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Nietzsche’s Eternal Recurrence Revisited, Again 
 

By Brent Ritzel  [Brent@siu.edu] 
 

 This paper develops Nietzsche's notion of the eternal recurrence of the same as 

depending upon his understanding of the nature or character of existence as becoming, as 

a '"chaos" that lacks "order" and "form."  Existence is thus a fluid movement, a process as 

opposed to a content, which is a constant flux yet is always the same in the sense that its 

content is to be reconstructed ever anew according to the playful creation of 

experimentalism. This is in contrast to the traditional view of existence as a world that 

possesses a ready-made order that is handed down to one from beyond, a world 

composed of static entities that is progressing forward towards some ultimate purpose 

that remains elusive. This paper argues that overcoming this traditional perspective 

involves getting past the nausea one experiences in a world without an ultimate goal or 

purpose, while also getting past the nausea that is produced by one's return to average 

everydayness after having experienced the fundamental character of existence as 

becoming, which is achieved by the ecstatic affirmation of existence through Dionysian 

redemption. The combination of the deconstruction and reconstruction of the world, 

which according to Nietzsche necessarily accompany each other, can be viewed in classic 

Nietzschean terms as the often opposed aspects the Dionysian and the Apollinian 

working in league together to create a new world grounded in its total character as 

understood by the eternal return of the same, a world that possesses a plethora of meaning 

and purpose in the absence of an ultimate aim and an other-worldly transcendent realm. 

 Nietzsche's notion of the eternal recurrence or the eternal return of the same has 

proven to remain quite elusive in the writings of those who have attempted to uncover 

perhaps Nietzsche's most mysterious conception.  Various scholarly interpretations have 

been presented, many of which claim to make transparent precisely what it is that 
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Nietzsche is getting at.  An all too common rendering of Nietzsche's notion of the eternal 

return is the literal interpretation in which it is understood as a "cosmological hypothesis" 

(Nehamas, 1985, p. 142) concerning the workings of the universe. As Alexander 

Nehamas discusses in his book Nietzsche:  Life As Literature, such an interpretation 

posits that Nietzsche formulates the eternal recurrence as holding "that everything that 

has already happened in the universe, and everything that is happening at this very 

moment, and everything that will happen in the future, has already happened and will 

happen again, preceded and followed by exactly the same events in exactly the same 

order, an infinite number of times" (Nehamas, 1985, p. 142). Indeed there is some textual 

evidence for such a reading, especially when one takes into consideration Nietzsche's 

considerable notes that were published by his sister as The Will to Power, but as Nehamas 

demonstrates, the evidence supporting such a view is "far from telling" (ibid.).   In fact, 

Nietzsche appears to argue against such a possibility in one of his non-posthumously 

published works, The Gay Science:  
 
... there neither are nor can be actions that are the same;  that every action 
that has ever been done was done in an altogether unique and 
irretrievable way, and that this will be equally true of every future 
action;  that all regulations about actions relate only to their coarse 
exterior (even the most inward and subtle regulations of all moralities so 
far); that these regulations may lead to some semblance of sameness, but 
really only to some semblance.          (GS, 335, emphasis added) 

Surely in discussing the eternal recurrence Nietzsche is not merely contemplating the 

eternal return of semblances, and clearly actions are events in the universe and thus 

would have to, according to the literal cosmological argument, recur exactly the same.  

Thus, instead of pursuing such a grandiose and borderline absurd reading of Nietzsche, 

one would do much better to sift through all the subtleties of Nietzsche's texts and 

formulate a more useful reading of his conception of the eternal recurrence. 
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 Throughout Nietzsche's writings one can view the presentation of existence1 as a 

fluid process, a non-static movement. This is in direct contrast to that which is posited by 

the philosophical tradition to which Nietzsche is reacting: we live in a highly structured 

and static world of 'being' that can be tied down and made transparent; made immediately 

present to us such that we can know it with certainty; a world which is progressing 

towards some ultimate goal or end that we can attempt to bring to light but which shall 

always remain just out of our grasp. According to this view, if the world fails to have any 

such ultimate purpose, existence would be rendered meaningless, as we would have 

nothing eternal upon which to ground our being. In contrast to this, in positing the eternal 

recurrence as the fundamental principle governing our universe, Nietzsche is claiming 

that even though the universe is in a constant state of flux, such that it is a process of 

becoming rather than simply being static things2, and even though the universe is not 

becoming or progressing towards some ultimate end or purpose, one still can affirm 

existence without assuming a fatalistic perspective. Before this is explored, however, 

Nietzsche's notion of the eternal return of the same must be further unpacked. 

