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In recent decades there has been a definite resurgence of interest in the philosophy of 

Friedrich Nietzsche, and he has been rightly recognized by many as the father of 

postmodernism and one of the earliest philosophers to employ deconstructive techniques. 

His proclamation of the death of God represented a violent break with the philosophical 

tradition of his time, and it is arguably the most vital problem that contemporary theologioos 

and philosophers must continue to grapple with. In essence, it calls into question all of the 

belief structures and metaphysical grounding planks of Western culture and creates a 

space where the referential link between language and reality can be questioned and 

deconstructed. In announcing the death of God, Nietzsche is not destroying a vital part of 

human consciousness; on the contrary. by illustrating the constructed nature of all forms of 

discourse including the religious, he is liberating people from the idea that God is a 

necessary and essential ingredient in human life and action. In doing so, Nietzsche is also 

decentering the traditional vision of selfhood modeled on the autonomy and total 

presence of GOd. Traditional oppositions between subjectivity and objectivity, nature and 

spirit, human and divine and immanence and transcendence are disassembled. Their 

boundaries are blurred and become mediums of free interchange rather than strict and 

confining limits of thought and exploration. No longer is the objective privileged over the 

subjective as humanity is called upon to take control of its own destiny-to destroy the old 

values and to continually create anew. While many have seen his project as an exercise in 

nihilism. others recognize its inherently affirmative and joyous nature for those who have the 

will to power-the strength and courage to face the abyss created by the death of God and 

to script a life for themselves that fulfills their poetic and passional yeamings. This freedom is 

only possible because God is no longer a forbidding figure in the background controlling all 

modes of discourse in an effort to confine the creative human spirit. 

Nietzsche undermines the structure of absolute truth through his doctrines of 

perspectivism. Rather than being a relativistic and nihilistic realm where individuals 

become lost and lose control. the perspectivist mode of being in the world allows for 

plurality and the affirmation of difference. This difference, once subsumed under the weight 

of Christian morality and ethics, is allowed to flourish and proliferate, free from the tyranny of 

absolutism. Perspectives, though they may be contradictory. do not annihilate each other, 

and, in fact , reflect the very process of life Nietzsche is proposing. The world and the self 
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are processes rather than products; in other words, they are not formed through 

autonomous cause and effect relationships within limited realms but are vessels generated 

without metaphysical hinderance by interrelation and boundless becoming. Within the 

framework of a linguistic model. Nletzsc.he argues that the function of language Is not to 

describe an autonomous world separate from the self; thus, there Is no direct relationship 

between the signifier and the signified, for the eternal guarantor of meaning and truth-

God--Is no longer a formidable force. In one sense, Nietzsche Is transferring the function 

of language to the realm of metaphor In an effort to describe the life process as one of 

perpetual creation and destruction rather than continuous being. Many of his ideas 

concerning the philosophy of language have taken form in the theories of current 

deconstructionists like Jacques Derrida. Though I will not talk in great detail about Derrida in 

particular, deconstructionist theories will be utilized as methodological tools and 

interpretive strategies in my discussion of Nietzschean philosophy. 

One problem encountered in a reading of Nietzsche is his apparent inconsistency on 

many issues like the nature )f the will to power and the understanding of subjectivity before 

and after the death of GOd. On the one hand, he often seems write with an air of nostalgia 

for a time when unmediated contact with the world was possible. His writings in this vein 

operate within a somewhat stable discourse and profess the communion the self can have 

with the inexplicable power of the world. Though these ideals appear more frequently in his 

earlier works, they are nevertheless present throughout his later writings and in his 

notebooks. On the other hand, however, he clearly speaks of the need to deconstruct all 

attempts to reach a presence which lies outside of time and space. This yearning for 

transcendence is understood as a longing for a permanence which will never be achieved. 

The nature of the world as a flux of perspectives infinitely defers the chance of communion 

with truth. In addition, once all is revealed as construction and illusory fabrication, there can 

be no force that is not always already mediated by culture and history. For the most part, 

the methodology of this project will be committed to the latter side of Nietzsche's works and 

will employ the tools of recent critics in French poststructuralist schools as well as other 

postmodern scholars. 

The fact that there are competing and contradictory discourses in Nietzsche's work 

does not make him an essentially incoherent thinker. In this vein, the work of Michel Foucault 

on the nature and status of the author can be utilized to justify a viable interpretive 
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commitment to particular discourse modes within Nietzsche 's thought . He argues that the 

privileging of the author as the determiner of meaning is the primary moment of 

individualization in history. The idea of the author as an individual genius possessing a 

unique quality above and beyond his or her historical context is one which has placed the 

author on a pedestal and established a model of meaning wherein the author owns. and 

legislates the work and audience. Foucault, paraphrasing Saint Jerome, Outlines the 

repercussions for interpretation that the dependence on author/ity has caused: -the author 

is therefore defined as a constant level of value ... as a field of conceptual or theoretical 

coherence ... as stylistic unity ... as a historical figure at the crossroads of a certain number 

of events.· 1 Foucault wants to expose the constructed nature of this theory in terms of the 

hierarchy of authority it preserves by limiting textual meaning to that which was intended by 

the author. He argues for a theory of subjectivity which exposes the author as an evolving 

intersection of multiple discourses that are not unified by one claim to authority. The 

circulation and exchange of meaning is consequently liberated from the confines which 

the autonomous author notion has imposed upon it. This type of methodology is important 

in the context of this project, for there is much more freedom of interpretation when 

Nietzsche's discourses are not held accountable to one model of unity, stability and 

coherence. Once the myth of the author is deconstructed, the interpreter is free to align 

with certain threads of discourse in an attempt to develop theories which surpass questions 

of what Nietzsche intended or whether his thought is fundamentally incoherent. 

Much of the current academic interest in Nietzsche stems from deconstructionists and 

other postmodern thinkers who are, in effect, conducting a g~nealogical exercise to 

situate themselves in the scheme of Western philosophy. (''ie great lacuna, however , is 

the connection between Nietzsche's philosophy and the Buddhist traditions. Within this 

thesis, I will specifically explore the many points of connection concerning objective 

knowledge and selfhood between Nietzsche and the treatises and philosophical doctrines 

of Nagarjuna, a second-century Indian Buddhist and founder of the Madhyamika school of 

Mahayana Buddhism. The main tenet of the Madhyamika school is that all things are 

empty of essence inCluding the self. There is neither autonomy nor independent existence, 

'Michel Foucault, "What is an Author?- in The Foucault Reader, edited by Paul 
Rabinow (New York: Pantheon, 1984), p. 111. The argument outlined here is located on 
pp. 101-12O. 
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and our illusion that things are self-contained is caused by our attachment to the 

Circumstances which surround us. Part and parcel with this idea of emptiness is the concept 

that there are two levels of truth--ultimate and conventional--which paradoxically 

function as both disparate and thoroughly . connected realms of understanding. They are 

disparate in the sense that they represent different levels of enlightenment. Once one has 

come to the ultimate realization that all is empty of essence. attachment to the 

conventional world is dispelled. Yet. this does not mean that one no longer operates in the 

conventional world. One is still enmeshed in the world. but is no longer subject to 

attachment because things ore understood to be without essence. Madhyamika has often 

been called a deconstructionist Buddhist philosophy because Nagarjuna's project is to 

systematically consider all categories and conceptualizations central to the Buddhist 

worldview and to empty them of any claim to permanence or stability. In doing this. he is 

allowing reality to flow freely. released from false partitioning imposed through categorical 

and descriptive language. Rather than leaving us in a universe where instability breeds 

insecurity and existential angst. Nagarjuna believes that his philosophical project is 

liberative. for it releases us from attachment to essence and allows us to act with the power 

of the wisdom of Sunyata. 

The idea of using language and other expressive tools to communicate a reality of 

emptiness which cannot be fully described may seem paradoxical. for in speaking of 

emptiness. Nagorjuna seems to be establishing another ontological ground. According to 

Madhyamika commentators. however. even emptiness is something which can produce 

attachment; therefore. when one has reached the state of ultimate wisdom. one effectively 

holds no view. This assertion. when examined from within a Western epistemological 

framework. is completely untenable. for to assert that one holds "no view' is the same as 

claiming to have a certain perspective. The issue here. however. is not one of 

epistemology and logical coherence but of soteriology and the cessation of attachment. 

Though Nagorjuna uses tools of logic and language. they are not ends in and of 

themselves. They ore temporary measures utilized by those who ore enlightened to assist 

others in overcoming attachment to the illusory referential links pOSited between language 

and reality. Thus. if attachment is caused by holding "views: it makes sense that the 

ultimate state of non-attachment would be one of "no view.' 

This thesis is a comparison between Nietzsche and Nagorjuna in two basic areas: 
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knowledge and selfhood. Within this framework, I will explore issues of language and 

meaning, strategies each philosopher utilizes to deconstruct traditional categories of 

objective existence and the similar doctrines that posit selfhood as a conglomeration of 

effects which stem from the thorough interrelation and impermanent flux of the world. 

Throughout this exercise, the problem of nihilism in its many forms will be examined in light of 

criticism of the philosophical doctrines promoted by both Nietzsche and Nagarjuna. The 

most common criticism of Nietzsche is that his proclamation of the death of God pOSits him 

as a philosopher of nothingness who has emptied the world of value and meaning and has 

left people with no solid ground or metaphysical meaning in which they can place 

complete faith. The idea that the world is not grounded by a unified and monolithic 

principle of Truth. Goodness and Beauty and is merely a cacophony of perspectives that 

clash and contradict is still a common misinterpretation not only of Nietzsche's 

perspectivism but of current schools of deconstruction as well. With this point of departure 

in mind, I plan to argue that to read his texts in this way misses the affirmative side of his 

philosophy. He does not provide a new set of values after he has dismantled the old 

system, for to do this would be to return to a logocentric and authoritative model. Instead, 

he is extending an invitation to the reader to work through the abyss of nothingness and 

become an Ubermensch. The will to power is the courage to carve out a place for oneself 

amid the chaotic flux of the world's becoming. This niche one fashions is not, however, 

static ane' oermanent. for to enact the will to power is literally to embody the interpretive 

process and to affirm the shifting nature of the world. It is to demystify all models of 

"naturalness· that would mold and shape one's subjectivity and to rejoice in this 

deconstructive and liberative movement. There is no longer one universal blueprint for 

action and self-definition, for the myth of autonomous and independent existence has 

been fractured; thus, one must be eclectic and continually weave a life out of those 

elements and perspectives which echo a resounding internal call. To be an Ubermensch is 

also to realize that this process is boundless and infinite; the act of writing one's own 

subjectivity is one that follows the eternal becoming of the world. This is truly the death of the 

autonomous subject, for any unification is reentry into the illusion of total presence and a 

denial of the inherent instability of truth and language. The self is no longer a unit separated 

from the course of the world; rather. the self and it surroundings are inextricably intertwined in 
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an infinite play of discourse and circulation of meaning. 

In the same way that Nietzsche's doctrines have been interpreted as antinomian and 

nihilistic, Buddhism as a whole has commonly been viewed by the West as otherworldly 

and negative. Nagarjuna's treatises on Sunyatci2 have often been seen as discussions 

of nothingness rather than emptiness. Too often, Western interpreters see the lack of 

essence and autonomy as damaging absence rather than enlightened liberation from 

excessive attachment to this world. The doctrine of ultimate reality seems to take us 

beyond these criticisms of nihilism, for emptiness, in addition to being a deconstructive 

force, is also the understanding of the world as completely interrelated in the 

interdependent co-arising nature of all things (pratitya-samutpada). Nihilism often brings to 

mind a vision of the individual staring hopelessly into the abyss of non-meaning, but 

Nagarjuna deconstructs this objective/subjective separation. There is neither individual nor 

abyss, for there are no discrete enti~ie9 on the ultimate level. His strategy of deconstruction 

is to prove by a linguistic and logical task of reductio ad absurdum that categories such as 

individuality and essence can never be accurate descriptions of reality. Reality, like 

selfhood, escapes the process of description because to describe is to bind and constrict 

the flux of impermanence that is reality. 

While Nietzsche has his Ubermensch who overcomes Truth and models of personhood, 

the task of locating a model of the "ideal self" beyond the philosophical understanding of 

the not-self (on-otman) is more difficult in the Madhyamika tradition. It is here that we must 

look pa~t"agarjuna to later thinkers in the Madhyamika school like Candrakirti and 

Santideva who elaborately develop a model of the Bodhisattva as a saintly figure who 

embodies the soteriological impulse of the tradition. The Bodhisattva, having come to an 

enlightened understanding of the emptiness and interrelatedness of all things, realizes that it 

is impossible for one individual to attain complete cessation simply because the illusion of 

autonomy has been dispelled. The necessity for universal enlightenment makes it 

impossible for the Bodhisattva to withdraw from the conventional realm of suffering, pain, 

deSire. ignorance and greed. He or she must, therefore. generate an infinite field of 

compassion and develop the tools necessary to release others from the bonds of 

attachment. All dualities are merged within this figure, for there can be no wisdom without 

2please note that Sanskrit terms will be written throughout the text without diacritical 
marks. 
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compassion and no understanding of empTiness without realizing the connectedness of all 

sentient beings. Thus, the Bodhisattva balances on the liminal space between the realms 

of ultimate and conventional truth, acting in the world for the benefit of others without being 

trapped by its attachments. It is here that the soteriological function of language is 

recaptured, for though language cannot communicate the nature of reality, It can be 'used 

skillfully to illustrate the lack of self-essence in all things thereby dismantling structures of 

attachment. 

Obviously, there are significant differences in the ways in which Nietzsche and 

Nagarjuna develop visions beyond absolute truth and stable subjectivity, for Nietzsche's 

philosophy is a call to the individual to have the strength to constantly recreate new values 

and 'sacred games' out of the abyss created by the absence of God as the ultimate 

guarantor of meaning. The Ubermensch has a definite emotional stake in the embodiment 

of the perspectival process, for he or she is constantly affirming each moment of life. In 

contrast, the Madhyamika thinkers develop a Middle Way to enlightenment which seeks to 

overcome all forms of emotional attachment, Once one has attained ultimate wisdom, the 

referential link between language and reality is severed, yet language is not discarded as a 

worthless medium of communication. With the knowledge of emptiness comes the need 

to liberate all others from their captivity in the cycle of birth and death, and the Bodhisattva 

figure skillfully accomplishes this task using language to deconstruct attachment. These 

two visions are not contradictory, however, for their methods of deconstructing traditional 

ideas of selfhood and knowledge are essentially affirmative and have the potential to lead 

us beyond the nihilistic abyss that is opened in the wake of the deconstruction of 

permanence and stability. 

The schematics of this project follow the general frame of this introduction. The first two 

chapters represent a comprehensive reading of Nietzsche's thought through the lens of 

contemporary deconstructive thinkers like Jacques Derrida and Giles Deleuze. The first 

chapter deals primarily with Nietzsche's attacks on the metaphysical and epistemological 

structures developed in religious and philosophical circles and the ways in which these 

systems have constructed identity and action. Specific attention will be payed to the 

deconstructive methods of the will to power and perspectivism and their employment for 

the revaluation of traditional values. Once his strategies of unveiling the constructed nature 

of truth have been illuminated, the second chapter will explore the ramifications of his ideas 
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for identity and self-definition. In particular many contemporary interpretations of etemal 

return and the figure of the Ubermensch will be placed into conversation in on attempt to 

gain insight into some of Nietzsche's most opaque and labyrinthine concepts. The chapter 

will conclude with some reflections on Nietzsche and the question of woman by both FreAch 

feminists and deconstructionists in an effort to investigate the charges of blatant misogyny 

often levelled at Nietzsche's writings. 

The third and fourth chapters present a thorough reading of the Madhyamika tradition 

that follows the some pattern of the previous sections in terms of knowledge and selfhood 

issues. Nagarjuna 's philosophical treatises will be explicated in the third chapter with 

particular emphasis placed on the methods he uses to dismantle ideas about the 

surrounding universe and traditional Buddhist truths. The soteriological effects of his logical 

analysis will be illuminated through his linguistic techniques aimed at releasing people from 

their attachment to false conceptions of the Real by exposing all as empty of self-essence. 

The fourth chapter foregrounds the soteriological action made possible by the 

epistemological deconstruction by exploring the models of spiritual discipline set out by 

Santideva and Candrakirti which enlightened beings could follow to become Bodhisattvas. 

In this frame. the ways in which Bodhisattvas operate through conventional means and 

ultimate understanding to liberate others from their attachments will be closely examined. 

The final chapter represents the synthetiC work of the project and expands the thought of 

these two philosophical systems to address the problems of nihilism and the denial and 

subjugation of the body. Within this context, close comparisons will be mode between 

central doctrines in Nietzsche and Madhyamika Buddhism such as emptiness and the will to 

power. eternal return and interdependent co-arising, and the Bodhisattva and the 

Ubermensch. 

Finally, I would like to extend my deepest gratitude to all the people who supported me 

in this project over the course of the last eighteen months. To my family, Amanda and 

Quinn Sawyer, for encouraging me not only with my thesis but in all other areas of my life and 

studies as well. To Mark Wallace and Don Swearer for working closely with me throughout 

the year, taking the time to discuSS these chapters and their implications in great detail. and 

continually inspiring me to continue my work in Religious Studies. To the Deportment of 

Religion for allowing me to write this thesis a year in advance. And to my best friend and 
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portner, Sean Latham, whose love and encouragement sow me through this endeavor 

from the first glimmer of on ideo to the finished product. 
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Chapter I .' 

Life as Creative Fiction: Nietzsche's 
Deconstruction of Traditional Epistemology 



"The madman jumped into their midst and pierced them with his eyes. 'Whither is 

God?' he cried; 'I will tell you. We hove killed him-you and I. All of us are his murderers. 

But how did we do this? How could we drink up the sea? Who gave us the sponge to wipe 

away the entire horizon? . Are we not straying as through an infinite nothing? Do we not feel 

the breath of empty space? .. 00 we smell nothing as yet of the divine decomposition? 

Gods. too. decompose. God is dead. God remains dead. And we have killed him" (GS. 

125). Probably Nietzsche's most renowned philosophical statement. it heralds the dawn of 

a new age-one of nihilistic fear for some. and radical liberation for others. The death of 

God is in many respects the total dismantling of the entire structure of Western history and 

IQQoQentrlc theology. Much of this task has been recently taken up within the movement of 

deconstruction expounded by Jacques Derrida. He characterizes the entire Western 

framework of theology and philosophy as a metaphysics of presence where hierarchies 

have been constructed that value mind over body. male over female. rational logic over 

emotional expression and speech over writing. This is what he identifies with the logos. or 

the centering axis and transcendental ground of Western thought. By exploring and 

deconstructing these hierarchies. he is attempting to show. as did Nietzsche. that there are 

only traces of presence and absence that juxtapose and interpenetrate at the Origin, thus 

dispelling any foundational or 'natural' notion of reality. At one pOint. he states that. "The 

subordination of the trace to the full presence summed up in the logos. the humbling of 

writing beneath a speech dreaming its plentitude. such are the gestures required by an 

onto-the<?logy determining the archaeological and eschatological meaning of being as 

presence. as parousia. as life without difference: another name for death. historical 

metonomy where God's name holds death in check: 1 Nietzsche also criticizes those 

hierarchies of discourse which privilege the spiritual and otherworldly over the physical and 

everyday. Most often. his virulent attacks are directed towards the doctrines and 

proponents of the Christian tradition. He believes that Christianity. for centuries. has been 

carrying out an insidious project to denigrate the full human being in order to create a 

relationship of dependence between humanity and God. Reflected in this is the idea that 

the human will is corrupt and sinful and. therefore. must be implanted with a structure of 

moral codes so that proper SOCietal functioning can be achieved. 

lJacques Derrida. Of GrammatQloQY. trans. by G.C. Spivak (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press. 1974). p. 71. 
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Subjectivity is constructed by this dominant religious ideology in such a way that 

fulfillment and perfection is forever postponed. Humans were created in the image of GOd. 

but the fall from grace marred their blissful perfection. Ever since the first humans were cast 

out of Paradise. people have been trying to recreate this image of God within and to live as 

manifestations of Christian perfection without success. The human image is denigrated still 

further by the inability of the individual to live a sin and error-free life. Nietzsche wants to 

argue that the failure is implicit within the system rather than being an inherent lack within the 

individual and calls upon people to overcome and destroy these binding and constricting 

structures which stifle the creative powers of humanity in and of itself. "There is a lake that 

one day ceased to permit itself to flow off; it formed a dam where it had hitherto flown off; 

and ever since this lake is rising higher and higher. Perhaps this very renunciation will also 

lend us the strength needed to bear this renunciation; perhaps man will rise ever higher as 

soon as he ceases to flow out into a god" (GS. 285). Nietzsche's hope is that his writings can 

provoke others to throw off the fetters that have chained their artistic and noble inClinations 

into submission and to rejoice in their newly liberated condition. 

In many ways. his model is deoonstructlye in that it undermines old value systems in 

order to replace them with a more expansive concordant-discordant vision of humanity. 

He writes from his blood with evident passion and power in order to provoke others to break 

through their own frameworks of meaning and accept the radical freedom permitted by the 

death of God. Throughout this theSiS. deconstructlve theory. mainly as it is formulated in the 

work of Derrida. will be a constant reference point and valuable conversation partner. for 

much of the groundwork for the linguistic and philosophical polemic~ of deconstruction can 

be traced to Nietzsche and his doctrines of perspectivism and the devaluation of values. 

Deconstruction is still a very murky and opaque idea to many and will. therefore. require 

further explication here and throughout these chapters. G. C. Spivak. translator of much of 

Derrida work pOints out that. "To locate the promising marginal text. to disclose the 

undecidable moment. to pry it loose with the positive lever of the signifier; to reverse the 

resident hierarchy. only to displace it; to dismantle in order to reconstitute what is always 

already inscribed. Deconstruction in a nutshell ... The fall into the abyss of deconstruction 

inspires us with as much pleasure as fear. We are intoxicated with the pleasure of never 

hitting bottom."2 Thus. a deconstructive reading of a text or a particular mode of 
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philosophical discourse would go beneath what has been posited as the natural truth-in 

most cases, the privileging of one set of terms over another on the basis that they better 

correspond to the truth of the text or to the intent of the author. This foundational truth is 

exposed as a construction which has masqueraded as original presence and total 

signification; consequently, once the reader or critic is freed from responsibility to this 

deceptive measure of validity, he or she is free to play in the field of the Infinitely ~pen text, 

free to produce and fashion new interpretations out of the various components that have 

been dismantled. It is crucial to understand that deconstruction is not merely the 

destruction of the groundworl< of Western philosophy, for there is a crucial second step of 

reconstruction and reinterpretation. This reconstructive stage is not an end in itself, 

however; the metaphysics of presence and logocentrism is not deconstructed only to be 

replaced by the God of Absence.3 Rather, the chain of signification is broken, and signs 

no longer are constricted in their reference to one side of the hierarchy or another. With the 

loss of the 'transcendental signified and the overthrow of the traditional hierarchy of 

understanding and truth, we enter the age of "the Nietzschean offirmotion- the joyous 

affirmation of the play of the world and of the innocence of becoming, the affirmation of a 

world of signs without fault, without truth, without origin, offered to an active 

interpretation. ·4 

This chapter will explore the ways in which Nietzsche deconstructs traditional patterns of 

knowledge and truth through the will to power and the doctrine of perspectivism. In 

addition, a thorough discussion of Nietzsche's critique of value and morality will be 

considered with an eye toward how his methods as well as his conclusions, both in his 

values critique and his perspectivist epistemology, are ultimatel~ deconstructive in their 

respective philosophical movements. Truth is taken out of the realm of being and 

presence and transported to a realm of infinite, boundless becoming where there are no 

solid metaphysical grounding planks to provide a stable and objective position. Here. 

~ayatri Chakravorty Spivak, "Translator's Introduction: to Of GrommatoloQY. p. 
Ixxvii. 
Jrhe metaphysics of presence and logocentrism are terms used by Dernda and other 
deconstructionists to explicate the driving force of traditional Western philosophy. 
Meaning and truth are constructed with reference to a stable center and fundamental 
origin thereby making all discourse accountable to one model of referentlallty. For a 
more thorough explanation, see the "Translator's Introduction" to Of GrammatoloQY· 

~bid., p. xiii. 
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binary oppositions are unveiled and shown to be categorical constructions which have 

been used by the dominant powers to order and understand the world. Rather than being 

visions of absolute truth, they are merely interpretations and perspectives Imposed on the 

flux and chaos of the world. With this in mind, individuals are called upon to go beyond 

simple consumption of the models before them and to carve out a niche of their own 

according to their needs and desires. 

History Loosed From ils Moorings; Nietzsche contra Heael 

One sees this anti-systematic tendency in Nietzsche's early writings in terms of his 

criticism of the historical model proposed by Hegel. Hegel's view is that history is a process 

of spirit contradicting nature and resutting in a synthesis that fully manifests God and perfect 

freedom. In this historical process, the individual Is easily sacrificed to the good of the whole 

in the name of progress, and the past is seen as a dead object for study and contemplation 

rather than a constant force that operates in the current historical frameWOrk. In his lectures 

on -''''e function ot reason in the process of history, Hegel argues that, Monly the study of 

world history itself can show that it has proceeded rationally, that it represents the rationally 

necessary course of the World Spirit, the Spirit whose nature Is Indeed always one and the 

same, but whose one nature unfolds in the course of the world.·5 Nietzsche particularly 

criticizes Hegel's assumption that current Prussian. Lutheran SOCiety was the zenith and 

culmination of the historical process. He pOints out that, ~History understood in this Hegelian 

fashion has been mockingly called God's vicissitudes on earth. though the god referred to 

has been created only by the history. This god, however, became transparent and 

comprehensible to himself within the Hegelian craniums and has already ascended all the 

dialectically possible steps of his evolution up to this place of self-revelation: so that for 

Hegel, the climax and terminus of the world-process coinCided with his own existence in 

Berlin" (UM. 104). 

For Nietzsche, history is a constantly shifting process which is molded by the powerful to 

buttress certain claims about legitimacy and authority, The only way this can be achieved 

is to always live in the present and to Ignore the past as a bygone era with no real influence 

~. W, F, Hegel. Reason In Hlstorv. trans. by R. Hartman (New York, Macmillan, 1953), p, 
12. 
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on current events. Yet, Nietzsche wonts to argue that the post is always present as a force 

which fractures all attempts at pure autonomy. Time does not move In a linear progression 

and does not culminate in a vision of freedom and perfection in God. Rather, it Is In constant 

circular flux so that the present era Is never a manifestation of full presence. Each moment 

carries countless seeds of the past and forever looks toward the future as a time of 

redemption and transcendence: consequently, all hope of self-contained and 

autonomous presence Is destroyed by Mthe madly thoughtless shattering and dismantling 

of all foundations, their dissolution into a continual evolving that flows ceaselessly away, the 

tireless unspinning and hlstoricizing of all there has ever been by ,:,odern man, the great 

cross-spider at the node of the cosmic web" (UM, 108). Nietzsche is not advocating that we 

live entirely without models and frameworks for understanding the complexity of the world 

around us; he is fighting against those who would create the illusion that their own model of 

interpretation and understanding is correct and absolutely true for all time and eternity. 

If the world is constantly in flux, as Nietzsche proposes, no single interpretation can ever 

capture reality, for it is beyond language and logical description. All language can do is 

constrict the flow of reality in order to make it conventionally comprehensible to its 

inhabitants. Interpretation is also an act of survival, for in order to live fully in the world , one 

must toke control of these fluctuating forces and mold them into an authentiC vision of life 

that promotes freedom and direction, for M (W)e are responsible for our own existence; 

.consequently, we wont to be the true helmsman of this existence and refuse to allow our 

existence +D resemble a mindless act of chance" (UM, 128). Only when we hove thrown off 

the chains of convention and cultural conduct can we actualize 'Our potential as human 

beings and script our lives as best we can out of the impermanent current of reality which 

constitutes the external wor1d and is also reflected in our inner being. 

Knowledge gs Constructed Illusion; perspectlvlsm gnd the Wlil-io-power 

Nietzsche calls this act of taking control and utilizing the infinite range of powers 

available to humanity the will-to-power. He writes, MThis world is the will to power-and 

nothing besides! And you yourselves are also this will to power-and nothing besides" (WP, 

1067). It is the plurality of forces which collide and combine to form the structures of power 
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and knowledge that constitute the discourses of our world. Will to Power is also the force 

which continually divests these structures of their claim to permanence and metaphysical 

certitude in order to further the perspectival process of the production of meaning. Yet. 

before the generative capacity of the will to power can be actualized. it must first go 

through a deconstructive phase that serves to create a space free from the logocentric 

models of knowledge and understanding 'that have been perpetuated by Christianity and 

classical philosophy. Interpretation. for Nietzsche. Is on oct of survival. for It is the only way 

we can make sense of our surroundings. 

In an attack on empiricist epistemology. he denies the traditional Ideas of truth as 

correspondence to a separate reality. much like Kant's noumena. and the concept of truth 

as reference. Language. in this case. does not possess the ability to comprehensibly 

communicate reality because signs no longer signify; that is. they no longer point beyond 

themselves to an all-encompassing Referent or Signified. They are simply floating in a free

flowing universe of flux and chaos. available to be adopted up by an active Interpreter and 

scripted into an ever-evolving worldvlew through the will to power. Hence. "The act of 

interpreting is the surge of life. Interpretation is not an operation added onto the wilt to live; it 

is not an accessory operation that the subject resigns himself to after having acquitted 

himself of his Immediate and mundane tasks; for him. to be and to interpret are one and 

the same:6 By promoting a perspectival view of the world. Nietzsche is reacting to the 

idea that one perspective or interpretation can fathom the depths of the world and make ali 

its mystery and complexity subject to one model. He traces the origin of this faith in the . 
absolute nature of truth back to a belief in God as the creator of all things and as the order

giving force in the universe. "The presupposition that things are. at the bottom. ordered so 

morally that human reason must be justified-is an ingenious presupposition and a piece of 

naivete. the after-effect of belief in God's veracity-God understood as the creator of 

things· (WP. 471). Thus. the death of God also brings about the death of the autonomous 

entity and the dissolution of subjectivity as self-contained and individually formed. 

Nietzsche exposes God as a construction of the human mind that was promoted to an 

immutable realm of absolutism when. in fact. it was simply the centering point of a particular 

way of ordering the world that made sense to some but was not acceptable as absolute 

6Jean Granier. "Perspectivism and Interpretation: in The New Nietzsche. ed. by D. 
Allison (Massachusetts: MIT Press. 1977). p. 193. 
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truth by all. 

Thus, the task of the will to power is to decenter and dismantle theories of selfhood and 

knowledge that seek to be universal. ~We cannot establish any fact 'In Itself:' perhaps it is 

folly to want to do such a thing. 'Everything is subjective: you say: but even this is 

interpretation. The subject is not something given. it is something added and invented and 

projected behind what there is· (WP. 481). Nietzsche rails against those who believe ·that 

we must have SOlid. coherent belief structures In order to prosper. for he wants to argue that 

prosperity is only achieved through process and boundless change. By the same token, 

truth as consumption of being rather than active becoming stifles ,the creativity and passion 

of the human spirit and subjugates difference and plurality by attempting to create 

categories that neatly fit all elements into one cohesive model. There are definite power 

relationships involved in the creation of these categories, for he argues that those who 

desired control set up conditions. of existence and constructed the illusion that their 

functional abstractions painted an accurate picture of the way things really are. Nietzsche 

pOints out that "From then on, they counted as a priori. as beyond experience, as 

irrefutable. And yet perhaps they represented nothing more than the expediency of a 

certain race and species-their utility alone is their 'truth'· (WP, 514). These constructed 

models were, at one time or another, perspectives that constituted truth and meaning for a 

particular historical era, yet they cannot be pOSited as universally true, for their meaning is 

only pertinent to their context, 

Mict"',:lel Foucault, who acknowledges his intellectual debt to Nietzsche's writings. 

expands on this idea that categories of knowledge and understanding are inherently 

based in struggles for power, and he heralds Nietzsche's genealogical method as the best 

way to get at the heart of these conflictual origins. The historical quest for truth is a chimera, 

an illusion constructed by those who hold power in order to obscure the fact that their 

legitimacy rests on absence and lack rather than natural rights and divine sanction. 

Foucault analyzes Nietzsche's interruption of the commerce between the sign and the 

signifier and argues that rulers do not hold power because they possess some divine key to 

the origins of humankind. The rules and conventions of both religious and secular power 

and authority are, in his eyes, merely acts of interpretation and domination of the weak 

which can be usurped and molded to fit any drive for power and control. He pOints out that, 

"The successes of history belong to those who are capable of seizing these rules, to 
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replace those who had used them. to disguise themselves so as to pervert them. invert their 

meaning. and redirect them against those who had initially imposed them:7 Thus. the 

struggle for domination is an ongoing process wherein there are no assurances of 

legitimate authonty other than the Individual ability to actualize the violent and tyrannical 

capacity to mold and produce categories of existence which can subsequently be 

masked as reality and used to control and subjugate others. 

Nietzsche recognizes the powerful capacity within the human mind to order and create 

logical relationships between entitles. but exposes the contextuallty and non-inherent 

nature of these assumptions. for ~Iogic is the attempt to comprehend the actual world by 

means of a scheme of being posited by ourselves: more correctly. to make it formulatable 

and calculable for us· (WP. 516). There is always the sense. however. that by placing faith 

in logical and linguistic descriptions of the way the world is we can never hope to truly 

comprehend the world as such because It is constantly fluctuating in a chaotic pattern of 

becoming and evolution. Thus. for Nietzsche. there can be no final metatheory that 

captures the essence of the world. and his doctrine of perspectlvlsm forever defers closure 

by making an infinite range of interpretations and viewpoints possible. Our perspectives 

continually create the world by imposing a constant stream of categories on the flux. and. 

as Alexander Nehamas pOints out. ~if there are different interpretations of the wond. it is not 

because the world has an indeterminate number of characters but because there are 

many kinds of people. not all of whom can live by the same views and values.·8 

Even the way in which we understand the progression of events In our world in terms of 

causal relationships is deconstructed by Ni~tzsche and unveiled as a fiction created to 

explain forces which we otherwise cannot comprehend. ~We introduce causation where 

any reason for motion and change remains invisible to us-the sequence of thoughts and 

feelings is only their becoming visible in consciousness. That this sequence has anything to 

do with a causal chain is completely unbelievable: consciousness has never furnished us 

with an example of cause and effect" (WP. 523). The infinite web of Interpretations and 

perspectival creations underscores a view of the world as thoroughly Interrelated. If one 

were to take out anyone element. the entire constitution of the world would be radically 

7Michel Foucault. ~Nletzsche. Genealogy. History: in The Foucault Reader. p. 86, 

8Alexander Nehamas. Nietzsche: Life as Literature. (Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press. 1985) p: 65. 
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altered; thus, it is impossible to establish a clear-cut causal relationship between two distinct 

entities. Cause and effect descriptions are useful only as means of understanding, not as 

determiners of truth. Nietzsche states that, ~One ought not to make 'cause' and 'effect' 

into material things as natural scientists do ... one ought to employ 'cause' and 'effect' as 

pure concepts, that is to say as conventional fictions for the purpose of designation, 

mutual understanding, not explanation- (BGE, 21). This also relates back to Nietzsche's 

critique of autonomous subjectivity, for if all categories of understanding are constructed 

fictions caNed out of the chaos of the world, there can be no self-existence which is not 

fractured by forces beyond human control and established limits. There is no thing-in-itself 

because an entity is simply the sum of a countless number of effects that cannot be 

captured or detailed with any constructed model of understanding and comprehension. 

Nietzsche's implicit philosophical target in these attacks on the thing-in-itself is 

Immanuel Kant and his theories about the division of the world into noumena and 

phenomena. Phenomena are t~e sensory experiences of objects in the space and time of 

the everyday world that enter our conscious understanding each day. These are not true 

reality. but merely appearances and signs which point to the transcendental reality of the 

noumena which is beyond our comprehension. Though we can have ideas about this 

noumenal world related to God, morality and the highest ethical good, there can be no way 

to prove or disprove these assertions because we are barred tangible access to this 

realm. 9 Nietzsche is arguing that this suprasensible world beyond our concrete 

experience of the physical world is an illusion of presence and fulfillment born out of the 

mind of a philosopher seeking to flee from the unneNing abyss of bottomless interpretation 

into a safe and secure aesthetic haven where reality ceases to become a threatening 

force because it is forcibly distanced and domesticated. Derrida underscores this idea by 

pointing out the duplicity of the noumenal world: "The so-called 'thing itself' is always 

already a representamen shielded from the simplicity of intuitive evidence. The 

representamen functions only by giving rise to an interpretant that itself becomes a sign 

and so on to infinity. -'0 While the Kantian critique was simply aimed at what he saw as 

false conceptions of knowledge and truth, Nietzsche polemic is fundamentally suspicious 

9 "Immanuel Kant: in Encyclopedia of ReliQion. edited by M. Eliade (New York: 

Macmillan, 1987),8: 248. 

't{)errida, Of Grdmmatoloay. p. 49. 
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of knowledge and truth as desired Ideals in and of themselves. 

Truth, therefore, is an infinite process of creation that can only take place after the death 

of God and the decentering of individual subjectivity and logical categories Of 

understanding. ~ 'Truth' is therefore, not something there, that might be found or 

discovered-but something that must be created and that gives a name to a process, or 

rather to a will to overcome that has in itself no end ... It Is a word for the 'will to power'· (WP 

552). Alan Schrift sheds light on the connection between the death of God and the opening 

of truth as production and IIberatlve creation when he writes that , -God, the ultimate 

foundation of those values requiring revaluation, Is revealed to be linguistically derived: 

God appears as the doer who is added to the deed of the world, the great author to whom 

philosophers faithfully attribute responsibility for the creation of the cosmological text we 

call ·world.' And so long as we believe in grammar. in the metaphysical and 

epistemological presuppositions concealed within language, which lead us to attach 

substantive agents to actions, we will 'continue to believe in God. ·11 Thus, once Nietzsche 

proclaims the death of God, the system of linguistic signification we use to connote and 

denote aspects of reality is forever fissured and exposed as a construction rather than a 

natural and inherent reality. With the death of God comes the dissolution of the essential 

subject insofar as it is construed and represented using the language which mirrors divine 

transcendence and immutability. Truth becomes an individual process of scripting a life 

out of the dismantled pieces of the epistemological tradition; it is an adventure through the 

open text with no unsurpassable obstacles or untransgressable limits to burden the active 

play. 

