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On Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral Sense!

1

Once upon a time, in some out of the way corner of that universe
which is dispersed into numberless twinkling solar systems, there was a
star upon which clever beasts invented knowing. That was the most
arrogant and mendacious minute of “world history,” but nevertheless, it
was only a minute. After nature had drawn a few breaths, the star cooled
and congealed, and the clever beasts had to die.? —One might invent
such a fable, and yet he still would not have adequately illustrated how
miserable, how shadowy and transient, how aimless and arbitrary the
human intellect looks within nature. There were eternities during which
it did not exist. And when it is all over with the human intellect, nothing
will have happened. For this intellect has no additional mission which

ould lead it beyond human life. Rather, i?i?ﬁum
Wﬁh@ solemnly—as though the world’s axis
turned within it. But if we could communicate with the gnat, we would
learn that he likewise flies through the air with the same solemnity,? that
he feels the flying center of the universe within himself. There is nothing
so reprehensible and unimportant in nature that it would not im.
mediately swell up like a balloon at the slightest puff of this power of
knowing. And just as every porter wants to have an admirer, so even the
proudest of men, the philosopher, supposes that he sees on all sides the
eyes of the universe telescopically focused upon his action and thought.

It is remarkable that this was brought about by the iptellect, which was
certainly allotted to these most unfortunate, delicate, and ephemeral
beings merely as a device for detaining them a minute within existence.

'A more literal, though less English, translation of Uber Wahrheit und Liige im
aussermoralischen Sinne might be “On Truth and Lie in the Extramoral Sense.”
For a discussion of the relation between the relatively polished and finished
sections of this essay and other material translated in this volume, see the “Intro-
duction” and “Note on the Texts.”

*Cf. the very similar passage in the antepenultimate paragraph of PW.

3Pathos.
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8o Philosophy and Truth

For without this addition they would have every reason to flee this exis-
tence as quickly as Lessing’s son.* The pride connected with knowing
and sensing lies like a blinding fog over the eyes and senses of men, thus
deceiving them concerning the value of existence. For this pride contains
within itself the most flattering estimation of the value of knowing. De-
ception is the most general effect of such pride, but even its most particu-
lar effects contain within themselves something of the same deceitful
character.

As a means for the preserving of the individual, the intellect unfolds
its principle’\powers in dissimulation, which is the means by which
weaker, less robust individuals preserve themselves—since they have
been denied the chance to wage the battle for existence with horns or
with the sharp teeth of beasts of prey. This art of dissimulation reaches
its peak in man. Deception, flattering, lying, deluding, talking behind
the back, putting up a false front, living in borrowed splendor, wearing a
mask, hiding behind convention, playing a role for others and for
oneself—in short, a continuous fluttering around the solitary flame of
vanity—is so much the rule and the law among men that there is almost
nothing which is less comprehensible than how an honest and pure drive
for truth could have arisen among them. They are deeply immersed in
illusions and in dream images; their eyes merely glide over the surface of
things and see “forms.” Their senses nowhere lead to truth; on the
contrary, they are content to receive stimuli and, as it were, to engage in
a groping game on the backs of things. Moreover, man permits himself
to be deceived in his dreams every night of his life.> His moral sentiment
does not even make an attempt to prevent this, whereas there are sup-
posed to be men who have stopped snoring through sheer will power.
What does man actually know about himself? Is he, indeed, ever able to
perceive himself completely, as if laid out in a lighted display case? Does
nature not conceal most things from him-—even concerning his own
body—in order to confine and lock him within a_proud, deceptive con-
sciousness, aloof from the coils of the bowels, the rapid flow of the blood
stream, and the intricate quivering of the fibers! She threw away the key.
And woe to that fatal curiosity which might one day have the power to
peer out and down through a crack in the chamber of consciousness and
then suspect that man is sustained in the indifference of his ignorance by
that which is pitiless, greedy, insatiable, and murderous—as if hanging
in dreams on the back of a tiger.® Given this situation, where in the world
could the drive for truth have come from?

‘A reference to the offspring of Lessing and Eva Kénig, who died on the day
of his birth.

*Cf. P, 70.

®Cf. the very similar passage in the penultimate paragraph of PW.
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Insofar as the individual wants to maintain himself against other indi-

viduals, he will under natural circumstances employ the intellect mainly
for dissimulation. But at the same time, from‘%o—r%%m&—,
man wishes to exist socially and with the herd; therefore, he needs to
make peace and strives accordingly to banish from his world at least the
most flagrant bellum omni contra omnes.” This peace treaty brings in its
wake something which appears to be the first step toward acquiring that
puzzling truth drive: to wit, that which shall count as “truth” from now
on is established. That is to mniformly valid and binding designa-
tion is invented for things, and this legislation of language likewise estab-
lishes the first laws of truth. For the contrast between truth and lie arises
here for the first time. The liar is a person who uses the valid designa-
tions, the words, in order to make something which is unreal appear to
be real. He says, for example, “I am rich,” when the proper designation
for his condition would be “poor.” He misuses fixed conventions by
means of arbitrary substitutions or even reversals of names. If he does
this in a selfish and moreover harmful manner, society will cease to trust
him and will thereby exclude him. What men avoid by excluding the liar
is not so much being defrauded as it is being harmed by means of fraud.
Thus, even at this stage, what they Watefs basically not deception itself,
but rather the unpleasant, hated consequences of certain sorts of decep-
tion. It is in a similarly restricted sense that man now wants nothing but
truth: he desires the pleasant, life-preserving consequences of truth. He,
Js indifferent toward pure knowledge which has no consequences; to-
ward those truths which are possibly harmful and destructive he is even
hostilely inclined. And besides, what about these linguistic conventions
themselves? Are they perhaps products of knowledge, that is, of the
sense of truth? Are designations congruent with things? Is language the
adequate expression of all realjties?

It is only by means of forgetfulness that man can ever reach the point
of fancying himself to possess a “truth” of the grade just indicated. If he
will not be satisfied with truth in the form of tautology,® that is to say, if
he will not be content with empty husks, then he will always exchange
truths for illusions. What is a word? It is the copy in sound of a nerve
stimulus. But the further inference from the nerve stimulus to a cause
outside of us is already the result of a false and unjustifiable application
of the principle of sufficient reason.® If truth alone had been the decid-
ing factor in the genesis of language, and if the standpoint of certainty

"“War of each against all.”

8See P, 150.

*Note that Nietzsche is here engaged in an implicit critique of Schopenhauer,
who had been guilty of precisely this misapplication of the principle of sufficient
reason in his first book, The Fourfold Root of the Principle of Sufficient Reason. It is