                                                
1 Nietzsche indeed appears to conflate the notions of "existence," "the world," "the 
universe," and "life" throughout his texts, however this is an issue that is beyond the 
scope of this paper.  Therefore, the terms will be used interchangeably with every attempt 
being made to stay true to Neitzsche's texts by remaining with the given term as 
expressed in a given context.   
 
2  What we appear to have here is Neitzsche's ontology in the form of existence not being 
a what but rather a how, that what fundamentally is as the underlying ground of the 
universe is a process and not any specific content.  This fundamental ontology of 
Nietzsche's, which appears as a dangerous move, can be understood as his way of stating 
that the nature of universe is to have no nature, except of course to be fundamentally in 
the state of becoming or "chaos."   This ambivalence is indicative of attempting to say 
something about that which nothing can be said, for as human beings must order and 
arrange the chaos in order to describe it, nothing can actually be stated concerning how it 
actually is.  Some will argue that becoming itself can never be experienced as such, and 
thus in a certain sense human's bear no relation to it except in terms of the projections 
that they use it structure it. 
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 Nietzsche's conception of the eternal recurrence is essentially linked with what he 

refers to as "becoming" or "development" (WP, 1058), the notion that existence is not 

static or fixed, not merely "being" (WP, 1062), but rather that life is a movement, 

"everything becomes and recurs eternally" (WP, 1058).  Recurrent in this context must be 

understood then as being opposed to fixed, unchanging.  For Nietzsche if the world "were 

in any way capable of a pausing and becoming fixed," if even for just a moment the flow 

of existence halted, "then all becoming would long since have come to an end, along with 

all thinking..." (WP, 1062).  This is of course not to deny our experience of fixed and 

stable entities, but such things, as shall be explored below, are the result of our own 

projection onto the world and thus, in a very distinct sense, are not a part of the world in 

that they do not compose the character of existence as becoming. The world, according 

to Nietzsche and contrary to tradition, is fundamentally a movement or a flux and "has 

always happened thus," (WP, 545) and it shall continue to recur thus, such that "escape is 

impossible" from the reality that everything becomes and recurs eternally.   In this sense 

there is no progress, the movement of existence will simply "continue as it is now 

indefinitely" (Nehamas, 1985, p. 145), intending towards nothing at all.  As a result of 

this "... the world has no goal, no final state, and is incapable of being" (WP, 1062).  In 

this sense the universe has no ultimate aim, it just becomes eternally, always in flux, with 

nothing being permanent.   As Nietzsche comments in Thus Spoke Zarathrustra:  "It is of 

time and becoming that the best parables should speak:  let them be a praise and a 

justification of all impermanence" (Z, II, 2).   It is the eternal return of the same that 

embodies and is embodied by "the beautiful chaos of existence"  (GS, 277), only for 

some it is not quite so beautiful.  In fact the consequences of such a conception can be 

quite terrifying.   For some what this principle of the eternal recurrence serves to do is to 

tear one's world apart as one understands it, such that all that one is left with is what 

Nietzsche refers to as the thought of the eternal return of the same "in its most terrible 
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form:  existence as it is, without meaning or aim, yet recurring inevitably without any 

finale of nothingness..." (WP, 55). 

 Indeed the consequences of such a notion, the eternal recurrence, if it is indeed 

true, are seemingly disastrous. As what Nietzsche himself refers to as "the most abysmal 

thought" and the "hardest idea," the eternal recurrence throws apart one's ready-made and 

handed down world, stands one's world it on its head, consequences that have the 

tendency to invoke in one a reaction of "despair" and "nausea."  Once again, as Nietzsche 

himself admits: "Duration 'in vain,' without end or aim, is the most paralyzing idea..." 

