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The Will to Power and the Evolution of Morality
Nevitt Dean Reesor, Ph.D.
The University of Texas at Austin, 2008

Supervisor: T. K. Seung

Against the prevalent psychological interpretation of the will to power, I textually
substantiate the claim that Nietzsche sees it as a cosmological principle driving both
biological and cultural evolution. I deploy this strong view in securing the coherence of
On the Genealogy of Morals, long regarded as a hopelessly disjointed work. I show that
for Nietzsche the historical development of values reflects the constructive activity of the
will to power as it transforms the human species into a more powerful social organism.
On my view, the Three Essays comprising the Genealogy address three different
historical periods during the evolution of morality; I treat them in chronological order.
The Second Essay presents Nietzsche’s speculative account of the earliest stages of this
process. He identifies several basic features of human nature and details how they
evolved along with certain prehistoric social institutions. In the First Essay Nietzsche
explains how religious leaders in the ancient world effected a value reversal in morality:
they redefined the “good” of the noble ruling class as “evil” and created a new standard
of good based on the needs and desires of the underclass. I argue that Nietzsche’s
explanation can be understood fully only by taking into consideration the features of
human nature which evolved during the prehistoric era described in the Second Essay.
Finally, the Third Essay reveals the ramifications for contemporary Western culture of
this evolutionary process and the subsequent transformation of values.
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Introduction
Nietzsche’s Genealogy of Morals and the Will to Power

The opposition between “noble morality” and “Christian morality” was first explained in my Genealogy of Morals: perhaps there is no more decisive turning
point in the history of our understanding of religion and morality. This book, my
touchstone for what belongs to me, has the good fortune of being accessible only
to the most high-minded and severe spirits: the rest lack ears for it. One must have
one’s passion in things where nobody else today has it. (The Case of Wagner,
footnote to the Epilogue)

Purpose and Strategy
The primary purpose of this work is to present a coherent and unified interpretation of Nietzsche’s Zur Genealogie der Moral, translated by Walter Kaufmann as On the
Genealogy of Morals, and to locate its main ideas within the broad context of Nietzsche’s
philosophy of Life. A human genealogy traces the line of descent of a person, family, or
group from the oldest ancestors on record to more recently-living individuals, so one
might expect from a genealogy of morals a sequential historical exposition of the different types of morality that have emerged within various societies during the long formation of human culture up to the present. Though the Genealogy does address the origin
and development of morality, especially Western morality, it does not quite meet this expectation for reasons we will examine momentarily. Yet, however he might disappoint
the historian of morality, by even proposing a project of this sort Nietzsche locates himself within the large and ever-growing philosophical camp that claims moral standards
change over time and are constructed by human beings, perhaps through evolving natural
processes, rather than deriving from unchanging laws of transcendent, divine, or even
1

natural but immutable origin. Nietzsche is particularly interested in exploring certain implications of such a view, intending his genealogical project to be instrumental toward
supporting another, more urgent goal, namely, a critical assessment of the present generation of values: “under what conditions did man devise these value judgments good and
evil? and what value do they themselves possess?” (GM Preface 3).
My interpretation of the Genealogy is an account of the historical development of
values from their earliest origins in the most basic forms of human social interaction to
roughly the present era, which I believe is as faithful as possible to Nietzsche’s published
texts and to his other writings. As an historical account, however, the Genealogy itself is
far from perspicuous. Though structured in a more linear and “philosophical” fashion
than Nietzsche’s other writings, the book presents a discontinuous argument which is ordered thematically rather than historically and does not often make clear the relationships
between its various threads of discourse. The basic problem of how to approach the text
is therefore not a trivial one. I will attempt an entry into the problem by first considering
a few of the methodological and thematic reasons Nietzsche may have for approaching a
genealogy of morals in this way.
The three Essays of the Genealogy are not organized chronologically, so presenting a Nietzschean account of the development of morality in historical sequence requires
departing from the textual arrangement from the very beginning. The First Essay addresses the transition from what Nietzsche characterizes as a noble type of morality, exhibited by an ancient warrior class, to slave morality, constructed by an ancient priestly
class. His reference to theories of the Aryan invasion of Europe and to the Jews locates
this phase of moral history within periods for which there are at least some etymological,
literary, and archeological records. The Second Essay, on the other hand, though it concludes with references to the Christian era and Ancient Greece (see sections 20-24), is
2

primarily a speculative account of archetypal prehistoric events, for which there are few
or no extant records. Finally, the Third Essay considers the ramifications of all these developments in contemporary society.
The first few sections of the First Essay show fairly clearly why Nietzsche presents his genealogy of morality out of historical sequence. Nietzsche’s claims regarding
the basic nature and the origins of morality run so counter to conventional wisdom and
even to the dominant philosophical currents of his time that he feels compelled to explain
at the outset how the Western world came to be so mistaken about the history of its moral
traditions. The Western tradition has generally treated morality as essentially “unegoistic,” to use Nietzsche’s term, that is, “the good,” however it is defined, is first and foremost concerned with benefiting others rather than with benefiting oneself. Furthermore,
the history of morality has frequently been interpreted as a relatively monotonic progression from the more egoistic customs and mores of primitive or ancient cultures to more
enlightened contemporary moralities. In the First Essay Nietzsche initiates his attack
upon this view by trying to show that contemporary morality is the result not of a gradual
advancement from less virtuous ancient forms to more virtuous recent ones but of a radical and relatively sudden shift in fundamental value concepts. Furthermore, Nietzsche
wants to challenge the prevalent assumption that contemporary values are superior in
every way to their predecessors. He thus begins the Genealogy with an account of a
moral transvaluation, through which noble morality was overturned by slave morality, in
order to establish a plausible basis for his entire project. This prompts him to jump into
the history of morality at the point when he believes this transvaluation occurred and then
back up in the Second Essay to the prehistoric conditions which made it possible. I, however, am content to risk incredulity for the sake of clarity: I will consider the three Essays
in historical order, Second, First, Third.
3

Nietzsche’s general claims concerning the evolution of moral concepts present
additional methodological and exegetical challenges.
[T]here is for historiography of any kind no more important proposition than the
one it took such effort to establish but which really ought to be established now:
the cause of the origin of a thing and its eventual utility, its actual employment
and place in a system of purposes, lie worlds apart; whatever exists, having somehow come into being, is again and again reinterpreted to new ends, taken over,
transformed, and redirected by some power superior to it; all events in the organic
world are a subduing, a becoming master, and all subduing and becoming master
involves a fresh interpretation, an adaptation through which any previous “meaning” and “purpose” are necessarily obscured or even obliterated. (GM II.12)
As we shall see, Nietzsche believes this to be a developmental feature of both biological
and cultural evolution. With regard to the formation of moral concepts this means that for
Nietzsche an historical genealogy is an archeological project requiring cultural and psychological excavation. The investigator must dig through layers of prejudice, presupposition, and calcified tradition not only in the sediment of cultural institutions but in his own
mind as well. Furthermore, the modes of interpretation open to the investigator are themselves built upon the foundations he must excavate, and this complicates the effort considerably. Thus, Nietzsche moves back and forth between historical epochs and between
moral concepts, laying out, as it were, ancient relics along side contemporary artifacts,
searching for clues as to how we got from there to here. A systematic interpretation of the
Genealogy will have to sort through and reassemble these fragments as best it can, and
following this may require some patience from the reader.

The Will to Power and Human Psycho-physiology
On my view, a single principle unifies what sometimes appear to be the rather disjointed ideas constituting the Genealogy, namely, the activity of the will to power conceived as the essential energy of life, driving the development of all living things and
4

therefore ultimately motivating all cultural as well as biological evolution. This cosmological doctrine of the will to power is, I believe, philosophically pervasive in Nietzsche’s
writings even when it is not textually pervasive. Nietzsche occasionally alludes to it and
even mentions it directly several times within the Genealogy itself. For example, shortly
after the passage quoted above from section 12 of the Second Essay Nietzsche says,
I emphasize this major point of historical method all the more because it is in fundamental opposition to the now prevalent instinct and taste which would rather be
reconciled even to the absolute fortuitousness, even the mechanistic senselessness
of all events than to the theory that in all events a will to power is operating.
(GM II.12)
He includes within the domain of this principle the development of physiological organs,
legal institutions, and social customs, thereby hinting at the universal scope of the will to
power. Using this premise as an heuristic for interpreting the Genealogy will bring together apparently disparate historical elements of the text and link them with its psychological dimensions in so natural a way that the intelligibility of the account itself lends
weight to the premise.
That Nietzsche conceives of the will to power as a cosmological principle is a
controversial claim among scholars today. Considering this fact together with the importance of the will to power for my interpretation of the Genealogy, it seems worthwhile
spending considerable effort explaining how I believe Nietzsche understands the notion.
This effort occupies the first chapter, after which I take up the three Essays of the Genealogy. In the first chapter I also support the assertion that, as a cosmological principle, the
will to power unifies biological, cultural, and moral evolution into a single continuous
naturalistic conception of the world, a conception I believe informs and lies at the base of
much of Nietzsche’s thought. A Nietzschean account of how and why human values have
developed in the way they have should therefore take the activity of the will to power as
5

its fundamental explanatory principle, and so this idea serves as the basis from which I
build a unified interpretation of the Genealogy.
According to my reading of Nietzsche, then, human morality is a natural phenomenon, which emerges from the activity of the will to power as it manifests in the
forms of human individuals and communities. I will argue in Chapter 1 that Nietzsche’s
cosmological doctrine of the will to power constitutes a hylozoic metaphysical monism:
“life simply is will to power” (BGE 259). (See also GS 349 and Z II.12.) If every organic
system is a manifestation of the will to power, then individual human beings as well as
human communities are structured forms of the will to power. Furthermore, I believe that
for Nietzsche the will to power manifests in human individuals through what I call their
psycho-physiological constitutions, the total complex of psychological and physical states
that make up a person. The will to power manifests in human communities as social
structures and the institutions established to maintain them. Finally, values, and therefore
morality, ultimately derive from the interaction between these two modes of human will
to power, the individual and the communal, within the constraints imposed by the natural
environment. The underlying explanation for the developmental path of moral values will
thus lie in the tortuous movements of the will to power as it evolves into particular psycho-physiological types and into particular communal forms.

Before supporting the claim that Nietzsche believes values derive from the psycho-physiology of human beings I should explain why I employ the cumbersome term
“psycho-physiological constitution.” I will offer a more complete explanation in the first
chapter, where I argue that for Nietzsche the human individual is not an isolated entity,
walled off from the world by skin and ego, but, like everything else, a mode of the will to
power, which is a continuous energy field. The simpler answer is that Nietzsche rejects
6

any fundamental distinction between the human body and the human mind, treating the
two as a single complex entity. (I will argue briefly in the next chapter that Nietzsche’s
view should not be classified as a form of epiphenomenalism, in spite of the fact that
some of the passages cited below might be interpreted in this way.)
For example, suggesting that we abandon the idea of the self as a substantial ego,
Nietzsche says, “the way is open for new versions and refinements of the soulhypothesis; and such conceptions as ‘mortal soul,’ and ‘soul as subjective multiplicity,’
and ‘soul as social structure of the drives and affects,’ want henceforth to have citizens’
rights in science” (BGE 12). Again, “soul is only a word for something about the body”
(Z I.4), and “our body is but a social structure composed of many souls” (BGE 19). One’s
sensations, affects, and volitions, then, are relations among the body’s drives. Yet these
drives frequently oppose one another within the individual: “The body is a great reason, a
plurality with one sense, a war and a peace, a herd and a shepherd” (Z I.4). In section 109
of Daybreak, Nietzsche suggests that the entire volitional life of a human being is determined by the struggle for dominance among the drives. The feeling of will, or more precisely, the feeling of freedom of the will, “is the expression for the complex state of delight of the person exercising volition, who commands and at the same time identifies
himself with the executor of the order . . .” (BGE 19). What we experience as personal
will is the affect of command that accompanies the victory of one drive over its competitors.
Finally, even the intellect falls under Nietzsche’s reductivism: “by far the greater
part of conscious thinking must still be included among instinctive activities” (BGE 3);
“thinking is merely a relation of [our] drives to each other” (BGE 36). In The Gay Science he says,
7

The course of logical ideas and inferences in our brain today corresponds to a
process and a struggle among impulses that are, taken singly, very illogical and
unjust. We generally experience only the result of this struggle because this
mechanism now runs its course so quickly and is so well concealed. (GS 111)
Again, “[intelligere] is actually nothing but a certain behavior of the instincts toward one
another,” and later in the same passage, “But I suppose that these instincts which are here
contending against one another understand very well how to make themselves felt by, and
how to hurt, one another” (GS 333).
Though Nietzsche never clearly defines “drive” or “instinct,” it seems fair based
on his use of the terms to think of them in a proto-Freudian fashion as subconscious volitional forces and dispositions, the simplest of which reflect basic biological needs of the
body and therefore are themselves either bio-physical in nature or directly correlated with
somatic states. Beyond this, Nietzsche also uses these terms to describe complex dispositions apparently quite remote from purely biological needs, and, as the passages above
indicate, he even thinks of higher-order mental states as constituted by relations among
instincts or drives. Given this reduction of somatic and mental states to a single, more
basic category, it seems reasonable to denote the whole as a psycho-physiological constitution: “However far a man may go in self-knowledge, nothing however can be more incomplete than his image of the totality of drives which constitute his being” (D 119).
That Nietzsche speaks of drives and instincts as struggling with one another also indicates that he may think of them as wills to power competing for dominance within human
individuals, but further consideration of this point must wait until the first chapter.

Once we have subsumed Nietzsche’s drives and instincts as well as both somatic
and mental states under the general category of human psycho-physiology, it is not difficult to find textual references showing that he believes values and therefore morality sub8

stantially derive from the human psycho-physiological constitution. In Twilight of the
Idols, for example, Nietzsche identifies virtue with a slowing down of the metabolism (TI
“Errors” 2). While we may hesitate to take this comment literally, Nietzsche does clearly
mean to associate virtue with physical well-being. Pointing again to the internal strife
typical of human psycho-physiology, he explicitly connects our biological states with our
virtues, “Biologically, modern man represents a contradiction of values; he sits between
two chairs, he says Yes and No in the same breath” (CW Epilogue). And whether we
think of instincts as biological phenomena or as the instigators of mental phenomena,
Nietzsche unambiguously identifies them with human virtue:
[V]irtues (like industriousness, obedience, chastity, filial piety, and justice) are
usually harmful for those who possess them, being instincts that dominate them
too violently and covetously and resist the efforts of reason to keep them in balance with their other instincts. (GS 21)
In section 200 of Beyond Good and Evil Nietzsche says, “In an age of disintegration that
mixes races indiscriminately, human beings have in their bodies the heritage of multiple
origins, that is, opposite, and often not merely opposite, drives and value standards that
fight each other and rarely permit each other any rest.” In section 208 of the same book
he writes that whenever a new generation is produced by the mixing of races and classes,
it will inherit diverse standards and values “in its blood.” According to Gregory Moore,
Nietzsche never wavered from this view: “Although Nietzsche first articulates the idea
that moral judgments arise through the hierarchization of the instincts—or rather through
the rational interpretation of this process—as early as the autumn of 1880, he remains
committed to this position throughout the remainder of his career” (73).
Since “soul is only a word for something about the body” (Z I.4), Nietzsche can
also associate virtues with states of the human soul without loss of consistency. As noted
above, he advances a new soul-hypothesis, “‘soul as social structure of the drives and af9

fects’” (BGE 12), and he evidently believes that individual value judgments are largely a
function of this structure:
Which group of sensations is aroused, expresses itself, and issues commands in a
soul most quickly, is decisive for the whole order of rank of its values and ultimately determines its table of goods. The values of a human being betray something of the structure of his soul and where it finds its conditions of life, its true
need. (BGE 268)
(See also D 34, 35, 119, 129.) Again, insisting on the individual subjectivity of virtue,
Nietzsche borrows from a Platonic idea, though he invests it with a non-Platonic individuality: “‘your virtue is the health of your soul’” (GS 120).
There are passages in Nietzsche’s writings where he seems to distinguish sharply
between the biological and the psychological dimensions of the human being and to locate the ultimate source of values exclusively in the former rather than the latter. For example, “every table of values, every ‘thou shalt’ known to history or ethnology, requires
first a physiological investigation and interpretation, rather than a psychological one; and
every one of them needs a critique on the part of medical science” (GM I.17). Yet if
Nietzsche’s view does not amount to epiphenomenalism, as I will argue in the first chapter, and given the abundance of passages where Nietzsche claims that these two dimensions are interdependent or even that both derive from a single, more fundamental element, I suggest we treat these sorts of comments as overstressing the physiological contribution to the formation of values against competing views, which hold that values are
purely mental constructions, susceptible to justification on entirely rational grounds independently of any subjective considerations such as one’s own physiology and the state of
one’s health.
I have focused above on the contribution to the development of morality made by
the psycho-physiology of individuals because this is what Nietzsche most frequently fo10

cuses upon. As I have noted, Nietzsche’s exposition of this process also includes the contribution made by the communal dimension of the will to power, so that values emerge in
the interaction between the individual and communal modes of this principle. This is perhaps most apparent in the Second Essay of the Genealogy, and for this reason I will trace
in some detail Nietzsche’s discussion of the formation of primitive social structures and
the role of the will to power in this formation. Nevertheless, Nietzsche’s emphasis on
human psycho-physiology as the soil from which morality grows suggests that he thinks
this aspect of humankind has the greater effect. Perhaps he is concerned by the seeming
fact that social forces must have some corollary in the minds of individuals in order to
have any influence on the world, though this would appear to be less a requirement if the
will to power is truly ubiquitous. At any rate, the co-development of psychophysiological characteristics and social structures rather evident in the Second Essay is
much less so in the First and Third Essays, where the emphasis is more on how values
emerge from the psycho-physiology of certain types of human beings.

Nietzsche’s Lamarckism
In Chapter 1 I will try to show that, for Nietzsche, the will to power drives biological and cultural evolution and that this is the basic idea upon which the Genealogy
stands. We should therefore confront at the outset Nietzsche’s proclivity for Lamarckism,
exhibited from time to time in his comments regarding the psycho-physiological succession of values from one generation to the next, and consider to what degree this invalidates his claims regarding the development of morality.1

1

The French naturalist Jean Baptiste de Lamarck (1744-1829) held that physical or behavioral traits acquired in the course of a parent’s lifetime could be passed on to the parent’s offspring, a theory abandoned
after the broad acceptance of Darwin’s conception of evolution.

11

On the one hand, the passages cited above from sections 200 and 208 of Beyond
Good and Evil, whether or not we agree with them, seem to be free of Lamarckian assumptions; the offspring of mixed races or classes inherit mixed psycho-physiological
constitutions, which in turn promote mixed and mutually inconsistent value preferences
in the offspring. On the other hand, Nietzsche says, “It is simply not possible that a human being should not have the qualities and preferences of his parents and ancestors in
his body, whatever appearances may suggest to the contrary. This is the problem of race”
(BGE 264). He cites an example of this effect in certain hereditary aristocracies: “What is
dissimulated for a long time at last becomes nature: dissimulation in the end sublimates
itself, and organs and instincts are the surprising fruit of the garden of hypocrisy”
(D 248). While the first comment by itself does not necessarily depend upon Lamarckian
principles, the section from which it is drawn does as a whole carry a decidedly Lamarckian tone. The second comment is less ambiguous, indicating that long-practiced behaviors
modify parents’ physical characteristics, which they presumably pass on to their children
along with the associated behaviors.
Nietzsche apparently believes that over time the effect of environmental conditions and social forces on large numbers of individuals within a community tend to fix
certain instincts and drives, and therefore values, permanently into the natures of certain
human populations. He is thus concerned with the interactive roles of community and individual in the formation of values, but he often tends to account for the influence of the
former in terms of the effects of cultural evolution on human psycho-physiological constitutions. Nietzsche also typically fails to distinguish between biologically and socially
transmitted human characteristics. For example, he rarely differentiates between instinctive behaviors and those acquired through habit or enculturalization: “That is how education always proceeds: one tries to condition an individual by various attractions and ad12

vantages to adopt a way of thinking and behaving that, once it has become habit, instinct,
and passion, will dominate him to his own disadvantage but ‘for the general good’”
(GS 21). We should perhaps not be overly critical in this regard since it is frequently difficult or impossible to mark meaningful distinctions between instinct and habit.
We cannot deny, then, that Nietzsche occasionally appeals to Lamarckian ideas
and that this may discredit some of his claims insofar as they depend exclusively on the
belief that an individual’s behavior can alter his or her sex cells. Yet even if Nietzsche
holds such a belief, his conclusions regarding the heritability of values do not necessarily
depend upon it. If values may plausibly be transmitted from one generation to the next by
conventional biological mechanisms of inheritance, which are subject to Darwinian processes of evolution, or if values may plausibly be transmitted by non-biological mechanisms, which may be subject to Lamarckian processes of evolution, then Nietzsche’s hypotheses regarding how values evolve may at least be tenable, even if he confuses biological and non-biological modes of inheritance. And, indeed, evolutionary psychologists
and anthropologists today claim that values are in a meaningful sense transmitted by both
types of mechanisms.
Evolutionary psychologists argue that certain kinds of emotional responses are actually heritable through genetic mechanisms allowed by the orthodox Darwinian theory
of evolution and that these emotional responses tend to promote similar complex behavioral predispositions, which amount to basic value preferences, in succeeding generations.2 Furthermore, many of Nietzsche’s apparently Lamarckian inferences might easily
accommodate to the principles of cultural inheritance. Investigating the relationship between biological and cultural evolution, anthropologist Robert Boyd and environmental
2

For a non-technical summary of these ideas and a bibliography including references to more rigorous
treatments see Wright.
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biologist Peter J. Richerson observe, “The cultural information acquired by an individual
may be affected by the events of his or her life, and, if so, the changes will be transmitted
to an individual’s cultural offspring. This property of cultural transmission makes for a
kind of ‘Lamarckian’ evolution, in the sense that acquired variation is inherited” (8).
Evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins has even proposed that cultural evolution might
proceed in much the same way as biological evolution with “memes,” bits of information
passed from one mind to another, taking the place of genes. (See Dawkins, Gene and
Phenotype.) Yet, while genes are transmitted only through the sex cells of the parents,
memes reside in the culture at large, that is, in the artifacts produced by the culture and
the minds of the individuals participating in it. Memes, therefore, can be transmitted from
parents to children even after their birth and therefore enjoy Lamarckian as well as Darwinian modes of propagation. A “neo-Nietzschean,” wishing to retain as much of the
original as possible, might clarify and update Nietzsche’s hypotheses along these lines.

Overview
To review and summarize a major thesis of this work, according to Nietzsche human values are a function of the interaction between the psycho-physiological constitutions of human beings and the social forces in which they participate. The evolution of
human psycho-physiology and human societies, like the evolution of all organic structures, is driven by the characteristic activity of the cosmological will to power. The prehistoric and historic development of values, and therefore of morality, should therefore be
ultimately traceable to this evolutionary process. I will try to show that the First and Second Essays of the Genealogy are best understood as disclosing two crucial periods during
this process, which together determined the particular developmental path of human mo14

rality, especially in the West. I will then argue that the Third Essay reveals the ramifications of this development for contemporary Western culture. Below I lay out the central
points I intend to make for each of the three Essays.
The Second Essay of the Genealogy details Nietzsche’s speculative account of the
initiation and earliest stages of this process. In this Essay he identifies several basic psycho-physiological features, and proposes an explanation of how they evolved along with
certain social institutions during the long prehistory of humankind, eventually becoming
permanent aspects of human nature. These features did not become permanent in the
sense that every descendent of these earliest human beings possesses all them and to the
same extent. Rather, these features have become permanently-available elements in the
pool of characteristics, from which the natural and historical processes of generation and
development have constructed certain recurrent human types. The two most important
features are 1) the degree to which the multifarious human instincts are coherently organized and 2) the degree to which the most aggressive instincts are internally inhibited.
The first, we will find, depends on the efficacy of a dominating instinct, and the second
tends to produce the bad conscience. Additional features include the herd instinct and a
person’s relative healthiness or sickliness as a matter of psycho-physiological constitution
rather than as a transient condition.
After their eventual incorporation into the psycho-physiology of the human species, these features have continually re-emerged in various types of human beings, independently and even in the absence of the conditions and processes responsible for their
formation. Again, this is not to say that every human soul includes all of these features to
the fullest degree, but only that every human soul can be characterized as having or lacking each of them to some extent. Thus, for example, most human beings born after the
long period of prehistoric biological and social evolution described in the Second Essay
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are likely to be subject to the internal inhibition of their most aggressive instincts to a
greater or lesser degree, though a few, we will find in the First and Third Essays, occasionally escape this condition. As we will also find, the presence of a strong dominating
instinct is less common than internalization, but it has appeared frequently enough to
have had a powerful effect on the development of human values.
The most important topic of the First Essay is the value inversion between slave
and master morality, particularly in the Western world. On my view we cannot understand the place this transvaluation has in Nietzsche’s genealogy of morality without first
understanding the origin and nature of master and slave morality, and these are found in
the Second Essay, specifically, in the universal psycho-physiological features discovered
there. Slave and master morality, then, manifest the value preferences of certain types of
human beings with particular psycho-physiological constitutions, and the success of slave
morality relative to master morality represents the ascendancy of one human configuration of will to power over another.
Nietzsche believes that the ascetic ideal, the devaluation of all that is most human
and natural in the world, is the dominant value-generating principle in the West. In the
Third Essay he seeks to understand how such a strange principle came to dominate Western morality. He approaches the issue by exploring the significance of the ascetic ideal
for several types of contemporary human beings. Not surprisingly, I will argue that the
origin of the ascetic ideal as well as its relevance for various sorts of people can be traced
to the human psycho-physiological characteristics discovered in the Second Essay.

