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Facts are stupid (Nietzsche) 
 The problem of bêtise in philosophy

1. Let us imagine a university professor of philosophy who, during his opening lesson, turns to his  

students and asks if any of them have brought the textbook adopted for that particular course. The 

students, who are particularly zealous students, pull out the textbooks from their bags; the professor 

reads out the first sentence, and comments: “stupid nonsense” (we may perhaps imagine him using 

a more colourful expression); he then invites his class to tear out the first page from the book and 

throw it away. 

  Most readers have probably detected that my musings are prompted by a famous scene in Peter 

Weir’s 1989 film Dead Poets Society. In my example, the analogy regards the fact that the professor 

(just like Mr Keating) is forced to use a textbook he hasn’t chosen himself; the difference consists in 

the type of textbook, which in my example is not a literature textbook but a philosophy textbook. So  

what exactly is the statement that the protagonist in my example considers to be “stupid nonsense”? 

It is a thesis which the analytic philosopher Willard O. Quine first put forward in a 1948 essay, and 

then re-examined in a book published in 1953: “ A curious thing about the ontological problem is its 

simplicity. It can be put in three Anglo-Saxon monosyllables: ‘What is there ?’ ”.1

   

2 Why, exactly, is this statement stupid? And, even admitting that it is, how is it possible that it 

continues to garner so much support? To select just one quote from a recent text: “Metaphysics and 

ontology, if carefully examined, centre around one simple question: what exists?”.2 Moreover, even 

if we admit that this thesis is false, or at the very least reductive to an extreme that we find difficult  

to accept, why express such a contemptuous judgement? Stupid is quite a strong insult. Or perhaps 

not; perhaps, on the contrary, it is the only term suitable to signify, adequately and indeed precisely, 

a  deformation  of  thought  –  in  particular,  of  philosophical  thought.  The  problem  of  bêtise in 

philosophy was introduced by Nietzsche, whose views on the subject have since rendered it an 

unavoidable issue. Some readers may, however, raise the following objection: is it legitimate, is it 

not indeed arrogant  to deploy a notion that loftily challenges the possibilities of definition and 

which may be conceded in  the case  of  a  truly great  philosopher  such as  Nietzsche but  not  of 

1 See W. V.O. Quine, From a Logical Point of View, Harvard U.P, 1953. 
2 See the chapter “Metafisica e ontologia (o dell’inizio), in La filosofia contemporanea (ed. by T. Andina), and with a 
Preface by M. Ferraris, Carocci, Roma 2013, p. 25. To be precise, the paragraph I have quoted was written by Andrea 
Borghini. 
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someone who is only a university professor (who, moreover, teaches a subject different from his 

own specific  field  of  competence).  This  is  a  reasonable  objection  and one  that  deserves  to  be 

answered: firstly, I wish to state that my intention here is to take up and develop the problem posed 

by Nietzsche; I am not guided by any form of delusional identification; my objective is simply to 

clarify  statements  whose  meaning  and  importance  do  not  appear  to  have  been  sufficiently 

understood; secondly, a peripheral position (peripheral from an institutional point of view) might 

favour the enunciation of truth – and render more straightforward calling things by their real name. 

All I ask of the reader is to bear in mind the extreme simplification I am forced here to adopt, both  

for reasons of space, and because I hope to make myself understood as clearly and as widely as 

possible.3

   Facts are stupid: this much Nietzsche states in the second of his Untimely Meditations (1874). As 

with many other aphorisms, his thesis requires, in fact demands, interpretation. It should be obvious 

that a fact is not “stupid” in the same way that an object is yellow, or heavy or round, etc. Therefore,  

“stupid” is not the property of a fact, but the characteristic of a point of view; in other words, 

Nietzsche’s  thesis  may  be  reformulated  thus:  there  is  an  ontological  bêtise,  there  exists  an 

ontological stupidity.  

  What exactly Nietzsche thought this ontology was, is clarified in another famous aphorism, “There 

are no facts, only interpretations”, a fragment which, I believe, cannot be adequately discussed or 

understood if  not on the basis  of the second  Untimely Meditation.  In any case,  what Nietzsche 

believed to be stupid ontology was Positivism, in all its variants (including, that is, all forms of  

realism). But why is Positivism stupid? 

    We can undertand this only if we accept some crucial steps forward, and develop a perspective  

that is not sufficiently explicit in the authors I have taken as my authorities.

3. The first two steps took place in 1927, in Being and Time, paragraph 7 of which contains the most 

important philosophical statement of the XXth century: “Higher than actuality (Wirklichkeit) stands 

possibility”.4 Ontology, in other terms, must concern itself not only with that which is, but also with 

that which is  possible  – in fact,  it  should accord pride of position to  possibility rather than to 

actuality. This first  step, however, cannot be fully understood without the aid of a second step, 

which is made explicit only in paragraph 31. If we considered only paragraph 7, we should be 

forced to heed the – partly justifiable – protests of the analytic philosopher, that is of the positivist  

of today: how can we ignore the developments of modal logic and those of the theory of possible 

3 For the issues here discussed I refer the reader to G. Bottiroli, La ragione flessibile. Modi d’essere e stili di pensiero, 
Bollati Boringhieri, Torino 2013.
4 M. Heidegger, Being and Time (1927), translated by J. Stambaugh, State University of New York,  1996 (p. 34).
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worlds,  which have taken place over the last  decades? How can we negate that possibility  has 

received a growing degree of attention, not in Quine, but in the work of many scholars to whom the 

same fallacy may be attributed? 