(WP, 55).  But of course it need not necessarily be this way, as one does not necessarily 

have to assume such a fatalistic view towards the notion of the eternal recurrence, even 

though this is of course the tendency. According to Nietzsche, even though people come 

to understand that there is no eternal meaning or purpose to the world, they fatalistically 

come to focus on the absence of ready-made meaning such that this very meaninglessness 

is transformed into the ultimate goal or intention of the universe.  As Nietzsche states, 

"the old habit ... of associating a goal with every event and a guiding, creative God with 

the world, is so powerful that it requires an effort for a thinker not to fall into thinking of 

the very aimlessness of the world as intended" (WP, 1062).    

 Further, according to Nietzsche, along with holding a fatalistic perspective 

towards the universe, people have a tendency to fight against the character of the world as 

becoming and the eternal recurrence of the same and they become enveloped in the spirit 

of revenge. This spirit of revenge, as Nietzsche discusses in Thus Spoke Zarathrustra, is 

the revenge against time, against becoming, the drive to want to overcome passing and 

hold onto the fixed, the permanent. As Nietzsche clarifies, revenge precisely is "the will's 

ill will against time and its 'it was'" (Z, II, 20), basically the will's inability or lack of 

desire to deal with change. Embracing the eternal recurrence as the fundamental character 

of the world, overcoming this spirit of revenge, yields what Nietzsche refers to as "the 

bridge to the highest hope..." (Z, II, 7). Thus one need not behold life from such a 
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fatalistic perspective, one need no longer attempt to overcome the movement and passage 

of life and time, one need "no longer to bury one's head in the sand of heavenly things, 

but to bear it freely, an earthly head, which creates for the earth" (Z, I, 3).  The answer is 

to be found right in front of oneself, not in some unthinkable realm of ultimate purposes, 

not in any unreachable afterworld inhabited by god(s), for as Zarathrustra encourages:  

"Listen rather, my brothers, to the voice of the healthy body: [...] and it speaks of the 

meaning of the earth." (Z, I, 3).    

 According to Walter Kaufman in a footnote to Nietzsche's The Gay Science, the 

Dionysian perspective is precisely that which allows one to experience "the absence of all 

purpose and meaning" (in the eternal and other-worldly sense) as "liberating and 

delightful" (GS, 310f).  This Dionysian experience, which Nietzsche develops throughout 

his writings but which receives special attention and development in his The Birth of 

Tragedy, embodies the embracing of becoming and the eternal return of the same, 

precisely that which leads one to overcome fatalism and the revenge against passing.  Of 

course, such a move is neither obvious nor easy: "Saying Yes to life in its strangest and 

hardest problems [...] - that is what I called Dionysian [...] to realize in oneself the eternal 

joy of becoming" (EH, "The Birth of Tragedy," 3). Thus accompanying the Dionysian 

attitude is a distinct affirmation of life and every changing flux that both underlies and is 

a part of it, a saying Yes to the world and its total character despite of all the horrors and 

suffering. This is the type of affirmation embodied by Zarathustra in his "tremendous, 

unbounded saying Yes and Amen" (Z, III, 16).  One can thus view a link between the 

Dionysian perspective and the authentic experience of the flux and movement of life in 

the unconditional affirmation of the world:  "... blessing itself as that which must return 

eternally, as a becoming that knows no satiety, no disgust, no weariness:  this, my 

Dionysian world..." (WP, 1067).  This overcoming, this redemption as Nietzsche calls it, 

can be viewed as lying within an affirmation for the way that things are, is so far as the 

way that things are is becoming. In this sense the "Dionysian affirmation of the world as 
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it is [...] wants the eternal circulation: [...] the same logic and illogic of entanglements" 

(WP, 1041). From the Dionysian perspective one would have the attitude that whatever 

happens happens and will happen, over and over again, which is precisely embracing 

existence as a process of becoming. With this in mind it can be easily seen how grounded 

within this Dionysian relationship to existence is the notion of amor fati, the love of fate.  

