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Nietzsche On Truth And Lies In A Nonmoral
Sense

Introduction: Unmasking the
Illusion of Truth

In 1873, a young, fiercely intelligent philologist
named Friedrich Nietzsche penned an essay
that  would  quietly  undermine  centuries  of
Western  philosophy.  Nietzsche  On  Truth
And  Lies  In  A  Nonmoral  Sense  is  not
merely  a  critique  of  epistemology;  it  is  a
grenade tossed into the very foundations of

how we understand language, knowledge, and
reality.  Unlike  his  later,  more  widely  read
works ,  th is  ear ly  essay—publ ished
posthumously—offers  a  raw,  unguarded
glimpse into Nietzsche’s radical thinking. He
argues  that  what  we  call  “truth”  is  not  an
objective  correspondence  to  a  mind-
independent world, but rather a mobile army
of metaphors, conventions, and illusions we
have collectively agreed to forget are illusions.
This  article  explores  the  core  arguments  of



Nietzsche’s  essay,  its  philosophical  context,
and  its  enduring  relevance  in  an  age  of
information overload and contested realities.

The Historical and Philosophical
Context

To fully appreciate Nietzsche On Truth And
Lies  In  A  Nonmoral  Sense,  one  must  first
understand the intellectual climate of the late
19th  century.  Nietzsche  was  writing  in  the
shadow of  Immanuel  Kant,  who had argued
that our experience of the world is shaped by
innate categories of the mind. But Nietzsche
goes much further. He rejects the possibility of
any “thing-in-itself” being accessible through
language. Moreover, he was deeply influenced
by the philological tradition—the study of

language  origins—and  by  the  materialist
philosophies  of  his  time.  The  essay  was
composed during his tenure as a professor of
classical philology at Basel, a period when he
was  already  diverging  from  the  scholarly
mainstream.  It  remains  one  of  the  most
startlingly  original  texts  in  the  history  of
philosophy,  a  precursor  to  postmodern
critiques  of  foundationalism.

The Human Intellect: A Tool for
Deception

Nietzsche begins the essay with a stunningly
pessimistic image: the human intellect, set in
a vast, indifferent universe, is no more than a
fleeting, deceptive instrument that aids in
self-preservation.  He compares humans to
m o s q u i t o e s  b u z z i n g  u n d e r  a
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sunbeam—equally  insignificant  and  equally
convinced  of  their  own  importance.  For
Nietzsche,  the intellect’s  primary function is
not to discover truth, but to dissimulate. We
lie, cheat, and disguise ourselves to survive,
both  as  individuals  and as  social  creatures.
This “will to deception” is not a moral failing; it
is a biological necessity. It  is only when we
enter  society  that  this  instinctive  lying  is
regulated and rebranded as “truthfulness.”

The Social Contract of Truth

Nietzsche argues that truth begins as a social
convention.  In  a  state  of  nature,  people  lie
freely to gain advantage. But as communities
form,  they  realize  that  chaos  and  mutual
suspicion  hinder  cooperation.  So  they  enter
into a pact:  “truth” will  be defined as the use

of  conventional  metaphors  that  everyone
agrees to use in the same way. To be truthful
is  to  follow  the  rules  of  this  linguistic
contract.  Breaking  it  by  using  words  in  a
novel or unpredictable way is punished as a
lie.  This  is  the moral sense of truth—the
duty to speak according to shared custom. But
Nietzsche  immediately  exposes  this  as  a
shallow, pragmatic arrangement, not a path to
any  deeper  reality.  “Truths  are  illusions  of
which  one  has  forgotten  that  they  are
illusions,”  he  writes.  This  famous  line
encapsulates the entire thrust of Nietzsche
On Truth And Lies In A Nonmoral Sense.

The Mobile Army of Metaphors

Perhaps  the  most  famous  passage  of  the



essay  is  Nietzsche’s  definition  of  truth  as  “a
mobile  army  of  metaphors,  metonyms,
and  anthropomorphisms.”  By  this,  he
means that our language—and therefore our
knowledge—is  built  on  layers  of  figurative
transference.  A  nerve  stimulus  is  first
translated into an image (a metaphor), then
the image is given a sound (a word), and then
that  word  is  fixed  and  used  repeatedly  until
we forget its metaphorical origin. For example,
the  word  “sick”  originally  referred  to  a
physical  bodily  state,  but  we  now  apply  it
metaphorically to the economy, a joke, or a
relationship.  Eventually,  these  metaphors
become hardened into concepts,  and we
treat them as literal truths. Nietzsche’s point
is radical: there is no direct line from the world
to our words. Every perception is an artistic
simplification,  a  creative  act  of  imposing

form  on  formless  stimulus.  We  are  not
discovering  truth;  we  are  aesthetically
constructing  a  manageable  reality.