Nehamas sheds light on the idea of truth as creation by comparing Nietzsche's 

worldview to contemporary literary theories about the instability of meaning in the text and 

the countless number of Interpretations that are possible readings based on individual 

perspective. The world has no existence in and of itself; therefore, its character is 

constituted by the interpretations placed upon it by those who would seek to create a 

place for themselves within it. He argues that -Nietzsche often construes the world as a text 

of which our various practices and modes of life are interpretations. His metaphor has been 

taken to do away with truth altogether; for since no text seems to be meaningful 

11Alan Schrift, Njetzsche and the Question of Interpretatloo: Between Hermeneutics 
and Deconstruction (New York: Routledge, 1990), p. 142. 
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independently of all interpretation. no interpretation. it seems. can discover a meaning that 

exists antecedently; instead. every interpretation actually creates the meaning it attributes 

to its text: 12 Interpretation of texts has traditionally been considered a way of unlocking 

their mysteries and simplifying their meaning for a wider audience. Part and parcel with this 

is the idea that texts are objects encoded within inherently stable systems of signs and 

significations that can only be deciphered using the correct Interpretive tools. Current 

deconstructive theory emanating from such critics and philosophers as Derrida. de Man. 

Topia. and Culler suggests quite the oPPosite. There is no such thing as a self-contained 

text or total originality. Each text is multilayered and fissured with Innumerable externalities 

such as ideology. historical convention and the influences of previous authors. This 

indeterminacy at the heart of the text itself makes the task of the traditional critic impossible. 

for there is no/thing present to interpret and no key that will unlock a secret world within the 

text. Interpretation. rather than simplifying. weaves a rich pattern that continually adds to 

the text and changes its character. Thus. when one surveys the range of interpretive 

theories used on anyone literary text. one finds that there is really no original text. and that its 

already indeterminate character has been made much more heterogeneous and 

complex by the web of interpretation that interpenetrates it. Hence Derrida's well-known 

claim that ·there is nothing outside of the text:· 13thus by radically opening up multivalent 

layers of intertextuolity. an invitation is issued to partiCipate in an adventure of metaphor 

and meaning where interpretation produces new and unique readings which become 

woven into the complex fabric of the text filling gaps that were always already there and 

creating new spaces and fissures for further play. 

Thus. since Nietzsche looks at the world in much the same way as a deconstructive 

critic looks at a literary text. there can be no wor1d-in-itself; there is only a complex matrix of 

generation and destruction that has no essence which we can access with our tools of 

logic and language. ~It is not the wor1d as thing in itself. but the world as idea (as error) that is 

so rich in meaning. deep. wonderful. pregnant with happiness and unhappiness· (HATH. 

29). The world is a fictive creation that is erroneous in the sense that it is not subsumed to 

traditional constructions of objective truth; its errancy is its power. for it reflects the instability 

of the world and the impermanence of categorizations. Just as a text lives on forever 

l1-.Jehamas. Nietzsche: Life as Literature. p. 62. 

1 {)errida. Of GrammatoloQY. p. 158. 
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through constant interpretive attention. the world and the actions of individuals within it are 

sustained by perspectival creation and thorough interconnection. Nietzsche elucidates 

this idea by saying that. Mlf one considers then. that a man's every action. not only his 

books. in some way becomes the occasion for other actions. decisions. and thoughts; that 

everything which is happening is inextricably tied to everything which will happen; then one 

understands the real immortality. that of movemenr (HATH. 208). This idea of 'the wond as 

text' also sheds important light on his doctrine of perspectival understanding. for one 

interpretation can never allow us to truly understand an object because of its shifting 

character. A plurality of explications. however. can allow us insight simply because the 

strategy of interpretation parallels the duplicious nature of the object. Nietzsche states. 

"There is only a perspective seeing. only a perspective 'knowing;' and the more affects 

we allow to speak about one thing. the more eyes. different eyes. we can use to observe 

one thing. the more complete will our 'concept' of this thing. our 'objectivity' be" (GM. III. 

12). This equality and general utility of variant perspectives breaks down the hierarchy of 

discourse that has previously privileged scientific objectivity over all other methods of 

knowing and ways of seeing. 

Nietzsche's own philosophical projects are seen as open texts that have infinite 

possibilities now that they are no longer constrained by models of textual authority and self

containment. In the preface to The Gay Science. he says. "This book is nothing but a bit of 

merry-making after long privation and powerlessness. the rejoicing of strength that is 

returning. of a reawakened faith in a tomorrow and the day after tomorrow. of a sudden 

sense and anticipation of the future. of impending adventures. of seas that are open again . 

of goals that are permitted again. believed again" (GS. 1). Without the lurking presence of 

God in the background. Nietzsche's hope is that humanity will cease expending all of its 

energies searching for a redemptive transcendence that can only be found in the 

afterworld and turn toward a life of errant creation and adventure. The possibilities of this 

path taken by the errant philosopher are endless. for there is always Ma stranger. more 

comprehensive world beyond the surface. an abyss behind every ground. beneath every 

'foundation'· (BGE. 289). 
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The DevalYation of Valyes; Exposlna the Origin as Construct 

Part and parcel with the idea that life is an open text which we hove the radical freedom 

to script for ourselves Is the overcoming of traditional codes of ethics and value that 

fundamentally stem from written guidelines of Christian morality and propriety. ~Let us 

therefore limit ourselves to the purification of our opinions and valuations and to the 

creation of our own new tables of what is good, and let us stop brooding about the 'moral 

value of our actions!'. , ,We, however. wont to become those we are:""human beings who 

are new. unique. incomparable. who give themselves laws. who create themselves· (GS, 

335) , Nietzsche's feeling about traditional morality is clear-it channels human energies in 

negative directions and equalizes all diverse elements into a 'herd mentality' that is 

disgraceful to the uniqueness of the human spirit. He is calling upon us to surpass the 

constraints of morality by turning inward and formulating personal rules of conduct in 

accordance with our own needs and desires. 

Nietzsche identifies three historical stages-the pre-moral. the moral and the extra

moral-that illustrate the transformation from consequence to intention in our interpretation 

of the morality of individual action. He also wants to argue that both of these positions are 

incorrect. for ~the intention is only a sign and symptom that needs interpreting. and a sign. 

moreover. that signifies too many things and which thus taken by itself signifies practically 

nothing-that morality In the sense in which It has been understood hitherto. that Is to say the 

morality of intentions. has been a prejudice. a precipitancy. perhaps something provisional 

and precursory. perhaps something of the order of astronomy end alchemy. but in any 

event something that must be overcome" (BGE. 32). This haunting theory of historical 

progression concerning moral standpoints reflects a deeper presupposition that because 

standards of value are categories constructed to order and contain the chaos of the world , 

moral action can never be universally true or false for all contexts in all time periods. 

Humans have evolved to believe in morality as some sort of inherent universal truth and 

proscribed pattern of conduct . and Nietzsche wants to break this hold by exposing 

traditional morality as one perspective among many that cannot hove universal validity. 

Paralleling these stages of historic moral feeling are three phases of religious cruelty that 

Nietzsche develops to elUCidate the process of overcoming, In the first stage of prehistoric 
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tendencies. the best humans in society were sacrificed to God while in the moral stage. the 

best instincts and powers of humanity were sacrificed, When there was nothing left to 

sacrifice. those in the third stage sacrificed GOd. ~To sacrifice God for nothingness-this 

paradoxical mystery of the ultimate act of cruelty was reserved for the generation which is 

even now arising" (BGE. 55), By sacrificing GOd. they are also dismantling traditional 

structures of Christian morality that sought to neutralize the human potential by incul'catlng 

the soul with visions of sin and unworthiness. This deconstruction Is a manifestation of the 

destructive side of the will to power. but the nothingness caused by the sacrifice of God is 

soon surpassed by those who have the strength and courage to create new laws and 

values, 

Nietzsche realizes the difficulty of this task. for to overturn traditional morality is to go 

against an entire history predicated upon what he called the moster/slave distinction, 

Morality is contextually created either by those who possess power and wish to keep 

control (the masters) or by those who have been subjugated and wish to become part of 

the power structure (the slaves). The masters were traditionally considered the nobility and 

felt themselves to be empowered as the determiners and creators of value and distinction 

in society while the slaves were suspicious of this power precisely because they did not 

possess it, Nietzsche says that ~wherever slave morality comes to predominate. language 

exhibits the tendency to bring the words 'good' and 'stupid' closer to each other" (BGE. 

260), He operates with a fundamental belief that the herd has stopped up its ears and 

closed its eyes for so long that it is no longer able to live in radical freedom, In part. he 

blames the Christian priests who have preached values of suffering. poverty and humility to 

the masses so that they would not revolt and attempt to create a better life for themselves, 

Everything that was considered a noble virtue-passion. power. individuality. creation-is 

portrayed by the priests as being evil and detrimental to a proper Christian life, Nietzsche 

considers priests to be dangerous creatures because of their capacity to hate and exact 

revenge on those noble errant knights they resent so mUCh, ~The knightly-aristocratic value 

judgements presupposed a powerful physicality. a flourishing abundant. even overflowing 

health. together with that which serves to preserve it: war. adventure. hunting. dancing. war 

games. and in general all that involves vigorous, free, joyful activity. , ,the priests are the 

most evil enemies" ,It is because of their impotence that in them hatrea grows to 

monstrous and uncanny proportions. to the most spiritual and poisonous kind of hatred" 
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(GM.1. 7). 

The priests were responsible for the Inversion of values and the victory of the herd over 

the Individual. for those noble values that had traditionally been considered positive and 

healthy were transported to the realm of evil and were consequently seen as sinful. By 

promoting values such as obedience. chastity. pity. altruism and dependence on the 

power of GOd. traditionally weak and Impotent actions were considered good and 

beneficial to the human soul. By positing human nature as Inherently corrupt ond Iniquitous. 

priests facilitated the sacrifice of humanlty'S best virtues-passion. poetiC power. healthy 

creation and freedom of interpretation-and led the herd to a position of hypocritical 

power. The slave revolt could only take place when confronted with external events that 

did not suit their liking. This is the core of what Nietzsche calls ressentlment. for rather than 

positively creating new values from the deep wells of human passion within. the herd took 

control by negating those externalities which threatened them-namely the power of the 

nobility. Nietzsche states. "The inversion of the value-positing eye-this need to direct 

one's view outward instead of back to oneself-is the essence of (essent/ment. in order to 

exist. slave morality always first needs a hostile external world; it needs. physiologically 

speaking. external stimuli in order to act at ali-Its action Is fundamentally reaction" CGM. I. 

10). 

ThiS use of the term physiology Is muttllayered and complex as Claudia Crawford. a 

contemporary Interpreter of Nietzsche. pOints out. She describes three levels of usage that 

reflect certain ideological presuppositions inherent In his philosophy. She states. "First . . 
Nietzsche uses the term 'physlology' In accordance with its general understanding as 

dealing with the primary biological functions and vital processes of living organisms. . 

.Second. (he) takes the point of view that the physiology which conditions the bodily 

existence of human beings provides the foundation or unconscious forms of their 

respective factual or conscious understanding of themselves ... Third. (he) understands the 

physiological process as the struggle for domination among a number of interpreting 

power centers in the human being." 14 The primary idea that an individual is a matrix of 

conflicting physiological forces is reflected in his Idea of the world as a chaotic flux. for the 

external evolution of events is infused in the internal sense of selfhood. Ideology. or the 

l'tlaudia Crawford. "Nietzsche's Physiology of Ideological Criticism," in Nietzsche as 
Postmodernlst. ed. by C. Koelb (Albany: SUNY Press, 1990), p. 162. 
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understanding of power relationships. is a construct which is imposed upon these 

conflicting forces in order to shape and create sense out of them; thus. the reaction of the 

slaves of ressentiment has a foundation in physiology which is underscored and magnified 

by the external desire to gain power. 

The subjective consciousness Is shaped by the development of language and the 

ongoing power dynamic. Crawford states that. "the Individual Is not In control of language. 

with the result that subjects are constituted In an ongoing process of conflicting symbolic or 

ideological identifications which correspond to repressed desires and the struggle for 

power to satiSfy and enhance such desires: 15 Thus. the slaves of ressentlment. seeing 

those virtues of the nobility which they long to have. take hold of them precisely by 

preaching their sinfulness and evil nature. They gain power by refusing to be co-opted into . 

traditional structures of power. thereby transforming their weakness into strength. The priest 

plays a large role here too. for he i~ the one who initially alerts the herd to the fact that it is 

considered weak and 'bad' thereby provoking them to fulfill their deSire for power by 

creating new categorical standards of conduct. 

Much of Crawford's argument is grounded in the theories put forward by Giles Deleuze in 

his pioneering post-structuralist reading of Nietzsche in which he develops a physiological 

structure of the human body composed of active (noble) and reactive (slave) forces. He 

states that. "What defines a body is this relation between dominant and dominated forces. 

Every relationship of forces constitutes a body-whether it is chemical. biological. social or 

political. •.. This is why the body is always the fruit of chance. in the Nletzschean sense. and 

appears as the most 'astonishing' thing. much more astonishing. in fact. than 

consciousness and spirit. ·16 He is primarily concerned with how forces of ressentiment 

become predominant In the human physiological makeup. for each person has a balance 

of active and reactive forces. In other words. there Is no such thing as a solely active or a 

solely reactive person. for the body Is the site where the juxtaposition and Interaction of 

these forces occurs. The creative and productive individual is one who can be active In 

producing interpretations of the world and actualizing his or her will to power. in this case. 

reactive forces necessarily temper the extroverted Impulses of the active side. but do not 

l~bid .. p. 167. 

1q;Iles Deleuze. Nietzsche and Philosophy (New York Columbia University Press. 1983). 
p.40. 
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predominate and are always subseNient. As we have seen before. Nietzsche believes the 

slave of ressentiment to be a person who can only act in reaction to negative external 

stimuli; consequently. the ability to experience the joy of creation Is subsumed by the desire 

for revenge against those who embody the evil (read noble) values which often takes the 

form of self abnegation and Insldlou~ hatred. Thus. Deleuze elucidates Nletzsche's 

structure of the reactive unconscious which has two separate but operate levels. "The 

reactive unconscious is defined by mnemonic traces. by lasting imprtnts. It Is a digestive. 

vegetative and ruminative system. which expresses 'the purely passive impossibility of 

escaping from the impression once it is received .. .The second kind of reactive force is 

inseparable from consciousness: that constantly renewed skin surrounding an ever fresh 

receptivity. a milieu 'where there is always room for new things.' -17 These levels must be 

separated primarily because the human must have the ability to respond to both the 

unconsciOUS imprints of culture and.the interactive situations of the everyday world. 

Consciousness is not merely reactive. however. for there must be a balance of active 

forces which take the form of Nietzsche's celebrated 'active forgetting,' This faculty 

corresponds to the fluidity and plasticity of the will to power and the ability to face the death 

of God and the dissolution of traditionally conceived subjectivity with joy and anticipation 

rather than despair and doom. Derrida sees this joyful forgetting as both active and 

reactive. for .. (it manifests) as a limitation that protects the human being from the blinding 

light of an absolute historical memory (that will. among other things. reveal that 'truths ' 

spring fr?m 'interpretations'). as well as an attribute boldly chosen by the philosopher in 

order to avoid failing into the trap of 'historical knowledge,'-18 According to Deleuze. 

therefore. the slave of ressentiment evolves from a malfunction 'which merges the two 

forms of reactive unconscious thereby crippling the joyous and celebratory faculty of 

active forgetting by plaguing the subject with a surreal excess of memory. Unable to 

understand the cause of its hyper-aware state. the person of ressentiment fantasizes an 

Other. an object upon which blame for the current situation can be placed and imaginary 

resolution through symbolic revenge played out. MThe man of ressentiment in himself is a 

being full of pain: the sclerosis or hardening of his consciousness. the rapidity with which 

every excitation sets and freezes within him. the weight of the traces that invade him are so 

l1bid .. pp. 112-113. 

1 ~errida. Of Grammotoloay. p. xxxi. 
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many cruel sufferings. It is venomous and deprecative because it blames the object in 

order to compensate for its own inability to escape from the traces of the corresponding 

excitation. - 19 1f any victory is to be achieved by the tyranny of the slaves. it will not be 

through their transformation into noble leaders. for they will always remain slaves tormented 

by a proliferation of memory which their consciousness will not be able to erase. I~avlng 

them without the capacity to develop a productive will to power. Since their only route to 

action is through reaction to a fantasized and enhanced Other. they will always hove the 

desire for power without possessing the flexibility and adaptability to mold the chaos of the 

wor1d into a personal vision . 

Nietzsche underscores Deleuze's idea that the members of the herd cannot attain the 

power status of the nobles. for by taking God as their master and ultimate ground of all 

action and truth. they place themselves forever In debt without hope of redemption until 

death. This is so because the only force that can redeem humanity from its position of 

original sin and corrupted nature is God. Herein lies the chief problem of the will. for if the 

people of ressentiment do not have the power to will destruction and creation in the same 

movement. then they will merely will a nauseating nothingness. Nietzsche. in a discussion 

on the dangers of asceticism. pOints out -that the ascetiC ideal has meant so many things 

to man. however. is on expression of the basic fact of the human will. its horror vacui. it 

needs a goal-and it would rather will nothingness than not will- (GM. III. 1). Nietzsche 

criticizes the herd for leading humanity into the nihilistic void it has created out of its own 

inability to fill the power vacuum left by the usurped nobility. Because ressentiment is a 

force which only operates when faced with external circumstaf!ce. once the slave revolt 

has been successful. there is no longer anything to react against except the self. Thus. its 

direction is modified; its destructive energies were previously directed toward cheapening 

the noble values and elevating the weak values. but this did not change the condition of the 

world as hoped. Consequently. with no one else to blame or to exact resentful revenge 

upon. the slaves turn inward and concentrate on their own sinful natures as the cause of all 

evil in the world. Because they do not hove the will to create new values and visions of 

human happiness. they will nothingness and seek to tyrannize by making their interpretation 

a natural fact. "It rejects. denies. affirms. and sanctions solely from the point of view of its 

1beleuze. Nietzsche and Philosophy. p. 116. 
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interpretation ... it submits to no power. it believes in its own predominance over every other 

power. in its absolute superiority of rank over every other power' (GM. 111.23). 

The Apborlstlc Explosion: Nletzscbe's Decoostructiye SMes 

Nietzsche. as anti-Christian and anti-nihilist. realizes the magnanimous nature of 

overcoming such a thoroughly entrenched structure of morality. ethics and value 

determinations. but he is convinced that "all things bring about their own destruction 

through an act of self-overcoming ... If a temple is to be erected a temple must be 

destroyed: that is the law' (GM. III. 27 & II. 24). His hope is that his writings will liberate others 

from the shadow of God and iogocentrism and provoke them to set out on a journey of their 

own to deconstruct old values. ideas of autonomous selfhood. theories of empirical 

knowledge. and objective truth. He feels that this deconstructive process must take place 

in order to fashion a generative space where the potential of the human spirit can be fully 

actualized. Nietzsche's writings about the continual process of creation and destruction 

are effective largely because his written form matches the content it seeks to propose. 

Nehamas pOints out that. MNietzsche uses his changing genres and styles in order to make 

his presence as an author literally unforgettable and in order to prevent his readers from 

overlooking the fact that his views necessarily originate with him. He depends on many 

styles in order to suggest that there is no single neutral language in which his view. or any 

others. can ever be presented. ·20 Nietzsche is also trying to communicate to his readers 

the very important idea that the style of life he is proposing and the ways in which it may be 

achieved are not universally Mtrue.· 

Here. Nietzsche faces a difficult paradox. for writing is often considered authoritative 

dictation; thus. his theories have often been criticized either for not providing a way out of 

the void after the death of God or for promoting values of nothingness and violent 

destruction. One such critiCism comes from Alan Megill who argues that Nietzsche. as well 

as other philosophers of the poststructuralist era. is essentially crisis-oriented; consequently. 

Nietzsche's crisis is the death of God and the condemnation of contemporary culture. thus 

it becomes. in Megill's eyes. the question to which all subsequent writings must answer. He 

gives a fair reading of Nietzsche based largely in his aesthetiC and mythological visions but 

2Cf...Jehamas. Nietzsche: Life as literatUre. p. 37. 
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ends up criticizing him for underhandedly constructing an uninhabitable space and 

imposing a new language of truth on humankind in the wake of his criSis. Megill states that. 

MBut how is such creation. such legislation. to come about? It Is clear1y not to come about 

through rational argument. though once established it will obviously be supported by the 

appropriate rationalizations. It will come about. rather. through the creation of a new 

language-that is. through the creation of a comprehensive system of Interpretation that will 

somehow impose Itself upon men:21 He locates the source of this new language In the 

mythical structures of Zarathustra In general and the Ideas of eternal return and the 

Ubermensch in particular. and he sees these as utterly Incomprehensible and dictatorial. 

He feels that Nietzsche has not escaped the discourse of presence and logocentrlsm. for 

he is destroying one language only to impose another. 

Megill concludes with the strident assertion that MHis myth is. In fact, a form of mysticism. 

a purely Individualistic, even solipSistic creation. Moreover, it is a creation that is bound. in 

its absolute utopianism. to obscure the world as it is:22 Megill fundamentally believes that 

Nietzsche's writings construct a space for us to Inhabit and a language which we are forced 

to adopt if we are ever to enter into his worldvlew, yet it seems to me that Nietzsche's 

language is far from oppressive. His message would be entirely contradictory if he were to 

replace the system of signification he has destroyed with one of his own. Rather the call is 

one of liberation and radical choice. for he performs the deconstructlve work necessary to 

free humanity from the historically legitimized claims on their subjectivities by church. state 

and 'high culture' and to awaken them from their sleep of complacency. As far as he is 

concerned. the rest is up to us. for he has given us the space and the tools with which to 

begin a life of joyful production and active, noble self-authentication. The 

compartmentalization of the world into natural fields of values and knowledge has been 

replaced by an open text-to use Derrida's imagery. a 'bottomless chessboard' -where 

we are only restrained by our own fears and inhibitions. Once we surmount those. Nietzsche 

would call upon us to dance upon the abyss and to refuse the will to nothingness and to 

embody the will to create. 

In Ecce Homo. Nietzsche states. -I have many stylistic possibilities-the most multifarious 

21Allan Megill. prophets of Extremity; Nietzsche. HeldeOQer. Foucault. Derrlda 
(California: University of California Press. 1985). pp. 96-7. 

24bid .. p. 102. 
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art of .style that has ever been at the disposal of one man- (EH. 111.4). His ideas of the wor1d 

as being In a constant state of evolution and becoming are reflected In his use of the 

aphorism. for as David Allison points out. ~The aphorism (I.e .. the short. terse. Incisive remark 

that expresses a wider truth) is itself alive and animate-it responds to the genius and 

inspiration of a critical mind. but it resists formalization and catechism. It is a turn of phrase 

and thought-a movement of expression that. of Itself. directs us beyond a fixed Idea. a 

fixed place-holder in a static system of rules and beliefs. -23 Aphorisms themselves are 

much more difficult to interpret than traditional forms of analytic discourse. and their 

dynamic nature prevents them from being externally synthe~lzed or focused by one 

central locus of meaning. In one sense. they are stylistically unique textual devices which 

allow the reader to gain a plurality of insights of the shifting and ceaselessly spinning nature 

of the world. The analytic project of such ohilosophers as Descartes. Hume and Kant would 

not work in Nietzsche's case because its main aim Is to discover and explicate self-evident 

categories and conditions of existence. Analytical philosophy operates with the 

fundamental belief that words are merely signs and slgniflers which correspond directly with 

signified objects in a coherent system of logical relations. The aim of the philosopher. 

therefore. is to gain access to this system by learning the techniques necessary to crack its 

secret code. For Nietzsche. this idea of correspondence between language and fact is an 

illusion which must be dispelled. Also reflected in this is the idea that truth as a system of 

orderly referential links between signs and signifleds is forever fractured and fissured as 

traditior.-::I signifiers are exposed as free-floating signs which only point infinitely to other 

signs without origin or final referential link. Derrlda recognizes the propensity of Nietzsche's 

styles in the task of deconstructing truth as correspondence and reference. for he states 

that. "The idea of the book. which always refers to a natural totality is profoundly olien to the 

sense of writing. It is the encyclopedic protection of theology and of logocentrism against 

the disruption of writing. against its aphoristiC energy. -24 

Nietzsche's use of language does not constrict reality by shaping and molding it into 

categories which are subsequently called natural laws. Rather. his use of the explosive 

aphorism seeks to parallel the evolution of the environment around him and to mirror the 

chaos inherent in the shifting and unstable world. A preeminent French critic. Jean Granier. 

2t>avid Allison. ~Introduction- to The New Nietzsche. p. xiv. 

2'berrida. Of GrammatolQQY. p. 18. 
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illuminates this stylistic idea by exploring the textual process of becoming. He states. ~The 

texture corresponds to what Nietzsche calls a 'scrawl.' The phenomenon masks because 

it manifests a sense that is not only multiple but subjected to a multitude of shirtings. 

transfers. superimpositions. overlappings. and sedimentations that produce the 

disconcerting impression of a rebus . . The lines are broken. the contours blurred. the 

language anomalous. and the syntax incoherent. To all of this we must odd the principal 

characteristic: the text Is not static; It is not a monument. a museum; it is not really even a 

book. because everything in it changes. is transformed. becomes:25 Interpretation. in 

this vein. is part and parcel of the will to power. for It is a creative and generative oct of 

ordering the chaos that lies at the center of the world and the text thereby fashioning an 

aesthetic surface that allows the individual to live a life in tune with the forces of becoming 

that ore always present. MUfe and art are two words that characterize a single creative act: 

namely. the oct of ordering chaos. stabilizing becoming. and inventing categories by 

which the abyss of truth can be organized into various forms and constellations .• 26 

Yet. Nietzsche argues that all categories we create must eventually be destroyed and 

replaced by new visions of existence. Metaphorical discourse becomes the new method 

of knowledge and the way in which analytical dogmatism is overcome. Metaphors resist 

synthesis; thus the only unity available is a decentered plurality as opposed to a monolithic 

logical system. In his stylistic interpretation of Nletzsche's texts. Derrida pOints out that "It 

knows of no proper itinerary which would lead from its beginning to its end and back again. 

nor does its movement admit of any center. Because it is structurally liberated from any 

living meaning. it is always possible that it means nothing at all or that it has no decidable 

meaning ... if there is going to be style. there can only be more than one .• 27 Derrido also 

claims that to call Nietzsche's aphorisms fragments is to subconsciously connect them with 

a higher unity from which they have somehow broken away. He would see them as 

different textual styles that communicate their deconstructive content by being 

deconstructive in and of themselves thereby refusing to take part in the traditional 

discourse based on correspondence between language and reality. 

25Jean Granier. MNietzsche's Conception of Chaos: in The New Nietzsche. pp. 136-7. 
2'" . '1bid .. p. 139. 

27Jacques Derrida. Spurs: Nietzsche's Styles, trans. by B. Harlow (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press. 1978).pp. 131-133.139. 
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After all of Nietzsche's philosophizing about the deconstruction of traditional structures 

of power manifested in religion, values, logic, language and representations of the truth, we 

are still left with the question of how to Implement this radical freedom on an existential level. 

Once the deconstructive process is achieved. how does one go about scripting a life out of 

the ashes that embodies the power and poetic passion of the will to creation? What would 

a true Nietzschean subject look like, and how would he or she survive the de~th or God 

without being drawn into the abyss of nihilism? Nietzsche's philosophy Is essentially 

affirmative, for while it heralds the deconstruction of shop-wom and outmoded ways of 

living. it issues an invitation to the reader to rejoice in their newly-created liberation and to 

manifest the inner courage to script new ways of being in the world. His is a philosophy of 

personal empowerment that seeks to reassert those values that were formerly embodied 

by the strongest and most noble human beings. His disgust at the herd mentality is only 

further evidence of his positive thinking, for in order to surpass the denigration of humanity 

caused by Christian values and to escape the trance-like procession into the nihilistic void 

that has ensued, one must overcome not only the barriers of objective knowledge and 

natural morality but the entire idea of autonomous and self-contained selfhood as well. 

"This Antichrist and antinihilist; this victor over God and nothingness-he must come one 

day" (GM, II, 24). 

32 



Chapter 2.' 

Zarathustra1s Recurrence: A Vision of Selfhood 
Overcome and Decentered 



"The Dionysian Compulsion remains within the living body, activating It into the perpetual 
movement of the dance. It does not produce a form fixed in its individuality, but issues in an 
orgiastic state in which forms are continually created and dissolved In an apotheosis of 
force ... In this movement, out of this compulsion, life sings.·' 

"There is only one condition under which we would be compelled to adopt Nietzsche's 
position, or any position resembling it, for our own. If it could be shown that there is an 
ontological parallel between the world and the work of art, between the world and the 
'being' of language, then we could inhabit the latter knowing that they correspond to the 
former. ·2 

The polarized feelings of these two commentaries on Friedrich Nietzsche set out the 

debate about what is left for humanity after the death of God. The previous chapter 

examined the consequences of this radical assertion in terms of the consequent 

deconstruction of all structures of knowledge, understanding, value, and autonomous 

existence that were predicated upon the existence of the divine as transcendental 

signified and ultimate ground of being. Much of contemporary French theory illuminates 

and foregrounds the ecstatic imagery of playful becoming and physical liberation in 

Nietzsche's thought, for Individuals have been freed from their burdensome debt to God 

and from the dogmatic oppression of the metaphYSiCS of presence. The exposure of "all 

as construction· disrupts the tyranny of authority based on a priori ways of being In the 

world. Human quests to discover the forms of Truth, Beauty, Goodness and Knowledge are 

criticized as vain searches for a transcendence that will always be denied and a 

redemption that is forever postponed. Many questions still remain, however, in the minds of 

those who are not so comfortable with the destruction of value systems and religious 

frameworks that were sacred and foundational to their visions of self-Identity and 

communal cohesion. For instance, they ask whether anarchy and chaos will reign with the 

absence of stable moral codes, how people will orient their lives without a measure or 

centering point of Truth, and how humankind will be able to face the crises of contemporary 

life without the guiding hand of God? Nietzsche's response to the impending abyss is not 

despair and grief, but rather ecstatic joy and Dionysian celebration. In by far his most lyrical 

and poetiC work, Thus Spoke Zorothustra. Nietzsche outlines his ideal vision of a life after the 

'Alphonso Lingis, "The Will To Power," in The New Nietzsche. p. 48. 

2Allan Megill, proohets of Extremity. p. 102. 
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death of God using a proliferation of styles and modes of discourse. 

Zarathustra is the prophet for everyone and for no one. for he is issuing a call to wager 

one's life on a process of becoming rather than a veiled conceptualization of fixed 

"reality: He comes to teach the Ubermensch (literally. over-person). one who has 

overcome both the structures of epistemology established in traditional philosophic 

discourse and the metaphysics of logocentric divinity. "Behold. I teach you the Superman. 

The Superman is the meaning of the earth. Let your will say: The Superman shall be the 

meaning of the earth. and do not believe those who speak to you of superterrestrial hopes. 

They are poisoners whether they know it or not. They are despisers of life. atrophying and 

self-poisoned men. of whom the earth is weary: so let them be gone- (Z. Prologue. 3).3 

While the Ubermensch has often been interpreted as an amoral figure of excess beyond 

the bounds of containment and likely to destroy the fabric of culture by transgressing all the 

previous codes of conduct. Nietzsche is offering a vision of one who has escaped the 

double bind of the death of God: The danger Inherent in the absence of God is that 

humanity will come to fill the void because it fears its power and untrammeled chaotic 

potential. In Derridean terms. the hierarchy of discourse is merely inverted. for where God 

was once the arbiter of order and legislator of the universe. humanity has now taken its 

place as the object of adoration and worship-the supreme power and rightful controller of 

the earth. Mark Taylor. a self-styled deconstructive a/theologian. elUCidates this idea 

when he argues in Nietzschean terms that. "In trying to unseat the master. the subject 

attempts to become master. If the master is God and the slave man. then man's murder of 

God is an act of self-deification .. .This reversal reveals the slave's struggle against the 

master to be a struggle for mastery. By transferring the predicates of divinity to the human 

subject. the humanistic atheist inverts but fails to subvert the logic of repression. With this 

inversion. the problem of mastery is relocated rather than resolved. The death of the 

sovereign God now appears to be the birth of the sovereign self.- 4 

Yet the Ubermensch goes beyond this mere inversion of hierarchy to a position of 

3please note that Hollingdale and Kaufmann both translate the Ubermensch as 
'Superman' or ·Overman.· However. I feel that these translations are incorrect in two 
ways: the idea of Superman has been used to refer to an antinomialan figure who is 
immoral and destructive. and the Overman is gender biased and not true to the literal 
German (mensch is a neutral term). Though I will not alter the quotations. I will use the 
original German word in my writings. 

~ark Taylor. Er!:inQ (Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 1984). p. 25. 
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continual subversive overcoming, for she or he is both God-overcoming and self

overcoming. The infinity of overcoming takes place in the space of the eternal return 

which, for Nietzsche, is the ultimate test of life affirmation. One famous passage reads. 

"What if some day or night a demon were to steal after you Into your loneliest loneliness 

and say to you: 'This life as you now live it, you will have to live once more and inumerable 

times more; and there will be nothing new in it, but every pain and every joy and every 

thought and sigh and everything unutterably small or great In your life will have to retum to 

you, all in the same succession and sequence' ... Would you not throw yourself down and 

gnash your teeth and curse the demon who spoke thus? Or have you once experienced a 

tremendous moment when you would have answered him: 'You are a God and never have 

I heard anything more divine,'" (GS, 341). This most vitally existential question contains an 

answer to many of the queries about morality posed by critiCS of Nietzsche, for if one is to will 

one's life again and again for allinfin'ity, one would conceivably not desire to will hatred and 

destruction and would shape and construct one's life with care and full investment. This 

chapter will explore several complementary and often-times conflicting interpretations of 

the eternal return as well as the position of the Ubermensch within Nietzsche's textual 

scheme dating from his earlier writings about the Free Spirit to his seminal text about the 

prophetic figure of Zarathustra. Close attention will be payed to the metaphorical 

discourses these figures of affirmation embody to achieve their desired goal of life within 

process and as continual evolution rather than statiC sedimentation. Finally, I will end with 

some reflections on the place of women in Nietzsche's philosophical scheme. for I feel that 

there is too much of a tendency in Nietzsche scholarship to simply ignore his widely variant 

passages about women or to condemn him as a blatant misogynist, thereby discrediting 

much of his work. 

The Genesis of Zarathustrg; Nietzsche's Free Spirit 

Nietzsche began his philosophical career under the influence of the , philosophy of 

Schopenhauer and the cultural ideals of Richard Wagner; consequently his earlier works 

like The Birth of TraQedy and Daybreak are heavily invested in the Romantic ideals of 

mythological self-exploration and a purely aesthetic understanding of consciousness and 
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its interaction with the surrounding world. His explorations of Greek forms of theatre and 

religion provoked a deep pessimism about his own culture and an insistent longing to return 

to a society much like that constructed by the Greeks in which all were bound together in a 

community and grounded in a sacred mythical meta narrative. Nietzsche is caught In a 

double bind, however, for though he longs for the immediacy of sensory experience of the 

sublime in the physical world, he realizes that it is unattainable In the current historical motif. 

Megill locates this two-fold understanding in Nietzsche's use of Dionysian and Apollonian 

symbols as aesthetic representations of reality. Traditionally, Dionysus was the god of 

formlessness and chaos which kept the Apollonian impulse toward order and coherency 

from becoming too rigidified and sedimented. There is an implicit relation between these 

two mythological forces and Deleuze's active and reactive components of consciousness 

discussed in the first chapter, for Apollo serves as the god of Illusion who seeks to veil his 

followers from the harsh light and power of the reality of suffering within their existence while 

Dionysus forcefully tears the veil away allowing for an immediate contact with the forces of 

chaos inherent in the world. As Megill elucidates, MThe Dionysian symbolizes an impulse 

toward a direct, not a mediated, partiCipation in the reality of experience; the Apollonian 

symbolizes an impulse toward the attainment of a similar immediacy through 

submergence in the irrealistic world of dream and fantasy, a world that is seen as 

embodying a truer and deeper reality than that of 'normal' experience:5 In Nietzsche's 

oscillation between Dionysian abandon and Apollonian order, one can see the conflict in 

his thought between the desire for unmediated experience and the knowledge of its 

impossibility. For the purposes of this chapter, the latter model will be utilized with reference 

to Thus Spoke Zorothust ra and some of Nietzsche's later works, and his later tendency to 

see all perspectives as filtered through the lens of history and culture will be the focus 

throughout this section. Nietzsche came to realize that the binary opposition between the 

Dionysian and Apollonian modes of being was idealized in the sense that one could never 

fully embody either pole. One could neither lead a life of total destruction of stability nor 

could one always fit perfectly into a permanent order. Rather, life is always an oscillation 

and a deconstructive movement between the Dionysian and Apollonian urges; thus, there 

is continual creation and subversion of order symbolizing the shifting forces of the will to 

5Allan Megill, Prophets of Extremity, p. 47. Further explication of Nietzsche"s functional 
use of these concepts is explored in pp 38-47. 
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power. 

Nietzsche begins to formulate the ideal figure who can exist in the unstable and 

impermanent region of becoming between active and reactive and Dionysian and 

Apollonian forces in his text, Human All Too Human. It Is essentially a collection of 

aphorisms on all subjects of contemporary culture such as political states, religious 

authority, scientific knowledge and family relations that symbolizes Nietzsche's move away 

from Romanticism and preoccupation with tragedy and mythical metanarratlve. Part and 

parcel with this shift in philosophical orientation Is the fact that Nietzsche could not seem to 

reconcile his desire for a universal common myth with the plurality of cultures and forms of 

linguistic discourse present in the world. Thus, he came to the famous conclusion that . 

"What therefore is truth? A mobile army of metaphors, metonomles, anthropomorphisms: 

In short a sum of human relations which became poetically and rhetorically intensified, 

metamorphosed, adorned, and after long usage seems to a nation fixed, canonic and 

binding; truths are illusions of which one has forgotten that they are Illusions; worn-out 

metaphors which have become powerless to affect the senses; coins which have their 

obverse effaced and are no longer of account as coins but merely as metal.·6 

Metaphors are supposed to have some element of shock value, for their function is to unite 

two disparate terms of language in order to illuminate a particular aspect of the world, 

thereby shaping and altering that vision. Language and discourse have, however , 

become sedimented and encased in traditional forms and categories which have long 

since lost their vital and pulsating power. These old and decaying forms have also 

perpetuated an illusion that they are the foundation and immemorial origin of the universe 

and reality as we know it, thereby forcing language to partiCipate In a referential economy 

that short-circuits and contains the dangerous and explosive power of chaotiC becoming. 

Nietzsche's free spirit is one who can locate the growing fissures and cracks in the facade 

of presence and release the dynamic power that will disrupt and deconstruct the old 

methods of knowledge and religious belief. "With an evil laugh, he overturns what he finds 

concealed. spared until then by some shame; he investigates how these things look if they 

are overturned. There is some arbitrariness and pleasure in arbitrariness to it, if he then 

perhaps directs his favor to that which previously stood in disrepute-if he creeps curiously 

~uoted in Clayton Koelb, ~Reading as Philosophical Strategy: in Nietzsche gs 
PQstmodernlst . p. 144. 
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and enticingly around what is most forbidden" (HATH. 3). 