Finally, then, Nietzsche’s genealogy of morals takes the form of a speculative reconstruction, a plausible account of human prehistory and an interpretation of subsequent
historical eras which expose the generative conditions responsible for the development of
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human values. Nietzsche’s account is naturalistic because these generative conditions are
ultimately manifestations of the will to power, which drives all organic activity, including
the evolution of the human body, the human mind, and human societies. Once the origin
of morality is thus exposed Nietzsche evidently believes we will see why we should
abandon much of traditional morality and why we should create new, more healthy values.
Admittedly, attempting to derive all of Nietzsche’s claims about the development
of morality from the activity of the cosmological will to power and the evolution of human psycho-physiology is an hermeneutical experiment that might ultimately fail to be
convincing. Nietzsche’s references in the Genealogy to the cosmological will to power
are brief and oblique. His appeals to what I call the psycho-physiological basis of value
judgments are more numerous, but he rarely speaks directly to this point. Nevertheless, I
believe these references and appeals, however scarce, when augmented by his other writings and by recent research regarding his appropriation of scientific ideas of his time,
provide sufficient justification for making the experiment. The potential reward is a coherent, relatively complete, and faithful Nietzschean narrative recounting the development of morality. Some scholars believe that seeking such an account is foolish, since,
they say, Nietzsche himself has no interest in satisfying petty philosophical obsessions
with coherency and completeness. Yet given the importance Nietzsche obviously places
on this topic, I am not persuaded by these scholars. I think rather that Nietzsche simply
assumes these principles as foundational to his account and does not bother to unearth the
foundations. This is my task.
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Chapter 1
The Will to Power and the Evolution of Morality

Principles of Interpretation vis-à-vis the Will to Power
Some contemporary scholars have attempted to minimize the importance of the
will to power in Nietzsche’s thought. Scholars have argued that Nietzsche conceives of
the will to power as a strictly psychological principle, which explains the ultimate motivation of all human action, but that, textual evidence to the contrary, Nietzsche himself
does not actually believe that the will to power has any mode of existence beyond the
human mind. Others suggest that, while Nietzsche does at times indulge in fantastic
speculations that the will to power might have some sort of existence and function beyond the mind, these speculations should be regarded as unfortunate and unnecessary. On
this second view, Nietzsche should have restricted the notion of the will to power to its
modest psychological form, and the charitable and sympathetic scholar will ignore
Nietzsche’s more extravagant claims as much as possible. Maudemarie Clark has provided the most thoroughgoing defense of the first interpretation in her book Nietzsche on
Truth and Philosophy. More recently John Richardson has defended the second view in
his Nietzsche’s New Darwinism, but it was proposed as early as 1967 by Walter Kaufmann: “As a metaphysical theory about the universe or ultimate reality, the doctrine [of
the will to power] need not be taken seriously, not even in an effort to understand
Nietzsche” (“Nietzsche” 510).
While it is true that Nietzsche’s published works include more explicit references
to the will to power as a psychological principle than as an organic or cosmological
force, I believe there is sufficient evidence to show that Nietzsche does in fact think of
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the will to power in this more comprehensive way. Furthermore, I believe significant features of Nietzsche’s various projects are dependent upon this more comprehensive conception of the will to power. Kaufmann himself suggests that Nietzsche appeals to the
notion of the will to power in part to overcome certain dualistic tendencies which had
threatened to break apart his early thought. With the will to power, “a reconciliation was
finally effected between Dionysus and Apollo, nature and value, wastefulness and purpose, empirical and true self, and physis and culture” (Nietzsche 178).
If it is true that important aspects of Nietzsche’s thought are significantly dependent upon this more extensive conception of the will to power, then ignoring its organic
dimension at the outset would surely result in a distorted understanding of his philosophy. Our first effort in approaching any thinker should be to answer the question, “What
is his or her philosophy?” I will admit that in the case of Nietzsche this is a particularly
difficult question to answer with confidence. Yet this difficulty does not give us license
to pick and choose textual fragments, press them into a personally satisfying framework,
and call the result “Nietzsche’s philosophy.” We should first make the attempt to understand his philosophy on its own terms as best we can; only then have we the warrant to
evaluate its strengths and weaknesses. We may subsequently want to construct a neoNietzschean philosophy from which we have purged objectionable or ill-founded elements, but then we will be answering a new question: “What should a neo-Nietzschean
philosophy be?”
I have not the space in the present work to disarm Clark’s rationale for rejecting
the will to power as a metaphysical doctrine, though I am confident it is possible to do so.
Richardson, Schacht, and Owen criticize Clark’s view of Nietzsche’s will to power in
ISP XXXII/3. Her response appears in the same volume. I believe a careful analysis of
her claims and the texts upon which they are based can deliver an even more convincing
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critique. I will consider only R. Lanier Anderson’s remarks regarding what he believes to
be Clark’s basic principles of interpretation. This should highlight the difficulties of interpreting a philosopher like Nietzsche, who is historically distant from us and whose
ideas remain almost as unconventional today as in his own time. Anderson’s critique of
Clark’s hermeneutic offers some insight into why her reading of Nietzsche so nicely reconciles his philosophy with dominant trends in current science while leaving it rather unreconciled with itself, depending, as her interpretation does, on sustaining rather than resolving apparent contradictions in his writings.
Anderson contends that Clark uses methods of interpretation adopted by American analytic philosophy in the years following the Second World War. These methods
were developed by logical empiricists in their effort to pattern philosophical inquiry after
scientific investigation. This development not only discouraged interest in metaphysics
but also resulted in a philosophical hermeneutic modeled “on a conception of science
which emphasized incremental progress toward truth, and which minimized the importance of its history, in favor of this advance of current theory” (Anderson 338).
When applied to the reading of philosophers rather than to the results of scientific
experiments, particularly philosophers from historical periods prior to our own scientific
era, this method exacerbates the problems which inevitably arise from differences between current scientific orthodoxy and the scientific or pre-scientific milieu of the philosophers themselves. The scientific paradigm to which analytic philosophy aspires
would recommend employing the most recent scientific concepts in the interpretation of
earlier philosophers rather than the perhaps outdated scientific ideas available in the philosophers’ own times. Toward this end, according to Anderson, some analytic philosophers have tried to apply Donald Davidson’s notion of radical interpretation, originally
developed as a theory of belief and meaning, to the historiography of philosophy. Ander20

son says, “Applied to the history of philosophy, this principle enjoins us to produce
‘sympathetic’ readings of traditional texts, under which as many as possible of the views
held by past philosophers turn out to be true—where ‘true’ means ‘true by our lights’”
(339).
Unsurprisingly, this approach makes the work of earlier philosophers maximally
defensible in terms of current science. Indeed, Clark admits, for example, that she is motivated by the desire to naturalize Nietzsche’s doctrine of the will to power, which for
Clark means “to interpret it as fully compatible with both a commitment to science and
with the content of current science, hence as more defensible, and more consistent with
Nietzsche’s other views, than it is under traditional interpretations” (“Nietzsche’s Doctrine” 119). Surely the first aspiration makes for a dubious hermeneutic if our task, at
least initially, is to understand rather than merely appropriate a philosopher. Anderson
observes, “When we take correspondence to our own beliefs as the standard for an acceptable attribution to historical texts, we risk imposing our beliefs onto the past, and
missing the real differences between historical philosophical positions and our own”
(341). This approach is particularly troubling in the case of Nietzsche, who clashes with
conventional viewpoints more than most philosophers, and for this reason offers rich opportunities to reconsider our own favorite beliefs. While it is naïve to think we can relocate ourselves to Nietzsche’s own historical era, much less inhabit the conceptual and
affective regions of his mind, we should at least make the effort to occupy as far as possible the perspectives which Nietzsche himself presents to us. This is Nietzsche’s own
method, as evidenced by his insightful interpretations of Classical Greek and Roman literature, and we should do him the honor of treating his work in like manner.
Finally, if the notion of will to power as an organic cosmological principle is indeed important to Nietzsche then our first task, that of understanding his thought, should
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accept this importance as a principle of interpretation. After this task has been accomplished, or at least after we have made some progress, we may then in good conscience
try to draw out of his philosophy whatever insights can be successfully disengaged from
the interconnected matrix of Nietzschean ideas. In the present work I intend primarily to
address the first task, and toward this end, especially in subsequent chapters, I will focus
heavily upon Nietzsche’s texts themselves. As Aaron Ridley notes, “Today, of course,
we have entered the realm of readings of readings of Nietzsche, of tertiary and even quaternary material; but the effect of this is largely to make conspicuous just how little truly
secondary material there is . . .” (1). I hope to make a modest contribution toward overcoming this deficiency.
After a preliminary discussion of textual sources, I will begin by disarming the
main objections to taking the will to power as a cosmological doctrine, objections which
are based on Nietzsche’s own apparent repudiation of metaphysics. I will then support
the cosmological doctrine of the will to power by examining Nietzsche’s writings in light
of the scientific literature with which he was most likely familiar, especially the forceshell atomic theory of Roger Joseph Boscovich. This will lead naturally to an interpretation of the will to power derived from Nietzsche’s texts viewed in relation to Boscovich’s
theory. Finally I will consider the role of the will to power in biological and social evolution and in the formation of Nietzsche’s so-called higher individuals. These last topics
will serve as a transition to an examination of On the Genealogy of Morals, which will
occupy the remaining chapters.

A Note on Sources: Nietzsche’s Published and Unpublished Works
The strongest textual case for the claim that Nietzsche thinks of the will to power
as a cosmological principle can be made by appealing to his unpublished notebooks, the
22

Nachlass. Some scholars observe, however, that since Nietzsche’s published works evidently represent his finished thought, we must treat the unpublished, and therefore less
finished material with great caution. For example, “[Walter] Kaufmann argued for the
relative importance of the published writings on the grounds that they are surely more
reliable indicators of what Nietzsche believed than are notebooks containing much that
he rejected and nothing he specifically approved for publication” (Clark 25). Clark takes
the extreme position, arguing that we should avoid the Nachlass altogether.
There is a certain irony in Clark’s categorical rejection of the Nachlass, which
should make us wary of interpretations depending on the claim that Nietzsche intentionally misrepresents himself in his published works. His clearest published reference to the
cosmological dimension of the will to power appears in BGE 36. Clark’s view of the will
to power is strongly dependent on her argument that Nietzsche’s explicit though hypothetical assertions in BGE 36 regarding its status as a cosmological principle do not express what he actually takes to be true, but merely represent the insertion of his own subjective values into an interpretation of the empirical world. Clark chooses to focus upon
this passage because, “It presents a detailed argument for the cosmological doctrine of
the will to power, and is the only passage in all of Nietzsche’s published writings to do
so” (Nietzsche on Truth 212). By means of very careful analyses, Clark attempts to show
that at least in some of his published works Nietzsche does not say what he believes to be
true and in some cases says just the opposite. According to Clark, Nietzsche intends the
discerning reader to discover this duplicity and to draw from it certain important conclusions regarding the nature and value of philosophy and the relation of a philosopher to his
work.
One would think, however, that Nietzsche’s unpublished writings would be free
of such extreme gnostic machinations aimed at deceiving the unworthy reader and admit23

ting into his confidence only those careful enough to wind their way through his labyrinth of intentionally misleading rhetoric. Assuming Nietzsche did not plan on publishing
the notebooks, at least in their raw form, he would have had no reason to disguise in them
even what he might worry were his most controversial hypotheses. According to this way
of thinking we should expect Nietzsche’s Nachlass comments, for example, his unambiguous portrayal of the will to power as a cosmological principle, to reflect his most unvarnished, if tentative and partially-formed, ideas on the subject. Indeed, Clark admits
there is “ample evidence” (Nietzsche on Truth 205) in the Nachlass to interpret the will to
power in this way, yet she insists we should deconstruct Nietzsche’s published writings
in such a way that they present a view of the will to power quite opposed to much of
what we find in the Nachlass.
This tension may be avoided, of course, by refusing to consider the Nachlass at
all. But I can see no motivation for so completely and willfully blinding oneself to even
the most general and prevalent notions so clearly evident in the notebooks, for example,
that the will to power is more than a psychological principle, except as a means toward
saving Nietzsche from even entertaining hypotheses contemporary philosophers might
find anathema. In fact, as I have already pointed out, this is not far from Clark’s stated
objective. I submit that a more appropriate approach is the one I have already suggested:
first try to understand as best as possible what Nietzsche actually thinks and only then
subject his thought to various sorts of evaluation, including an assessment relative to current scientific fashion, if such seems important.
At any rate, while I believe that caution is certainly warranted, a limited and circumspect appeal to the notebooks where they might illuminate obscure passages in the
published works seems to me a more reasonable approach. Even so, I will minimize direct appeal to the notebooks. A number of the sources upon which I draw for my inter24

pretation of the will to power do make use of this material, but, I believe, in appropriately
cautious ways. I am most interested in what recent research into the notebooks and even
some of his correspondence can tell us about Nietzsche’s reading of the science of his
time and how this reading relates to his formulation of the notion of the will to power.

General Objections to Treating the Will to Power as a Cosmological Doctrine
I will first consider some general reasons for rejecting a cosmological interpretation of the will to power, based on a reading of certain often-cited references in
Nietzsche’s published writings. Following I will explore recent scholarship supporting a
cosmological interpretation. First, however, a preliminary clarification on what counts as
a “metaphysical” interpretation of the will to power seems in order, since the term is used
equivocally in various contexts. Numerous philosophical theories concerned with the
possible knowledge of entities whose existence cannot be empirically verified have been
called metaphysical theories. Philosophical complications following Kant’s analysis of
metaphysics and those emerging from logical positivism and phenomenology have only
made matters more difficult. Due to the breadth and ambiguity of the subject, metaphysics has been associated at times with ontology, epistemology, moral theory, and other
fields. In the interest of clarity I wish to narrow the scope of the present discussion.
I have contrasted a purely psychological interpretation of the will to power with
one that treats it as an organic cosmological force. While the latter description fairly
clearly carries metaphysical implications, the former is ambiguous in this regard. Does a
psychological interpretation of the will to power address the ontology of the mind or only
the subjective phenomenology of volition? Nietzsche comments on both aspects, but the
controversy among contemporary Nietzsche scholars is rarely if ever concerned with the
ontology of the mind. Rather, the debate is focused upon whether or not the will to power
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has any sort of existence apart from the human mind, particularly apart from the phenomenology of volition. The distinction of interest in the debate, then, is the will to
power conceived as a comprehensive metaphysical principle of reality versus the will to
power conceived as merely a universal principle of human motivation.
Excluding the ontology of the mind does not, however, sufficiently circumscribe
the sense of “metaphysical” for present purposes. In the history of philosophy as well as
in contemporary Nietzsche scholarship it has often been taken for granted that a metaphysical theory is one that proposes a dualistic ontology of reality: there are two regions
of existence, that which we experience through our senses and that which we experience
only through our minds or not at all. Yet even a monistic ontology rests upon a metaphysical hypothesis: there is only one region of existence. One monistic theory might insist that we encounter this single reality through our senses, either in part or whole, either
obscurely or clearly. Another might claim that the ontological nature of all reality is entirely mental. Such theories are not dualistic, but they are still metaphysical.
Due to this terminological ambiguity I will choose a particular word to denote
what I believe to be Nietzsche’s “metaphysical” view, and I will stipulate its meaning. I
will argue below that Nietzsche endorses a cosmological doctrine of the will to power. I
will wait to explain the substance of this interpretation until the issue arises in the discussion below. At this point I only want to specify the meaning of “cosmological.” According to my usage, a cosmological doctrine of reality entails a naturalistic, monistic ontology. There is only one region of existence, and we participate in this reality when our
sensory experience is processed by our cognitive and affective apparatus. Yet because
our experience is so processed and our senses are limited, we have no direct access to the
basic ontological structure of the cosmos. The ultimate metaphysical nature of the world,
then, is not empirically verifiable. This sort of metaphysical conception is thus specula26

tive but not dualistic. The human mind and senses which interpret reality are themselves
part of it, and there is no other dimension of existence.

The reasons some scholars give for rejecting any more-than-psychological dimension to the will to power seem reducible to two: 1) Nietzsche himself denies the value of
metaphysical speculation, and accepting a more-than-psychological dimension to the will
to power would make it into a metaphysical principle; 2) conceiving of the will to power
as an organic energy amounts to endorsing a form of vitalism, which is a hopelessly antiquated and thoroughly refuted theory. The first objection is an internal criticism of
Nietzsche’s philosophy since it purports to expose an inconsistency between Nietzsche’s
rejection of metaphysics and his reliance upon the will to power as a metaphysical principle. Sympathetic scholars thus tend either to purge all metaphysical elements from the
will to power or to claim that these elements are merely philosophical red herrings intended by Nietzsche to distract insufficiently careful readers. The second objection is an
external criticism, since it threatens the contemporary relevance of Nietzsche’s philosophy insofar as it seems inconsistent with the physical reductionism fashionable in much
of current science.
The first objection is based on a reading of passages where Nietzsche criticizes a
variety of metaphysical doctrines as well as certain types of metaphysical thinking in
general. For example, the compulsive search for absolute certainty, which Nietzsche believes is evident in most scientific endeavors, is unconsciously motivated, in his view, by
the yearning to find a perfectly knowable and changeless world: “No doubt, those who
are truthful in that audacious and ultimate sense that is presupposed by the faith in science thus affirm another world than the world of life, nature, and history . . .” (GS 344).
To such people Zarathustra says, “You still want to create the world before which you
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can kneel: that is your ultimate hope and intoxication” (Z II.12). Nietzsche, of course,
rejects the existence of any world beyond “the world of life, nature, and history.” Another example: “it is still a metaphysical faith upon which our faith in science rests—. . .
even we seekers after knowledge today, we godless anti-metaphysicians still take our
fire, too, from the flame lit by a faith that is thousands of years old, that Christian faith
which was also the faith of Plato, that God is the truth, that truth is divine” (GS 344).
In spite of what one might gather from a cursory reading of these and similar passages, Nietzsche does not altogether reject the value of metaphysics. In these kinds of
passages he specifically rejects a dualistic metaphysics, that is, a metaphysics that posits
the existence of an unchanging and completely intelligible world distinct from and more
perfect than “the world of life, nature, and history.” It is because of his efforts to dispel
the shadows of God (GS 108) that Nietzsche numbers himself among the “godless antimetaphysicians.” This does not preclude him from tentatively endorsing certain metaphysical concepts: “Only when [scientific convictions] decide to descend to the modesty
of hypotheses, of a provisional experimental point of view, of a regulative fiction, they
may be granted admission and even a certain value in the realm of knowledge . . .”
(GS 344). Nietzsche goes on to say that a “regulative fiction” must always be regarded
mistrustfully, but this is not to say that such hypotheses have no value at all. In fact,
Nietzsche’s remarks in Beyond Good and Evil which favor anti-realist thinkers over scientific positivists imply a willingness to conceive the fundamental nature of reality as
something not available to naïve sensibility, and this is a metaphysical speculation,
though not one requiring the existence of a domain beyond the natural world. (See, for
example, BGE 10, 12, 14, and 15.)
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Another apparent repudiation of metaphysics appears in BGE 12 and similarly in
BGE 17. After declaring that materialistic atomism “is one of the best refuted theories
there are” (BGE 12), Nietzsche continues,
One must, however, go still further, and also declare war, relentless war unto
death, against the “atomistic need” which still leads a dangerous afterlife where
no one suspects it, just like the more celebrated “metaphysical need”: one must
also, first of all, give the finishing stroke to that other and more calamitous atomism which Christianity has taught best and longest, the soul atomism. (BGE 12)
Insofar as Nietzsche attacks metaphysics in this passage, he strikes specifically against a
form of what has become known as substance ontology, “the belief in ‘substance,’ in
‘matter,’ in the earth-residuum and particle atom” (BGE 12). He then applies this criticism to what he calls “the soul atomism,” the concept of a substantial soul. I will consider
Nietzsche’s criticism of substance ontology in modern science again when I give a detailed explanation of the will to power. At this point I only want to note that this criticism
does not entail a wholesale rejection of metaphysics but only a rejection of a particular
metaphysical doctrine.
I do not mean to imply that Nietzsche has a well-developed and rigorous metaphysical theory. Yet, any positive statement regarding the human experience of reality
rests on some minimal set of metaphysical beliefs, and Nietzsche certainly makes such
statements. I wish only to show that in spite of the fact that Nietzsche is not a metaphysician, neither does he avoid metaphysical speculation when it serves his purposes. I will
try to show that the cosmological doctrine of the will to power is among such useful
speculations. If I am successful then the internal criticism of the notion of the will to
power as having a metaphysical dimension will have been answered inasmuch as
Nietzsche never altogether denies the value of metaphysical speculation.
The second objection, that conceiving the will to power as a universal organic energy is anachronistic and threatens the contemporary relevance of Nietzsche’s philoso29

phy, requires a more complex response. Here I will make only a brief comment, reserving the bulk of my thoughts on the subject for the more complete exposition of the will to
power below. To reiterate what I believe should be a basic maxim of interpretation, we
ought first to make the effort to understand Nietzsche’s philosophy on its own terms before stripping it of elements we find objectionable or outdated. If Nietzsche’s notion of
the will to power makes him a vitalist, then Nietzsche is a vitalist. Worse things could
happen to a philosopher! Furthermore, a careful examination of Nietzsche’s ideas and
their relation to the science of his time, especially when considered in the light of how
Nietzsche believes philosophy and science should be practiced, may show him to be
more relevant and forward-thinking philosopher than a superficial reading might suggest.

The Will to Power in Light of Nietzsche’s Appropriation of Scientific Texts
Nietzsche, of course, was a classical philologist before turning to philosophy, and
much of his writing is obviously informed by a deep understanding of and reverence for
classical culture, especially that of pre-Socratic Greece. Yet a growing body of work is
beginning to emphasize the importance for understanding Nietzsche’s thought of considering the scientific literature with which he was familiar: “the natural sciences did exert a
powerful influence on Nietzsche; they did provide an important framework within which
he articulated his ideas” (Moore and Brobjer 9). (See also Moore Nietzsche, Biology and
Whitlock.) Keith Ansell Pearson insists:
Nowhere in the extensive commentaries on eternal return and Nietzsche’s thinking on time are the crucial issues and important contexts discussed, including
Nietzsche’s reception of Boscovich and his extensive engagement with the natural scientists of his day. It suggest to me that Nietzsche commentary on the whole,
and for far too long, has been too much informed by an ignorance of the theoretical contexts he was working in. His ideas have been decontextualised and overdetermined as part of some general history of metaphysics. . . . (“Force” 8)
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While such claims do not diminish the importance of the philosophical and literary traditions for Nietzsche studies, they do press upon us the additional task of considering
Nietzsche’s engagement with the science of his day.
Abundant evidence of Nietzsche’s reading in the natural sciences can be found in
his published texts from the time of Human, All Too Human (1878-1880) forward. By the
time he publishes the first edition of The Gay Science (1882) his study of the natural sciences clearly has had a profound influence on his thinking.
We, however, want to become those we are—human beings who are new, unique,
incomparable, who give themselves laws, who create themselves. To that end we
must become the best learners and discoverers of everything that is lawful and
necessary in the world: we must become physicists in order to be able to be creators in this sense—while hitherto all valuations and ideals have been based on ignorance of physics or were constructed so as to contradict it. Therefore: long live
physics! And even more so that which compels us to turn to physics—our honesty! (GS 335)
Detailed examinations of Nietzsche’s correspondence, notebooks, lecture outlines, reading lists, and marginal notes in books from his personal library have shown that a number
of central Nietzschean themes were crucially, perhaps even chiefly, shaped by his reading of and reflection on scientific texts. (See, again, Moore and Brobjer, especially Chapter 1, as well as Pearson “Force,” Moore Nietzsche, Biology, and Whitlock.) Among
these scientifically-influenced themes are Nietzsche’s determinism, his notion of eternal
recurrence, and, most important for present purposes, the cosmological doctrine of the
will to power.
I have several reasons for considering the concept of the will to power in relation
to the scientific thinking of Nietzsche’s time. First, the results of this research provide
support for the claim that Nietzsche endorses a cosmological interpretation of the will to
power. Second, I want to argue that Nietzsche sees the development of human morality
as taking place within the context of the biological and cultural evolution of the human
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species and that he conceives of evolution as driven by the activity of the will to power.
With this background in mind, the Genealogy shows itself to be an account of how the
several basic types of human beings developed and how human values emerged through
this evolutionary process as cultural constructions which manifest the natural predispositions of the different types. Finally, I hope to address in a modest way certain difficulties
that inevitably arise in a sympathetic treatment of Nietzsche’s scientific thought, particularly the questions of whether the will to power is a vitalistic doctrine and whether it implies a teleological view of evolution and history.

The Kant-Boscovich Force-Shell Theory of Matter
As a conception of cosmic totality, Nietzsche’s doctrine of the will to power is
almost certainly indebted to the point-force field theory of the Croatian physicist Roger
Joseph Boscovich (1711-1787). Nietzsche refers to Boscovich only once in his published
writings:
As for materialistic atomism, it is one of the best refuted theories there are, and in
Europe perhaps no one in the learned world is now so unscholarly as to attach serious significance to it, except for convenient household use (as an abbreviation
of the means of expression)—thanks chiefly to the Dalmation Boscovich: he and
the Pole Copernicus have been the greatest and most successful opponents of visual evidence so far. (BGE 12)
In spite of Nietzsche’s reticence to admit this source of inspiration publicly, there is ample evidence of Boscovich’s influence on Nietzsche’s thought. Nietzsche first began to
read genuine natural scientific texts in 1873. During this and the following year he repeatedly borrowed Boscovich’s Philosophiae naturalis Theoria (A Theory of Natural
Philosophy) (1759) and a commentary to Moses Mendelssohn’s critical review of the
book from the library of Basle University. (See Brobjer, “Natural Science” 32.) According to Thomas Brobjer, “It appears that Nietzsche was profoundly impressed by Bo32

scovich in the early 1870s, but it was not until the 1880s that he began to mention and
praise him in a number of notes and letters” (“Natural Science” 32-33). I will cite more
evidence of Boscovich’s influence below, but first I will summarize his theory of matter,
what Thomas Holden calls the Kant-Boscovich force-shell atom theory.1 (The following
summary is taken largely from Chapter 6 of Holden’s 2004 book The Architecture of
Matter: Galileo to Kant.)
According to Boscovich, there are no solid, material substances. The physical
world is composed of diffused shells of force, each shell emanating from a central, dimensionless point, the punctum. One may think of each of these force-shells as an atom,
as long as one bears in mind that these atoms are only force and have no substantial properties. Very near the punctum the force is repulsive, meaning that it repels other atoms,
and the strength of this repulsive force increases exponentially nearer and nearer the central point. At some distance from the punctum the force becomes attractive, meaning that
it attracts other atoms, though farther and farther from the central point the strength of
this attractive force diminishes exponentially to zero. In the space between the punctum
and the outer attractive region, the force which constitutes the atom oscillates smoothly
between repulsion and attraction a finite number of times. Each atom, then, can be
thought of as a nested set of force shells, the shells of each atom alternating in polarity
between repulsive and attractive, the polarity and field strength varying smoothly between each adjacent pair of shells.
Boscovich’s research was motivated by the realization that the purely corpuscular
atomic model compatible with classical Newtonian theory cannot account for elastic collisions between material bodies, nor can it account for physical interactions between ma1

Karl Popper claims that Boscovich’s research program into the force field theory of matter was anticipated by a few years by Kant. This conception, however, belonged to Kant’s pre-critical period, and he
later abandoned it for a different model of material structure. See Popper 1994, 112-20.
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terial bodies which occur at a distance, such as electrical, magnetic, and gravitational effects. (See Holden 245, 252-7.) According to the Kant-Boscovich theory, “Matter simply
fills space through its dispositions and powers, occupying a region (as Kant says) purely
‘by a certain activity which prevents other bodies from penetrating it’” (Holden 261).
(Holden quotes from Kant 482.) What appear to us as material substances are nothing
more than complex configurations of these force-shell atoms. The sensation we have of
solidity, for example, is due to the interaction between repulsive shells in the atoms of
our finger tips and repulsive shells in the “solid” object we are touching: “Fields of repulsive force—which are certainly relational, dispositional, and non-categorical in nature—
are all that is required to fill a region of space; and the stronger the force, the greater the
degree of intensity to which the space is filled” (Holden 261). Boscovich believed it
would be possible to formulate this concept into a rigorous mathematical model accounting for all physical phenomena.
Boscovich’s work influenced a number of scientists responsible for the foundations of contemporary chemistry and physics; the best documented are the chemist Joseph Priestly and the electrical experimenter Michael Faraday. (See Hesse and Harré and
Madden.) According to Karl Popper (1994), the Kant-Boscovich theory not only anticipated the modern theory of extended matter, but it can be seen “as a direct forerunner of
the Faraday-Maxwell theory of fields as well as the ideas of Einstein, de Broglie, and
Schrodinger . . .” (Pearson, “Force” 23). Holden says, “It is certainly worth stressing the
formal similarities between the Kant-Boscovich atomic theory and the tradition of Rutherford, Bohr, Heisenberg, and Gell-Man, the pioneers of the current ‘standard model’
of particle physics” (249).
According to Holden, the force-shell atomic theory offers one of the best models
in the history of science for conceiving of phenomena in a way that is consistent with ex34

perimental evidence while resolutely confining metaphysical speculation within human
epistemological limits. We experience the world only through the dispositional properties
of things, that is, through the powers of things to produce effects on our sensory apparatus. We experience things only through our relations to them; we have no empirical access to any supposed intrinsic properties of objects. This feature of experience produced
a great deal of confusion and ambiguity among those natural philosophers who favored a
purely corpuscular atomic theory. “What Kant and Boscovich do, in effect, is to call a
halt to this ambiguity endemic in the corpuscularian tradition and come down squarely on
the side of the view that matter fills space simply through a dispositional property or
power” (Holden 261). The intrinsic properties of objects, should they have any, are forever beyond the realm of human experience and should therefore be excluded from a scientific model of the world; such is Boscovich’s conviction.2
Through an extensive examination of Nietzsche’s notes and his correspondence
with Peter Gast, Greg Whitlock has tried to show conclusively that “[t]he influence of
Roger Joseph Boscovich on the development of Friedrich Nietzsche’s thought, beginning
in 1872 and ending only with the 1889 eclipse, was immense . . .” (200). Whitlock concludes that by bringing the pantheism of Benedict de Spinoza under the criticism of Boscovich’s scientific model, Nietzsche developed two of his most signal notions: “Boscovich’s theory of force is the parent theory to both the eternal return of the same and
the theory of the will to power” (203).
2

Holden argues that the force-shell atomic theory has one very serious drawback, which he calls the hollow world problem: “Lacking any concrete non-force, non-power, non-dispositional, thing-like entities for
this system of dispositions to latch onto, the world is left in a miasma of shifting relations that never
achieves any concrete materiality” (Holden 267). I fail to see the substance of this objection (no pun intended), since it seems to beg the question. His argument appears to be that since the model includes no
substantial elements, it provides no substances for forces to work upon. At any rate, Holden observes that
this problem haunts all theories which reduce matter to energy, including the most popular current theories.
He identifies this as a fundamental epistemological dilemma in the philosophy of science: we have empirical access only to the dispositional properties of “things,” yet we cannot understand the world in terms of
pure dispositional properties.
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According to Whitlock, the primary flaw Nietzsche finds in Boscovich’s theory is
that it “still lacks an internal dynamic principle” (216). Presumably the problem is that
even conceived as a web of force relations, Boscovich’s world would eventually reach a
state of equilibrium in which all forces are statically balanced. Since this comprehensive
web of forces constitutes the entire world, and since Nietzsche rejects the existence of a
divine causal agent outside the world, there are no forces external to the cosmos that can
account for its dynamism and the development of the organic world. In order to solve this
problem, Nietzsche borrows Spinoza’s concept of conatus, imbuing Boscovich’s points
of power with inner wills. Whitlock refers to the work of William Wurzer and Yirmiyahu
Yovel, who claim to have shown that Nietzsche’s notion of an inner will to force was inspired by Spinoza’s concept of conatus, in spite of the fact that Nietzsche criticizes the
concept for positing the mere preservation of existence as a fundamental principle of life.
(See Wurzer 1975 and Yovel 1988.) In the end, “Nietzsche still holds the boscovichain
legacy that there is no matter, there is only force. But now Nietzsche has made his own
autonomous addition, for all force is will to power” (Whitlock 217).
Pearson believes Whitlock somewhat overstates the extent of Boscovich’s contribution to Nietzsche’s doctrines of eternal recurrence and the will to power. (See Pearson,
“Force” 34-35.) Pearson believes the notion of the will to power also owes much to Wilhelm Roux’s 1881 text on embryology, The Struggle Between Parts of an Organism.
Moore agrees and adds a number of other scientific contributors to the list of influences.
(See Moore, Nietzsche, Biology, Chapter 1.) Nevertheless, regardless of specific differences, according to all of these researchers the evidence overwhelmingly shows that
Nietzsche conceives the will to power as a serious theory of phenomena derived from a
range of scientific thinking with which he was intimately familiar, especially that of
Roger Boscovich. It seems a bit rash to say that Nietzsche’s reflection on classical texts
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and ideas had so little impact on his doctrine of the will to power. Yet in light of recent
scholarship it seems even more so to deny the role of scientific sources and to deny that
he means the will to power to be a cosmological hypothesis similar in structure to the
Kant-Boscovich force-shell theory.

