsche may provide us some keys to help us understand this "un­
thought" of Merleau-Ponty's. In the text on which Merleau-Ponty chose 
to comment, Nietzsche's concept of health offers perspectives regarding 
ethics in the contemporary sense of the "care of the self" because it builds 
an unbroken circuit between knowledge and ethics through the notion of 
identity. For an individual to be (in the sense of to be someone) is for her to 
possess beliefs. We are ontologically defined as the locus of truth and for us 
existing and knowing are conditions of each other. Their interdependence 
combined with their opposition (as traditionally conceived) operates a 
mutual reduction that opens us up to the ground of authentic experience, 
the ground of the overlap ("empietement') of Being and knowing, which 
is the domain of the question of truth and leads us in one single gesture to 
true Being and to authentic truth. 

The essence of this truth, indeed, is to disfigure itself It transfers the 
self-evidence of perceptual faith to the level of fantasies, leading us to 
wrong beliefs. This mutual reduction of Being and truth suggests a non­
conceptual possession of truth. Truth, if adequate to Being, must be, like 
Being, dynamic, antepredicative, and self-differentiated. "It is with a non­
coincidence that I coincide" (S, 184/299, t.a.), writes Merleau-Ponty. It is 
after all the truth of self-falsification, the truth of becoming, of the con­
stant instability of its object; it is a truth that truth shall objectify and, 
thereby, falsify. 

In a world Bewitched the question is not to know who is right, who 
follows the truest course, but who is a match for the great deceiver, 
and what action will be tough and supple enough to bring it to rea­
son. (S, 32/55) 

It is the great deceiver that makes our world, and belief in truth outside 
of this great deceiver is belief in nothing. As Nietzsche says in the text 
quoted by Merleau-Ponty, "we no longer believe that truth remains truth 
when the veils are withdrawn" (GS, preface, 4; NC, 277-78). The truth we 
must attain cannot have the semblance of stability that was uncovered as 
fictional. It must be asymptotic too-that is to say, indeterminate, infinite, 
and therefore dynamic. The acquaintance with this truth is the acquain-
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tance with becoming; it is our own becoming, a progressive movement 
toward error as overdetermination. The continuity that leads from truth 
to delusion is the object of the deeper knowledge shared by Nietzsche and 
Merleau-Ponty; it is this great deceiver we must know, lest we know only 
great deceptions. 
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Notes 

Introduction 
1. In addition, we find references-implicit or explicit-to Lowith's and 

Heidegger's readings of Nietzsche, and, of course, Merleau-Ponty, as editor of the 
reference project on Les Philosophes de l'Antiquite au XXe Siecle, included Lowith's 
remarkable essay on UM!! as a presentation of Nietzsche, which he had decided 
to place in the section "The Discovery of History." The only textual reference is to 
the preface of GS in NC, 278. In the working notes to VI we find an allusion to 
the enigmatic "circulus vitiosus deus" from BGE, 56 (VI, 179/231; also in Heide­
gger 1991, 2: 65, 258, and Lowith 1997, 54, 219). In another note, Merleau-Ponty 
writes that the visible "comes on the scene laterally, it does so 'noiselessly'-in 
the sense that Nietzsche says great events are born noiselessly" (VI, 246/295). The 
source is Z, II, "On the Great Events," where Zarathustra declares: ''And believe 
me, friend Hellishnoise! The greatest events--those are not our loudest but our 
stillest hours. Not around the inventors of new noise, but around the inventors 
of new values does the world revolve; inaudibly it revolves." This thought is men­
tioned in Lowith (1997, 64). In his notice on Jean-Marie Guyau, Merleau-Ponty 
writes: "Like Nietzsche who attacked the 'cultural camels,' the 'Philistines' in the 
name of a disquieted immoralism, Guyau regards analysis as a 'dissolving force"' 
(Les Philosophes, "Jean-Marie Guyau," 989). The reference is to Zarathustra's pro­
logue and probably to UM!, 2, where Nietzsche inaugurates the expression "Cul­
tural Philistines." It may also be found in Heidegger 1991, 1: 124. Finally, we 
find a quick allusion to BT in Merleau-Ponty's presentation of Greek philosophy: 
''Apollo, as Nietzsche said, would have nothing to do if it weren't for Dionysus, or 
Socrates if it weren't for Oedipus" (Les Philosophes, 122; also in Heidegger 1991, 1: 
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94-95). There is an allusion to the Dionysus-Apollo duality in Merleau-Ponty's 
commentary of GS mentioned above. In an interview from 1958, Merleau-Ponty 
expresses his disagreement with Nietzsche on the question of the timeliness of 
the philosopher. There he clarifies what he does not mean by his expression "the 
philosophical life": "Nietzsche thought that a married philosopher is a comical 
character [un personnage de vaudeville], that one cannot be a philosopher and take 
part in secular life, it is not what I have meant to say" (P2, 285). The reference 
is to GM, III, 7. I did not detail the few allusions to the "Death of God" (PriP, 

72127; NC, 279) or the mentions of Nietzsche's name, always in an enumera­
tion including Marx, Freud, and/or Kierkegaard and Hegel (see, for example: 
VI, 183/234; TL, 100-2/140-44; PP, viii/ii). Merleau-Ponty's first engagement 
with Nietzsche was-to my knowledge-his review of the French translation of 
Max Scheler's Ressentiment (in French, l'Homme du Ressentiment). Merleau-Ponty's 
short review "Christianisme et Ressentiment" (1935, reprinted in P) offers three 
allusions to Nietzsche, which we can find reminiscences of in 1946's PriP (72127) 
where Merleau-Ponty repeats that Nietzsche's "dead God" is equivalent to the 

dead God of Christianity. 
2. See also RC, 168-69, on the "ground" ("Boden") "as the background against 

which all rest and all movement is outlined [se detache] ." Strikingly, this argument, 
which states that science is always secondary, is already put forward alongside the 
first mention of the "origin of truth." In a note, again, Merleau-Ponty praises 
Bergson for having "perfectly defined the metaphysical approach of the world" as 
"the deliberate exploration of this world prior to the object of science to which 
science refers." As will be discussed later, the context of the article leaves no doubt 
that "metaphysical" in this context qualifies the project Merleau-Ponty is assigning 
to himself (SNS, 97n15/118n2). 

3. Let me stress that both Nietzsche's and Merleau-Ponty's critiques of truth are 
critiques of truth qua correspondence. This has been covered convincingly in the 
past, and we can convince ourselves of this by recalling that their critiques of truth 
are always related to the critique of the thing-in-itself. One sufficient example is 
Clark (1991). Even though I disagree with Clark's account on several key issues 
that I shall discuss in Chapter 1, I remain convinced by her overall claim that 
Nietzsche conceives of truth as correspondence. 

4. The most explicit example is Muller-Lauter (1999). Muller-Lauter opens 
his book with a survey of the positions of Nietzsche scholarship on the ques­
tion of Nietzsche's contradictions, ambiguities, and equivocities (Muller-Lauter 
1999, 1-6). 

1. Nietzsche on Self-Differentiation and Genealogy 
1. The two texts are intimately linked; in GM (III, 24) Nietzsche refers to "the 

whole fifth book of [GS]" as a development of his discussion. 
2. "You live in a community, you enjoy the benefits of a community (oh, what 

benefits! Sometimes we underestimate them today), you live a sheltered, protected 
life in peace and trust, without any worry of suffering certain kinds of harm and 
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hostility to which the man outside, the 'man without peace' is exposed [ ... ] you 
make pledges and take on obligations to the community with just that harm and 
hostility in mind" (GM, II, 9). 

3. "The lawbreaker [ ... ] is reminded how important these benefits are. [ ... ] 
The community makes him return to the savage and outlawed state from which 
he was sheltered hitherto: he is cast out-and now any kind of hostile act can be 
perpetrated on him" (GM, II, 9). 

4. This text may be viewed as genealogical. However, it is clear that geneal­
ogy should be taken in another sense in this case, insofar as it does not have any 
claim to historical verifiability. In GM, on the contrary, Nietzsche makes it clear 
that he intends to offer "a real history of morality," a "grey" history, "which is to 

say, that which can be documented, which can actually be confirmed, which has 
actually existed" (preface, 7). It is for this reason that I prefer to describe this text 
as fictional. 

5. The importance of the early texts with regard to this question does not un­
dermine the necessity of an emphasis on the texts of 1887. It simply requires that 
we consider the later texts as a genealogical consolidation of the claims of the early 
Nietzsche. In the preface to GM, Nietzsche traces his interest for the genealogical 
form of inquiry to 1878's HATH, and, he adds: "the thoughts themselves go back 
further" (preface, 2). 

6. See also GS, 111: "Innumerable beings who made inferences in a way different 
from ours perished; for all that, their ways might have been truer. Those, for ex­
ample, who did not know how to find often enough what is 'equal' as regards both 
nourishment and hostile animals-those, in other words, who subsumed things 
too slowly and cautiously-were favoured with a lesser probability of survival." 

7. This thought from 1878 is remarkably echoed by the second aphorism of 
1886's BCE, which demonstrates Nietzsche's continued emphasis on this ques­
tion. Consider: "How could something arise from its opposite? Truth from error, 
for example? Or the will to truth from the will to deception? Or altruism from 
egoism? [ ... ] Such origination is impossible, whoever dreams of it is a fool, or 
worse; those things of highest value must have a different origin, their own; they 
cannot be derived from this perishable, seductive, deceptive, lowly world, from 
this confusion of desire and delusion! Rather, their basis must lie in the womb 
of existence, in the imperishable, in the hidden god, in the 'thing-in-itself-and 
nowhere else! Judgments of this kind constitute the typical prejudice by which 
we can always recognize the metaphysicians of every age. [ ... ] The metaphysi­
cians' fundamental belief is the belief in the opposition of values ... " (EGE, 2). 
For an illuminating discussion of the implications of Nietzsche's rejection of the 
opposition and its replacement by differences in degrees, see Jean Granier's com­
mentary on this aphorism: Nietzsche, he says, rejects the "metaphysical thinking 
[that] overlooks all nuances, degrees and transitions. On the level of phenomena, 
it stresses systematically the virtual points of rupture and highlights all contrasts 
so as to exaggerate the differences into irreducible contradictions" (Granier 1966, 
41). See also WS, 67. 
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8. On the coincidence of the development of consciousness and the develop­
ment of the faculty of imagination, see GM, I, 10, 15; GM, II, 18, 19, 23; GM, III, 
12; GS, 107, 294, 359. 

9. "The 'last judgment' is the sweet comfort of revenge-the revolution, 
which the socialist worker also awaits, but conceived as a little farther off. The 
'Beyond'-why a beyond, if not as a means for besmirching this world?" (TI, 
"Skirmishes," 34). 

10. Raymond Geuss presents an illuminating diagram in which he shows bad 
conscience to rely on both external constraints ("urbanization") and imaginary 
constraints in the shape of threats, which he calls the "expectation that one will 
suffer if one violates custom" (Geuss 1994, 288). 

11. GS, 354, makes it clear that consciousness is the awareness of the environ­
ment as real and that reality means bodily reality: physical threat. In Nietzsche's 
view, the representation of reality as also a possibility of pleasure is a late and 
decadent addition (2 [144]). 

12. "The concepts, 'beyond,' 'last judgment,' 'immortality of the soul,' and the 
'soul' itself are instruments of torture, systems of cruelties by virtue of which the 
priest became master, remained master" (D, 38; see also AC, 26, 42, 158; D, 109). 

13. Nietzsche sees the adhesion to the "absurdissimum" of faith for fear of tak­
ing any risk exemplified in the figure of Pascal and his famous wager: "Even if 
Christian belief could not be disproved, Pascal, in view of a dreadful possibility 
that it might yet be true, considered it prudent in the highest sense to be a Chris­
tian" (2 [144]). See also WP, 929 (''Are we others despisers oflife? On the contrary, 
we seek life raised to a higher power, life lived in danger-But that, to repeat it, 
does not mean we want to be more virtuous than others. Pascal, e.g., wanted to 
risk nothing and remained a Christian: perhaps that was virtuous") and BGE, 46. 
For a discussion of Nietzsche's reading of Pascal's wager, see Birault (1988). 

14. Peter Poellner goes even further and asserts: "My belief is useful, it seems, 
because it is (approximately) true" (Poellner 1995, 143). 

15. I find evidence of this not only in Reginster's admission that "Nietzsche 
produces no argument of his own against Kantian objectivism," but also in texts 
such as AC, 11: "One more word against Kant as moralist. A virtue must be our 
own invention, our most necessary self-expression and self-defence [ ... ] Nothing 
ruins us more profoundly, more intimately, than every 'impersonal' duty, every 
sacrifice to the Moloch of abstraction." See also D, 173: "In the praises of actions 
that are selfless and useful to all: the fear of everything that is individual." 

16. Reginster seems to implicitly admit this when he calls the question of ob­
jectivism a "metaethical question" (Reginster 2006, 58). 

17. This is a question that intensely occupied Nietzsche in the second half of 
1887. See in particular Notebooks 8, 9, and 11of1887. On the "real world" being 
an imitation of the world of experience see also TI, "Skirmishes." 

18. It is clear from the beginning of GS, 354, that this faculty is subconscious 
in the sense of non-thematic. However, it is unclear whether Nietzsche considers 
this faculty as a minimal form of consciousness or as a preconsciousness. 
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19. To be sure, Nietzsche's critique of the subject is hardly a late feature of his 
philosophy. Since at least HATH, the subject is presented as an illusory unifica­
tion of a multiplicity. However, there is a radicalization of this claim in the late 
notebooks. The earlier critique of the subject was a critique of our concept of 
the subject. Roughly speaking, we were thinking of something (a multiplicity) as 
something else (a unity). In the later texts, it is no longer a question of correcting 
our idea of the subject in order to match it more closely to what it signifies; it is 

a question of denying that there even is such a thing. The very subjective pole is 
rejected. 

20. In a truly exhilarating article, Jane Bennett and William E. Connolly re­
mark: "Some representations of Nietzsche misrepresent his account of thinking as 
'idealistic' because they leave his prior transfiguration of the nature/culture pair 
out of the picture" (Bennett and Connolly 2002, 158). 

21. Hales and Welshon (2000) declare "of course, even if selves are bundles, it is 
not clear what individuates them" and conclude that "in fact, virtually all of Nietz­
sche's thoughts about the self assume that there is some principle of individuation 
for the self intrinsic to it" (159-60). Like in the case of Poellner's account, the 
point, however, is that the phenomenological importance of the experience of 
resistance evades a priori the possibility that the object be secondary. 

22. This reciprocal constitution of subject and object (and its dialectical im­
plications) that leaves us wondering what came first was announced in the richly 
ambivalent aphorism 48 of D: "Xnow yourself' is the whole of science.-Only when 
he has attained a final knowledge of all things will man have come to know him­
self. For things are only the boundaries of man." 

23. The expression is used by Merleau-Ponty (PP, 97) in a strikingly similar 
context. I find a similar position (albeit without mention to Merleau-Ponty) in 
Alison (1981). 