A free spirit Is also one who has escaped from the 'herd mentality' that plagues 

contemporary culture and from the tyranny of absolute conceptions of value and 

knowledge. They are not bound to any systems of politics. aesthetics. history or ethics 

because what has been traditionally offered as the origin and Archimedlan point of 

existence is found to be a place of absence and lack rather than of full and transcendent 

presence. In Foucault's terms. ~The Origin lies at a place of inevitable loss. the point where 

the truth of things corresponded to a truthful discourse. the site of a fleeting articulation that 

discourse has obscured and finally lost.· 7 The free spirit throws off the burden of loss that 

others feel when confronted with similar knowledge. for the discovery of an origin which 

encompasses plurality and affirms the passage of the trace without attempting to reduce 

all to a monolithiC conception of identity is definite cause for celebration. In the end. 

Nietzsche characterizes the free spirit as a wanderer. an errant knight who rejoices in the 

paSSionate and explosively dynamic forces of life. This does not mean. however. that the 

free spirit never has a home. for home is continually created In the most positive and 

productive way possible--by joyfully writing his or her own script of existence which 

continues to actualize and fulfill all needs. and desires without ceasing. 

This life narrative never becomes entrenched and dictatorial because its movement is 

one that is radically in tune with the flux and evolution of the surrounding environment and 

underscores both the death of God and the dismantling of the autonomous and elevated 

subject. Mark Taylor illuminates this connection by saying that. MThe sovereign self longs for 

security. This security must be carefully established and maintained by building defenses 

against dispossession. expropriation. and impropriety. The dispossessed subject. 

however. realizes that security does not lie in carefulness. Quite the opposite. to be secure 

Csecurus: se- without + cura- care) is to be without care; it is to be careless and 

carefree."8 The vibrant faculty of active forgetting allows the consciousness of the free 

spirit to overcome the need to posit a fantaSized Other upon which to exact revenge for the 

sufferings and pain of existence. Thus. the free spirit can adapt to the conditions at hand 

and can also have enough flexibility to incorporate hardship and loneliness as a necessary 

adjunct to delight and exuberance. Because the referential and hierarchical connections 

7Michel Foucault. "Nietzsche. Genealogy. History: in The Foucault Reader. p. 79. 

Braylor. ErrinQ. p. 144. 
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between divine transcendence and sovereign subjectivity have been deconstructed. the 

free spirit can now recognize that Identity Is fundamentally based In difference and plurality 

rather than being a polluted image of perfection constantly looking toward an Identity of 

presence. Nietzsche concludes his discussion of the free spirit with this memorable 

passage which will lead us Into an exploration of his later prophetic character. Zarathustra: 

"He who has come only in part to a freedom of reason cannot feel otherwise than as a 

wanderer-though not as a traveler towords a final goal. for this does not exist ... therefore 

he must not attach his heart too firmly to any Individual thing; there must be something 

wandering within him. which takes joy in change and transitorlness· (HATH. 638). 

Zarathustra: The Teacher of the Obermensch and Eternal Return 

ThUs Spoke Zarothustra was undoubtably Nietzsche's most prized accomplishment. 

and the one that he felt most accurately embodied the content as well as the spirit of what 

he was trying to say. In one sense. it allows the reader a glimpse at what true and authentic 

selfhood would look like after the death of God and the deconstruction of the metaphysics 

of presence. for Zarathustra has come to preach the vitality of the earth and the power of 

the human to overcome all ideals of Truth that would attempt to constrain and control the 

freedom to create and produce. Not content to occupy the position of the sovereign and 

reigning self after his announcement of the usurpation of God. Zarathustra explodes normal 

conceptions of selfhood into a multifarious plurality of subject positions that are freed from 

accounrability to an ever-present logos. Insofar as this logos is "a supreme principle 

knowable to us that organizes all these differences into a system of necessary 

relationships: it is shown both through Nletzsche's deconstructlve and genealogical 

techniques as well as through the various forms of creative and inspirational discourse used 

by Zarathustra to be a construction of the human mind.9 This fabrication transformed itself 

into Truth by positing an inherent referential link to the Real. Zarathustra. therefore. can act 

as an exemplar. for he can show us what it would mean to operate in a realm of radical 

freedom and how we can begin this infinite movement of deconstruction and self-scripting 

in our own lives. 

~enry Ruf. ~The Origin of the Debate Over Ontotheology and Deconstruction in the 
Texts of Derrida and Wittgensteln: In Reliolon . OntotheolooY and Deconstruction. 
edited by Henry Ruf (New York: Paragon. 1989). p. 31. 
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In Ecce Homo, Nietzsche says that. MZarathustra is a dancer-how he that has the 

hardest. most terrible insight into reality. that has thought the 'most abysmal idea,' 

nevertheless does not consider it an objection to existence. not even to its eternal 

recurrence-but rather one reason more for being himself the eternal Yes to all things· (EH. 

Z. 6). This text is truly from Nietzsche's blood, for it epitomizes his deSire to take philosophy 

beyond the stagnant and lifeless forms of dry analytical critique and Into a new plurality of 

discourse fields where truly life affirmative and existentially challenging ideas can be 

proposed through poetry, lyriCS, laughter and dance. Zarathustra's fundamental teaching 

is of the paradox of self-affirmation through self-overcoming- ~I tell you: one must have 

chaos in one, to give birth to a dancing star. I tell you: you stili have chaos in you" (Z. 

Prologue. 5). The movement of the dance parallels the flux of time and space and is the 

physical component to the doctrine of perspectivism. Graham Parkes pOints out that. 

"After the Death of the One Christian God, the archetype of the spirit of gravity who 

represents all absolute value. there is no ground on which to take a firm stand: our feet are 

faced with the abyss. An appropriate response is then to dance, to cultivate a lightness of 

foot that will obviate becoming stuck in any single perspective."' 0 Zarathustra is not 

predominantly a figure of writing, for much of his polemic is against religions of the Book 

which have weighted down the lightness and power of the Sacred by trapping its potential 

within words which fail hopelessly in their referential task; thus, his call is to MShatter. shatter 

the law-tables of the never-joyful" (2, "Of Old and New Law Tables, 13), Zarathustra is a 

Dionysian figure in that he is must awaken people from their sleep of complacency within 

the safe and sanitary realm of Christian religion; it is no longer th~ Apollonian which he is 

seeking to overcome but the vision of humanity put forth by Pauline Christianity in terms of 

the pathological denial of the body, for he is developing a space of joyful physical 

celebration which overcomes mind/body duality and frees the 'danCing star' within, 

There is one type of writing which Zarathustra praises and believes himself to be working 

toward after his movements of destruction. for he says, MOf all writings. I love only that which 

is written with blood. Write with blood: and you will discover that blood is spirit" (Z. "Of 

Reading and Writing"). Writing must. however, be an ongoing process of deconstructive 

movement so that the forms and structures do not take on an air of authority and profess to 

'CGraham Parkes. "The Dance From Mouth to Hand: in Nietzsche as postmodernjst. p. 
137. 
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be categories of existence which correspond to the world as It Is. These Ideas are echoed 

in Derrida's discourse when he states, 'Writing in the common sense is the dead letter, it is 

the carrier of death. It exhausts life. On the other hand, on the other face of the same 

proposition, writing In the metaphoric sense, natural, divine, and living writing, Is venerated: it 

is equal In dignity to the origin of value, to the voice of conscience as divine law, to the 

heart. to sentiment, and so forth: ll The original spirit of divine creation and chaos was 

domesticated through human appropriation and exploitation, for it was shaped Into a vision 

of a monolithic God of presence who hierarchically privileged certain forms of life and 

expression over others, thereby setting up an Impossible Ideal of authentic selfhood. 

Discourse. in this framework. was relegated to the task of copying the divine Word, for it is 

the Book to which all other writings must pay worship. Mark Taylor illuminates this by saying 

that. "God Is the Author of authors who dictates the Book of all books. For this reason, God is 

the Author to whom all authors finally defer, and His Book Is the Book to which all books 

ultimately refer. .. In different terms, books are signs that refer to a 'transcendental 

slgnlfled,'"12 Thus, with the death of God as supreme legislator of meaning and truth. 

Zarathustra's Ubermensch is free to play In a radically open and ceaselessly spinning text 

where meaning is not confined within a system of presence and an economy of 

domination. 

Zarathustra wants to put the spirit of lightness and the power of passionate and authentic 

investment back Into the process of writing In order to transform it into a spiritual discipline 

upon which one can wager his or her life. Dancing and laughter are spontaneous events 

that .only leave faint traces in the mind of the dancer; thus, Zarathustra is In search of an 

immortality of evolution wherein the writer can insert lasting traces into the Intersections of 

the open text/world that will be borne infinitely upon the waves of ceaseless flux. In Parkes' 

terms. "If Zarathustra can get hold of life by the hand, If he can channel her flow through his 

fingers. he may be able to outdo the God of Exodus, who Inscribes commandments on the 

stone tablets with his fingers alone: 13 By the same token, Zarathustra says. "I should 

believe only in a God who understood how to dance" (Z, "Of Reading and Writing"). He 

admires a god who does not rest behind the facade of full presence. safety and 

1 Derrida. Of GrammatoloQY. p. 17. 

12raylor . .E.rring. p. 81. 

1 ~arkes, "The Dance from Mouth to Hand: p. 140. 
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transcendence but longs for an Image of the Sacred that involves risk and uncertain futures. 

He longs for a vision of writing that goes beyond the laborious process of putting a feeling or 

experience we cannot describe into words that only serve to do our subject a grave 

injustice. Thus. the freedom of language from its referential masters and the affirmation of a 

universe of free-floating signs that refer at once to everything and to nothing I~ the liminal 

space where we are invited to overcome ourselves. By defeating the nihilistic spirit of 

gravity. we learn to immerse ourselves in the chaos that surrounds us. 

In a discourse entitled MOf Three Metamorphoses: Zarathustra outlines the stages 

which the liberated human spirit must pass through In order to overcome the negative and 

reactive forces in the world. The first stage symbolizes the acceptance of all the baggage 

and ballast of culture including religious constructions of value. physicality and 

knowledge- "What is heavy? thus asks the weight-bearing spirit. thus it kneels down like the 

camel and wants to be well laden .• 'Deleuze identifies the camel with the ass that appears 

later in the text. and reflects that "the combined spirit of gravity Is the spirit of the negative. 

the combined spirit of nihilism and reactive forces; the practised eye has no trouble In 

discovering the reactive in ali the Christian virtues of the ass. in ali its strengths which are 

useful for bearing; the prudent eye sees the products of nihilism in all the burdens that it 

carries. ·14 Once all burdens of the conceptualized Real have been loaded. the camel 

ventures into the desert where the second transformation into the form of a lion occurs. 

Here. the lion encounters a great dragon who speaks "Thou Shalt" and" All created values 

are in me.' thereby setting up the battle between humanity and God for the right to freedom 

from the tyranny of closure and presence. The lion slays the dragon with a powerful and 

resounding "sacred No· symbolizing the death of God. but there still must be a third stage 

which will go beyond the mere inversion of the God-Man hierarchy. for "To create new 

values-even the lion is incapable of that: but to create itself freedom for new creation-that 

the might of the lion can do." 

The figure of the final metamorphosis is a child who embodies "innocence. 

forgetfulness. a new beginning. a sport. a self-propelling wheel. a first motion. a sacred 

Yes.' Only the child can begin again with the plasticity of consciousness that will allow a 

celebratory forgetting of the previous reign of the dragon as definer of the good life . There 

1 {)e leuze. Nietzsche and Philosophy. p. 181. 
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is an affirmative step beyond the destruction of the metaphysics of presence. and 

Nietzsche does not merely leave us with no idea where to turn and no way to escape from 

the Impending forces of nihilism and despair. A creation of a new set of values and a new 

vision of God would not suffice. however. for that would merely be a temporary 

displacement of the problem of logocentric oppression. A childlike figure is needed to be 

the Ubermensch and the new exemplar of what it means to script a healthy and affirmative 

life. It Is Important to note that this child is not naive but has the wisdom and understanding 

that the previous transformations have produced. To some. the death of God symbolizes 

the irrevocable loss of their grounding point of existence; without this solid foundation. they 

feel that life is meaningless for there is no longer a discipline or a sanctioned way of life one 

can follow to become an authentic human being. Yet. the message of the child is that the 

continual production of existence allowed by this fundamentally IIberatlve slaying of God is 

the most positive and affirmative spiritual discipline possible because it originates from 

within and is not imposed from some distanced external source. To cultivate the art of 

deconstructive laughter. to develop 'fingers for nuances' and to channel chaotic energies 

into such metaphorical adventures as the dance and blood-writing -demands a flexibility 

that responds dynamically to the ever-changing conditions of becoming. alternating 

lightness and gravity; that it requires training. exercise. discipline. and a balance between 

control and inspiration which makes hard work look life effortless play. ·15 

Zarathustra sets up the task of the Ubermensch by polemicizing against various groups 

who have served to imprison the human impulse either by denigrating it. putting it to sleep. 

or channeling it into negative and unfulfilling visions of transcendence. One of his most 

prominent targets is the priesthood. for he believes that they have perpetuated a 

pathological attitude toward the human body and its potential by creating value codes that 

restrict sexuality and deny joyful celebration of the earth. He laments the fact that people 

have turned their passions away from their own immediate environment in order to become 

indentured servants in service of the construction of an afterworld which is nothing more 

than an illusory escape. ~It was suffering and Impotence-that created all afterworlds; and 

that brief madness of happiness that only the greatest sufferer experiences. Weariness. 

which wants to reach the ultimate with a single leap. with a death-leap. a poor ignorant 

weariness, which no longer even wants to want: that created aU gods and afterworlds· (Z, 

19:,arkes. "The Dance from Mouth to Hand,· p. 141 . 
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~Of the Afterworldsmen·), The desire to actualize the will to power and to create something 

valuable that will enter the dialogic framework of the impermanent world has been buried 

and subsumed underneath the layers of preached transcendence and escape from 

suffering, Often the image of the church is juxtaposed with that of a tomb to underscore 

Nietzsche's fundamental belief that Christian morality has done much to subdue, and 

domesticate the power of the soul. for Zarathustra says ~Oh, just look at these huts that 

these priests have built themselves, Churches they call their sweet-smelling caves! Who 

created such caves and penitential steps? Was it not those who wanted to hide 

themselves and were ashamed before the clear sky? And only ~hen the clear sky again 

looks through the broken roofs and down upon grass and red poppies on broken walls-only 

then willi turn my heart again towards the places of this God" (2, " Of the Priests"), 

Nietzsche's iconoclastic styles disrupt the complacency of the "herd" and awaken 

people to the tremendous heights of joy that cannot be reached without periods of intense 

sadness and despair, When Zarathustra first descends from the mountain to bring his 

message of the Ubermensch to the townspeople, he encounters the Ultimate Man

"'What is love? What is creation? What is longing? What is a star?' thus asks the Ultimate 

Man and blinks, , ,No herdsman and one herd, Everyone wants the same thing, everyone is 

the some: Whoever thinks otherwise goes voluntarily into the madhouse· (Z, Prologue, 5) , 

In Zarathustra's eyes, they have domesticated the past and sacrificed the future in order to 

live in comfort and security in the present , While they believe they have found the truth 

because they are sheltered from the storm of passion and despair of the evolving and 

chaotic world, their position is a precarious one, for the absef)ce and flux they have 

subverted beneath their calm surface may one day erupt, This eruption will surely mean 

death, for the fact that the Ultimate Man has lived too long without true emotion and violent 

feeling virtually ensures that he will be overwhelmed and swept away, Consequently, 

Zarathustra is driven out of the town, for the people do not want to hear about this powerful 

and potentially destructive Ubermensch for fear that their lives will be irrevocably altered, 

The Ubermensch and postmodern SubjectiVity: petgched Cynicism or plgyfyllnvo1yement? 

Maurice Blanchot outlines on image of the Ubermensch compiled from the wealth of 
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Nietzsche interpretation and incorporating many Heideggerian elements: ~The Overman is 

not the man of today raised even to disproportion. nor a species of man who would reject 

the human only to make the arbitrary his law and titanic madness his rule. He is not the 

eminent functionary of some Will to Power; no more is he the enchanter. destined to 

introduce paradisical bliss on earth. The Overman is he alone who leads man to be what he 

is: the being who surpasses himself. who affirms the necessity to pass beyond himself and 

to perish in this crossing: 16 Thus. the Ubermensch. faced with the threat of nihilism and the 

devaluation of ail values. rejoices in liberation and possibility rather than fleeing from the 

instability of chaos into the antiseptic realm of the Ultimate Man. The recognition of the true 

character of knowledge as lack of essence and absence of ground is a wonderous 

revelatloo rather than a constricting and hopelessly ironic condemnation. According to 

Zarathustra. everyone has the potential within themselves to give birth to the Ubermensch 

and to let the forces of chaos break through the weakened facade of self-evident 

knowledge and complete referentiality. for "He who has grown wise concerning old origins. 

behold he will at last seek new springs of the future and new origins ... For the earthquake

that blocks many weils and causes much thirst-also brings to light inner powers and secret 

things. The earthquake reveals new springs. In the earthquake of ancient peoples new 

springs break forth" (Z. "Of Old and New Law Tables·). Nietzsche's hope. manifested in the 

sayings of Zarathustra. is that all people will break out of the molds into which they have 

unwittingly been cast by forces of culture. church. and epistemology. His ultimate wish if for 

humanity to leap courageously into the field of the open text where the activity is a 

lighthearted play rather than a weary wait for release through death . . 
Derrida. as well as other deconstructionist and poststructuralist thinkers like Mark Taylor 

and Alphonso Lingis. elucidates this ideal of playful and active creation and production in 

the context of textual interpretation. in particular. and the orientation of subjectivity after the 

death of GOd. in general. Derrida acknowledges the Nietzschean element of 

deconstructive play when he states. "From the moment that there is meaning there are 

nothing bl:Jt signs. We think only in signs. Which amounts to ruining the notion of the sign at 

the very moment when. as in Nietzsche. its exigency is recognized in the absoluteness of its 

right. One could coil play the absence of the transcendental signified as limitlessness of 

play. that is to say as the destruction of ontotheology and the metaphYSiCS of 

1 ~aurice Blanchot. "The Limits of Experience: Nihilism: in The New Nietzsche. p. 124. 
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presence. ·17 The Ubermensch recognizes the shifting and spinning play of difference at 

the origin; thus, plurality is adopted as the new mode of understanding and discourse. 

Subjectivity is no longer constituted through a series of interactions between one essential 

entity and the surrounding sensory world wherein differences are assimilated and molded 

into one unitary and cohesive vision of identity that professes to remain solid and 

completely impenetrable. Rather. the individual is permitted to occupy a vast ar~ay of 

subject positions which all contribute to the ongoing process of identity creation. 

Consequently, the Nietzschean Ubermensch is completely enmeshed in the construction 

and production of his or her particular narrative that does not originate'from some centering 

point inherent in personal consciousness. Subjectivity is in tune with the forces of chaos that 

serve to draw all elements together in an organic and indefinable matrix of becoming 

which affirms difference and encourages its growth rather than subsuming it to a standard of 

identity or presence. In the words of Mark Taylor. "Insofar as the subject is the predicates 

and the predicates are both inextricably inte ::Iated as properties of the particular subject 

and inseparably bound to the properties that surpass the specific subject, the subject is not 

a simple substance or a stable substrate. Rather. the subject is a complex matrix of ever

changing relations situated in the midst of an extensively and intensively differentiated 

milieu: 18 

Many critics of the project of of postrstructuralism believe that this vision of subjective 

experience is far from joyous and celebratory because it is enervated by the weight of 

irony and the burden of historical consciousness and cultural relativism. Kathleen Higgins 

outlines what she sees as the detriment of postmodernism in the sense that it fosters an 

isolationist view of the self cut off from any sort of authentic living ~ommunity. She believes 

that the postmodern orientation "nullifies the individual's sense of joy in the .present: 

"inhibits the individual's creative activity: "weakens one 's sense that his inner being is 

connected to the larger world: "renders the individual a jaded nonsubject: and "renders 

individuals ironic. even cynical about their own roles in the world: 19 A guiding prinCiple 

throughout her essay is that in order to impose some sense of coherency on the temporal 

world and to act in such a manner that some investment in the future can be felt. people 

1 berrida. Of GrammatolooY. p. SO. 

1tTaylor. Errin.o... p . 133. 

1~athleen Higgins. "Nietzsche and Postmodern Subjectivity: in Nietzsche as 
Postmodernist. pp. 195-6. 
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must have an fundamental faith in something original and perfect to act as a grounding 

plank and a constant reference point for their actions. The 'liberative' project of Derrlda 

and other like him ring hollow for her because they erase all commonality and sense of 

cohesion between peoples and cultures. Yet, she sees Nietzsche as a critic rather than a 

precursor of postmodern subjectivity In the sense that his practice of the the gay sci~nce 

encourages joy, creativity, and aesthetic appreciation of the present "despite his 

destructive attitude towards foundational thought. Her essential claim is that. -Nietzsche 

insists that totalizing schemes are existentially necessary whether or n'ot they constitute a 

valid epistemological grounding for world interpretation. -20 Her criticism very much 

resembles that of Alan Megill in that both understand Nietzsche as being on a quest for 

some sort of metonarrative, while at the same time denying its ultimate truth. If one seriously 

takes the teachings of the Ubermensch into account. questions of a meta narrative 

become secondary, for the process of identity formation should be eclectic In that no one 

standard of life or value should be adopted lock. stock and barrel. Rather. individuals 

should be free to manifest the discipline of play both in terms of the ways in which they look 

at the world and as an existential orientation to their own evolving lives. Their narratives are 

not scripted in isolation and ironic loneliness; rather. they are always enmeshed in an 

interpretive community where plurality is embodied and paSSionate exploration of the 

child-like innocence beyond the void of nihilism is fostered, for as Zarathustra says, "The 

body purifies itself through knowledge; experimenting with knowledge it elevates itself; to 

the discerning man all instincts are hold; the soul of the elevated man grows joyful- (Z, "Of 

the Bestowing Virtue,· 2). 

Existential Affjrrngfion: Metaphorical and Physiological Understandings of 

Eterngl Return 

Nietzsche's playful affirmation of the present and his teachings of the Ubermensch who 

breaks all" the tablets of value and absolute knowledge are not merely an invitation to 

anarchy and an irrevocable loss of morality and decency, for there Is another important 

element which he inserts into his framework to ensure total investment in the artistic and 

2Qbid., p, 214. 
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noble creation of a life: eternal return, According to Lingls. "The Eternal Return is here not so 

much a theory-a mental vision-as an experience of high Intensity, To have been able' to 

have had the power. to answer to the demon: 'You are a god. and never did I hear anything 

so divine!' one would have to be 'favorably inclined to oneself and to life' so as to will 

oneself to affirm one's difference without reservation. and to will anew. and now. all that one 

has ever been. all that one has ever willed. without any remorse. regret or rancor, ·21 Eternal 

return has often baffled interpreters of Nietzsche ~ for it Is central to his thought but Is never 

clearly elucidated, For Zarathustra. it is the "abysmal thought: because It Involves the 

essential question of whether one would will the same life again and again throughout 

eternity without change or alteration, Often times. the return of life has been interpreted as a 

cosmological statement and traced back to the hypotheses of Epicurus concerning the 

infinite return of forces in the universe or related to the doctrines of the transmigration of souls 

prominent in Hinduism. but in the discourse of contemparary interpretation. issues of self

definition, ethical character and existential affirmation are brought to the fore, It Is primarily 

a multi-faceted experience that r~bels against the idea that time and eternity are stagnant 

and set on an unalterable linear course with a definite conclusion and origin, As Michael 

Hoar points out, "It affirms that against which the malignant will revolted. namely. time itself: 

time as the past that has already passed by. as the action of passing away. as the passage 

itself, ·22 It represents the purity of movement Itself. thus embodying the motions of 

deconstruction wherein creations are never fixed and permanent and will always be 

superceded by new forms of understanding, Through this movement. all is exposed as 

construction , yet this does not devalue life; rather. it increases its importance by creating a 

new sacred vision in the form of affirmative possibility, 

In "The Convalescent: Zarathustra explores this radical idea but is often overwhelmed 

by the possibility that the Ultimate Man and the 'flies of the marketplace' who pollute the 

noble and artistic virtues by willing nothingness and nihilism will return again along with all the 

joyful and. positive aspects of life, "And eternal recurrence even for the smallest! that was 

my disgust at all existence,· Zarathustra is the convalescent here, for he is thrown into terror 

by the revelation of the animals who surround him that, "Everything breaks. everything Is 

joined anew. the same house of existence builds itself for ever, Everything departs. 

21Alphonso Lingis , "The Will To Power: in The New Nietzsche. p. 59. 

21v1ichael Hoar, "Nietzsche and Metaphysical Language: in The New Nietzsche. p, 29. 
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everything meets again; the ring of existence is true to itself for ever, Existence begins in 

every instant; the ball There rolls around every Here, The middle is everywhere, The path of 

eternity if crooked ,· The animals attempt to convince him that the eternal recurrence of 

existence is not passive fatalism that fosters hopelessness and despair, but rather an 

invitation to go beyond an economy of consciousness where consumption of external 

modes of being is the only route to authentic se/fhood, Each action, no matter how minute, 

takes on an amazing importance. for it will return again through infinity; thus, the animals 

chorus: "Sing and bubble over. 0 Zarathustra, heal your soul with new songs so that you 

may bear your great destiny, that was never yet the destiny of any man: Only later in the 

text. however, is Zarathustra able to accept and love his destiny' as the teacher of eternal 

recurrence when he sings seven songs in honor of eternity and its spinning and shifting 

nature that disrupts any attempt to absolutize a stagnant and linear vision of the passage of 

time- "Oh how should I not lust for eternity and for the wedding ring of rings-the Ring of 

Recurrence!" (emphasis mine), This fundamental Yes-saying is seen later in the text as well 

when Zarathustra sings, "if you ever wanted one moment twice, if ever you said: 'You 

please me. happiness. instant. moment!' then you wanted everything to return! You 

wanted everything anew. everything eternal. everything chained. entwined together. 

everything in love. 0 that is how you loved the world. you everlasting men. loved it 

eternally. and for all time: and you day even to woe: 'Go, but return!' For all joy wants 

eternity!" (Z. "The Intoxicated Song: 10), 

This i<:1ea of affirmative eternal return is fundamentally connected to the embodiment of 

the will to power and the acceptance of a life lived as metaphor, The play of discourse that 

will cause each person to become the Ubermensch constitutes a new life ethic for 

Nietzsche, Haar writes that. "the Eternal Return must be understood as a religion of pure 

possibility: just as the simple thought of eternal damnation was able to modify the actions of 

men. so the faith in each instant of life as being worthy of returning should raise humanity far 

beyond itself, "23 This is the new sacred game created out of the child-like innocence 

possible or'lly after the death of God and the deconstruction of metaphysics, The eternal 

return. therefore. can be seen as the new mode of self-definition that embodies active play 

and the production of interpretations that add to rather than merely reproduce the texture 

of the world. Alexander Nehamas continues his exposition of the Nietzschean world as text 

2~bid .. p. 31 . 
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in his identification of the eternal retljrn with the literary creation of a character. Much of his 

analysis rests on Nietzsche's critique of causality and the Kantian thing-in-itself, for there is 

no necessary connection between a doer and a deed since both are fictions created to 

impose order and foster a modicum of understanding of the surrounding forces of 

fluctuating chaos. Nehamas is concern~d with the idea that to will eternal recurrence Is to 

will each and every element of life, no matter how insignificant, and he believes that, ~The 

answer is to be found in his (Nietzsche's) rejection of the idea of the substantial subject, of 

the view that a person is something more than the totality of its experiences and actions .. 

. This Is because. as we have seen, he thinks that the properties of each thing are nothing but 

its effects on other things, the properties of which are in turn nothing but still further such 

effects. ·24 What is crucial to Nietzsche. therefore . is the formation of identity based on 

relation and difference rather than a self-reflexive discourse of identity and mirrored 

presence. 

The idea that all things are merely the sum of their effects is parallel to the Derrldean 

conception of the universe as a constitution of signs which do not refer to an ultimate 

signifier or cause. but rather reveal an infinite chain of signification which traverses the 

'crooked path of eternity.' Thus. there Is no universal standard or guidebook to which 

people could refer to tell them whether their lives are worth the risk of willing eternally, for this 

question is a powerful one which cannot be answered without extensive self-reflection and 

internal dialogic questioning. It is also a process of continual self-overcoming, for the 

Ubermensch. realizing the fundamental fluidity of personality. knows that life never comes to 

a resting point where one can distance oneself from its forces in order to evaluate its worth. 

Just as no interpretation can ever be complete since the writing of the text Is an infinite 

process. so the examination and evaluation of a life must be a never-ending process 

w ithout goal or ultimate desire. Nehamas states, "as our metaphor has already lead us to 

expect. what says 'I' is not the same at all times. And we can also see that the process of 

dominating. and thus creating. the individual. the unity that concerns us, is a matter of 

incorporating more and more character traits under a constantly expanding and evolving 

rubric: 25 This unity of which Nehamas speaks rests not on a coherent vision of identity and 

purpose but on the infinite movement of play and interpretation which fosters multiplicity 

2'Nehamas. Nietzsche: Life as Literature. pp. 154-55. 

2ibid., pp. 183-84 
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and plurality-the unique style of one's character. Within the framework of Ufe as text and 

life as metaphor, self-examination, the willing of eternal return and the process of scripting 

one's life aU take place in harmony with the forces of chaos and impermanent becoming 

that make up "reality.· 

Yet, Zarathustra continues to be plagued by the frightening question of the return of the 

herd mob and the insidious priests who demand construction of and subservience to an 

afterworld. One way in which these reactive forces return is in the figur~ of the Ubermensch. 

The discourses of the mob and the priesthood have contributed to the subjectivity of the 

Ubermensch; thus, if one wills the eternal return of all things, the process of overcoming 

these negative elements must be continually present. What happens to these reactive 

forces in the process of eternal return? How are they altered in such a way that eternal 

return can become the new religion for the noble and the artistic since this necessarily 

involves a revaluation of values which overcomes the 'evil' character of the active 

Ubermensch? Giles Deleuze provides provocative answers to these questions based on a 

physiological analysis that serves to illuminate some of the more technical aspects and 

ramifications of the eternal return. In his line of thought, eternal return occurs due to an 

imbalance of active and reactive forces, and provides an answer to the problem of 

passage and the deep-seated threat of the reactive person of ressentiment. Much of his 

argument reads against the grain of interpretations that would see the Nietzsche's ideal as 

a return of cosmological categorizations of being and presence, for Zarathustra's ring of 

recurrence is always a broken circle signifying the idea of a form without a goal which . 
incorporates chaos without subverting it. Deleuze argues that, "It is not some one thing 

which returns but rather returning itself is the one thing which is affirmed of diversity or 

multiplicity. In other words, identity in the etemal return does not describe the nature of that 

which returns but. on the contrary, the fact of returning for that which differs. ·26 The idea of 

a broken circle also represents the possibility of a plurality of cycles which involve a 

repetition of difference and process rather than static being and solid presence. 

The reactive slaves of ressentiment, in Deleuze's framework, will their own destruction 

through their inability to live a powerful and passionate life that is worthy to be repeated 

throughout eternity. They live in terror of the very thing that the eternal return symbolizes--

29)eleuze, Nietzsche and Philosoohy, p. 48. 
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the fluidity and impermanence of liberated becoming, Like the Ultimate Man, they desire 

not to will. and in doing so, end up willing nothingness and nihilism, The false facade of 

safety and complete comfort which they have constructed has a limited life span, for the 

energized forces of violent chaos that constitute Nietzsche's world cannot be contained by 

a human creation despite the fact that it seeks to be absolute and timeless, So are these 

"little men" doomed to be passive products in the active will to recurrence played out In 

the lives of the strong? Deleuze believes that, insofar as the task of the Ubermensch is the 

overcoming of reactive forces within, the people .of ressentlment (Nietzsche' Christians) will 

their own disappearance, Deleuze terms this process "the becoming-active" of reactive 

forces, for "However far they go, however deep the becoming-reactive of forces, reactive 

forces will not return. The small, petty, reactive man will not return, In and through the eternal 

return negation as a quality of the will to power transmutes itself into affirmation, it becomes 

an affirmation of negation itself, it becomes a power of affirming, an affirmative power, , ,the 

eternal return (makes) something come into being which cannot do so without changing 

nature, -27 Though Deleuze's interpretation does not settle all questions about the nature of 

the eternal return, it is a valuable perspective on this central ideal in Nietzsche's thought, 

The eternal return is the embodiment of the movement of becoming and returning, not the 

sedimentation in a concept of being and absolute, foundational presence, Thus, the 

Ubermensch can be seen as one who has come to the dance of returning and who 

rejoices in the physical and spiritual activity of moving creation and playful becoming 

without fear of nihilism or constraint by the herd mentality of popular culture, The prospect of 

spinning through ~ '1e and space, exploring the infinite universe of signs, and incorporating 

all these elements into the matrix of becoming that is the vital and ecstatic life of the 

Ubermensch is what Zarathustra desires when he issues his resounding call. "Become who 

you are!-

The Marrioae of Dionysus and Ariadne: Tbe Question of Woman 

On a first reading of Nietzsche's texts, it easy to understand why many hold the opinion 

that he is a blatant misogynist, for his generalizations about women and their proper place in 

SOCiety is, on the surface, harsh and condemning, Such statements as, "Women want to 

2ijbid., p. 71 . 
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serve, and therein lies their happiness· (HATH, 432) and '''Are you visiting women? Do not 

forget your whip!'· (Z, "Of Old and Young Women") underscore what can be Interpreted as 

his hatred of the female sex and the Idea that women are excluded from the realm of the 

self-overcoming human . Yet, there are also statements In Nietzsche's texts which produce 

categorizations of women that emphasize the same Dionysian character and realm of 

possibility open to men. At many pOints throughout Thus Sooke Zarathustra. discourses are 

given on the value of marriage and friendship If they take place outside the sphere of 

Inequality and condescending pity. At one point, he writes, "To propagate yourselves not 

only forward but upward-may the garden of marriage assist you" (Z. "Of Old and New Law 

Tables.· 24). In one sense. this passage Is promoting the union between two people in 

marriage as the way in which both the Idea of a core self and the dualistic separation 

between self and other are overcome. This marriage between traditional oppositions Is 

one which is affirmed by Zarathu.stra. for it does not operate within a framework of 

domination and property ownership but rather one of active and noble production- "That I 

call the will of two to create the one who Is more than those who created It. Reverence 

before one another, as before the willers of such a will-that I call marriage" (Z, "Of Marriage 

and Children"). Zarathustra also teaches a model of friendship as a meeting between two 

free spirits which manifests power and passion rather than the unhealthy dependency 

caused by pity and egoism. He writes . "I teach you the friend and his overflowing heart. But 

you must understand how to be a sponge if you want to be loved by overflowing hearts. I 

teach Vqu the friend in whom the world stands complete. a vessel of the good- the 

creative friend, who always has a complete world to bestow" (Z, "Of Love of One's 

Neighbor") . There can only be authentic friendship and love if the two people involved 

have a healthy and complete love of themselves. This self-love is far from narcissism. for it 

desires to overflow into the world. The love generated by egoism. on the other hand. is one 

which seeks to possess and dominate others in order to support the position of the self. The 

idea that those involved in friendship and love must go beyond this economy of 

subjugation may open a space for both men and women to partiCipate in the process of 

self-overcoming . 

These ideas of love and friendship do not . however. totally eliminate the effects of 

Nietzsche 's negative and polemical attacks on women. Taking his point of departure from 

the assumption that Nietzsche was misogynist at the core. Oerrida develops a tripartite 
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system which de-essentializes the question of women and decenters the question of truth 

while at the same illustrating the evolution of Nietzsche's thinking about women. Women 

and truth are decentered in a way which allows them freedom from the phallogocentric 

oppression of the masculine system of identity, for they are no longer property that can be 

owned and molded into strict delineations and categorizations. Consequently I their 

multiplicity of subject positions promotes an infinite plurality of meanings and endless 

possibilities of interpretation, thereby disrupting the enterprise of metaphysics of presence. 

According to Derrida. there are three stages of the transformation of women in Nietzsche's 

philosophical discourse: "In the first of these propositions, the woman, taken as a figure or 

potentate of falsehood. finds herself censured. debased and despised:28 This is the 

quintessential description of a phallogocentric system where hierarchies of discourse are 

established wherein the male is always the possessor of truth due to the ultimately powerful 

nature of his phallus. Woman, insofar as she is seen as a threat to this inherently fissured 

presence is negated and suppressed by these reactive forces by being labeled as 

"untruth: Derrida continues. "Similarly. in the second proposition, the woman is censured, 

debased and despised. only in this case, it is as the figure or potentate of truth. ·29 Derrida 

sees this as the inversion of the hierarchy of male domination. for women are still operating 

within the same space that once caused their subjugation. They have learned the 

mechanisms through which truth is controlled and have carefully reenacted them in their 

own discourse in order to gain a foothold in the "male· world. This strategy. rather than 

striking at the roots of the problem. merely entrenches women further in the phallogocentric 

space because they have internalized the insidious mechanisms·of this economy of truth 

and. thus. must always look to the symbolic phallus for legitimation. 

It is both these types of women that Nietzsche reacts against. for his task is to completely 

disrupt the circuitry of this system of truth. power. and logocentric presence through a 

violent and continual subversion of the hierarchy of presence and complete stability. As 

Derrida states. "In the instance of the third proposition. however. beyond the double 

negation of the first two. woman is recognized and affirmed as an affirmative power. a 

dissimulatress. an artist. a dionysiac. And no longer is it man who affirms her. She affirms 

2/berrida. Smlli.. p . 97. 
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herself. in and of herself. in man.-30 In this scheme. women have come to declare that 

truth is not an object to be appropriated by an economy of domination whether it be one of 

gender. race or class; rather. truth is an infinite play of surface and of illusion that breaks 

down the privileging duality between reality and mirage. This demystification exposes the 

inherently fluid and plural nature of the world as a matrix of evolving forces with no codified 

origin and no expected conclusion. Despite the fact that women still operate within the 

linguistic structure that. for so long. constituted their subjectivity as absence or negative 

lack. as deconstructors and embodiments of the Ubermensch. they are able to undermine 

and subvert the referential links between words and their objects. This disruption is effected 

through the realization that infinite interpretive chains of signs lead to the complicated 

labyrinth of the world/text rather than to an ultimate signified. 

This interpretive and stylistic pluralism in textual interpretation must operate with a close 

and rigorous attention to the passageways of the labyrinth and the contours of its design. 