Boscovich’s Theory and the Will to Power
Though Nietzsche never develops nor even recounts so detailed a theory, it is not
difficult to find the influence of Boscovich’s ideas even in Nietzsche’s published writings. For example, he shares with Boscovich a predilection for empiricist phenomenology, that is, he blurs the distinction between sensible appearances, what we might call
dispositional properties, and the things we typically take these appearances to represent.
I have discovered for myself that the human and animal past, indeed the whole
primal age and past of all sentient being continues in me to invent, to love, to
hate, and to infer. I suddenly woke up in the midst of this dream, but only to the
consciousness that I am dreaming and that I must go on dreaming lest I perish—
as a somnambulist must go on dreaming lest he fall. What is “appearance” for me
now? Certainly not the opposite of some essence: what could I say about any essence except to name the attributes of its appearance? Certainly not a dead mask
that one could place on an unknown x or remove from it.
Appearance is for me that which lives and is effective and goes so far in its selfmockery that it makes me feel that this is appearance and will-o’-the-wisp and a
dance of spirits and nothing more—that among all these dreamers, I, too, who
“know,” am dancing my dance; that the knower is a means for prolonging the
earthly dance and this belongs to the masters of ceremony of existence; and that
the sublime consistency and inter-relatedness of all knowledge perhaps is and will
be the highest means to preserve the universality of dreaming and the mutual
comprehension of all dreamers and thus also the continuation of the dream.
(GS 54)
As a correlate to this phenomenalism, Nietzsche, like Boscovich, tends either to reject the
notion of substance or to deny its relevance.
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Today, . . . precisely insofar as the prejudice of reason forces us to posit unity,
identity, permanence, substance, cause, thinghood, being, we see ourselves somehow caught in error, compelled into error. So certain are we, on the basis of rigorous examination, that this is where the error lies. (TI “Reason” 5)
Among the erroneous but useful articles of faith which evolved as mechanisms for preservation of the species are, he says, “that there are enduring things; that there are equal
things; that there are things, substances, bodies; that a thing is what it appears to be . . .”
(GS 110).
Nietzsche’s phenomenalism gives epistemic priority to sensation rather than to
reason: “All credibility, all good conscience, all evidence of truth come only from the
senses” (BGE 134). This does not mean, however, that Nietzsche is a naïve empirical realist, as though he believes reality is exactly whatever one happens to perceive: “Our
senses learn only late, and never learn entirely, to be subtle, faithful, and cautious organs
of cognition. . . . even in the ‘simplest’ processes of sensation the affects dominate, such
as fear, love hatred, including the passive affects of laziness” (BGE 192). (See also
GS 57.) Nor, as we have seen, does Nietzsche accept any form of metaphysical dualism,
the idea that some more profound reality lies beyond the reach of the senses. Yet neither
is he an idealist, claiming that mental phenomena constitute reality: “To study physiology
with a clear conscience, one must insist that the sense organs are not phenomena in the
sense of idealistic philosophy; as such they could not be causes! Sensualism, therefore, at
least as a regulative hypothesis, if not as a heuristic principle” (BGE 15). (See also
GS 372.)
Thus, Nietzsche, again like Boscovich, moves away from these more traditional
viewpoints, gravitating toward what we might call pragmatic empirical phenomenalism:
since we have access to no reality other than that present within our experience, we have
no grounds for positing any mode of existence beyond the dispositional properties of
things, that is, beyond appearances. Boscovich the physicist can then analyze and catego38

rize and even mathematize the structure of appearances, while yet denying that something substantial must necessarily lie “behind” phenomena to generates these appearances. Nietzsche departs from Boscovich’s more conservative scientific view when he
claims that appearances are not purely a function of sensory awareness, but rather are
partially constructed by affective experience as well as prior cultural and even physiological factors: “That mountain there! That cloud there! What is ‘real’ in that? Subtract
the phantasm and every human contribution from it, my sober friends! If you can! If you
can forget your descent, your past, your training—all of your humanity and animality”
(GS 57). (Se also BGE 192.) For Nietzsche these elements have a legitimate or at least
unavoidable role in determining the structure of phenomena: “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). Boscovich would most
likely want to resist these sorts of conclusions. Nevertheless, the two men are clearly
epistemological and metaphysical cousins, even if they are not brothers.
Perhaps the strongest kinship between Nietzsche and Boscovich lies in their notions of causality and their characterizations of the fundamental structure of reality as a
continuum. I have already mentioned that the force-shell theory accounts for action at a
distance, something that corpuscularian atomism cannot do. Holden describes the nature
of causation according to the classical atomic model:
[D]irect contact-action is the only case where a necessary connection between
cause and effect is intuitively evident. This mechanist conceit was then paired
with the assumption that nature is fundamentally intelligible, and thus that our
ability to understand direct-contact causation but not other putative sorts of causation in nature must ultimately arise in mechanical fashion from the immediate
contact of the parts of matter. (Holden 253)
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As Holden observes, Hume famously deconstructed the presumption that causation is
fundamentally intelligible. Furthermore, there are a number of features of the world that
simply cannot be explained on the corpuscularian model. (See Holden 256.) In particular,
apparently causal interactions between physically distant objects, for example, between
magnetic materials, are completely baffling when matter is conceived as aggregates of
simple particles. On the other hand, action at a distance is readily explained by the KantBoscovich theory because the theory proposes that matter fills space through its dispositions and powers, and these powers extend indefinitely beyond their points of origination.
Remote causality is accounted for by the interaction of these dispositions and powers, or,
in contemporary nomenclature, by fields.
The Boscovichian world where what appears to be matter is really an exhaustively interconnected web of forces unsurprisingly bears a rather striking resemblance to
the world Nietzsche describes very schematically in his published texts and more extensively in various notes. He suggests that careful attention to the content and character of
our experience can yield true insights into the nature of this world.
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Our usual imprecise mode of observation takes a group of phenomena as one and
calls it a fact: between this fact and another fact it imagines in addition an empty
space, it isolates every fact. In reality, however, all our doing and knowing is not
a succession of facts and empty spaces but a continuous flux. Now, belief in freedom of will is incompatible precisely with the idea of a continuous, homogenous,
undivided, indivisible flowing: it presupposes that every individual action is isolate and indivisible, it is an atomism in the domain of willing and knowing. —
Just as we understand characters only imprecisely, so do we also facts: we speak
of identical characters, identical facts: neither exists. Now, we praise and censure,
however, only under this false presupposition that there are identical facts, that
there exists a graduated order of classes of facts which corresponds to a graduated
world-order: thus we isolate, not only the individual fact, but also again groups of
supposedly identical facts (good, evil, sympathetic, envious actions, etc.)—in
both cases erroneously. — The word and the concept are the most manifest
ground for our belief in this isolation of groups of actions: we do not only designate things with them, we think originally that through them we grasp the true in
things. Through words and concepts we are still continually misled into imagining things as being simpler than they are, separate from one another, indivisible,
each existing in and for itself. A philosophical mythology lies concealed in language which breaks out again every moment, however careful one may be otherwise. Belief in freedom of will—that is to say in identical facts and in isolated
facts—has in language its constant evangelist and advocate. (HH “Wanderer” 11)
Note that these claims are largely negative, that is, they tell us what the world is not: it is
continuous because it is not discrete. He does not justify this apophatic metaphysics other
than by implicitly appealing to a mode of observation more precise than what is usual.
Remember, “the prejudice of reason forces us to posit unity, identity, permanence, substance, cause, thinghood, being” (TI “Reason” 5). Presumably, rational digestion of experience, Nietzsche might say rational interpretation of experience, requires that
it be artificially carved into discrete morsels. Furthermore, the distorting effects of reason
are built into the structure of language: “We enter a realm of crude fetishism when we
summon before consciousness the basic presuppositions of the metaphysics of language,
in plain talk, the presuppositions of reason” (TI “Reason” 5). (See also BGE 20, 24.) A
more precise mode of observation, then, must be one where the observer stands before
phenomena while resisting as much as possible discursive reflection upon them.
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“[The senses] do not lie at all. What we make of their testimony, that alone introduces lies; for example, the lie of unity, the lie of thinghood, of substance, of
permanence. ‘Reason’ is the cause of our falsification of the testimony of the
senses. Insofar as the senses show becoming, passing away, and change, they do
not lie” (TI “Reason” 2).
A born psychologist guards instinctively against seeing in order to see; the same
is true of the born painter. He never works “from nature”; he leaves it to his instinct, to his camera obscura, to sift through and express the “case,” “nature,” that
which is “experienced.” He is conscious only of what is general, of the conclusion, the result: he does not know arbitrary abstractions from an individual case.
(TI “Skirmishes” 7)
The observer, disarmed of analytical reason and language in the moment of observation,
can afterward say better what reality is not, than what it is. At any rate, Nietzsche’s vision of the continuum is consistent with Boscovich’s hypothesis that “things” are loci of
force and that force is continuously, though not uniformly, distributed throughout the
cosmos.
My description of Nietzsche’s world as yet includes no motive principle. Sensory
experience, when rational analysis is suspended as much as possible, is constituted by an
ever-shifting flux; yet this flux is not undifferentiated, and it exhibits dynamic coherence.
If Nietzsche wants to make minimally-processed sensory experience the datum for a fundamental conception of reality, he must identify some mode of sensation which conveys
awareness of an inherent and structured motive force. In section 36 of Beyond Good and
Evil Nietzsche seeks a solution to this problem, the problem of causation, beginning with
a thought experiment:
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Suppose nothing else were “given” as real except our world of desires and passions, and we could not get down, or up, to any other “reality” besides the reality
of our drives—for thinking is merely a relation of these drives to each other; is it
not permitted to make the experiment and to ask the question whether this
“given” would not be sufficient for also understanding on the basis of this kind of
thing the so-called mechanistic (or “material”) world? I mean, not as a deception,
as “mere appearance,” an “idea” (in the sense of Berkeley and Schopenhauer) but
as holding the same rank of reality as our affect—as a more primitive form of the
world of affects in which everything still lies contained in a powerful unity before
it undergoes ramifications and developments in the organic process (and, as is
only fair, also becomes tenderer and weaker)—as a kind of instinctive life in
which all organic functions are still synthetically intertwined along with selfregulation, assimilation, nourishment, excretion, and metabolism—as a pre-form
of life.
This is more than idle speculation, for straightaway he says, “In the end not only is it
permitted to make the experiment; the conscience of method demands it.” Nietzsche obviously realizes that this “given” is not of the indubitable sort. It is a pragmatic speculation regarding the nature of the world beginning from the only point that the conscience
of method allows, that is, from one’s most immediate awareness: “It will do to consider
science as an attempt to humanize things as faithfully as possible; as we describe things
and their one-after-another, we learn how to describe ourselves more and more precisely”
(GS 112). If Boscovich is correct and all activity in the world, including all organic activity, can be rigorously conceived as a manifestation of a distributed energy field, then this
field should also be view as the underlying principle of all human activity. One’s deepest,
most immediate awareness of interior activity must then be an awareness of this principle.
Nietzsche connects this subjective and cosmic principle of activity with the idea
of causation through the concept of the will.
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The question is in the end whether we really recognize the will as efficient,
whether we believe in the causality of the will: if we do—and at bottom our faith
in this is nothing less than our faith in causality itself—then we have to make the
experiment of positing the causality of the will hypothetically as the only one.
“Will,” of course, can affect only “will”— and not “matter” (not “nerves,” for example). In short, one has to risk the hypothesis whether will does not affect will
wherever “effects” are recognized—and whether all mechanical occurrences are
not, insofar as a force is active in them, will force, effects of will. (BGE 36)
This is the first reference to “will” in section 36 of Beyond Good and Evil, and it seems
to be a non sequitur unless Nietzsche means to associate the will with the desires, passions, and drives he mentions earlier. Such an association is indeed consistent with his
psycho-physiological analysis of human nature and is the most reasonable interpretation.
The connection of the will with causality, however, raises a more difficult problem. Apparently in direct contradiction to this passage, Nietzsche famously denies the
self-transparency and causal efficacy, perhaps even the existence, of a personal will:
“Every thoughtless person supposes that will alone is effective; that willing is something
simple, a brute datum, underivable, and intelligible by itself” (GS 127) [emphasis added].
“The will no longer moves anything, hence does not explain anything either—it merely
accompanies events; it can also be absent” (TI “Errors” 3). Formerly, “the causality of
the will was firmly accepted as given, as empirical,” but now we know better: “There are
no mental causes at all. The whole of the allegedly empirical evidence for that has gone
to the devil” (TI “Errors” 3). (See also BGE 19.) Maudemarie Clark cites such denials as
evidence that Nietzsche cannot possibly believe that BGE 36 states anything true about
the world but only that it represents the self-conscious reading of his own purely subjective values into the world. On Clark’s view, Nietzsche is not proposing an hypothesis
about reality but merely laying a fictional, subjective image over a mechanistic, objective
reality. We will return to this difficulty momentarily, after completing Nietzsche’s argument in BGE 36.
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Nietzsche finally goes so far as to suggest that this “will force” derives from a
universal will to power and that the will to power is the vital structuring principle which
drives the development and functional operations of all life.
Suppose, finally, we succeeded in explaining our entire instinctive life as the development and ramification of one basic form of the will—namely, of the will to
power, as my proposition has it; suppose all organic functions could be traced
back to this will to power and one could also find in it the solution of the problem
of procreation and nourishment—it is one problem—then one would have gained
the right to determine all efficient force univocally as—will to power. The world
viewed from inside, the world defined and determined according to its “intelligible character”—it would be “will to power” and nothing else. (BGE 36)
Nietzsche previously included in his hypothesis the idea that the force involved in apparently mechanical activity is actually “will force, effects of will” (BGE 36). So, in the end
Nietzsche subsumes the motive principle involved in every kind of activity under the will
to power. Thus Whitlock’s contention seems plausible, that Nietzsche’s will to power is
essentially Boscovich’s universal force field with the addition of an internal dynamic
principle. In this way Nietzsche is able to account for the evident structured dynamism of
the cosmos while holding fast to his pragmatic empirical phenomenalism, which requires
him to limit fundamental metaphysical hypotheses to those discoverable through an investigation of the most immediate human experience.
Clark’s assertion that Nietzsche’s argument associating causality with the will
should not be taken as something he believes to be true seems plausible given the textual
evidence. Her conclusion, however, relies on a misinterpretation of section 36 of Beyond
Good and Evil. In spite of superficial appearances to the contrary, neither the interior
world Nietzsche describes in BGE 36, populated by desires, passions, and drives, nor
“the so-called mechanistic (or ‘material’) world” include features to which he elsewhere
denies existence. We find in this passage neither the substantial ego, nor its supposed
power of free choice, nor even the unitary faculty of personal will. What are “given” are
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various affects and motives of which, in their most immediate form, we are passively
aware. We experience passions, we experience desires, we feel driven.3
Formerly man was given a “free will” as his dowry from a higher order; today we
have taken his will away altogether, in the sense that we no longer admit the will
as a faculty. The old word “will” now serves only to denote a resultant, a kind of
individual reaction, which follows necessarily upon a number of partly contradictory, partly harmonious stimuli: the will no longer “acts” or “moves.” (A 14)
As noted earlier, Nietzsche does not define “will” in BGE 36, so we can infer only that he
means to associate it with our passions, desires, and drives. Insofar, then, as Nietzsche
refers in this passage to the interior experience of will, he is evidently referring to a resultant of psycho-physiological forces rather than to the assertion of a self-determining
causal power. The feeling of will, or more precisely, the feeling of freedom of the will,
“is the expression for the complex state of delight of the person exercising volition, who
commands and at the same time identifies himself with the executor of the order . . .”
(BGE 19). What we experience as personal will is the affect of command which accompanies the victory of one drive over its competitors. (See also D 109.) This conception of
the so-called personal will is consistent with BGE 36.
In section 36 of Beyond Good and Evil Nietzsche shifts back and forth between
an examination of interior experience and speculation regarding the nature of “material”
causality. He does this for methodological reasons we have already discussed. Nietzsche
begins, for example, by considering “the reality of our drives,” but then almost immediately asks how this most intimate form of experience is related to “the so-called mechanistic (or ‘material’) world.” Later he says, “‘Will,’ of course, can affect only ‘will’—and
not ‘matter’ (not ‘nerves,’ for example),” which seems again to refer to features of the
human organism, but shortly thereafter he uses the same term “will” in relation to non3

I do not deny the possibility that these may be cultivated or consciously frustrated. I only mean that as
they appear immediately in conscious awareness they appear passively. They happen to us, we do not generally try consciously to will these sorts of experiences.
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human phenomena: “In short, one has to risk the hypothesis whether will does not affect
will wherever ‘effects’ are recognized—and whether all mechanical occurrences are not,
insofar as a force is active in them, will force, effects of will.”
The point is that in BGE 36 Nietzsche considers under the single heading of
“will” the nature of both human and non-human phenomena. His perspective is still that
of an observer striving to expand the scope of meaningful interpretation of the world as
broadly as possible while incorporating his most intimate awareness of himself within
this view. From this perspective “will” is the general term for the most basic metaphysical feature of the cosmos, and it denotes this feature as it appears in all phenomena
whether human or otherwise. Thus, when applied to the immediate phenomena of consciousness “will” does not refer to the unitary choice-making faculty of the substantial
ego but rather to all those immediate features of self-conscious awareness through which
we feel the tense strands of universal causal energy, that is, to our desires, passions, and
drives.
Boscovich and Nietzsche, then, must deny that cause and effect involve mechanical collisions between substantial bodies, since the notion of substance is empirically superfluous and should thus be treated as a fiction.
Cause and effect: such a duality probably never exists; in truth we are confronted
by a continuum out of which we isolate a couple of pieces, just as we perceive
motion only as isolated points and then infer it without ever actually seeing it.
The suddenness with which many effects stand out misleads us; actually, it is
sudden only for us. In this moment of suddenness there is an infinite number of
processes that elude us. An intellect that could see cause and effect as a continuum and a flux and not, as we do, in terms of arbitrary division and dismemberment, would repudiate the concept of cause and effect and deny all conditionality.
(GS 112)
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The mechanistic world is imagined as only sight and touch imagine a world (as
“moved”)—so as to be calculable—thus causal unities are invented, “things” (atoms) whose effect remains constant (—transference of the false concept of subject to the concept of the atom).
The following are therefore phenomenal: the injection of the concept of number,
the concept of the thing (concept of the subject), the concept of activity (separation of cause from effect), the concept of motion (sight and touch): our eye and
our psychology are still part of it.
If we eliminate these additions, no things remain but only dynamic quanta, in a
relation of tension to all other dynamic quanta: their essence lies in their relation
to all other quanta, in their “effect” upon the same. The will to power not a being,
not a becoming, but a pathos—the most elemental fact from which a becoming
and effecting first emerge— (WP 635)
The ideas of “dynamic quanta” and their properties seem clearly inspired by Boscovich’s
atoms, which are insubstantial centers of force. (Nietzsche uses a similar phrase, “quantum of force,” in relation to causation in section 13 of the First Essay in the Genealogy.)
In Boscovich’s scheme, the strength of the attractive force which defines the outermost
shell of an atom forever approaches but never falls completely to zero. This means that
every atom of force throughout the cosmos is connected to every other atom of force, albeit the farther the separation the weaker the connection. Cause and effect on this model,
as in Nietzsche’s description of the will to power, are not defined by sequences of collisions, nor by the more mysterious interaction of the Cartesian soul-atom with a physical
human body. Rather, cause and effect are distributed through the whole tension of forces
which constitutes the dynamic continuum of reality.
I propose that what Nietzsche describes in BGE 36 and in occasional, less explicit
references throughout his published works is the human organism viewed as a nexus
within this web of causal forces that constitute phenomenal reality. One’s most immediate awareness of causation, then, does not come through the supposed experience of exerting one’s will as a causal agent. Rather, through our desires, passions, and drives we
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may become aware of being moved or perhaps of being a localized aspect of the universal motion; if sufficiently attentive we become aware of our essential interconnectedness
with the flux of forces which constitute the cosmos: “One is necessary, one is a piece of
fatefulness, one belongs to the whole, one is in the whole. . . . [T]here is nothing besides
the whole.. . .” (TI “Errors” 8). If we both scrupulously attend to our own mental awareness and critically observe the world around us, Nietzsche seems to say, and if we take
these experiences together with those gathered from within many other perspectives, including those of the most profound natural scientists, we will have the basic material
needed to construct a meaningful and empirically plausible metaphysical interpretation of
the world, and according to Nietzsche this interpretation will insist upon an essential continuity among all phenomena.
Walter Kaufmann observes that Nietzsche’s conception of “the will to power as a
universal feature of the human constitution” is an empirical thesis: “His theory of the will
to power might be the one and only interpretation of human behavior of which we are
capable when we consider the evidence and think about it as clearly as we can”
(Nietzsche 206). Kaufmann goes on to say that Nietzsche’s generalization of the will to
power, so that “it is not only the basic urge of man but nothing less than the fundamental
drive of all living beings,” is likewise “offered in an empirical spirit” (Nietzsche 206).
Although we might argue with Nietzsche’s inductive inferences, Kaufmann says, “one
will yet have to admit that Nietzsche based his theory on empirical data and not on any
dialectical ratiocination about Schopenhauer’s metaphysics, as is so often supposed erroneously” (Nietzsche 207). Richard Schacht and Gregory Moore concur:
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[Nietzsche] takes [the ‘will to power’] to have application to a salient and basic
feature of our experience, and so to have a meaningfulness which sanctions its
use at least in the characterization of the nature of our human reality. And this is
the opening wedge which he considers both to endow his employment of the notion of ‘force’ with legitimacy in going on to speak of that of which the world
consists, and to suggest how this notion is to be more concretely understood. It is
only in this way, he contends, that ‘force’ ceases to be ‘an empty word,’ and wins
its ‘rights of citizenship’ in science and philosophy (WP 621). . . . (Schacht 215)
[Nietzsche’s] theory of the world as will to power grows out of his awareness
that we can never transcend the limitations of our human perspectives; it therefore
places our humanity at its centre, and proposes to interpret non-human processes
in terms of the only reality of which we are immediately aware: that of our instincts and desires. (Moore 42)
Nietzsche never treats the cosmological doctrine of the will to power as anything other
than a pragmatic metaphysical hypothesis; but human beings require such hypotheses.
We are willful, thinking beings, who must make sense of our experience and who must
find meaning in our activity, and the world will be neither sensible nor meaningful,
Nietzsche insists, unless we can find a basis for understanding it within a careful examination of experience itself. Nietzsche believes that his hypothesis, though not indubitable,
is the best available because it is most faithful to experience and because it is most conducive to the health of humankind.