24. See also WP, 1059, where the hypothetical nuance is absent: "Do you want 
a name for this world? A solution for all its riddles? A light for you, too, you best­
concealed, strongest, most intrepid, most midnightly men?-This world is the will 
to power-and nothing besides! And you yourselves are also this will to power-and 
nothing besides!" John Richardson remarks that Nietzsche calls the will to power 
the "essence" of the world, using both Wesen (BGE, 259; GM, II, 12; WP, 693) and 
Essenz (BGE, 189) (Richardson 1996, 18). 

25. See also WP, 635: "The will to power not a being, not a becoming, but 
a pathos-the most elemental fact from which a becoming and effecting first 
emerge." 

26. "In valuations, conditions of preservation and growth express themselves" 
(9 [38]). 

27. Obviously this line is not a place of stability insofar as total conquest is even­
tually possible. However, any process of subjection always begins with a resistance. 

28. For the identity of perception and passivity, see WP, 611. 
29. The same idea appears in BGE, 36. See Parkes (1996, 353) and Thiele 

(1990, 51-53). 
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30. In the first paragraph of the aphorism, Nietzsche describes "consciousness" 
as a "mirror." In the third one, he writes: "[Man] needed 'consciousness', first of 

all, he needed to 'know' himself what distressed him, he needed to 'know' how he 
felt, he needed to 'know' what he thought." All features of what we would usually 
call "self-consciousness." The conflation is, of course, purposeful on Nietzsche's 
part; it is the same need (arising from the hostility of the environment) that gave 
rise to both consciousness and self-consciousness. 

31. I see these two views also instantiated in Raymond Geuss's Foucault­
influenced "Nietzsche and Genealogy" (Geuss 1994). 

32. Even though Nietzsche does go back and forth on the question of the ex­
istence of chance and necessity, he never questions their interdependence. In his 
view, if there is the one, there is the other too. His indecision is only directed at 
whether one should talk about chance and necessity at all (e.g., GS, 109). 

33. One of Nietzsche's most accomplished substantiations of the thought of 
eternal recurrence is that it is the necessary result of the discrepancy between a 
limited number of possible events and the infinity of time. See, for example, WP, 
1063: "The law of conservation of energy demands eternal recurrence." 

34. In a noteworthy attack on some postmodern readings of Nietzsche's theory 
of the self, Ken Gemes (2001b) offers an interesting account of Nietzsche's use of 
the term "unity'' [Einheit] in order to challenge Foucault's insistence on Nietz­
sche's rejection of unities. It seems to me that Gemes misses the somewhat deeper 
implications of the ambivalence on the question of unity-namely that Nietzsche 
seeks unity as the source of diversity or, in one word, self-differentiation. It is a 
general feature of the critiques of Foucault's views on Nietzsche that they tend to 
oppose Nietzsche's fragmentation with unity when it seems to me that it is their 
reconciliation that Nietzsche always sought. 

35. I find a similar idea in Bennett and Connolly (2002, 151-52). 
36. This conflation, which amounts to a confusion of levels between metaeth­

ics (concerned with the fact of valuation) and ethics (concerned with specific 
values)-a distinction that Nietzsche alludes to in D, 103-has done much to cre­
ate the current debate around Nietzsche's alleged failure to avoid the so-called ge­
netic fallacy (according to which Nietzsche believes himself to refute morals with 
genealogy, and in fact fails). It is remarkable that this debate really comes down to 
defining what Nietzsche seeks to oppose by the genealogical method. If he seeks to 
oppose specific values, he is arguably guilty of indulging in the genetic fallacy (one 
can still claim that what was hitherto taken as good is good, for renewed reasons). 
If it is valuation itself that he seeks to refute, he is not guilty because he shows it 
to stem from the non-moral (support for valuation becomes meaningless). For a 
thorough literature review on this debate and a convincing rejection of the charge, 

see Loeb (1995). 
37. Let me point out that one possible-albeit somewhat weak-way to main­

tain naturalism in this case would be to introduce the spiritual within nature as 
precisely this "non-conscious, psychical life." It is all too clear how this claim would 
be naturalistic in only an inconsequential sense; by this token, any monism, since 
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it includes the natural world, would be a naturalism, and we would be taken back 

to the weak form of naturalism discussed previously. It is worth remarking that in 

all the few instances in which Nietzsche accepts to see nature as self-identical it is 

in order to separate the human from it. There is a trade-off between humanity and 

self-identity that belies naturalism insofar as it is a monism that defines reality as 

nature qua self-identity. See Nietzsche's note from 11 [70]. 

38. See above, my quick remarks on HATH, l, and EGE, 2. 
39. Consider Risse's later recognition that an essential feature of naturalism is 

Nietzsche's rejection of the "juxtaposition of 'man and world"' in GS, 346. I have 

argued that the rejection of the "opposition of subject and the object" in GS, 354, 
is really a rejection of the bipolarity, not the establishment of their identity. By the 

same token, GS, 346 is concerned with emphasizing man's inclusion within the 

world, not his identity with it. Indeed, such an identity would rule out the ques­

tion mark invoked by the title to the aphorism. This question mark asks precisely 

how much the condemnation of man's self-exclusion from the world entails a 

condemnation of the world, or, in other words, how much man's self-exclusion 

from the world is one of the intrinsic possibilities of the world. (See Risse 2007, 

58n2.) 

40. Let me repeat that this argument involves the rejection of the idea that 

Nietzsche's worldview reduces everything to nature as self-identical (as the ob­

ject of physical sciences, for instance). My view, in this sense, contradicts neither 

Nietzsche's project to translate man back into nature or the claim that our origin 

is "more dignified" than nature (EGE, 230). I propose another way to think of 

nature as self-differentiated. This opposes the naturalist readings while making 

Nietzsche's appeals to translate man back into nature consistent with his contem­

poraneous critiques of the natural sciences. 

41. Bennett and Connolly (2002, 152) characterize Nietzsche as "the philosopher 

of duration as becoming." Their article opens up perspectives for a renewed form 

of naturalism by precisely rebuilding the concept of nature as self-differentiated 

along lines inspired by physicist Ilya Prigogine's worldview. One of their conclu­

sions is that "thinking" permeates nature at large, not merely the human. 

42. Let me stress that none of this implies that Nietzsche is a dualist. The 

question is the nature of his monism. My claim is that he considers being as ho­

mogenous (everything is will to power) without accepting that it is, was, or ever 

will be, unified. 

43. Apart from the discussion of the "internalization of man" in GM, II, 16, 

(which is a response to the human's becoming peaceable) I have not addressed 

this latter (and rather uncontroversial) point. See, for example, Schacht (1983, 
388-389). 

44. "Consciousness is a danger, and whoever lives among the most conscious 

Europeans knows even that it is a disease" (GS, 354). 
45. On the sterility of the last human, Kathleen Higgins writes: ''A second chal­

lenge for the potential creator of values has to do with the cultural climate. Zara­

thustra's caricature of 'the last man,' the person so concerned with his own comfort 
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that he aspires toward nothing, describes the condition of much of modern so­

ciety. The strategy of the last man, geared as it is toward self-protection, is inimi­

cal to fervent involvement in anything. A society full of last men is incapable of 

generating new values because they lack the passionate basis for doing so. Indeed, 

Nietzsche sees many of the conditions of modern society as passion-eradicating. 

This raises the question of how Zarathustra could propose new values that would 

actually result in cultural transformation" (Higgins 2007, 47). 

46. See also, Z, I, "On Free Death," where Zarathustra refers to the "good" as 

"the preachers of slow death." 

47. Higgins also calls the last man a "caricature" (Higgins 2007, 48). 

48. See also WP, 83: "'Without the Christian faith,' Pascal thought, 'you, no 

less than nature and history, will become for yourselves un monstre et un chaos.' 
This prophecy we have fulfilled, after the feeble-optimistic eighteenth century had 
prettified and rationalized man;" and WP, 639: "That the world is not striving 

toward a stable condition is the only thing that has been proved. Consequently 

one must conceive its climactic condition in such a way that it is not a condition 

of equilibrium." 

49. See also WP, 661, and 9 [111]. Muller-Lauter writes: "the resulting conflict 

of the drives is thus a condition for all events. This conflict can never come to a 

standstill" (Muller-Lauter 1999, 13). For an extensive demonstration of this point, 

see "The Organism as Inner Struggle" in Muller-Lauter (1999). 

50. In this passage, which returns to GS, 382, Nietzsche associates the "great 

Health" with Zarathustra and those who announce the overhuman. 

51. "Further theories: the doctrine of objectivity-'will-less' contemplation-as 

the only road to truth; also to beauty (-also the faith in the 'genius' to justify a 

right to submission); mechanism, the calculable rigidity of the mechanical pro­

cess; the alleged 'naturalism,' elimination of the choosing, judging, interpreting 

subject as a principle" (WP, 95). 

52. "The great crimes in psychology: [ ... ] that everything great in man has 

been reinterpreted as selflessness, as self-sacrifice for the sake of something else, 

someone else, that even in the man of knowledge, even in the artist, depersonaliza­

tion has been presented as the cause of the greatest knowledge and ability'' (WP, 
296). See also WP, 442, andAC, 20. 

53. "The moral value of 'depersonalization,' as the condition of spiritual activ­
ity, of 'objective' viewing" (WP, 382). 

54. Those who can survive the thought of eternal recurrence are those who 

embrace their own subjectivity and value it above objectivity (see WP, 1059). 

55. On the characterization of the last human as objective and its opposition 

to the strong human as subjective, see in particular: WP, 79, 84, 95, 296, 379, 

612, 721. 

56. Ken Gemes arrives at a similar characterization of the last human and 

the overman: "For Nietzsche, where the Overman is a labyrinth whose center is 

everywhere and circumference nowhere, the Last Man, his prescient prefiguration 

242 • Notes to pages 57-62 



of postmodern man, is a labyrinth whose center is nowhere and circumference 
everywhere" (Gemes 200lb, 359). 

2. The Incorporation of Truth and the Symbiosis of Truth and Life 
1. One significant example is Clark (1991, 102). 
2. This is confirmed by the implicit references to BT in GS, 107, as well as from 

this note from the Nachlass of the same period, referring to BT in these terms: "In 

my first period appears the mask of Jesuitism, I mean the conscious adherence to 
illusion" (12 [212]). 

3. I will discuss later the role of aphorisms 108and109 in preparing the thought 
of the incorporation of truth. 

4. '"Beauty for beauty's sake,' 'Truth for truth's sake,' 'Good for good's sake'-for 
the real, these are three forms of the evil eye" (10 [194]). I agree on this point with 
Clark (1991, 198), who claims: "Given my interpretation of Nietzsche's analysis 
of the will to truth, it follows that he cannot advocate pursuing truth out of 
commitment to the ascetic ideal." See also Clark (1991, 180-93). Barbara Stiegler 
(2005) sees the shift in Nietzsche's position but calls it an ascetic "critique of 
the flesh." In so doing, she overlooks the ability of the healthy organism to re­
strict itself without appeal to any external constraint. Consider WP, 122: "What 
I warn against: the instincts of decadence should not be confused with humane­
ness; the means of civilization, which lead to disintegration and necessarily to 

decadence, should not be confused with culture; the libertinage, the principle 
of 'laisser aller,' should not be confused with the will to power (-which is the 
counterprinci ple) ." 

5. See, for example, Muller-Lauter (1999, 30-37). 
6. Keith Ansell-Pearson (2006) is my source for all references to the Nachlass 

of 1881 used in this chapter. 
7. This text is from 1887. See also Ansell-Pearson (2005). 
8. Let me point out that interpreting Nietzsche as a standard skeptic who 

rejects truth because he is committed to a correspondence theory of truth and 
finds it impossible makes one unable to account for Nietzsche's appeal to incor­
porate truth. Only if one believes that we do possess some truth can one grasp the 
thought of the incorporation of truth. This explains the peculiar lack of references 
to the incorporation of truth in Clark and other authors who see Nietzsche as 
committed to the correspondence theory of truth. 

9. This is a thought that recurs often in the writings of 1887-1888 (see, for 

example, WP, 7, 573). 
10. "The process of making equal is the same as the process of incorporation of 

appropriated material in the amoeba" (WP, 501). 
11. The application of the digestion model to the incorporation of something 

spiritual is justified by Nietzsche in several instances in GS, "Joke, Cunning and 
Revenge," 54, titled "To my Reader": "I am the cook/Good teeth, strong stomach 
with you be!/ And once you have got down my book/You should get on with me." 
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In Z, III, "Old and New Tablets,'' 16, Zarathustra proclaims: "Verily, my brothers, 
the spirit is stomach." 

12. As I have argued, Nietzsche can be regarded as a naturalist only according 
to a spiritualized notion of nature. 

13. See WP, 501, 653, 656, 702. 
14. See, for example, D, 148, where erroneous devaluations cause the actions 

thereby condemned to be carried out less often: "Will they from now on be per­
formed less often because they are valued less highly? -Inevitably!" In a certain 
sense this question occupies the whole of book II of D. In it, Nietzsche explores 
the interactions between thoughts, representations, and opinions with our body; 
he explores the themes of habituation, practice, and ascesis as an exercise of the 
body on the spirit or vice versa, as figures of the incorporative process. This con­
stitutes Nietzsche's first account of the incorporation of errors (essentially moral 
values) and it is performed from the angle of the loss of self this incorporation 
involves. As such, it is diametrically opposed to the incorporation of truth that 
gives the self back to itself. See in particular D, 108, 109, 116, 142. 

15. As we shall see below, there is an increase brought about by the incorpo­
ration of errors, insofar as it leads to the creation of new drives. However, this 
increase is of a very peculiar type, which makes us weak and sickly and can only 
be redeemed by the incorporation of truth itself. 

16. For a development of this idea, see Ansell-Pearson (2006, 236). 
17. See also Tl, "Errors,'' and GM, II, 18-25, where the humanity of the animal 

man is shown as sickness and where Nietzsche calls for its "reversal": ''A reverse 
experiment should be possible in principle, but who has sufficient strength?" (GM, 
II, 24). 

18. Through different channels, Ansell-Pearson (2006) arrives at the conclusion 
that the incorporation of truth is Nietzsche's path toward the overhuman. My ar­
gument is largely parallel to Ansell-Pearson's insofar as he sees that the overhuman 
may be understood as the human who attained the "great health" (GS, 382; EH, 
"Books,'' "Zarathustra," 2)-that is to say, the perfect unison of all his drives. 

19. See Muller-Lauter (1999, 37) for an elaboration. 
20. See Z, II, "On Redemption." 
21. For another version of this argument and its Hegelian undertones, see 

Granier (1966, 46-52): "Nietzsche preserves the great Hegelian idea according to 
which the negative-the contradiction-possesses a mediating and creative en­
ergy." Granier (1966, 39-43) insists that Nietzsche opposes metaphysical dualism 
and shows how he uses negation as the mechanism of overcoming missing in any 
monism: without recourse to any external principle, negation allows one to move 
to another level. This is largely why, in Nietzschean genealogy, historical becoming 
starts with the no, the original yes making Being unable to create anything else 
than itself from itself. "Human history is the continuation of the history of the 
organic, which itself has no beginning" (Muller-Lauter 1999, 32). 