Alan Schrift has developed a theory concerning the mixture of these traits which answers 

the charge that a proliferation of interpretations after the deconstruction of the 

transcendental measure of truth radically equalizes everything making any reading as valid 

as any other. In the course of his observations. he also offers some interesting inSights about 

women and discourse. He argues that there are still standards of evaluation after the death 

of God. for the goal is to continually open the text to ne:vv and vital readings; thus. any 

interpretation that seeks to offer an absolute truth or is dogmatic in character is less 

important to the textual process. He states. "interpretive pluralism affirms those 

interpretations which acknowledge the demands of philological attentiveness and further 

enhances our capacity for creative interpretation. and this approach is critical of those 

interpretations which fail to attend to these basiC philological considerations and/or which 

limit the play of future interpretive activity:31 Thus. each interpreter brings unique insights 

and stylistic preferences to the text and can explore and dance through the open field of 

the text all the while inserting new interpretations into the gaps and spaces therein. There is 

a definite symbiosis at work here; for text and interpreter are both part of one evolving 

network of forces; consequently. there is no text in and of itself. for it is constituted by the 

multiplicity of readings which are. in turn. provoked by it. In much the same vein. Nietzsche's 

3Qbid .. p. 97. There is also another explication of these themes by Derrida in "A 

Question of Style: in The New Nietzsche. pp. 176-188. 

31Alan Schrift. Nietzsche and the Question of Interpretation. p. 193 ( also- pp. 181-192). 

55 



doctrine of perspectivism posits that the world is an aggregate of dynamic viewpoints and 

is ever-changing along with the character of the perspectives themselves. 

Schrift identifies the architectural metaphor of the labyrinthine text with the Dlonyslac 

character of the interpreter, for "Just as Dionysus risks becoming fragmented in losing his 

way within the labyrinth, the interpreter risks fracturing the text through adopting a multiplicity 

of perspectives and experimenting with altemative interpretations. ·32 He goes on to 'insert 

another mythological image into his scheme which corresponds to the philological rigor 

which must accompany the free play of interpretation and formation of perspective--the 

figure of Ariadne who ensures that the interpretive dynamism of Dionysus follows the paths 

of the labyrinthine text. Hence, we have an insight into Nietzsche's understanding of the 

marriage of Dionysus and Ariadne. I would want to carry Schrift's argument further, 

however, and assert that the categories of Dionysus and Ariadne are not absolute moldings 

of gender that constitute the female as the figure of interpretive rigor and the male as the 

embodiment of creative energy. There is space in Nietzsche's scheme for both men and 

woman to become the Ubermensch once they have deconstructed the demands placed 

upon them by the metaphysics of presence and the economy of phallogocentric 

domination. Both men and women can be an embodiment and true balance of the forces 

of creativity and rigor and lightness and gravity. This interpretive stance ultimately leads to 

a vision of life as metaphor where the perpetual plurality of styles fosters an attitude of earth

bound playfulness. 

For :71any feminist scholars, especially in French Circles, the neutralizations of 

Nietzsche's virulent passages about women offered by Derrida and Schrift do not address 

deeply rooted issues of gender inequality and patriarchal domination in his works. Luce 

Irigaray, in particular, has criticized Nietzsche's doctrine of eternal recurrence for ultimately 

representing the subjugation and oppression of women. She reads the ring of recurrence 

as a traditional symbol of domination and possession and subsequently argues that the 

Ubermensch cannot truly hear the call of the other because he can only converse with 

himself. In' addition, the fact that there can be no eternal recurrence of joy without suffering 

represents a situation of entrapment and manipulation of women. She writes, "If your 

pleasure can never untangle itself from suffering, and the most extreme advance of your 

3~bid" p. 197. 
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genius is to go deep into the deepest depths of the flesh. since that bite stirs your vigilance 

at the hour of mid-night. then. indeed. let me out of your shadow, , ,So that this way 

everything happens and happens to be what you are, That. for your eternity. everything 

should always turn in a circle. and that within that ring I should remain-your booty:33 

Irigaray belongs to a school of feminism which essentializes the subjectivity of woman as a 

disruptive and powerfully transgressive force, The locus for subversion and ac~lon is'in the 

body. for Irigaray feels that women have an essential and innate connection to the body 

and the earth which men can never know, She identifies this point of connection in the sea 

and builds a criticism of Nietzsche's work based on what she perceives to be his fear of 

water, For her, the sea represents the eternal feminine in its constantly changing. shifting. 

and threatening way, The sea has infinite depth and a constant play of surface that thwarts 

masculine attempts to harness all its power, It represents a threat to those who want to 

protect their stable subjectivities, for its violent storms can wash individuals away. never to 

return to the safety of solid ground, 

Irigaray argues that the Ubermensch is engaged in a process of overcoming which 

seeks to reach the highest heights in an attempt to escape the abyss which she identifies 

both with the otherness of women and the power of the sea, By balancing precariously 

above the abyss, the Ubermensch is reducing all multiple forms of difference into one 

unified object to be ingested and overcome, She writes that. "If within yourself you no 

longer find the strength to live. might it not be time to listen to the other. rather than tear holes 

in her body and drain her blood drop by drop?, , ,And in order to speak the meaning of the 

earth, is it necessary to exhaust all her stores?"34 Despite the fact that Nietzsche's rhetoric 

seems to be attentive to the needs of the physical body and the earth, Irigaray argues that 

the Dionysiac character of overcoming is one which destroys the earth and saps its 

potential, Speaking of Dionysus. she writes. "he batters and wounds everything he opens 

up. As he frees the fluid energies, he fractures the places they flow out of, As he lets the 

springs leap up once again. he annihilates the place from whence they come, By recalling 

desire. does he not destroy the body? ·35 Through her connection between women and 

the earth. she asserts that the Ubermensch destroys women in the same way that he 

3:tuce Irigaray, Marine Lover of Friedrich Nietzsche. translated by Gillian Gill (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1991). pp, 10-11. 
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destroys the earth. The overcoming process, however, can never be complete because 

women have an infinite shifting depth of subjectivity which men cannot fully access or 

possess. To illustrate her pOints about eternal return and possession, she looks to the scene 

of Zarathustra's marriage to eternity wherl9 the marriage to the woman is really the self

marriage of the Ubermensch. The woman is not allowed to be in the union as an equal 

partner and can only affirm the wishes of the man at the expense of her own unique and 

powerful subjectivity. "It is because she never says anything but 'yes' to your all that you 

are able to go off so far, so high, soaring up in your dream life. Spreading her out, folding her 

up, securing her, letting her flap freely, according to your fortune, or to the weather you're 

having, the wind that's blowing for you, the rain or storm of the moment.· 36 In this frame, the 

ring of recurrence symbolizes the marital economy of possession which binds the woman 

and places all her desires in service of the masculine overcoming process. 

Irigaray locates the reason for the Ubermensch's lack of real conversation with others 

(specifically, women) in his fear that the disruptive potential of their subjectivities will swallow 

him up and lead him away from his true goal of self-actualization. She writes, MFor 

everything cannot be touched or embraced at the same time. And the man who gets too 

close to the other risks merging with it. The man who stays to close to the other risks sinking 

into it. The man who penetrates the other risks foundering it it. And the other may cease to 

be his road to becoming what he is. ·37 This view of the other as a necessary step in the 

overcoming process can be seen in Zarathustra's exhortations to love of the most distant 

COf the Love of One's Neighbor"). There is the sense that if one gets too far away from 

solitude and the lonely path of becoming an Ubermensch, the herd and the mob of 

unenlightened humanity will capture and domesticate the power of the free spirit once 

again. Eternal recurrence, in this sense, is the mechanism through which the Ubermensch 

can capture all elements within the delineated boundaries of his own subjectivity, thereby 

subverting otherness to his own unified model of selfhood. All oppositions are forcibly 

merged into one ideal of continual creation and destruction which serves to deny and 

eliminate difference rather than rejoicing in its deconstructlve potential. 

Irigaray refigures the idea of marriage In a way which provides a valuable corrective to 

3qbld., p. 33. For the complete explication of her arguments about marriage, see pp. 
31-35. 
3i]bid., p. 52. 
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Nietzs<?he's formulation of eternal recurrence and self-overcoming, She criticizes the role 

of Ariadne who simply provides an affirmation to the desires of the Ubermensch without 

asserting her own will to power, As the double of the self-overcoming man, she provides 

nothing new to the scheme of marriage since she is still operative within a framework of 

patriarchal domination, Marriage should engage both partners as creators with separate 

and powerful wills: "In order to make marriage, there must be a harmonious passage from 

external to internal, from the interior to the exterior of bodies, Once arrives at the other 

without violently breaking down barriers, without jumping over the river, without being carried 

brutally into the abyss below or high, Let the two be here and there at the same time, which 

is not to say that they are indistinguishable, ·38 Nietzsche must'learn to affirm not only 

woman but all forms of difference in his scheme of eternal recurrence rather than 

containing multiple discourse fields in the figure of the Ubermensch, The love of self 

exemplified by this figure must be dismantled and reconstituted into a love of difference 

that does not attempt to kill the other and dismember its body in the overcoming process, 

In the final analysis, Irigaray argues that, "The other has yet to enlighten him, To tell him 

something, Even to appear to him in her irreducibility, , ,did it ever occur to him to say 'yes' 

to her? Did he ever open himself up to that other world?, , ,So who speaks of love, to the 

other, without having even begun to say 'yes,?-39 There is the possibility, however deeply 

disguised, in Nietzsche's system for authentiC conversation with the other and true 

affirmation of difference, Thus, the image of the broken circle explicated by Deleuze can 

be transformed into the symbol for the new Nietzschean marriage which does not attempt 

to subjugate or possess otherness within its eternally recurring scheme, Rather, both men 

and women can actualize the will to power and partiCipate in the infinite becoming of the 

world as joyful figures of affirmation rather than harbingers of despair, Interpret.ation and 

productive potential is no longer circumscribed by a complete circle, for self and world 

continually circulate through the empty space in the fractured ring of recurrence, 

This chapter has examined the formulations of Nietzschean subjectivity after the death 

of God. Nietzsche began to construct a figure who could operate in the chaotic interpretive 

space of the will to power with his explication of the free spirit as one who oscillated 

3~bid"p, 117. 
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between Dionysian and Apollonian ways of being in the world, This figure could neither 

enact constant destruction nor remain in static order; rather, the embodiment of the will to 

power as interpretive force required a perpetual deconstructive movement which created 

and destroyed with each passing moment, Through the overcoming of ressentiment, the 

free spirit adopts an attitude of carefree playfulness which denies the burden of .Iogocentrlc 

presence and strikes out upon an unknown road. Yet. the free spirit is not without frameworks 

of spiritual discipline and self-authentication, for his or her life ethic is one of dance, song, 

poetry and laughter- -all of which possess the potential to transgress illusory limits set by 

those who desire to contain human creativity, Liberated from ideas about the true nature of 

identity. the free spirit can explore the multiple discourses which continually script 

subjectivity, There is a perpetual joy in the shifting and tranSitory nature of character as the 

free spirit celebrates the absence of metaphysical constraint, In later works, Nietzsche 

creates the figure of Zarathustra who teaches the key ideas of the Ubermensch and Eternal 

Return, After pronouncing the death of God and the impotence of Christian morality, 

Zarathustra seeks to recapture the noble potential of humanity that had long been trapped 

in the "sinful" human body. He outlines three metamorphoses of the soul wherein the 

individual posses through the burden of values and the threat of nihilism, finally arriving at the 

child-like state of wisdom where life can be created anew, The Ubermensch is this child-like 

figure who does not bow down under the weight of nothingness but rejoices in the lack of 

centering values and beliefs. The absence of eternal essence and metaphysical 

grounding pOints is cause for celebration rather than mourning. for the potential of humanity 

can no longer be restrained by systems of power which disguise themselves as true reality, 

The ultimately affirmative nature of this overcoming process undertaken by the 

Ubermensch is illustrated in the doctrine of eternal return, Here. Nietzsche is calling upon the 

courageous ones to make the decision whether or not their lives are worth affirming 

throughout eternity, This thought is both abysmal and joyous. for it involves the acceptance 

of the sufferings and reactive forces in life as well as the heights of happiness and exultation, 

There is no one model or standard to which people can refer in making this momentous 

choice nor is it one which comes only once in an individual's life, Because the self is 

continually being constituted in the flux of the world. there can never be a time when one 

can step outside the flow to examine life objectively, Thus. just as the process of scripting 

60 



one's life is continual, the affirmation of the eternal return must take place each moment as 

well. Some feminist scholars like Irigaray have criticized this model of self-definition through 

eternal recurrence for its inherently patriarchal nature. In desiring the eternal return of all 

things, the Ubermensch is attempting to internalize all threatening elements of difference 

and otherness, thereby neutralizing their disruptive potential. By exclusively Identifying 

women with the earth and the body, Irlgaray argues that the Dlonyslac character of 

existence destroys the earth and the body of the other rather than affirming It. 

The possibility, however faint, is present In Nietzschean discourse for true conversations 

and relations with the other once difference is affirmed in and of itself. In this way, marriage 

can be reformulated to represent the equal meeting of two figures of infinite creative and 

deconstructive potential beyond models of appropriation and subjugation. At times, 

however, Irigaray essentializes female subjectivity to a point where men are excluded from 

the process of becoming and production because of their inability to connect with the 

earth and their bodies. While this recapturing of the female voice was an extraordinarily 

important historical moment in the feminist movement, the point has been reached when all 

modes of subjectivity must be de-essentialized and examined equally in terms of the way 

in which they have been constructed by forces of history and culture. It is important to 

move past a simple inversion of the hierarchy of domination where women now hold the 

key to truth through the same model that once oppressed them. Irigaray's discourse tends 

to valori~e the sexualized female body as the site of truth, yet it is this same construction of 

the body as primarily sexual that allowed women to be subjugated and kept out of the 

realms of discourse and power. Thus, eternal return and the path of the Ubermensch can 

be symbolically reformulated to transcend the economy of possession and conscription of 

difference and otherness. In this way, everything is viewed as a continual construction of 

multiple discourse fields which can be reconstituted and altered in harmony with the 

becoming of the world. Only in this creative space where neither self nor other is 

essentialized can true and authentic encounters between individuals occur. 
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Chapter 3: 

Subverting the Architectonic: Nagar Junals 
Epistemological Strategies 



The last two chapters have outlined the thought of Friedrich Nietzsche on a wide range 

of issues pertaining to the acquisition of knowledge and the formation of Identity while 

paying close attention to parallels between his ideas and current poststructuralist theorles. 

Both strands of thought deny any ontological foundation to our understanding of ourselves 

and the world either in a vision of divine Being or empirical fact, for there can be no universal 

theory which hegemonizes the multiplicity of culturally determined ideas of selfhood and 

existence. In doing so, Nietzsche and poststructuralist thinkers like Derrlda and Deleuze 

radically destabilize the traditional humanistic view of self-determined Identity and 

accumulated knowledge. Such thinkers exchange an atomistic view of reality for a 

thoroughly interrelated one which affirms difference and flux rather than continuity and 

permanence. Nietzsche's fundamental wager is that reality is a constant process of 

becoming and change that fractures any attempt to categorically define an essential 

identity, or theory of history and culture, which pOSits a universal consciousness impervious 

to the contingent circumstances that surround it. His polemic extends to all realms of 

traditional thought that make truth claims about the way the world Mreally Is· including the 

spheres of theology, philosophy, ethics and history. He seeks to illustrate that all claims 

about aesthetics, inner life and volition are human constructions which masquerade as 

inherent structures of consciousness in order to further the ideological supremacy of one 

group over another. By exposing the ways in which humans are subjugated by ideas about 

God and essential nature, he hopes to liberate us from their hold and allow us to rejoice in 

the infinite possibility that a free-flowing view of identity formation offers. In other words, he is 

issuing a coil to "free spirits· to break away from the static conceptualizations of reality 

which have fettered humanity, and to attempt to construct on existence which fulfills one's 

poetiC and paSSionate needs and is attentive to the ways In which identity is constructed in 

relation rather than isolation. 

For the last thirty years, much academic attention has been payed to pOints of 

connection between Nietzsche and French poststructuralist theories of the fractured 

subject and the unstable foundation of reality in on attempt to explore the philosophical 

genealogy of contemporary critical theory. There are definite ways in which these sorts of 

fruitful comparisons could be extended into the realm of Eastern thought and religious 

philosophy that could shed valuable light on questions of identity, historical change. the 
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acquisition of knowledge. and the referentiality of language. In this chapter. I will elucidate 

the epistemological and linguistic philosophy of the Madhyamika school of Indian 

Buddhism founded in the 2nd century CE by Nagarjuna. Often termed the 

"deconstructionist" school of Buddhism. the Madhyamikas sought to dismantle traditional 

categories of existence and belief through rigorous logical and rhetorical tactics. In an 

attempt to Illuminate the true nature of all things as empty of essence and permanence. 

they refuted everything from traditional Buddhist conceptions of enlightenment and 

selfhood to notions of causality and action. Naga~una denied that one could ever see the 

world from an objective and independent perspective by offering an effective 

counterpoint to the idea of atomistic and self-contained identity. In addition. the status of 

Buddhism as a non-theistic religion circumvented the problem of God which plagued 

Nietzsche's project and his subsequent prescription for identity. Vet, a strong sense of 

scepticism is present in both thinkers as they attempt to deny. through various means. any 
, 

permanent foundation of reality. Reflected in this deep hermeneutic of suspicion Is the 

ultimate aim of liberation from the constraining conceptualizations of reality which bind and 

constrict the life of the individual . for both thinkers offer a mediating path between ontic 

being and abyssal nothingness. Nietzsche wagers on the non-cognitive. metaphoric 

power of the Ubermensch to script existence in such a manner that It would be desirable to 

will its recurrence throughout eternity. Freedom from illusory conceptualization is also 

Nagarjuna's aim. and according to Glen Martin. ~'liberation' means living in the ordinary 

world in a transformed way which makes one free of bondage to that world. a bondage . 
perpetuaTed precisely because we do not realize the 'emptiness' of all our thought 

constructions. "1 

There are problems inherent in any sort of comparative work which attempts to make 

such a large reach across space and time. for there is always a danger of becoming 

enchanted with pOints of similarity to the exclusion of fundamental differences; thus, I will 

attempt to show that while the deconstructive alms of Nietzsche and NagarJuna are quite 

similar. th~ir methods also diverge at a number of pOints into different realms of self

definition and expression. Furthermore. as the aim of this project is to set up a conversation 

between these two thinkers. each of whom has a unique and complex system of thought. 

1Glen Martin. "Deconstruction and Breakthrough In Nietzsche and Naga~una: In 
Nietzsche and Asian Thought. ed. Graham Parkes (Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
1991), p . 109, 
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the following two chapters will offer a close reading of Nagarjuna and his commentators in 

the Madhyamika school in terms of epistemology and ideas of authentic selfhood 

construction. Though this chapter will commence with an evaluation of Nietzsche's own 

understanding of Buddhism in order to give a contextual background for the philosophical 

parallels and divergences, the main synthetic work will be done In the last chapter where 

issues of religious formation of community, sainthood, views of the physical body, and 

responses to the threat of nihilism will be explored with reference to both Nietzsche and 

Nagarjuna. 

A problem of ] 9th Century Understanding and Translation: 

Njetzsche's Conceptions of Buddhism 

A thorough reading of the Nietzschean corpus will reveal a fairly complex stance 

toward the tenets of Buddhism. On the one hand, he criticized their focus on renunCiation 

and ascetic denial with the goal of cessation and detached enlightenment. Their morality 

was one which Nietzsche perceived to be encouraging the denial of passionate impulses 

and physical pleasures, and the concept of escaping the cycle of birth and death was far 

from his ideal of building a life with the goal of eternal recurrence in mind. His knowledge of 

Buddhism was not overly extensive, for the rise in scholarship about Eastem religions had not 

yet taken place, and Nietzsche had been initially exposed to Buddhist ideas through 

Schopenhauer who saw the systems of Hinduism and Buddhism as support structures for his 

own peSSimism about European SOCiety. Benjamin Elman discusses the impact of 

Nietzsche's philosophical split with Schopenhauer in terms of its effect on Nietzsche's drive 

to find a way to move beyond the vortex of nihilism into which contemporary culture was 

blindly marching. He understood Schopenhauer's pessimistic view of life in the same way 

that he understood the Buddhist worldview and carried Schopenhauer's misconceptions of 

the Buddhist process of selfhood into his own polemic against any system or religion that 

sought to ~ubsume the physical and paSSionate human spirit through false constructions of 

reality.2 Hence Nietzsche's fear was that, "I understood the ever spreading morality of 

pit" that had seized even on philosophers and made them ill, as the most sinister symptom 

2aenjamin Elman, "Nietzsche and Buddhism: Journal of the HistON of Ideas. 44:4 
(1983),683-4. 
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of a European culture that had itself become sinister. perhaps as its by-pass to a new 

Buddhism? to a Buddhism for Europeans? to--Nihilism?" (GM. Preface. 5). 

The equation of Buddhism with nihilism had much to do with the translation of Buddhist 

texts at that time. for the word sunyata. now translated as 'emptiness: was communicated 

as 'nothingness'; thus, one can easily understand why Nietzsche so quickly connected 

Buddhism to the nihilistic and life-denying tendencies he was attempting to overcome 

within his own cultural framework. In addition, Nietzsche criticizes the denial of the physical 

body which permeates many Buddhist doctrines, for as Benjamin Elman points out that, 

~Equating Buddhism with the anti-sensualistic metaphYSiCS of the priests. Nietzsche 

concluded that Buddhism represented a nihilistic withdrawal from existence and a desire 

for a different mode of being:3 On the grand scale of religious bondage of the free spirit. 

however. Buddhism ranked better than Christianity because it did not construct the 

individual subject with ideas about original sin and eternal damnation. As we shall see in our 

exposition of the thought of Nagarjuna. however, Madhyamika Buddhists are not passively 

withdrawing into a nihilistic stupor where they detach from the world and patiently await 

death. Rather, Nagarjuna wished to criticize both extremes of eternalism and nihilism as 

positing a reality grounded in a fundamental cognitive conception of the world. 

The Fundgmentals or the Buddhist Worldylew Leading Up to Ngggriyog 

The constitution of Buddhism has varied extraordinarily since its inception in India, for it 

has moved through China. Japan. Tibet, and various other Asian regions adapting to 

cultural conventions and forming local syncretic traditions. Western interpreters have long 

been mystified by Buddhism and have interpreted its non-theism as a form of world

denying mysticism.4 Despite the fact that Buddhists pay no homage to an ontologically 

existent and omnipotent GOd. they do have a fundamental and complex system of beliefs 

which interpret reality as an infinite and boundless flux of impermanence and relationality 

which is empty of all enduring essence. This doctrine of emptiness is a manifestation of the 

Buddha's teaching of the Middle Way between eternal presence and total annihilation in 

the void of cessation or Nirvana. Both views of being and non-being are constructions that 

~bid., p. 679. 
~ax Weber, Socloloay of RellQlon. translated by Ephraim Fischoff (Boston: Beacon 
Press. 1922). pp. 169-183. 
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imply a specific spatial and temporal location as well as a view of relations between 

individuals that operates within an economy of subject-object separation and autonomous 

action. Buddhists want to overcome this dualistic split in order to provoke an understanding 

that the true nature of reality is cognitively undifferentiated and unconceptuallzable. This is 

not to imply that there is a hidden ontlc gr.ound behind our conventional conceptions of the 

surrounding environment. for the course of reality is neither predictable nor static; rather. it is 

in a constant state of motion which renders all attempts at security and stability fruitless. 

Buddhists also share a common ground in their acceptance of the Four Noble Truths: 1) 

All life is suffering. 2) Suffering is caused by desire and craving. 3) In order to eliminate 

suffering. the root of desire must be destroyed. and 4) This task is accomplished by 

following the Eight-Fold Noble Path. 5 The existential problem which all Buddhist 

philosophers address is that of attachment and clinging to things of this world based on the 

faise assumption that objects and people have some reality or essence which is 

impervious to changing conditions. The teachings of the Buddha deny any such 

substance. and it is commonly accepted that there is no core self which acts as the pOint of 

departure for action in the world and interaction with other people. Thus. identity is 

processual and warrants a denial of the absolute truth value of views concerning the true 

nature of reality. for just as the self is destabilized by the fundamental lack of essence. reality 

is also seen to be impermanent and ever-changlng.6 

This idea of the conditioned nature of reality is doctrinally expressed by the term 

prafifya-samufpada. or the in terdependent co-arising nature of all things which is 

sometimes referred to as dependent genesis. This. according to the key teachings of the 

Buddha. is the Middle Way one must follow on the path to enlightenment. for it does not 

subscribe to any sort of essentialist or nihilistic worldview and most accurately represents 

the course of events in the surrounding environment. Gadjin Nagao asserts that. "at its 

basic level. dependent co-arising is a movement from cause to result and in this sense 

refers to the conditioned states brought about by an agent. However. one must keep in 

mind that such a causal relationship is not the action of an essential subjective reality upon 

an equally essential objective reality . .. Rather. the true meaning of dependent co-arising is 

&.N. T. DeBary. The Buddhist Tradjtion (New York: Vintage Books. 1969). p. 9. 

~. Ramanan. NOQarluna 's Phllosopbv (India: Bharatiya Vidya Prakasban. 1971). pp. 
53-55. 
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found in the negation of all substantial reality. of all subjective selfhood.· 7 Before the time 

of Nagarjuna. however. the conditioned nature of reality was not totally empty of essence. 

for several schools following the Abhldharma8 tradition of early Indian Buddhism sought to 

categorize each object by a certain constitution of dharmas (factors of existence) which 

followed the flux of reality while remaining essentially the same. The aim was to lessen 

clinging and attachment by defining exactly what reality constituted. thereby making the 

process of Interpretation of human life eaSier. For example. the Abhldharma scholars 

pOSited five aggregates in the constitution of the individual which could be further broken 

down into twelve sense fields and eighteen elements. all of which had some sort of 

enduring existence. As the tradition progressed. Abhidharma categorizations become 

more and more extensive and established a system of knowledge that was restricted to 

trained scholars and monks primarily because of its complexity. These scholars used these 

elements to construct a conventional reality. and it was implied that if one recognized the 

essentiality of the dharmas. he or she had realized the truth and had become enlightened 

to the nature of existence. As we will see later on. NagarJuna's aim was to empty even the 

dhormas of their essential existence in order to return dependent origination to primary 

focus as the way in which every element of the world arose and passed away.9 

Nagarjuna's thought was influenced by a second set of texts called the prajna

oaramlta or Perfection of Wisdom texts. Instead of the interest in classification and 

codification of the factors of reality seen in the rigorous Abhidharma tradition. these texts 

show a concern for wisdom gained through meditation and contemplation. While both 

sets of texts emphasize release from attachment and suffering consequently producing a 

clear perception of reality. the Perfection of Wisdom texts see excessive categorization as 

a hinderance rather than a facilitator of true enlightenment. for ~Instead of regarding the 

nature of reality to consist of a multiplicity of elements. the Prajnaparimita held that the 

apparent multiplicity was simply the product of imagination. From the standpoint of highest 

truth. there were neither many particulars nor an absolute single reality: all was empty of 

such ontolqgical determinations .• 10 As a combination of reaction to and SOlidarity with the 

7Gadjin Nagao. The Foundational Standoolnt of Madhyamlka Philosophy (New York: 
SUNY Press. 1989). p. 7 
8Abhidharma refers both to the categorical way of understanding reality and the third. 
philosophical section of writings in the Buddhist canon. 
9F'rederick Streng. Emptiness (New York: Abingdon Press. 1967). pp. 30-32. 
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Abhidharma and the Prajnaparimita texts respectively. Nagarjuna's project emphasizes a 

transcendence of conceptualization as the only way to understand a separate and 

independently existent realm of reality. This. in turn. represents an expansion of the idea of 

dependent origination to encompass every element in the flux of phenomenal becoming. 

No longer is the self caused by the interaction of a certain number of existential categories 

which act as the foundation for Identity. for these factors. while still acknowledged to exist in 

a conventional sense. are seen as thoroughly implicated in the swirling matrix of dependent 

origination rather than as independent grounds for selfhood. Thus. Nagarjuna feels that he is 

truly following the Middle Way prescribed by the Buddha by re~lalming the doctrine of 

dependent origination from the Abhidharma schools and extending it into all realms of 

perceivable reality in order to communicate the ultimate lack of essence and enduring 

reality of objects in our contextual world. His aim. like other Buddhists before him. is to 

liberate those around him from their lives of suffering caused by placing absolute truth value 

on entities that are thoroughly relative and context-dependent. Through logical extension 

of the ideas of truth and Being put forth by his opponents. he illustrates the absolute 

absurdity of all propositions that impose a universal system of Truth which crosses spatial 

and temporal bounds. 

The Mulgmodhyamlka Kgrjkas gnd the Twelve Gate Treatise: 

Nggarjung's Refutation of BeIng gnd Enlightenment 

The primary aim of Nagarjuna in these two original texts and elsewhere in the literary 
.. 

corpus or early Madhyamika Buddhism is soteriological in the sense that he wishes to draw 

people away from their attachment to the surrounding world by emptying all categories 

and constructions we use to make sense of the world around us. He does not define. 

however. a new vision of reality which rests on foundational or a priori epistemological 

truths. Neither does he say that all is nothingness. for this would simply be an inversion of the 

perception of existence from being to non-being. and the problem of attachment would 

not be solved. The idea that Nagarjuna deconstructs all truth claims without making one of 

his own must be seen in reference to the issue of attachment . The entire Madhyamika 

project is soteriological and seeks to break down the idea that the world can ever be 

represented in a clear picture. Thus. the state of ultimate wisdom is one where the 
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incomplete nature of all perspectives is realized in a radical state of non-attachment. 

Many of his contemporaries as well as some current Western Interpreters have mistaken his 

attempts at the deconstruction of existent categories for a retreat Into nihilism where 

nothing is sacred and the possibility for religious action and community Is nullified. Yet, as 

we shall soon see. Nagarjuna refutes these accusations with a logical method that allows 

the Madhyamika school to avoid dictating any ~vlew" of reality as correct and 

enlightened. 

The Korikas analyze and critique twenty-seven traditional Buddhist assumptions about 

the "real world" which fit Into the basiC categories of being and becoming (I.e. views on 

causality, origination. production, space time, and elements of existence), self-definition 

(sense faculties. volition. emotions and 'the soul'), and finally Buddhist views on 

enlightenment (nirvana. the four noble truths and suffering)." The main bulk of this maferial 

consists In negations of false opinions held by some of Nagarjuna's contemporaries In the 

2nd century CE, and as such they do appear overly negative at times since their purpose Is 

to provoke realization of the emptiness of all things. The Twelve Gate Treatise Is a 

complement In many ways to the philosophical and logical rigor of the Korjkas, for It 

attempts to outline the basic tenets of the Madhyamlka school as well as the soteriologlcal 

implications of emptiness for the "lay" person. Though it would be impossible within the 

scope of this chapter to conduct a thorough analysis of all of NagarJuna's claims about the 

world. a representative spectrum of material will be explored which will integrate variOUS 

Karikas as well as portions of the Twelve Gate Treatise: 1) the critique of traditional causality 

and 2) the Madhyamika understanding of Nirvana and other Buddhist ideals. An explication 

of Nagarjuna's debates about the nature of selfhood and the construction of identity will be 

reserved until the next chapter which will focus primarily on the implications of the 

Madhyamlka deconstructionist critique for individual action. 

The previous discussion on the tradition of the Abhldharma scholars serves as a good 

point of departure for the type of causal view Nagarjuna Is attempting to repudiate. Those 

earlier scholars (often connected to the Sarvastlvadln school) felt that the presence and 

development of objects In the world was caused by a specific configuration of the five 

aggregates, twelve sense fields, etc. Their fundamental assumption was that these 

aggregates were semi-Independent entitles that, though they moved In accordance with 

11 Martin, "Deconstruction and Breakthrough: p. 100. 
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the surrounding flux. did not change in fundamental essence and could thereby serve as 

foundational building blocks for a stable view of personality and epistemological 

understanding, The two views of causality Nagarjuna was attempting to dismantle were the 

idea that the cause produces the effect and that the effect is already contained In the 

cause, Nagarjuna begins the Karikas with a critique of this model on the basis that it posits a 

type of First Cause or ontic ground which acts as an objective and detached vantage point 

from which one can survey the surrounding process of co-arising, The first verse of the 

Karikas states that ... Never are any existing things found to originate from themselves. from 

something else. from both or from no cause: 12The point of such a radical statement Is not 

to throw us into a paralyzed state where no basis for action exists and where nothing can be 

understood; rather, it is to illustrate that the cause of an event cannot be conclusively 

traced back to some originary and unconditioned point in the temporal scheme. for as we 

shall see later. even the way we understand time is a product of our own constructing 

imagination, Furthermore. this move is highly deconstructive because it breaks down the 

artificial barriers people have created between cause/effect. subject/object. and 

consequently. self/other, for there is no direct causal relationship between the two sides, 

Instead. everything becomes thoroughly enmeshed in the nexus of becoming where 

distinctions become radically destabilized and permeable, 

Nagarjuna's philosophical strategy is to extend his opponents' claims about the 

mechanisms of the universe. such as the direct relationship between cause and effect. to 

their final logical extension in order to illustrate their ultimate absurdity, This reductio ad 

absurdum approach has often been termed the tetralemma or the four-cornered 

dialectic. and he uses it to deconstruct virtually all ontological or nihilistic claims about the 

state of the Real. He dichotomizes all viable options into a final Either/Or situation where the 

incommensurability of the proposed options is realized leading eventually to an 

enlightened non-attachment in harmony with the surrounding co-arising process, Mervyn 

Sprung explains this tactic by pointing out that, "Having set up a rigid either/or. 

Madhyam!ka then exhibits the untenability of both. either by showing each to be self

contradictory. or contrary to the experience or incompatible with the possibility of 

enlightenment, In the last analysis. the endeavour is to convince that the ideas in question 

are. in rigour. unthinkable, ·13 By asserting that the concepts must be comprehensible 

1 ~agarjuna's Mulamadhyomlkq Karikqs. translated by Streng in Emptjness. 1: 1. p. 183. 

70 



when analyzed in a contained philosophical system. he is provoking his opponents to 

come to the realization that no event or entity can self-create or originate from another 

existent entity because all identity is constructed in terms of difference and thorough 

interrelation in the constantly fluctuating matrix of dependent arising. 

Thus. when we return to the refutation of traditional conception of causality wherein an 

event A directly causes on event B. it Is clear that the relationship Is fractured by the 

permeability and interdependence of A and B with an infinite range of other factors In the 

post. present and future . In order for A to directly cause B. the effect B must be a latent 

possibility in the essence of A- -a proposition which Nagarjuna continues to refute in the 

Twelye Gate Treat ise. At one pOint. he states that. ~if a cause has an effect included In it 

and produces the effect. then the effect would cause another effect. For example. a 

blanket would cause sitting. a cloak would cause hiding and a cart would cause loading. 

But in fact these effects are not so qaused. Thus one should not say that a cause has an 

effect included in it and produces the effect: 14 Nagarjuna realizes that we recognize and. 

indeed. depend on causal perceptions in our everyday interactions with the world. but he 

locates the misunderstanding in the positing of these causal relationships as inherent 

mechanistic structures of the universe when they are simply human constructions designed 

to make sense out of the surrounding context. In order to release his opponents from 

dependence upon these concepts. he logically Illustrates how there can be no strict 

causal relationship between two entities precisely because any simple event has an infinite 

causal c~~in both in the future and the past. In his example quoted above. the existence of 

the blanket was caused by a large web of relationships each of which. In turn. was likewise 

constituted. By the same token. the fact that the blanket has entered the causal nexus 

means that it will become a contributor to a multitude of other events: therefore. it will 

become part and parcel with the co-arising process. 

Nagarjuna's refutation of causality is an excellent entry point into the connection 

between dependent origination and emptiness, for by illustrating the absence of a self

encased interaction between two discrete entities. he is positing that nothing can be real in 

'~ervyn Sprung. "Translator's Introduction· to Lucid Exposit ion of tbe Middle Way: 
The Essential Chapters from the ProsannOQoda of Condrokirll (Colorado: Prajna Press. 
1979). p. 6. 

''Naoarluoa 'S Twelve Gate Treatise. translated by Hsueb-Ii Cheng (Holland: D. Reidel 
Publishing Company. 1982). p. 65. 
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and of itself--isolated from its social and historical context. Huntington underscores this 

idea of non-essential interdependence when he states that. "the Madhyamika finds that 

both ontological and epistemological problems can be meaningfully defined only In a 

context of reciprocal dependence. And as the implications of this very 

nontranscendental . pragmatic analySis begin to seep downward Into the level of natural 

interpretations where they absorb their own emotional and volitional significance. the things 

of the world are revealed as they are in the totality of their relations with each other.· 1 5 

Simply because things in the world have names and definitions does not necessarily mean 

that these explanations are inherent building blocks in some systematic vision of reality. It is 

important to note that Nagarjuna is not in the process of destroying reality or making basic 

action impossible. for he is attempting to show that the true reason things have the ability to 

change and adapt to new conditions is because mey are empty of essence. Within the 

Buddhist framework. the understanding of the emptiness of all things is a deepening of 

one's perception of reality. for while one does not deny the formal and everyday function 

of entities and their operations in relation to each other. there is no attachment to the 

everyday as the absolute. "In other words: argues Ramanan. "that things have names. 

that they have their respective natures and functions. that they serve as objects of 

cognition and as occasions for the rise of thoughts and emotions. these cannot be 

adduced as reasons for their reality .. . Things are unreal. i.e . conditioned and non

substantial but not non-existent. Again. everything has its own nature but it is not 

unconditioned: (emphases mine) 16 Thus. the interdependent co-arising process is not a 

separate entity that causes the relational nature of the world.- -it is the thoroughly 

conditioned and conditioning nature of everything that surrounds us and. indeed. of our 

own selfhood and consciousness. 

Nagarjuna 's alternate vision of causality as interdependence free from constricting and 

exclusive relationships is part and parcel with his understanding of time and the spatio

temporal process which he reveals to be a human construction that Is both necessary and 

confining. The Madhyamika view of temporality is both mystifying and fundamentally 

challenging when examined from a Western scientific perspective. Nagarjuna asserts that 

1ft. W. Huntington . The Emptiness of Emptiness (Hawaii: University of Hawaii Press. 
1989), p. 49. 

1 ~amanan. Naoarjuna 's Philosophy. p. 81 . 

72 



since reality is in a state of flux wherein entities are created and destroyed each second by 

the processual forces of impermanence. there can be no beginning or end to time. In the 

Korikas. he states. "Since the past. future and simultaneous activity do not originate. to what 

purpose (do you) explain in detail (the existence of) birth. growing a old and dying? That 

which is produced and its cause . as well as the characteristic and that which is 

characterized. the sensation and the one who senses. and whatever other things there 

are--Not only is the former limit of existence-in-flux (somsaro) not to be found. but the 

former limit of all those things is not to be found. -1 7 Deprived of Paradlslcal origins and 

apocalyptic expectations. traditional western thinkers would see themselves thrust Into a 

spinning vortex of relativity and scepticism where even the ability to understand the 

progression of events is denied. Nagarjuna's aim. however. is to demythologize the idea of 

absolute time- -the notion that our universe is a mechanistic and structured system which 

contains a built-in notion of temporality which can clearly explain the course of events as 

they occur in history and personal life . Upon closer examination. this view of time which 

pretends to assume a stance of detached scientific objectivity is thoroughly constituted in 

and through various mythologies and theories about human origins. There is a definite 

sense that with each passing moment. humans ore building on preexistent foundations in a 

manner that is comprehensive and cumulative whereas Buddhists would argue that each 

moment contains an infinite realm of arising and an infinite realm of passing away. Within 

this perpetual creation and destruction. no human structures can withstand the fracturing 

and dissojving forces of impermanence and flux. 