The Will to Power: a Form of Panpsychic Hylozoism
Hoping to convey a more precise conception of Nietzsche’s view, I will digress in
an attempt to locate his cosmological doctrine of the will to power in a general way
within the contemporary philosophies of biology and mind. First, even though the will to
power is the principle of life, strictly speaking Nietzsche’s view is a form of hylozoism
rather than vitalism. “[Vitalism] holds, first, that in every living organism there is an entity that is not exhaustively composed of inanimate parts and, second, that the activities
characteristic of living organisms are due, in some sense, to the activities of this entity”
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(Beckner 254). Hylozoism, on the other hand, is “the doctrine that matter is intrinsically
alive, or that all bodies, from the world as a whole down to the smallest corpuscle, have
some degree or some kind of life” (Mourelatos 352).4 Vitalism proposes that the cosmos
includes two fundamental features: dead matter and a principle of life; completely lifeless
matter must be animated by an organic principle. In contrast, hylozoism holds that matter
itself “down to the smallest corpuscle” is living, or, we might say, the smallest quantum
of energy is proto-organic. Since for Nietzsche matter is will to power, and will to power
is “the unexhausted procreative will of life” (Z II.12), his view qualifies as a form of hylozoism rather than vitalism.5
As far as I am aware, no contemporary scientist endorses hylozoism. The dominant theories of life are reductionism and organicism. While there are several types of
reductionism (see Greene and Depew 310-313 and Mayr 72-74, 77-79), we can roughly
summarize the concept for our purpose as follows: everything in the universe is an assemblage of some finite set of primary physical bodies, and the structure and activity of
everything in the world are strict functions of the physical properties of these most fundamental bodies. Thus, life must also ultimately be nothing more than a function of the
properties of the most fundamental physical components. Contrariwise, according to the
organicist, the structures and activities of organisms and biological systems cannot be
accounted for strictly in terms of the properties of the primary physical bodies from
which they are composed. At every level of increasing organic complexity, the properties
of the organism qua living thing are functions of the relations between various parts of
the organism and the relation of each part to the whole. (See Gilbert and Sarkar 1-2.)
4

It is interesting to note that, according to Alexander P. D. Mourelatos, “Inasmuch as it may also hold that
there are no living entities not constituted by matter, hylozoism is often criticized by theistic philosophers
as a form of atheism” (352). This is, of course, an assessment Nietzsche would be pleased with!
5
Moore also recognizes Nietzsche’s hylozoism, an idea he says was widespread in nineteenth-century
German biology. See Moore 40.
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This is not to say that the properties of the primary physical bodies which constitute the
organism, its physicochemical components, do not contribute fundamentally to its physical characteristics. But in addition, the organism exhibits properties unique to living
things, which emerge from the relations among the parts and which, at least according to
the eminent evolutionary biologist Ernst Mayr, could not have been anticipated even in
principle from the most thorough analysis of the organism’s lifeless physical components. (See Mayr 75.)
Though organicism is hardly undisputed, many contemporary biologists and philosophers, especially those working in evolutionary biology, developmental biology, and
embryology, believe that strict reductionism has been thoroughly discredited in light of
their own research.6 (See, for example, Popper 1976, 269, 279, 281 and Mayr 73.) On the
other hand, virtually all biologists today who accept organicism reject both vitalism and
hylozoism. Mayr says, “It is now abundantly clear that evolutionary emergence is an empirical phenomenon without any metaphysical foundations” (77). Gilbert and Sarkar suggest that organicism can be seen as an effort “to seek a middle ground between vitalism
and reductionism . . .” (3). By attempting to account for emergent properties of living
things in terms of new relations between the parts of an organism which arise only when
the parts form a single functional unit, organicism aims to reconcile the seemingly obvious and experimentally-verifiable differences between living and nonliving things with a
thoroughgoing inorganic physicalism.
A critique of organicism is beyond the scope of the present work. I wish only to
observe that after abandoning physical reductionism as untenable, organicists have yet to
offer compelling reasons for rejecting the prima facie observation that life is a unique

6

See Gilbert and Sarkar for an argument that the rejection of organicism among some embryologists is due
more to historical and sociological factors than to scientific ones.
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emergent property which cannot be accounted for in terms of purely inorganic physicalist
principles. According to organicism it is the presence of relations between the parts of an
organism and between the parts and the whole which distinguish living from nonliving
things. These relations must certainly be very powerful, inasmuch as they stimulate
growth, reproduction, self-organization, and all the other characteristics specific to living
things. Yet one wants to ask: what exactly are these relations, and what calls them into
existence when particular sorts of nonliving matter are brought into particular sorts of
configurations? Nietzsche complains of Boscovich’s theory that it fails to recognize an
internal principle of activity in the nature of matter/energy itself. One might lodge a similar complaint against organicism: property emergence simply describes an observable
phenomenon without offering any explanation for its nature or origin. I do not, of course,
claim to have refuted either reductionism or organicism but only to have shown that
Nietzsche’s adoption of hylozoism may not be a sufficient reason to reject the cosmological doctrine of the will to power: perhaps matter/energy itself is proto-organic, and
under favorable conditions inherent principles responsible for self-organization, growth,
reproduction, and increasing complexity do not so much emerge as manifest in the form
of living organisms.

We have seen in connection with what I have called Nietzsche’s psychophysiological conception of human nature that his view resembles the contemporary doctrine of epiphenomenalism, but this resemblance is superficial. I have claimed that
Nietzsche promotes a metaphysical monism, and this rules out epiphenomenalism:
“epiphenomenalism, strictly speaking, is a dualistic theory that asserts the occurrence of
peculiarly mental events but makes their occurrence completely dependent on physical
events. Thus, physical events are the primary phenomena; mental events are by-products”
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(Shaffer 343). This form of dualism is weaker than the classical mind-body dualism perhaps best exemplified by Descartes, for according to epiphenomenalism causal interactions go only one way: “physical states cause mental states, but mental states do not
cause anything” (McLaughlin 598). Yet weak dualism is dualism nonetheless.
The relation of Nietzsche’s monism to the ontological status of the mind is most
apparent in his notes. Two brief representative passages will have to illustrate the point:
Self-consciousness itself is already present in the cell. Before the cell there is no
self-consciousness. (VII 2, 26[36])
That which is commonly attributed to the intellect [Geiste] seems to me to constitute the essence of the organic: and in the highest functions of the intellect I find
only a sublime kind of organic function (assimilation, selection, secretion, etc.).
(VII 2, 25[356])7
Thus, matter/energy is proto-organic, and the organic is proto-conscious. Nietzsche’s
view, then, is best characterized as panpsychic hylozoism. This view does not, of course,
require that every cell or every atom or bit of energy possess a self-conscious ego.
Rather, at a sufficient level of complexity and with the requisite structure, the mental
characteristics of matter/energy naturally manifest as a coherent mind.
I am unaware of any contemporary scientist who defends panpsychism. Thoroughgoing classical dualism may be the most obvious way to account for the fact that the
experience of consciousness, like the defining features of life, resists exhaustive characterization in terms of the purely physical properties of matter. On this view mental and
physical phenomena are conceived as belong to distinct ontological domains that either
interact causally with one another or mysteriously parallel one another’s activities. The
difficulty of specifying the nature of these causal relations, however, coupled with the

7

These quotations are taken from the Kritische Gesamtausgabe of Nietzsche’s works, edited by Giorgio
Colli and Mazzino Montinari (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1967-), translated by Gregory Moore.
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scientific demand that all legitimate explanations must be empirically verifiable, have
made this theory extremely unpopular today.
Epiphenomenalism enjoys much greater popularity. A problem with this view,
however, is that, while mental phenomena are said to be different from physical phenomena, the ontological status of mental phenomena is very difficult if not impossible to explain. Furthermore, epiphenomenalism retains half the causal ambiguity of dualism: we
no longer have to ask how mental states produce physical states, but the question remains
as to exactly how physical states produce mental states. One might claim that, according
to the best evidence available, mental states are indeed ontologically different from
physical states and the former are produced by the latter, but that the evidence does not,
and perhaps cannot, yield any knowledge concerning the ontological nature of mental
phenomena nor of the causal link from the physical to the mental. At bottom this seems
merely an admission that we have little if any idea what mental phenomena are or
whether they are indeed distinct from physical phenomena.
As in the case of reductionism and organicism, I do not believe I have categorically discredited dualism, epiphenomenalism, or even pure physicalism; I have tried only
to show that panpsychism may solve problems regarding the nature and origin of consciousness that no contemporary theory has yet solved. Nietzsche’s cosmological doctrine of the will to power, then, should not be rejected our of hand merely because it is a
form of panpsychism.

In summary, reductionism seems unable to explain or even adequately describe
the nature and origin of life and consciousness. Organicism together with epiphenomenalism can describe but not explain them. Panpsychic hylozoism can explain both and so
may appear to be an attractive alternative; but it suffers from perhaps fatal shortcomings
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when presented for candidacy as a scientific theory. To name only one, panpsychic hylozoism may be impossible to confirm or disconfirm empirically. Yet Nietzsche is less
concerned with adopting a rigorous scientific theory than he is with adopting a rigorously
plausible interpretation of the world that can render it comprehensible and serve as a basis for meaningful human action. If a world in which life and consciousness mysteriously
spring forth from nonliving, unconscious matter is fundamentally inexplicable, then this
is a meaningless interpretation of the world. Writing to “materialistic natural scientists”
Nietzsche says:
A “scientific” interpretation of the world, as you understand it, might therefore
still be one of the most stupid of all possible interpretations of the world, meaning
that it would be one of the poorest in meaning. This thought is intended for the
ears and consciences of our mechanists who nowadays like to pass as philosophers and insist that mechanics is the doctrine of the first and last laws on which
all existence must be based as on a ground floor. But an essentially mechanical
world would be an essentially meaningless world. (GS 373)
Adopting panpsychic hylozoism as a regulative hypothesis locates humanity in a context
of meaning without, on the other hand, resorting to religious fabrications which flatter
human pride at the costs of intellectual suicide and the denial of humankind’s home in
the natural world. I believe that one conclusion Nietzsche wants readers of the Genealogy
to reach is that Christianity, the dominant meaning-giving interpretation of human experience in the West, is an implausible interpretation that is also harmful to humankind. On
Nietzsche’s estimation the cosmological doctrine of the will to power provides a metaphysical conception of the cosmos that avoids the pitfalls of both strict physicalism and
the Christian religion.
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The Will to Power in Biological Evolution
Nietzsche is a naturalist in the sense that he believes all phenomena and every aspect of human experience can be accounted for without resort to supernatural explanations. Furthermore, on my reading he adopts the pragmatic hypothesis that the will to
power is the universal principle that drives all natural processes, including the evolution
of the human organism. The domain of culture, on the other hand, is often thought to be
separate from that of nature, and morality is a cultural phenomenon. If this is the case
then morality, and values in general, derive from cultural rather than natural processes,
and so the study of biological evolution should have no bearing on questions about the
development of morality. Yet according to Nietzsche, human values substantially derive
from the psycho-physiology of certain types of human beings, and the study of biological
evolution should be able to shed light on how human psycho-physiology came to take its
various forms. This means that understanding Nietzsche’s view of evolution should be
valuable in the effort to understand his view of the development of morality. In fact, I
suggest that Nietzsche’s speculative account of the origin of morality in the Genealogy is
most cogently treated as a natural extension of biological evolution into the cultural domain under the ubiquitous influence of the will to power.8
We see evolutionary thinking increasingly reflected in Nietzsche’s published
works as he reads more and more scientific texts, becoming especially prominent in his
so-called middle and late periods. In Thus Spoke Zarathustra, for example, he includes

8

Some scholars hold that Nietzsche believes social evolution can be disengaged from biological evolution
through the conscious efforts of human beings. Keith Ansell Pearson develops an argument for this position in his 2002 book Viroid Life. Yet regardless of whether Nietzsche believes it is possible for humankind
to take control of its own destiny now that it has achieved some degree of self-consciousness, his reflections on primitive and ancient social formation suggest that social evolution proceeded unconsciously according to natural principles of development for all of human history up to the present, and this is the era
with which I am most concerned.
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numerous allusions to the developmental aspects of biological evolution, perhaps most
obviously in the Prologue:
“All beings so far have created something beyond themselves; and do you want to
be the ebb of this great flood and even go back to the beasts rather than overcome
man? . . . You have made your way from worm to man, and much in you is still
worm. Once you were apes, and even now, too, man is more ape than any ape.”
(Z Prologue 3)
(See Safranski 260 ff. for more discussion of Darwinian themes in Thus Spoke Zarathustra.) Broadly speaking, Nietzsche’s view of biological and human development is Darwinian. As Thomas Brobjer says, “In the most general sense in which Darwinism is (and
was) understood—that is, as a byword for evolutionism in general—there can be no
doubt that Nietzsche accepted it” (“Natural Science” 23).9 Gregory Moore agrees: “there
can be no question that Nietzsche adopts a broadly evolutionist perspective: he believes
in the mutability of organic forms; he sees morality, art and consciousness not as
uniquely human endowments with their origin in a transcendental realm, but as products
of the evolutionary process itself” (Nietzsche, Biology 21).
Although evidence suggests that Nietzsche did not read books about the theory of
evolution authored by Darwin himself, “he read a large number of other books on the
subject, including specialist treatises as well as works of popular science . . .” (Brobjer,
“Natural Science” 22). (See Safranski 47-48 and Brobjer, “Natural Science” 22-24. References to Nietzsche’s scientific sources are also scattered throughout Moore, Nietzsche,
Biology.) These books addressed not only biological evolution itself but other related topics such as embryology, developmental biology, and orthogenesis. Those making the
largest impact on Nietzsche’s thought were probably F. A. Lange’s Geschichte des Materialismus (History of Materialism, 1866), Wilhelm Roux’s Der Kampf der Theile im Or9

Thomas Brobjer suggests that Nietzsche’s appropriation of Darwinian themes should be called “evolutionism” rather than “Darwinism” because his understanding of biological evolution owes more to secondary discussions of Darwin’s theory of evolution than to Darwin’s own ideas. See Brobjer 22-24.
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ganismus (The Struggle of the Parts in the Organism, 1881), W. H. Rolph’s Biologische
Probleme (Biological Problems, 1884), and Carl von Nägeli’s Mechanischphysiologische Theorie der Abstammungslehre (Mechanico-Physiological Theory of Descent, 1884). Brobjer goes so far as to say that “[evolutionism] represents an important
general background for Nietzsche’s thought. Some aspects of Nietzsche’s philosophy—
such as his view of development, progress and history, as well as his concepts of the will
to power and the Übermensch—cannot be fully understood without taking into account
his attitude towards Darwinism” (“Natural Science” 22).
Though Nietzsche seldom discusses biological evolution in his published works,
we can gain some insight into how he thinks about the process of evolution from the parallels he frequently draws between organic and social phenomena, in which he describes
social structure and development in terms borrowed from the vocabulary of biology. (GM
II.12 offers a particularly good example.) Here he is, of course, following a long philosophical tradition, not only of illustrative metaphor but, at least in the case of classical
Greek philosophy, of treating human society as an integral part of the natural world. Like
a number of his contemporaries, Nietzsche infuses this classical naturalism with insights
concerning the relation between the organic and the social, which he gained from his scientific reading. Underlined in Nietzsche’s copy of the third edition of Lange’s Geschichte
des Materialismus is the following passage: “‘Every living thing,’ [Goethe] teaches, ‘is
not a single thing, but a plurality; even in so far as it appears to us as an individual, it still
remains a collection of living independent beings’” (Moore, Nietzsche, Biology 35).
(Moore quotes from Lange 37-38.) Furthermore, Moore claims that copious notebook
entries attest to the profound influence of Wilhelm Roux’s physiological theory on
Nietzsche’s thinking. For example, “The development of such ‘aristocratic’ hierarchies,
in which the strongest parts within the organism direct and subdue the weaker ones, is for
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Nietzsche—and here he is again following Roux—the means by which specialization of
function takes place, with a more complex organic structure emerging: cells by tissues,
tissues by organs and so on” (Moore, Nietzsche, Biology 38).
This process by which increasingly complex organisms develop “through the subsumption of lower forms by higher ones” suggests a kind of dialectical movement; and
indeed, though critical of Hegel at times, Nietzsche praises the general form of his logic:
“Let us take, thirdly, the astonishing stroke of Hegel, who struck right through all our
logical habits and bad habits when he dared to teach that species concepts develop out of
each other. With this proposition the minds of Europe were preformed for the last great
scientific movement, Darwinism—for without Hegel there could have been no Darwin”
(GS 357). In contrast to Hegel’s dialectic, however, Nietzsche sees an economy of power
at work in the organic world, not in which antagonists resolve into greater syntheses, but
rather in which the stronger subdues and incorporates the weaker.
Nietzsche employs the idea of this fundamental economy of power throughout his
writings, primarily as the underlying explanation for various interpersonal and social dynamics, but he rarely provides much detail regarding its mode of operation in his published works. One exception appears in Thus Spoke Zarathustra:
Hear, then, my word, you who are wisest. Test in all seriousness whether I have
crawled into the very heart of life and into the very roots of its heart.
Where I found the living, there I found will to power; and even in the will of
those who serve I found the will to be master.
That the weaker should serve the stronger, to that it is persuaded by its own will,
which would be master over what is weaker still: this is the one pleasure it does
not want to renounce. And as the smaller yields to the greater that it may have
pleasure and power over the smallest, thus even the greatest still yields, and for
the sake of power risks life. That is the yielding of the greatest: it is hazard and
danger and casting dice for death.
...
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And life itself confided this secret to me: “Behold,” it said, “I am that which must
always overcome itself. Indeed, you call it a will to procreate or a drive to an end,
to something higher, farther, more manifold: but all this is one and one secret.
...
“Whatever I create and however much I love it—soon I must oppose it and my
love; thus my will wills it. . . . (Z II.12)
So, Nietzsche identifies this economy of power which drives all organic development as
the modus operandi of the will to power. This should not be surprising if Nietzsche holds
to a hylozoic, monistic metaphysics: all living things are structured forms of the will to
power, and all organic development is a manifestation of the activity of the will to power.
This economy of power should then also characterize the process of evolution.
Since Nietzsche does not bother to draw out the details of this inference in a systematic
way, at least not in his published works, we shall have to do so ourselves if we want a
more complete image of Nietzschean evolution. He has given us adequate information
from which to construct such an image with some degree of confidence, though we shall
occasionally have to interpolate within Nietzsche’s stated view and perhaps even extrapolate beyond the scope of his own thinking about how the activity of the will to
power might account for the development of all life. The main benefit of constructing as
complete a conception as possible of the way the will to power drives evolution will be in
having a well-articulated framework for considering how the will to power also drives
the development of human society and morality. Furthermore, Nietzsche believes that
human values ultimately derive from natural processes, and these are functions of the
will to power. This, if we want to understand not only the development of values but also
their various modes of operation, we must understand the modes of operation of the will
to power.

61

We have already identified the primary mode of activity for the will to power: the
stronger overcomes the weaker and becomes even more powerful by incorporating the
strength of the weaker element into itself and utilizing this weaker power in its ongoing
effort to bend everything to its own insatiable power will: “all events in the organic world
are a subduing, a becoming master, and all subduing and becoming master involves a
fresh interpretation, an adaptation through which any previous ‘meaning’ and ‘purpose’
are necessarily obscured or even obliterated” (GM II.12). Yet at first glance this principle
would seem unable to account for the nature of evolutionary change, particularly for the
gradual development of increasingly complex and diverse organisms. If every living
thing strives to subdue and incorporate every other living thing, how can the result be
anything other than purely destructive competition leading to the eventual death of everything? “[L]ife itself is essentially appropriation, injury, overpowering of what is alien and
weaker; suppression, hardness, imposition of one’s own forms, incorporation and at least,
at its mildest, exploitation . . .” (BGE 259). More basically, how could evolution even
begin from such a principle, for if life simply is will to power then the first complex life
forms must have emerged through a process of domination and incorporation, and this
seems implausible.
We should begin with the last question by imagining how organisms may have
first developed if life at its most fundamental level is an energy field: “Life as a whole is
a force field in which the quantities of energy are unevenly apportioned” (Safransky
292). To begin with, we can see why Nietzsche believes this field must include an internal dynamic principle, some continual agitation driving it away from a static equilibrium.
At this most basic level, the activity of the will to power must involve only the pervasive
tendency to fragment into opposing elements of unequal strength, which then seek to
overcome one another, speaking anthropomorphically. This overcoming is Nietzsche’s
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idea of “becoming master,” and it is the key to resolving the difficulty mentioned above,
though the idea must be assumed metaphorical until organic complexity reaches the level
of intelligence. Mastery does not necessarily entail annihilation of the element that is
overpowered. Rather the stronger element most often will sustain the distinct identity of
weaker elements while at the same time forcing them to serve its own purposes. In the
most rudimentary forms of life the purpose of the strong is very simple: it acts in a way
that tends to extend the range of its dominating influence as far as possible and to compel
as many other elements as possible into serving this purpose as well.10
According to this metaphysics of the organic, then, every living thing strives in
every moment, consciously or not, to broaden and strengthen its control over its environment, always seeking to overcome obstacles to its further expansion and to convert
impediments into means toward this expansion. Even in its least-conscious forms, Life
blindly turns its efforts at domination toward whatever most opposes its activity. This
rudimentary but powerful disposition does not require intelligence but only the tendency
to shift the application of force toward whatever part of the environment most resists this
application: “By their very nature, then, all living forces, which are bent on the pursuit of
greater power, will seek out opposition and resistance to themselves, so that by overcoming it they can advance further” (Moles 139). Thus, Life as will to power can be thought
of as an anti-entropic force, driving proto-organic matter toward greater degrees of complexity and organization.

10

This description of aggressive behavior among unintelligent entities is reminiscent of Richard Dawkins’
speculative account of how proto-organic replicators competed for resources during the earliest stages of
evolution: “when the replicators became numerous, building blocks [the molecules necessary for making
new copies] must have been used up at such a rate that they became a scarce and precious resource. Different varieties of strains of replicator must have competed for them. . . . There was a struggle for existence
among replicator varieties. They did not know they were struggling, or worry about it; the struggle was
conducted without any hard feelings, indeed without feelings of any kind” (Selfish 14).
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Units of will to power are of various strengths, each of them striving to overcome
the others within its environment. When some unit of will to power or an oligarchy of
equally strong units successfully masters a group of weaker units and is able to maintain
a cohesive, hierarchical power structure in which each unit controls those weaker than
itself, an individual organism emerges. Thus, each organism represents a stable configuration of competing wills to power, compelled to act as a single entity by an overmastering will to power. The formation of a new organism in this way exhibits what is perhaps
the most important property of the will to power, namely, self-overcoming. We generally
think of self-overcoming as the activity of an intelligent individual, but if any individual
overcomes herself it is only because this disposition is first and foremost a property of
the will to power from which she is constituted: Again, “And Life itself confided this secret to me: ‘Behold,’ it said, ‘I am that which must always overcome itself’” (Z II.12).
Most precisely, then, self-overcoming refers to a process by which Life overcomes itself, that is, by which one unit or organized structure of will to power does not
merely subject those in its immediate domain to its will, but by which it creates a new,
more complex, yet still cohesive structured hierarchy of power. In this way it either generates an entirely new domain of power populated by these more complex organic structures, or it joins such a domain already in existence. Perhaps the two most evident examples of this process are speciation, especially when the new species is a more complex
type of organism, and the formation of social organizations, which, as the cognate terms
suggest, are organisms constituted by simpler structures of will to power, that is, by individuals. We shall consider this latter case schematically below and more extensively in
the following chapters. Self-overcoming also occurs within individuals, but in this case it
does not necessarily produce new types of organisms that are biologically, we might say
phenotypically, distinct from all previous forms; but neither is it merely the acquisition of
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a new skill, which only requires a modicum of self-discipline. When self-overcoming per
se takes place within an individual it involves a transformative change such that she is in
some significant sense a new type of individual, though perhaps physically indistinguishable from her prior form. We shall also consider this case below and in the following
chapters.
Finally, the entire natural world may be viewed as a structured system of competing wills to power. Different organisms exert different kinds and degrees of power within
the environment, and so this environment itself is a hierarchical power structure. Some
organic power structures may eventually become very large, complex, and even intelligent because these characteristics enable this type of organism to dominate more extensive regions of the environment more completely. Evolution, then, is the ongoing process
through which the self-overcoming of the will to power generates new organic power
structures, that is, new organisms, and through which each type of organism struggles to
elevate its position within the total hierarchy. “Evolution, according to Nietzsche’s conception of it, is the history of the experiments of the will to power, which when confronted with new circumstances constantly makes use of them to create, at first more vulnerable (because badly adapted) but later more able, stronger and more complex organisms” (Moles 122).

We should consider briefly whether or not this interpretation of the cosmological
will to power makes it into a teleological principle. Characterizing biological and social
evolution as processes which build increasingly powerful organic structures carries the
scent of teleology, and this seems to violate Nietzsche’s often-stated position on the subject: “Mankind does not represent a development toward something better or stronger or
higher, in the sense accepted today. ‘Progress’ is merely a modern idea, that is, a false
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idea” (A 4). (See also GS 1; BGE 13, 22, 191; GM II.21, III.28; TI “Errors” 8;
TI “Skirmishes” 9; A 3, 14.) Nietzsche’s rejection of theological teleology follows from
his rejection of the existence of any supernatural principle. He also dismisses the naturalistic teleology he erroneously ascribes to Darwin:11
Physiologists should think before putting down the instinct of self-preservation as
the cardinal instinct of an organic being. A living thing seeks above all to discharge its strength—life itself is will to power; self-preservation is only one of the
indirect and most frequent results.
In short, here as everywhere else, let us beware of superfluous teleological principles—one of which is the instinct of self-preservation (we owe it to Spinoza's inconsistency). Thus method, which must be essentially economy of principles,
demands it. (BGE 13)
Nietzsche’s comments are applicable to many of the so-called Darwinists of his time
even if not to Darwin himself.12
Yet passages of this last sort hint at the distinctly Nietzschean conception of
“progress” implicit throughout my discussion of the cosmological doctrine of the will to
power. Nietzsche says, for example, “The wish to preserve oneself is the symptom of a
condition of distress, of a limitation of the really fundamental instinct of life which aims
at the expansion of power and, wishing for that, frequently risks and even sacrifices selfpreservation” (GS 349). In another passage, deriding the idea that justice belongs to some
sovereign and universal legal order, Nietzsche writes, “from the highest biological stand11

Nietzsche explicitly connects this view with his interpretation of Darwin in GS 349 and
TI “Skirmishes” 14.
12
Nietzsche’s belief that Darwin promotes a teleological theory of evolution is not surprising. Darwin himself sometimes conveys this impression: “as natural selection works solely by and for the good of each being, all corporeal and mental endowments will tend to progress towards perfection” (Origin 459). According to Gregory Moore and Peter J. Bowler, a scholar of Darwin and evolution, a teleological conception of
human development was part of the zeitgeist of Nietzsche’s time. (See Moore, Nietzsche, Biology 24-25).
This version of evolution continued to dominate late nineteenth-century biology to the point that the dysteleological implications of Darwin’s theory had little impact until well into the twentieth century, when
the genetic model of heredity provided a plausible mechanism for natural selection: “Almost all the philosophers . . . who wrote on evolutionary change in the one hundred years after 1859 were confirmed finalists” (Mayr 43).
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point, legal conditions can never be other than exceptional conditions, since they constitute a partial restriction of the will of life, which is bent upon power, and are subordinate
to its total goal as a single means: namely, as a means of creating greater units of power”
(GM II.11).
Thus, as we have seen before, while Nietzsche rejects traditional teleology, he
recognizes certain dispositional tendencies in natural and social processes.
The “evolution” of a thing, a custom, an organ is thus by no means its progressus
toward a goal, even less a logical progressus by the shortest route and with the
smallest expenditure of force—but a succession of more or less profound, more or
less mutually independent processes of subduing, plus the resistances they encounter, the attempts at transformation for the purpose of defense and reaction,
and the results of successful counteractions. The form is fluid, but the “meaning”
is even more so. (GM II.12)
Though Nietzsche denies they constitute a movement toward a specific goal, these dispositional tendencies nevertheless promote the accumulation and expansion of power:
“even a partial diminution of utility, an atrophying and degeneration, a loss of meaning
and purposiveness—in short, death—is among the conditions of an actual progressus,
which always appears in the shape of a will and way to greater power and is always carried through at the expense of numerous smaller powers” (GM II.12). The accumulation
of power and its effective application require it to be housed, as it were, in stable configurations, and, on my reading of Nietzsche, these configurations take the form of hierarchical power structures. If this makes Nietzsche’s view teleological then it is teleological in spite of his protestations to the contrary. But to be fair, his rejection of teleology,
like his rejection of metaphysics, is aimed specifically at certain conceptions fashionable
in the history of philosophy and in the science of his time.
So, even if Nietzsche’s view is teleological in some sense, it is far from entailing
anything like a theological or Aristotelian finalism. As noted earlier, on my interpretation
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the only active features of the will to power are the tendency of its elements to shift the
application of domineering force toward whatever part of the environment most resists
this application, and self-overcoming, that is, the tendency for stronger elements to consolidate relatively weaker elements into larger, coherent units of power. These two features drive the blind “experimentation” by which the will to power constructs hierarchical power structures.
Furthermore, a world in which the fundamental dynamic principle is the struggle
for power is not a world that necessarily progresses toward the long-term dominion of
any particular organism. A natural power hierarchy will maintain its integrity only so
long as each of its levels successfully compels obedience from lower ranks. Should the
ruling powers degenerate, should they weaken in strength or will, or should new, more
effective types and configurations of power emerge, the dominant structure may falter
and eventually collapse. New hierarchical power structures can then arise to perpetuate
the struggle. In addition, changes in the environment may shift the competitive advantage
to different organisms, or new, more powerful types of organisms may evolve and usurp
the position of other, relatively weaker organisms. Drawing from Nietzsche’s notebooks,
Moore observes, “Each component part of the organism is striving to grow, to develop
further at the expense of its neighbors. Such constant pressure inevitably means that old
hierarchies dissolve and new ones form” (Nietzsche, Biology 43). Thus, while every organism and organization represents a stable hierarchy, stability is not changelessness but
rather a dynamic tension in which the balance of power may shift from time to time.
The will to power, then, does not seek to maximize the power of any particular
organism or form of organism but to maximize the total quantity of structured power in
the environment. Exactly what structures the will to power generates, exactly what organisms evolve under its influence, which thrive and which fall to extinction, are not
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matters of planning but of the incalculable, unconscious dynamics of the will to power
itself. The upshot is that the cosmological doctrine of the will to power awards the human
species no special privileges. We have so far been fairly successful at extending the
scope and strength of our dominion, but it is neither beyond dispute that we are the most
powerful organism on the planet nor certain that our dominion will continue indefinitely.
The cosmos, though always in the business of creating greater units of power, includes
no telos securing a favorable fate for humanity. In this regard Nietzsche is more Darwinian that most of the so-called Darwinists of his own day.