22. This does not mean that this essence cannot divide and rearrange itself. 
This rearrangement is the basis of the ontology of becoming. 
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23. For a detailed account of this claim, see Muller-Lauter (1999, 175). Muller­

Lauter shows that a drive always maintains its own quantum of forces; however, its 

direction depends on "perceptions" of where the resistances are lying, so that resis­

tances actually attract the discharge of the drive onto themselves. In drives, quanta 
of power are essential and directions are contingent. This direction is precisely the 

domain of the self and its agency. It is only by understanding this that one can 
understand Nietzsche's alleged determinism along with the fact that his works are 

saturated with the language of command. Agency has no directly essential role; in 

this sense, Nietzsche rejects it and regards it as inconsequential. However, the self 
can change the direction of its drives, and every task that Nietzsche ever assigns to 

man is the task of redirecting drives. This will be discussed in detail in Chapter 3. 

24. This is not to say that the will to power does not provide representations; 
my point is rather that representations are not essential to the will to power. One 
can seek power without doing so consciously, or even without any awareness of 

any sort that they are indeed seeking power. Nietzsche sometimes expresses this 
idea by saying that there is no "will" in the sense that "will" is a psychological met­

aphor. See Richardson (2006, 27-34). Richardson claims that Nietzsche's concept 

of the will to power can only be understood as non-mental if explained in terms of 

Darwinian evolution. I cannot subscribe to this view insofar as it places the prin­
ciple of selection prior to that of the will to power. Although he is aware of this 

objection, Richardson claims, unconvincingly, that Nietzsche does not reject such 

an idea. This bias of Richardson's is based on his starting hypothesis that Nietz­
sche's criticisms of Darwin can be boiled down to the claim that Darwin (alleg­

edly) misses that living things seek increase and not preservation. On the contrary, 
Nietzsche's most profound qualm with Darwinism is that Darwin believes that 

the stronger survives. This is a blatant misunderstanding of Darwin's idea of fit­
ness but it involves a consequence that poses difficulties for Richardson-namely, 

that the will to power is not an empirical fact identified by Nietzsche in actuality, 

but a philosophical hypothesis. One of the important consequences of this view 
is that Nietzsche can use the will to power as a critical tool against some natural 

facts. This would be impossible were Nietzsche holding only the view Richardson 
attributes to him. I shall discuss this last point in Chapter 3. See Richardson 

(1996, 556-70). 
25. I will discuss this claim in the next section. For now, let me just stress that 

this idea is not specific to the young Nietzsche. Consider this very important re­
mark from EH: "That one becomes what one is presupposes that one doesn't have 

the remotest idea what one is" (EH, "Clever," 9). 

26. "What has been overpowered [incorporated] can, with some remodeling 
[redirection], be put into service by the overpowerer" (Muller-Lauter 1999, 175). 
See also 7 (220), 8 (88), and Richardson (1996, 33): "Mastery is bringing another 
will into a subordinate role within one's own effort, thereby 'incorporating' the 

other as a sort of organ or a tool." 

27. WP, 255: "All virtues physiological conditions: particularly the principal or­

ganic functions considered as necessary, as good. All virtues are really refined pas-
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sions and enhanced states. Pity and love of mankind as development of the sexual 

drive. Justice as development of the drive to revenge. Virtue as pleasure in resis­

tance, will to power. Honor as recognition of the similar and equal-in-power." 

28. I find support for this claim in Muller-Lauter's discussion of the difference 

between "will to power" and "the will to power." Muller-Lauter states clearly that 

the second phrase only denotes a specific instance within a general and overarch­

ing principle that is "will to power." See Muller-Lauter (1999, 133). 

29. A most reliable demonstration of this claim of Nietzsche's can be found in 

Letteri (1990). 

30. Letteri (1990, 411) defines "sickliness" as the inability to incorporate. The 

distinction between "sickness" and "sickliness" is largely specific to Letteri and I 

will overlook it in the present discussion. 

31. For example Richardson (1996) offers several insights on spiritualization, 

drawing mainly on Tl, V, where "spiritualization" is meant in much the same way 

as Freud would later define "sublimation" ("the spiritualization of sensuality is 

called love," Tl, V, 3). I, however, wish to explore spiritualization as an event in the 

history of man where it accompanies the attainment to a higher level. 

32. Drawing on Nietzsche's very first sketch of the eternal return from August 

1881, Keith Ansell-Pearson forcefully establishes a network of connections be­

tween several key thoughts of Nietzsche's, including amor Jati and the incorpora­

tion of truth as a path toward the thought of the superhuman. See Ansell-Pearson 

(2006). 

33. See, for example, Clark (1991, 117-25). 

34. See, for example, Gemes (1992, 47-65). 

35. For enlightening remarks on this debate, see Robert Nola (1987). 

36. Nietzsche's "purification" of "opinions" echoes Husserl's appeal to a "pu­

rification" of experience ("We must sharply distinguish the pure sense free of 

all positing and the sense of the expressions in question which is encumbered 

with judgment-theses." [Husserl 1950, 2 §7]) and his appeal to the "phenomeno­

logical reduction" to grasp the "pure, absolutely posited lived-process" (2 §12). 

For the characterization of reduction as purification from predication, see also 

among many others: "We would like to proceed here by introducing the tran­

scendental reduction as built on the psychological reduction-as an additional 

part of the purification which can be performed on it any time, a purification 

which is once more by means of a certain Epoche" (Husserl in Kockelmans 1994, 

209-12). 

37. It is remarkable that in the context of a discussion of texts from BGE 
(1886) and later, Kofman supports her conclusion with texts from 1882's GS, 301, 

thereby construing Nietzsche's preference for art above truth as his so-called ma­

ture claim. 

38. "It should be kept in mind that 'strong' and 'weak' are relative concepts" 

(GS, 118). 

39. "Philosophy interrogates the perceptual faith-but neither expects nor re­

ceives an answer in the ordinary sense because it is not the disclosing of a variable 
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or of an unknown invariant that will satisfy this question and because the existing 
world exists in the interrogative mode. Philosophy is the perceptual faith inter­
rogating itself about itself" (VI, 103). 

40. Zarathustra, for instance, defines what he considers to be his own self as 
both unchangeable and distinct from its expressions when he declares: "By me I 
mean what is inexorable and silent in me" (Z, I, "Despisers"). 

41. Strikingly, the analogy of the self as "granite" comes from Nietzsche's pre­
paratory notes to the Meditation on Schopenhauer. In the Nachlass of 1874, he 
writes: "[Schopenhauerian] philosophy transports us to the icy purity of the high­
est alpine air so as to let us read the primordial granite characters inscribed there 
by nature" (34 [21]). See also BGE, 264. 

42. See TI, "Skirmishes," 45, where the "physiological degenerescence" of bad 
conscience is described in the same terms as in GM, II, 16, and also in terms of the 
inability to do what one "prefers." 

43. This is a key theme made explicit in GM and that remains constant in all 
of Nietzsche's subsequent writings. 

44. The starting point of Nietzsche's investigation in the nature of the self and 
its individuality is deeply aristocratic in inspiration; one is born with such and 
such ethical rank: "There is an ethical aristocracy just as there is a spiritual one. 
One cannot enter it by receiving a title or by marriage" (1 [404]). See also BGE's 

section "What Is Noble." That section addresses questions of racial nobility and 
inherited fate as beyond the reach of education and "culture" in the sense of the 
culture of the last humans. 

45. Nietzsche formulates the distinction between these two sorts of drives in 
various different ways. Attention must be given to the apparent paradox of these 
acquired drives being called "instincts" in GM, II, 16, for example, "the instincts 
turned inwards." Here the theme is the education of the granite of fate as well as 
the acquired drives. Yet, this redirection is possible only through the division of 
the self, which is itself acquired. We are left with two models to describe one real­
ity: either one sees the drives as still (albeit only formally) directed outward (to 
the other half of the split self) and creating internal tensions only from the point 
of view of the unity of the self; or one sees the drives as turned within the self 
against some other drives inhabiting the same self. This question reminds us of 
the importance of Nietzsche's positing the relativity of the inside and the outside. 
Given this key thesis, the distinction between these two formulations becomes 
very faint: in both cases, what is described is an internal struggle made possible by 
the incorporation of errors. 

46. I find the claim that agency is grounded in the inner separation of the self 
in Diprose (1994, 85). 

47. This is also the thought that infuses Nietzsche's views on nihilism. Being 
divided into "passive" and "active," nihilism appears as the double-faced chance of 
agency, leading to sickness or health. 

48. Here we may discern a very pressing issue with regard to Nietzsche's entire 
philosophy-namely, the question of Nietzsche's voice: What place does Nietz-
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sche attribute to himself in his own worldview? If he really is a fatalist, why does 

he even bother to command, inspire, and summon us to do so and so? I, unfor­

tunately, do not have the space here to address this question. Let me point out 

to some ways we can approach the problem. The question of Nietzsche's voice is 
the question of the efficient power of opinion and of expression. Nietzsche may 

trigger an effect in our actions by a) causing us to hold an opinion (indirect ef­
fect), orb) compelling us in some way to do so and so (direct opinion). In a) we 

should include the possibility of our holding an opinion expressed by Nietzsche 

to be a transformative experience (there is indication that Nietzsche believes such 
thoughts exist and that the thought of eternal recurrence, for example, is one 

such thought). In b) we should include the possibility that Nietzsche may have 

an implicit mechanical view of the power of language, spoken or written. In this 
hypothesis, our research should perhaps start with Nietzsche's reading of Empe­

docles and of the Sophists, such as Gorgias, who both believed that language has 
a mechanical power that robs one of her free will. Some indication of Nietzsche's 

interest in those theories may be found in his early lectures on Greek and Roman 
rhetoric of 1872 and, more largely, the lectures of the years 1869-1878. See, for 

example, Nietzsche's Werke, Vol. X, edited by C. G. Naumann (Leipzig, 1896), 

450-51. For bibliographical references, see Jean-Luc Nancy and Philippe Lacoue­
Labarthe's "Presentation" to Nietzsche's RL (11-19). 

49. See also letter 147of1888 where Nietzsche writes: "Wagner was a genius of 

the lie and I was a genius of the truth." The letter is quoted by John Richardson 

(1996, 255). 
50. "There is no law; every power draws its ultimate consequences at every 

moment" (WP, 634). 

51. "Be your selfl All you are now doing, thinking, desiring is not yourself" 
(UM!!!, 4, my emphasis). 

52. "Value is the highest quantum of power that a man is able to incorporate" 
(WP, 713, my emphasis). See also WP, 674. 

53. In the healthy realm (which is ruled by fate) actuality is equated to fate qua 
necessity. What is at stake here, however, is precisely the gap that has occurred 

between actuality and necessity, and that is signposted by agency: not every ac­
tuality is necessary. In a certain way, the reunion of actuality and necessity is the 

challenge of self-becoming: "I am not injured by what is necessary; Amor Fati is 
my innermost nature" (EH, "Books"). In fact, this is actually the crux of Nietz­

sche's rejection of "Turkish fatalism": for Nietzsche, Turkish fatalism is a passive 

relationship to fate. Instead of affirming or challenging fate, the Turkish fatalist 

affirms not fate, but the fatality thereof (its inescapability). Turkish fatalism thus 

appears as the affirmation of actuality. Nietzsche's doctrine of amor Jati, which has 
led many to call him a fatalist (Solomon 2002; Leiter 2001; Clark 1991), consists 

in a realization of fate: in other words ''Amor Fati complements fate" (Jaspers 1997, 

369), considered here again, as a project. 
54. Nietzsche understands all creation as realization: "Creation-as selection 

and finishing of the thing selected" (WP, 662). 
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55. One should bear in mind that the instances of time are always differenti­

ated qualitatively for Nietzsche so that any future is marked by an event. In many 

instances Nietzsche equates uneventful time to a perennial present. Besides, we 

know that an event for Nietzsche is always said of an attainment of power: "Every 
event presupposes a resistance overcome" (WP, 702). An individual with a future 

is an individual able to overcome resistances, one whose power is directed out­
ward. This is precisely what the sick animal man, according to Nietzsche, is not. 

3. The Self-Becoming of the World and the Incompleteness of Being 
1. In recent years, Richardson (2002 & 2006) has forcefully investigated the re­

lationships between Nietzsche and Darwinian evolution. Nietzsche addresses two 
main criticisms to Darwin. The first, which is presented here, is Darwin's alleged 

claim that the strong are better at surviving than the weak. The second is that liv­
ing organisms seek reproduction and not increase. Richardson builds this latter 

claim into the kernel of Nietzsche's critique of Darwin and regards the first one 

as an extension of it. However, it would be more relevant to Nietzsche's project to 
affirm the first claim instead. For some clarification on the former claim and its 

relation to other claims, see Call (1998). 

2. See UMIII, 2. This is an expression that did not leave Nietzsche's vocabulary 
until the very end. See, for example, WP, 684. 

3. Fink's reading is ambiguous insofar as it uses anthropomorphizations to de­
scribe both life and the world. It is difficult, on the basis of Fink's text, to establish 

whether this is only a stylistic feature or, indeed, a philosophical claim on his part. 

In any case, I shall not follow his lead on this issue. 
4. On eternal recurrence as a breeding device, see Deleuze (2006, 70). In the 

rest of this section, Deleuze stretches this aspect to ontological dimensions without 

recourse to any appeal to anthropological transformation in ways that are difficult 
to relate to Nietzsche's own writings. In his view it is through a rejection of all life­
negation that the eternal recurrence transforms the structure of the individual. In 

consideration of Paolo D'Iorio's (1998) keen criticisms of Deleuze's interpretation, 

it seems to me that we must present the selection provided by eternal recurrence 

as foremost anthropological and only consequently ontologico-cosmological. This 
is the approach I will be taking in the remainder of this chapter. 

5. We remember that sickness comes from consciousness, which is itself the 
product of man's original distinctive feature: he is the weakest creature in the 
world (GS, 254). 

6. See 35 [14] and UMIII, 157-58. 
7. See also EH, "Books," where the Zarathustran man "is not estranged from 

or entranced by [reality], he is reality itself' 
8. This is a view Nietzsche still explicitly holds in much the same terms in 1881. 

See 11 [70]. 
9. "The world is not an organism at all, but chaos" (WP, 711). 

10. "That the world is not aiming at the final condition is the only thing that 
has been proved" (WP, 639). 
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11. This discovery follows directly Nietzsche's thoughts of 1885-1886 on the 
genealogy of the concept of "being," which Nietzsche sees as derived from the 
concept of the ego. See, for example, WP, 518. 

12. This is what Fink has called Nietzsche's "negative ontology of the thing," 
where a "thing" is defined as a point of opposition between wills to power. See 
Fink (2003, 145-54). 