In fact, Nietzsche finds amor fati to be his formula for "stand[ing] in a Dionysian 

relationship to existence," which is also, not surprisingly, what he views to be "the 

highest state a philosopher can attain" (WP, 1041). Further, it is precisely within 

Nietzsche's discussion of the Dionysian that one perhaps gets the clearest rendering of his 

notion of the eternal recurrence:  "the total character of life as that which remains the 

same, just as powerful, just as blissful, through all change..." (WP, 55). When this notion 

receives an "ecstatic affirmation," according to Nietzsche, one has arrived at the very 

meaning of 'Dionysian' (ibid.). 

 Dionysian redemption, which lies in the affirmation of existence as becoming and 

the overcoming of the previous static mode of viewing existence, also involves the notion 

of embracing the totality and putting aside separation. As Nietzsche discusses, the 

Dionysian overcoming holds the "faith that only what is separate and individual may be 

rejected, that in the totality everything is redeemed and affirmed" (TWI, "Expeditions of 

an Untimely Man," 49). In embracing the totality, in "the destruction of the principium 

individuationis" (BT, Sec. 2, p. 40), one comes to also embrace impermanence and 

change, forging a new relationship to the life world.  But what happens when this 

Dionysian experience - this ecstatic affirmation of the movement of existence as so 

clearly demonstrated through the eternal return of the same - leaves one, and one re-

enters the old familiar world of everyday mundane reality in which one loses touch with 

the becoming, passing, movement, totality, etc., of the world and existence? According to 

Nietzsche when this transpires one's experience is similar to that when realizes that there 

are in fact no fixed ends, no ultimate purpose:  that of nausea (BT, Sec. 7, pp. 59-60).  
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Does this mean that one is simply back where one started, in a world devoid of meaning 

and purpose?  No, precisely because one acquires an authentic understanding of the 

nature of the world as movement and flow through the Dionysian redemption, there is no 

turning back into naiveté. As Nietzsche so poignantly states:  "Conscious of the truth he 

has once seen, man now sees everywhere only the horror or absurdity of existence" (BT, 

Sec. 7, p. 60).  But once again, one must not fall into this nihilistic trap, rather, in light of 

one's understanding of the character of the world that serves to destroy one's previous 

reality, one must create and reconstruct the world anew. 

 It is interesting that Nietzsche posits art as that which "knows how to turn these 

nauseous thoughts about the horror or absurdity of existence into notions with which one 

can live" (ibid.).  This is because art carries with it the dual connotations of both creation 

and play.   Indeed if one is to overcome the nausea there needs to be a reconstruction or 

active recreation of one's world, which can go far as to include "the revaluation of all 

values" (WP, 1059). Embodied within this reconstruction is a distinct pais paizon, the 

playfulness of the child, which involves "innocence and forgetting, a new beginning" (Z, 

I, 1).  This is precisely the third analogy of metamorphosis that Zarathustra discusses, but 

it need not be taken strictly as analogical, as this playful dimension of "the game of 

creation" should be taken quite literally.  It is no accident that Nietzsche chooses the child 

to represent the third stage precisely because it serves to bring out the character of this 

transformation as both a new beginning and a playful exploration. However, it must be 

understood that through this playful act of creation the individual "who had been lost to 

the world" does not simply carry on aimlessly, as the notion of play in this context needs 

to be understood as the only "way of associating with great tasks" (EH, "Why I Am So 

Clever," Sec. 10), such that one is led specifically to conquer one's own world and create 

it anew (Z, I, 1). In The Birth of Tragedy Nietzsche refers to this playful creation as 

imagination, and it is only through imagination that one can transform one's horrible and 

absurd existence into a world that is structured and coherent. This responsibility for 
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creating and structuring the world is not a responsibility that one should shy away from, 

rather it is a matter that one should take pride in (WP, 1059); that one has an active role 

in reconstructing one's world that is absolutely not a "world before which [one] can 

kneel" (Z, II, 12) but rather is a world of one's own playful creation. 