The Will to Power in Social Evolution
Above I took Nietzsche’s tendency to explain social phenomena using biological
vocabulary as one indication that he believes processes in the two domains are isomorphic when considered at a sufficient level of generality. This is consistent with what R.
Lanier Anderson identifies as several criteria by which Nietzsche judges some hermeneutic perspectives superior to others, namely, “simplicity, empirical adequacy, plausibility,
explanatory power and economy, etc. . . .” (325, footnote 39). Christa Davis Acampora
similarly observes that in Nietzsche’s writings of the 1880s “one finds a relentless interest in developing a single account of change, growth and development that would be applicable to both the realm of morality—broadly conceived and freed from its religious
moorings—and physiology, informed by his scientific studies, particularly in the field of
embryology” (175). Gregory Moore notes the implications for biological and social evolution:
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For Nietzsche, . . . the social organism evolves in an exactly analogous way to the
physical organism—through a ‘struggle of the parts’. . . . That is to say, our
‘moral’ or ‘social’ instincts are merely outgrowths of primitive organic impulsions, which prompt even the most rudimentary organism to create a supraindividual organisation through a process of struggle and absorption. . . . (Moore,
Nietzsche, Biology 79)
On my view, of course, this isomorphism is a consequence of Nietzsche’s view that all
organic phenomena are manifestations of the activity of the will to power and that these
phenomena include social organizations as well as biological organisms. In fact, if every
stage of organic development, from the simplest organisms, to plants, to sentient creatures, to thinking animals, to societies of thinking animals, represents a self-overcoming
of Life, and every new overcoming generates a more complex organic domain in which
Life can express power more extensively and with greater effect, then one should expect
the same patterns of organization and activity to appear at every stage.
The impetus for self-overcoming is essential to the will to power because it is
through this ongoing process that it constructs new spheres of power in which to expand.
Otherwise it would eventually reach some form of static equilibrium, and this is antithetical to its nature. The human drive to form communities is a manifestation of this impetus within the structured form of will to power represented by the human species.
Communities of cooperative persons are much better equipped to extend human influence throughout the environment than are independent individuals always in violent
competition for resources and power. This, then, is the underlying stimulus for the evolution of tribal societies, understood as a manifestation of the will to power’s tendency to
build ever-stronger power structures.
Though Nietzsche does not explicitly discuss them as such, we find indications of
two primary obstacles to this step in our evolution, that is, to the formation of organic
human communities. First, human individuals, like all inventions of the will to power, are
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egoistic and therefore more inclined to dominate one another than to cooperate. The second obstacle, or rather set of related obstacles, stem from features of human psychophysiology. A truly organic community is one that behaves in a coordinated fashion for
the sake of common purposes, and this requires that individual members’ actions contribute as far as possible to the effective operation of the whole. According to Nietzsche,
dispositions and actions are functions of human psycho-physiology. This means that the
members of effective human communities should have well-governed and homogeneous
psycho-physiological constitutions. Yet Nietzsche believes that the psycho-physiology of
most human beings, even today, is insufficiently coherent to support effective selfgovernment. Furthermore, the psycho-physiological constitutions of primitive human beings were not homogeneous relative to one another, that is, our aboriginal ancestors were
not sufficiently disposed to act toward common purposes. Finally, one of these communal purposes would have been to conquer other tribal groups in the local region, yet any
group composed of psycho-physiologically heterogeneous individuals would have lacked
the common values necessary to form a cohesive and effective power block in aggressive
competition with its neighbors. In such a volatile primitive social environment characterized by frequent warfare, nascent communities would have tended to break apart almost
as soon as they formed. Nietzsche identifies natural solutions to these problems, that is,
the solutions that were “discovered” by the will to power in its blind evolutionary questing to strengthen its human incarnation. We will first consider the solution to the problem
of human egoism and then to the problem of incoherent and heterogeneous human souls.
Since Nietzsche does not address the power dynamics of the nuclear family, it
seems reasonable to assume he believes that inherent human egoism presented no great
difficulty for this most basic type of community. Perhaps he thinks that the power structure of primitive families should be obvious and that the acute exigencies of survival pre71

cluded any egoistic challenge to this natural hierarchy. The formation of tribal communities beyond the family, however, needs explanation. Nietzsche does not appeal to social
instincts, at least not according to the conventional idea of an intrinsically altruistic counterbalance to our egoistic instincts. Instead he posits the herd instinct:
I always find [men] concerned with a single task, all of them and every one of
them in particular: to do what is good for the preservation of the human race. Not
from any feeling of love for the race, but merely because nothing in them is older,
stronger, more inexorable and unconquerable than this instinct—because this instinct constitutes the essence of our species, our herd. (GS 1)
The herd instinct lies at the root of any apparent concern we might have for the wellbeing of others in our society: “Man shall advance himself and his neighbor because—!”
(GS 1). I suggest that Nietzsche asserts the existence of the herd instinct in this way, as
almost axiomatic, for the reasons given above; as a product of evolution driven by the
inherent characteristics of the will to power, it needs no other explanation than its effectiveness in promoting the formation of communities. The herd instinct moderates the effects of human individual will to power so that the human species may become a more
powerful competitor in the natural environment.
Morality, the so-far-obscure topic of this work, first appears as an outcome of
evolution in connection with the herd instinct.
Wherever we encounter a morality, we also encounter valuations and an order of
rank of human impulses and actions. These valuations and orders of rank are always expressions of the needs of a community and herd: whatever benefits it
most—and second most, and third most—that is also considered the first standard
for the value of all individuals. Morality trains the individual to be a function of
the herd and to ascribe value to himself only as a function. The conditions for the
preservation of different communities were very different; hence there were very
different moralities. Considering essential changes in the forms of future herds
and communities, states and societies, we can prophesy that there will yet be very
divergent moralities. Morality is herd instinct in the individual. (GS 116)
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Morality as a cultural institution is the translation of the herd instinct into the structure of
the social organism and thus promotes whatever behaviors best bind individuals into societies. It is not surprising, then, that the earliest forms of herd morality reflected a terror
of individuality, of anything that distinguished one from other members of one’s group,
and an extreme discomfort with any sort of personal freedom. “The delight in the herd is
more ancient that the delight in the ego; and as long as the good conscience is identified
with the herd, only the bad conscience says: I” (Z I.15). (See also GS 117, D 9.)
Though more tolerant of individuality than its primitive forms, Nietzsche argues
that conventional morality today is still a type of herd morality, characterized by the
compulsion to obey authoritative commands and by the glorification of whatever human
attributes are most useful to the herd, “public spirit, benevolence, consideration, industriousness, moderation, modesty, indulgence, and pity” (BGE 199). The herd may occasionally need individuals with certain strong and dangerous drives, “like an enterprising
spirit, foolhardiness, vengefulness, craftiness, rapacity, and the lust to rule” (BGE 201),
but over the long term these tend to threaten the stability and longevity of communities.
They are therefore disvalued by herd morality.

The second type of obstacle to the evolution of organic human communities was
the incoherence and the lack of homogeneity typical of the human psycho-physiological
constitution. I have argued in the introduction that Nietzsche conceives of the human organism as a psycho-physiological entity constituted by drives and instincts. (See, for example, GS 21, 333; Z I.4, 5, 6; BGE 12, 19; D 109, 119.) This seems like an odd notion
until we remember that Nietzsche’s hylozoism reduces everything ultimately to unequal
units of will to power, organized systems of these units, and relations among them. Furthermore, the hypothesis Nietzsche puts forth in section 36 of Beyond Good and Evil im73

plicitly identifies our desires, passions, and drives as elements of the will to power or
perhaps relations among these elements. Each element acts as a will to power seeking to
maximize its effect on the human organism and to drive the organism toward behaviors
that will lead it to dominate its natural and social environments in ways consistent with
the needs correlate to that element.
Zarathustra’s description of the pale criminal provides an illustrative example of a
socially dysfunctional case: “What is this man? A heap of diseases, which, through his
spirit, reach out into the word: there they want to catch their prey. What is this man? A
ball of wild snakes, which rarely enjoy rest from each other: so they go forth singly and
seek prey in the world” (Z I.6). Acampora notes, “Following Nietzsche’s physics of interpretation and incorporation, human beings are conceived as pluralities of affects,
which are essentially relational. Each affect has its own perspective in relation to the
other affects, and each seeks to have its particular view become the vantage point” (180).
One reason we may find this conception unsettling is that it suggests that the physical
organism of a human being is constituted by what we commonly think of as psychological phenomena. Granted, Nietzsche does not work out the detailed implications of this
hypothesis, but his characterization of human psycho-physiology is at least consistent
with a monistic, hylozoic metaphysics. What appear to us as distinct ontological domains, the physical and the psychological, are manifestations of a single force field, the
will to power.
If we accept Nietzsche’s conception of an organism as a stable, structured hierarchy of wills to power governed by a mastering will to power, then the human animal
must obviously be constituted in this way, otherwise human bodies would fail to maintain structural integrity throughout the lifetimes of individuals. Yet Nietzsche’s makes
clear his belief that human psycho-physiology typically lacks complete coherence. Pas74

sages cited in the introduction indicate that the body harbors “a war and a peace” (Z I.4),
that some instincts resist efforts to keep them in balance with other instincts (GS 21), and
that instincts contend with and hurt one another (GS 333). These passages by themselves
might suggest only that the power strata of the hierarchy constituting the human soul are
continually in tension with one another, something Nietzsche’s conception indeed seems
to imply; but this does not necessarily mean that the hierarchy is under any threat of disorganization or even dissolution, as I am arguing.
Nevertheless, there is ample evidence of Nietzsche’s concern that the human organism, and therefore human societies, do often face such a threat. This concern most
frequently appears in the context of comments regarding the physical and cultural pathologies he calls degeneration, corruption, decadence, and exhaustion. If these terms are
not synonymous they at least describe similar dysfunctions with a variety of etiologies.
Nietzsche cites an example occurring during the French Revolution.
Corruption as the expression of a threatening anarchy among the instincts and of
the fact that the foundation of the affects, which is called “life,” has been shaken:
corruption is something totally different depending on the organism in which it
appears. When, for example, an aristocracy, like that of France at the beginning of
the Revolution, throws away its privileges with a sublime disgust and sacrifices
itself to an extravagance of its own moral feelings, that is corruption . . .
(BGE 258)
Nietzsche thus applies a biological analysis to a sociological condition, namely, the voluntary self-demotion of the French aristocracy from its position of socio-political supremacy. That he does not intend the biological analysis as merely metaphorical is shown
at the end of the section, where he applies it to “those sun-seeking vines of Java—they
are called Sipo Matador. . . .” In the case of the French aristocracy, Nietzsche links the
corruption of the social organization to which it belongs with the psycho-physiological
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corruption of its members. The disruption of the natural social and psycho-physiological
power hierarchies threatens to destroy the healthy functioning of both.
Nietzsche discusses a similar case, beginning again with a biological observation:
“A species comes to be, a type becomes fixed and strong, through the long fight with essentially unfavorable conditions” (BGE 262). He immediately applies this observation to
a sociological process, the consolidation of an aristocracy as the basis for a powerful
community.
Now look for once at an aristocratic commonwealth—say, an ancient Greek polis,
or Venice—as an arrangement, whether voluntary or involuntary, for breeding:
human beings are together there who are dependent on themselves and want their
species to prevail, most often because they have to prevail or run the terrible risk
of being exterminated. Here that boon, that excess, and that protection which favor variations are lacking; the species needs itself as a species, as something that
can prevail and make itself durable by virtue of its very hardness, uniformity, and
simplicity of form, in a constant fight with its neighbors or with the oppressed
who are rebellious or threaten rebellion. (BGE 262)
When the external menace recedes, however, so does the need to maintain social uniformity: “perhaps there are no longer any enemies among one’s neighbors, and the means
of life, even for the enjoyment of life, are superabundant. At one stroke the bond and
constraint of the old discipline are torn: it no longer seems necessary, a condition of existence . . .” (BGE 262). In such cases, Nietzsche says, the social mores which enforce relative behavioral homogeneity are relaxed and individual drives are allowed much freer
expression, regardless of how extravagant. This was the situation in Socrates’ Athens:
“Everywhere the instincts were in anarchy; everywhere one was within five paces of excess: monstrum in animo was the general danger. . . . no one was any longer master over
himself, the instincts turned against each other” (TI “Socrates” 9).
As noted in the introduction, Nietzsche claims that since values largely derive
from human psycho-physiology, and at least some psycho-physiological characteristics
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are heritable (either physiologically or culturally), values are also heritable to a significant degree. This heritability of values is the precondition for yet another cause of psycho-physiological disorder.
In an age of disintegration that mixes races indiscriminately, human beings have
in their bodies the heritage of multiple origins, that is, opposite, and often not
merely opposite, drives and value standards that fight each other and rarely permit
each other any rest. Such human beings of late cultures and refracted lights will
on the average be weaker human beings: their most profound desire is that the
war they are should come to an end. (BGE 200)
[S]kepticism is the most spiritual expression of a certain complex physiological
condition that in ordinary language is called nervous exhaustion and sickliness; it
always develops when races or classes that have long been separated are crossed
suddenly and decisively. In the new generation that, as it were, has inherited in its
blood diverse standards and values, everything is unrest, disturbance, doubt, attempt; the best forces have an inhibiting effect, the very virtues do not allow each
other to grow and become strong; balance, a center of gravity, and perpendicular
poise are lacking in body and soul. But what becomes sickest and degenerates
most in such hybrids is the will: they no longer know independence of decisions
and the intrepid sense of pleasure in willing—they doubt the “freedom of the
will” even in their dreams. (BGE 208)
Nietzsche believes a similar condition plagues contemporary Western culture. Lamenting
the “democratic mingling of classes and races” he says, “The past of every form and way
of life, of cultures that formerly lay right next to each other or one on top of the other,
now flows into us ‘modern souls,’ thanks to this mixture; our instincts now run back and
everywhere; we ourselves are a kind of chaos” (BGE 224). Again, “In times like these,
abandonment to one’s instincts is one calamity more. Our instincts contradict, disturb,
destroy each other; I have already defined what is modern as physiological selfcontradiction” (TI “Skirmishes” 41).
Whatever causes this psycho-physiological disorder in a particular cultural or historical situation, the potential deleterious effects are twofold: volitional incoherence in
the individual and heterogeneity of behavioral standards among the members of the so77

cial organization. According to Nietzsche, a healthy organism is constituted by a stable
hierarchy of wills to power. Psycho-physiological disorder, or anarchy of the instincts as
Nietzsche sometimes calls the condition, represents a partial collapse of this hierarchy in
the individual. This disorder is usually not so extensive that the human organism fails to
function altogether, at least not immediately. Rather the disorder produces a volitional
chaos in the individual that makes coherent, long-term, effective decision-making very
difficult if not impossible. “Every mistake in every sense is the effect of the degeneration
of instinct, of the disintegration of the will: one could almost define what is bad in this
way” (TI “Errors” 2). At its extreme this condition can produce a paralysis of the will in
the afflicted individual. (See BGE 208.)
In the absence of either firm leadership or some sufficiently-enforced code of behavior, the hierarchy of a social organization will likewise tend toward disorder when
many of its members lack sufficient psycho-physiological coherence or are too psychophysiologically diverse. A lack of coherence within individuals or an excess of diversity
among them will tend to produce incoherent or diverse personal values throughout the
community. Just as anarchy among an individual’s instincts will attenuate or destroy her
ability to will coherently, anarchy among the members of a society will impede its ability
to function as an organization that works effectively for common purposes.
All the cases cited above lie within periods of recorded human history, while our
present concern is the primeval evolution of social organization itself. What do these examples tell us about the very beginning of civilization? The Second Essay of the Genealogy presents Nietzsche’s most extended discourse on the topic. I will make only a few
pertinent remarks here since I discuss this text at length in the following chapters.
The Second Essay is concerned with the earliest foundations of morality, particularly with the development of what Nietzsche calls the morality of mores or morality of
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custom. The teleological language in the first two sections is difficult to miss. Nature set
itself the task of breeding a human animal “with the right to make promises” (GM II.1),
and this required the human animal to develop “a real memory of the will” (GM II.1).
Furthermore, “The task of breeding an animal with the right to make promises evidently
embraces and presupposes as a preparatory task that one first makes men to a certain degree necessary, uniform, like among like, regular, and consequently calculable”
(GM II.2). This preparatory task was accomplished by means of the morality of mores,
which represents a labor “performed by man upon himself during the greater part of the
existence of the human race . . .” (GM II.2). The ripest fruit of this process, one might say
its goal or purpose, was the autonomous sovereign individual.
I suggest that this teleological language is not merely metaphorical—I’m not sure
what rhetorical purpose these metaphors would serve—rather it reflects Nietzsche’s
background assumption that the will to power ultimately drives all organic processes, including the transformation of the human animal into a social species. Nietzsche describes
his method of historical reconstruction as being “in fundamental opposition to the now
prevalent instinct and taste which would rather be reconciled even to the absolute fortuitousness, even the mechanistic senselessness of all events than to the theory that in all
events a will to power is operating” (GM II.12). Nietzsche believes that through the process of evolution outlined earlier, the will to power blindly discovered the mechanisms
detailed in the Second Essay, mechanisms which increased the power of the human species by making it into an effective social organism. He realizes that, like most evolutionary processes, this transformation must have extended over a very long time: “It is [our]
pride, however, which makes it almost impossible for us to empathise with those tremendous eras of ‘morality of custom’ which precede ‘world history’ as the actual and decisive eras of history which determined the character of mankind . . .” (D 18). The meta79

phorical quality of the first two sections of the Second Essay results from the extremely
compressed and elliptical description of this process, which only highlights a few crucial
outcomes.
What, then, did the will to power have to accomplish, so to speak, in order to effect this transformation? We have already seen part of the answer: the human animal had
to be made “necessary, uniform, like among like, regular, and consequently calculable”
(GM II.2). It should become apparent through our study of the Genealogy, especially the
Second Essay, that primitive human psycho-physiology was neither coherent nor homogeneous. On Nietzsche’s view, our earliest ancestors were driven by multivalent instincts, which presumably enabled individuals to perform necessary animal functions, but
precluded more organized behavior for the sake of long-term individual goals. The pale
criminal, whom we recently met, is sick by today’s standards, but one of Zarathustra’s
comments suggests Nietzsche may believe that the criminal’s chaotic soul was typical of
our ancient or primitive ancestors. Furthermore, the psycho-physiology of primitive individuals was insufficiently uniform to sustain cooperative activity; different people
wanted different things at different times, and none were willing or able to deny satisfaction to their diverse impulses. In other words, the various types of psycho-physiological
dysfunction cited above, which have surfaced throughout human history, were the norm
for prehistoric humankind. In fact, I believe Nietzsche would say that these dysfunctions
and the inability of most people today to act creatively and independently in the absence
of some external restraint or compulsion show that, with notable exceptions, human nature has yet to overcome fully these primitive psycho-physiological characteristics.
Still, Nietzsche believes that the process he describes in the Genealogy did make
human nature sufficiently coherent and homogeneous, and generated sufficiently effective social institutions, to make possible the formation of large, stable human communi80

ties. The foundational step in this process was the evolution of the morality of custom. A
detailed account occupies much of the Second Essay, but a very succinct overview appears in section 15 of Thus Spoke Zarathustra, entitled “On the Thousand and One
Goals.”
No people could live without esteeming; but if they want to preserve themselves,
then they must not esteem as the neighbor esteems. . . . Never did one neighbor
understand the other: ever was his soul amazed at the neighbor’s delusion and
wickedness.
A tablet of the good hangs over every people. Behold, it is the tablet of their
overcomings; behold, it is the voice of their will to power.
Praiseworthy is whatever seems difficult to a people; whatever seems indispensable and difficult is called good; and whatever liberates even out of the deepest
need, the rarest, the most difficult—that they call holy.
Whatever makes them rule and triumph and shine, to the awe and envy of their
neighbors, that is to them the high, the first, the measure, the meaning of all
things.
Verily, my brother, once you have recognized the need and land and sky and
neighbor of a people, you may also guess the law of their overcomings, and why
they climb to their hope on this ladder. (Z I.15)
We should especially note two features in the development of the morality of mores.
First, it was this “tablet of good” through which peoples overcame themselves, through
which they forged an effective will to power. Later in this passage Nietzsche lists the
central values of several ancient cultures. Which values each culture adopted was a function of its particular natural and social environments. Each culture valued behaviors
which seemed “indispensable and difficult” because doing so enforced a rigorous discipline upon them. Only such discipline could regulate the chaotic instincts of primitive
human beings, and only when their instincts were regulated could they overcome the volitional incoherence that prevented them from effectively exerting their wills as individuals, or, indeed, from having wills at all. Zarathustra says that a people call holy whatever
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liberates them, that is, whatever makes them feel free, and Nietzsche identifies the instinct for freedom with the will to power. (See GM II.18.) In this case primitive individuals acquired a will, an internal sense of freedom, an ability to act purposefully beyond the
call of immediate needs. According to Nietzsche, “That which is termed ‘freedom of the
will’ is essentially the affect of superiority in relation to him who must obey. . . . A man
who wills commands something within himself that renders obedience, or that he believes renders obedience” (BGE 19).
Without such codes to regulate individual behavior in the primitive conditions
under which the first human communities evolved, it would have been impossible for
human beings to extend their wills to power into a broader domain either as individuals
or as corporate bodies. Without some means of systematically encouraging the expression of some instincts and discouraging the expression of others the human animal would
have been alternately driven by whichever instinct was most powerful at a given time or
under a particular set of conditions. The development of moral codes made possible the
expansion of human power beyond what was afforded by this merely animal behavior.
The enforcement of these codes encouraged people to act on some instincts rather than
others, thereby gradually producing groups of human beings in whom certain instincts
dominated. What Nietzsche says was essential for the survival of the aristocratic commonwealth, cited above, must be even more so for the primitive tribal community:
[T]he species needs itself as species, as something that can prevail and make itself
durable by virtue of its very hardness, uniformity, and simplicity of form, in a
constant fight with its neighbors. . . . Manifold experience teaches them to which
qualities above all they owe the fact that, despite all gods and men, they are still
there, that they have always triumphed: these qualities they call virtues, these virtues alone they cultivate. (BGE 262)
An organic community, that is, one capable of acting as a unit, was one whose members
came to possess similar psycho-physiological constitutions and therefore came to hold
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similar values. The morality of custom was the catalyst for this transformation of human
nature as well as the regulatory mechanism for any behavior which exceeded the bounds
of its normalizing effects. For Nietzsche, according to Moore, “Morality is the social organism’s capacity for self-regulation, the exact analogue of the controlling mechanism by
which the physiological organism governs and maintains itself” (Nietzsche, Biology 8081). The purpose of morality, he says, is “to effect a synthesis of disparate, mutually hostile units by inspiring obedience in lower levels of the (social) organism” (81).
The first feature we should note in the development of the morality of mores,
then, is the regularization of human behavior and of human psycho-physiology. This was
a requisite condition for the formation and growth of tribal communities. The second feature was the tendency for adjacent communities to develop relatively distinctive value
systems. Zarathustra says this was necessary for the survival of each community. A
community’s highest values were those that made them “rule and triumph and shine, to
the awe and envy of their neighbors” (Z I.15). The evolutionary process of a community’s mores reflected not only the consolidation of its members’ individual wills, but the
emergence of a communal will to power as well. The characteristic economy of the will
to power is once again apparent: smaller, mutually-opposed units of will to power, individual human beings in this case, organized into larger hierarchical power structures,
tribal communities, which then, of course, competed with one another for dominance in
this new, expanded domain of power. Distinctive value systems evinced not only the particular conditions under which each community developed, but also the compulsion of
each tribal community, motivated by its corporate will to power, to differentiate itself
from and oppose itself to other communities, that is, to other regional power blocks.
Through the development of primitive morality, then, the will to power transcended its own tendency toward fragmentation and dissolution in both the individual
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human organism and in the human social organization by creating stable, hierarchical
power structures. Nietzsche claims further that these structures naturally tended toward a
particular configuration: “A high culture is a pyramid: it can stand only on a broad base
. . .” (A 57). He describes one paradigmatic example in some detail.
According to Nietzsche the ancient Indian Laws of Manu exemplify the values
that naturally emerge through social evolution: “Such a law as that of Manu originates
like every good code of laws: it sums up the experience, prudence, and experimental morality of many centuries; it concludes: it creates nothing further” (A 57). Natural codes of
law unsurprisingly establish hierarchical social organizations:
The order of castes, the supreme, the dominant law, is merely the sanction of a
natural order, a natural lawfulness of the first rank, over which no arbitrariness,
no “modern idea” has any power. In every healthy society there are three types
which condition each other and gravitate differently physiologically; each has its
own hygiene, its own field of work, its own sense of perfection and mastery.
(A 57)
At the top of the power structure are “the pre-eminently spiritual ones, those who are preeminently strong in muscle and temperament” (A 57); second in power are “the guardians
of the law, those who see to order and security, the noble warriors” (A 57); and at the bottom are “the mediocre ones” (A 57), the great majority. The size of each group varies inversely with the strength of its power so that the social organization resembles a pyramid
with fewer but more powerful rulers at the top and the mass of powerless laborers at the
bottom: “at all times, as long as there have been human beings, there have also been
herds of men (clans, communities, tribes, peoples, states, churches) and always a great
many people who obeyed, compared with the small number of those commanding . . .”
(BGE 199).
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The Evolution of Human Types: Herd Animals and Autonomous Individuals
We have found that, according to Nietzsche, every living thing is a structured hierarchy of power and that its coherence and integrity must be maintained through a chain
of command. The organic communities generated by the natural processes of social evolution described above, Nietzsche concludes, must have been similarly governed. Yet a
healthy social organization is not merely an enforced association of individuals but a living organism ruled by a coherent authority. Nietzsche describes the first primitive state
established by the “blond beasts of prey” in these terms:
Their work is an instinctive creation and imposition of forms; they are the most
involuntary, unconscious artists there are—wherever they appear something new
soon arises, a ruling structure that lives, in which parts and functions are delimited
and coordinated, in which nothing whatever finds a place that has not first been
assigned a “meaning” in relation to the whole. (GM II.17)
My study of Nietzsche so far suggests that he believes morality, with the assistance of the
herd instinct, developed in large part for the purpose of maintaining this organic social
cohesion. On Nietzsche’s estimation this is a perennial feature of morality, and it threatens to reduce the entire species to homogeneous mediocrity. Hence we often find him
trying to understand the conditions under which exceptional, so-called higher individuals
arise and how they might be saved from sinking into oblivion under the vast conventional
herd. (See, for example, BGE 62, 203; GM II.24; TI “Skirmishes” 33.) Higher individuals
and their cousins, whom I will mention shortly, play important roles in the Genealogy.
Since I believe their origin and nature can be traced to the evolutionary processes detailed above, I will introduce them here.
Though we should like to know exactly what it means to be a “higher” individual,
I will draw only a preliminary sketch at this point since I examine this complex notion
more carefully in later chapters. According to Gregory Moore, Nietzsche conceives of
the higher individual as the organically “perfect” human being characterized by two main
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features, structural complexity and the power to dominate the environment. (See Moore,
Nietzsche, Biology 31-55.) Structural complexity refers to the diversity of multivalent
instincts which constitute the psycho-physiological nature of the higher individual.
Nietzsche believes, furthermore, that the ability to dominate the environment indicates
that the higher individual possesses a dominating instinct which, like a “blond beast” of
the soul, organizes his volitional diversity around a single ruling principle. (See, for example, GS 91, 288, 290, 361; Z II.12; GM II.2, III.8; TI “Skirmishes” 38.) As Moore observes, “Ultimately, self-regulation relies on the supreme power of a dominating drive or
system of drives” (Nietzsche, Biology 43). This volitional coherence of the higher individual produces an autonomy of will not available to the herd animals who comprise the
majority populations of human communities. The herd are dependent upon the enforcement of conventional morality to regulate their behavior while the autonomous human
agent, first appearing prehistorically as the “sovereign individual” of the Second Essay of
the Genealogy, needs no external constraint to regulate his behavior.
Moore and Keith Ansell Pearson agree that for Nietzsche the herd is a product of
natural selection, “the ‘mechanism’ by which reactive forces are able to attain a position
of dominance” (Pearson, Viroid Life 88). Evolution of the herd, “the greater mass of
weaker, yet more fecund and durable organisms,” consists in a “slow, regular progress
towards morphological stability” (Moore, Nietzsche, Biology 34). On the other hand,
there is no clear consensus in the literature regarding whether Nietzsche believes higher
individuals are products of evolution. A case can be made by emphasizing Nietzsche’s
antipathy to teleology and his valorization of self-creation that he thinks they are either
fortuitous accidents or examples of willful self-construction by the individuals themselves. (For examples of the former see GS 10, 288; BGE 26, 62, 199, 242; GM III.14; TI
“Skirmishes” 14; A 3, 4. For examples of the latter see GS 290, 299, 382.)
86