13. Although this note is from 1885, it is at odds with the characterization of 

will to power as applying only to Life in Z, which it is only slightly posterior to. 
It presents the pre-organic and the organic, the mineral and the intellectual as 
consubstantial. This is also a reprise of a theme introduced in 1882 in GS, 109: 
"The living is merely a type of what is dead and a very rare type." The disappear­
ance and reappearance of this theme is linked to the paradox described above: 
Nietzsche was torn between the need to account for difference and unity. With the 
will to power, he found a solution to merge both separation and consubstantial­
ity. However, Nietzsche's first conception of the will to power relied on the sharp 
distinction between organic and inorganic. In the years 1886-1888, he solves this 
problem by generalizing the will to power to everything that is (while at the same 
time trying to avoid jumping from the unity of the world under one will to power 
to the organicity of the world). 

14. Thomas Hurka (2007) proposes a figure of human perfection according 
to Nietzsche as pyramidal. It is worth noting that all "perfectionist" readings of 
Nietzsche operate in the scope of this section-that is to say, they do not include 
Nietzsche's idea that an end of history, as end of chaos, is impossible. In my view, 
this does not make the perfectionist readings of Nietzsche wrong, but it does make 
them partial: Nietzsche may be aiming at perfectionism, but his cosmology makes 
human excellence always imperfect. On the perfectionist readings of Nietzsche, 
see, for example, James Conant (2001). For a valuable assessment of perfectionism 
(albeit without references to Nietzsche's cosmology) see Lemm (2007). 

15. See, for example, the early "Greek State" of 1871. 
16. "The whole organism is such a complex of systems struggling for an increase 

of the feeling of power"; See also Miiller-Lauter's exposition of "the organism as 
inner struggle" (Muller-Lauter 1999, 161-82). 

17. "The unreason in virtue that leads the individual to allow himself to be 
transformed into a mere function of the whole" (GS, 21). 

18. "Is it virtue when a cell transforms itself in a function of a stronger cell?" 
(GS, 118). Nietzsche denies that this could be called the virtue of a cell, not because 
this action would not be virtuous, but rather because it is not, properly speaking, 
an action-that is, it does not fall within the realm of morality and agency. When 
it comes to the agent, however, which is our concern here, this provides Nietz­
sche's idea of a virtue: becoming the function of a higher being. 

19. See Heidegger (1991, 2: 205-7). 
20. On the interactions between Nietzsche's readings on thermodynamics in 

the years 1881-1887 and their consequences on his doctrine of eternal recurrence, 
and in particular on the prefiguration of this view by Otto Caspari, see D'Iorio 
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(1995, especially 108-12). The philological elements presented by D'Iorio strongly 
connect the thoughts of the death of god, the eternal recurrence, and the incor­
poration largely through their interconnectedness in Notebook III, 1, of 1881. 
For a philosophical elucidation of this web of implications in this notebook, see 
Ansell-Pearson (2006). 

21. This point is crucial and problematic. Nietzsche approaches it in two alter­
nate ways: First, if there is a certain limited quantum of power within the world, 
then there are only a certain number of possible combinations thereof (events). 
Second, Nietzsche affirms that the will to power has no "atoms,'' no elemental unit, 
so that, in theory at least, it can be indefinitely divided, making the number of pos­
sible events infinite. After Georg Simmel, Muller-Lauter calls this a plain "contra­
diction" on Nietzsche's part: "Nietzsche accepts more than a limit to the possible 
number of power-situations. In so doing, he contradicts himself: infinite divisibility 
of forces, which excludes any thoughts of a quasi-substantiality of wills to power 
leaves room for the thought of infinitely many power-combinations" (Miiller­
Lauter 1999, 140). For an effective review of the standard positions on this question, 
and attempts at refuting Simmel and Miiller-Lauter's objections, see Loeb (2011). 

22. To be sure, the thoughts of eternal recurrence and the will to power are 
both contemporaneous and are anterior to the explicit formulation of the prob­
lem at hand in late 1887. Indeed, there is no denying that the thought of eternal 
recurrence stands on its own. My assumption here is that Nietzsche's worldview 
was transformed by his thoughts of 1885 on time and was revised into a mature 
worldview, largely based on the affirmation that there will never and has never 
been any totally healthy and stable state. This renewed worldview was brought 
about by the transitional years 1885-1886. 

23. This point can contribute to the general question of what kind of repetition 
is involved here. It is clear in my analysis that the repetition cannot be perceived as 
accumulation, but rather as the repetition of the first as first, eternally. 

24. I find the claim that becoming is the temporality of incorporation devel­
oped in Diprose (1994, 84-87). 

25. See, for example, TI, "Skirmishes," 32: "What justifies a man is his re­
ality-it will justify him eternally. How much more valuable an actual man is 
compared with any sort of merely desired, dreamed of, odious lie of a man? With 
any sort of ideal man?" 

Transition: Vicious Circles, Virtuous Circles, 
and Meeting Merleau-Ponty in the Middle 

1. This "learning" preoccupied Deleuze, who returned to it in his course on 
Leibniz in the year following the publication of his Foucault book. Remarkably, 
he no longer attributes this learning to Merleau-Ponty himself, but he recognizes 
that Merleau-Ponty used this concept to denounce Husserl's psychologism. At 
the same time as he seems to nuance his position toward Merleau-Ponty, Deleuze 
begins to acknowledge the difference between Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger. He 
now writes: "In effect, being-in-the-world fits pretty well with Merleau-Ponty's 

Notes to pages 110-17 • 251 



text where he says: it was really necessary to break with intentionality because 
intentionality by itself, such as Husserl defines it, does not guarantee that it is 
something more than a simple 'learning,' a simple psychological apprenticeship. 
Therefore, if you want to escape from psychology, intentionality is not enough. 
[ ... ] At the end, Merleau-Ponty oscillates a bit between Leibniz and Heidegger." 
Which is, Deleuze believes, a good thing (Deleuze 2011, 175). See also Claudio 
Rozzoni (2011). 

2. This is something Heidegger overlooks. See, for example, Heidegger 1991, 2: 
§ 1, 25; Heidegger 1991, 3: § 22. 

3. I find a similar idea in Deleuze (2006, 220n31). Deleuze refuses that one ap­

plies the question of Being to Nietzsche because Being is not a proper ground for 
affirmation; instead, affirming Being amounts to a reaction against reality (which 
is not Being) (Deleuze 2006, 185). 

4. The value of eternal recurrence as a "great cultivating idea'' relies on the same 
assumption; see WP, 1057: "Probable consequences of its [the thought of eternal 
recurrence] being believed (it makes everything break open)." 

5. Nietzsche shares this curious circle with Merleau-Ponty, who explicitly men­
tions it in VI, 231/179. 

6. WP, 533: "The feeling of strength convinces us that there is something here 
that is being resisted." 

7. I find this characterization of Merleau-Ponty's position in Henri Maldiney's 
very important "Flesh and Verb in the Philosophy of Merleau-Ponty" (2000). On 

the opposition between this position of Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger, see espe­
cially pages 54-55. It is also quite clear how Maldiney's line of thinking influenced 
Lawlor in the article discussed here. 

4. The Origin of Truth 
1. One may say this amounts to a phenomenological ontology. On Merleau­

Ponty's efforts to provide a philosophy of sensory experience and not just a phe­
nomenological description, see Barbaras (1998). 

2. Fabrice Colonna (2008) has forcefully established the influence of Charles 
Peguy's posthumous text on history, Clio, as Merleau-Ponty's source for this ex­
pression. In Peguy's text, the similarity with Nietzsche's view is, if possible, even 
more striking. In a very inspiring article, Koji Hirose (2008) takes the same note 
as his departure point and goes on to describe this fracture as determining both 
our bodily existence (and thereby the coincidence of bodily consciousness and 
self-consciousness) and the nature of permanent becoming. He writes: "Coinci­
dentally to the indefinite doubling out of the event, a deep crack appears within 
bodily existence [corporiite], by which the outside introduces itself. This is why [la 
corporiite] is defined as 'two-faced or two-sided being' (RC, 177)" (Hirose 2008, 
182). The similarity between this account and my analysis of Nietzsche's zone of 
subjectivity is striking insofar as it finds this inner separation to be a determining 
feature of the openness of becoming through the external character of perception 
and gives it an ontological dimension, placing self-differentiation in the ontologi-
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cal realm. See also Merleau-Ponty's remark: "This is time: sedimentation and frac­
ture [dechirure]-sedimentation means that the new situation erases everything, 
that being is always complete-and yet, we very well know that there has been 
something else [ ... ] . There is something else: the present torn apart by sensation" 
(RC, 208). 

3. See also S, 157 /255: "Mediation is only the resolute recognition of a paradox 
that intuition, willy-nilly, suffers: to possess ourselves we must begin by abandon­
ing ourselves; to see the world itself, we must first withdraw from it," and in VI: 
"This distance is not the contrary of this proximity, it is deeply consonant with it, 
it is synonymous with it" (1351176). 

4. This distinctive move is at the root of Merleau-Ponty's critique of the Sartre 
of Being and Nothingness. In 1947 he writes: "In my opinion, the book [Being 
and Nothingness] remains too exclusively antithetical: the antithesis of my view of 
myself and another's view of me and the antithesis of the for itself and the in itself 
often seem to be alternative instead of being described as the living bond and com­
munication between one term and the other" (SNS, 72/89-90). 

5. "If seeing or hearing involved extricating oneself from the impression in 
order to lay siege to it in thought, ceasing, that is, to be in order to know, then it 
would be ridiculous to say that I see with my eyes or hear with my ears, for my 
eyes and ears are themselves entities in the world and as such are quite incapable 
of maintaining on the hither side of it that zone of subjectivity from which it is 
seen or heard" (PP, 212/246, t.a.). 

6. "It is absolutely necessarily the case that the thing, if it is to be a thing, 
should have sides of itself hidden from me, which is why the distinction between 
appearance and reality straightway has its place in the perceptual 'synthesis."' (PP, 

377/432). 
7. Rudolf Bernet understands this claim as affirming the impossibility of in­

dividuation: "A thing can only be perceived through and according to the things 
that surround it" (1993, 64). In doing so, Bernet rightly emphasizes that Merleau­
Ponty sees objects as impossible to abstract from their context. However, a look 
at the textual context shows that Merleau-Ponty's point has further-reaching con­
sequences. Merleau-Ponty writes: "The absolute positing of a single object is the 
death of consciousness, since it congeals the whole of existence, as a crystal placed 
in a solution suddenly crystallizes it" (PP, 71). For Merleau-Ponty, as the meta­
phor of the crystal shows a contrario, the necessary indeterminacy of intentional 
objects establishes becoming: consciousness is a dynamic process. 

8. "The object-horizon structure, that is to say the perspective, is no obstacle 
to me when I want to see the object: for just as it is the means whereby objects 
are distinguished from each other, it is also the means whereby they are disclosed" 
(PP, 68182, t.a.). 

9. See the enlightening comments on this question by Etienne Bimbenet 
(2008, 99-108). 

10. We must therefore reinterpret what Merleau-Ponty called the "satisfaction" 
of determination since it is obvious that this determination will never be reached. 
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It seems such a satisfaction does not express a reaching absolute determination, 

but merely a satisfactory state of determination. Yet, if satisfaction can occur "sud­

denly" within a continuum of indeterminacies, it is clear that the feeling of sat­

isfaction is extrinsically given. This satisfaction arises through its reference to a 

purpose; the determinacy is satisfactory because it is "good enough" for what we 

need it for. Even though Merleau-Ponty does not investigate this extrinsic incur­

sion of personal projects or interests within perception in this form, preferring to 

attach it to his theory of sense, it is obvious that the contingency of the satisfaction 

provided by determination is a key link between Merleau-Ponty and Nietzsche's 

theories of consciousness as presented in GS, 354. 

11. I will discuss Merleau-Ponty's use of the concept of horizon in Chapter 6. 

For now, see, for example, Carbone (2000, 39-40). 

12. This, of course, can only emphasize the Kantian inspiration that underlies 

this concept. 

13. This will be a defining factor of Merleau-Ponty's forthcoming ontology of 

openness. 

14. "It is this pre-objective realm that we have to explore in ourselves if we wish 

to understand sense-experience" (PP, 12114). "The reflex, in so far as it opens itself 

to the meaning of a situation and perception; in so far as it does not first of all 

posit an object of knowledge and is an intention of our whole being is a modality 

of a pre-objective view that we call being-in-the-world" (PP, 79192). 

15. Yet, contrary to Freud, whom he criticizes precisely on this point, Merleau­

Ponty acknowledges that an experience that is not experienced is nothing to us 

and rejects the non-objective like he rejects the unconscious to find the ground in 

the pre-objective. In fact, there is no absolutely objective ground whose expression 

into a subjective level needs to transit through the pre-objective; rather, the pre­

objective is the very ground itself. It remains true, however, that even though the 

elaboration of the ideas leading to this conclusion is well under way at the time of 

PP, Merleau-Ponty lacks any formal thematization of it until the lectures on passiv­

ity and institution of1954-1955, the consequences of which we will soon turn to. 

16. We shall see that this distinction is the battleground of Merleau-Ponty's 

evolution toward ontology. 

17. Barbaras writes: "His goal would then be to grasp in light of this originally 

Cartesian concept, some results that in fact, represent a radical questioning of 
Cartesianism" (Barbaras 1998, 160-61). 

18. "This move is but the expression of a more general inconsistency which 

indicates the unbridgeable gap between the perceptual world revealed by 

Merleau-Ponty and the conceptuality thanks to which he approaches it" (Barbaras 

1998, 180). 

19. See his idea of existentialism in SNS as well as Levi-Strauss's reminiscence 

of Merleau-Ponty describing existentialism to him: "He told me that it was an ef­

fort to restore metaphysics as it was exemplified by the great philosophers of the 

past" (Levi-Strauss 1990, 42). This anecdote, Levi-Strauss recalls, took place in 

"the winter of 1944-5,'' that is, at the end of Merleau-Ponty's work on PP. This 
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is a move made most explicit in "The Philosopher and his Shadow" (which I will 
discuss shortly) where Merleau-Ponty presents Husserl's shadow philosophy (his 
inspiration) as the focus of his interest over and above his "explicit" philosophy. 

20. It has been made clear that PP inaugurates for Merleau-Ponty the move 
from a critique of the scientific spirit as it appears in the Structure of Behavior to a 
critique of intellectualist philosophies. However, it is not obvious that this move 
should be seen as anything more than a broadening of the scope of the critique, 
rather than a change of focus. 

21. See also Ted Toadvine (2004). Toadvine describes the break in Merleau­

Ponty's thought as a move away from the phenomenological cogito to the primacy 
of nature as sense. As will soon become clear, I fully agree with Toadvine that this 
is the key to Merleau-Ponty's ontology. In my opinion, it is, however, possible to 
construe this claim as resulting not from a break, but from a natural evolution 
in Merleau-Ponty's thought. It is not obvious that the phenomenological cogito 

does anything more than actually positing already this primacy of sense over the 
subject, albeit admittedly in a less than explicit way. 

22. At the time of writing VI, Merleau-Ponty accuses those he calls the "hu­
manists" of falling into the trap of explaining a continuum in term of discrete 
entities: "They presupposed a second man behind the retinal image who had other 
eyes, another retinal image in charge of seeing the first. But with this man within 
man, the problem remains untouched" (S, 240/392, t.a.). 

23. "A truth which, as Pascal said, we can neither reject nor completely accept" 
(SNS, 92/115). 