Instead of an inherent and mechanistic picture of time as something which contains the 

course of all possible events. and. by logical extension. would exist without the presence of 

human history. Nagarjuna wants to place time in a mutually dependent relationship with the 

events it proposes to order. Time then becomes synonymous with the entire infinite matrix 

of dependent becoming that frees the empty flow of reality from human conceptualization. 

In another argument. Nagarjuna states .• A non-stationary 'time' cannot be 'grasped'; and 

a stationary 'time' which can be grasped does not exist. How. then. can one perceive time 

if it is not 'grasped'? Since time is dependent on a thing (bhava), how can time (exist) 

without a thing? There is not any thing which exists: how. then, will time become 

(SOmething)?-18 Thus. if a thing cannot exist independent of temporal distinction and a 

17Karikas, 11 :6-8 . 
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structure of time cannot exist without some notion of the independence of essential entities 

and narrowly defined events, we are put into a severe intellectual quandary which we 

cannot reason our way out of. Nagarjuna's aim was precisely this--to illustrate the 

incommensurability of essence and inherent structure by extreme logical extension of 

'objective' Ideas concerning the framework of the world. The realization of the emptiness 

of all things is the only way in which the opponent can come to the understanding that time 

and events exist in a mutually dependent and constitutive relationship rather than as 

separate entities involved in isolated and communicable interactions. As Ramanan notes, 

"The denial of time as a substance is not a total denial of time but Is a revelation of time as a 

derived notion. As a means of referring to the course of events, time Is essential in the 

everyday world. ·19 The primary function of Nagarjuna's thorough critique both in terms of 

causality and temporality, therefore, is to illustrate that there is nothing which is not 

conditioned and constituted by the infinite flux of reality embodied in the notion of the 

interdependent co-arising process. This process divests all inherent essences of their claim 

to autonomy and pOSits their ultimate emptiness. 

Nagarjuna extends his critique beyond the subjects of causality, production, and time 

to the fundamental truths of the Buddhist worldview such as suffering, the Four Noble Truths 

and nirvana. His motivation for this critique is his perception that followers of the Buddha's 

words are clinging to the doctrinal concepts of the tradition thereby making true non

attachment impossible. His aim is to illuminate the fact that these concepts. though useful in 

terms of (';·:>nventional teaching of the preliminary steps along the path to enlightenment, 

must eventually be understood as empty of essence and Truth and also enmeshed in the 

process of becoming. The Madhyamika analysis of sorrow or suffering In the Karikas rests 

on the assertion that a direct causal link between two entities cannot be distinctively 

defined. This analysis is also an excellent illustration of Nagarjuna's four-fOld method, for he 

will eventually argue one cannot ultimately say that sorrow is self-produced. other

produced. produced by both self and other. or produced by neither self nor other because 

each of these propositions lacks the ability to stand independently and retain any sort of 

structural integrity. This dialectical process can be seen as a trial of exclusive positions 

which serves to deny. by extension. the exclusivity of any concept or relationship. Thus, 

1 ~bid., 19:5-6. 

l~amanan, NQQorluna's Phllosoohy. p. 197. 
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only when the mind of the opponent can surpass the need to understand each aspect of 

reality in an independent, non-relational way through logical analysis will emptiness be 

realized, Rather than sending humanity to a state of nihilistic despair caused by the lack of 

solid and fundamental ground, Nagarjuna wants to illustrate that, ~the destruction of 

metaphysics is not the end of meaningful life but that it opens new possibilities of finding 

sense in human existence: 20 As we shall see in the following critiques of sorrow' and 

enlightenment, Nagarjuna's aim is soteriological in the sense that he desires an end to all 

clinging and an engagement in the world that is not impeded by false notions of the 

absolute and the real. 

In his analysis of sorrow, Nagarjuna begins by refuting the claim that sorrow originates 

from the self, and states, "If sorrow is made through one's own personality (svopudgolo), 

then one's own personality would be without sorrow. Who is that 'own personality' by which 

sorrow is produced?"21 In the same way that a cause cannot logically contain its effect 

since there is no separate relationship between two entities. so sorrow cannot be inherent in 

the self since there is no enduring and pervasive self essence to be discerned. In much the 

same manner, sorrow cannot be produced by an Other. for this logically places one into 

the same trap evidenced in the first stage of refutation, Now. the hierarchy of production is 

inverted and an essential Other is pOSited which falls prey to the same critique of the self-

"If sorrow is produced by a different personality. who is that different personality who. while 

being without sorrow. yet makes and transmits that (sorrow) to the other?-22 The third 

possibility presented by Nagarjuna's opponents is the production of sorrow through both 

the self and the other. for they argue that since neither self nor other can be said to exist , 
independently, there is cooperation in the process, For Nagarjuna. however. this 

description of the production of suffering still falls short of the mark because it continues to 

presuppose two distinct entities. each of which have some essence that makes them 

producers and creators. 

The final stance. that of production by neither self nor other is also unsatisfactory. for the 

Madhyamikas are not destroyers of the everyday world. and they accept the First Noble 

Truth that all life is suffering, The dialectic is simply meant to illustrate that although there is 

2CSprung. Lucid Exposition of the Middle Way, p, 10. 

2\<arikas. 12:4, 

21bid,.12:7, 

75 



sorrow and suffering in the conventional and everyday world. it is not directly caused or 

produced by enduring and immutable factors. Instead. it is also implicated In the web of 

dependent origination. and. as such. is continually divested of all absolute claims to 

essence. for one cannot place the burden of ultimate truth on either side of the constructed 

self/other opposition. Only when suffering is seen as non-essential and non-inherent in the 

structure of the world is the possibility of overcoming it in one's own life created. While 

some would argue that Nagarjuna was deemphasizing the value of Buddhism's sacred 

truths. his main aim was. in fact. to provoke non-clinging to basic doctrfnal concepts like the 

Four Truths and the idea of suffering as the problem of Buddhist life. As Streng pOints out. 

"The expression of 'emptiness' is not the manifestation of Absolute Reality. the revelation 

of the Divine. but the means for dissipating the desire for such an Absolute:23 NagarJuna's 

deconstructive tactics. therefore . have a primarily soteriological purpose in liberating 

individuals from the world of name and form (nomo/rupo) by deepening rather than 

destroying their perception of the encompassing world. 

One of Nagarjuna's most pervasive and incisive critiques that embodies all the 

deconstructive principles and soteriological strategies discussed above is his critique of 

the idea of Nirvana. the Buddhist state of enlightenment and cessation of deSire which has 

often been interpreted by Westerners as an other-worldly and mystical detachment from 

the world without regard for ethical and social obligations.24 As we shall see in the next 

chapter. nirvana has the potential for great ethical action in the figure of the Bodhisattva 

who is only allowed to emerge with the realization that reality is constantly in flux and that all 

things are empty of essence and self existence. Rather than provoking escapist modes of 

action, this type of enlightenment promotes a reengagement in the world and a 

commitment to aid the enlightenment of all other sentient beings. Before I move on to a 

more thorough explication of the general philosophical and linguistic currents that run 

through the Madhyamika critique. I shall consider Nagarjuna's deconstruction of Nirvana 

and briefly explore the position of one of his later commentators in the 5th century CEo 

Candrakirti. 

True to the earlier form of the Karikas. Nagarjuna is again faced with an opponent who 

asserts the reality of Nirvana and charges that Nagarjuna is attempting to undermine the 

2~treng. Emptiness, p. 162. 
24v1ax Weber. Sociology of Religion, pp. 266-270. 

76 



l 

foundational doctrines set down by the Buddha. Utilizing his famous critique. Nagarjuna 

again questions whether one can say definitively whether Nirvana is. is not. both is and is not. 

and neither is nor is not. Since. as we have seen in his critiques of causality. production. 

time. and suffering. none of these options can stand independently and withstand the 

logical extension of their position. Nirvona is divested of essence and shown to be a 

conventional means to understanding enlightenment rather than an ultimate place or 

location where an individual arrives after a long journey. Nagarjuna's objective of freeing 

the flux of Sunyata from false human conceptuolizations that seek to become absolute 

truth deepens the experience of enlightenment rather than removing its significance in the 

Buddhist worldview. The fact that nirvana is a state of mind rather than a physical and 

temporal entity explains Nagarjuna's identification between enlightenment and the 

everyday world. He argues that. "There is nothing whatever which differentiates the 

existence-in-flux (samsara) from nirvana. And there is nothing whatever which 

differentiates nirvana from existence-in-flux. The extreme limit (kotO of nirvana is also the 

extreme limit of existence-in-flux: there is not the Slightest bit of difference between the 

two. ·25 Nagarjuna transforms enlightenment into a method of perception and a way of 

being in the world that manifests a deepened understanding of the symbiotic relationship 

between emptiness and co-arising. All is empty because the impermanence of reality 

divests all entities of substantiality, and emptiness is necessary for the possibility of the co

arising process. 

Three centuries after Nagarjuna 's writings. Candrakirti. one of his commentators from the 

Prasangika branch of the Madhyamika school.26 analyzed Naga~una's critique of nirvana 

in terms of its subsequent correlation with the fluctuating events of the conventional world. 

Candrakirti also posits the attainment of enlightenment as the release from attachment to 

the conventional world of name and form that masquerades as the absolute and inherent 

21<arikas. 25: 19-20. 

26After Nagarjuna's death. the Madhyamika school factionalized over a debate 
concerninQ the nature of conventional entities. The Prasangika School practiced the 
methods of reductio ad absurdum and argued that a true Madhyamika should refute all 
'views' of reality and never take a defined stance. The Svatantrika branch argued that 
conventional entities did have a solid conventional existence and were not completely 
empty of essence. For more detailed information. see the introduction to NaQarjuna 's 
Twelve Gate Treatise and Paul Williams, Mqhayana Buddhism (New York: Routledge. 
1989). pp. 55-74. 
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structure of the universe. In other words. one who is enlightened has realized the futility of 

clinging to the naming process as a solid and airtight way to understand the surrounding 

context. for there is neither an ontic nor on non-ontic ground to the world as we know it. 

Rother than being a victory over and destruction of everyday reality. nIrvana Is the 

realization that language and semiotic systems have no direct referential connectIon to the 

way things really are. Offering a counterpoint to the argument that nirvana Is the annihilation 

of the self in some sort of mystical vortex. Candrakirti comments that. -it should be realized 

that in niNana there is no extinction of anything whatsoever. not any cessation of anything 

whatsoever. Nirvana is of the nature of the utter dissipation of reitying thought 

(kalpana). ·27 Followers of the Middle Way should come to the realization that nirvana is 

not some existent object or magical place to be sought after and gained in a victory over 

suffering and clinging, for clinging is not overcome if one is still looking to a vision of a 

conceptualizable place where the substantial individual can come to an enlightened and 

liberated rest. 

Both Candrakirti and Nagarjuna wont to communicate the absurdity of questing after the 

proper cognitive framework for understanding and explaining the world through the 

negation of all 'views' of the world and enlightenment. Rather than being an absolute key · 

to knowledge of the universe and the process of origination and destruction. the cultivation 

of views is regarded as the construction of perceptions which may help to interpret the 

world conventionally but can produce no grasp on the ultimate truth of emptiness and 

dependent co-arising. Citing the insights of the Buddha. Candrakirti remarks. "Therefore it is 

established that even nirvana does not exist (nastt). It was said by the illustrious one: 

'Nirvana is no-nirvana the lord of existence taught; a knot tied by infinitude itself and 

loosed even by the same: 28 Just as was clear in the critiques of causal production and 

suffering, neither Candrakirti nor Nagarjuna want to destroy fundamental aspects of the 

Buddhist worldview; rather. they simply want to point out that while doctrines are useful as 

preliminary blueprints for enlightenment. their fundamental emptiness must eventually be 

recognized. 

27Sprung. Lucid Exposition of the Mjddle Way, p. 249. 

2~bid .. p. 263. 
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Undercurrents of the Madhygmlka Crltlaue: Implications of Emptiness. 
SysPicioo of langyage. and the Two leyels of Truth 

Up to this pOint. the implications of the Madhyamika idea of emptiness for the 

epistemological and ontological understanding of objects in the world and their evident 

relationships have been d iscussed. Sunyota is not a ·view" or perception that proposes to 

define the ultimate or absolute nature of the world in strict terms. Rather. It Is a movement 

that continually acts to divest individuals and entities of any assumed essence which claims 

to transcend the powerful forces of history and culture characterized by instability and 

impermanence. Frederick Streng expounds on three other implications of Sunyata In the 

Buddhist worldview which take the form of religious. psychological and cosmological 

apprehensions. He shares the view of the Madhyamika school that metaphysical 

statements may be useful as motivations to understand the "cause" of suffering and to 

embark on a path to root out this cause in desire and ignorance. They cannot. however. 

ultimately serve as determinate paradigms which dictate a specific understanding of the 

world. Ideally. the realization of the ways in which we construct our world in accordance 

with our desires and passions should bring about a cessation of the need to place universal 

sanctions on our own perspectives. However. one must be careful not to get attached to 

"nirvana" or the "Four Noble Truths' as existent entities which occupy a separate domain 

from individual life. Consequently. this attachment must also be abandoned in order to 

engender the enlightened realization that all is empty of essence. According to Streng. this 

process of realization "was an answer to the religious problem of 'becoming real. ' By 

seeing things as they really are. and not as they seem. the enlightened beings (buddhas) 

could avoid the sorrow which resulted from living in a state of ignorance .. .To understand 

'emptiness' was the most complete knowledge possible, for it provided the enlightened 

beings with power to avoid the limitations of existence. ·29 

Streng connects the second psychological function of emptiness with Nagarjuna's 

soteriological emphasis. for an understanding of the world as empty of essence releases 

one from 'the absolute requirements dictated by individuals and systematic doctrines 

about the world. One COUld. therefore. adopt a radically open stance to the flux of reality 

armed with the knowledge that no claim could exclusively define the terms of personal 

2%treng. Emptiness. p. 161 , 
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existence. The breakdown of distinctions between constructed binary oppositions also 

allows for a more authentic relationship of the non-essential self with other individuals in the 

causal nexus. for without a strict definition of self-essence. there is no longer a need to 

construct delineated boundaries which marginalize and exclude opposing forces. Self 

and other are thoroughly enmeshed and interconnected causing a more Inclusive and 

pluralistic mode of existence to supersede previous isolationism and fear of the 

destabilizing force of difference. for there is no longer a core self to be threatened. In the 

next chapter. this idea will be related to the necessity for ethical action. but for our purposes 

here. it is essential to note that "The denial of an absolute reality operates to diSintegrate a 

hierarchy of values based on an absolute 'ground.' It is the disintegration of the individual 

self which is salutory insofar as one realizes that the 'self' is simply a conflux of related 

experiences and that there is. in actuality. nothing to disintegrate:30 

Finally. Streng's cosmological interpretation of emptiness serves to further underscore 

the point that all things are interrelated in a causal nexus that has no definite origin and no 

predictable conclusion. Rather than being an ontic structure which ~contains' all events 

and explains all phenomena. it is inseparable from existence itself and can be best 

conceptualized as a movement which embodies active change and the continual denial 

of essence. By analyzing the cosmological symbol of a Circle. Streng wants to emphasize 

that Sunyata is both the emptiness of all things and the dependently co-arising process: 

"We would suggest that 'emptiness' is represented neither by the center (from which all 

pOints on the circumference radiate) nor by the pOints at the end of the radius. Nor is it even 

the relationship between the center and the circumference; but it is the recognition that 

'center.' 'circumference: and 'radius' are mutually interdependent 'things' which have no 

reality in themselves-only in dependence on the other factors. ·31 This interconnection is 

part and parcel with the soteriological desire for the release of all beings from the bonds of 

attachment and desire. for nirvana cannot be reached solely by the individual if all beings 

are thoroughly intertwined. Sunyata. positively conceptualized as interrelation and 

negatively as emptiness. serves various ethical. religious. psychological. and 

epistemological functions in its infinite movement of deconstructing claims to metaphysical 

solidity and concrete existence. Once an enlightened realization of sunyata is reached. 

3Qbid .. p. 166. Also see pp. 161-169. 

3~bid .. p. 167. 
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the individual can go far beyond the limits of existence formerly perceived to be the 

uncrossable boundaries of thought and action in a move which fundamentally radicalizes 

means of knowledge and possibilities for ethical engagement. 

The articulation of emptiness as a concept strikes many as being paradoxical and 

ironic, for how can we truly conceptualize the unconceptuallzable? This critical question 

brings us to the second undercurrent of Madhyamika thought--the suspicion of language 

and its referential ability. Nagarjuna's view of language presents some striking parallels with 

current poststructuralist linguistic theory. Fundamental to the Madhyamlka view is the 

recognition that the world as we know it is a highly organized linguistic construction 

produced by the human mind in its attempt to grasp and cling to an illusion of permanence 

and reality. As Mervyn Sprung pOints out, "The world of everyday objects is inseparable 

from naming and being named. Thing and name arise together: there is no unnamed thing 

and no name without its objective correlate. Language appears to be semiotic and to refer 

to entities but, in fact. names are a handy means of dealing with practical situations which 

arise within unregenerate existence. For the enlightened this appearance of naming is 

dissipated and language becomes transparent to the intention of the speaker. ·32 The 

assertion that the world is made up of various signifying systems, none of which have any 

solid referent in "reality· was problematic to many of NagarJuna's opponents and poses 

serious challenges to the ways in which many Western schools of thought interpret the 

function of language. From a traditional linguistic viewpoint, the function of language is to 

transparently communicate thoughts and feelings between two or more speakers; thus , 

each word has a direct referential object that is common to all speakers acting in that 

semiotic system. As Derrida and other poststructuralists have asserted, this model fails due 

to the lack of an ultimate referent which has the power to bring people together. The 

referential chain is broken, and a word is seen as a sign which simply refers to another sign in 

an economy of circulation and exchange and can never be traced back to a definite 

Origin. Nagarjuna also criticizes this model of a closed linguistic system which can 

referential~y access the secrets of the universe and uses his four-fold logical method to 

deconstruct the claims of referentiality which foster ignorance and attachment. In this 

sense, both thinkers are attempting to destroy any claims to distanced objectivity based in 

31v1ervyn Sprung, "The Origin and Issue of Scepticism: in Reyelation In Indian Thought. 
edited by Harold Coward (California: Dharma Publishing, 1977), p. 165. 
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an ontic metaphysical ground of being. Thus. emptiness as the absence of essence 

deconstructs the dualistic split between self and other while preserving the differences 

between beings in the matrix of dependent co-arising 

Another Nagarjunian tactic used to illustrate the ultimately non-referential nature of 

linguistic expression is the deconstruction of predication and characterization in language. 

In the Twelve Gate Treatise. he argues that one can never completely characterize or 

describe an object because there is no objective standpoint from which to judge the 

nature of attributes. Thus. while we may each have our own perceptions of the surrounding 

context. we must realize that these are mental constructions imposed on the flux of 

impermanence for the purpose of making everyday sense out of events and occurrences. 

Epistemologically speaking. it would make sense that our perspectives constitute truth 

claims. but when analyzed from the vantage pOint of attachment. these views have no 

universal referential claim. The traditional way of describing an object in terms of relations 

between a subject and its attributes is sent through the deconstructive chamber in order to 

illustrate the non-essential and ultimately inadequate nature of language in understanding 

the emptiness of all things. Nagarjuna writes. "Characteristics and the characterizable are 

neither identical nor different from each other. If their sameness and difference cannot be 

established. neither can be established . Therefore . characteristics and the 

characterizable are empty. Since characteristics and the characterizable are empty. all 

things are empty ... 33 While this statement may strike one as ironically dualistic. Nagarjuna 

is not succumbing to the dualistic mode of thought: rather. he is illustrating its 

incommensurability. for since no claim of absolute truth can be defended independently 

on either side of a dualism. the distinction itself is a false partition of the flux of reality, Thus. 

meaning is continually reconstituted in the empty space where the boundaries between 

strict dualisms are blurred beyond distinction. 

This deep hermeneutic of suspicion is not only applied by Nagarjuna to the views of his 

opponents but to his own understanding of emptiness. Just as followers of the Middle Way 

can become attached to concepts like Nirvana and the Four Truths. they can also fall into 

the trap of seeing Sunyata as a concept and an ontological ground for existence rather 

than a force of movement and flux . Just as the other doctrines of the Buddhist worldview 

must be realized as ultimately empty of essence and thoroughly conditioned. so Sunyata 

3~we lve Gate Treat ise . p. 81 . 
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must also be emptied of any claim that it can conceptually explain reality. The sunyoto of 

sunyoto is. therefore. a self-deconstructive movement which liberates the Madhyamika 

school from any assertion of holding the right view or perspective on reality. As Huntington 

states. "When the concept of emptiness self-deconstructs it takes the whole system with it. 

There is no central concern here with the accumulation of new and more precise 

terminology. The Madhyamika is radically deconstructive. pragmatic philosophy 

designed to be used for exposing. defusing. and dismantling the reifylng tendencies 

inherent in language and conceptual thought ... (and) leaving behind nothing other than a 

dramatic awareness of the living present-on epiphany of one's entire form of life. ·34 

Hence. all words are as equally enmeshed in the co-arising matrix as are all other things. 

and if we consider the critique of causation and production. it is clear that the meaning of 

words is formed primarily in relation to other words rather than in an independent relationship 

to a metaphysical reality. 

Although the primary emphasis of the Madhyamika school is to deconstruct the 

absolute nature pOSited by semiotic systems. Nagarjuna is not advocating a position where 

we abandon language altogether. for he realizes that interactional existence in the 

everyday world is impossible without some sort of naming and signifying system. We must 

always realize. however. that these systems are not universal and have no enduring 

essence: instead. they are constituted by shifting forces of culture and history and are 

thoroughly permeable. interdependent and without stable origins. In a final analysis. both 

the true yiew of Sunyata and the deconstruction of language rest on the fundamental 

Madhyamika assertion that there are two levels of truth. conventional and ultimate. that 

serve distinct soteriological and ontological purposes. Nagarjuna makes this distinction 

clear in the Karikas. when he says. "The teaching by the Buddhas of the dharma has 

recourse to two truths: The world-ensconced truth and the truth which is the highest sense .. 

. The highest sense (of the truth) is not taught aport from practical behavior. and without 

having understood the highest sense one cannot understand nirvana. ·35 In other words. 

one cannot understand the convention of nirvana without understanding that It is empty nor 

can one view emptiness apart from nirvana. This intertwined connection between ultimate 

and conventional modes of being provides a critical counterpoint to the charges that 

3'Huntington. Emotiness of Emptiness, p. 136. 

3~arikas, 24:8.10. 
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Madhyamika philosophers are eschewing the conventional world in favor of the ultimate 

realm of understanding. Candrakirti. in his extended commentary on Nagarjuna. defeats 

this charge when he explains: "Surely what is untrue should be rejected: and why should 

that which is to be rejected. be taught? We reply. That is indeed true. However. unless the 

everyday world of verbalized transactions (/oukiko vyovohoro)-that is. the realm of 

naming and the thing named. knowing and the things known. and so on-has been 

accepted as a base (obhyu-pogomyo) it is impossible to point out. or to teach 

(desoyitum) the surpassing sense. ·36 Thus. the paradox is that while ultimate and 

conventional truth are part and parcel with one another. they are also separated by a wide 

gulf of intuitive understanding. 

The cessation of all dualistic thought and the coming to rest of all cognitively 

deSignated things is not on abode in which the individual comes to rest. for the state of 

enlightenment cannot be distinguished from the interdependent co-arising matrix of 

becoming that characterizes the flux and impermanent course of conventional reality. 

Nagarjuna argues that we depend on conventional interactions to carry out tasks with other 

people within our limited context and purview of existence. but that in order to realize the 

ultimate truth of sunyato. individuals must overcome the tendency to place the weight of 

truth on language and worldly forms. The fact that the reality we perceive is constructed by 

the clinging mind without ultimate reference to a transcendental signified leads to the view 

that the appearances we produce refer to other perspectives in an infinite chain of 

becoming that extends indefinitely into the past and future. As Huntington points out. ~One 

must learn not to look for truth and reality behind or under appearances. but to see both in 

the context of everyday life. where the soteriological truth of the highest meaning is 

understood by placing oneself in a harmonious relationship with these same 

appearances: 37 Basically. the distinction between ultimate and conventional truth does 

not involve a change in the object being perceived but in the manifested method of 

perception--a shift from seeing an object as originating from a metaphysical source to 

understan.ding the dependent origination and lack of self-essence in all things. 

Phenomenological conceptualization is deconstructed in order to release the flow of 

'suchness ' from the erroneous claims to truth placed upon the causal matrix by individuals 

3~prung. Lucid Exposit ion of the Middle Way . pp. 231-2. 

31-luntington. Emptiness of Emptiness. p. 120. 
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overwhelmed by clinging and ignorance. It is this ultimate truth that can only be realized 

once all conventions have been divested of the chimera that they possess inherent reality 

independent of the contextual world . 

Nagao argues that though ultimate truth is not another metaphysical ground to being. it 

is intrinsically Other. for it goes beyond all conceptual distinctions between traditional 

oppositions and is intuitively understood to be a shifting state of emptiness where everYthing 

exists as-it-is. constantly subject to change and the inevitable flow of historical events. The 

usefulness of language manifests in its ability to direct followers away from desire. greed. 

and ignorance and toward the path of the Middle Way. These tools. however useful they 

may be initially. must eventually be abandoned lest they themselves become objects of 

attachment and clinging. As Nagao states. "Emptiness is not simply the silence of ultimate 

meaning. but is also the actual functioning of worldly convention; dependent co-arising is 

not simply conventional. but is the dependent co-arising of awakening to ultimate 

meaning. ·38 Ultimate meaning. like the deconstructive use of the four-fold logical method 

by Nagarjuna. seNes to refute and negate the dimension of worldly convention that seeks 

to preseNe itself as the true eternal reality. As we sholl see in the next chapter. the recovery 

of language come to the fore in the figure of the Bodhisattva who works with wisdom and 

compassion in the conventional world for the awakening of all. 

Conventional truth could not exist without the knowledge of emptiness. for its creations 

hold no enduring essence. Likewise. if ultimate truth existed without worldly convention . 

there would be no way for it to communicate without the tools of language. As Nagao 

states . "Worldly convention must ascend toward ultimate meaning. while ultimate 

meaning cannot express itself unless it descends tow worldly. conventional discourse . . 

. The destiny of one following the path consists in knocking repeatedly at a door that remains 

eternally unopened . in waiting expectantly. even in despair. before that unopened door in 

the pilgrimage of knocking again and again. ·39 The despair inherent in this proposition for 

those seeking enlightenment is the fundamental realization that all linguistic attempts to 

capture reality ore futile. and. furthermore. that even the ideo of a path to niNana is a 

human construction which must be seen as ultimately empty of essence and truth. The 

de constructive movement of ultimate truth renders any well-defined notion of a path 

3~agao. The Foundational StandpOint of Madhyamika Philosophy. p . 31 . 

3~bid .. p. 78. 
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unclear and suspends any sense of a teleological goal or final abode to be reached. Thus. 

as Nagao pOints out. there is a discontinuous progression from conventional to ultimate 

perception which promotes a differential rather than identical understanding of the two 

sides of sunyata (emptiness and dependent co-arising) and allows for positive action and 

engagement in the paradoxical space between the two truths. Nagao Illustrates. that Min 

the realm of worldly convention the performance of any action by any individual always 

takes the form of 'somebody going somewhere: For ultimate meaning that same very 

action-just as it is and because of the way it is-Is empty with the essence-free relativity of 

dependent co-arising. and is thus better described as 'nobody going nowhere,'-40 

Thus. the Madhyamika school can be seen as the school of no standpoint. no-view and 

no-abode. for its purpose is to deconstruct perspectives of objective reality and essence

positing entities. Nagarjuna and his followers go about this task in such a way that their own 

logic eventually self-deconstructs in the sunyafa of sunyafa where all hopes of 

conceptualizing the world in a phenomenological manner are abandoned. Deepened 

perception of the world as empty of essence and continually arising in an infinite causal 

matrix with no ontic. metaphysical ground or origin is gained through liberation from 

referential illusions. Nagarjuna radically changed the way many Buddhist schools In India 

and China understand the common doctrines of the Four Noble Truths. dependent 

origination and NiNana as well as the process through whiCh events are caused and 

elements are produced. No longer was the worldview of these Buddhists based on a highly 

organized Abhidharma system where existence of individuals and objects could be 

broken down into a determinate number of elements (dharmas) which claimed essential 

and permanent reality beyond the forces of history and culture. The Madhyamika critique 

extended to the very foundations of this type of phenomenological thought in an attempt to 

illustrate that all conceptions of the world are ultimately empty of any claim to truth or 

certainty. Nagarjuna employed the logical methodology of his own opponents to extend 

their propositions to their logical conclusion in order to show that no cognitive prescription 

could stand independently of other elements in the world while still maintaining logical 

integrity . In this way. he deconstructed traditional views about causality, temporality. 

production of events, enlightenment and sorrow with the ultimate soteriological aim of 

releasing individuals from their attachments to language and its referential claim to 

4Qbid .. pp. 110-111 
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describe and codify reality. Once liberated from these ignorant assumptions about the 

human ability to control the interdependent matrix of becoming. individuals could come to 

the fundamental realization that all things were both empty of essence and dependently 

originated from an infinite multitude of .causes rather than inherently essential and 

autonomous. Only in this deepened mode of perception are things allowed to exist as

they-are in difference to and identity with countless other elements in the worldly context 

without being subsumed to a human-produced system which posits an absolute synthetic 

structure to the universe. This vision of enlightenment fosters reintegration and 

reengagement within the conventional field and opens up the possibility for viable ethical 

and religious action in the form of the Bodhisattva as we shall see in the next chapter. 
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The Dance of the Bodhisattva: Exploring the 
Unification of VI isdom and Compassion 



l 

In the previous chapter. the fundamentals of the Madhyamika deconstruction of 

prevailing forms of logic and conceptual understanding were Illustrated with reference to 

some of the major philosophical works of Nagarjuna. A brief outline of the Buddhist 

worldview Illuminated some doctrinal ideas like the Four Noble Truths and the 

interdependent co-arising nature of all things which all Buddhist schools accept in a basic 

way and subsequently elaborate In order to fit the focus of their own particular school. The 

Ideo of the not-self (anatman) must also be placed under this rubric. for dialogues about 

the absence of a core self date back to the time of the Buddha himself. This teaching 

presented a radical break from the Hindu ideo of Atman-Brahman wherein the self was a 

microcosmic reflection of the cosmic order. and liberation was achieved by returning the 

soul to a state of unity with Brahman. Because of the radical break from this substantial way 

of conceptualizing identity. the concept of the not-self was continually challenged and 

confronted; consequently. many Buddhist schools began to Interpret Its meaning in a 

variety of ways. On the one hand. the Abhidharma sect of philosophers utilized the same 

model for the not-self as they did for the rest of the surrounding environment which divided 

reality into essential elements (dharmas) that merged In different combinations to produce 

individuals and other sentient realities. These dharmas were the elements which formed the 

substratum upon which the entire process of dependent origination rested. but they 

themselves were not subject to the same kind of multivalent constitution since they could 

not be broken down further. 

This idea of dharmas as essential realities and the building blocks of the impermanent 

universe seemed over1y essentialist to Nagarjuna and the proponents of the Madhyamika 

school. for they felt that there could be no objective presence that was exempted from the 

flux of continually originating reality. Thus. in the Karlkas. Nagarjuna sought to deconstruct 

any standpoint upon which his contemporaries attempted to stand In order to gain an 

objective view of the wor1d. In the previous chapter. we saw how Nagarjuna systematically 

examined factors of reality such as causality. time. production and action as well as 

traditional concepts within of the Buddhist worldvlew like the Four Noble Truths. suffering. and 

Nirvana in order to demonstrate their ultimate emptiness. He employed the device of the 

the four-cornered dialectic (tetralemma) to carry each proposition to its utmost logical 

extension thereby demonstrating its lack of independence and autonomy. Nagarjuna 
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fundamentally connected emptiness with the co-arising nature of all things. and in so dOing 

exempted no elements of existence from the impermanent flux of reality. In this frame. 

conceptualization through cognition and language Is revealed to be a construction of the 

mind utilized to make sense of the enveloping conventional world; consequently. with his 

structure of the Two Truths. NagarJuna proved that while conventional existence could be 

partitioned and divided into discrete units of comprehension. all was empty of essence and 

'own-being' at the ultimate level. Buddhist teachings about the path to enlightenment and 

the four truths of existence were useful as skillful means devices (upaya) to steer individuals 

away from ignorance. desire. and passion. but they too could become objects of 

attachment that had to be exposed as non-essential in order for true enlightenment to 

occur. In the end. the complete deconstructive nature of the Madhyamika school is 

emphasized by the collapse of its logical and conceptual matrix once the ultimate nature 

of reality as the continual process of co-origination which empties all beings of their self

essence is understood. At this point. even the idea of emptiness itself must fall prey to the 

deconstructive force and be seen for what It ultimately is-a linguistic construction to aid the 

follower of the path. but not a self-existent reality. 

For Western interpreters. and Indeed for many Buddhists following Nagarjuna. this total 

deconstruction of all aspects of reality as we know it is extraordinarily problematic. Many 

times. the criticism of nihilism is levelled. for the idea that there Is no essential reality In the 

form of a God. soul or logos to which people can cling and rely upon to bring their world into 

focus indicates a descent into nothingness and chaos where people lose all connection to 

themselves and others around them. Nagarjuna. however. is advocating a nondual 

experience where all the binary oPPositions constituting a common sense level of the 

understood (i.e. subJect/object. good/evil. male/female. etc.) are exposed as 

perspectives and ways of understanding the world rooted in attachment to preserving a 

specific metaphysical order. The Implications of this model for understandings of selfhood 

and the possibility for religious action and ethical engagement are enormous. for If the self. 

and more specifically the ego. is seen as a contingent construct molded out of the flow of 

time and space rather than a self-encased and autonomous entity. people can come to 

realize their fundamental connections with others. The idea of anatman points to identity 

as a constructed matrix which is continually changing and shifting. for it is an integral part of 

the co-arising process of the world which empties the self of any claim to permanence, 

89 



l 

presence or independence. This is not to say. however. that there can be no notion of 

uniqueness and creativity. for each person fits into the flux of reality In a different manner. In 

other words. each "self" is a particular intersection of cultural. historical and social forces 

devoid of any permanent or essential nature but which combine to the formation of identity 

as we understand it. The notion of will or 'self-determinatlon' Is also problematic in this 

framework. for if we are all determined by large fluctuating forces beyond our control. how 

can we direct and shape our own lives? 

These kinds of issues will be important in any kind of dialogue betWeen Buddhists and 

Westerners on the subject of selfhood and identity. for many Westerners might ask if there 

can be any ethical action or concern for an others without a notion of a core self and solid 

identity to rely upon? The answer from many Buddhist schools would be a strong 'Yes: and 

they would point to the figure of a Bodhisattva to illustrate their pOint. The Bodhisattva is one 

who has followed a complex path of perfection leading to the enlightened perception that 

all things are empty and enmeshed in a nexus of becoming that divests all beings of 

endurance and permanence. The Bodhisattva turns back to the conventional world in 

order to bring other sentient beings to the state of nirvana. for if all beings are indeed 

interconnected. one lone individual cannot reach nirvana without the accompanying 

enlightenment of all other individuals. Part and parcel with this reengagement is the notion 

that the Bodhisattva exists in a liminal state betwixt and between absorption into the 

nondual realm of ultimate truth and entrapment in the conventional sector of passion, 

hatred, greed and ignorance. He or she realizes that all language is fundamentally 

perspectival and serves to create a fictive narrative of reality that pOSits an explanation for 

the events of the WOrld. Thus. the Bodhisattva embodies a double movement within which 

he or she operates with the understanding that language is empty of any referential or 

reflective function. At the same time. he or she realizes that language must be used as a 

device to lead other individuals to the state of enlightened perception where they too can 

overcome their attachment and dependence upon linguistic constructions. 

This chapter will explore the evolution of the Bodhisattva doctrine beginning with 

Nagarjuna's deconstruction of self-existence and autonomous selfhood; as well. it will 

examine both the formulation of the Bodhisattva path by Candraklrtl and the 8th century C.E. 

poem by Santideva which describes the vow of the Bodhisattva to aid all sentient beings on 
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the path to enlightenment. These three figures are operating within the Madhyamlka 

structure. but many of the elaborated ideas about the Bodhisattva and the connection of all 

individuals through a Buddha Nature which Is both empty and fuff come to fruition in later 

traditions like the Yogacara and the Chinese schools. Though a full analysis of these 

traditions is beyond the scope of this essay. the last section will engage the Idea of Buddha 

Nature as it connects to the doctrines of emptiness and the interdependent co-arising 

process In order to argue the following: only in the liberatlve state produced by non

attachment can a figure like the Bodhisattva emerge and manifest Infinite wisdom and 

compassion. A discussion of the pOints of connection and divergence between the ideas 

of Buddhist selfhood and Nietzschean identity will be reserved for the final chapter In order 

to allow adequate space for a thorough reading of the Buddhist doctrines. 

A Self WIthout Substance: Nagarjuna's Deconstruction of Traditional Notions of IdentitY 

The framework set out in the last chapter divided NagarJuna's project Into three 

divisions: a critique of factors of reality. common doctrines of the Buddhist worldview. and 

the constructions of selfhood. The first two were examined in great detail in the previous 

chapter; we must now turn our attention to the deconstruction of selfhood In order to see 

exactly how the Bodhisattva figure comes to occupy the negative space created by 

emptying everything of self-essence. As in the other two cases. Nagarjuna felt that schools 

like the Sarvastivadins and followers of the Abhidharma philosophy had drifted away from 

the teachings of the Buddha regarding the Middle Wav and the attainment of non

attachment. Furthermore. the idea that the self was simply a collection of aggregates that 

perSisted throughout time and Circumstance supported a type of eternalism. Nagarjuna 

saw this attempt to secure permanence as a break from the true path of the Buddha which 

mediated between extremes in a nondual fashion. Thus. in the same logically rigorous 

manner which he utilized to empty notions of reality and Buddhist truths of their claim to 

permanence and self-existence. Nagarjuna also deconstructs the self and collapses the 

binary distinction between subject and object in the process. His critiques are aimed at the 

idea that the self contains a foundational substratum made up of dharmas which are not 

subject to the forces of impermanence. This ideo was developed In order to explain how 

the effects of karma were carried between lives. but Nagarjuna wonts to expose all the 
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claims .of the Buddhist philosopher as skillful means constructions that, while valuable in the 

conventional world, have no prerogative to assert ultimate significance. 