According to Pearson, “Nietzsche’s affirmation of the higher type goes against
the grain of evolution, which favours the gradual selection of that which endures. The
higher type, by contrast, squanders itself; it does not last, and is but a lucky stroke; it
cannot be bred or passed on through heredity” (Viroid Life 101). “The attainment of the
‘highest types’ . . . takes place only rarely, and once attained has to be nurtured with extreme care and attention” (Viroid Life 101). The higher type is “a freak, a quirk, of evolution” (Viroid Life 101). Pearson’s characterization suggests that the higher individual is
an aberration in the process of evolution, a fortuitous mutation rarely if ever sustained by
the mechanism of natural selection.
Moore agrees that the “higher forms are rare and radically unstable” (Nietzsche,
Biology 54) because they expend energy with reckless abandon, without concern for selfpreservation, and because their inner diversity, the multiplicity of conflicting drives
which constitutes their souls, makes them prone to disintegration. Yet Moore also argues,
“For Nietzsche, evolution is a process of differentiation taking place within particular
individuals” (Nietzsche, Biology 32). Thus, “the strong, solitary, ‘higher’ (that is, more
complex) individual” exhibits evolution “in the truly Nietzschean sense: the limitless expansion and development of life’s creative energies” (Nietzsche, Biology 34). The emergence of the higher individual, then, does not represent so much an exception to human
evolution as a distinct developmental mode of the will to power by which it generates
new organic forms through sudden expansion rather than gradual adaptation.
So, while Moore and Pearson seem to diverge on the question of whether
Nietzsche treats the higher individual as a product of natural evolutionary processes, they
agree that she follows a developmental path much different from that of the herd animal.
On my view, however, they both misunderstand Nietzsche on this point to some degree.
To begin with, Moore and Pearson fail to notice that Nietzsche’s higher individual is only
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one variation of a more general type, who we might call the powerful individual, if this
term is taken broadly to distinguish those with complex but disciplined volitional structures from the volitionally incoherent herd. Furthermore, even though Nietzsche clearly
believes evolution favored the development of communal power over that of the individual, so that the human species is organized predominantly into communities of herd animals, the formation of especially powerful, autonomous individuals is explicable as part
of this process.
Earlier we considered Nietzsche’s analysis in BGE 262 of how the ruling classes
of aristocratic commonwealths developed. The outcome was a particular kind of human
being: “In this way a type with few but very strong traits, a species of severe, warlike,
prudently taciturn men, close-mouthed and closely linked . . . is fixed beyond the changing generations; the continual fight against ever constant unfavorable conditions is, as
mentioned previously, the cause that fixes and hardens a type” (BGE 262). The evolutionary process which produced these ancient aristocratic ruling classes was essentially
the same as that which produced the earliest tribal societies, described in Z I.15. The
tribal leaders who would have emerged from the prehistoric process of human social evolution were, then, similar in psycho-physiological constitution to the warrior aristocrat.
These primitive leaders were the prototypical powerful individuals.
In the next chapter I will produce more detailed evidence that Nietzsche thinks
the same developmental processes of the will to power which created the earliest tribal
communities and populated them with herd animals also generated the sovereign individual of the Second Essay and that he represents the primitive prototype of this powerful,
autonomous individual. The sovereign individual was the type of human being, or perhaps the idealized limiting case, who occupied the top of the pyramid in primitive social
power hierarchies. This sort of person was rare, not because he was structurally unstable,
88

but because the evolutionary processes which produced him could not generate an indefinite number of such individuals, given the complex conditions required and the recalcitrance of the human medium,13 and because the basic pyramidal power structure typically created by the will to power is hierarchical and so tolerates fewer commanding
elements at the top.
The largest population in primitive societies, the bulk of the pyramid, was of
course constituted by the heteronomous herd, not by autonomous, powerful individuals.14
This social arrangement is nevertheless consistent with the claim that Nietzschean evolution, whether biological or social, tends to create increasingly powerful organic structures. When viewed as a type of organism which must struggle with other organisms for
survival and dominance in the natural environment, the human species wielded more
power in the form of cohesive, strictly-governed groups than as heterogeneous collections of very powerful individuals. Each tribe was ruled by a power-aristocracy at the top
of the pyramid, by a barbaric nobility in Nietzsche’s terms, who enforced order throughout the community. (See BGE 257-261; GM I.11.) The continuous war of tribe against
tribe was all to the better, since this served to strengthen the best, eliminate the weak, and
make the species as a whole more powerful. Powerful individuals were thus essential to
the early success of the human species, even though they did not constitute the majority
of its population.
13

See BGE 62, although this passage is more applicable to historical periods later than the one with which
we are currently occupied.
14
I employ “autonomous” and “heteronomous” each in a sense similar to Kant’s usage but with a crucial
difference. For Kant, the autonomous individual is one whose behavior is governed exclusively by a law
that she gives to herself, where this law is a manifestation of pure practical reason. The behavior of the
heteronomous individual, on the other hand, is governed by principles extrinisic to her rational nature, either her own (non-rational) inclinations or laws imposed upon her by anyone other than herself. (See
Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals.) When I use the term autonomous individual I mean one whose
behavior is governed by a coherent principle of action, which originates from within her own psychophysiological constitution, but this principle is not necessarily reason. Similarly, the heteronomous individual’s psycho-physiological constitution is insufficiently coherent to promote effective long-term, goaloriented behavior without the aid of some external governing principle.

89

The effort to understand Nietzsche’s concept of the higher individual is complicated by the fact that he uses “individual” to denote several related but different types of
human beings. Most generally he applies the term to any human being who lives according to personal, possibly idiosyncratic values rather than in conformance to a socially
prescribed morality, where living in this way means giving expression to one’s particular
psycho-physiological dispositions. (See, for example, GS 23, 39, 98, 120, 149;
BGE 262.) Yet not all individuals are higher or even what I have called powerful. In
those decadent ages when the strictures of social morality are relaxed, all sorts of individuals flourish, but most of them are insufficiently autonomous to exert a coherent will
to power for the sake of ruling others or for any sort of creative project. The powerful
individual, by contrast, is one who possess a complex yet effectively self-governed psycho-physiological constitution, the characteristics Moore more narrowly assigns to the
higher individual. Those few who do possess such characteristics tend to come to the fore
under certain conditions, for example, when their community is under threat or when the
heteronomous masses feel the desperate need for governance: “when ‘morals decay’
those men emerge whom one calls tyrants: they are the precursors and as it were the precocious harbingers of individuals” (GS 23). (See also GS 149; BGE 199, 200, 242.)
Nietzsche finds most examples of powerful individuals in periods postdating the
prehistoric era with which the Second Essay is concerned, and he sometimes writes as
though they are simply products of contemporaneous social forces. When taken all together, however, his comments suggest more strongly that they are atavisms of an earlier
type, though variously modified by millennia of evolution and by the physical and social
conditions prevailing in any particular case.
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I prefer to understand the rare human beings of an age as suddenly emerging late
ghosts of past cultures and their powers—as atavisms of a people and its mores:
that way one can really understand a little about them. Now they seem strange,
rare, extraordinary; and whoever feels these powers in himself must nurse, defend, honor, and cultivate them against another world that resists them, until he
becomes either a great human being or a mad and eccentric one—or perishes
early.
...
It is preeminently in the generations and castes that conserve a people that we encounter such recrudescences of old instincts, while such atavisms are improbable
wherever races, habits, and valuations change too rapidly. (GS 10)
The Second Essay of the Genealogy reveals the origin and the essential psychophysiology of the autonomous, powerful human being. Nietzsche subsequently leads us
through a particularly profound modification of this fundamental type, which eventually
spawned several new kinds of powerful human beings, some of whom we meet in the
First and Third Essays. Nietzsche’s so-called higher individuals are a subset of this group
with a limited set of characteristics he finds particularly valuable. But all of them are, I
believe, atavisms of the original type, who evolved through the same natural process that
produced the herd animal.
It is true that the emergence of higher individuals seems adventitious to us: “Even
in the past this higher type has appeared often—but as a fortunate accident, as an exception, never as something willed” (A 3). Their appearance is infrequent and unpredictable,
however, not because they spring into existence without any relation to evolutionary
processes, but because the type from which they descend has always been relatively rare
and because we cannot know exactly under what conditions such atavisms may reappear
nor to what degree they will incarnate the original type’s psycho-physiology. It is doubtful Nietzsche believes there has ever been a pure and perfect higher individual; perhaps
this is what he intends the superman to represent. But the cauldron of history and biology
has so mixed the human species that such a one will surely be “a lucky hit” (GM I.12).
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Chapter 2
The Evolution of the Morality of Custom
On the Genealogy of Morals - The Second Essay, Part 1

The largest portion of the Second Essay, sections 1 through 10 and 16 through 20,
presents a speculative developmental history of the morality of custom, the first organized system of social value, as it emerged from the most basic power dynamics of
primitive human psycho-physiology and social relationships, eventually acquiring a religious character. The account is necessarily speculative for two reasons. First, the era
with which it is concerned is mostly prehistoric and therefore undocumented. Second, on
my view Nietzsche sees the will to power as the motive principle driving this development, yet he believes that the traces of this principle rarely if ever lie conspicuously upon
the face of events, even when they are a matter of historical record. Its activity runs
through the subterranean foundations of the organic world and the human soul, sometimes reconfiguring structures in ways that obscure their former appearance, and generally effacing the course of its influence. (See GM II.12.) Disclosing this movement,
thereby exposing the generative conditions responsible for the development of human
values, thus requires both psycho-physiological excavation and hypothetical sociological
reconstruction. Sections 11 through 15 of the Second Essay digress on a particular aspect
of this account, namely, the evolution of the concept of punishment. The remainder, sections 21 through 25, addresses the profound innovation through which Nietzsche believes
Christianity transformed the sacralized morality of custom into contemporary morality.
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The exact relations between different thematic segments of the text are not obvious, so merely outlining the Second Essay in more detail already involves significant interpretation. I believe that the first three sections constitute an extremely compressed and
elliptical overview of the whole development of the morality of custom prior to its particularly Western transformation by Christianity. This development culminated in the appearance of the sovereign individual: “if we place ourselves at the end of this tremendous
process, where the tree at last brings forth fruit, where society and the morality of custom
at last reveal what they have simply been the means to: then we discover that the ripest
fruit is the sovereign individual . . .” (GM I.2). Sections 4 through 20 give an expanded
and more complete explanation of the same process: 4 through 10 concern the creditor/debtor relationship, 11 through 15 are a digression on punishment, 16 through 18 reveal the origin and nature of the bad conscience, and 19 and 20 show how primitive morality acquired religious associations. The final sections of the Second Essay explain how
Christian theology turned morality into the most effective instrument of self-devaluation
yet conceived by humankind.
Following, then, is a detailed exegesis of the Second Essay, which attempts to
link all its most significant elements into a single, coherent narrative; the activity of the
will to power viewed as a cosmological principle will be a guiding concept in the interpretation. This effort is complicated by the fact that Nietzsche appeals to this principle in
three broad contexts: 1) the will to power is synonymous with the organizing energy of
Life, 2) the will to power is a sociological force driving the organization of particular social structures, and 3) each individual person is motivated by her own will to power. If
we conceive of the will to power as a single differentiated force then we might think of
these as its three modes, and via these modes it manifests in the three domains mentioned
above: nature, human society, and the individual human organism.
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Nietzsche’s genealogy is often discontinuous and nonlinear, not only because he
skips back and forth through history without warning, but also because he frequently
shifts between the three perspectives implied by these domains: 1) the activity of the will
to power as the basic force of nature, 2) the sociological dimension of morality evident in
the development of cultural institutions, however informal, which regulate interactions
between members of societies, and 3) the psychological dimension of morality, that is,
the affective and cognitive processes which accompany an individual’s decision making.
Thus, in a single passage Nietzsche may discuss the overall activity of Life or will to
power, explain the relation of certain moral concepts to particular social practices, and
describe the affective and cognitive states which accompany these concepts and practices
in certain types of people. By taking the will to power as the common dynamic underlying these apparently disparate phenomena, we will find that the text gains a congenial
unity.

Synopsis: from Animal to Autonomy
Nietzsche opens the Second Essay with a rhetorical question of cosmic significance for the human species: “To breed an animal with the right to make promises—is
not this the paradoxical task that nature has set itself in the case of man? is this not the
real problem regarding man?” (GM II.1). Nietzsche thus reveals what he believes is the
natural end of humankind, or, more likely, what he believes is an intermediate but crucial
end, a decisive step on the path of human evolution. The remainder of section 1 recounts
the obstacles standing in the way of achieving this end, and near the beginning of the section 2 he names the evolutionary process through which humankind surmounted these
obstacles: “The tremendous labor of that which I have called ‘morality of mores’”
(GM II.2). Finally, Nietzsche discloses the outcome:
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If we place ourselves at the end of this tremendous process, where the tree at last
brings forth its fruit, where society and the morality of custom at last reveal what
they have simply been the means to: then we discover that the ripest fruit is the
sovereign individual, like only to himself, liberated again from the morality of
custom, autonomous and supramoral . . . in short, the man who has his own independent, protracted will and the right to make promises . . . (GM II.2)
In Nietzsche’s estimation, then, the earliest form of morality transcended itself with the
advent of the sovereign individual, who represents the culmination of this prehistoric
phase of human evolution.
The obstacles to this progression lay in the psycho-physiological structure of the
human animal itself. Forgetfulness, he says, is “an active and in the strictest sense positive faculty of repression” (GM II.1) and is a necessary aspect of human consciousness.
Otherwise our minds would be continually filled with the cacophonous din and calls for
attention arising from the operations of our bodily organs and from our incessant desires.1
But the ability to make promises requires one to remember his pledges. Thus, Nietzsche
claims, if primitive human consciousness was to support this ability, it first had to develop memory in opposition to forgetfulness: “an active desire not to rid oneself, a desire
for the continuance of something desired once, a real memory of the will: so that between
the original ‘I will,’ ‘I shall do this’ and the actual discharge of the will, its act, a world
of strange new things, circumstances, even acts of will may be interposed without breaking this long chain of will” (GM II.1). Furthermore, in order to gain this memory of the
will humankind also had to learn the distinction between necessary and chance events,2 to
anticipate the future, to make clear goals and to discern the means to achieve them, “and
1

In the brief passage describing the need for forgetfulness Nietzsche does not explicitly mention the multitude of biological desires as a source of this “noise and struggle” in human consciousness. However, later
in section 1, when he addresses the development of memory, Nietzsche brings up the need to maintain certain desires. This suggests that desires are indeed among the distracting noises in consciousness that must
initially be moderated by forgetfulness.
2
I assume that in distinguishing necessary from chance events Nietzsche means to distinguish events that
appear to have clear causal antecedents from those that do not, that is, from those that appear to happen
accidentally. This is presumably a prerequisite for viewing oneself as a causal agent.
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in general be able to calculate and compute. . . . Man himself must first of all have become calculable, regular, necessary . . .” (GM II.1).
This passage fairly clearly reflects the process of dynamic evolution, Nietzsche’s
conception of biological and social development as driven by the characteristic activity
of the will to power.3 The “world of strange new things, circumstances, even acts of
will,” the world of self-reflective, volitional activity, opened only when animal consciousness acquired the requisite features for developing a memory of the will. Yet the
proto-human animal had first to undergo a reorganization of its psycho-physiological
power hierarchy: “a little tabula rasa of the consciousness, to make room for new things,
above all for the nobler functions and functionaries, for regulation, foresight, premeditation (for our organism is an oligarchy)—that is the purpose of active forgetfulness …”
(GM II.1). This reorganization was, of course, a type of self-overcoming through which
the will to power, clothed in the form of an animal, transcended its purely biological limitations by generating a new, more complex, more powerful organic structure, namely, the
rational, volitional human being. The continuance of desire, “a real memory of the will”
(GM II.1), provided this precocious creature with the possibility of efficiently extending
its influence far into the future, something no other animal, no competitor for dominance,
could achieve so effectively.
Nietzsche frequently emphasizes the importance of morality for maintaining cohesive, organic communities capable of acting as unified bodies and, toward this end, for
making the individual an effective member of a relatively homogeneous herd: “Selfovercoming is demanded [by the morality of custom], not on account of the useful consequences it may have for the individual, but so that the hegemony of custom, tradition,
shall be made evident in despite of the private desires and advantages of the individual”
3

Pardon the obscure coinage. I use “dynamic” in reference to its classical Greek etymology: dunamis
means “power.”
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(D 9). In chapter 1 I submitted evidence of Nietzsche’s conviction that the evolutionary
process underlying the development of the morality of custom exhibited the activity of
the will to power, which created exactly this sort of herd animal by regularizing the incoherent psycho-physiological constitution of primitive human beings: “the labor performed by man upon himself during the greater part of the existence of the human race,
his entire prehistoric labor, finds in this its meaning, its great justification, notwithstanding the severity tyranny, stupidity, and idiocy involved in it: with the aid of the morality
of mores and the social straitjacket, man was actually made calculable” (GM II.2).
Yet Nietzsche claims that this very same process produced quite a different kind
of human being, namely, the autonomous individual:
This emancipated individual, with the actual right to make promises, this master
of a free will, this sovereign man—how should he not be aware of his superiority
over all those who lack the right to make promises and stand as their own guarantors . . . and of how this mastery over himself also necessarily gives him mastery
over circumstances, over nature, and over all more short-willed and unreliable
creatures? The “free” man, the possessor of a protracted and unbreakable will,
also possesses his measure of value: looking out upon others from himself, he
honors or he despises. . . . (GM II.2)
This is, as Nietzsche says, a paradoxical result: over the millennia of its development, the
morality of custom generated two, almost opposite types of human beings, the herd animal and the sovereign individual. More paradoxical yet, the sovereign individual embodied an unprecedented degree of self-mastery, which made him “like only to himself, liberated again from morality of custom, autonomous and supramoral . . .” (GM II.2). The
morality of custom produced a type of human being free from obligation to that morality,
at least insofar as obligation refers to the feeling of constraint imposed by externally enforced behavioral standards.
The habitual discipline forced upon human beings by the morality of custom gave
people in tribal societies greater control over their own behavior, and the social cohesion
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it engendered enabled tribal groups to gain greater control over their environments and to
compete for dominance with neighboring tribes. This required that human nature be regularized to a significant degree. Yet the process of regularization eventually produced a
kind of individual in whom the multitude of unruly human instincts were so welldisciplined as to constitute a coherent individual will to power without the aid of external
supervision, enabling such a one to assert his will against social and environmental impediments in ways far more effective than less autonomous persons. Thus, through the
development of the morality of custom the will to power simultaneously transcended itself in two ways, forging organic communities from antagonistic individuals and raising
up a more powerful type of human being from within the community. Nietzsche obviously favors the latter over the former, but both represent new modes of human will to
power, the unified collective and the sovereign individual.
We can now see how the sovereign individual reveals the significance of promise
making to be more than a developmental accident that happened to make contractual relationships possible: the ability to make promises was a sign that human will to power
had indeed gained a new strength. The sovereign individual felt himself to be free not
only from domination by his own instincts, by others, and by the natural environment; he
finally gained freedom even from the morality of custom which had made his very existence possible. This does not mean the sovereign individual set out to establish a code of
morality different from that of his society, nor even that he had in mind any particular
precepts with which to guide his own behavior. Rather, the values of the sovereign individual were implicit in his activity; they manifested in the coherence of his behavior. The
sovereign individual felt free because he had become an autonomous agent. In GM II.18
Nietzsche identifies the will to power as the instinct for freedom. This suggests that one
way the will to power appears in human consciousness is as the desire to be free and that
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the feeling of freedom emerges through the awareness of one’s power. The sovereign individual, then, represents a new stage in human evolution: in him humankind became
conscious of its will to power, and for the first time a human being defined his values by
an assertion of individual will rather than through the mediation of a community.
At the end of section 2 Nietzsche reveals the psycho-physiological basis of the
sovereign individual’s autonomy.
The proud awareness of the extraordinary privilege of responsibility, the consciousness of this rare freedom, this power over oneself and over fate, has in his
case penetrated to the profoundest depths and become instinct, the dominating instinct. What will he call this dominating instinct, supposing he feels the need to
give it a name? The answer is beyond doubt: this sovereign man calls it his conscience. (GM II.2)
If the soul is conceived as “‘social structure of the drives and affects’” (BGE 12), if human psycho-physiology is characterized as a society of wills to power, then the dominating instinct represents the master of the soul, the drive or perhaps the oligarchy of drives,
which discipline and govern all the individual’s instinctual forces. The sovereign individual feels free not only because the prevailing morality no longer oppresses and intimidates him, but also because he is no longer subject to constant threats of anarchy from
within. The will to power of the sovereign soul is particularly effective for the same reasons that an organic community is particularly strong: all its constituent members contribute for the most part to the purposes set forth by the ruling elements.
Nietzsche briefly continues the topic at the beginning of section 3: “His conscience?—It is easy to guess that the concept of ‘conscience’ that we here encounter in
its highest, almost astonishing, manifestation, has a long history and variety of forms behind it” (GM II.3). This comment along with the next few sentences mark a movement
backward in time, so to speak. Nietzsche now wants to address two related questions:
how such a “late fruit” as conscience could have grown to the maturity it exhibited in the
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sovereign individual and what specific social and psychological conditions were responsible for the enhancement of human memory. Since “a real memory of the will” (GM II.1)
was a requisite condition for the formation of the sovereign individual, answering the
former question requires first answering the latter. The discussion of the sovereign individual in section 2, then, is a leap forward, a partial disclosure of the end of the story begun in section 1.
Section 3 is a transition from this overview to the more detailed account of the
evolution of the morality of custom found in sections 4 through 18. Before launching into
this account, Nietzsche gives us a preliminary answer to the question, “How can one create a memory for the human animal?” (GM II.3). He claims there is one basic way to
permanently augment human memory: “‘If something is to stay in the memory it must be
burned in: only that which never ceases to hurt stays in the memory’” (GM II.3).
The worse man’s memory has been, the more fearful has been the appearance of
his customs; the severity of the penal code provides an especially significant
measure of the degree of effort needed to overcome forgetfulness and to impose a
few primitive demands of social existence as present realities upon these slaves
of momentary affect and desire. (GM II.3)
The psycho-physiological reorganization that propelled the human animal into its new
phase of development, into the domain of incipient morality, was not effected through the
good will of cooperative and kind primitives but through the imposition of suffering. As
we will discover shortly, the proximate purpose of punishment in the primitive world was
to provide a vent for anger against perpetrators of injury or harm. Yet from the “proper
level, the height for a comprehensive look” (BGE 205), Nietzsche suggests, one sees the
inchoate and unconscious agitation of the will to power re-forming human nature, experimenting with new psycho-physiological structures, and “discovering” a novel means
of strengthening the species.
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The Creditor/Debtor Relationship and the Evolution of the Social Hierarchy
Section 4 of the Second Essay begins Nietzsche’s more detailed exposition of the
development of the morality of custom. He opens with another question: “But how did
that other ‘somber thing,’ the consciousness of guilt, the ‘bad conscience,’ come into the
world?” (GM II.4). This question recalls Nietzsche’s first mention of the conscience at
the end of section 2 and the beginning of section 3 in connection with the sovereign individual but shifts the emphasis to a functionally similar but qualitatively different psychophysiological phenomenon. The conscience of the sovereign individual, perhaps we
should call it the good conscience, co-evolved with the morality of custom and represents
the sense of self-affirmation one feels whose instinctual constitution is relatively coherent
and well-governed by a dominating instinct. I will say more about this later. The bad
conscience, we will find, emerges at the next stage of cultural development as a consequence of the competitive struggle for power among tribal communities. Sections 4
through 18 present a detailed exposition of how the morality of custom evolved from the
most primitive social relationships, how it accomplished the regularization of humankind, that is, the taming of the instincts, the moral psychology which emerged from this
process, and the appearance of the bad conscience. Also, though Nietzsche never again
mentions the sovereign individual explicitly, I believe he remains an important character
in the conclusion of this story.
Early in section 4 Nietzsche begins to consider the nature of debt and guilt in two
related senses, as a feeling and as the “legal” condition of having defaulted on one’s contractual obligations. The role of the conscience momentarily drops into the background
while Nietzsche initiates a speculative investigation into the conditions which gave rise
to the morality of custom. As noted above, Nietzsche intertwines his investigation of
moral psychology with a discussion of the sociological conditions which supported its
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development. This is why we find him returning so quickly to the topic of punishment
and the social institutions which made use of it. In fact, here and in the following sections
he begins to lay out a general model of how interpersonal power relationships developed
in primitive communities, and he locates the practice of cruelty among members of a society and the concepts of punishment, debt, guilt, and conscience within this framework.
I will now examine this model in some detail.
Nietzsche claims that interpersonal recognition began with the creditor/debtor relationship: “the feeling of guilt, of personal obligation, had its origin, as we saw, in the
oldest and most primitive personal relationship, that between buyer and seller, creditor
and debtor: it was here that one person first encountered another person, that one person
first measured himself against another” (GM II.8). It may seem odd to say that the most
primitive human interpersonal relations had an economic basis, especially since we generally think of economic institutions as appearing later in the development of civilization
until we consider how the will to power functions within human consciousness. I have
claimed that according to Nietzsche all life at every level of complexity is an expression
of will to power. This does not mean that conscious organic entities such as human beings are clearly aware of their own essential constitution. In fact, since the will to power
manifests itself in individual human behavior primarily through unconscious drives, we
are rarely aware of the complex of instinctual motivations that guide our behavior:
“However far a man may go in self-knowledge, nothing however can be more incomplete
than his image of the totality of drives which constitute his being” (D 119). This means
that the proximate purposes of human behavior will, in general, seldom reflect the underlying movements of the will to power in the individual case.
The situation is even more complex when one considers the activity of the will to
power at the corporate level. Communities as well as individuals believe they enter into
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conflicts and alliances for reasons of their own when they are actually drawn into these
relationships by the covert activity of the will to power as it strives to build ever stronger
and more extensive organic structures. Thus, the social institutions which make human
society possible will, like individual behavior, appear to have obvious purposes which
may obscure the underlying activity of the will to power. The institution of buying and
selling and the correlate relationship of creditor and debtor are cases in point. The trading
of goods and services was, of course, a socio-economic activity. We will soon find, however, that Nietzsche’s characterization of buying and selling shows that the economic
mode of evaluation inherent in these practices was derived from a more fundamental type
of evaluation clearly rooted in the will to power.
Nietzsche believes that the original significance of the creditor/debtor relationship
extended beyond the mere satisfaction of material needs; it was foundational and lay at
the root of all subsequent economic, political, and legal organization.
Buying and selling, together with their psychological appurtenances, are older
than the beginnings of any kind of social forms of organization and alliances: it
was rather out of the most rudimentary form of personal legal rights that the budding sense of exchange, contract, guilt, right, obligation, settlement, first transferred itself to the coarsest and most elementary social complexes (in their relations with other similar complexes), together with the custom of comparing,
measuring, and calculating power against power. (GM II.8)
Thus, “the custom of comparing, measuring, and calculating power against power” was
originally associated with the “most rudimentary form of personal legal rights” which
accompanied the practices of buying and selling. As noted above, it was in the creditor/debtor relationship “that one person first encountered another person, that one person
first measured himself against another.” In other words, the essential dynamic at play in
the encounter of one person with another was the mutual assessment of relative power,
and the domain in which such assessments could take place most effectively was the
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primitive practices of buying and selling. The economic mode of evaluation derived from
judgments of value in terms of power.
Nietzsche does not give a detailed explanation of how the practices of buying and
selling provided the essential context for the mutual assessment of power, nor does he
explain the origin of these practices other than to say they “are older than the beginnings
of any kind of social forms of organization and alliances.” It is for us to complete the details of his account in accord with his own principles as far as we are able. Perhaps he
only means to say that the need to exchange goods and services was so essential to even
the most primitive forms of society that the establishment of basic trade practices between family groups was a prerequisite for the emergence of tribal society. We might
take the widespread practices of buying and selling in a community as an indication that
it had achieved a degree of complexity no longer sustainable through the independent
efforts of self-sufficient family groups. In other words, Nietzsche may be only describing
the earliest beginnings of specialization and division of labor.
Yet this is the sort of superficial explanation Nietzsche typically tries to avoid by
appealing to the activity of the will to power. What drives species to become social animals? A contemporary evolutionary theorist would doubtless appeal to reproductive fitness as a sufficient explanatory principle, but Nietzsche tends to view such claims as obtuse, mechanistic denials of a better explanation, namely, “that in all events a will to
power is operating” (GM II.12). He wants to know why human societies assumed their
various forms. Why did loose associations of family groups form larger tribal societies to
start with, and why were buying and selling the practices which ushered in this new level
of complexity?
I proposed a Nietzschean answer to the first question in Chapter 1: the human
species is better equipped to dominate its environment when organized into tribal com104