24. In his foreword to PP, Merleau-Ponty defines the task of philosophy as this 
making manifest (PP, xv). 

25. This is the line of argument that Emmanuel Alloa brings out most promi­
nently (Alloa 2008). 

26. Even though this primal acquisition is here presented as the separation 
more than the link between me and myself, it is clear that this only reflects the 
ambivalence of the zone of subjectivity in external perception. 

27. I find a similar idea in Toadvine (2008, 161). 
28. This hesitation can only be expressed as some inconclusive to-and-fro as 

long as one remains on the level of its terms. One can discern here how this prob­
lem led to Merleau-Ponty's passage to the ontological level in VI. There, as I shall 
discuss in Chapter 6, Merleau-Ponty is no longer shackled in the three terms (self, 
being-in-the-world, and in-itself) and their two possible combinations (self and 
being in the world vs. in-itself-the intellectualist solution-and self vs. being­
in-the-world and in-itself-the realist solution). In VI, it is the middle term itself 
that attains to the status of Being and grows to include the other two terms as its 
horizons. This will be developed in Chapter 6. 

29. On the question of the difference between transparency and translucidity, 
see Alloa (2008, 17-20). 

30. Richir sees the broken link between the pre-objective and the objective in 
terms of an impossible passage from the "tacit symbolism" to the "conventional 
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symbolism" because he fails to see that the objective is the destiny of the pre­

objective. 
31. See also TL, 120/167: "The true cannot be defined outside of the possibility 

of the false." 
32. "Consciousness is in the first place not a matter of 'I think that' but of 'I 

can"' (PP, 137 /160). 

33. It is worth noting that Nietzsche proposes the same account of the becom­
ing conscious of the object of our perception: "Our knowledge of what is was only 
the outcome of our asking: 'How? Is it possible? Why precisely like that?' Our 
wonder at the discrepancy between our wishes and the course of the world has led 
to our becoming acquainted to the course of the world" (7 [15]). In both cases, of 
course, what must be retained is the continuity of the movement that leads from 
the pre-objective to the objective. 

34. On this specific question, Merleau-Ponty follows Husserl's theory of tem­
poral retention in the Zur Phaenomenologie des inneren Zeitbewusstseins. 

35. ''And it is this unjustifiable certitude of a sensible world common to us that 
is the seat of truth within us" (VI, 11/27). 

36. "The thing imposes itself not as true for every intellect, but as real for every 
subject who is standing where I am." Empathy is described in VI, 10-11126-27 as 
the specific "I can'' that accompanies the perception of the other ("autrui"). 

37. "It is because it is a preobjective view that being-in-the-world can be distin­
guished from every third person process, from every modality of the res extensa, as 
from every cogitatio, from every first person form of knowledge-and that it can 
effect the union of the 'psychic' and the 'physiological'" (PP, 80/95). 

38. Which Merleau-Ponty calls respectively, the "habitual" and the "actual" 
bodies: "Our body comprises as it were two distinct layers, that of the habit-body 
and that of the body at this moment. In the first appear manipulatory movements 
which have disappeared from the second, and the problem how I can have the 
sensation of still possessing a limb which I no longer have amounts to finding out 
how the habitual body can act as guarantee for the body at this moment [se porter 

garant pour le corps actue~" (PP, 821 98). 
39. In fact, Merleau-Ponty includes an argument of the sort described earlier in 

his present account. In the same way as seeking is paradoxical because one has to 
both ignore and know what they seek, this is denial as described by psychoanaly­
sis: "The patient therefore realizes his disability precisely in so far as he is ignorant 
of it, and is ignorant of it precisely to the extent that he knows of it. This is the 
paradox of being in the world" (PP, 82197). 

40. It is crucial to point out that most of the work is performed by the notion 
of habitude-that is, a surviving of the past experience into the present. This will 
be one of the avenues Merleau-Ponty will explore later on in his accounts of sedi­
mentation, but it is important to point out how the minimal memory involved in 
the process of determination becomes sedimented as habitude. As we mentioned 
earlier, the process of determination relies on the possibility to remain the same 
through time in front of an untemporal object. In a significant note, Merleau-
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Ponty writes: "Bergson saw that the body and the mind communicate with each 
other through the medium of time, that to be a mind is to stand above time's flow 
and that to have a body is to have a present" (PP, 78n2/93n2). The present case 
offers a sedimentation of the persistence of the self through time into a habitual 
self and a sedimentation of the object into an essence whose qualities become es­
sential (from "I can grab it" to "it is to be grabbed"). 

41. "Ideality and historicity have a common source. In order to discover it, one 
has only to locate between the flow of events and the intemporal meaning, a third 
dimension, that of history of depths [l'histoire en profondeur] or of ideality in gen­
esis [l'idealite en genese]" (TL, 115/161, t.a), that is, as we have seen, the intentional 

structure of perception. 
42. Merleau-Ponty's emphasis on language has led many of his readers to see 

him as a philosopher of language. However, he himself always insisted that he 
interrogated language to clarify Being. In 1960, he declares: "I sometimes feel an 
unease when I see the category of language take all the space," and in the report to 

his lecture on "Language and the Subconscious" he is said to have insisted that "in 
his view, the openness to Being is not linguistic: it is in perception that he locates 
the birthplace of speech" (P2, 273-74). 

43. Merleau-Ponty's use of the notion of "negintuition" is complex. At first he 
presents it through Sartre's thesis of the negintuition of nothingness and rejects 
it (VI, 53/77). Yet, it is clear that what is rejected there is not the intuition of an 
absence but the idea of this intuition applying to nothingness in the radical sense 
developed by Sartre. In a note from June 1959 (VI, 196/247), when Merleau­
Ponty was working on his critique of Sartre as exposed in the chapter "Interroga­
tion and Dialectic," he writes: "The negintuition of nothingness is to be rejected 
because nothingness also is always elsewhere" (this idea of absence as presence 
elsewhere will undergo great reworking later, in May 1960 [VI, 251/300]). Indeed, 
Merleau-Ponty uses negintuition against Sartre himself when he shows that one 
must choose between negintuition and absolute nothingness. There, he chooses 
negintuition: "If on the contrary [to Sartre], we follow out the consequences of 
the negintuition all the way, we understand how our transcendental being and our 
empirical being are the obverse and the reverse of one another" (VI, 61/87). I shall 
discuss Merleau-Ponty's own concept of "imperception," which is the perception 
of presence of the absent in Chapter 6. 

44. In his superb article "Le Corps, La Chair," the late Claude Lefort makes 
the point that "among all the senses there is now one which affects all of them, the 
sense oflack" (Lefort 1990, 15). 

45. The context of this quote is Merleau-Ponty's account of Malebranche but it 
is clear that this specific section contains what Merleau-Ponty regards as seminal 
in Malebranche for the new philosophy that he advocates. Besides, the correlation 
of an absolute subject and an absolute object is precisely the stakes of Merleau­
Ponty's discussion of negintuition in VI. 

46. "The difficult and essential point here is to understand that by positing a 
field distinct from the empirical order of events, we are not positing a Spirit of 
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Painting [ ... ] Cultural creation [la creation de la culture] is ineffectual if it does 
not find a vehicle in external circumstances" (S, 68/110). 

47. This is what underlies the very endeavor of an archaeology of truth: to find 
the forgotten not through a backward glance to the past-time is irreversible­
but through an inquiry grounded into the present. 

48. PP proposes the striking analogy of the water fountain [jet d'eau] as the 
eternal milieu of becoming: "We say that there is time as we say that there is a 
fountain: the water changes while the fountain remains because its form is pre­
served; the form is preserved because each successive wave takes over the functions 
of its predecessor: from being the thrusting wave in relation to the one in front of 
it, it becomes, in its turn and in relation to another, the wave that is pushed; and 
this is attributable to the fact that, from the source to the fountain jet, the waves 
are not separate; there is only one thrust, and a single air-lock in the flow would be 
enough to break up the jet. Hence the justification for the metaphor of the river, 
not in so far as the river flows, but in so far as it is one with itself. This intuition 
of time's permanence, however, is jeopardized by the action of common sense, 
which thematizes or objectifies it, which is the surest way oflosing sight of it" (PP, 
421-22/483). See also the comments on this passage by Colonna (2008, 141). 

49. On the Husserlian roots of this question in Merleau-Ponty, see David 
Farrell Krell (1982). Krell establishes a contrast between Merleau-Ponty's incor­
porative model of forgetting and Locke's. Curiously, I find a similar argument 
that draws an opposition between Locke's account of memory and forgetting and 
Nietzsche's own incorporative model in Rosalyn Diprose (1994, 84). 

50. This structure that takes place within the space of intentionality and cre­
ates an internal tension by turning one's objective half against her subjective one 
is precisely what Nietzsche describes as the structure of sickness arising from self­
consciousness, with the result that it creates fantasies that maintain both the sick­
ness and the survival by avoiding having to face one's trauma. 

51. Just as the trauma is described in PP as a present that refuses to be past, 
memory is understood in VI as impossible as coincidence. Memory cannot be 
coincidence for this would preclude memory to appear as past; in order for a 
memory to appear as past, there has to be a coefficient of non-presence: sedimen­
tation. "There is no real coinciding with the being of the past. If the pure memory 
is the former present preserved, and if, in the act of recalling, I really become again 
what I was, it becomes impossible to see how it could open to me the dimension 
of the past [ ... ] The truth of the matter is that the experience of a coincidence can 
be, as Bergson often says, only a 'partial coincidence"' (VI, 122/161). See also PP, 
413/472: "But these traces in themselves do not refer to the past: they are present; 
and, in so far as I find in them signs of some 'previous' event, it is because I derive 
my sense of the past from elsewhere, because I carry this particular significance 
[signification] within myself." 

52. See also SNS, 94/115: "The history of humanity[ ... ] is not empirical, suc­
cessive history but the awareness of the secret bond which causes Plato to be still 
alive in our midst." 
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53. The idea of a making past as integration and preservation has not changed 
since PriP: "Do I not know that there is a life of ideas, as there is a meaning of 
everything I experience, and that everyone of my most convincing thoughts will 
need additions and then will be, not destroyed, but at least integrated into a new 
unity?" (20/58). 

54. This is what supports his intra-ontology, the method by which we may ac­
cess the general by way of the local. This will be discussed at length in Chapter 6. 

55. In the preface to S written two months earlier (September 1960), Merleau­
Ponty praises Marxism for having "uncovered all the abstract dramas of being and 
nothingness in history. It had invested it with an enormous metaphysical charge­
and rightly so, since it was thinking of the overlap [membrure] of the architectonic 
structure of history, of the merging of mind and matter, man and nature, and 
consciousness and existence" (6/14, t.a.). 

5. Existential Reduction and the Object of Truth 
1. "The opening is in principle [par principe] immediately filled" (5, 14/27). 
2. Recall how the thesis of sedimentation made it possible to see in Descartes 

the outline of his own overcoming. 
3. "In the pure attitude [ ... ] the objective becomes itself something subjec­

tive," says Husserl (1989, § 53). 
4. The distinction between "epoche" and "reduction" (the latter being the 

method of attainment of the former) is often overlooked by both Husserl and his 
readers. 

5. It will become increasingly clear as we unfold Merleau-Ponty's movement 
toward an ontology as a consequence of his reappraisal of reduction that Merleau­
Ponty's interest in the concept of Nature has a lot to do with a coming to terms 
with his own disagreement with Husserl on this very concept. See, for example, 
Ted Toadvine (2004). 

6. The French goes thus: "Ce qui est faux clans l' ontologie des Blosze Sachen, 

c' est qu' elle absolutise une attitude de pure theorie ( ou d' absolutisation), c' est 
qu' elle omet ou prend pour allant de soi un rapport avec l' etre qui fonde celui-la 
et en mesure la valeur. Relativement a ce naturalisme, l' attitude nature/le comporte 
une verite superieure qu'il faut retrouver. Car elle n' est rien moins que naturaliste." 
The original English translation reads "celui-la" in the feminine, as if referring to 
"the purely theoretical attitude" ("une atitude de pure theorie"). The grammatical 
context makes this impossible. The text quoted is amended, with "celui-la" taken 
to refer to "tetre." 

7. Merleau-Ponty attributes even this thesis to Husserl by building up on Hus­
serl's acknowledgment of the pre-objective (a "below" of objectivism) and over­
looking the characteristic Husserlian move to not grant any ontological bearing 
on this distinction. In "The Philosopher and His Shadow" Merleau-Ponty writes: 
"Even as Husserl's reflection tries to grasp the universal essences of things, it notes 
that 'in the unreflected, there are syntheses which dwell underneath [en-defa] any 
thesis'" (S, 163/266, t.a.). 
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8. For Merleau-Ponty, Maine de Biran's anti-idealism has "often remained 
below [au-dessous de] philosophy" (IS, 66/56, t.a.). It seems clear here that the 
"above" of Husserl and the "below" of Maine de Biran constitute the two terms 
whose middle is the object of Merleau-Ponty's quest. 

9. It is significant that Merleau-Ponty emphasizes the term "au-dessous" as a 
response to the generally acknowledged view of Husserl as aiming "above" the 
subject-object relation. Merleau-Ponty presents this contrast as a chronological 
evolution when it is obvious that Husserl maintained his idea in the subsequent 
Crisis. See also IP, 168: "Returning beneath reflective consciousness, in order to 
find the way out of these antinomies [of the in-itself and the for-itself]" (my 
emphasis). 

10. See also N, 103-4: "The unreflected [l'irrefiechi], in [Husserl], is neither 
maintained as such, nor is it suppressed, it remains a weight and a launchpad for 
consciousness. It plays the role of a foundation and a founded, and reflecting, 
thus, means unveiling the unreflective. Hence a certain strabism of phenomenol­
ogy." It seems Merleau-Ponty was never so close to acknowledging that Husserl's 
philosophy and its shadow were irreconcilable. 

11. Merleau-Ponty does write in his notes on Gurwitsch that "the eidetic 
method is responsible for Husserl's intellectualism." This claim does not mean 
that the reduction shall not give access to essence, only that Husserl's use of it 
relies on the wrong idea of essences. Husserl seeks essences as the essences of inten­
tional objects; Merleau-Ponty seeks the essence of intentionality itself. The quote 
continues: "The eidetic method turns the perspectivism and the infinite which is 
open to the thing into an ideal truth, when it is its opposite" (NL, 328). In the 
next page, Merleau-Ponty disapprovingly describes Husserl's notion of essence as 
"the principle of identity'' and comments: "In fact, essence is an invariant, i.e. it 
is a hinge, not a quiddity'' (NL, 329). In this sense, intentionality is of course not 
the essence Husserl seeks. For an example of the alternative reading of this claim, 
see Toadvine (2002b, 278). 

12. "Fink, Husserl's assistant" (PP, xv/viii, my emphasis). 
13. Interestingly, Merleau-Ponty uses the same term to qualify the object of 

science according to Kantian transcendental idealism in 5, 155/253. 
14. As I discuss in Chapter 6, Merleau-Ponty makes a similar point against 

Bergson in VI. This insistence on accounting for what he calls in PP "the indica­
tor of reality'' is, of course, directly correlative to the emphasis of the question of 
truth. 

