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I WIS H TO  BEG IN WITH THE WO R DS  of Nie tz s che 's  madman as  he  make s  his  famous  appe arance , running  into the
crowde d marke tplace  in the  brig ht morning  with his  lit lante rn in his  hand, crying  out his  proclamation of the
de ath of G od: "'Whe re  has  G od g one ? ' he  [crie s ]. 'I s hall te ll you. We  have  kille d him—you and I. We  are  all his
murde re rs .'" He  calls  out in de s pair to  the  be mus e d and indi e re nt crowd his  rhe torical que s tions :

How we re  we  able  to  drink up the  s e a?  Who g ave  us  the  s pong e  to  wipe  away the  e ntire  horiz on?
What we re  we  doing  whe n we  unchaine d the  e arth from its  s un?  Whithe r is  it moving  now?  Away from
all s uns ?  Are  we  not plung ing  continually?  Backward, s ide ward, forward, in all dire ctions ?  Is  the re
s till any up or down?  Are  we  not s traying  as  throug h an infinite  nothing ?  

The s e  words  of the  madman e xpre s s  the  abys s  of de s pair e xpe rie nce d on the  re aliz ation that G od is  de ad,
the  s tate  of de s olation which articulate s  what Nie tz s che  hims e lf unde rs tood to  be  the  cons e que nce s  of the
triumph of the  Enlig hte nme nt. But the s e  words  of de s pair s um up more  than that; the y s um up the  unde rlying
proble ms  of Nie tz s che 's  ag e , and inde e d our ag e : the  bas ic  mis trus t of all pre vious ly he ld s ys te ms  of value ;
the  collaps e  of all orde ring  principle ; and the  e ros ion of the  authority of tradition. In othe r words , re as on has
re ve ale d the  inade quacy of tradition, and has  its e lf los t the  ability to  provide  us  with [End P a g e  4 0 5 ] any
re liable  me ans  of e valuation—s ince  any s uch e valuation mus t be  bas e d on the  ve ry principle s  which are
the ms e lve s  unde r attack.

This  s tark re aliz ation of the  abs e nce  of all s e ns e  of me aning  in value s  pre vious ly he ld to  be  true  le ads  to  the
condition that Nie tz s che  calls  "nihilis m," (Latin nihil, "nothing "), the  condition that he  cons ide re d to  be  the
ce ntral proble m of Mode rnity. This  condition, Nie tz s che  be lie ve d, is  broug ht about by the  re aliz ation of
thre e  factors : firs t, the  los s  of faith in what he  calls  a "'me aning ' in all e ve nts ," a los s  which contribute s  to  an
e xpe rie nce  of aimle s s ne s s ; s e cond, the  re aliz ation that the re  is  no inhe re nt patte rn to  the  world or to
his tory that can le nd unive rs al cohe re nce ; and third, the  los s  of faith in the  e xis te nce  of a s table  world of
be ing  which can be  e valuate d according  to  s te adfas t, e nduring  principle s . The  re je ction of the s e  thre e
cate g orie s , which Nie tz s che  te rms  "aim," "unity," and "be ing ," le ads  to  an e xpe rie nce  of a world that
appe ars  "value le s s ," in othe r words , the  e xpe rie nce  of nihilis m. 

Nie tz s che , whos e  thoug ht was  cons ide re d by He ide g g e r to  be  the  "final thoug ht of We s te rn me taphys ics ," 
is  s e e n as  a he ralding  voice  of pos tmode rnis m.  In this  re s pe ct, Nie tz s che 's  "de ath of G od" can be  s e e n to
be  about the  de ath of mode rnis t philos ophical pre s uppos itions , the  de ath of the  log oce ntric  me taphys ics
of pre s e nce . But, paralle l with the  notion of cris is  that Nie tz s che 's  announce me nt of the  de ath of G od
e xpre s s e s  and the  e ns uing  critique  of "me tanarrative s " which his  thoug ht has  he lpe d to  g ive  ris e  to, 
Nie tz s che 's  de claration of cris is  can als o be  s e e n as  a s tate me nt of faith. His  inte rpre tation of the  proble ms
of our ag e , while  on the  one  hand "ne g ative ly" proclaiming  the  de ath of G od and de nying  the  pos s ibility of
s hare d me aning —or in Lyotard's  te rms  "the  cons e ns us  of a tas te  which would make  it pos s ible  to  s hare
colle ctive ly the  nos talg ia for the  unattainable " (p. 81), can, on the  othe r hand, be  vie we d in a more  "pos itive "
lig ht. The  te rm "nihilis m" its e lf, as  Nie tz s che  has  s hown us , is  ambig uous , compris ing  both the  conce pts  of
what he  te rme d "active  nihilis m" and "pas s ive  nihilis m," which involve s  a comple x inte rplay be twe e n the
dual force s  of a irmation and ne g ation (WP, p. 22).

As  the  Italian philos ophe r, G ianni Vattimo, points  out, the  mos t g e ne ral dis tinction be twe e n the s e  force s
can be  s e e n in te rms  of "s tre ng th of s pirit," whe re  nihilis m is  cons ide re d as  both "a s ig n (Zeichen) of the
s tre ng the ne d powe r...
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