munities than when competing for power as individuals and small family groups.
Nietzsche posits the herd instinct as the binding motive, which promoted the development of a supporting social institution, namely, the morality of custom. The herd instinct,
however, still does not explain how individuals within these societies were able to express or moderate their own wills to power. The will to power appears in individuals as
an egoistic drive, as the desire to exert one’s own dominance over others. Thus, the morality of custom must have provided a means to satisfy this desire to some significant degree without yet dissolving the integrity of the herd. What mechanisms prevented members of tribal societies from taking violent advantage of one another?
War against neighboring tribes provided some outlet for the aggressive energy of
the wills to power of individuals. In the first 40 or so sections of Daybreak Nietzsche is
clearly concerned with the earliest origins of morality, and in section 18 he comments
that these ancient communities were in a constant state of war. This is echoed, I believe,
in the First Essay of the Genealogy where Nietzsche describes the beasts of prey. These
are men whose aggression is held in check in their own community, but “once they go
outside, where the strange, the stranger is found, they are not much better than uncaged
beasts of prey. There they savor a freedom from all social constraints, they compensate
themselves in the wilderness for the tension engendered by protracted confinement and
enclosure within the peace of society . . .” (GM I.11). This is, again, the activity of the
will to power as it stabilizes ever larger power structures, tribal communities in this case,
which then struggle against one another. Thus, temporarily escaping the morality of custom, which prevented them from the free exercise of their wills to power on members of
their own tribe, the “beasts of prey” vented their desire for domination on people outside
their own community.
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Yet again, this still does not explain the economy of power within each community. Aggression toward outsiders would allow only an occasional and partial discharge
of the will to power, and probably for only a small portion of the population. The general
difficulty here is explaining how human individuals in whom the will to power manifests
itself egoistically, and who therefore instinctively seek to maximize their own power at
the expense of others, came to form social groupings beyond the immediate family.
While the will to power also motivated people to congregate together, through the impulse of the herd instinct, this motivation did not, according to Nietzsche, altruistically
neutralize individual aggression. The morality of custom had somehow to satisfy the demands of the will to power at both the individual and the corporate levels.
Nietzsche gives us a clue to his solution to this problem in a passage from Daybreak where he considers the basic concepts of duty and right.
Our duties—are the rights of others over us. How have they acquired such rights?
By taking us to be capable of contracting and of requiting, by positing us as similar and equal to them, and as a consequence entrusting us with something, educating, reproving, supporting us. We fulfill our duty—that is to say: we justify the
idea of our power on the basis of which all these things were bestowed upon us,
we give back in the measure in which we have been given to. . . . [I]n doing
something for us, these others have impinged upon our sphere of power, and
would have continued to have a hand in it if we did not with the performance of
out ‘duty’ practise a requital, that is to say, impinge upon their power. (D 112)
Although this passage seems to address the nature of rights and duties in general, the title
of this section, “On the natural history of rights and duties,” suggests that it can be appropriately applied to the primitive historical context under present consideration. Thus
applied, the passage contains an allusion to the primitive “fundamental forms of buying,
selling, barter, trade, and traffic” (GM II.4) discussed in the Second Essay of the Genealogy: “we justify the idea of our power on the basis of which all these things were bestowed upon us, we give back in the measure in which we have been given to” (D 112).
Furthermore, as in the Second Essay, Nietzsche refers to this relationship as a type of
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contract. The importance of this passage in view of our present purpose is that it confirms
the assertion that the underlying value supporting such transactions was not generated by
some utilitarian economic or hedonistic desire; the underlying value was power. Furthermore, though the passage is primarily concerned with the basic nature of duty and
rights, it also gives us insight into the primitive contractual institution of buying and selling since, according both to this passage and to the Second Essay of the Genealogy, the
notions of duty and rights are deeply connected with this institution.
Exactly what role does the assessment and management of power play in the establishment of rights?
My rights—are that part of my power which others have not merely conceded me,
but which they wish me to preserve. How do these others arrive at that? First:
through their prudence and fear and caution: whether in that they expect something similar from us in return (protection of their own rights); or in that they consider that a struggle with us would be perilous or to no purpose; or in that they see
in any diminution of our force a disadvantage to themselves, since we would then
be unsuited to forming an alliance with them in opposition to a hostile third
power. Then: by donation and cession. In this case, others have enough and more
than enough power to be able to dispose of some of it and to guarantee to him
they have given it to the portion of it they have given: in doing so they presuppose a feeble sense of power in him who lets himself be thus donated to. (D 112)
The most basic meaning of human power is the ability to assert one’s will over one’s
physical and social environments. The measure of personal power, that is, one’s strength,
is the effectiveness and extent of this ability. One’s rights, then, are determined by one’s
own strength relative to that of one’s competitors for power. At this interpersonal level
the granting of rights amounts to a truce, a non-aggression pact, a power-sharing arrangement “among parties of approximately equally power” (GM II.8).
In the simplest practical terms, an individual can exercise his power in two ways,
by acquiring control over as much of his physical environment as possible and by acquiring control over as many people as possible. In the primitive societies described by the
early part of the Second Essay, however, individuals of approximately equal strength,
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though each desired to increase his own power, were unable simply to exploit one another. In order to consolidate, maintain, and expand their power they had to grant one
another rights for the reasons listed in the above passage. Rather than simply taking
whatever they had need of, and taking advantage of whomever they desired, they had to
consider the effects of their actions on their power-peers. They were forced to assess the
value of the goods and ends they desired, that is, the degree to which these things would
enhance their own power. They then had to negotiate with their peers for the material
goods which they did not have or could not secure alone, and for assistance in achieving
important goals they could not achieve alone. In other words, they had to buy and sell
from one another.
Thus, in Nietzsche’s scheme it is the relationship between seller and buyer which
solves the conundrum of social cohesion among egoistic individuals. This relationship
provided a means for the expression of will to power, which, as we shall see later, was
certainly destructive to some persons, but nevertheless tended to preserve the society as a
whole. On the surface buying and selling might appear as nothing more than utilitarian
economic practices characteristic of communities at a certain level of social development. But in Nietzsche’s view the real medium of exchange was power. No special considerations were required when someone wanted to gain control over resources or people
outside his society. The beast of prey simply attacked the stranger and took whatever and
exploited whomever he would. The morality of custom, however, prevented him from
acting with the same dispatch when it came to members of his own community. In this
case buying and selling provided the means for developing personal power, and, on
Nietzsche’s account, the legal apparatus associated with buying and selling even provided a fairly direct way for some individuals to vent their aggression upon certain others
in their own society.
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This is the full meaning of Nietzsche’s comments when he says of the creditor/debtor relationship, “it was here that one person first encountered another person, that
one person first measured himself against another,” and that “the custom of comparing,
measuring, and calculating power against power” originally accompanied the practices of
buying and selling (GM II.8).
To inspire trust in his promise to repay, to provide a guarantee of the seriousness
and sanctity of his promise, to impress repayment as a duty, an obligation upon
his own conscience, the debtor made a contract with the creditor and pledged that
if he should fail to repay he would substitute something else that he “possessed,”
something he had control over; for example, his body, his wife, his freedom, or
even his life. . . . Above all, however, the creditor could inflict every kind of indignity and torture upon the body of the debtor. . . . (GM II.5)
Here we see the most primal human relationship outside the family unit. Two individuals
meet face to face, and in this meeting each brings to bear all his cognitive and affective
resources in the effort to gauge his own power relative to that of the other. One has need
of something he believes the other can provide: some material resource, perhaps lumber,
an extra quantity of grain, a number of livestock; or some assistance in accomplishing an
important task, perhaps building a barn, defending against attackers, raiding a nearby
community. Whatever the scenario, when the transaction is complete they will both know
where each stands relative to the other, and the rudimentary contract they forge will reflect this relation. One will obviously be the debtor, the other will be the creditor, and the
terms of the agreement will reflect not only the value each places in the goods and services borrowed by the debtor, but also the perception each has of his own power relative to
that of the other. “[T]he feeling of duty depends upon our having the same belief in regard to the extent of our power as others have: that is to say, that we are able to promise
certain things and bind ourselves to perform them (‘freedom of will’)” (D 112).
It is important to notice the type of power hierarchy implied by Nietzsche’s explication of the creditor/debtor relationship. Power is not a binary quantity, that is, it is not
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the case that a person is either weak or strong. Rather, strength admits of degrees, and the
strength of a individual falls along a continuum within a society. This is reflected by
Nietzsche comments in several ways. First, though they still remain peers, since they
continue to be of approximately equal power, the creditor clearly has some advantage
over the debtor. While it is true that the debtor enters into the agreement in order to enhance his strength through the acquisition of material goods or through the expansion and
consolidation of his control over some region, his freedom is subsequently limited by the
terms of his agreement with the creditor: “in doing something for us, these others have
impinged on our sphere of power” (D 112). On the other side, the creditor gains an incremental measure of power over the debtor. This is evidenced by the creditor’s right to
injure the debtor should the latter fail to meet the terms of their agreement: “the creditor
could inflict every kind of indignity and torture upon the body of the debtor” (GM II.5).
Nietzsche also believes this social power hierarchy is reflected in the primitive
notion of justice. “Justice on this elementary level is the good will among parties of approximately equal power to come to terms with one another, to reach an ‘understanding’
by means of a settlement—and to compel parties of lesser power to reach a settlement
among themselves” (GM II.8). This notion of justice appeals to a mode of equality different from that assumed in most contemporary contexts: equality of power rather than
equality of rights based on some standard of intrinsic human worth. Thus, one’s peers
were those who agreed with one’s own judgment that they were approximately as strong
as oneself. The fact that there were those “of lesser power” and the fact that these were
compelled by their superiors to work out their own power disputes again implies a hierarchy of power.
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The most important indication that Nietzsche intends to describe a hierarchical
power structure has already been alluded to, namely, that the morality of custom permitted the creditor to inflict suffering upon a debtor who defaulted on his obligations.
[The enjoyment of violation] will be the greater the lower the creditor stands in
the social order, and can easily appear to him as a most delicious morsel, indeed
as a foretaste of higher rank. In “punishing” the debtor, the creditor participates in
a right of the masters: at last he, too, may experience for once the exalted sensation of being allowed to despise and mistreat someone as “beneath him”. . . .
(GM II.5)
As argued above, though the creditor and debtor were of approximately equal power, the
creditor enjoyed some advantage merely by virtue of the fact that the debtor owed him
repayment of some sort. But if the debtor failed to fulfill the terms of his agreement with
the creditor, the power differential between the two increased dramatically. The creditor
was granted control over the debtor to an extreme degree. Depending on the terms of the
contract, the creditor could demand from the debtor “his body, his wife, his freedom, or
even his life” (GM II.5). “Above all, however, the creditor could inflict every kind of indignity and torture upon the body of the debtor” (GM II.5). Such abuse allowed the creditor to express his will to power over someone who had formerly been his peer. Not only
was this a satisfaction in itself, but through this action the creditor also elevated his own
position in the social power hierarchy and reduced that of the debtor. A debtor remained
a peer of his creditors only so long as he fulfilled the terms of his agreements with them.
Finally, the delinquent debtor experienced his loss of power not only in concrete
terms, but also psychologically. The example of the sovereign individual shows that the
ability to keep promises in the face of challenging circumstances, that is, his ability to
fulfill his commitments to his peers, produced great self-confidence and pride. The
debtor who defaulted on his obligations lost both of these to a significant degree, and he
thus undoubtedly felt his loss of power as a loss of personal value.
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In summary, an individual’s place within the social hierarchy was determined by
his overall strength, and this, in turn, was determined not only by the scope and effectiveness of his control over the material and social environments but also by his ability to
fulfill promises to his peers. This is why “[s]etting prices, determining values, contriving
equivalences, exchanging” (GM II.8) was so crucial. Every individual needed the ability
to gauge the value of everything in the environment in terms of whether or not it would
enhance his power and to what degree. He also had to assess the strength of others relative to his own, judging whether they might represent threats to his power, or whether
they might serve as allies in the expansion and defense of his domain. He had to determine whether any of his peers had resources that might enhance his own strength, and if
the terms demanded by potential creditors were consistent with the value he placed on
the commodities and services he was buying. Finally, a person considering such purchases and strategic agreements with his peers had to assess his own ability to fulfill
promises of repayment, that is, he needed an accurate awareness of the effectiveness of
his own power. (Perhaps this was the essence of primitive self-consciousness.)
All of this taken together suggests a complex stratification of the social hierarchy.
Each individual within a society struggled to expand his domain of power. Acting relatively independently a person might extend his range control up to a certain point, perhaps employing the assistance of family members and his closest clan relations; but this
would take him only so far. He would either have to be content with his status in the local
hierarchy or he would have to enlist the help of his peers, and this would make him a
debtor to them. If he was successful in making good use of his new resources, and if he
fulfilled the terms of his agreements, his power would grow. If he defaulted on his obligations to his peers, however, he would fall to a lower position in the hierarchy and reap
the unpleasant consequences. Such interactions repeated throughout the society eventu112

ally produced a stratified power structure. Each individual’s place in the structure was a
function of his success in dominating the local environments, both physical and social,
and in negotiating advantageous agreements with his peers. A strong, perceptive, and
self-aware individual could advance through the hierarchy, while those lacking these
skills would tend to fall lower in rank, perhaps even to the level of slavery.4
Nietzsche’s argument suggests that this economic and political mode of evaluation lies at the root of all types of human evaluation. If the very process of primitive
thinking was, in a certain sense, constituted by the determining of values, and if such
values were in large part extensions of individuals’ power in the community, then the setting of every kind of value would have ultimately been an assertion or a measurement of
power. This was no less true of moral and existential values than of any other kind.
“What is good? Everything that heightens the feeling of power in man, the will to power,
power itself. What is bad? Everything that is born of weakness” (A 2). Whatever enhanced an individual’s power would likewise have been most important, significant, and
meaningful.

Cruelty and the Economics of Power
Nietzsche speculates that “[primitive] man designated himself as the creature that
measures values, evaluates and measures, as the ‘valuating animal as such’” (GM II.8),
and, as I have argued, Nietzsche believes that the ultimate standard which determined the
value of all things for these people was the degree to which something enhanced an individual’s personal power within the constraints allowed by the morality of custom. We
have also seen that cruelty and its institutionalization in the form of punishment played a

4

I take this to be the implication of Nietzsche’s comment in GM II.5 that the creditor could demand the
debtor’s freedom as repayment for a unfulfilled promise.
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crucial role in this economy of power, so much so that the ability to make another person
suffer functioned as an article of trade. Why does Nietzsche believe the practice of cruelty was so essential?
We already have two parts of the answer at hand, based on the foregoing discussion. First, we have already noted Nietzsche’s explanation of punishment as one of the
means by which nature increased the power of the human organism, both individually
and corporately. This empowerment required the enhancement of human memory, and
punishment provided a method for the application of the physical pain needed to accomplish this end. “With the aid of such images and procedures one finally remembers five
or six ‘I will not’s,’ in regard to which one had given one’s promise so as to participate in
the advantages of society . . .” (GM II.3). I have suggested that Nietzsche means this
highly teleological language to emphasize the role of the will to power as the organizational force in the development of all organic and social structures.
The second part of the answer, dealt with above in a general way, considers the
institution of punishment from the perspective of individual will to power in the context
of the social hierarchy. To begin with, Nietzsche wants to make sure we avoid what he
believes is the serious error of ascribing to punishment a function in the primitive world
which not only relies upon false modern prejudices regarding the freedom of human
agency but also fails to account for the profound changes that the notion of punishment
has undergone since the emergence of human civilization. (See sections 12 through 15 of
the Second Essay for Nietzsche’s extended discussion of this issue.)
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Throughout the greater part of human history punishment was not imposed because one held the wrong-doer responsible for his deed, thus not on the presupposition that only the guilty one should be punished: rather, as parents still punish
their children, from anger at some harm or injury, vented on the one who caused
it—but this anger is held in check and modified by the idea that every injury has
its equivalent and can actually be paid back, even if only through the pain of the
culprit. And whence did this primeval, deeply rooted, perhaps by now ineradicable idea draw its power—this idea of the equivalence between injury and pain? I
have already divulged it: in the contractual relationship between creditor and
debtor. . . . (GM II.4)
Thus, Nietzsche claims punishment originally served as a means to settle accounts between creditor and delinquent debtor using a commodity universally valued by everyone,
namely, the pleasure of seeing another experience pain. Pleasure in cruelty is the most
basic form of taking pleasure in the feeling of power over another living being, “for to
practise cruelty is to enjoy the highest gratification of the feeling of power” (D 18).
When a debtor defaulted on his obligations, the creditor was allowed to bend the debtor
to the his own will in the most obvious and satisfying fashion possible, that is, by forcing
an action upon the debtor that violated his will in the extreme. For the creditor, then, the
possibility of punishing the debtor represented a potential means not only of expressing
his will to power against a peer, thereby elevating his own position in the hierarchy and
demoting the other, but also a potential means of visibly demonstrating his power and his
corresponding social rank to himself and to everyone else as graphically as possible.
Such public demonstrations made one’s power over others almost as tangible as the more
obvious power afforded by great material possessions, and perhaps the former was the
more satisfying of the two since it involved direct domination of another willful being.
This commodification of cruelty then became the basis for thinking that injuries
of every kind could be recompensed through the painful punishment of the person causing the injury. This mode of punishment was not essentially different from that used by
the creditor against the delinquent debtor since the issue at stake was the power of the
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injured party relative to that of the aggressor. Uncontested injury, for example, the injury
suffered by the creditor at the hands of a delinquent debtor, would be interpreted as successful domination, in this case the domination of the unpunished debtor over the
cheated creditor. Any form of injury, from a broken contract between creditor and debtor
to an unjustified assault, therefore threatened to elevate the position of the aggressor in
the power hierarchy and to demote his victim. Punishment was a means of rectifying the
situation. And surely the situation had to be rectified, for widespread unregulated aggression, that is, the practice of cruelty beyond what was allowed by the morality of custom,
would destroy the community.
The third and final part of the answer as to why Nietzsche believes the institution
of punishment was so essential to the primitive power economy directly addresses the
psychological character of the practice of cruelty. Nietzsche is very clear regarding what
he believes to have been the primitive attitude: “To ask it again: to what extent can suffering balance debts or guilt? To the extent that to make suffer was in the highest degree
pleasurable” (GM II.6). Nietzsche claims that “[primitive] men were unwilling to refrain
from making suffer and saw in it an enchantment of the first order, a genuine seduction to
life” (GM II.7). He goes so far as to say that to a significant degree, “cruelty constituted
the great festival pleasure of more primitive men and was indeed an ingredient of almost
every one of their pleasures” (GM II.6). This amounts to a claim that primitive peoples
were naturally sadistic and thus seems to suggest a sufficient explanation for punishment
distinct from the two addressed so far. What accounts for this primitive sadism?
Certainly Nietzsche has already given us one psychological explanation: “to practice cruelty is to enjoy the highest gratification of the feeling of power” (D 18). Yet in
some texts Nietzsche introduces what appears to be an additional factor. For example:
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Of all the pleasures, which is the greatest for the men of that little, constantly imperiled community which is in a constant state of war and where the sternest morality prevails?—for souls, that is to say, which are full of strength, revengefulness, hostility, deceit and suspicion, ready for the most fearful things and made
hard by deprivation and morality? The pleasure of cruelty. . . . In the act of cruelty the community refreshes itself and for once throws off the gloom of constant
fear and caution. Cruelty is one of the oldest and festive joys of mankind. (D 18)
The institutionalized cruelty which served to enforce the morality of custom can be
viewed from three different perspectives. In its most positive aspect, the ability to punish
delinquent debtors provided creditors with a socially acceptable way to express their individual wills to power. Most negatively, delinquent debtors experienced punishment as
an assault against their wills to power. Third, even though this institutionalized cruelty
provided a significant outlet for aggression, as an enforceable code of behavior the morality of custom also functioned as a general restraint upon individual will to power. Socially sanctioned punishment directed aggression into a limited number of well-defined
channels outside of which aggression was forbidden and punished harshly. Occasions for
legitimate punishment were doubtless insufficiently frequent to completely satiate any
individual’s aggressive desires, and the lower one’s position in the social hierarchy the
less frequent the satisfaction. The sovereign individual shows that the most aggressive
human instincts, though certainly not extinguished, were eventually disciplined, but this
more stable form of human nature required a very long time to develop. During most of
prehistory a great deal of individual aggression would have remained unsatisfied and untamed. So, in accordance with Nietzsche’s proto-Freudian conception of aggression, this
pent-up energy resulted in a pervasive desire for cruelty.
Thus, Nietzsche believes the general sadism characteristic of primitive societies
resulted from the restrictions placed upon individual will to power by the enforcement of
the morality of custom. Festivals of cruelty, which were most often public spectacles of
punishment, “executions, torturings, or perhaps an auto-da-fé” (GM II.6), offered a
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means to at least partially satisfy individuals’ desires for aggressive domination of others,
if only vicariously. Socially approved punishment and the pervasive sadistic desire to inflict suffering upon others were, then, both manifestations of individual will to power under the regulation of the morality of custom. The will to power was actively expressed as
direct aggression in the first case and either denied expression or expressed indirectly in
the second case.
The morality of custom, then, preserved certain notions regarding which classes
of people in a particular society had the right to inflict injury and pain on other classes,
and it specified what kinds of pain could be inflicted and under what conditions. Punishment was exactly this socially sanctioned and regulated infliction of injury and pain.
Thus, what we have in the first part of the Second Essay of the Genealogy is a description of the ruling class in primitive societies and an explanation in terms of will to power
of how this social structure evolved and why it remained stable in spite of the volatile
forces it had to regulate. Elsewhere Nietzsche focuses on the relationship between masters and slaves, but here he is concerned with relationships among the masters, for only
the masters had the privilege of buying and selling.5 All the individuals in the ruling class
were “masters” in the sense that they participated in the control and management of their
5

There is evidence that some slaves in fourth-century BCE Athens and in the Roman Empire of the first
and second centuries BCE did in fact participate in their local economies in various ways. (See Chapter 4
of Cohen and Chapters 1 and 2 of Hopkins.) The slaves of some Athenian bankers, for example, not only
acted as agents for their owners but also “acquired great wealth, power, and social prestige” (Cohen 82).
Significant numbers of Roman slaves purchased their own freedom using income saved while still enslaved. Furthermore, “Almost all ex-slaves freed by Roman masters received Roman citizenship. . . . Some
ex-slaves gained considerable wealth and social prominence” (Hopkins 116). This does not, however, contradict the assertion that only masters participated in the institution of buying and selling. Slaves in such
enviable positions actually constituted a transition class between slaves and masters. To the degree a slave
engaged in business with citizens of the state, he was treated as an economic player, as a “master,” albeit at
the bottom of the social power hierarchy. Moreover, in the case of both Athens and the Roman Empire this
sort of social mobility among slaves was an effect of an emerging market economy, which, of course,
would have been completely absent during the prehistoric era Nietzsche is most concerned with in the Second Essay. So, whether Nietzsche is using classical civilizations as models for his speculations or thinking
more carefully about primitive economic conditions, it is reasonable for him to hypothesize that economic
activity belonged exclusively to the empowered class and provided a means of establishing stratified power
hierarchies within it.
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community’s resources, including the use of any slaves they may have acquired through
the conquest of neighboring groups. This structure was not homogeneous; members of
the ruling class did not all wield the same degree of power. Rather, the rulers were organized as an hierarchy in which individuals continually struggled for power, and this
struggle was institutionalized in the practice of buying and selling, falling into debt and
punishing delinquent debtors, and punishing those who expressed their natural aggression
outside the limitations allowed by the morality of custom.