15. I find a remarkable account of Merleau-Ponty's project in terms of Kant's 
Third Critique in Stephen Watson (2007, 525-50). See also Watson (2009a and 
2009b). 

16. This is, of course, a distinction foreign to Kant due to his quasi-substantial­
ization of the faculties, which makes it inconceivable to distinguish between the 
successful quality of determinative judgment and its unsuccessful one that is at 
play in the experience of the sublime in any other way as precisely the difference 
between success and failure. The comparison between both thinkers should not 
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lead one to think that Merleau-Ponty is committed to any such substantialization 
of the faculties. One should always bear in mind that the only reality referred to 

here is the experience of intentionality. 
17. In NL Merleau-Ponty sees the same claim in Gurwitsch and rejects it 

abruptly: "Gurwitsch: 'the ultimate task of philosophy . . . accounting for all 
sorts of objects, and for objectivity in all possible senses in terms of subjectiv­
ity"' (137). 

18. For example, the argument presented by Natalie Depraz in her fine article 
"What About the Praxis of Reduction?" is somewhat impaired by the absence of 
such a distinction (Depraz 2002). 

19. Merleau-Ponty sees this move in Husserl, but sees in Husserl's shadow phi­
losophy its opposite too: "The very transcendence of this world must retain a 
meaning in the eyes of 'reduced' consciousness and transcendental immanence 
cannot be simply its antithesis" (S, 162/264). 

20. In his notes on Gurwitsch, Merleau-Ponty affirms that his starting point in 
the Lebenswelt involves a reversal of Husserl's method (NL, 338). 

21. "Perceived being is this spontaneous and natural being which the Carte­
sians did not see because they were seeking being against a background of noth­
ingness, and because, Bergson says, they lacked what is necessary to conquer 
'non-existence.' Bergson himself describes a pre-constituted being that is always 
presupposed at the horizon of our reflections, and is always already there to lift 
the fuse out of the anguish and the vertigo that are about to explode within us" 
(S, 187/304). Through a different route, Renaud Barbaras encounters the neces­
sary links of Merleau-Ponty's reduction and positivity. See Barbaras 2005 ( 44-61). 
On this question, see also Kojima (2002, 99). 

22. In IP, 157-58, it is along the same lines that Merleau-Ponty criticizes the 
Sartrean account of liberty within determinism as a "decision": a decision can only 
affirm the determinisms that led to it; it is not an act of freedom. We will discuss 
in the next chapter how these criticisms will develop into a full-fledged reflection 
on the concept of a transition and lead Merleau-Ponty to reject both Husserl 
and Sartre's ontologies on the basis that they are unable to account for transi­
tions. In the present case, the question asked to Husserl is: How can one make 
the transition from judgment to reduction? That asked to Sartre is: How can one 
make the transition from determinism to freedom? See also Heinamaa (2002). In 
Heinamaa's view, Merleau-Ponty's opposition to the decisional aspect of reduction 
is supported by an opposition to the idea of an active reduction and a preference 
for passive reduction. It will become clear in a moment that this view is untenable. 
Instead, I will argue that it is the very opposition between passivity and activity 
that Merleau-Ponty seeks to dispute. 

23. "Reflection never lifts itself out of any situation," says Merleau-Ponty (PP, 
42/53). 

24. The incompleteness of reduction "is the reduction itself" (VI, 178/230). 
25. On the question of saturation in Merleau-Ponty, see Anthony]. Steinbock 

(2000). In recent years, the question of saturation in phenomenology has received 
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long overdue attention, especially in the works of Michel Henry (who describes 
saturation in terms of"auto-affection") and Jean-Luc Marion (1996). 

26. This clearly anticipates Jean-Luc Marion's definition of saturation as the 
excess of intuition over intention (Marion 1996). 

27. "Speech is the surplus of our existence over natural being" (PP, 197/229). 
For the equivalence of speech and reflective judgment in this context, see PP, 
174/202. 

28. See also N, 351: "It is the sensing [le sentir] itself insofar as it is not the 
thought of sensing (possession) but de-possession, ek-stasis, partaking or identi­
fication, incorporation or ejection. In one word, coincidence, blind acknowledg­
ment [reconnaissance] (of the touching and the touched, of me and my image 
over-there). Non-difference, degree zero of difference. The felt [le senti] = I do 
not know and I've always known, we do not need to know what it is we are seeing 
since we are seeing it. Being towards [Etre a] ... fascination or deduction of the 
sensible. To see is to think." 

29. On the metaphor of the container, see also the formula from S, 14/26, 
quoted above: "The opening is by principle immediately fulfilled." 

30. At this point, one may ask what mechanism makes this saturation possible­
that is, how it is possible that reflective consciousness be, as it were, left behind by 
perception. It is a question that Merleau-Ponty does not address directly, but we 
may propose the following conjecture: the determining process was described as 
taking place in time, as never immediate. It seems that this temporality of reflec­
tive consciousness confronted to the supposed instant grasp of perception would 
allow for the competition between perception and reflective consciousness to be 
described as a race: if there is saturation of perceptual contents, then, reflexive con­
sciousness lacks the time to perform determination and is thereby "short-circuited." 

31. It is clear from passages like this and those quoted above that the treatment 
of saturation in PP remains ambiguous and needed to be completed by the course 
of 1954-1955. In PP, the asymptotic nature of saturation and reduction, if clearly 
intuited (as shown in this passage), is either played down or ignored (as in the 
passages quoted above). It seems that the first clear declaration that reduction is 
necessarily asymptotic is to appear in the foreword to PP, discussed above, and it 
is useful to remember that it was not until after having completed the full draft 
of PP that Merleau-Ponty added this foreword, at Brunschwig's insistence. In any 
case, it is only later, in the courses of the fifties, and largely thanks to a clarification 
of his rejection of Sartrean existentialism, that Merleau-Ponty will make the as­
ymptotic of reduction the centerpiece of his philosophy. See also, for a somewhat 
tentative approach to asymptoticism, PP, 331/382. 

32. See Sara Heinamaa (2002). Heinamaa, like many others, emphasizes pas­

sivity over activity. 
33. This formula from Husserl's Cartesian Meditations is quoted in many occa­

sions by Merleau-Ponty, beginning with PP, 219/254. 
34. Merleau-Ponty criticizes the Sartrean position for making the distinction 

me-the world obsolete: "The Sartrean subject is absolute individuality. As a result, 
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immediate unity of the for-itself and for-the-other [du pour soi et du pour autrui]. 

It is required, in order to evade this equivocity or madness (I am this and I am all, 
this is all and all is this) that both the individuality of the Bow and of the body and 
the absolute universality of the subject be broken ... " (IP, 162). 

35. See, for example, Barbaras (1998, 225-40) and Carbone (2000). 
36. PP, 102/119: "It is clearly in action that the spatiality of our body is brought 

into being, and an analysis of one's own movement should enable us to arrive at a 
better understanding of it. By considering the body in movement, we can see bet­
ter how it inhabits space (and, moreover, time) because movement is not limited 
to submitting passively to space and time, it actively assumes them." See also N, 
270-78. 

37. "When Descartes says that the understanding knows itself incapable of 
knowing the union of soul and body and leaves this knowledge for life to achieve, 
this means that the act of understanding presents itself as reflection on an un­
reflective experience which it does not absorb either in fact or in theory" (PP, 
42/52). See also PP, 198-99/231: "Thus experience of one's own body runs coun­
ter to the reflective procedure which detaches subject and object from each other, 
and which gives us only the thought about the body, or the body as an idea, and 
not the experience of the body or the body in reality. Descartes was well aware of 
this, since a famous letter of his to Elizabeth draws the distinction between the 
body as it is conceived through use in living and the body as it is conceived by the 
understanding." 

38. "The 'natural' man holds on to both ends of the chain, thinks at the same 
time that his perception enters into the things and that it is formed this side of his 
body. Yet, as much as the two convictions coexist without difficulty in the exercise 
of life, once reduced to theses and to propositions, they destroy one another and 
leave us in confusion" (VI, 8/23, t.a.). See also OE, 54-55: "[The soul] conceived 
as unified with the body, it cannot, by definition, be conceived entirely. One may 
practice it, exercise it, and as it were, exist it." 

39. See also PP, 295/343: "My absolute contact with myself, the identity of 
being and appearance cannot be posited, but only lived as anterior to any affirma­
tion" (my emphasis); PP, 358/410-11: "Every commitment [ ... ] testifies to a self 
contiguous with itself before those particular acts in which it loses contact with 
itself;" and PP, 382/438: "All inner perception is inadequate because I am not an 
object that can be perceived, because I make my reality and find myself only in 
the act." 

40. "The flesh of the world = its horizonthaftigkeit (internal and external hori­
zon) surrounding the thin pellicle of the strict visible between these two horizons" 
(VI, 271/319). See also VI, 132/173: "A visible is not a chunk of absolutely hard, 
indivisible being, offered all naked to a vision which could be only total or null, 
but is rather a sort of straits between exterior horizons and interior horizons ever 
gaping open." This "straits," of course, is intentionality itself qua Resh. 

41. This is what Maine de Biran calls "the reflectible element of our sensa­
tions." See, for example, Maine de Biran (1952, 239). On Merleau-Ponty's reading 
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of Biran, see IS, 59: "Biran seems to direct himself towards a philosophy which 
would be indifferent to the distinction of the inside and the outside." On the 
question of auto-affection, see Barbaras (1998, 137-55). 

42. Remarkably, this reading of Heidegger with its Husserlian overtones is 
echoed by Husserl himself in his concept of a "phenomenological flickering" or 
"oscillation." This is a problem arguably overcome by Merleau-Ponty. It is signifi­
cant, with regard to Richir's Husserlian reading of Merleau-Ponty, that he over­
looks Merleau-Ponty's responses to this and maintains that this flickering is a core 
problem of phenomenology (Richir 2001). 

43. In "What about the Praxis of Reduction? Between Husserl and Merleau­
Ponty," Natalie Depraz addresses the question I just discussed. She concludes, in a 
way reminiscent of Heinamaa, that what she calls the "praxis of epoche" involves 
three elements, none of which is active in more than an intellectual, Husserlian 
sense. She concludes that we must "let-go" and "transform our looking-for" into a 
"letting-come" thanks to a "turning of the direction of attention from the exterior 
to the interior" (Depraz 2002, 124). This sophisticated account amounts to seeing 
the reduction as a mode of passivity and, more important, it overlooks the lateral 
experience of Being that we encounter regardless of the object of our activity. 

44. See, for example, Bimbenet (2008) and Schenck (1985). 
45. Of course, this leads to-or stems from-the so-called postmodern read­

ings ofMerleau-Ponty. See, for example, Bernhard Waldenfels (1991) and Douglas 
Low (2001). 

46. "Motricity as original intentionality'' (PP, 137/160). 
47. "Perception is a practical synthesis" (PriP, 14/45, t.a.). See also IP, 193, 

which discusses the relations between "perceptive [passive] consciousness" and 
"imaging [active] consciousness." 

48. "In the inner and outer horizon of the thing or the landscape, there is a 
co-presence and co-existence of outlines which is brought into existence through 
space and time" (PP, 330/380-81). 

49. It is useful to remember that for Merleau-Ponty, the universe ("l'univers") 

is opposed to the world ("le monde") as its objective-metaphysical version. See PP, 

44/51. 
50. In fact, this is a point that Merleau-Ponty has made time and time again. 

In PriP, for example, he praises science because, in its "mature" form, it "leads 
us back to the structures of the perceived world, and somehow recovers them" 
(PriP, 37192, my emphasis). On the same argument made about language, see 
VI, 113/146. On the idea that "everything is true" (not just science) as long as it is 
interrogated correctly, see PriP, 35/89. Against the cumulative view of perspectiv­
ism and its scientific forms, see PP, 291/337-38. Against the view that science is 
able to overcome its computative method into interrogation, see P2, 290, 337; 
VI, 16/32 ("blindness towards being was the price that [science] had to pay for its 
success in the determination of beings,'' t.a.); VI, 231/179 ("[the pre-scientific] is 
even disclosed through the constitutive movements of science on the condition that 
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we reactivate them, that we see what left to themselves they verdecken," my empha­

sis). On a differing interpretation of Merleau-Ponty's relation to science and the 

idea that Merleau-Ponty confides in "scientific thought," see Miguel de Beistegui 

(2005, 113). 
51. Merleau-Ponty makes it clear that he considers phenomenology to be de­

fined as the practice of reduction (PP, foreword). 

52. The problem of "direct ontologies" is exposed as early as the opening of PP 
with regard to the possibility and prerogatives of reduction: "'Natural judgement' 

is nothing but the phenomenon of passivity,'' writes Merleau-Ponty (PP, 42/53). 
This implies that any direct ontology is impossible because it would construe Be­

ing as an object, abstracting the philosopher from it or abstracting it from the 

philosopher. It is because natural judgment cannot be bracketed that one needs to 

seek reduction not outside judgment but beyond it, leading to an ontology neces­
sarily indirect insofar as it knows itself to be incapable of seeing being as such. This 

is one of the many points where the continuity of PP and VI seems flawless: this 

invisible being that can only be approached indirectly is the "Invisible" of VI that 

will be approached through "imperceptions" (see PP, 42/53). 
53. "The only way [ ... ] into 'sincerity,' is by forestalling such scruples and tak­

ing a blind plunge into 'doing"' (PP, 382/438). 

6. Merleau-Ponty's "Soft" Ontology of Truth as Falsification 
1. Colonna encounters this "existential eternity" as the infinity of becoming in 

the sense I have given to the "syntax of history" in Chapter 4. He also links the 

two phrases (Colonna 2008). 
2. Merleau-Ponty insists that this "void" is "not an ontological void, a non­

being" (VI, 192). 
3. See also Barbaras (1998, 201-23). 
4. It is apparent here how the reader might get confused in what Merleau­

Ponty called the "vicious circle" of his philosophy: expressing the non-conceptual 

through the conceptual does not affirm the latter. This will be examined later in 

this chapter and in the conclusion. 

5. See, for example, Low (2001). 
6. Indeed, Merleau-Ponty does not see this objection as an obstacle to his doc­

trine but as a misunderstanding: "In short, they are trying to pull me towards 

idealism or towards monadology when my goal was to affirm the identity with the 

perceived world as such. In order to explain this project-and thus the overcoming 

of the problem activity (idealism) and passivity (finality)-one must enter further 

into the elucidation of the world and the subject" (IP, 166-67, my emphasis). 

7. I have made clear in Chapter 5 how we consider that the flesh can only be 

attained through an overcoming of the passive/active divide. In fact, it seems clear 

to us that the "trialist" option must be ruled out on account of Merleau-Ponty's 

departure from Husserlian orthodoxy. The impossibility of total reduction is, in 

fact, the mark of the irreducible and originary union between subject and object. 
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It is also remarkable that Merleau-Ponty's reformulation of the subject-object 
divide in terms of activity and passivity offers some insight into Alloa's misreading 
that takes place in a context that considers that "the flesh offers Merleau-Ponty the 
template for an ontology of passivity" (Alloa 2008, 96). 