 Such a tendency or rather drive towards a restructuring of one's world out of the 

chaotic ruins of Dionysian overcoming does not simply come from nowhere, rather it is 

embodied precisely within the Dionysian experience as the second moment of the eternal 

recurrence.   Nietzsche discusses this twofold nature of the Dionysian experience as in 

fact embodying elements of both the entropy of the Dionysian and the structure and 

order of the Apollinian: "...my Dionysian world of the eternally self-creating, the 

eternally self-destroyed, this mystery world of the twofold voluptuous delight" (WP, 

1067).  The Dionysian overcoming involves the total affirmation of the character of 

existence (becoming) through all change.  In this sense the character of existence or life 

remains the same, in that it is always in the process of becoming.  Becoming is our fate, 

and to love fate is to love becoming, to embrace the fact that there is no end goal or final 

purpose but that everything is a process eternally in constant flux.  Insofar as the world as 

it is, which according to Nietzsche is experienced through the Dionysian redemption, is 

fundamentally chaotic, it is lacking in "order, arrangement, [and] form" (GS, 109) and 

therefore must be reconstructed. Tragedy, as discussed in The Birth of Tragedy, precisely 

serves to get one in touch with this process by tearing down one's ordinary conceptions 

concerning what is, showing one precisely what these conceptions are and how they arise 

through one's own decisions (imagination, playful creation, deconstruction and 

reconstruction), and how they provide one with the means for the appropriate 

management of human affairs and thus make life livable. 

 In reconstructing the world it is important not to create a transcendent 

metaphysical realm beyond experience and beyond that which can actually be thought.  

What is essential for Nietzsche in this reconstruction is "that everything be changed into 
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what is thinkable for man, feelable for man" (Z, II, 2). What Nietzsche suggests is that 

one embraces a distinct form of "experimentalism" (WP, 1060), that one "think through 

[one's] own senses" to the consequences of one's construction.  In this sense there is not 

the feared fatalistic aimlessness nor haphazardness, as the playful creation of 

experimentalism leads to purposeful results without positing overarching ultimate goals. 

Indeed one can experimentally consider such life-denying absolutes, as Nietzsche 

elucidates:  "Such an experimental philosophy as I live anticipates experimentally even 

the possibilities of the most fundamental nihilism" (WP, 1041). But as Nietzsche further 

remarks such an experimental philosophy (at least from his agenda) "wants rather to cross 

over to the opposite of this - to a Dionysian affirmation of the world as it is..." (ibid.)  In 

this lies the answer to Nietzsche's question "Can we remove the idea of [an ultimate] goal 

from the process and then affirm the process in spite of this?" The answer is an emphatic 

yes, as long as one transforms one's conception of goal into something that is mutable, 

changeable, always open to revision, to bring the notion of goal down from the 

ontological level as in some ultimate purpose to existence to the everyday notion of this 

is what is to be worked towards, an end-in-view. Goals in this playful creation become 

temporary aims, ends that are ever reconstituting themselves according to where one is 

guided through experimentation and imagination (i.e., "I'll try this and see if it leads me 

to a useful place").  Nietzsche states that the process lacking ultimate ends can be 

affirmed "if something were attained at every moment within this process - and always 

the same" (WP, 55).   What is attained are temporary questions, goals, and answers, 

which just as quickly as they are created are transformed once again through 

experimentation in light of the more effective management of human affairs, a game that 

is always changing (in content) yet always the same (in process). 

 What one discovers at the end of this path, a path which is the playing out of and 

the overcoming of the consequences of one's understanding of the nature of existence as 

becoming (that embodies the two moments of the eternal return of the same), is a realm 
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where the Dionysian and Apollonian meet. Such a coming together, as discussed by 

Nietzsche in The Birth of Tragedy in the context of the Greek tragedy as a "magic 

transformation" which serves as the "presupposition of all dramatic art" (BT, Sec. 8, p. 

64), can be viewed here to lie in the playful creation of a new world that embodies both 

the Dionysian redemptive insight that allows one to deconstruct one's previous, and for 

Nietzsche simply false and illusory, understanding of the world, and the Apollonian 

reconstructive and reordering tendency, here appropriately applied to the constant change 

and movement of life as an ever-restructuring experimentalism. As Nietzsche sums up,  

"All that exists is just and unjust and equally justified in both" (BT, Sec. 9, p. 72) the 

Dionysian and Apollonian, two moments which are often constructed as being distinct 

yet which must be understood as being complimentary in a very essential way, in finding 

a home together in Nietzsche's understanding of the eternal recurrence of the same.  "This 

is your world!" (Ibid.). 
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