In his attempt to break down dualistic separations, he argues In the Korlkos that there 

can be no ultimate split between the actor and the action, for they are mutually 

interdependent and rely on each other for their meaning. At one point, he states, ~The 

'goer' is defined by that which is In the 'process of going to'; he does not go to that 

(destination) which is determined by the 'process of going to' because there Is no prior 

'process of going to' (gotl).·l The entire framework we utilize to examine the world and 

narrate the actions of others has been divested of all claims to l;Jniversal significance, for 

these descriptions ore perspectives carved out of the flux of Impermanence rather than 

static reflections of a determinate structure of existence and action. Nagarjunq concludes 

by saying that, "Therefore, the 'process of going' (gotl), the 'goer' (gonto) and a 

'destination to be gone to' (gont~vyom) do not exist.·2 These types of assertions are 

most often referred to when opponents want to charge Nagarjuna with valorizing nihilism. 

Nagarjuna is neither supporting a position of eternalism not is he advocating that our world is 

centered by a Void. Basically, he is attempting to divest common assertions we make 

about the world of their universal and trans-historical accuracy , Naga~una wants to illustrate 

that propositions which mask themselves as the Real are nothing more than perspectives 

taking the form of words which are continually arising and passing away in the infinite flux of 

being and becoming. "The producer proceeds being dependent on the product. and the 

product ;-roceeds being dependent on the producer. The cause for realization is seen in 

nothing else.· Nagarjuna comments in a later section dealing with causality and the 

dualistic constructions imposed on reality. 3 Here. the crucial connection between the 

emptiness of language and the process of interdependent co-arising is made; for there 

can be no separation between the actor and the action-the doer and the deed-since 

everything is non-essential and originates from within a complex nexus of causal 

interrelations. 

NagarjlJna carries his critique of essential selfhood and independent action further when 

he examines claims made about self-existence end own-being (svabhava). Here. he is 

1Karikas, 2:22. 

4bid .. 2:25. 

~bid .. 8: 12. 
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dealing with issues about self and other and wants to argue that these two categories need 

not exist in fundamental opposition to each other. He is attempting to dismantle the notion 

that the self defines itself over and against others in the surrounding context . The problem 

with understanding the Other as an abstracted notion of difference against which the self 

struggles is that this static model denies the interconnection of self and other. Nagarjuna is 

developing a vision where the self Is a complex fabric continually woven out of threads of 

others devoid of one central unifying theme. The problem of attachment is brought to the 

fore here as well. for the process of self-definition against the Other Is a fundamental effort to 

continue the narrative fiction of the ego and to make it impervious to forces of change and 

alteration. The inherent fragility of the ego perpetuates a type of boundary anxiety which 

can lead to excessive ignorance. desire and greed in order for the self to Cling to what it 

sees as its foundation of identity. Nagarjuna desires a paradigm shift away from this view of 

an ego ruled by attachment and the desire for independence over and against other 

beings; consequently. his new contours of vision illuminate the fundamental 

interconnection and exchange between the self and other leading to the idea that identity 

is not an autonomous and self-created essence but rather. an ever-changing and 

malleable matrix of forces which is constituted by the world and contributes to it in a positive 

fashion. In the Karikas. "(An opponent asks:) If there is no basic self-nature (prokrtl). of what 

will there be 'otherness?' (Nagarjuna answers:) If there is basiC self-nature. of what will there 

be 'otherness?·"4 In other words. Nagarjuna's opponents are questioning him on the 

position of the other if there is no standard of self nature or identity against which to measure 

difference. Nagarjuna pOints out that there can be no notion of difference if there is already 

a set structure of human nature and universal consciousness, Likewise. there can be no 

essentiolized standard of difference because the co-arising process would be restricted . 

Self and other. rather than existing In a separate and antagonistic relationship. are 

thoroughly enmeshed and inextricably intertwined with each other In an environment which 

understands everything as empty. thereby allowing them to exist interdependently "as

they-ore" rather than subsuming identity to one model of correct human nature. 

Nagarjuna directly connects the movement of emptiness to the construction of Identity 

in the Twelve Gate Treatise when he states that, "If created things are empty. how much 

more so with the self? Because of created things such as the five skondhos. the twelve 

~bid . , 15:9. 
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sense fields (ayatana) and the eighteen elements (dhotu). one can say that there is self, 

Only if there is something burnable can there be the fact of burning, Now since skondhos. 

sense fields and elements are empty. nothing can be called self, If there is nothing 

burnable. there cannot be the fact of burning:5 Nagarjuna proves that the positing of a 

goer or a producer and a separate place that Is 'gone to' or product that Is produced are 

illusory mental constructions used to formulate an InterpretIve structure of causality which 

can make sense out of the forces of impermanence, Nagarjuna underscores the idea that 

these perceptions can never reflect a structure of the universe precisely because reality 

never stands still long enough to be represented as a coherent picture, In the Karjkas, 

Nagorjuna uses the same logical argument of sameness and difference to undermine any 

sort of predication that might support an essentialist view, He states. ~If the individual self 

(otmo) were (identical to) the 'groups' (skondho), then it would partake of origination and 

destruction, If (the individual self) were different from the 'groups: then it would be without 

the characteristics of the 'groups,,·6 Thus. he critiques the views of opponents who argue 

that the self is constituted by the five skandhas as well as those who argue that the self is 

something entirely different from the dharmic structure by logically extending their 

arguments and illustrating their invalidity and incommensurability, 

Nagarjuna's aim in deconstructlng the structures of apprehension and identity is 

fundamentally soteriological. for he intends to destroy attachment to the truth value of 

conventional partitions of reality by emptying them of al\ claims to universality, By divesting 

the self of any sort of pervasive essence or exemption from the continual process of 

origination and destruction. he is also taking away the greed and possessiveness of the 

ego-driven individual. A key idea in this scheme is that the· attainment of wisdom 

necessarily entails the generation of compassion in the sphere of ethical praxis, This deep 

connection does not undergird Western ethical systems in the same way; consequently. 

many of the debates about moral action center around how to connect theory and action. 

In the Buddhist framework. however. knowledge and praxis cannot be disengaged, 

Through th.e wisdom of emptiness, the illusion of atomistic and disconnected personalities is 

dispelled as well. for each individual is interconnected with others in the matrix of 

becoming, He argues that. ~On account of the destruction of the pains (klesa) of action 

Sfwelve Gate Treatise. p, 57, 

~orikas, 18: 1 , 
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there is release; for pains of action exist for him who constructs them. These pains result 

from phenomenal extension (prapanca); but this phenomenal extension comes to a stop 

by emptiness:? Emptiness. therefore. is the coming to rest of name and form 

(nomoI rupa) which fosters a nondual understanding of the world and the individuals within 

it. Just as knowledge and language are no longer understood as reflective depictions of a 

static and structural universe. the self Is divested of ~I and mlne---the possessive claims 

of the ego over and against the concerns of other Indivlduals--and thoroughly integrated 

into the field of interrelatedness and interconnection. This relationship between the 

deconstruction of knowledge and selfhood in their essential and a,utonomous forms can be 

seen in the concluding paragraph of the Twelve Gate Treatise where NagarJuna states, 

"Since origination, duration and destruction cannot be established, created things cannot 

be established. Since created things cannot be established, non-created things cannot 

be established. Since created and ,non-created things cannot be established, all sentient 

beings cannot be established. Therefore you should know all things have no production; 

they are ultimately empty and tranqull.-8 

So far in this chapter, the philosophical groundwork has been laid which will make the 

emergence of a Bodhisattva figure possible; Nagarjuna has created a field of emptiness 

where the dualistic distinctions between self and other have been broken down by the 

powerful forces of impermanence and change. There still seems to be a gap. however, 

between this philosophical elaboration of doctrines of selfhood and the actual 

mechan ;~rns which will produce an arena for ethical engagement and other-regard. David 

Loy, a contemporary scholar of Asian religious traditions. makes the connection through 

the actual meaning of the word Sunyata. Because the Madhyamika school advocates a 

position of "no position- where the deconstructive emphasis lies in dismantling permanent 

and essential constructions. the function of emptiness is a negative one insofar as it does 

not seek to construct a new system in place of the old one and ultimately collapses in upon 

itself, The Madhyamika deconstruction opens up the possibility for nondual action; 

correspondingly, the positive side of Sunyata needs to be recognized in order to foster 

ethical commitment and action. Loy explains that, ~ (Sunyata) comes from the root su, 

which means 'to swell' in two senses: hollow or empty, and also full. like the womb of a 

7Ibid., 18:5. 

Brwelve Gate Treatise . p . 107 . 

95 



pregnant woman. Both are implied in the Mahayana usage: the first denies any fixed self

nature to anything, the second implies that this is also fullness and limitless possibility, for lack 

of any fixed characteristics allows the Infinite diversity of impermanent phenomena.·9 

This paradoxical juxtaposition of empty and full constitutes Sunyata and makes possible 

both the emptying process and the ethical commitment of the Bodhisattva. 

Nagarjun'a's logical paradoxes in the Karikas such as the impossibility of the produced 

and the unproduced, the caused and the uncaused, the seN' and the action, are mirrored in 

Loy's discussion of the Bodhisattva as one who manifests these contradictions and acts 

with infinite wisdom and compassion because of the realization that these conceptual 

contradictions are only incommensurable on the conventional level. Once the act of 

compassion is no longer distinct from the doer of the deed, the subject/object duality is 

dismantled and the negative space created by the absence of the ego-fiction can be 

used as the source of the Bodhisattva's compassion. Loy pOints out that, ~As long as there 

is the sense of oneself as an agent distinct from one's action, that act can only be partial 

and there will be a sensation of action due to the relation between them. In such a case, 

there is a perspective from which an act is observed to occur (or not to occur), whereas in 

nondual action there is no sense of an ego-consciousness outside the action. When one 

is the action. no residue of self-consciousness remains to observe the action 

objectively.10 This complete integration of the Bodhisattva figure with his or her actions 

allows for an infinite field of compassion to be generated since there can be no self

limitation in acts of good will due to the perceived consequences for the self. The 

Bodhisattva remains suspended between the ultimate and 90nventional worlds, a 

participant in nondual action who transforms ultimate wisdom of the emptiness of all things 

into limitless compassion for all sentient beings who are still attached to perspectives as 

absolute truth. Yet. how does one actually become a Bodhisattva and gain this 

enlightened wisdom needed to teach others about the false partitioning of reality in order to 

destroy attachment and clinging? As we sholl see in the next section. Buddhist schools 

throughout the ages have constructed systems based on specific stages and paths which 

will lead one to the supreme state of enlightenment and knowledge. 

90avid Loy. Nonduality: A Study In Comparative Philosophy (New Haven: Yale 
University Press. 1988). p. SO. 
lqbid .. p. 107, 
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Compassion Rooted In Emptiness: Candraklrtl's Elgboration of the Bodhisattva Path 

c. W. Huntington. in the introduction to his translation of Candrakirti's Entry Into the Middle 

't1JJ:i.. outlines the stages of the Bodhisattva path in order to connect the more negative 

doctrines of the Madhyamika school with later Mahayana emphases on compassion and 

engagement in the world as opposed to withdrawal and self-enlightenment. His 

understanding of the Madhyamika project foregrounds the soterlologlcal focus of the 

movement of emptiness as a means to dispel false conceptualizations which would 

subsequently put an end to attachment and clinging since the objects of these drives 

would be emptied of essence and self-existence. With respect to the Madhyar:'ika 

tradition. the Bodhisattva is said to merge philosophical reflection and ethical action with 

the primary aim being the liberation of al/ sentient beings from the clutches of ignorance, 

greed and desire. He states. ~The perfections Candrakirtl discusses are perfections 

precisely because they seNe to integrate practical training and academic study of 

philosophy, or real and ideal. ·11 The Bodhisattva uses language and rhetoriC in an effort to 

dispel attachment and clinging through an elaboration of elements of the Buddhist 

worldview like the Four Noble Truths and Anatman. As Nagarjuna has repeatedly shown, 

there is no objective or reflective relationship between the words and a static and 

transcendent universe. Rather. armed with the knowledge that language has no direct hold 

on the fl~x of impermanence. the Bodhisattva can use it in specific contexts as a skillful 

means to aid people on their own path to enlightenment. Thus. once meaning and reality 

are seen to be completely contextual and relational. there is no need to look beyond to a 

metaphysical substratum for guidance and support. These ethical disciplines are gained in 

nondual actions of generosity and compassion which recognize the fundamental 

interrelation between individuals in the matrix of empty and dependent origination. 

Candrakirti recognizes this fact and employs it as the first step in his elaboration of the 

Bodhisattva path which consists of ten perfections designed to bring out the latent potential 

for Buddhahood within each individual which many Madhyamika philosophers and later 

Mahayana schools supported,12 The Path of the Bodhisattva is an operative category of 

1 Huntington. The Emptiness of Emptiness. p. 23. 
'2rhe following material on the Bodhisattva path is taken from Huntington's introductory 
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action in Mahayana Buddhist traditions, and the version of the path examined here takes its 

point of departure directly from the Madhyamika emphasis on dialectic and soterlology. 

Despite the fact that there are distinct stages and categories of spiritual advancement, the 

path must not be understood in a static or causal manner. All stages through which the 

Bodhisattva passes are inextricably linked and function dialectically in the sense that their 

attributes are not clearly distinct. The path itself Is not ultimate reality, for it too is a skillful 

means (upayo) to aid the Bodhisattva overcoming personal attachment and engaging in 

ethical action for the sake of universal enlightenment. To understand the full Impact of the 

following analYSis, it is crucial to realize that these stages do not directly refer to ultimate 

reality because, like ali linguistic constructions, this formulation of the path can only provoke 

the overcoming of attachment. Once one becomes a Bodhisattva, there is no longerany 

need for these types of spiritual aids because they are understood to be fundamentally 

empty. 

In first stage of generosity is the foundation upon which all subsequent action rests, for 

the Bodhisattva begins to cultivate the attitude of non-Clinging and non-attachment to 

objects and entities within the world. There is a strong impulse towards charity and the 

desire to do good for others replete with the understanding that there can be no selfish 

motivation to one's actions because there is no longer a dichotomy between self and 

other. This type of nondual action is synchronized with the movement of emptiness and is 

combined with the heightened perception of ultimate wisdom (prajna). The fact that the 

fabric of the Bodhisattva's own ego is torn to shreds and revealed to be the cause of 

suffering and attachment opens his or her heart to the similar plight of other beings trapped 

in the cycle of samsara, controlled by their passions without understanding the root . The 

second stage, Perfection of Morality, deepens this awareness of selflessness and the 

possibility for nondual and non-attached action. For the first time, it becomes possible to be 

compaSSionate towards others without the need to gain something in return. This mirrors 

Loy's understanding of the ethical engagement of the Bodhisattva stemming from the lack 

of separatton between the doer and the deed. Rather than a static moral code designed 

remarks in, The Emptiness of Emptiness. pp. 69-104. Additional footnotes will occur 
whenever direct material Is quoted from either the introduction or the primary text. 
Addit ional explication of the Bodhisattva Path can be found In Williams. Mahayana 
Buddhism. pp. 197-214. There are multiple formulations and translations Of the Path. but 
for the purposes of this chapter, I will follow Candraklrtl's and Huntington's. 
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to dictate and regulate the behavior of the practitioner. this perfection attempts to present 

a manual for spiritual discipline which suggests ways of freeing one's own mind from the 

forces of passion and emotion in order to attain the peace and equanimity of one who is 

enlightened. 

"Impatience creates an ugly appearance. it leads to association with the Ignoble. it 

steals the disCrimination that distinguished between right and wrong behavior, and before 

long it casts the offender into a bad migration. Patience engenders qualities the oPPosite 

of those (faults) just mentioned .• 13 The content of Candrakirti's warning emphasizes the 

task of the Bodhisattva in the third perfection-the Perfection of Patience. Here. there is a 

manifestation of both wisdom and compassion and, for the first time, the possibility of 

soteriological application of the implications of emptiness for conventional understanding 

is realized. In terms of the overarching framework, the first two stages are primarily aimed at 

the personal overcoming of attachment. Therein. the Bodhisattva cultivates non-clinging 

and selflessness in order to prepare for the following stages where this wisdom will be 

harnessed to generate infinite compassion. Thus, the wisdom that is gained internally in the 

first two perfections is directed at the world of suffering and desire from this point on. Yet. 

because the process is inherently dialectic, there is no real dichotomy between external 

and internal action. What the Bodhisattva gains In terms of internal wisdom is immediately 

translated into compassionate action in the conventional world. In this perfection of 

patience. the mental field of the Bodhisattva exits its stasiS brought on by years of identifying 

the conventional with the Real and attains the flexibility and adaptability needed to perform 

the task of universal salvation rather than individual escape. The perfection of patience 

goes beyond our conventional notions of what It means to be' patient and enters the 

nondual realm of understanding where the intellect harmonizes itself with the movement of 

Sunyata and the flux of impermanence. 

At this pOint, the Bodhisattva is mentally able to accept the idea of universal 

enlightenment but lacks the physical means to carry out this enormous task. The fourth 

stage. the Perfection o{Energy, is deSigned to cultivate and foster the strength needed to 

carry out the duties mandated by the Bodhisattva vow. In other words. the Bodhisattva must 

find joy in his or her undertakings and not regard them as a burdensome task to be carried 

out according to doctrine. This understanding further deconstructs the distinction between 

qbid .. p. 153. 
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doer and deed that is so problematic in terms of ethical action and moral perfection. The 

Bodhisattva must strengthen his or her conviction to promote the Buddha's teachings 

despite the fact that societal ostracism and rejection may be continually present. The 

practice of meditation is crucial here. for It allows the Bodhisattva to keep an equilibrium 

mental state which balances the demands of generosity. moral conduct and patience. In 

addition. a bridge is constructed between the intellectual and Intuitive understanding of 

emptiness and its practical application In the often-unreceptive world of suffering and 

affliction. 

Perfection of Meditation is the fifth stage outlined by Candraklrtl wherein a process of 

mental purification takes place for the benefit of all sentient beings. This cleansing process 

is designed in a paradoxical fashion to order and coherently center one's experience in 

the world and. at the same. to come to the realization that all cognitive processes are 

empty of any claim to universal truth: The Buddhist practice of meditation and the extreme 

emphasis placed on intuitive knowledge coupled with intellectual exercises has long 

mystified Western scholars and remains a relatively unexplored subject. Huntington points 

out that. "Prajna. or wisdom. is subject to a threefold division: l)Wlsdom founded on textual 

study: 2) Wisdom based on philosophical reflection and reason; and 3) wisdom that grows 

out of a synthesis of interpretation and application. a synthesis which finds its catalyst in the 

peculiarly Buddhist type of meditation called vipasyono. here translated 'insight. ' -14 This 

stage occupies a pivotal point In the path of the Bodhisattva. for he or she has now 

cultivateq an understanding of the philosophical truths set forth in the Buddhist worldview 

such as the Four Noble Truths and the Importance of compassion. generosity and moral 

conduct. Now is the time for the Bodhisattva to gain control over his or her own mental field 

so that these concepts may penetrate to a deeper. more Intuitive level to allow for the 

flexible use of skillful means tools to aid others in overcoming their attachment. 

The sixth stage. the Perfection of Wisdom. is the pivotal stage on the journey of the 

Bodhisattva. Indeed. as Williams pOints out. ~we are dealing with a schema which 

probably originally progressed through six not ten stages. culminating In one-pointed 

absorption and wisdom. -15 In later traditions. the number was expanded to ten. and there 

were also legendary additions in terms of miraculous and cosmic powers attributed to the 

11bid .. p. 80. 

l~illiams . Mahayana Buddhism. p. 210. 
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Buddha. The first five stages cultivated generosity, morality, patience, energy and 

meditation in order to direct the mind away from the sensory pleasures of the conventional 

world so that the Bodhisattva could become more sensitive to the needs of others suffering 

from attachment. The true aim of the philosophical teachings is now understood to be the 

practice of logic and rhetorical analysis to break down attachment to the concept of a 

reified self rather than to establish an alternate metaphysical system. Here, Candrakirti is 

drawing on Nagarjuna's primary soteriologlcal aim of eliminating attachment by illustrating 

the lack of independence and self-nature in our conceptual knowl,edge of the world. 

Armed with the knowledge that the world is negatively conditioned by collective 

perceptions of self-existence, the Bodhisattva is able to manifest wisdom as a nondual 

mastery of philosophical and meditative doctrines including emptiness and dependent 

origination , thereby generating infinite compassion directed toward releasing all sentient 

beings from the bonds of clinging and ignorance. In Huntington's words, • Actualization of 

emptiness releases us from the grip of the observational language and natural 

interpretations that are useful in their own right but spiritually dangerous unless placed in 

contrast with an alternative soteriological truth. ·16 In order to see through the illusion of the 

reified self, the Bodhisattva must destroy all extremes of existence that posit either being or 

non-being thereby annihilating all suffering and affliction in his or her mental environment 

and creating a space where authentic encounters with others can occur filled with infinite 

compassion. In Candrakirti's words, "'The Great Compassion' (mahakaruna)rescues 

those who are immersed in suffering. Sympathetic joy (in the happiness of others) is the 

distinguishing characteristic of 'the great joy' (mahamudita). Equanimity (upeksa) is said 

to possess the distinguishing characteristic of unscatteredness (a~avakirnata). H 17 

Now that the Bodhisattva has gained the insight that dependent co-arising is a 

conventional manifestation of emptiness, he or she can attain the seventh perfection of 

Skillful Means which continues the search for the perfect ~no-abode· between the ultimate 

and worldly spheres where the soteriological teachings can reach those who are suffering 

without polluting the mind of the Bodhisattva with the pain and affliction of the conventional 

realm . Since the sixth stage is seen as the linchpin of the Bodhisattva Path, the last four 

stages are considered very briefly by Candrakirti and assume an auxiliary or supporting role 

1q,untington, The Emptiness of Emptiness. p. 89. 

l1bid., p. 182. 

101 



to the Perfection of Wisdom. The seventh stage often deals with the mechanics of 

teaching the path to other followers in the Buddhist tradition made possible by an 

understanding of the thoroughly contextual nature of the surrounding world. The nature of 

these teachings empties all beings of any claim to self-existence or own-being 

consequently producing great joy and compassion. The eighth stage involves the 

Perfection of the Vow wherein there Is a confirmation of the commitment to tum away from 

ultimate cessation in order to assist a/l beings in their quest for enlightenment. Rooted In 

compassion and wisdom, the Bodhisattva's actions effectively surrender a/l self-interest to 

the conventional world, and his or her nondual actions become wholly beneficent and 

unmotivated. As Loy pOints out, "Such an action can be experienced as nondual because 

it is complete and whole in Itself. It cannot be related to anything else, for such relating is an 

act of thought, which shows that there is thinking as well as acting and hence the action is 

only 'partial.' ·18 Thus, by manifesting a unity of philosophical and practical knowledge , 

the Bodhisattva is able to make the connection between emptiness and form, thereby 

actualizing ultimate insight in the conventional realm by skillfully teaching the 

interdependent co-arising nature of a/l things. 

The ninth stage involves the Perfection of the Powers wherein these types of skillful 

actions which oscillate between ultimate and worldly realms are made more efficient and 

useful. The commitment to action in the everyday sphere of pain and attachment is 

reaffirmed as it is throughout these final four stages. The conclusion of the Bodhisattva's 

intellectual and soteriological journey comes with the tenth stage of Perfection of . 
Knowledge which appears immediately before the Bodhisattva is transformed into a fully 

awakened Buddha. As Huntington states, MThe most significant event at this level. and the 

paramount symbol of the bodhisattva's highest accomplishment, is the entrance into a 

meditative state of balanced concentration immersed in nondualistic knowledge of 

emptiness. This event is represented by his Initiation into the omniscience of a perfect 

buddha, which is the quintessential perfection: 19 Nondual action becomes united with 

wisdom an.d inseparable from the different types of compassion and joy that are part of the 

skillful means reservoir upon which the Bodhisattva draws to lead others to the enlightened 

vision that a/l is both empty and full of possibility in the state of dependent origination where 

l~OY, Nonduality. p. lOB 

l~untington, The Emptiness of Emptiness, pp. 103-4. 
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everything exists as-it-is. 

The image of the Bodhisattva projected by this path represents a paradigm shift away 

from a vision of a lone individual who embarks on a holy path and attains personal 

cessation of suffering and affliction and toward a universal soterlology motivated by a 

unification of wisdom and compassion. Tt\e ten stages are not meant to be a strict code of 

action and conduct which must be followed literally to gain enlightened perception, for 

they themselves are conventional designations designed to old the progress on the path to 

ultimate realization but not to signify it. Just as concepts like Nirvana and the Four Noble 

Truths have no ultimate significance and are shown by Nagarjuna to be empty of all self

existence or independence, so too are the stages of the Path meant to act as skillful means 

devices and illustrations of the ideal model of selfhood which yearns for universal 

enlightenment rather than personal gain. The breakdown of dualistic barriers which falsely 

partition knowledge and understanding leads to an experience of nonduality wherein there 

is separation between neither philosophical reflection and practical application nor self 

and compassionate action. Thus, the locus of nonduality is the state where the Bodhisattva 

can manifest the identity between emptiness and dependent co-arising in order to oct 

compassionately in the world without being affected by the pains and sufferings therein. 

Consequently. the Bodhisattva possesses the same suspicion of language and 

referentiality that Nagarjuna promoted. yet he or she also sees the need for conventional 

discourse as a way to awoken others to the ultimate nature of all things as empty and 

therefore full of possibility. 

Interpenetration of Self and Other in the vision of Santjdeya's 8Qdhicqryayotqro 

Candrakirti's elUCidation of the path of the Bodhisattva. like Nagarjuna's writings 

concerning the impossibility of epistemological reference to a static reality. is carried out 

on a highly philosophical plane where the ideas are lodged in ancient rhetorical and 

syllogistic forr- Another interpretation of the nondual experience and compaSSionate 

action of the Bodhisattva is expressed in the Bodh jcaryayatara of Santldeva. an 8th 

century CE poet belonging to the Madhyamlka school. Santideva was a member of the 

Prasangika school mentioned in the previous chapter which held to the original Nagarjunian 
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notion that even conventional entitles and designations had no empirical reality beyond 

the flux of emptiness and dependent origination. Initially. Santldeva attempts the same 

project developed by Nagarjuna in the Karjkgs in terms of deconstructlng major categories 

of the Buddhist worldview such as causality. intentional action and the core self. yet his 

methods are more akin to the poetical and narrative style of the earlier Prajna-paramita 

texts than to the philosophical rigor of Nagarjuna's writings. There Is great emphasis placed 

on the moral nature and perfection of the Bodhisattva, and he or she Is seen as a 

manifestation of the Bodhicitta-the enlightenment state of mind which allows one to 

renounce the desires and afflictions of the mundane world In order to generate infinite 

amounts of compassion. Williams asserts that. "According to the texts, it Is only said to be 

bodhicitto if the compassion is embedded in an awareness of emptiness. Thus bodhicitto 

is said to have the nature of emptiness and compassion ... Ultlmate bodhicitto is .. . 

'beyond this world, cannot be formulated by concept or speech. is extremely radiant. the 

image of the Ultimate. immaculate, unshakeable, and very bright like the steady glow of a 

lamp on a calm night:20 Since everyone has the potential to become a Bodhisattva. 

Santideva's poetical style takes on an element of religious fervor as he desires to awaken 

this energy within all of his readers. Marion Matics explains that. "As Santldeva undertakes 

the task of instructing his readers in the moral. devotional and mental techniques which will 

transform them into Bodhisattvas. he insists on two preliminary steps--thanksgiving for the 

very idea that one might become enlightened. and a full. frank. blunt confession of sins and 

inadequacies which clutter the path to Enlightenment:21 In other words. provoking the 

thought of bodhicitta will produce a connection between emptiness and compassion . . 
transform the contours of vision to include selfless actions for other individuals. and 

eliminate personal attachments to the sensory wOrld. 

It might seem as if Santideva has drifted away from the Madhyamika non-position of 

emptiness. for he relies on many conceptual signs to communicate his point. yet we must 

always keep in mind that the language of bodhicitta has a dual nature in his scheme. On 

the one hand. his poetieallanguage is used as a skillful means device to underscore and 

perpetuate the steps one must take to reaeh the point of breakthrough into ultimately 

2CWiliiams. Mahgyqna Buddhism. p. 203. 

2Marion Matics. Enterino the path to Enllohtenment (London: George Allen & Unwin. 
Ltd .. 1970). pp. 33-4. 
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enlightened wisdom. but on the other hand. this language can never adequately 

conceptualize the nondual experiences one finds on the plane of ultimate knowledge, 

Matics explains. "Sunyata (the Void) is its expression on the absolute plane. and Karuna 

(pity or compassion) its active manifestation on the level of phenomenal existence; 

although It goes without saying that the Madhyamlka school acknowledges no validIty to 

be inherent in such philosophical fabrications as relative and absolute, ·22 As with the 

Nagarjunian understanding of factors of existence and the Buddhist truths. the difference 

between ultimate and worldly lies not in a spatial or temporal dimensional shift. but rather in 

an altered perception that is harmonized with the emptying flux of dependent origination, 

Because the Bodhisattva operates with one foot in the realm of samsara and the other In the 

undifferentiated sphere of ultimate wisdom. he or she has the flexible ability to utilize these 

types of linguistic constructions to designate a path for followers of the Buddha's teachings, 

Once individuals have advanced to a certain point. these devices are no longer needed 

and can be subsequently discarded, A famous story told by the Buddha illustrates this idea 

that what is no longer needed should be left behind so as not to hinder the continuing 

journey, He speaks of a man who uses a raft to cross a wide river and considers taking the 

raft with him as he travels onward: .. 'This raft has been of great use to me, Resting on it I 

have crossed to the further shore, Suppose now I haul up this raft on the shore. or sink It in the 

water and go my ways!' By doing so. brethren. that man would have finished with that 

raft, -23 In much the same way. the Madhyamika thinkers can escape charges that they 

simply deconstruct one metaphysical system in order to establish another. Even the 

conceptual understanding of emptiness collapses in on itself in much the same way as the 

raft is discarded after it has seNed its purpose, In both situations. the value of non

attachment to "views· and other worldly passions is emphasized through expressing the 

non-referentiality of language and the compassionately motivated heuristic devices of the 

enlightened ones, 

Santideva establishes a six-fold path for the Bodhisattva to follow that mirrors the first six 

perfections of Candrakirti's path: generosity. moral conduct. patience. energy. meditation 

and wisdom in order to overcome all elements of attachment to illusory essences and 

controlling passions in the world of suffering. sickness. old age and death, The first four 

21bid,. p, 38, 

2~ome SayinQs of the Buddha. translated by F, l. Woodward (London: Oxford 
University Press. 1970). p, 211 , 
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perfections are utilized as deconstructive forces which accomplish the same tasks as 

Nagarjuna's project in terms of undermining claims to absolute truth that engender sorrow 

and suffering. Santideva writes that, ~likewise, offences and sins of various types, all arise 

from the power of causation (pratyaya). Independence is not known ... The primary matter 

(pradhana) which is so desired and the self(atman) which Is Imagined, are not produced 

by thinking 'I become,' Verily, since there Is nothing unorlglnated (anutpanna), who can 

deSire to come into being? And because of preoccupation with sense objects (visaya) 

one cannot even hope for cessation. ·24 Here we can see remnants of the tetra/emma of 

Nagarjuna where the ideas that something is produced, unproduced, both produced and 

unproduced , and neither produced nor unproduced are all proven to be impossible 

propositions because they cannot stand independently when faced with logically rigorous 

extension. At this pOint, they break down and their claim to self-essence and autonomy 

becomes absurd and empty. This passage, which is taken from the section dealing with 

patience, also underscores the idea that the Bodhisattva should cultivate this virtue in order 

to realize that coherent ideas of causation and suffering only lead to more suffering 

because, as mental fabrications, they constrict the flow of reality. 

The last two stages on the Path poetically explored by Santideva, the Perfection of 

Contemplation and Wisdom, illuminate several major themes which are part an parcel with 

the manifestation of ultimate wisdom and Infinite conventional compassion in the figure of 

one who embodies the mind of enlightenment. In the former, the motivations of the 

Bodhisattva are examined with reference to two key pOints: the exchange between self 

and other and the boundless deSire without object or need for reciprocation, both of which 

emphasize the fundamentally selfless nature of the Bodhisattva. It is at this point that the 

Bodhisattva integrates the philosophical understanding of the doctrine of the not-self into his 

or her own framework of compassionate action and intuitive understanding. There can be 

no cessation of the individual in the enlightened abode of Nirvana without the 

accompanying salvation and awakening of all others beings In the co-arising matrix. This 

realization of complete interconnection leads to a radical equalizing of the sufferings and 

attachments of all individuals, for all require the infinite compassion of the Bodhisattva and 

should not be treated In a hierarchical manner. Santldeva writes, ~Another's sorrow is to be 

2todhicarvavatara . VI: 25,27-28, p. 175. 
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destroyed by me because it is sorrow like my own sorrow. Others. also. are to be favored 

by me because their creature hood is like my own creaturehood .. Since both fear and 

sorrow are neither desirable to my neighbor nor to me, what is the unique quality of the 'self' 

which I protect instead of him?-25 With the realization that there Is no core self to be 

shielded from the world and preserved over and against the sorrows of others. Bodhisattvas 

can work for the release of all beings in the same manner that they work to overcome 

attachments and defilements In their own mental field. The sacrifice of autonomous 

selfhood leads to infinite bliss and gratification in the unification of philosophy and actlon.

-wisdom of emptiness and compassion for others--for the Bodhisattva can only truly help 

others if there are no determinate essences which resist change and awakening. In other 

words. "After having done something for the benefit of others. let there be nei~her 

excitement not pride nor desire for subsequent merit: Let there only be thirst for the other's 

benefit:26 

This thirst for the benefit of the other comes to fruition In what Santldeva regards as the 

ultimate experience of the Bodhisattva--the property of transference between self and 

other. He writes. "Whoever wishes to quickly rescue himself and another should practice 

the supreme mystery: the exchanging of himself and the other. -27 There is no longer any 

operative dualistic distinction between the self and the other which had produced 

boundary anxiety leading to suffering and attachments. This Idea in and of itself is 

inextricably intertwined with the final stage of the Perfection of Wisdom, for only without 

essence or inherent existence as an individual entity or core self can the Bodhisattva carry 

out this radical exchange. The Bodhisattva works equally for the awakening of all 

individuals and the end to all harmful attachments. for there is no fundamental difference 

between his or her own previous attachments and the ones others currently face. Within 

the figure of the Bodhisattva. distinctions have collapsed not only between the ultimate 

wisdom of emptiness and conventional actions of compassion. but also between self and 

other so that there is no such thing as self without traces of the other woven into its ever

changing fabric. Similar to Nagarjuna's elucidation of the power of emptiness. Santideva 

outlines three stages of understanding that lead the Bodhisattva to this nondual pOint: WBy 

2ibid .. VII:94.96. p. 202. 

2~bid .. VII: 109. p. 203. 

2~bid .. VII: 120. p. 204. 
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holding to the impression of the Void Csunyo). it is realized that the impression of existence 

is nothing at all; and. afterwards. by repetition. even this is discarded. When an existence is 

not accepted of which it may be said that it does not exist. then. nonexistence is without 

foundation: How can it stand again before the mind? When neither existence nor 

nonexistence is presented again to the mind. then. through lack of any other possibility. that 

which is without support becomes tranq~lI. ·28 Thus. there is the realization that there is no 

ontological Being and no nihilistic non-Being. leading to the final understanding that the 

Middle Way is the void of Sunyata which contains infinite reseNoirs of compassion. 

Consequently. in the void beyond all subject-object duality where the fundamental 

connection between self and other in the interdependent co-arising matrix of becoming is 

realized . the Bodhisattva is free to actualize his or her heart of compassion. to desire without 

object or hope of return. and to generate infinite merit for the benefit of all unenlightened 

beings. 

Byddha Natyre: The Connection Between All Beings In the Realm of Synygta 

Now that we have explored the stages through which the Bodhisattva must pass in order 

to become fully awakened as well as the requirements for being able to skillfully assist other 

beings in their own quests to eliminate attachment and suffering in their lives. we must now 

turn to the actual pOint of connection that allows universal salvation to be a theoretically 

possible goal. The idea that one individual cannot attain enlightenment without the 

accompc'lying awakening of all other beings in the co-arising matrix is a difficult concept 

for Western interpreters to understand. for the Western worldview is rooted in ideas of 

individual ism and self-determination. The Buddhist tradition is thoroughly oriented in a view 

of the contextual and historically constituted individual wherein people's individual lives are 

neither wholly different from nor completely identical with the lives of others around them. 

The fact that all things are empty of essence and inherent transcendent existence 

precludes the possibility of an immutable soul which is impeNious to the forces of historical 

and cultural change . Furthermore. the absence of essence engenders the possibility of 

complete interconnection in a unique and evolving multivalent context. The Bodhisattva. in 

this case . is bound to liberate the entire matrix of beings rather than simply his or her own 

individual self. yet in one sense. this is not an active choice. for there can be na thought of a 

2~bid" IX:33-35. p. 214. 
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self-contained and wholly determinate individual above and beyond the flux of 

impermanence. Ramanan says of the Bodhisattva, "With his sense of compassion for all 

beings grown more intense, he seeks the eye of wisdom in order to know the truth of things, 

mundane and transmundane, relative and absolute. He sees the unique nature as well as 

the basic pattern of the mind of every individual and then sets his thoughts to consider how 
" 

he can help all to realize the truth of things,·29 It is precisely this balance between individual 

uniqueness and connection with other sentient beings which the elaboration of Buddha 

nature addresses. 

Part and parcel with the necessity of universal salvation is the notion of the tathagata

garbha or Buddha nature that runs through all beings. While the language may hint at 

eternalism or core self doctrines, this is not an essence or a tangible attribute possessed by 

each individual. for it. too. is fundamentally empty. One could view the notion of Buddha 

nature as a positive conceptualization of Sunyata complementary to the refutation and 

negation aspect emphasized in the Madhyamika school.30 The fact that everything is 

empty does not lead to a vision where nothing is unique and all is self-same, for 

interdependence implies uniqueness that is not self-defined or self-existent. Sunyata 

preseNes and fosters both difference and identity by creating a negative space where 

things can exist as-they-are. thoroughly enmeshed in the interdependent co-arising matrix 

of infinite becoming. The web of connection is the essence of the tathagata. and it IS this 

Buddha nature within all living beings that fashions a space where the Bodhisattva can 

emerge and work for the awakening of all. It is crucial that ii;eas of being and non-being be 

discorded in order to gain an awareness of the Buddha natur~. that exists within each 

individual. Sollie King conceptualizes it in this manner. "The teaching of Buddha Nature 

does not essentially indicate the existence and describe the nature of 'something' that 'is.' 

Nevertheless. it was important for the Buddha to speak of Buddha Nature for the same 

purpose that all the Buddhist teachings seNe; namely. aiding sentient beings in their quest 

for enlightenment .. 31 As the locus of interconnection. the Buddha nature is present in each 

individual'but is often obscured by attachments of pain, passion and greed in the 

2'1<amanan. Naaoriuna's Philosophy. p. 124. 

3Cb. T. Suzuki. On Ind jan Mqhayana Buddhism (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1968). p , 
94. 