8. "What is primary, is not the diffuse 'consciousness' of the 'images' [ ... ] it is 
Being" (VI, 251/299). 

9. See also CAL, 96: "In a language, Saussure says, all is negative; there are only 
differences, and no positive terms," which is an approximation of a direct quote 
from Saussure in PW, 31145. 

10. The self-criticisms regarding the cogito have led some to read Merleau­
Ponty's thought as having undergone a break somewhere between PP and VI. 
This question depends on the structural weight one places on the cogito in PP. 
For Lawlor and Barbaras ("Conscience et Perception, le Cogito clans la Phenom­
enologie de la Perception," Barbaras 1998: 159-83), the cogito informs the rest of 
PP. Those who seek to maintain the continuity in Merleau-Ponty's thought are 
sometimes led to minimize Merleau-Ponty's self-criticisms and thereby are led 
to the trialist position described above (e.g., Low 2001). There is another way to 
maintain the continuity of Merleau-Ponty's thought, which is indeed distinctly 
Merleau-Pontian inasmuch as it reads a unique inspiration beyond its succes­
sive, and sometimes mistaken, textual incarnations. Such a reading sees Merleau­
Ponty's evolution as an explicitation; see, for example, Dillon (1988). 

11. This is made most obvious in "The Philosopher and His Shadow," where 

Merleau-Ponty, in the space of three pages, rejects the objective and then the sub­
jective poles outside of Being. First, he writes: "In the realm of reduction, there is 
no longer anything but consciousness, its acts and their intentional objects. This 
is why Husserl can write that Nature is relative to mind and that Nature is rela­
tive and mind absolute" (S, 162/264) and then quote Husserl: "'The existence of 
mental realities, and a real mental world is tied to the existence in the first sense 
of the term, to the existence of a material nature, and it is so linked not for con­
tingent reasons but for reasons of principle' [ ... ] We quote those lines," writes 
Merleau-Ponty, "only to provide a counterpoise to those which affirmed the rela­
tivity of Nature and the non-relativity of the mind and demolished the sufficiency 
of Nature and the truth of the natural attitude that are here reaffirmed. In the 
last analysis, phenomenology is neither a materialism nor a philosophy of mind" 
(S, 164-65/268, t.a.). 

12. "The unity of the subject or that of the object is not a real unity, but a sup­
posed unity at the horizon of experience" (PP, 220/254). 

13. See also VI, 246/295: "When [the visible] arises frontally [de face]; it is from 
[c'est a partir de] the horizon." 

14. For a thorough account of the Gestaltic foundations of this claim, see 
Henry Somers-Hall (2006). 

15. The fact that Deleuze and Guattari regard the discussion of an absolute 
horizon as necessary to the establishment of the plane of immanence seems to 
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point to an elucidation of Deleuze's arguably uncharitable reading of Merleau­
Ponty whose ontology is, he claims, insufficiently immanent. In the same text, 
they famously attack Merleau-Ponty's "curious fleshism" that, they contend, repre­
sents the "last avatar of phenomenology." Alas, they quip, "the flesh is too tender" 
(Deleuze and Guattari 1994, 177-78). 

16. On the question of the horizonality of colors, see Jacques Garelli (2008). 
See also VI, 272. 

17. "No longer two natures in it [the subjective body], but a double nature. The 
world and the others become our flesh" (N, 273). 

18. There is one reference to "Sartre and classical ontology" (VI, 254/302). As 
regards "ontological," Merleau-Ponty uses the word to qualify the anal instinct 
in the child according to Freud as a "concrete ontology," but it is fair to say that 
this hardly constitutes an affirmation of ontological faith. If anything, it is an af­
firmation of ontology beyond the antic/ontological divide insofar as it is seen as 
"concrete ontology." See VI, 269/317. In any case, neither of these two references 
can be understood as self-descriptive. 

19. One of Merleau-Ponty's first concerns in VI is to reduce this manifold of 
dualities to a unified denomination. Eventually, it is the local/general divide that 
will show itself to be the central problem, under the heading of the opposition of 
facts and essences: "This double thinking which opposes the principles and the 
fact saves with the term 'principle' only a presumption [prijuge] of the essence" 
(VI, 1121149). 

20. Merleau-Ponty attributes a similar point to Hegel in his contemporaneous 
lecture course of 1959-1961: "Principle posited by Hegel: it is by way of a phe­
nomenology (apparition of the spirit) (spirit in the phenomenon) that we access 
the absolute. Not that the spirit phenomenon is a means, a ladder after which one 
accesses the absolute, but because the absolute would not be absolute if we didn't 
appear in this way" (NC, 275). This is why Merleau-Ponty seeks to include local­
ity as a component of Being: ''An impossible labour of experience on experience 
[de l'expirience sur l'expirience] that would strip it of its facticity as if it were an 
impurity" (VI, 112/149). 

21. This is an idea probably inspired by the study of Malebranche. Compare 
Ginette Dreyfus answering Merleau-Ponty's question regarding the way Male­
branche "finds a way" between Being and nothingness less than a year after this 
note was written: "There is a new form of thought," says Dreyfus, "the negative is 
not a diminutive Being any more" (P2, 269). 

22. "The things are essences at the level of nature" (VI, 273/220). 
23. This text was presumably written in the early months of 1961. The concept 

of "element" is first employed in this sense by Merleau-Ponty in his account of 

Bergson given as a paper in May 1959 and published the next year in S, and it is 
noteworthy that it is already given as a solution to the problems raised by a pure 
concept of essence and of an infinite as absolute indeterminacy: "Bergson's God is 
immense rather than infinite, or He is a qualitative infinite. He is the element of 
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joy or love in the sense that water and fire are elements. Like sentient and human 
beings, He is a radiance, not en essence" (S, 190/309). A few months after the text 
on Bergson, in the Fall of 1959, the notion resurfaces in the sessions of the course 
on nature devoted to Bergson, as a note stressing the necessity to "define a Being 
in-between, an inter-Being [un inter-etre]" (N, 292). 

24. "The facts and the essences are abstractions" (VI, 1171154). 
25. Later on in VI, Merleau-Ponty will reject the term melange to designate 

the fusion of Being and nothingness. The confrontation with this passage from 
N makes it obvious that it is not the melange so much as the assumption that a 
melange affirms its ingredients as primary over the mixture that Merleau-Ponty re­
jects: his ontology is one of the melange if seen from the inauthentic point of view 
of the polarity of Being and nothingness. See VI, 237 /285: "For me, the negative 
means absolutely nothing, and the positive neither (they are synonymous) and 
that not by appeal to a vague 'blend' [melange] of Being and nothingness, the 
structure is not a 'blend."' 

26. "For Descartes, a philosopher is he who posits the alternative between Be­
ing and Nothingness" (NC, 234). See also NC, 98-99, and N, 85. 

27. My translation. The published translation is clearly wrong at this point. On 
the apparent proximity between Merleau-Ponty and Bergson against the Carte­
sians and Sartre and its eventual unraveling, see Barbaras (2000, 78-81). 

28. See VI, 196/246-47: "It is Sartre, it is Bergson, negativism or ultra­
positivism (Bergson)-indiscernible." 

29. The emphasis is in the text. It is clear from the context that the finitude in 
question is that of incarnation. 

30. See VI, 215/265: "The Visible itself has an invisible inner framework [mem­
brure d'invisible] and the invisible is the secret counterpart of the visible," and VI, 

257/305: "The invisible is [ ... ] relative to the visible" (t.a.). 
31. For Bergson's version of this claim, see N, 84. 
32. An absolute visible, like an absolute invisible, amounts phenomenologi­

cally to nothing by annihilation of the perceiving subject or the perceptual object. 
See VI, 1311171. 

33. For the equivalence of the couple negative/positive and invisible/visible, 

see also N, 275. 
34. In fact, the naive readings of perspectivism addressed in the previous chap­

ter, which read Merleau-Ponty as building perspectival truth through a synthesis 
of multiple perspectival truths without realizing that the truth thus gained cannot 
be of the same level as those, make precisely the mistake of assuming that all the 
truth is visible, only to be seen in different places, through different perspectives. 
This is made impossible because it loses precisely the crux of Merleau-Ponty's 
efforts: to understand locality as ontologically relevant. It is clear that this view 
of perspectivism that seeks the object as self-identical, as in the sciences, loses 
precisely the invisible as ontologically valid. It maintains the Cartesian idea of 
negativity as mere restriction. 
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35. This separation of presence and visibility indeed figures the possibility of 
ontology itself: there can be access to an invisible through experience. 

36. "What resists to objectivistic ontology: Dingwahrnemung as mute contact 
with a term: [s]elbstgegebenheit, leibhaftgegeben, presence. In fact, even at this level 
of Nature, it is presence of an absence: infinite content, presentation through 
Abschattungen" (IP, 178). See also VI, 167/219-220, and OE, 85: "The property [le 
propre de] of the visible is to have a lining of invisible in the strict sense, which it 
makes present like a certain absence." 

37. "The invisible is all at once the pure difference that supports visibility, the 
common share of the visible and the seer, and pure indifference; to see is to over­
look what allows one to see, to see is to imperceive the gap [ecart] between the 
figure and the background" (Lefort 1990, 17). 

38. See, for instance, the very important note of January 1960 where the child's 
intuitive understanding of the "male-female relation" is seen as a case of impercep­
tion (the other sex [VI, 2261277]). 

39. In PP, presence is already presented as the union of the abstract entities 
that are the subject and the object: "Subject and object are two moments of a 
unique structure which is presence" (PP, 492/430). 

40. See also the side note of 109/144: "What is not nothing is something, but 
this something is not hard as diamond, not unconditioned." 

41. The infinite of the Cartesians is a "positive infinite," or (since every restric­
tion to a certain type of infinite would be a seed of negation) an "infinite infinite" 
(S, 149/241). 

42. A standard illustration of this is the relation of the series of natural num­
bers with the series of the evens: they are both infinite series although the first 
one is twice as long as the second one, which is determined/restricted by the extra 
requirement to "be divisible by two." 

43. "I take my starting point where Sartre ends, in the Being taken up by 
the for-itself-it is for him the finishing point because he starts with being and 
negativity and constructs their union. For me, it is structure or transcendence that 
explains, and Being and nothingness (in Sartre's sense) are its two abstract proper­
ties" (VI, 237/285-86). 

44. "This is not at all this [the analysis of Kant and Descartes] which Hus­
serl's Offenheit or Heidegger's Verborgenheit means: the ontological milieu is not 
thought of as an order of 'human representation' in contrast with an order of the 
in-itself-It is a matter of understanding that truth itself has no meaning outside 
of the relation of transcendence, outside of the Oberstieg towards the horizon" 
(VI, 185/236). This is a problematic that has not left Merleau-Ponty's concern ever 
since PP; see, for instance: "The contradiction which we find between the reality 
of the world and its incompleteness is the contradiction between the omnipres­
ence of consciousness and its involvement in a field of presence." In other words, a 
consistent ontology needs to account for the fact of incarnation under penalty of 
being contradicted by it (PP, 331/382). 
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45. See also VI, 166/218: "There was a passage to the infinite as objective in­
finity-this passage was thematization and forgetting of the Ojfenheit and of the 
Lebenswelt' (t.a.). 

46. See, for example, Martin Dillon's account (1988, 77-81). 
47. See also NC, 330: "One needs a term for there to be openness, but a term 

which is not a closing, this is the horizon." 
48. "Perception, whether it be given to itself through 'introspection' or whether 

it is a constituting consciousness of the perceived, should be as it were by position 
and by principle, self-knowledge and self possession. It could only ever open up to 
horizons and distant objects [lointains] that is to say, to a world that is there for it 
at first and only on the basis of which it could become the anonymous accredited 
towards which the perspectives in the landscape make their way. The idea of a 
subject, just like that of an object transform the relations with the world and with 
ourselves which we possess from within perspective faith into knowledge [connais­

sance]" (VI, 23/41). In HLP Merleau-Ponty refers to another text of Husserl's, the 
Umsturz der kopernikanischen Lehre of 1934 (see HLP and TL, 121-22/168-69), 
and shows how the "Copernican man" ceases to see the earth as his own point 
of view, and begins to reverse his worldview, from the view of the horizons as 
far away from the ethnocentric world, the Copernican man seeks to apprehend 
himself from the point of view of the horizons themselves, paradoxically making 
himself the horizon of his own view. This, for both Husserl and Merleau-Ponty, 
is the result of a flight outside of phenomenological thought into objectivity. As 
is attested by the passage from VI reproduced above, Merleau-Ponty's reading of 
the concept of horizon performs a reversal of the Copernican revolution by insist­
ing on the locality of the point of view from which anyone sees the world and by 
showing this locality to be the condition of the visibility of the world. 

49. Of course, it is clear that, according to his custom to read the "invisible" 
of Husserl (his "shadow philosophy") as his "visible," Merleau-Ponty presents his 
own reworking of the Husserlian concept of horizon to be contained in Husserl's 
texts, if not explicitly, at least implicitly (there is an "unreading" of Husserl by 
Merleau-Ponty through Husserl's texts just as much as there is an imperception of 
the invisible through the visible). However, as Frarn;:oise Dastur remarks, Husserl 
still conceives of the horizon as a "potentiality of consciousness" (Dastur 1993, 
27-28). 

50. To be sure, there is a problem concerning the uncovering of such a prin­
ciple as contingently sedimented because the awareness of its being sedimented 
deprives it of its efficacy, makes it less convincing, and may transform the philo­
sophical movement of interrogation into a movement by which the philosopher 
withdraws from action. It is certainly in this sense that we must interpret the 
note of February 1959, where Merleau-Ponty recalls Husserl's remark that "phe­
nomenological reduction transforms universal history" because it reveals that it is 
not "pure actualism" (VI, 172-73/224-25). This gives political importance to the 
epoche because it uncovers history as an illusion. We can also sense the political 
questions this raises, questions left unanswered although the rest of the commen-
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tary and the references to Machiavel in VI give some insight as to the direction 
in which to seek their answers. See, for example, this comment between brackets 

from a note of May 1959, presumably the period of the preparation of the course 
on the Ursprung;. "Lefort's presentation on Machiavelli: how, in what sense can 
one intend to go to the things themselves, while denying this right to others" (VI, 
186/237). On the relation to interrogation, see the following note bearing the 
same date (VI, 187/238). 

51. For Merleau-Ponty's opposition to Husserl's idea of horizon in this connec­
tion, see 335-36. For Merleau-Ponty's equation of sedimentation and language: 
"Sedimentation, that is to say, expression." 

52. This is one form of Merleau-Ponty's self-attributed circulus vitiosus deus, 
which I shall discuss in relation to Nietzsche in the Conclusion: it takes principles 
to demonstrate the fallacy of principles. For Merleau-Ponty, as Mauro Carbone 
shows it in the opening pages of "The Thinking of the Sensible" (Carbone 2000), 
concepts arise from "horizonal generality." This ground of openness is thus granted 
anteriority in both a chronological and logical sense. Concepts are posterior to it 
in both these senses too. In this sense, they are sedimented. The movement of 
reduction is, however, reversed from the point of view of this order. In this sense, 
reduction is de-sedimentation. Consequently, we may think of sedimented con­
cepts as alternately primary (in the reductive order) and secondary (in the onto­
logical order). Conversely, the ground of openness is the origin of the movement 
of sedimentation, but it is also the end point of the reductive movement. In the 
reductive order, it takes indeed an "effort" to move from sedimented objects (or, 
in Heidegger's language, the point of view of ustensility) to the original ground of 
openness. In the sedimentative order, it takes an intellectual act to move from the 
indeterminate to the concept. 