   It is in fact completely untrue that the theory of possible worlds has overturned, or even modified, 

the primacy of actuality over possibility: this may be easily verified by considering the examples 

that monopolise the attention of these scholars: “Tomorrow it may rain in Milan”, “Hillary Clinton 

may win the next elections for the United States Presidency”, etc. There is no doubt that what are 

being  discussed  here  are  exclusively  actual  possibilities,  possibilities,  that  is,  that  are  modally 

subordinated to actuality.

   It is neither easy nor simple – for ontology, especially in its first moves, is not simple, as testified 

by Quine’s bêtise – to explain exactly what Heidegger does in paragraph 31, but perhaps the best 

way to present the question is as follows: conflict is introduced into possibility. This does not mean, 

for  example,  imagining a possible  world in  which Antigone allows herself  to be  persuaded by 

Ismene to desist from challenging Creon, but to envisage a conflict of possibilities which we shall, 

for the time being, call “existential”, and which regard the identity of each of the girls in Sophocles’ 

play. What we become most passionate about in this work is establishing whether Antigone has 

been capable of interpreting her most authentic (or her highest, if we prefer) possibility: if, as Lacan 

wondered, she remained faithful to her desire. It is indeed an extremely complex issue, as is proved 

by a series of highly influential interpretations, the most famous of which is perhaps Hegel’s.

   I  have used a  very well-known example,  but many others could easily be added: if  there is 

something that defines literature, it is its implicit subscription to Heidegger’s formula, “higher than 

actuality stands possibility”, which we must understand not only as the construction of possible 

worlds, but as interpretations of possibilities.  Naturally, each writer creates a world; this is just as 

true as the fact that my identity is properly defined by the (factual) characteristics indicated in my 

ID. But it would be bête to believe that my identity, just like that of any human being, is defined 

principally by characteristics of this type, or that it could be reducible to a list, even a very long list,  

of properties. The entity which we ourselves are, is not, to quote Heidegger, an entity that consists 

of properties (if not, obviously, in part). Nor is this true of any character in the history of literature 

that has been judged worthy of analysis and interpretation.

4. What is missing from Nietzsche’s and Heidegger’s intuitions and forms of elaboration? Well,  

actually  something  essential:  they  lack  the  elaboration  of  a  logic,  they  lack,  that  is,  logical 

pluralism. “There is no ONE logic, only styles of thinking”: this is the best interpretation of “there 

are no facts, only interpretations”. It is for us to build and develop that logic which Nietzsche and 
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other thinkers use implicitly. When he states that “But are we allowed to tamper with the rule of 

logic?”, Heidegger places inverted commas around the word ‘logic’,5 to counter the fallacious belief 

that there exists only one style of logic (which is shared by Aristotle and Frege, classical logic, that 

is, and its possible variants). What is rejected and broken in the thought of philosophers such as 

Heraclitus, Hegel and Heidegger, is the alliance between logic and rigidity. Without negating the 

partial legitimacy of rigid thinking, these thinkers deployed a flexible logic: nevertheless, they never 

managed to describe its principles and the ways in which it works. 

     I will here describe only one of these principles, in fact the most important one, which is the 

principle of non-coincidence.  This states that identity is not necessarily the relationship that an 

entity has exclusively with itself (this is identity in the mode of coincidence), but it can manifest  

itself as the constitutive relationship between two identities. Once more, it is literature that reveals 

in its most famous forms the essential aspect of this principle, both when it is expressed in the first 

person (“I am Heathcliff”), and when it is to be inferred from the narration itself; Emma Bovary, for 

example, identifies with Romantic heroines, and it is this relationship that constitutes her identity. 

The  principle  of  non-coincidence thus  affirms itself  in  every  complex (that  is,  non-ephemeral) 

process of identification.  

5. It is only from this perspective that we may forge a theory of interpretation suitable for our times. 

The following, I would state again, are its principle traits: (a) a fully modalised ontology; and (b) a  

theory of the different styles of thought, and therefore of logical pluralism. 

   If we fail to pursue this line of research, all we are left with is the old hermeneutics (Gadamer,  

Ricoeur),  a  tool,  certainly  of  no  negligible  importance,  but  nevertheless  significantly  limited; 

alternatively,  we  are  left  with  interpretation  as  it  has  been  theorised  and  practised  by 

postmodernism, that is, with a conceptually sterile version of relativism, against which even the 

stupidest of positivists may move reasonable objections. I hope to have shown, albeit briefly, that 

interpretation is not merely an injection of sense, a doxastic subjectivity, but rather the analysis of 

entities (be they real or fictional), which are flexible by definition. This is not, however, an ontic 

flexibility (which we find increasingly widespread, and emphasised in advertising – see mortgage 

rates ads for example), but an ontological flexibility, that is, non-coincidence with oneself. 

   Logico-ontological bêtise is the negation of this principle. 

5 M. Heidegger, What is Metaphysics? (1929) in Pathmarks, edited by W. McNeill, Cambridge U. P., 1998, p. 85.