3Sallie King. Buddha Nature (Albany: SUNY Press, 1991). p, 30. 
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conventional realm; therefore. one could equate the uncovering of the Buddha nature with 

the process of awakening to the true and ultimate wisdom that all things are empty of 

essence and full of possibility. As King emphasizes. it is not an entity or an own-being that 

resides physically within one's mind or body but is an active potential for Buddhahood and 

the unification of wisdom and compassion for the benefit of all sentient forces. The views of 

those who only want to see emptiness as a deconstructlve tool are refuted by the idea that. 

"Emptiness is not limited to a negative function. It clears the way only so that something 

positive . Buddha nature. may be revealed. One who does not affirm Buddha nature simply 

has not sufficiently penetrated emptiness. ·32 

King argues that the Buddha nature is grounded in Thusness (tathagota) or nonduallty 

where things exist in constant circulation and exchange without the possibility of 

metaphysical permanence. In addition. this intersection of all beings is realized through the 

practice of wisdom and compassion generated infinitely through the inexhaustible merit 

production of the Bodhisattva. In this way. it can be pictured as a process rather than a 

reified concept. for" It (Buddha nature) functions thus to validate Buddhist practice not by 

serving as a substantial. metaphysical ground for the mechanics of release nor by glorifying 

the figure of the Buddha and thus entiCing those attracted to practices of worship. Rather. 

Buddhist practice is validated by attesting to the desirability of the goal. ·33 The infusion of 

skillful means into the scheme of Buddha nature answers many of the questions about the 

role of language posed in the previous chapter. for it is through the practice of awakening 

others to their own Buddha nature that the provocative role of language is emphasized over 

and above the reflective or referential role . In other words. though language may not be 

true on the ultimate level in terms of corre.ctly describing reality . it is a powerful device that . 

used correctly . can point individuals toward the source of their attachments. Nagao 

underscores this idea when he argues that, "It may then be correct to say that the Twofold 

Truth opens a channel by which language recovers itself in spite of its falsehood and 

ignorance. As the 'silence ' of the paramartha is true 'Wisdom' (prajna) , logic, which was 

recovered and molded into the form of language . represents 'Great Compassion' 

(mahakaruna) of the Buddha toward the illusory world. ·34 Thus. as long as Bodhisattvas 

3~bid .. p. 40. 

3~bid .. pp. 67-8. 

34:;adjin Nagao. Modhyamlka and Yoaacara (Albany: SUNY Press. 1991). p. 46. 
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operate with the understanding that no linguistic conceptualization can claim to reflect a 

static reality that persists throughout time and circumstance. they can use language as a 

tool to enlighten others to this same Idea. 

King fundamentally identifies Thusness with the connection between emptiness and 

form set out In the Heart Sutra. Here. there Is no dualistic separation between the form and 

the content of an existent thing because both are empty of inherent essence. 

Consequently. there is no self essence to speak of. and the realization of this idea Is 

equated with the uncovering of the Buddha nature. Reflected In this understanding is the 

realization that things are allowed to exist In the field of emptiness without being subject to 

one standard of reallty--in their true state of Thusness. According to King. Thusness is 

understood by an intuitive comprehension of emptiness. is completely nondual. allows for 

the recovery of the positive function of language, negates the false dichotomy between 

the options of dualism and monism. ~nd is fundamentally oriented toward soteriology rather 

than ontological speculation. 35 The Buddha nature. as the manifestation of this Thusness 

and the negative space which acts as a birthplace for the figure of the Bodhisattva. is. 

therefore. a place of action and dynamic energy rather than a static possession of each 

individual. It is. quite simply. the co-arising process in which all individuals participate to 

which all contribute. In King's words. "this means it is of an active rather than an entltatlve 

nature. Because Buddhist practice here means the process of self-transformation of the 

individual progressing from delusion to awakening. the transformation of the basis means 

the trans!ormation of the person. The Buddha nature. then. is not that which lives the 

Buddhist life: it is the active verbal doing or living of the IIfe:36 Consequently. the 

identification of Buddha nature with Buddhist practice. as we have seen. combines 

philosophicol investigation with meditative contemplation in on effort to come to an 

ultimate understanding of the world as empty. At the same time. the impossibility of 

personal cessation is recognized because of the fact that all beings possess a Buddha 

nature in their interconnection which must be awakened fully. Thus. though the language 

used to d~scribe the attributes of the Buddha nature may seem to point to an isolated or 

atomistiC entity ot times, one must always remember that the efficacy of language lies not 

in its ability to communicate a reality but to skillfully provoke an enlightened awakening to 

3i<ing, Buddba N.ature. pp. 102-106. 

3gbid., p. 140. 
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the true nature of the world as a matrix of co-origination which empties all beings of 

essence. Therefore. Buddha nature is throughly in line with the not-self doctrines of the 

Madhyamika school and also fosters t.he type of ethical commitment required of the 

Bodhisattva.37 

The framework of this chapter has drawn on a variety of Buddhist Ideas arising from 

different contexts in an effort to illustrate what the ideal type of selfhood might look like in a 

system which eliminates any concept of a core soul or essential self. It is difficult for many 

Western interpreters to understand how a religious system which presents an ultimate goal 

of cessation of all passions and attachments in the void of nirvana could ever produce any 

doctrines dealing with ethical engagement and altruistic regard for other beings. Yet. the 

Mahayana tradition in general has attempted to steer away from the vision of a lone 

ascetic following an isolated path detached from the world and its inhabitants. In its place. 

a vision of the Bodhisattva as one who dances lightly between the spheres of samsara and 

niNana. conventional and ultimate. has emerged in various forms. Through the 

deconstruction of the entitative self accomplished by such figures as Nagarjuna and 

Candrakirti. the possibility for change and elimination of attachment becomes immanent 

since there are no permanent or enduring essences to overcome. There is only the flux of 

impermanence and the accompanying realization that the world is constituted by an 

infinite matrix which connects all beings through a Buddha nature which dissolves dualistic 

distinctions between subject and object and real and illusory. This Buddha nature is neither 

entitative nor static and is inextricably intertwined with the activities of Buddhist practice. It 

can be pictured as the dynamic potential within each individual to oveTcome all 

attachments to name and form in order to realize the ultimate emptiness and tranquility of 

all things. 

The Bodhisattva is an invaluable aid in this process of self-overcoming. for he or she has 

already dismantled the core self as well as the referential claim of cognitive and linguistic 

.;onceptualizations. Yet. this understanding of the interconnection through Buddha nature 

which all beings share leads to the shift away from cessation and toward ethical 

commitment and worldly engagement. Using language and other forms of ritual practice 

as skillful means devices. the Bodhisattva leads others along the same path of 

37ibid .. pp. 153- 168. 
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enlightenment which will eventually awaken them to the state of the world as a dynamic 

field of emptiness within which individuals can have unique and interdependent existences 

without being subsumed to one universal standard of truth or actuality. This nondual realm 

which the Bodhisattva occupies is one of ultimate creativity and free expression, for he or 

she is no longer controlled by the fiction of the ego longing for gratification and never 

satisfied. As Loy writes, "the subject enlarges-that is. creates-itself. and that this process 

is 'dreamlike.' These two pOints are sides to the same coin. The process is dreamlike 

because it is without the sense of a directing ego, which is why the thought processes can 

occur nondually. ,, 38 It is within this nondual state that the Bodhisattva can manifest both 

ultimate wisdom of emptiness and infinite amounts of compassion in order to come to the 

aid of all unenlightened beings with no regard for selfish concerns. Hence. self and other 

become completely interpenetrated and the infusion of Buddha nature is recognized 

leading to ultimate enlightenment. This paradigm shift away from other-distance to other

regard makes a figure like the Bodhisattva more open and vulnerable to the needs of others 

to be released from the bonds of conventional attachment as well as more able to 

develop upaya devices to assuage this suffering. Consequently. the essential connection 

between the deconstructive emphasis of the Madhyamika school and the path of the 

Bodhisattva tracing the origins of this idea back to the Perfection of Wisdom Sutras can be 

summed up with the observation that. "The metaphysics of the Prajnaparimita is in fact the 

metaphysics of the vision and the dream: a universe of glittering and quicksilver change is 

precisely one that can only be described as empty. The vision and the dream become the 

tools to dismantle the hard categories we impose upon reality. to reveal the etemal flowing 

possibility in which the Bodhisattva lives. ·39 

3~oy. Nonduality. p. 152. 

3CWilliams. Mahqyana Buddhism . p. 52 . 
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Chapter S: 

lJeyond Physical and Intellectual Nihilism: The Way 
of Possibility in Nietzsche and Nagar juna 



"This world: a monster of energy. without beginning. without end; a firm. iron magnitude 
of force that does not grow bigger or smaller. that does not expend itself but only transforms 
itself; ... a sea of forces flowing and rushing together. eternally changing. eternally flooding 
back. with tremendous years of recurrence. with an ebb and a flood of its forms· NIP. 1(67). 

This claim made by Nietzsche in one of the final aphorisms of Will to Power Illustrates the 

poetic power and passion of his ultimate wager on the infinite chaotic potential of the world. 

There is no metaphysical substratum within which all views and perceptions are inextricably 

linked to a vision of reality which offers stability and certainty. Instead. there is only the 

constant becoming of the forces of the will-to-power which collide and combine to write 

new fictions of life. These forces are always seeking to overcome the static and shop-worn 

ideas of knowledge and selfhood perpetuated by weak and nihilistic forms of the w!1I to 

nothingness, Nietzsche was confronted by what he perceived to be the decay of a culture 

dominated by diseased and impotent manifestations of Christian morality, As was 

explicated in the first chapter within the context of the revaluation of values. these systems 

of control caused people to construct afterworlds and to continue their blind march into the 

abyss of nothingness and death. His writings were an attempt to call people back to a 

noble way of being in the world which fought off the threat of ressentiment and reclaimed 

the path of the powerful destroyer as well as the subsequent model of the wise creator, Part 

and parcel with this dramatic shift was Nietzsche's revised illustration of truth and 

knowledge, Rather than understanding knowledge as an object acquired through 

undertoking the correct path to a Truth which is eternal and unchanging, Nietzsche saw truth 

as the ceaseless clash of perspectives, 

Taking his point of departure from the idea that the world is a chaotic matrix of forces 

which has no ordained pattern. Nietzsche argued that the way in which we perceive the 

world is a function of the interpretations we impose upon the flux of forces which envelop us. 

Thus. the referential link between signifier and signified is rendered incoherent leaving us in a 

free-floating state where no one has any more access to the truth than another, The task for 

the artist-philosopher in this case is not to lament the loss of stable pOints of orientation like 

God and traditional values. for these have been revealed to be ideological constructions 

of groups like the church and the state who desired to hold power over others, Thus. "it is 

not the release of human beings from the tyrannical rule of a divine despot but the 
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astonishing revelation that there never was any such rule in the unconscious in the first place 

that establishes Nietzsche's significance: 1 Armed with the knowledge that such beliefs 

are alterable perspectives rather than inherent mechanisms of consciousness, Nietzsche 

calls upon individuals to embark on a process of overcoming wherein traditional codes of 

values are exposed as interpretations and the nihilism which appears after this startling 

revelation is defeated. The figure of the noble and creative Ubermensch can only emerge 

in the creative space left by the deconstruction of truth and metaphysical certitude, and It is 

here that the joy of production and activity is reclaimed from the prison of passivity and 

subseNience within which it has been encased for millennia. Whi,le Nietzsche's vision does 

not offer a blueprint for the way in which the Ubermensch should live life and relate to others, 

there is the sense that it would be contradictory and impossible for him to do so. The entire 

purpose in deconstructing past models of knowledge and selfhood is to liberate individuals 

from these structures of domination and empower them to begin a life-long process of 

scripting their own lives in harmony with the flux and ceaselessly shifting nature of the world. 

Though Nietzsche's discourses about the will-to-power and the process of overcoming 

may seem contradictory when one examines the wide spectrum of his thought, they are, in 

fact, heuristic devices designed to provoke the realization that all perspectives are 

constructed interpretations, It is necessary that individuals come to this realization on their 

own, for direct communication of the intended message would employ the same form of 

the metaphysical proposition that Nietzsche is attempting to expose. 

Henc<7 the importance of one of Nietzsche's most misunderstood and opaque 

doctrines- -eternal recurrence, It is here that the ultimate affirmation of the shifting, 

perspectival nature of the world takes place, for the individual who accepts the idea that his 

or her life will recur eternally has decided to step out of the death march into the abyss and 

forge a new path, never knowing where it will end up, The person who says yes to the "most 

abysmal thought" is embarking on a journey in the universe of free-floating signs and 

signifiers, no longer attached to a stable centering point and liberated from static notions of 

origin and purpose. This type of errant thought that is carried out through eternity allows the 

individual to write a life out of the ashes of the old value tables--a life which is completely 

affirmed in its constantly shifting states. Thus, eternal recurrence is a way of conceiving 

lEdith Wyschogrod, Saints and Postmodernlsm (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1990), p. 206. 
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Nietzsche's ideal process of self-definition free from diseased and life-threatening models 

and totally enmeshed within the flow of perspectives. Wyschogrod, explaining the 

Deleuzian understanding of Nietzsche's thought. says that "nomad thought brings about a 

counterphilosophical thinking and speaking. Attention to some of its propertles--its 

impulse to decodify, its rejection of interiority. and its preoccupation with pulslons of power 

rather than intellectual constructs--suggests for them the birth of a new a/philosophical 

impulse:2 

It is this type of impulse to deconstruct static models of epistemology and identity that is 

found in different forms in the 2nd century CE thought of Naga~una and later commentators 

in the Madhyamika tradition. While Nietzsche accomplishes his deconstructive task with 

tools of metaphor, laugher. dance, song and play. the proponents of the Madhyamika 

school embark on a course involving difficult and complex logical maneuvers designed to 

illustrate the lack of referentiality between language and "reality.· In sum, the burden of this 

thesis has been to articulate this difference between Nietzsche and the Madhyamlkas. The 

overarching frame one could use to describe the project of the Madhyamikas would be 

that of soteriology and the concern for the overcoming of attachment. Attachment to 

objects of one's desire and longing is the primary problem posited in the Buddhist 

worldview. As the Four Noble Truths pOint out, all life is embroiled in conditions of suffering 

which are inherently caused by hatred, ignorance and greed: consequently. the aim is to 

eliminate these unwanted emotions by striking at the root--attachment to the idea of a 

core selt The ego is extraordinarily problematic in the Buddhist scheme. for all desires are 

caused by the idea that the self will endure and become impervious to the forces of 

impermanence so long as it has enough objects and possessions surrounding it. Buddhists 

understand the world to be fundamentally impermanent and devoid of ontological 

grounding pOints. Thus. all things lack self-essence and autonomous existence apart from 

the worldly flux which acts as a deconstructive force. continually effacing claims to eternal 

presence and permanence. Nagarjuna articulates these ideas in the context of ultimate 

emptiness. and its conventional expression, the interdependent co-arising nature of all 

things. 

In his major works. he takes aim at concepts of reality within the Buddhist framework like 

Nirvana. Sorrow. and the Four Noble Truths as well as the physical mechanisms of the 

~bid .. p. 206. 
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universe (i.e. causality and temporality) through rigorous logical analysis. It is important to 

realize that the logical methods he is using are not meant to convey a new truth in place of 

those he has dismantled. They are simply heuristic. skillful means devices designed to 

break down his opponents' attachment to reified concepts in their worldvlew. The 

tetralemma structure of his critique takes all assertions and asks whether one can say with 

absolute certainty if the concepts can be explained with reference to being. non-being. 

both being and non-being. or neither being nor non-being. By drawing the propositions out 

to their logical conclusions. Nagarjuna vividly illustrates the impossibility that anything can 

be explained within such an encased and static philosophical system. thereby exposing 

the emptiness. or lack of essence. of all things. The ultimate realization. both in terms of 

selfhood and epistemology. is that because a/l things are empty of essence. they exist in 

an impermanent matrix of integrated causality wherein a/l things arise in complex relation to 

everything else in the surrounding environment. There can be no linear causality (A causes 

B) nor can there be a definitive process of self-definition and identity formation since the self 

arises in fundamental relation and not as the result of an active and autonomous ego. 

It is important not to construe emptiness as simply another metaphysical ground or 

ontological reality which grounds and articulates a monolithic vision of selfhood and truth. 

The Madhyamikas hold that their position is one of "no position" because the system which 

they have constructed will eventually implode leaving one in a state of harmony with the 

emoty co-arising process. While this proposition may seem problematic and incoherent 

from a Western epistemological perspective (indeed. it seemed to contradict 

fundamental principles of Indian logic during the 2nd century). when one examines the 

claim in light of the soteriological focus of the Madhyamika school. the issue becomes one 

involving the overcoming of attachment to all types of truth claims. The Madhyamika 

assertion that all things are fundamentally empty of self-existence is designed to release 

people from the state of clinging to objective knowledge and stable selfhood within which 

they are enmeshed; consequently. once this aim is accomplished. there is no need to 

conceptualize emptiness any longer because the state of enlightenment has reached 

wherein the ego as well as the "thing-in-itself" have been completely dismantled. 

It is impossible. however. for the individual who has reached this state of understanding 

to become withdrawn and isolated. for if one intuitively understands the 

interconnectedness of all things in the matrix of empty co-arising. there can be no individual 
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enlightenment without the accompanying realization of all sentient beings. Hence. 

Mahayana Buddhism developed the notion of the Bodhisattva. a sacred figure who 

balances between the conventional world of desire and attachment and the ultimate world 

of harmony with emptiness and impermanence. It is here than one can grasp the 

fundamental use of language and conventional communication. for while NagarJuna's 

treatises expound upon the negative aspects of language in terms of its inability to 

ultimately refer to a static reality. he rarely explores its positive and beneficial use. Despite 

the fact that language cannot be used to communicate information about a foundational 

and governing substratum of reality. it can be used skillfully to break down attachment and 

clinging by one who has already come to the realization of the emptiness of aI/ things- -the 

Bodhisattva. Thus. the way of the Bodhisattva. while not promoting a rigid moral code. does 

provide a blueprint for the realization of emptiness and the ways in which this understanding 

can be harnessed for the benefit of suffering beings. The Bodhisattva is one who awakens 

the Buddha nature in all individuals and works to promote the understanding that all is 

impermanent and inextricably intertwined. Thus. the Buddha nature is not a fundamental 

essence; rather. it is the empty space within which all beings are connected in the co

arising process. Instead of subsuming all sentient expression to one model of identity or 

epistemology. Buddha nature allows things to exist as-they-are in their non-essential and 

continually fluctuating "suchness.· 

The systems of thought developed by Friedrich Nietzsche and the founders of the 

Madhyamika tradition seem. at first glance. to be extraordinarily disparate because they 

are separated by an extensive gulf of time and space. There are inherent dangers in any 

sort of project which attempts to bridge such a chasm. for there is the chance that the 

interpreter could get too caught up in the similarities to the exclusion of crucial differences. 

Yet. there seems to be a lacuna in contemporary scholarship In terms of the lack of 

dialogue between Eastern and Western philosophical traditions which have much to offer 

each other both in congruence and critique. Despite the fact that Nietzsche's vision seems 

to be very "antithetical to Buddhist concerns on the surface. there are fundamental pOints of 

connection at a latent level between major concepts which can be evaluated and brought 

to bear on larger religious and philosophical concerns. This chapter will begin with a close 

comparison between doctrinal concepts in Nietzsche and Madhyamlka such as the 
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connections between the will to power and dependent co-arising. eternal return and 

Sunyata. and the Ubermensch and the Bodhisattva, The remaining space will be devoted 

to addressing an issue which provides a valuable interpretive model for evaluating and 

engaging in our own cultural situation as well as those around us--the threat of nihilism, 

Nietzsche was aware of this negative force in his own time and sought to surmount it by 

articulating an ethic of overcoming promoting the passionate scripting of on~'s own life; 

correspondingly. Nagarjuna was continually confronted by opponents who charged him 

with plunging the Buddhist worldview into nothingness and despair. but he continually 

developed the path of the Middle Way which mediated between the extremes of being 

and non-being and heightened the possibility for religious community, 

Both of these thinkers posit complex and multi-faceted ways to overcome nihilism. yet. 

if their systems are understood in a perspectival manner as open to constant revision 'and 

interpretation. there is much Nietzsche and Nagarjuna have to offer each other, One main 

,area of focus will be the way in which each articulate an ethic of engagement thereby 

opening the space for a type of saintly action which is not limited by a codified moral law, In 

order to explicate a liveable and practical ethiC. however. serious attention must be paid to 

the physical body, an area of inquiry which has been largely subjugated to the focus on the 

mind in both Eastern and Western traditions, Nietzsche's concentration on the earth and his 

reclamation of the power of the physical can contribute a much-needed element to the 

model of sainthood in the figure of the Bodhisattva proposed by the Madhyamika tradition, 

Correspondingly, the Madhyamika development of the two-tiered system Of truth and the 

soteriological understanding of the function of language could be beneficial in the process 

of revisioning Nietzsche's thought to foreground ethical engagement, 

A Ploy of Forces Which Fracture and Conjojn: WUI to Power ond 
Dependent Co-arising 

The Nietzschean discourses on the will to power are varied and complex in the sense 

that he uses language which expresses some sort of physical existence for the will and, at 

the same time, negates any essence over and against the operative forces of chaos that 

constitute the world, Statements like. "The most intimate essence of being is Will to Power" 

(WP, 693) and "there is no will. and consequently neither a strong nor a weak will" (WP. 46) 

seem to place the reader in a logical quandary, Is Nietzsche really an essentialist masking 
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a stable discourse behind excessive rhetoric. or is he completely revising the Western 

understanding of the will as the volitional structure of desire and behavior? These conflicting 

views should not bring the interpreter to an impasse; instead. the variation among the 

discourses should be seen in light of Nietzsche's assertion that all manifestations of truth are 

perspectives imposed on the worldly flux and not as a new metaphysical claim readmitted 

through the back door. As Michael Haar pOints out. "the will. by being posited as as center 

or as a foundation. is taken falsely by metaphysics to establish a unique origin within a reality 

as well as within the individual. for there is no center and there is no foundafion: 3 The will. 

therefore. is not an object which the individual possesses and which has the ability to initiate 

contained fields of action and behavior; rather. the will to power symbolizes the general 

flow of the interpretive process whose aim is to realize all truth as perspective. Again Haar 

explains that. "There is no will: that means there is no fixed and defined center (the center is 

always shifting and it cannot be grasped). but rather a plurality of elementary 'wills'-

which is to say unconscious impulses. forever in conflict. alternately imposing themselves 

and subordinating themselves.· 4 The will to power is not a cohesive entity designed to 

reduce all expressions of truth to a stable discourse of physical existence. but it does allow 

us to explore how metaphysical proposJtions are formulated and justified. By exposing the 

incommensurability of monolithic truth with the play of forces and perspectives in the world. 

the will to power constantly overcomes itself and continually situates itself within the shifting 

space of multiple perspectives and orientations. -hus. the will to power is Nietzsche's 

conceptualization of the multi-faceted process of perspectival creation rather than a 

unified. metaphysical expression of these creations. 

Once the discourse of the will to power is understood as a critique of both volitional 

notions of· the will and the elaborate codes of values it formulates. connections can be 

made to the Buddhist notion of interdependent co-arising. Both are represented in various 

discourses as the play of forces which are inextricably intertwined in a matrix of becoming 

where developments of causality and the autonomous. directing Ego are questioned and 

ultimately emptied of their claim to truth and universality. In one sense. Nietzsche and the 

Madhyamikas are attempting ·0 expose the constructed nature of metaphysical 

propositions in order to liberate people from their respective conditions of subjugation. For 

3rv1ichael Haar. "Nietzsche and Metaphysical language: p. 9. 

4jbid .. p. 10. 
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Nietzsche. this subjugation takes the form of the person of ressentiment who is 

overwhelmed by powerful forces of sin and impotence symbolized in the priestly morality of 

the Christian church. These individuals have been inculcated with the Idea that time on 

earth is penance for the sins of Adam which can only be fully redeemed In death and 

ascension to heaven. By diverting all . creative human potential to the construction of 

afterworlds. propositions designed to enhance the power of a specific group are 

naturalized and presented as divine truth thereby constructing an imprisoned and 

subjugated subject.5 The Madhyamika reasoning behind the effort to deconstruct 

metaphysical claims lies in the fact that they breed attachment and clinging. To posit an 

Ego as the core self complete with a fundamentally deSiring and acquiring will is to encase 

the individual within a system of endless death and rebirth (somsoro) from which escape is 

impossible without the fundamental realization that all is emptiness. Steve Heine asserts that 

Nietzsche and Buddhist thinkers. "both analyze suffering in terms of a deceptive maze of 

one-sided misconceptions generated by ontological dis-orientation; and they propose 

liberation from the bondage of ignorance through the mastery of unconscious drives and 

the attainment of an eternal state absolutely free from attachment to things and to the self. 

transcendent of all duality. detached from mundane concerns yet Infinitely creatlve:6 

Neither the interdependent co-arising nature of all things nor the will to power can be 

understood in reference to a static notion of reality. for they are fundamentally 

deconstructive movements which empty all things of essence and permanence. Thus. the 

overall philosophical move is one of liberation and empowerment which effects a 

paradigm shift away from understanding the world in terms of autonomous objects and 

towards a nondual view in harmony with the play of forces which. though discontinuous at 

times. exist in an ariSing matrix of interconnection. 

Sunygta and Eternal Return: The Affirmation of Life as Flux 

Both Nagarjuna's heuristic usage of emptiness and Nietzsche's elaboration of the 

Efor a more thorough explanation of the Christian construction of subjectivity. see 
Louis Althusser. Lenin and Philosophy (New York: Monthly Review Press. 1971). pp. 177-
182. 

~teve Heine. "Dionysus Against the Buddha" in Buddhjst and Western Philosophy. 
edited by Nathan Katz (New Dehli: Sterling Publishers. 1981). p. 246. 
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doctrine of eternal return are the avenues through which the negative desires for 

possessions and the impulse to ressentiment are overcome. Too often. interpreters of 

these two traditions lament that they cannot pin down eternal return and emptiness to one 

coherent and Intelligible meaning. The question of the referent remains In the minds of 

many. for of what use are these types of assertions if they make no claim to present an 

illustration of the way things really are? The value. however. lies in precisely the oPPosite 

direction. The fact that neither emptiness nor eternal return offers itself up as a foundational 

principle rooted In an ontological substratum of the world emphasizes the drive in both 

thinkers to overcome the need for such certitude and pOints of orientati'on. 

Rather than representing a descent into nothingness and lack. however. these two 

doctrines offer a vision of liberation in radically different ways. In Thus Spoke Zarathustra. 

Nietzsche communicates his revelation of eternal recurrence both as the most abysmal 

thought and the heaviest burden as well as the highest joy and most powerful celebration. 

His descriptions are overflowing with passion and emotional extremes of joy and suffering 

which manifest themselves in song. dance and laughter. At one pOint. he proclaims. ~AII 

joy wants the eternity of all things. wants honey. wants dregs. wants intoxicated midnight, 

wants graves. wants the consolation of graveside tears. wants gilded sunsets. What does 

joy not want?· <2, "The Intoxicated Song"). Nietzsche's excessive use of elaborate 

metaphors presents a striking contrast to the logically rigorous and tightly constructed 

arguments of Nagarjuna in his main treatises. The claims of his opponents are disproved in 

a rational and coherent manner without resorting to emotional outpourings. Thus, the final 

aim ~f emptiness is not the reaffirmation of life as it is in happiness and despair throughout 

eternity, but the coming to rest of all named things in the enlightened peace of emptiness, 

free from worldly passion and deSire. Though the self which is affirmed in both Nietzsche 

and Nagarjuna is fundamentally without core essence and permanent existence, the final 

visions of overcoming are radically different. Whereas Nietzsche releases the creative 

potential of the will to power in order to overcome limitations, Nagarjuna presents a 

peaceful vision of intuitive wisdom and an end to the cycle of delusion. 

Eternal Return can be seen as the formation of a new "religion· of the strong and noble 

after the death of God; however, it is not one which fills the power vacuum left in God's wake 

with an omnipotent vision of the individual as ultimate truth. The meaning of overcoming 

encompasses not only the defeat of forces seNing God and nihilism, but the idea of an 
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essential and enduring self that is immune to the destructive and creative potential of the 

world's chaos as well. Thus, the life and subjectivity that one affirms when one accepts the 

burden and Joy of eternal recurrence is one of shifting subject positions which ceaselessly 

combine and struggle in unique ways. The self which is implicated In this Infinite cycle is not 

a reseNoir which accumulates power and knowledge through each cycle, for as Haar 

asserts, "The doctrine of the Eternal Return makes itself felt first and foremost as on 

experience: a multifaceted experience, since it presents itself to us at the same time as a 

pure effort of thought, as a test, as a particular moment of lived experience, and, finally, as 

an attempt at having an ethical character.· 7 Here again, the language in which 

Nietzsche's doctrine is couched presents a problem with reference to the Buddhist view in 

that it appears to present eternal return as a permanent process with a definite and stable 

character that traps all experience within the circular path of time. Graham Parkes attempts 

to traverse this chasm when he writes that, "one realizes that eternal return does not simply 

mean that time is cyclical. but rather that everything- past, future. the whole of time. and 

the eternal recurrence itself-is in the moment.·8 Implicit in the doctrine of eternal retum is 

the idea that the constructed nature of subjectivity and the entanglement within the 

interpretive process is affirmed each moment of life. The eternal return also has implications 

beyond death. for as Zorathustra says. "Souls ore as mortal as bodies. 'But the complex of 

causes in which I am entangled will recur-it will create me again! I myself am part of these 

causes of eternal recurrence" (Z. "The Convalescent") . Eternal Recurrence. therefore. 

allows the individual to focus attention on his or her creative potential through a realization of 

the chaotic nature of the world; thus. a playful stance in the decentered interpretive field of 

the will to power is the final outcome of the difficult process of overcoming. 

The understanding of emptiness in the Madhyamika scheme is also a liberation from 

attachment to metaphysical constructs of value and self-definition which allows the 

individual to come to rest. no longer tormented by desires and passions. Here. the mental 

field is completely purified of any thoughts of possession and acquisition. and a level of 

deep awareness is reached. The ego is understood to be a destructive fiction rather than 

an inherent structure of consciousness which can be disciplined and overcome. causing 

7Haar. "Nietzsche and Metaphysical Language: p. 28. 
8Graham Parkes. "Nietzsche and Nishitani on the Self Through Time: The Eastern 
Buddhist 17 (1984). p. 73. 
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the realization of the nondual interconnectedness of all things, Loy explores this 

deconstruction of the ego when he says that, "The sense of self can be understood only as 

a process that continually but vainly attempts to secure itself in one way or another, The 

ego tries to deny its emptiness in a way which just reveals Its obsession with that emptiness, , 

,Because of its preoccupation with various types of seeking. because of its identification 

with various types of phenomena. the mind does not realize its formless. non dwelling 

nature:9 What the ego most desires is to possess and control itself. for no amount of 

possessions will ever satisfy its desire: hence. the only way to escape. this vicious cycle of 

acquisition and suffering is to expose the ego as a constructed fiction that perpetuates the 

negative conditions of existence by masking the absence of essence in all things, No 

objectifications are ever stable enough to withstand the fracturing forces of impermanence 

and intersubjective causality that constitute the becoming of the world: thus. in order to find 

peace, one must chip away at these facades of existence and presence thereby 

liberating the flux of reality trom its ontological and metaphysical confines. 

Both Nietzsche and Nagarjuna agree that emptiness, as the realm ot freedom and 

wisdom, is attained through the negation of the absolutism of metaphysical propositions 

and the subsequent revelation that all life is flux and impermanence, Yet, Buddhists could 

easily critique Nietzsche's vision of affirmation in the eternal return because it is still an ethic 

of life ruled by passion and desire which is not at peace with the void of sunyata, Heine 

restates the matter in this way, "Is not Nietzsche then who, through his clinging to the will to 

power, shows a trace of fearfulness and concealed Impotence when confronting the void? 

The Buddhist reorientation is centered on no-thing, but Nietzsche resorts to wilL·' 0 If we 

reformulate the concept of will, however, to represent a critique of the volitional and action

producing will of Western analytiC philosophy, the two ideas are brought closer together in 

the sense that they are both deconstructive forces, Their final aim is to decenter notions of 

truth and absolutism in order to liberate followers from attachment to constructs of identity 

masking as the Natural. Even with this adjustment, though, the problem ot emotional 

manifestation still lurks in the background, for the quiet meditative contemplation of 

enlightened Buddhists seems clearly opposed to the passionate, and often tormented, life 

of one who eternally affirms lite each paSSing moment. There seem to be two operative 

'1.oy, Nonduallty. pp, 147-8, 

'CHeine, "Dionysus Against the Buddha: p. 262. 
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understandings of what it means to harmonize with the world in its emptiness; on the one 

hand, the Madhyamikas understand the realization of emptiness as the attainment of 

ultimate wisdom . Here, language is understood to be a conventIonal means for 

overcoming attachment rather than a direct referent to reality; thus. the need for named 

things is no longer present, and the meditative eye allows one to see into the true such ness 

of all things as empty and inherently connected. To be In tune with the empty co-arising 

process is to be at peace, for the understanding of arising and passing away in each 

moment removes the need to assert oneself within the causal nexus. In a very general 

sense, therefore, one could argue that the extensive elaboration <;>f ritual within the Buddhist 

tradition provides a way to reach enlightenment through meditation and religious practice. 

On the other hand, Nietzsche is offering a vision of agonistic overcoming where individuals 

are not enmeshed within a structure of praxis and are invited to create their own sacred 

games. This is not to say, however, the Buddhism has no vision and Nietzsche provides no 

method. Broadly speaking, however, the overarching emphasis of Nietzsche's project is 

visionary and inspirational while the Madhyamikas concentrate on specific heuristic 

devices to achieve their goals. 

On the other hand. the liberation from metaphysical constructs of the way life should be 

lived presents Nietzsche with a space of radical freedom. The realization that the self has 

no essence which endures through time and across cultures along with the understanding 

of the world as a field of conflicting perspectives of the will to power presents an avenue for 

affirmation and empowerment long closed off by traditional moralities and codes of life. 

Rather than ceasing the flow and effects of these tumultuous passions, Nietzsche wishes to 

explore their transgressive potential to the fullest extent. Eternal recurrence provides a field 

upon which this play of interpretive gestures and self-affirmation can occur unhi'ndered by 

metaphysical absolutes. The full embodiment of passion and the celebration of life's 

potential is Nietzsche's way of living within the flux of infinity, and, because it has been 

denied for so long, it is an ethic of existence which he will not abandon. 

A Deconsfructlve Ethic 0' Enoagement: The Obermensch and the Bodhisattva 

At this juncture, one must ask what type of subjectivity can exist after the self Is divested 

of the ego and all claims to permanence by the combined forces of 
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emptiness/interdependent co-arising and will-to-power/eternal return. In both the 

Madhyamikan and Nietzschean frameworks, the self is revealed to be a constructed matrix 

of forces which is inherently unstable and shifting. This idea of subjectivity being constituted 

In and through the forces of chaos that make up the world does not have to lead one to an 

impasse of despair and inaction. Because the systems of value and desire were never 

inherent structures of consciousness, their deconstruction does not represent a fateful blow 

to the possibility of engagement in the world. In fact. the absence of strict moral codes and 

"natural· forms of identity allow for a more adaptable and integrated worldly ethic to be 

developed by each individual. This agreement about the nature of the self as not-self 

between Nietzsche and Nagarjuna is further illustrated by Steve Heine when he says that, 

"The cause of the self-destructive ego predicament ... is the sense of being overwhelmed 

by the persistent dissolution of time, over which one apparently has no control. ·11 . For 

Nietzsche, the revolt of the will agair:st the passage of time leads to a state of ressentiment 

where revenge and violence against oneself and the earth is the only option. 

The figure who spends an entire life embroiled in the process of overcoming this spirit of 

hatred and gravity is the Ubermensch. Nietzsche's description of the condition of humanity 

as "a rope fastened between animal and Superman-a rope over the abyss· (Z, 

"Prologue: 4) is intended to provide a bridge across which one can travel once the 

constructed nature of existence is realized. In much the same manner, the Bodhisattva is a 

saintly figure who balances on a razor's edge between the sufferings and sorrows of the 

conventi9nal world and the complete peace and sanctity of the ultimate realm. Like the 

Ubermensch, the Bodhisattva is not satisfied with simply leaving the world for personal gain 

since all beings are intertwined and must achieve enlightened realization together. Thus, 

the Bodhisattva makes a commitment to reside in the world of desire. ignorance and greed 

armed with the knowledge of the emptiness of all things: consequently, he or she is able to 

use language as a skillful means tool to communicate the co-arising nature of al\ things 

thereby bringing an end to needless attachment . In both cases, the risk of existence is 

great in the sense that one does not opt for the security and safety of the hermit's life. 

Enlightenment to the nature of all things as flux does not, however, represent an end to the 

path. Nietzsche writes, "What is great in man is that he is a bridge and not a goal: what can 

be loved in man is that he is a going-across and a down-going . .. 1 love him who keeps 

qbid .. p. 249. 
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back no drop of spirit for himself. but wants to be the spirit of his virtue entirely: thus he steps 

as a spirit over the bridge- (2. "Prologue. 4). Though at times Nietzsche's rhetoric of the 

Ubermensch conveys a sense of narcissistic self-absorption and detachment. the down

going of this figure can be interpreted as a type of saintly action originating from overflowing 

love and the desire to liberate and empower the transgressive potential In humanity .which 

has long been imprisoned in metaphysical dictates. In much the same way. the 

Bodhisattva manifests an outflow of great compassion originating from a knowledge of the 

emptiness and non-essential nature of all things. 

The way in which these tasks are accomplished is multi-faceted according to both 

thinkers and involves not only the death of the ego-self but also the Interpenetration of self 

and other beyond the dualistic separation of subject and object. Hence. both agree that. 

"Just as there is no substance to the persons. drives and interpretive energies that comprise 

the self. nothing behind the protean multiplicity of masks that make up the persona. so 

there is no substratum of reality behind the appearances-only a plethora of perspectival 

interpretations: no core centre: nothing the perspectives are interpretations of. -12 Both 

the Bodhisattva and the Ubermensch carry out their actions on a fundamentally 

decentered field of empty flux where the raw materials of language can be freely crafted 

to act as heuristic devices. liberated from the tyranny of the referent. "Language at its 

origin. then. is seen to be not the mirroring of a passive logos or divine presence. a 

separate other. but rather the dynamic becoming of reality itself: 13 This language is 

invaluable in communicating the need for the individual to destroy the concept of the self 

that lies within. for "when one forgets the separate self. when .one dies away from the 

encapsulated soul. one comes to participate in all things. -'4 Once the chasm between 

self and other is bridged. the possibility for engaged ethical action becomes acute. for the 

love and compassion which is generated by the dissolution of constructed limits in the world 

produces a state where the individual can be harmonized with the needs of those who are 

suffering. The permeability of identity makes this state of exchange possible. Santideva 

illustrates this when describing the path of the Bodhisattva: "Whoever wishes to quickly 

'4=>arkes. "Nietzsche and Nishitani: p. 62. 
'i1arold Coward. Derrida and Indian Phllosoohy (Albany: SUNY Press. 1990). p. 148. 