The Nonmoral Sense: Beyond Good
and Evil

The phrase “in a nonmoral sense” is crucial.
Nietzsche is not arguing that lies are morally
acceptable or that truth is evil. Rather, he is
stepping  outside  the  framework  of  morality
altogether.  He  asks:  if  truth  is  a  human
invention  driven  by  survival  and  social
convenience, then why should we revere it?
The “moral impulse” to seek truth for its own
sake is itself a product of the same deceptive
intellect. In the nonmoral sense, both lying
and truth-telling are simply different strategies
of the same basic drive: the need to impose
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order on chaos. The rational man, who obeys
the  social  contract  and  speaks  in  fixed
concepts,  is  not  closer  to  reality  than  the
intuitive man, who plays with metaphors and
creates art.  Indeed, Nietzsche suggests that
the intuitive man  is more honest, because
he admits his illusions are illusions, while the
rational man lives in a state of self-deception,
mistaking his abstract categories for ultimate
truths.

Implications for Epistemology
and Postmodern Thought

The consequences of  Nietzsche’s  arguments
are  enormous.  If  language is  fundamentally
metaphorical,  then  objective,  neutral
descript ion  is  impossible .  Every

philosopher, scientist, or journalist is already
shaping  reality  through  the  words  they
choose. This insight paved the way for later
thinkers like Michel Foucault,  who examined
how  power  structures  create  “regimes  of
t ruth,”  and  Jacques  Derr ida,  whose
deconstruction  sought  to  expose  the
metaphorical roots of all texts. Nietzsche On
Truth And Lies In A Nonmoral Sense  is
often  cited  as  a  foundational  text  for
postmodern  relativism,  though  Nietzsche
himself  was  not  a  relativist  in  the  simple
sense.  He  believed  some  metaphors  were
more life-affirming than others, but he denied
any absolute measure of correspondence to a
world outside language.



Relevance in the Age of Post-Truth

In an era of fake news, alternative facts, and
viral  misinformation,  Nietzsche’s  essay  feels
eerily  prescient.  Critics  of  “post-truth” often
mourn the loss of a shared factual reality. But
Nietzsche  would  likely  argue  that  such  a
reality never existed—at least not in the way
we  imagine.  The  controversy  over  “truth”
today  is  not  a  battle  between  rational
evidence  and  emotional  lies;  it  is  a  clash
between  competing  metaphorical
frameworks.  Social  media  amplifies  this  by
allowing  different  communities  to  build  their
own  linguistic  contracts,  each  with  its  own
sacred metaphors. Understanding Nietzsche’s
diagnosis  does  not  mean  abandoning  the
pursuit of accuracy or integrity. Rather, it calls
for  a  more  humble,  self-aware  approach  to

knowledge—one  that  acknowledges  the
creative,  artistic  origin  of  all  our  truths.

Truth as social convention: language
dictates what is considered real.
Truth as metaphor: every abstract
concept has a sensory origin we have
forgotten.
Truth as power: the ability to enforce
one’s metaphors onto others.
Truth as aesthetic: the drive to create
order is an artistic impulse, not a logical
one.

Criticisms and
Counterarguments

Of  course,  Nietzsche’s  essay  has  i ts



Nietzsche On Truth And Lies In A Nonmoral Sense

Downloaded from ges.cursor.cl by Blackburn & Barker • Explore the unseen. • Page 7

detractors.  Some  argue  that  his  radical
skepticism is self-defeating: if all truth claims
are  illusions,  then  the  claim  “truth  is  an
illusion”  is  also  an  illusion.  Nietzsche  was
aware of  this  paradox and embraced it;  he
once wrote that even his own doctrines are to
be overcome. Others object that some truths
are not simply metaphorical—for instance, the
fact that water boils at 100 degrees Celsius at
sea level is  a repeatable observation, not a
poetic  fancy.  But  Nietzsche  might  respond
that  even  scientific  laws  are  humanly
constructed  metaphors  that  we  have
chosen to  treat  as  truths because they are
useful.  The “truth”  of  science works,  but  it
does not reveal being-in-itself. This debate
continues  to  animate  philosophy  of  science
and critical theory.

Conclusion: The Enduring
Challenge of Nietzsche’s
Thought

Nietzsche  On  Truth  And  Lies  In  A
Nonmoral Sense remains a vital, unsettling
text. It pushes us to question the very tools we
use  to  think  and  communicate.  While  we
cannot  live  without  social  conventions  of
truth—few of us want to live in a world where
no  one  means  what  they  say—Nietzsche
warns us not to mistake these conventions for
cosmic realities. The essay is an invitation to
become  more  conscious  of  our  own
metaphorical  creativity,  to  embrace  the
playfulness and risk of language, and to resist
the  temptation  to  dogmatize  our  own



perspectives. In a time when debates about
truth  are  more  polar ized  than  ever,
Nietzsche’s  perspective  offers  a  nuanced
middle  path:  we  can  commit  to  rigorous
inquiry  without  pretending  that  our  words
capture  the  universe  exactly  as  it  is.

Ultimately,  he  reminds  us  that  the  human
condition  is  not  to  know  the  truth,  but  to
create meaning from the raw chaos of
existence—and to have the courage to admit
that we are doing so.