53. I find a similar idea in Marjorie and Lawrence Hass (2000, 184-86). The 
authors see a similar disagreement between Merleau-Ponty and Husserl with refer­
ence to Merleau-Ponty's texts from the forties. Remarkably, they allude in passing 
to Husserl's view as based upon an "explicative" stance. 

54. On the evolution of Merleau-Ponty's relations with Husserl in the last 
months and, in particular, on the question of intra-ontology, see Toadvine (2002b, 
278-84). 

55. Recall Nietzsche's very same complaint regarding the intellect's tendency 
to consider self-differentiation as a failed self-identity and, thereby, of inferring 
the existence, somewhere, of this self-identity: "Psychology of metaphysics: This 
world is apparent: consequently there is a true world;-this world is conditional: 
consequently there is an unconditioned world;-this world is full of contradic­
tion: consequently there is a world free of contradiction;-this world is a world 
of becoming: consequently there is a world of being:-all false conclusions" 
(WP, 579). 

56. Silverman shows how the ambiguity that is the object of Merleau-Ponty's 
philosophy of existence is one with the ambiguity of Merleau-Ponty's place in the 
history of philosophy, which makes existence an eminently philosophical prin-
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ciple and philosophy an eminently existential matter and shows philosophy as the 
place of the reflexivity of Being (Silverman 2000). 

57. "The only 'locus' where the negative truly dwells is the fold, the application 
of the outside and the inside to one another the flipping point [point de retourne­
ment] ." The note belongs to file 22, dated 1958-1959; it is quoted in Renaud 
Barbaras (2001, 31). 

58. See also N, 275, where Being is described as "internally knit with 
. " negat10ns. 

59. "Reversibility is not actual identity of the touching and the touched. It 
is their identity in principle, always unachieved [toujours manquee]" (VJ, 2721 

320, t.a.). 
60. "It is a reversibility always imminent and never realized in fact. My left 

hand is always on the verge of touching my right hand touching the things, but I 
never attain coincidence" (VJ, 147/191, t.a.). See also VJ, 2721320. 

61. This clearly brings out the intimate kinship between PP and VJ through 
the descent of the zone of subjectivity discussed in Chapter 4 and the negativity 
in the fold presented here. 

62. This is what Merleau-Ponty means when he declares that "things have us, 
and it is not us who have the things" (VJ, 193-94/244, t.a.). See also S, 19/36. 

63. See also VJ, 221/270. 
64. On the ontological importance of man, see Mauro Carbone (2000, 

32-33). 
65. Miguel de Beistegui, while recognizing the necessity to operate "the shift 

[ ... ] from beings as things to beings as events,'' contends that this shift is not 
entirely performed by Merleau-Ponty and calls on Simondon to complete the 
work. I differ from this reading on account of the discussion of the mechanism of 
perception as infinite determination provided in Chapter 4 that shows that any 
sedimentation is but an illusory settling into Being, but is in reality a reducing to 
an "event" in the sense of fact. See Beistegui (2005, 115). 

66. VJ, 139/182: "The flesh is in this sense an 'element' of Being. Not a fact 
or a sum of facts, and yet adherent to location and to the now. Much more, the 
inauguration of the where and the when, the possibility of exigency for the fact; in 
a word, facticity, what makes the fact be a fact." 

67. See Colonna (2008). Colonna encounters eternity as the fabric of becom­
ing in much the same way as I have described the cooperation of chance and 
necessity, with necessity as the permanent thread of becoming in Chapter 1. 

68. The distinction of the concept of world as opposed to that of universe 
was discussed in Chapter 4; it can be found in PP, 381. Martin Dillon (1988, 79) 
makes the same parallel. 

69. It is indeed the distinction that is at stake in Merleau-Ponty's discussion of 
Husserl's lectures on the Copernican man. 

70. See, for example, the radio broadcast Causeries of 1948, 36-37 (the first 
"causerie" of the series is indeed an extended discussion of the distinction between 
world and universe). 
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71. The world is in time as regards its content, and not in time with regard to its 
being. This is expressed clearly and subtly by Colonna (2008, 153): "Eternity is for 
Merleau-Ponty necessarily the eternity of the world itself. In which sense? Not, to 
be sure, in the sense in which the content of the actual world would be immortal, 
but in the sense where any other possible world will always possess the typicality 
of the world such as we experience it in sensation [le sensible]." The world is thus 
more than flesh because it includes a content that is not eternity. 

72. In a certain way, this is a return to the problems arising from Bergson's 
naturantlnature divide as described in IS and N. See above section "Presence and 
the Softening of Being." 

73. "H[usserl] a raison de dire que ce n'est pas moi qui constitue le temps, 
qu'il se constitue, qu'il est une Selbsterscheinung-mais le terme de receptivite est 
impropre justement parce qu'il evoque un soi distinct du present et qui le recroit" 
("H [ usserl] is right to say that it is not I who constitutes time, that it consti­
tutes itself, that it is a Selbsterscheinung-but the term 'receptivity' is improper 
precisely because it evokes a Self distinct from the present and who receives it" 
[VI, 190/241]). Time, as sedimentation, creates itself and is not pre-existent to 
its content, including the self. It is significant that Marc Richir overlooks such 
remarks based on an opposition to Husserl in an article that seeks to demon­
strate that "Merleau-Ponty owes much more to Husserl than is generally believed" 
(Richir 2008, 20-21). See also PP, 451: "The relation of reason to fact, or eternity 
to time, like that of reflection to the unreflective, of thought to language or of 
thought to perception is this two-way relationship that phenomenology has called 
Fundierung. the founding term, or originator-time, the unreflective, the fact, 
language, perception-is primary in the sense that the originated is presented as a 
determinate or explicit form of the originator, which prevents the latter from re­
absorbing the former, and yet the originator is not primary in the empiricist sense 
and the originated is not simply derived from it, since it is through the originated 
that the originator is made manifest." 

74. "The contradiction which we find between the reality of the world and its 
incompleteness is the contradiction between the omnipresence of consciousness 
and its involvement in a field of presence" (PP, 3311382). 

75. This divergence on the question of history is already formulated in "The 
Metaphysical in Man" (SNS, 118n2). On the history of Merleau-Ponty's relation­
ship with Bergson, see Belot (2006, 79-90). 

76. See Barbaras (2001, 26): "The latency of the pre-objective meaning has 
a temporal significance: it corresponds to the open ensemble of its possible 
renewals." 

77. This is a point made most strongly by Renaud Barbaras (2004, 229-34) 
where he likens Merleau-Ponty's ontology to a Leibnizian philosophy of expres­
sion. See also on this question, Bernhard Waldenfels (1991, 189-90) and Claude 
Lefort (1990, 9-10). 

78. Merleau-Ponty is explicit on this question: it is the definition of the world 
as the world of perception and, consequently, a human world that distances his 
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ontology from Leibniz's: "It is the reprise of the theme of perception which trans­
forms the reach of the Leibnizian idea of expression" (VI, 272). 

79. "It is not because they [thought and language] are parallel that we speak, 
it is because we speak that they are parallel. The weakness of every 'parallelism' is 
that it provides itself with correspondences between the two orders and conceals 
the operations which produced these correspondences by encroachment to begin 
with" (S, 34). 

80. This is a claim that Merleau-Ponty makes his entirely, as is demonstrated 
by Renaud Barbaras in his extraordinary chapter from le Tournant de !'Experience 
titled "de l'Ontologie de l'Objet a l'Ontologie de !'Element" where he writes: 
"The flesh is pure dynamism, the element of the absolute identity of being and 
mediation." (Barbaras 1998, 223). See also VI, 162/212: "Facticity as condition of 
the essence." 

81. On the equivalence of facticity, relation, and essence, see also VI, 
162/212. 

82. "Thus I function by construction. I am standing atop a pyramid of time 
which has been me" (S, 14/28, t.a.). 

83. "What does not pass in time is the passing of time" (PP, 423/484, t.a.). See 
also Colonna (2008, 153-54). 

84. "The visible has to be described as something that is realized through man, 
but which is no-wise anthropology" (VI, 274/322). 

85. It is remarkable that this mechanism that essentially transforms logical hor­
izontality into a temporal one comes very close to leading into a theory of spirit. 
Even though Merleau-Ponty did not, in his interrupted work, tackle this question 
directly, some elements may be found in the lecture course "Philosophie et Non­
philosophie depuis Hegel," in NC, 159-61, and VI, 271, where Merleau-Ponty 
finds a common structure to thought and world. 

86. For a detailed account of the logic of eventful time in Merleau-Ponty start­
ing from the texts from early fifties, see the very reliable article by Koji Hirose 
(1999). 

87. This is most apparent in Merleau-Ponty's account of forgetfulness as "de­
differentiation." 

88. VI, 2281277: "This unique possible which is our world, is not, in its very 
fabric, made of actuality." 

89. Merleau-Ponty demonstrates a strong awareness of this in the working 
notes where he repeatedly stresses the continuity between the possible and the 
real, or the necessary. See, for example, VI, 2281277. What Being as possibility 
precludes, however, is actuality defined as self-identity. I discuss this below. 

90. See also VI, 33-35/53-56. 
91. "The eidetic variation, therefore, does not make me pass to an order of 

separated essences, to a logical possible, the invariant that it gives me is a structural 
invariant" (VI, 2291278). 

92. "Annunciating signs are, to our mind, signs only because we now know the 
course, because the course has been completed" (Bergson 1969, 14). 
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93. In his account of Merleau-Ponty's course on nature, Renaud Barbaras ap­
peals to Deleuze and Bergson in order to attain this idea: "It appears to us that the 
answer resides in the virtual in the sense that Bergson and Deleuze thematize it: 
the being of natural Being is virtual Being. Indeed, the virtual is not the possible, 
it is real as virtual; but it has the reality of a task to fulfill" (Barbaras 2001, 36). It 
is hopefully clear by now that no appeal to external sources is necessary to attain 
this thought that is, in fact, the guiding thought of Merleau-Ponty's ontology. The 
reference to Bergson may seem misleading insofar as it obliterates Merleau-Ponty's 
distinction between logical and real possibilities and replaces it with the distinc­
tion of the possible and the virtual. This may lead one to overlook (as seems to be 
the case with Barbaras here) Merleau-Ponty's own version of this thesis, which is 
expressed in the former distinction. 

94. What matters for Descartes is that this explains how we can be both truth­
ful and erroneous at the same time. 

95. This is a question dear to Merleau-Ponty since PP where he calls for a 
philosophy that could account for what he there called the "indicator of reality" 
(PP, 343/395). 

96. In his comments on Gurwitsch, Merleau-Ponty reiterates the claim that for 
a thing to be a thing, it must be co-created by us; that is to say, it is partly actual 
and partly inactual: "Gurwitsch does not see that, if the thing were to be prepared 
by this process where actual and inactual switch places, there would never be any 
'thing.' The zone of the actual, of the sensible, can only crystallise thanks to this 
figurative consciousness of 'something' which one attempts to deduce from it" 
(NL, 330). A few pages further, Merleau-Ponty declares "sedimentation" to be "the 
reality of the possible" (NL, 336). 

97. The English translation gives "nonappearance," following an error from 
the French editors who give "non-appearance" for "non appearance." My reading 
"non appearance" (without the hyphen) is fully justified by the context. In addi­
tion, consider the following passage from S's "Indirect language and the Voices 
of Silence," which is an extract from the unpublished PW Here, Merleau-Ponty 
relates this determinate-indeterminacy that attains determinacy only retrospec­
tively in the same way: "That same brush which, seen with the naked eye leaped 
from one act to another, was seen meditating, in a solemn and expanded time, in 
a creation of the world-like imminence-trying ten possible movements, dancing 
in front of the canvas, brushing it lightly several times, and crashing down finally 
like a lightning stroke upon the only line necessary. Of course, there is something 
artificial in this analysis. And Matisse would be wrong is, based on the testimony 
of the film, he believed that he chose between all possible lines that day and, like 
the god of Leibniz, solved an immense problem of maximum and minimum. He 
was not a demiurge; he was a man. He did not have in his mind's eyes all the ges­
tures possible, and in making his choice, he did not have to eliminate all but one. 
It is slow motion which enumerates the possibilities [!es possibles]" (S, 45/73-74). 

It seems that this description of Matisse was especially intended to take place in 
Merleau-Ponty's debate with Bergson, echoing Bergson's statement in his section 
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on the retrograde movement of the true: "The truth is that most of these facts did 
not yet exist as facts at the time, they would exist retrospectively for us if we could 
now resurrect entirely this epoch and cast the ray of light of this very particular 
idea which we call the democratic idea over the undivided block of the then real­
ity: the sections being thus lit, cut out in the whole following the contours just as 
original and impredictible as the drawing of a great master" (PW, 14). 

98. On this expression applied to the classics of literature, see S, 80/130; on 

the same expression applied to the history of philosophy, see Praise, 153. The same 
claim is also made about Being and nature (VI, 210/260). I find a similar analysis 
of the intemporality of Being in Carbone (2001, 119). 

99. These last two points are forcefully affirmed by Merleau-Ponty as early as 
PP: "Every present as it arises is driven into time like a wedge and stakes its claim 
to eternity. Eternity is not another order of time, but the atmosphere of time. It is 
true that a false thought, no less than a true one, possesses this sort of eternity: if I 
am mistaken at this moment, it is forever true that I am mistaken. It would seem 
necessary, therefore, that there should be, in true thought, a different fertility, and 
that it should remain true not only as a past actually lived through, but also as a 
perpetual present for ever carried forward in time's succession. This, however, does 
not secure any essential difference between truths of fact and truths of reason. For 
there is not one of my actions, not one of even my fallacious thoughts, once it is 
adhered to, which has not been directed towards a value or a truth, and which, in 
consequence, does not retain its permanent relevance in the subsequent course of 
my life, not only as an indelible fact, but also as a necessary stage on the road to 
the more complete truths or values which I have since recognized. My truths have 
been built out of these errors, and carry them along in their eternity. Conversely, 
there is not one truth of reason which does not retain its coefficient of facticity" 
(PP, 393-94/459-60). 

100. Recall that "sedimentation" is "the reality of the possible" (NL, 336). 
101. "There lies in the flesh of contingency the structure of the event" 

(OE, 61). 
102. See Silverman (2000). 
103. We have seen that this was the sense of Merleau-Ponty's emphasis on the 

impossibility of a complete reduction, which encounters the obstacle of the fact 
of transcendence, and, consequently, of Merleau-Ponty's departure from Husserl's 
transcendental idealism. 

Conclusion 
1. "I must show that what one might consider to be 'psychology' (Phenomenol­

ogy of Perception) is in fact Ontology'' (VI, 176/228). 
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