'4:;raham Parkes. "The Overflowing Soul: Images of Transformation in Nietzsche's 
Zorothustro: Man and World 16:4 (1983). p. 338. 
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rescue himself and another. should practice the supreme mystery: the exchanging of 

himself and the other: 15 Thus. the self is understood to be an arising construction 

thoroughly dependent upon and connected with the unique expression of all other sentient 

beings in the causal web rather than an ego-formed independent entity, The ramifications 

of this radical idea will be taken up again in a later section on the importance of the physical 

body for authentic saintly action in both Nietzsche and Madhyamika, 

Despite these congruences between Nietzsche's Ubermensch and the Bodhisattva of 

the Mahayana tradition. the problem encountered in the analysis of eternal return and 

sunyata arises again in terms of the final desired outcome of action. The question of 

emotion and paSSionate engagement is one wh ich presents a chasm between the 

soteriological systems of these two thinkers, The engagement of the Bodhisattva within the 

world of suffering is motivated by a need to end attachment and to quell the fires of desire 

and paSSion which are seen as the couse of all sorrows; correspondingly, the goal of the 

Ubermensch is to liberate the wellsprings of emotion which have been blocked by layers of 

metaphysical truth claims, Rather than posing an irreconcilable situation, these two options 

have much to offer each other in terms of overcoming the threat of nihilism, for Naga~una 's 

insights about the two-tiered truth SYSTem and Nietzsche's attention to the body can 

combine to form an engaged ethic of healthy love and other-regard, Despite the differing 

outcomes of the two systems. at a fundamental level. "Nietzsche's overman, the creator 

and legislator of new values, reflects the bodhisattva's ideal of realizing enlightenment in 

and through social commitment, rather than by withdrawing from the world," 

The Qyestion of Intellectual Nihilism: The Philosophical Groundwork 
for the Saintly Figure 

In one of the earlier aphorisms in the WlIl to Power. Nietzsche writes that. "Radical 

nihilism is the conviction of on absolute untenability of existence when it comes to the 

highest values one recognizes; plus the realization that we lack the least right to posit a 

beyond O! an in-itself of things that might be 'divine' or morally incarnate" (WP, 3). 

Nietzsche's scheme of nihilism and its various forms historically as well as in his own culture is 

extraordinarily complex and multivalent. Categories of radical. religious, strong, weak. 

active, and passive nihilism are ali deployed throughout his notebooks and Will to Power; 

1 Eaod hicarvovatoro! VII : 120. p. 204. 
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however, it is beyond the scope of this project to examine this framework in great detail. 

Alan White's point of departure for his discussion of nihilism is a useful one for this project as 

well: "the emergence of nihilism as a 'psychological state' is bound up with the failure of the 

attempt to endow the world with value by attributing to It an ultimate 'purpose, 'unity: or 

'truth,' ·16 Basically, the situation of nihilism has ensued because peoples and cultures 

have come to realize that the constructions of beauty, goodness and truth which 

masqueraded as ultimate reality have been loosed from their moorings leaving a 

decentered and fundamentally dis/oriented world in their wake. Without the support of 

metaphysical presence, these values no longer have the power to control life and 

determine subjectivity in their image; consequently, two polar options are at hand. 

When confronted with this situation, we may either join the fearful and powerless herd as 

they march blindly into the abyss of nothingness or we can overcome these forces of 

pessimism and despair and actualize our creative potential as manifestations of the 

Ubermensch. Haar explains that. "It is in this latter sense-namely as an invalidation of all 

metaphysical differences and as a radical abolishment of the 'true world: as a negation of 

the singular God (Christian representative of the world)-that 'nihilism might indeed be a 

divine manner of thinking ,' -17 It may be helpful to think of this transgressive and creative 

potential of nihilism in terms of the transformation of the soul spoken of by Zarathustra. Here, 

the lion represents a nihilistic destroyer figure issuing a verdict of "guilty' to all the values 

contained on the scales of the dragon in the sense that they have no ultimate ability to 

represent "the way things really are: Yet, the nihilistic abyss created by the absence of all 

values must be overcome by the figure of the child who manifests the power of active and 

playful production on the field of the will to power. This is not a Simple transformation, for as 

White explains, "the step requires strength, not mere logic: we remain in the 'intermediate 

period of nihilism'-the period of radical nihilism-until there is present 'the strength to 

reverse values and to deify becoming and the apparent world as the only world, and to call 

them good.' ,18 Thus, to reclaim the noble values of creation, errant production. nomad 

thought and free play from beneath the weight of sin and ressentiment requires a courage 

that will go so far as to accept and rejoice in the world as perspectival flux. 

16Alan White. Within Nietzsc he 's Labyrinth (New York: Routledge. 1990). p. 16. 

l1-laor, "Nietzsche and Metaphysical Language: p. 16. 

l'White, Within Nietzsche' s Labyrinth. p. 23. 
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One textual example which can be used to explore Nietzsche's ideas about nihilism 

and the mechanisms through which it is eventually overcome is the story of the shepherd 

and the snake told by Zarathustra. The encounter takes place as follows: MI saw a young 

shepherd writhing, choking, convulsed, his face distorted; and a heavy, black snake was 

hanging out of his mouth . . .The shepherd, however, bit as my cry has advised him ... He 

spat far away the snake's head-and sprang up. No longer a shepherd, no longer a mon

a transformed being surrounded with light, laughing! Never yet on earth had any man 

laughed as he laughed!" <Z, "Of the Vision and the Riddle: 2). Thus, If one allegorically 

connects the snake with the weak and reactive forces of nihilism which have taken hold of 

contemporary culture and are choking off its life blood and will to live, one can envision a 

picture of the figure of overcoming. Through a destructive and somewhat violent act, the 

weight of ressentiment, nihilism and the highest values is lifted, and a new figure emerges 

unlike anything humanity has previously encountered. The powerful laughter of this 

individual acts as a de constructive force which echoes through discourse fields, fracturing 

any attempt at unmediated presence, absolute knowledge, and essential identity. As 

such, the entire encounter represents the struggle humanity must undertake to overcome 

the peNasive spirit of nihilism. 

Keiji Nishitani , a preeminent philosopher of the Kyoto school. has done a great deal of 

work on Nietzsche's strategies for overcoming nihilism and affirming the decentered nature 

of existence. He divides his analysis of Nietzsche's nihilism into three sections cumulating in 

a "collaD.se of faith in such a 'true world: combined with the loss of Christian morality: 19 

Thus . the first two stages are symbolized by a realization that there is no overarching telos 

which governs the course of life and the formation of social identity. The grand totality that is 

imposed is an ideological strategy designed to smooth over the contradictions and fissures 

which exist between competing power interests and to form a unified notion of subjectivity. 

Consequently, "if this totality that gives meaning to life is seen to not actually exist-to be 

merely a fictitious construct that we have imagined in order to believe in the value of the 

self-then we lose all faith in our own value. ·20 Once the constructed nature of the world is 

reclaimed from beneath the layers of "natural" morality and essential subJectivity, the 

absolute truth claims of all systems of value and knowledge can be condemned as 

l~eiji Nishitani. The Self-Overcoming of Nihil ism (Albany: SUNY Press, 1990), p. 36. 

2Qbid., p. 35. For a more involved discussion of these stages, see pp. 33-37. 
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illusions. This does not mean. however. that we ore thrust into on antinomian free-for-all 

where no actions ore preferred over others; rather. one simply comes to terms with the fact 

that there can be no absolute truth or moral code. for when a center is established. there 

are immediately ways of being in the world that are forced to the periphery. Truth Is never a 

static and unchanging reality in the sens~ that its forms of discourse are always Infected by 

the circulation and exchange which takes place with the elements at the margin. 

Thus. Nishitani argues that to overcome the disorientation and despair caused by the 

loss of faith in the unity of being. we must wholeheartedly accept our stance within the field 

of the will to power and devise a new ethos of existence in harmony with the perspectival 

flux. Nishitani writes that in this joyful state. "a love of the farthest is advocated-a love of the 

self. which is love of everything including the meanest things-and this accounts for the 

source of the absolute affirmation in the love of fate, This kind of self-love is not a hell of 

solitude; it is life that can affirm everything as it is and as it becomes. ·21 This type of love 

must not be understood as narcissism or absorption in the ego. for these ideals have also 

been judged illusory and fictive. Love of self comes to mean a type of empowerment 

through overcoming the ideo of the self as independent and isolated.22 Once identity 

becomes a matrix upon which multiple influences are grafted. authentic communication 

with other individuals becomes an immanent possibility, This type of cultivation of the self as 

a site of power and productive action is not antithetical to Buddhist concerns either. for 

Santideva writes that. "Thus having become patient. one should become heroic (virya). 

for Enlightenment is gained by standing strong. Without strength (virya) there is no merit. as 

without the wind there is no movement.- 23 In addition. Nagorjuna's idea that the self is a 

matrix of forces which acts in harmony with the impermanent world is echoed by Nishitani 

when he says that. "All things become the fate of the self. and the self becomes the fate of 

all things. At such a fundamental level the world moves at one with the self. and the self 

21Ibid .. p. 56. 

2:;q-here are important congruences here between Buddhist thought and some 
contemporary American feminist work written in the areas of ethics and Inter-religious 
dialogue. 'The relational model of selfhood which moves past essentialism and into a 
view of the constructed nature of identity is important for both Buddhists and feminists. 
Though a full discussion is beyond the range of this prOject. there is material dealing with 
these matters in Catherine Keller. "Scoop up the Water and the Moon is in Your Hands: 
in The Emptyjng GOd. edited by John Cobb (New York: Orbis. 1990). pp. 102-115. 
213odhicarvavatora, VI: 1. p. 186. 
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moves at one with the world .• 24 This impermanence where structures of knowledge and 

selfhood are created and destroyed in the space of each passing moment is quite akin to 

the Nietzschean field of the will to power where different perspectives connect and disjoin, 

symbolizing a mode of being which continually establishes and transgresses limits. 

The issue at this stage is how one travels from theoretical explorations In the field of 

epistemology to practical and engaged action in the world. Questions like how the will to 

power and the understanding of emptiness are employed in daily life, and whether or not 

Nietzsche's doctrines can be reformulated with an eye towards ·saintly· action arise In the 

minds of critical interpreters seeking to develop a schema of activism and concrete 

involvement. It is true that Nietzsche's rhetoric is not generally oriented towards other

regard and practical action, for he is concerned with how the individual can become 

empowered by overcoming the weight of relig ion , absolute morality and nihilism. Perhaps 

Nagarjuna's scheme of the two truths and the distinct uses of language in each could be 

used to direct Nietzsche's thought towardS a serious ethos of integration. The down-going 

of the Ubermensch could represent a type of commitment to alleviate the suffering of 

others precisely through teaching and parae netic exhortation about the dangers of herd 

mentality, nihilism, religious pathos, and denigration of the body. The resounding call to 

overcome issued by the Ubermensch would represent the same type of emphasis found in 

the Bodhisattva tradition--communicating the necessity of moving beyond the simple 

binary opposition of religion and nothingness (being/non-being) to the Middle Way of all 

ways and none, This emphasis on the lack of one specific path to overcoming sheds light 

on the second title of Thus Spoke Zorathustrq , .. A Book For All and None,· 

This ultimate stage of overcoming, since it is one of non-attachment to grounded Ideals 

of truth and identity, is strikingly similar to Nagarjuna 's formulation of emptiness as a state of 

deep understanding which cannot be fully conceptualized because of the disruption of 

referentiality. Language, therefore, is a conventional teaching device, a skillful means tool. 

which functions to orient the follower to the conditions of existence and to roughly outline 

the way to move beyond the need for such conventional devices, For Nietzsche, 

language communicates the condition of nihilism wherein individuals are perched 

dangerously over the abyss and can either plunge into the void or dance upon the rope, 

Such a Nietzschean ethic highlights the interpretive force of the will to power and affirming 

2'Nishitani, The Self-Overcomlna of Nihilism , p. 50 
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each moment in its impermanence and instability. Nagarjuna's exhortations deal with the 

task of breaking down attachment to the desires and passions of the world which breed 

suffering and delusion through adherence to the Middle Way as a radically decentered 

mode of being. Once the state of enlightenment has been reached. one realizes that the 

forces of the world are continually arising interdependently. thereby emptying all absolute 

propositions of their claim to permanence and ~ssence. This reformulation of language 

deconstructs the need to refer to a coherent conception of the world and Is an avenue 

where the seemingly contradictory and incoherent exhortations of Nietzsche and 

Nagarjuna can be understood as intermediary heuristic devices ultimately provoking a 

radical state of non-attachment to absolute categories of being. From this point of radical 

freedom. both the Ubermensch and the Bodhisattva can be understood as fundamentally 

engaged in the world of becoming and committed to the task of communicating the 

ultimate emptiness and impermanence of all things. 

The Body god the Egrth: Sites of Power god AcHoD 

This analysiS of the role of language in Nietzsche and Nagarjuna takes us to a point 

where we can see the possibility. indeed the necessity. of ethical action. There is. however. 

a discourse within Nietzsche's work--that of the bOdy and the earth-- which is invaluable 

to the actual manifestation of this engagement and has much to offer traditions like 

Buddhism in which questions of the physical are represented in an ambivalent. if not 

negative. light. Nishitani states. "The difficulty is finding a standpOint 'beyond good and 

evil' within life itself. entering into the heavens and subterranean realms at the same time. 

and living in a place where inside is outside and outside is inSide ... From within the growth of 

this life. a new goal emerges-the Ubermensch who overcomes the present mode of 

human being and restores a sense to the 'earth .' ·25 The body in Nietzsche carries a 

double valence because it represents the site where identity is inscribed by forms of power 

like culture and Christian morality. On the other hand. it is also the locus of empowerment 

and engaged action in the world. 

The work of Michel Foucault on the function and deployment of the body throughout 

history is crucial in terms of understanding how our bodies are the most Immanent texts 

2gbid .. p. 98. 
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within which our identities are inscribed by operative structures of power and knowledge. In 

Foucault's terms, "one would be concerned with the 'body politic' as a set of material 

elements and techniques that seNe as weapons. relays, communication routes, and 

supports for the power and knowledge relations that invest human bodies and subjugate 

them by turning them into objects of knowledge ... 26 His own particular philosophical 

genealogy in terms of the "political technology of the body· he develops can be traced 

back to Nietzsche in terms of Nietzsche's analysis of the way in which the Christian spirit of 

ressentiment produces bodies which are weak and diseased. Rather than being a source 

for the creative force of the Will to Power, these bodies are inscribed with messages of sin 

and disciplined in such a way that the only avenue of action is to suffer through life on earth 

in order to enjoy the benefits of heaven. The will to script one's life in a celebratory fashion is 

subjugated by the Christian will to nothingness which constructs Afterworlds out of malice 

and diverts attention from the present. Part and parcel with Nietzsche's vision is the idea 

that bodies are controlled and directed in such a way that power relations are naturalized 

and given divine sanction, thereby establishing limits to action and thought which cannot 

be transgressed. 

One concrete example of this type of analysis is Foucault's understanding of the soul. 

Rather than framing the essential question in terms of the empirical existence of the soul. he 

argues that it already has a material and tangible existence in the sense that it is a 

construction of identity grafted onto the bodies of individuals within a certain religious 

system. Through the medium of the soul, the body is trained in such c way that the 

ideological interests of specific power groups are naturalized and placed into the structure 

of consciousness as truth. In Nietzschean terms. the agenda of the Christian priesthood had 

an interest in producing passive and sinful bodies thereby subverting the values of noble 

creation and the joyful will to power by making them seem naturally evil. In Foucault's terms, 

"A 'soul' inhabits him and brings him to existence. which is itself a factor in the mastery that 

power exercises over the body. The soul is the effect and instrument of a political anatomy; 

the soul is the prison of the body. ·27 It is important to note. however, that the body is not a 

passive receptacle which blindly consumes discourses of subjugation. It is a potentially 

transgressive force due to the whirlwind of subject positions inscribed upon it. The message 

2q....,ichel Foucault, "The Body of the Condemned." in The Foucault Reader. pp. 175-6. 

21bid., p . 177. 
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here is that if we can unmask the functions of the body within a particular ideological system 

and learn the mechanisms of power and knowledge which provide the praxis of discipline 

and control. we can denature and thereby transgress the dominant collection of forces. In 

the words of Foucault, "as soon as there is a power relation, there is the possibility of 

resistance. We are never trapped by power: we can always modify its grip In determinate 

conditions and according to a precise strategy ... 28 Nietzsche's effort to recapture a 

language that empowers the physical and implores individuals to overcome their 

dependence on the existence of afterworlds rests on the fundamental presupposition that 

one's relation to one's body is never "natural"; it is always already inscribed with forces of 

power and knowledge which seek to masquerade their agendas as the inherent mode of 

being. Hence it is through the understanding of the constructedness of our identity at. the 

most immanent level that we are able to discover a source for empowerment and action 

which does not denigrate and destrby the transgressive power of the body. 

The idea that the driving force of interpretation, Nietzsche's will to power, manifests itself 

in the body without becoming a totalizing unity is an idea which is further explored by Eric 

Blondel. He argues that for Nietzsche, "The truth of language is perhaps the body ... He 

committed himself to the path of Versuch: a metaphorical plurality in which language, he 

thinks, instead of simplifying, can try to regain a multiplicity of perspectives on life. ·29 

Because Nietzsche questions the transparency between the signifier and the signified. the 

metaphysical recruitment of language in the service of communicating static truth is 

replacec· oy a continual process of weaving a semiotic and metaphorical fabric which 

affirms difference and is constantly in flux. The function of the body in this process of 

perspectival interpretation is to embody this multiplicity and to fracture attempts at 

totalization, for it is from the transgressive site in the physical body that we engage in the 

process of interpretation. The fundamental move here is one in which the entire world is 

textualized and shown to be a matrix of signs which extend infinitely forwards and 

backwards, devoid of a transcendental signified. The body, in this case. is the way in which 

abstract theories about culture and domination are concretized at a local level thereby 

2ctv1ichel Foucault, Foucault Live: Interviews 1966- 1984, translated by John Johnson (New 
York: Semiotext(e), 1989), p. 153. 

2%ric Blondel, Nietzsche: The Body and Culture , translated by Sean Hand (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1991), p. 203. 
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creating an individual space of empowerment and a locus for ethically engaged action. 

The transgressive body. therefore, undermines systems of power through the fact that it 

is not a stable medium upon which a coherent and totalizing subjectivity can be inscribed. 

In this vein, Blondel writes. "the world is deep because everything in it is a sign, the body 

being the principal agency in which the chaos of the world is first reduced by each drive 

and then pluralized once again: the body, as a unity and plurality, is the site of Interpretation 

that establishes the chaos of the world in plural units . or signs:30 Hence by positing the 

body as the locus for subjectivity and action. Nietzsche is condemning those who seek to 

elevate the mind and the spirit by categorizing and disciplining the body as an object of 

knowledge to be directed toward certain ends. for "to scorn the body is to belittle the world, 

turning it into a series of objects. instead of playing with it through interpretation. ·31 

Throughout his work and especially in Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Nietzsche employs rhetorical 

and metaphorical discourses to glorify the body by exposing the malevolent tactiCS of 

domination and manipulation used by Christianity and culture to subdue the creative 

potential of the physical. At one point. his analysis takes on a Foucauldian tone when he 

writes. "The body is a great intelligence. a multiplicity with one sense, a war and a peace, a 

herd and a herdsman . . . You say 'I' and you are proud of this word. But greater than this

a i" " ough you will not believe in it-is your body and its great intelligence, which does not say 

'I' but performs 'I'" (Z. "Of the Despisers of the Body"). In this example, we can see both the 

Foucauldian unmasking of the tactics of manipulation exerted on the grid of the body as 

well as the focus of Blondel's analysis in terms of the body as unity and multiplicity which 

embodies the perspectival nature of the world . 

This understanding of the body as a shifting matrix upon which values are inscribed and 

can be overcome is part and parcel with the necessary foregrounding of the physical in 

Nietzsche's work. for in order to take an active role on the field of the will to power. one must 

cultivate a strong and active body. Blondel illustrates this by saying that, "Ta interpret is to 

have a body, and to be a perspective. And the totalization of perspectives by a scientific 

concept can only be achieved at the price of a denegation of the body in the interpreter 

and in the text: 32 Since the body is inextricably intertwined with the Will to power, 

reconstituting the body as the strength of humanity over and against the life-denying 

3Qbid., p. 214. 

3'bid., p. 215. 

3~bid .. p. 242. 
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impulse of ressentiment is of the utmost importance for Nietzsche. One can truly get a 

sense of the passion implicit in Nietzsche's vision when he writes, "from a mighty soul. to 

which pertains the exalted body, the beautiful, victorious, refreshing body. around which 

everything becomes a mirror; the supple, persuasive body. the dancer whose image and 

epitome is the self-rejoicing soul" (2, "Of The Three Evil Things"). Nietzsche draws a , stark 

contrast between the sick. revenge-seeking bodies which have been produced by 

Christian morality and the bodies which have gathered their energies In seNlce of the 

present time rather than to false afterworlds. Speaking of those who desire to construct the 

body as weak, Nietzsche writes. "they believe most firmly in the body. and their own body is 

for them their thing-in-itself" (2. "Of the Afterworldsmen"). The way to overcome this 

insidious manipulation is through on affirmation of the world as impermanent flux and a 

recognition of knowledge and identity as constructed and. therefore. alterable. Later in the 

same section, he says. "Listen rather, to the voice of the healthy body: this is a purer voice 

and a more honest one. Purer and more honest of speech is the healthy body. perfect and 

square-built: and it speaks of the meaning of the earth.' Nletzsche's wager is that the 

down-going process of the Ubermensch will break through the layers of ressentiment 

fostered by Christian ethics and the herd mentality thereby liberating the transgressive and 

powerful potential of the human body to engage in committed interpretation and action on 

the decentered field of perspectivism. 

The viability of this type of ethic of the body in terms of saintly action and other-regard is 

questioned by Edith Wyschogrod in her book, Saints and Postmodernjsm, Here she is 

engaged in a process of developing a postmodern ethic of actiqn and commitment that 

brings de constructive insights into the formation of categories of knowledge and identity 

down to a level of praxis. She argues that Nietzsche 's view of the body is far from being 

healthy and powerful, for his representation of the body takes on a pathological tone in 

terms of its constant wakefulness and movement. In asserting this pOint, she writes, "The 

body presupposed by Nietzsche's thought lives in a ceaseless oscillation between a 

sensory inundation of forms that characterize waking life and an anonymous wakefulness 

that cannot suspend itself even when it abandons the object structure of the visual field. 

This conception of the body refuses to acknowledge the body's slackness exhibited by 

phenomena such as fatigue and sleep. "33 Indeed, even when Zarathustra is sleeping, his 
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dreams symbolize a constant state of activity, interpretive assertion. and eternal 

movement. and there is always a doctrinal message that is the ultimate goal. Her critique is 

poignant and incisive in the sense that Nietzsche is so anxious to recover the body from the 

comatose state of ressentiment that he does not allow for spaces of rest in the process of 

overcoming. The body is constantly engaged in the will to power. affirming each moment 

eternally without ever being off duty, 

Nietzsche's argument that the body is the site for the will to power Is deployed In order to 

overcome the spirit of gravity which weighs heavily upon us, The body is not simply a 

physical form which houses our consciousness; rather, it is. according to Foucault. the most 

fundamental grid upon which personal subject positions are continually inscribed. Thus. if 

one interprets sleep as an attempt to step outside the process of inscription. thinkers like 

Foucault and Althusser would argue that this action is never possible. The subject. as an 

unstable construction of conflicting ideological systems. is always interpellated into ways of 

thinking and being in the world. and there can be no experience of unmediated rest or 

freedom. At one pOint. Althusser remarks that. "ideology has always-already interpellated 

individuals as subjects. which amounts to making it clear that individuals are always-already 

interpellated by ideology as subjects. which necessarily leads us to one last proposition: 

individuals are always already subjects." 3 4 Thus. rest and sleep are mediated 

experiences in the same way as waking encounters in the sense that there can be no 

escape from the interpretive grid which constitutes identity. 

Wyschogrod's point is well taken. however. that Nietzsche exempts any form of 

peaceful sleep from his conception of the body, Another way she interprets the constant 

wakefulness is as a subjugation of the side of the body which is sensitive to the surrounding 

world. She writes that. "Nietzsche interprets the living body as the body awake. as 

existence that never lets its guard down in order to avoid acknowledging the body's 

vulnerability. ·35 In her analysis. this type of pathological strength disallows a true ethic of 

saintliness which conceives of the physical body as vulnerable and radically open to the 

needs and sufferings of others. The saint has on identity which is decentered and free

floating much like Nietzsche's view of the subject; however. there is no threat of 

34Nyschogrod. Saints and postmodernism. p. 104. 

3~lthusser. Lenin and Philosophy. translated by John Johnson (New York: Monthly 
Review Press. 1971). pp. 175-6, 
3~yschogrod. Saints and Postmodernlsm . p. 104. 
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ressentiment because the will does not revolt aga inst the passing of time and the 

impossibility of permanence. She often cites the Buddhist example of the Bodhisattva to 

connect the outpouring of compassion towards the welfare of all sentient beings with the 

saintly ability to reconstitute the past through concentration on the other. She explains that. 

"Buddhist compassion and irenicism are directed to helping others in undoing somsoro. 

the cycles of birth and death that endure for aeons ... The dark diachronicity of saintly life 

and labor expresses the irrecoverability of time that does not generate resentment in that it 

always already belongs to the Other .• 36 Hence. it is not enough to have a theory of identity 

which pOSits the interpenetration of self and other; consequently; one must also enact this 

ethic at the level of physical praxis. 

Upon closer reading of Nietzsche's Thus Spoke Zarathustra. however. it is possible to 

locate examples where an ethic of saintliness akin to that proposed by Wyschogrod is 

manifested. It is through these types of instances that the interpreter of Nietzsche can 

recover a space far engaged action in service to the sufferings of others. In this vein. 

Zarathustra speaks throughout the text not only of his own vulnerability. but of the need to be 

open to the sufferings and joys in the process of overcoming as well. The Prologue is a rich 

text in terms of its doctrinal development of these types of issues. The fundamental 

movement Zarathustra undertakes can be construed as saintly because he is descending 

from his solitary abode to share his knowledge and wisdom with the world. His motivation is 

to teach the Ubermensch--the one who will overcome reliance on and attachment to . 
static views of reality and identity. The first person Zarathustra encounters is a hermit who 

entreats him to stay away from humanity and commune with nature alone; yet. Zarathustra 

responds by saying "I love mankind" and continues on his journey. When he reaches the 

town. he begins to teach the crowd about the nature of the Ubermensch and the process of 

overcoming upon which one must embark in order to live an authentic life. 

His exhortations lend much support to the theory that avenues for saintly action can be 

found within the process of overcoming. Zarathustra says. "I love him whose soul is lavish. 

who neither wants nor returns thanks: for he always gives and will not preserve himself ... 1 

love him whose soul is deep even in its ability to be wounded. and whom even a little thing 

can destroy: thus he is glad to go over the bridge. I love him whose soul is so overfull. so 

3~bid" p. 110.122. 
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that he forgets himself and all things ore in him: thus all things become his downfall" (2. 

"Prologue: 4), Here. overcoming is not a detached and unconcerned mode of being. for 

what is to be overcome is the concept of the ego which must acquire and subjugate in 

order to authenticate and preseNe itself .. Zarathustra desires that this fiction of domination 

be abandoned in favor of a body which is fundamentally open to the pain and happiness of 

others. a body which. because it understands the nature of life as Interconnected flux. can 

listen to the call of the other as it echoes through its own unique matrix of Identity, The ability 

to hear the voice of the other in an authentic manner is still somewhat restricted in 

Nietzsche's thought because Zarathustra can only encounter those who seek to become 

the Ubermensch, Although Zarathustra often expresses his love for humankind. there is no 

great amount of sympathy for the herd or for the priestly figures who have done much to 

destroy the noble way of being, Despite this limitation. a powerful model of sainthood 'can 

be envisioned where the individua,l freely gives without the need for return and desires 

without the need to focus on an object, Mark Taylor reiterates this idea when he says that. 

"If the subject does not need to repress the other 'within.' it is not driven to oppress the other 

'without,' When desire forsakes the prospect of complete satisfaction. it opens the 

possibility of delight.·3 7 In much the same way. the Bodhisattva conquers this need for 

possession thereby enacting the non-dwelling mental state which allows other-directed 

action to occur, 

One final instance where Zarathustra acts in a saintly manner to alleviate the sufferings of 

another i~ in the section entitled "Of the Tree on the Mountainside,· Here. he encounters a 

young man who has become disillusioned with the process of overcoming because of the 

scorn he has encountered from the crowds. He says, "Since I have wanted to rise into the 

heights I have no longe: trusted myself, and no one trusts me anymore, , ,When I am aloft. I 

always find myself alone, No one speaks to me, the frost Of solitude makes me tremble,· 

Rather than closing himself off to the needs of this suffering individual. Zarathustra enlightens 

him to the fact that he has been attempting to overcome himself out of jealously and the will 

to destruc~ion rather than out of love and powerful desire. The young man begins to weep. 

and Zarathustra responds in a manner which foregrounds his vulnerability and compassion 

by saying. "It breaks my heart. Better than your words, you eye tells me all your peril. , ,Yes. I 

know your peril. But by my love and hope. I entreot you: do not reject your love and hope!. , 

37raylor. E.rring,. p, 147. 
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.Keep holy your highest hopei' In this instance. Zarathustra literally feels the pain of another 

and. rather than running to the safety of solitude. stays and teaches this individual the 

meaning of the Ubermensch. He implores him to focus on the path which will someday 

produce "a dancing star' out of the decentered and disillusioned state he is experiencing 

due to the revelation that the highest values have no hold on life and action. Zarathustra 

understands that this state of radical freedom is as frightening as It is celebratory. and his 

teachings are skillfully designed to lead people along the path of creation and 

lighthea rtedness. 

These discourses where Nietzsche reconstructs what it means to act in a saintly manner 

are invaluable when attempting to devise a post modern ethic which seeks operate from 

the understanding of the subject as multiplicity and knowledge as perspective. Nietzsche's 

elevation of the body and the implicit recovery of its transgressive potential. despite the 

problems located by Wyschogrod. has much to offer to all systems of ethical action and 

engagement in service of the other. Wyschogrod elucidates a theory of incarnate saintly 

action which has the potential to bring Nietzsche's Ubermensch and the Bodhisattva 

together in an engaged praxis of other-regard. Taking her cue from Levinas. she outlines a 

theory of carnal generality which she defines as the "connection with the search for access 

to meaning which cannot be manifested in concepts because. although concepts may 

be discursively primitive . they are not in themselves ultimate:38 The saint, in this model. 

becomes an experiential matrix through which the self and other can commune and act to 

alleviate each others' suffering. The body is fundamentally textualized. for there is no 

discursive separation between the body of the individual and. to use Buddhist terminology. 

the interdependent co-arising nature of all things. Thus. with the collapse of duality between 

self/other and self/world. the chasm between theory and action is bridged in the figure of 

the saint who physically embodies an ethics beyond the fiction of self-interest and self

preservation. Wyschogrod concludes. "The saintly body acts as a signifier. as a carnal 

general that condenses and channels meaning, a signifier that expresses extremes of 

love. compassion and generosity. In their disclosure of what is morally possible. saintly 

bodies 'fill' the discursive plane of ethics. ,39 In the final analysis. it is through a multiplicity of 

discourses which combine a Buddhist understanding of language as a skillful means tool to 

3&.;vyschogrod. Saints and Post modernism . p. 50. For the full analysis, see pp. 49-52. 

3~bid .. p. 52. 
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overcome attachment and a Nietzschean revaluation of the wellsprings of power 

contained in the body that an engaged view of saintly action and the possibility of real 

conversation with others can be developed, 

The main task of this thesis has been to illustrate the congruences between' two 

seemingly disparate systems of thought, the Madhyamika tradition of Mahayana Buddhism 

and the philosophy of Friedrich Nietzsche, On the surface, their aims seem very different in 

that Nietzsche is offering a powerful vision of understanding and subjectivity after the death 

of God, He issues a call to each individual to rejoice in this new freedom and to live life to 

the fullest by literally embodying the free-flowing interpretive process of the will to power, In 

contrast. the Madhyamika tradition develops complex "spiritual manuals· for action once 

one has reached the state of radical non-attachment where the emptiness of aU things is 

realized, Furthermore, though both systems embody deconstructive movements. their 

tactics are radically different, Nietzsche's free spirit uses tools of laughter. dance, song, the 

ploy of signs. and the elaboration of metaphOrical discourse to script a life out of the ashes 

which remain after the death of God, On the other hand. Nagarjuna develops on entire 

scheme of logic based on the tetralemma which extends the truth claims of all propositions 

to their logical conclusions and illustrates their ultimate absurdity, Through this analysis. 

everything is shown to be both empty of enduring essence and co-arising interdependently 

with all other elements in the universe, 

Yet. there are specific parallels between the doctrines of Nietzsche and the 

Madhyamikas, First of all. the will to power Is strikingly Similar to the ideo that aU things are 

interdependently constituted, Both are represented as the infinite process of creation and 

destruction that fractures reified notions of causality. the independent Ego. and universal 

truth, Both Nietzsche and the Madhyamikas wont to liberate people from their subjugation 

and attachment to metaphysical systems of thought, and they accomplish this task by 

exposing all as construction, Neither the will to power nor the interdependent co-arising 

process can be adequately described with the tools of language because they are 

deconstructive movements which empty everything of essence and permanence and are 

constantly shifting and altering their forms, The personal freedom gained through 

dismantling Truth can be seen in both the eternal return of all things and the wisdom of 

emptiness, Both escape the weight of systems which dominate and suppress in order to 
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deny the impermanent and perspectival flux; yet. it is at the final state of existence that the 

visions of Nietzsche and the Madhyamikas collide. The eternal return is an affirmation of life 

in all its joys and sufferings while the wisdom of emptiness is the overcoming of all emotional 

attachments and represents a peaceful coming to rest of name and form. To live within the 

world as emptiness and co-arising represents fundamental peace for the Madhyamlkas 

while. for Nietzsche. the one who affirms the etemal return must always be within the world of 

desire and passion. celebrating the infinite potential of life. 

The self, for both Nietzsche and the Madhyamlkas, Is understood as a unique and ever

changing matrix of forces which cannot be subjected to one timeless model of Identtty. 

This absence of core identity allows for on ethic of life to be developed which Is mo~e in 

tune with the interconnection of all beings because one is no longer trying to preserve and 

increase the power of the Ego. Nietzsche devises the figure of the Ubermensch who 

dances on the edge of the void of nihilism, defying all traditional codes of value and 

knowledge in order to enact the life of a noble creator. The Bodhisattva of the Madhyamika 

tradition also balances between two realms, the ultimate wisdom of emptiness and the 

conventional world of pain and suffering. Both operate with a life ethic of fundamental risk 

because they do not opt for the antiseptic security of a hermit's I,fe. Though the rhetoric of 

the Ubermensch sometimes suggests an attitude of self-absorption, the down-going of this 

figure can be understood as a type of saintly action aimed at liberating the creative 

potential of humanity from the confines of metaphysical knowledge and codes of morality. 

In much the same way, the Bodhisattva re-enters the world of sorrqw in order to help others 

overcome their various negative attachments. Because language Is no longer 

circumscribed within a directly referential framework, it can be molded and crafted by both 

figures into provocative heuristic devices. In addition, there is the real possibility for 

authentic encounters with others because the self is no longer plagued by the need to 

fortify and secure its boundaries against the onslaught of the world. 

In all of these close doctrinal comparisons. the problem of the goal Is encountered, for 

while Nietzsche wants to free the wellsprings of emotion and passion, the Madhyamlkas 

want to liberate people from their attachment to these powerful desires. This difference Is 

not an impasse. however, and both strains of thought are valuable in revlsionlng moral 

philosophy and ethical action. Both Nietzsche and Nagarjuna were accused of espousing 
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systems of nihilism which left life fundamentally decentered and misguided. For Nietzsche. 

the acceptance of the world as flux and the recovery of noble values. nomad thought. and 

free play will lead to the overthrow of the forces of ressentiment and the overcoming of 

nihilism. In order to transcend the void of nihilism. one must affirm the perspectival nature of 

existence and the complete interconnection of all forms of life within its infinite boundaries. 

Once the nature of the self is understood to be perspectival. it can be cultivated as a site of 

power and action in much the same way that Bodhisattvas follows a path of spiritual 

discipline to enable themselves to generate endless compassion. In order to construct a 

bridge between Nietzsche's vision and engaged ethical action, the system of two truths 

formulated by Nagarjuna can be utilized to foreground the emphasiS of the Ubermensch on 

teaching and paraenetic instruction. Both the Bodhisattva and the Ubermensch desire a 

state of radical non-attachment to metaphysical categorizations. Language, in both 

schemes, is a non-referential device used to orient followers to the conditions of existence 

and the possibility of moving beyond them. Nietzsche's language describes the condition 

of nihilism and prescribes an entrance into the field of the will to power and a celebration of 

life as shifting flux. Similarly, the path of the Bodhisattva explicates the state of the world as 

ruled by passions and sorrow and outlin.es ten stages through which one can pass to attain 

the wisdom of emptiness and dependent origination. Once this enlightened position is 

reached, the Bodhisattva can return to the world and generate infinite compassion for the 

sake of all beings. 

Nietzsche has much to add to this revisioned moral ethiC of other-regard and concrete 

action as well in the sense that his vision emphasizes the role of the body and the earth, a 

field of discourse which has been largely ignored or viewed as detrimental by philosophical 

discourses of all traditions. The body is both the site where the forces of ressentiment and 

culture are inscribed to form identity and the locus where power can be generated for 

transgression and transformation. Nietzsche is calling upon humanity to stop constructing 

afterworlds which valorize redemption through death and to begin a process of revitalizing 

the earth and the individual body. The body literally em/bodies the perspectival process 

of interpretation and fractures any attempt at totalization or synthetiC unity through its 

constant collision of forces and shifting matrix of identity. Nietzsche's bodies have 

cultivated their energies and their creative potential and are ready to r -::v an active role in 

the interpretive process of the world as text. For both Nietzsche and the Madhyamikas, the 
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self operates from a nondual vantage point and is completely aware of the matrix of 

identity as a fabric woven out of the threads of all other beings in the co-arising matrix. Yet. 

this project has attempted to illustrate that a true postmodem ethic which bridges the visions 

of Nietz~che and the Madhyamikas must operate through a physical embodiment of 

compassion beyond the confines of self-interest and preservation of the ego. Thus. by 

deconstructing all systems of knowledge and subjectivity that seek to be universal and 

permanent. both Nietzsche and Nagarjuna create a space where a saintly figure can 

emerge and generate overflowing compassion from the wellsprings of the body in order to 
.' 

liberate others from the prison of their own attachments. 
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