The Emergence of Corporate Identity
In sections 9 and 10 of the Second Essay Nietzsche focuses on the corporate dimension of the creditor/debtor relationship. Up to this point he has treated this relationship primarily in terms of the power dynamic between individuals rather than the interaction between the individual and the community as a whole. In section 8, for example, we
have seen that for Nietzsche the creditor/debtor relationship constitutes the first and most
basic type of one-on-one personal interaction and is the foundation upon which society
itself evolved. Nietzsche’s discussion so far has portrayed creditor and debtor as individuals engaged in a contractual relationship or, as I would have it, a power struggle,
even if this relationship did take place against the background of community behavioral
norms. Now Nietzsche claims there is a direct analogy between these two types of relationships: “the community, too, stands to its members in that same vital basic relation,
that of the creditor to his debtors” (GM II.9). How did the creditor/debtor relationship
come to have this civil as well as the individual dimension?
Our detailed examination of the creditor/debtor relationship has already provided
all the elements of an explanation. We can imagine a prehistoric tribal society, or perhaps
something a bit more advanced, in which individuals feel the natural egoistic pressure of
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the will to power. Each person feels the need to establish his dominion and probably that
of his nearest relations, over the environment and over others as firmly and broadly as
possible. On the other hand, the will to power also drives individuals to form larger tribal
communities as a means toward strengthening the power of the entire human species in
the broader competition for environmental resources. This drive to congregate appears
biologically and psychologically as the herd instinct, and this instinct prevents those living within a community from directly and capriciously exploiting one another. Thus, they
develop ways to augment personal power by exchanging goods and services, thereby
harnessing to some degree the aggressive desires which would likely destroy the community if they were given direct and unrestrained expression. Individuals establish ad
hoc terms of trade which provide more direct outlets for the will to power in the form of
punishments levied against delinquent debtors. Though the terms must initially have been
established by the individual traders themselves in the earliest of such agreements, the
creditor’s enforcement of the terms, even in the very early stages of civilization, is
probably supported by a combination of the debtor’s own pride, the ever-present predatory eyes of other individuals, and the desire of the nascent community to maintain the
integrity of the herd.
These types of interactions are repeated innumerable times in a great variety of
particular contexts. Gradually a community grows and expands, a community characterized by a power hierarchy and rules for navigating the hierarchy. The morality of custom,
then, evolves very slowly and organically as the practices of buying, selling, and punishment are codified into venerable traditions. Over hundreds and thousands of years certain customary practices come to characterize the personality of the community, and
these traditions are worked so deeply into the minds of individuals that they form the unquestioned foundation of all value judgments: “morality is nothing other (therefore no
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more!) than obedience to customs, of whatever kind they may be; customs, however, are
the traditional ways of behaving and evaluating” (D 9). In this way the human animal,
already a creature bound to the family, becomes essentially social: “The delight in the
herd is more ancient than the delight in the ego . . .” (Z I.15). At this stage of social evolution individual power only has meaning relative to the power of the community; personal power is only one strand in the tightly woven fabric of communal power relationships.
This is how it comes to be that “the community, too, stands to its members in that
same vital basic relation, that of the creditor to his debtors” (GM II.9).
One lives in community, one enjoys the advantages of a communality . . ., one
dwells protected, cared for, in peace and trustfulness, without fear of certain injuries and hostile acts to which the man outside, the “man without peace,” is exposed . . . since one has bound and pledged oneself to the community precisely
with a view to injuries and hostile acts. (GM II.9)
The debtor who defaults on his obligation to a creditor does not offend just this one person. The traditions of a community, including those that regulate the creditor/debtor relationship, represent its corporate identity, and so by violating the morality of custom the
delinquent debtor offends the whole community. Thus, in the minds of the people, the
community as a whole is finally seen as the legislator and executor of the morality of
custom and of the power structures it regulates. The community, then, is the master creditor, and all individual creditors act under its jurisdiction.
Although the morality of custom involves a great deal of “severity, tyranny, stupidity, and idiocy” (GM II.2), resulting from the haphazard and experimental nature of its
evolution, it nevertheless regulates and moderates aggression and violence within the
community. Members of the society understand, even if only dimly, that the morality of
custom protects them from the unrestrained brutality of life outside the community. Because of the protection it affords, individuals come to feel an obligation to the community
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as a whole. Thus, the community not only acts as corporate creditor by sanctioning the
individual creditor/debtor relationship, but each individual also relates to the community
as debtor to creditor in this broader sense. One who violates the traditions in effect separates himself from the community; he is thrown back into the realm where individual will
to power is no longer moderated by the herd instinct. “The lawbreaker is a debtor . . .
[t]he wrath of the disappointed creditor, the community, throws him back again into the
savage and outlaw state against which he has hitherto been protected . . .” (GM II.9).
When the outlaw violates the morality of custom the community sees him in the same
way they see someone from a different community: he is strange, a barbarian. Therefore
it is right to treat him as “a hated, disarmed, prostrated enemy” and his punishment will
reflect the cruelty properly inflicted upon an enemy (GM II.9).6
The severity of the morality of custom, the harshness of the punishments it requires, is roughly proportional to the strength of the community: “As the power and selfconfidence of a community increase, the penal law always becomes more moderate;
every weakening or imperiling of the former brings with it a restoration of the harsher
forms of the latter” (GM II.10). (See also BGE 262.) The strength of the community can
be gauged relative to two kinds of threats, internal and external. Communities are threatened by the internal chaos which tends to result from the unregulated aggression of its
members. Against this threat the strength of a community is measured by the degree to
which its members’ instincts have been “tamed” by the morality of custom. The more
tame people become, the less draconian the punishments needed to keep them in line.
Communities are also threatened by external aggression from neighboring groups, and
the continued expansion of their power is limited by the dominance of these competitors.
6

It is worth noting that the Greek barbaros, from which the English “barbarian” and the German “der Barbar” derive, was a pejorative term denoting non-Greek foreigners, at least after the early fifth century BCE.
The barbarian was the man outside the state to whom no rights or privileges were due. Nietzsche surely
knows this.
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Thus, the strength of the community can be measured by its immunity to harm from others and the ease with which it can conquer or dominate its neighbors. This strength relative to external threats is dependent upon the community’s internal strength. A community must operate from a certain degree of habitual cooperation and organization if it is
effectively to defend itself and conquer its enemies. It cannot waste its time and energy
dealing with internal tensions.
According to Nietzsche, not only do punishments become less severe as the
community gains strength, eventually the community comes to protect the criminal from
his victims. “A compromise with the anger of those directly injured by the criminal; an
effort to localize the affair and to prevent it from causing any further, let alone general,
disturbance; attempts to discover equivalents and to settle the whole matter . . .”
(GM II.10). Nietzsche does not say what motivates this progressive tolerance. The above
comment suggests that the goal may be to minimize damage to the community by preventing excessive aggression from the aggrieved parties and others who might be sympathetic with them. Nietzsche follows this line of thought in section 11 where he claims,
“law represents on earth . . . the struggle against the reactive feelings, the war conducted
against them on the part of the active and aggressive powers who employed some of their
strength to impose measure and bounds upon the excesses of the reactive pathos and to
compel it to come to terms.” Finally this process culminates in mercy: “The justice which
began with, ‘everything is dischargeable, everything must be discharged,’ ends by winking and letting those incapable of discharging their debt go free . . .” (GM II.10).

The Continuity of Individual and Corporate Will to Power
Before concluding this chapter I will try to draw together explicitly what may still
seem to be independent characterizations of the activity of the will to power, namely, the
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manifestation of this activity in the consciousness and behavior of individuals and its
manifestation in the evolution of primitive human communities. The morality of custom
is the medium through which these two modes of the will to power meet, but it may be
worth making a few more remarks, admittedly speculative, concerning the possible
mechanisms involved. Nietzsche apparently does not feel the need to support the continuity between these two domains beyond making a few pertinent comments here and there.
Some will take this as evidence that no significant connection exists. Yet, as I have belabored, I believe there is ample evidence that Nietzsche thinks of the will to power as the
form-giving energy operating at all levels of organic and social structure, though he does
not believe this claim requires much defense in his published works. Furthermore, I believe that Nietzsche’s ethical naturalism attempts to draw moral implications, not just
from the fact that we are intelligent animals who are products of biological evolution, but
more fundamentally from the hypothesis that human behavior is a manifestation of the
same energy that drives the activity of all life. The universality of the will to power is
therefore worth emphasizing.
If we draw our perspective as far back as possible with Nietzsche and view the
will to power in its most general form we see only a complex field of force relations. Individual organisms, species, communities, and even states are simply structured arrangements of these force relations, and to identify particular structures at particular levels of complexity is to carve into distinct domains what is essentially continuous. This
carving up of the continuum, a characteristic operation of reason and a cognitive practice
necessary for the flourishing of human life, produces antinomies in our understanding of
the relationship between the individual and society. For instance, if the will to power is
experienced subjectively as the egoistic drive to dominate others, how can the will to
power also account for the organization of individuals into cohesive communities?
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Nietzsche’s economy of interpretation encourages him to appeal to as few explanatory
principles as possible. Furthermore, the empirical evidence, he believes, suggests that all
life is exploitative. When combined, these ideas press Nietzsche to reject altruism as a
basic human characteristic, and so he must show how a single exploitative principle can
account for organic and social cohesion as well as individual and corporate aggression.
Based on a reading of recent scholarship I have suggested that Nietzsche conceives of the cosmological will to power as a Boscovichian energy field and that he is
inspired by the biologist Wilhelm Roux in conceiving of organisms as hierarchical power
structures. When the human community is viewed as an organism on this same model, a
Platonic perspective sometimes appropriated by Nietzsche, then the subjective experience of will to power is more easily reconciled with its role in community-building. Individuals feel driven to dominate one another, and yet they also feel the force of the herd
instinct. The former drives the creation of the social power hierarchy, while the latter
promotes a sense of communal identity and collective power, especially when the community is threatened by external aggressors. Both of these, individual aggression and the
herd instinct, are manifestations of the cosmological will to power, operating at different
levels of complexity. The field model of the will to power allows us to think of the community as an actual organism held together by a unified force, which accounts both for
the diversity of and tension between its parts as well as the organic cohesion and functional coherence of these parts. Finally, the will to power of the community as a mode of
consciousness is not simply the “vector sum” of the individual wills to power of its
members. Rather it appears as a desire within each individual that her community should
dominate other communities.
Taking Nietzsche’s account of social evolution as a case study also gives us a
way to consider what mechanisms might be involved when the will to power builds in125

creasingly powerful organisms and societies from individual cells. I have tried to show
how the institution of punishment within the creditor/debtor relationship provided a
means of preserving social integrity against individual egoistic aggression, but this does
not explain how the human species became progressively stronger relative to its competitors for dominion in the natural environment. Nietzsche again does not provide us with
the details, but I will make a few simple observations which may at least yield a plausible
Nietzschean explanation of this effect.
Thrasymachus’ claim that the rules of society are typically made by the powerful
is a commonplace,7 and in this sense it requires no great insight to interpret the morality
of custom as a manifestation of will to power.
What changes the general taste? The fact that some individuals who are powerful
and influential announce without any shame, hoc est ridiculum, hoc est adsurdum
[this is ridiculous, this is absurd], in short, the judgment of their taste and nausea;
and then they enforce it tyrannically. Thus they coerce many, and gradually still
more develop a new habit, and eventually all a new need. (GS 39)
Beyond this minimal social power dynamic by which the strongest individuals imposed
their wills upon communities, however, the morality of custom provided a means to
“ratchet up” the strength of human power by preserving it at its highest levels. The institutionalization of power hierarchies based on the mutual exploitation of individuals
tended to create moralities of custom which sustained the dominance of the most powerful individuals, but only as long as they remained the most powerful. We can think of this
process in the pseudo-Darwinian terms which characterize a Nietzschean conception of
evolution. Whenever the exploratory innovation of the will to power produced an individual with an instinctual constitution that equipped him to play a dominant role in his
society, he naturally rose to a position of greater power in that society, and so far as his
dominance was successful and his leadership advanced the fortunes of his community,
7

See Plato’s Republic 338b-339a.
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local traditions came to reflect his particular desires regarding the organization of local
power structures. These structures then tended to maintain him in power until someone
even stronger appeared.
I believe Nietzsche has something like this in mind when he describes the process
culminating in the sovereign individual. The long and painful training of humankind
through the torture and discipline of the morality of custom finally created a type of human being dominated by a single powerful instinct, an individual who was master over
himself, over others, and over his environment to the highest degree possible for a primitive tribal society. Thus constituted, persons of this type would naturally have risen to
positions of greatest power in their communities. The sovereign individual was “the end
of this tremendous process” (GM II.2) because he was the most powerful type of human
being that could be produced by the morality of custom, and the unprecedented degree of
freedom acquired by the sovereign individual finally emancipated him from the very
mechanisms which had nurtured his development.
So, we see that the will to power experienced in the individual as pleasure in the
feeling of power and as the “instinct for freedom” (GM II.18) and the will to power
viewed as the form-giving principle in biological and social evolution functionally coincide: the human organism grew increasingly powerful both as individuals and as a social
species. The will to power works simultaneously at all levels of organic complexity. Yet
this assessment obscures the tension in Nietzsche’s thought between the power of the
human species in the form of organic communities and its power in the form of individual organisms. Nietzsche insists that the “end” of the morality of custom was the sovereign individual, not the cohesive, well-functioning society, even though the herd is ubiquitous while powerful individuals are much fewer in number, even in the most primitive
communities. The strongest primitive societies were governed by the most powerful rul127

ers, and so these individuals were indeed as much a product of the morality of custom as
the societies themselves. But the strength of the species relative to its competitors for
power in the natural environment depended upon the power of the whole community.
One thus wonders whether Nietzsche’s judgment is based on anything more than a subjective preference.
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Chapter 3
Guilt and Bad Conscience
On the Genealogy of Morals - The Second Essay, Part 2

The title of the Second Essay of the Genealogy indicates that its main topics are
guilt and bad conscience, yet so far I have done little to address these issues. Nevertheless, while my approach is rather more exhaustive, and perhaps more exhausting, than
Nietzsche’s own, I believe it is consistent with his general aim. Nietzsche’s objective in
the Second Essay is to establish a speculative historical basis for a study of the foundations of morality and moral psychology. All my efforts above have been an attempt to
expose this groundwork as deeply as possible, and now we are in a better position to examine these basic moral concepts.
Nietzsche locates the genesis of morality in the power dynamics of the creditor/debtor relationship: “It was in this sphere then, the sphere of legal obligations, that the
moral conceptual world of ‘guilt,’ ‘conscience,’ ‘duty,’ ‘sacredness of duty’ had its origin
. . .” (GM II.6). For the purpose of examining these concepts, the Second Essay falls
naturally into several major divisions. First, sections 3 through 11 present the evolution
of the creditor/debtor relationship as it passed through several stages. We have already
considered the sociological dimension of this development at length in the previous chapter. In this regard we need only recall the progression of the relationship from one that
primarily regulated interactions between individuals to one that regulated the interaction
of the individual with her community. We will now will consult these sections for what
they can tell us about the concepts of guilt and duty.
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Sections 12 through 15 constitute the second major division of the Second Essay.
This division is a digression; it is an extended meditation on how the meaning of “punishment” changed through the course of human history. While these passages provide
important insights into Nietzsche’s method of genealogy, most of their content does not
bear directly on the topic at hand, and so, with the exception of section 14, which includes comments on the feeling of guilt that will prove important in my analysis, I will
leave them aside.
Third, sections 16 through 18 give Nietzsche’s most explicit account of the origin
and nature of the bad conscience. Fourth, sections 19 and 20 return to the concepts of
guilt, debt, and duty. Having already explained the social function of these concepts, insofar as they describe the relation of the individual to his community qua creditor,
Nietzsche now wants to show how these concepts gained “religious presuppositions”
(GM II.21). This adds a new dimension to moral psychology, a dimension that is an essential factor in Nietzsche’s attempt to explain the origin of contemporary morality. The
psychological scope of guilt and duty in the contemporary moral consciousness requires
Nietzsche to account both for the comprehensive social dimension of these concepts and
for their religious “bite,” that is, the affective force they lend to moral judgments. Finally,
in sections 21 through 23 Nietzsche brings guilt, debt, and duty together with bad conscience in order to account for what he calls the moralization of these concepts.
In my reconstruction of Nietzsche’s argument I will depart from the textual sequence listed above. After dealing with some preliminary necessities I will first consider
the development of the concepts of guilt, debt, and duty from their inception to the point
where they became part of the human religious consciousness. I will then address the origin and nature of the bad conscience. I will complete the examination of Nietzsche’s argument by showing how he combines these elements in the notion of “moralization” to
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account for contemporary moral psychology. The sequence which reflects this approach
is as follows: sections 3 through 11 and sections 19 and 20, sections 16 and 17, sections
21 through 23. Finally, in order to avoid breaking the structure of Nietzsche’s argument I
will leave to the end another topic of concern in sections 16 and 17, namely, the speculative historical origin of the bad conscience, as well as a discussion of the bad conscience
of the artist, which appears in section 18. Departing from the arrangement given in the
text itself will undoubtedly create certain difficulties. I only hope they are less severe
than those which would result from adhering to Nietzsche’s own arrangement!

Difficulties in the Second Essay Concerning the Meaning of Guilt, Debt, and Duty
Before embarking on a thorough examination of guilt, debt, and duty I would like
to highlight several textual difficulties at the outset that threaten the clarity and coherence
of the present account. First, when Nietzsche uses the German word Schuld, it is sometimes translated as the English “guilt” and sometimes as “debt.” This single German
word refers to both ideas, yet the two notions are not identical. This creates an ambiguity
in the text which works against a careful analysis. Context usually provides enough information to decide whether Nietzsche is concerned with the one concept or the other.
But, as we shall see shortly, certain other notions related to these two concepts are less
easily distinguished from one another, and the difference will have a significant impact
on my interpretation of the Second Essay.
The second problem also revolves around Nietzsche’s use of “Schuld,” particularly in connection with ambiguities in how he addresses its psychological manifestations. The problem may be highlighted by comparing two English translations of certain
phrases.1 We find references to the “consciousness of guilt” (Bewusstsein der Schuld,
1

Where two translations appear, the first is Kaufmann’s and the second is Clark and Swensen’s. Where
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GM II.4), the “feeling of guilt” (Gefülhl der Schuld, GM II.8, or Schuldgefühl, GM II.14),
the “consciousness of indebtedness” or the “consciousness of having debts” (Bewusstsein
von Schulden, GM II.19), the “consciousness of guilt” or “guilt consciousness” (Schuldbewusstsein, GM II.4), the “consciousness of being in debt” or the “consciousness of
having debts” (Schulden … zu haben, GM II.20), the “guilty feeling of indebtedness” or
the “feeling of guilt” (Schuldgefühl, GM II.20), the “feeling of guilty indebtedness” or
“feelings of guilt” (Schuldgefühl, GM II.20), the “feeling of guilt” or the “consciousness
of guilt” (Schuldbewusstsein, GM II.20), and the “feeling of guilty indebtedness” or the
“feeing of having debts” (Gefülhl, Schulden … zu haben, GM II.20). In some cases the
two translations are identical or almost so; in a few they are significantly different. In addition to the ambiguity concerning the meaning of “guilt” and “debt,” we have the problem of distinguishing between the “consciousness” and the “feeling” of guilt and debt.
Finally, Nietzsche introduces a certain amount of confusion into his use of these
concepts by shifting their meanings in different historical contexts without consistently
marking the difference. In section 21 of the Second Essay Nietzsche tells us that he wants
to show how concepts like “guilt” and “duty” were moralized. This implies that prior to
the historical events described in this part of the text this change had not yet been effected, that is, guilt and duty were not yet moral concepts per se. On the other hand, in
section 4, much earlier in the historical sequence, Nietzsche identifies “guilt” as a “major
moral concept,” and in section 5 he identifies “guilt,” “conscience,” “duty,” and “sacredness of duty” as constituting “the sphere of legal obligations, . . . the moral conceptual
world.” If, in the historical context of section 4, these concepts had not yet been moralized, why does Nietzsche identify them as moral concepts?

only one translation appears, the two agree.
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Solving the first two problems is an ancillary objective of this chapter, and I will
deal with them in the course of the following pages. The best way of addressing the last
issue is to observe carefully Nietzsche’s use of the term “moral” and to decipher its
meaning accordingly. The term carries at least three senses, only two of which Nietzsche
actually employs. First, “moral” can mean pre-moral or proto-moral. This describes concepts and relationships that contemporary readers would recognize as belonging to the
domain of morality but that lack certain phenomenological characteristics Nietzsche believes became attached to these concepts only as the result of a particular kind of historical event, which he explains in section 21. Second, “moral” can mean exactly what contemporary readers would take it to mean. Contemporary moral concepts are nothing other
than the moralized versions of proto-moral concepts. Thus, it was the process of moralization, described in section 21, which effected this transformation and created the moral
dimension as we know it today. Third, “moral” can refer to the entire domain of morality,
encompassing all moral concepts and relationships both before and after the historical
process of moralization.
Nietzsche seems to apply the term and its derivatives in the first and third senses,
and, as usual, the difference is marked indistinctly by usage and by the historical contexts
under discussion. When he is considering historical situations prior to moralization, he
never identifies concepts and relationships as proto-moral, even though this must be how
he thinks of them. Rather, in these contexts he uses “moral” in the most general sense of
case three above. Perhaps he simply did not want to coin another word, or maybe the distinctions implied by his account were not so clear in his own mind. This is how he uses
the term in the passages from sections 4 and 5 mentioned above. On the other hand, when
Nietzsche is considering contemporary contexts, and, less obviously, when he is addressing contemporary readers in their own terms, he uses “moral” and its derivatives in the
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contemporary sense, that is, according to the second case above. Bearing these distinctions in mind as we read through the text should help make sense of apparent contradictions in the way Nietzsche presents the evolution of morality.

The immediate task at hand can be summarized as follows. Nietzsche’s aim in the
Second Essay is to uncover the historical development of “‘Guilt,’ ‘Bad Conscience,’ and
the Like,” and he finds the genesis of these concepts in the creditor/debtor relationship. I
have mentioned in passing that Nietzsche’s discussion of this relationship includes references to two types of guilt: the legal status of guilt and the feeling of guilt. The first operates within the social domain, specifying a kind of civil relation between members of a
society, while the latter describes a psychological state characteristic of moral phenomenology. We must now refine the analysis in several ways, keeping the following questions in mind. What is the distinction between guilt and debt, and where, if anywhere, is
this distinction important in Nietzsche’s genealogy? What is the difference between the
consciousness of guilt and debt and the feeling of guilt and debt, and where, if anywhere,
is this difference important? Finally, where in the Second Essay is Nietzsche implicitly
using a pre-moralized understanding of these concepts, and where is using them in their
contemporary, moralized senses?

Legal Guilt vs. Debt
In the interests of “retaining the criteria of prehistory” (GM II.9) and of developing as fundamental a Nietzschean account as possible, I will append a brief preface to
Nietzsche’s speculative historical introduction of the creditor/debtor relationship.
Nietzsche believes that this relationship stands at the very beginning of human civilization. Interpersonal conflicts prior to the establishment of this primitive institution would
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likely have been settled immediately and violently, perhaps instinctively. It was in the
practice of selling and buying “that one person first encountered another person, that one
person first measured himself against another” (GM II.8). Before human consciousness
acquired this level of awareness, human beings met one another more as animals than as
persons. Such human beings had no conception of guilt, debt, duty, or punishment. Recompense for injuries of all kinds would presumably have been collected immediately and
directly by the offended party, assuming he was strong enough to exact whatever retribution he felt was adequate compensation. Only when human beings began to acquire a
more self-conscious awareness of their own strength and its dependence on environmental conditions and, more to the point, its dependence on the actions of others, did
they begin to see the other as a person, as someone who also had power and therefore
either had to be subdued or dealt with by negotiation. Thus arose the practice of buying
and selling, and thus was born the creditor/debtor relationship along with its attendant
proto-moral concepts.
Nietzsche first mentions what I call the legal status of guilt, perhaps we can think
of it as guilt simpliciter, at the end of section 3 and in section 4 of the Second Essay. As
we have already seen, he insists that the guilty in primitive societies were punished, not
because they were responsible for their deeds, but “from anger at some harm or injury,
vented on the one who caused it—but this anger is held in check and modified by the
idea that every injury has its equivalent and can actually be paid back, even if only
through the pain of the culprit” (GM II.4). According to Nietzsche “this idea of an
equivalence between injury and pain,” which served as the guiding principle in the primitive practice of punishing the guilty, drew its power from “the contractual relationship
between creditor and debtor” (GM II.4). As the creditor/debtor relationship became more
formalized and gained more contractual features, the injury against the creditor more of135

ten took the form of an economic loss than physical harm. Due to the debtor’s inability to
repay his debt, the creditor sustained some loss of power at hands of the debtor, whether
in the form of “money, land, [or] possessions of any kind” (GM II.5). The offender’s legal guilt, then, lay in his having caused harm or injury to the creditor by defaulting on his
obligations. Regardless of how he may have felt about the matter, the offender’s social
standing before the creditor, and by extension before the community, was one of guilt.
Thus, initially legal guilt was simply the state of having injured another, probably
someone more powerful than oneself, and punishment amounted to revenge. Once the
creditor/debtor relationship developed, legal guilt meant defaulting on one’s obligations,
and punishment was recompense according to the terms of the contract between the two.
It was in this latter context that guilt came to be associated with debt and obligation. The
debtor owed the creditor something of value in the power economy, and he had an obligation to repay his debt to the creditor in accordance with the terms of the contract. If he
failed to repay then the debtor was guilty, we might say, of breach of contract. He defaulted on his obligation, and the creditor was permitted by the morality of custom to exact an alternative compensation in the form of brutal punishment. This, then, shows the
difference between legal guilt and debt. One owes a debt according to the terms of a contract, and failing to repay it makes one guilty.
We should note the regulatory function of the morality of custom in this situation.
Nietzsche gives every indication that only the guilty were punished. Kaufmann’s translation obscures this point.
To ask it again: to what extent can suffering balance debts or guilt? To the extent
that to make suffer was in the highest degree pleasurable, to the extent that the injured party exchanged for the loss he had sustained, including the displeasure
caused by the loss, an extraordinary counterbalancing pleasure: that of making
suffer. . . . (GM II.6)
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In this passage Kaufmann translates Schulden ambiguously as “debts or guilt.” Clark and
Swenson render the phrase as, “to what extent can suffering be a compensation for
‘debts’?” Yet clearly only those who defaulted on their obligations or inflicted some
other harm upon others were subject to punishment. Simply owing others, having obligations and debts, was insufficient grounds for punishment. Punishment compensated only
unpaid debts, not debts per se. This is the meaning Kaufmann’s probably intends to convey, but his translation is confusing. So, once again we see how the morality of custom
regulated and moderated the aggressive instincts by channeling the desire for revenge
into formalized practices. The vigilante creditor who took revenge into his own hands
would himself be subject to punishment.

The Feeling of (Having) Debt vs. the Feeling of Guilt
So far I have made no mention of the cognitive or affective dimension of legal
guilt. Yet Nietzsche’s deeper concern is clearly with the psychological effects of guilt,
debt, and duty. The concept of duty, that is, the debtor’s obligation to repay his debts to
the creditor, as well as the legal notion of guilt describing the relation of the delinquent
debtor to his creditor, form the social underpinnings of the corresponding primitive psychological states that Nietzsche believes are the genesis of morality. Nietzsche seems to
identify two sorts of psychological states, “consciousness of” and “feelings of.” The
German term rendered as “consciousness” is Bewusstsein, and according to the translators Nietzsche mentions both the consciousness of guilt (GM II.4, 19, 20)2 and consciousness of being in debt (GM II.19, 20), though the word translated sometimes as
“guilt” and sometimes as “debt” is Schuld in every case. In Nietzsche’s references to “the

2

Kaufmann actually translates Schuldbewusstsein in GM II.20 as “feeling of guilt,” though Clark and
Swensen translate it more literally as “consciousness of guilt.”
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feeling of guilt” (GM II.8, 14 (twice), 20) Schuld is usually translated as “guilt” rather
than “debt,” though three times in section 20 Kaufmann hedges his bets with constructions such as “the guilty feeling of indebtedness” and the “feeling of guilty indebtedness,” and Clark and Swensen render Gefül, Schulden … zu haben in section 20 as the
“feeling of having debts.”
Is there any difference between the “consciousness of” and the “feeling of” guilt
or debt? It may be argued that these two psychological states are at least distinguishable,
though perhaps not mutually exclusive. To be conscious of something suggests the possibility of cognitive awareness without necessarily implying any affective associations;
conversely, it is conceivable that a person might have feelings about something without
having a clear awareness or understanding of what the feelings are about. Nevertheless, it
seems very doubtful that Nietzsche would believe either that human beings possess a
purely rational will or that any human judgment is ever free of affective coloring. And
since the Genealogy is particularly concerned with morality, and morality always involves choices and judgments, we should be surprised to find Nietzsche making a sharp
distinction between the “consciousness of” and the “feeling of” something in the realm of
moral development. Indeed, Nietzsche expends no effort drawing a distinction between
these two modes of psychological experience. Perhaps he wants to suggest that the consciousness of guilt, for example, involves more reflective awareness than the feeling of
guilt, but no emphasis on such a difference is found in the text. Thus, I will assume that
in the present context Nietzsche treats the two modes as synonymous. Since “feeling of”
appears more frequently than “consciousness of,” I will generally use the former rather
than the latter phrase.
Is there any difference between the feeling of guilt and the feeling of debt? Here I
think there is quite an important distinction, and one that is not well-displayed by English
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translations. The difference between guilt and debt is highlighted in Nietzsche’s account
by the fact that the morality of custom does not sanction the punishment of a debtor until
he fails to meet his obligations to his creditor, that is, until he becomes guilty. As noted
above, one does not become guilty merely by having debts, but only by failing to repay
them according to the terms of one’s contract with the creditor. Thus, the feeling of debt
is simply the feeling associated with having debts. On the other hand, the feeling of guilt,
strictly speaking, should appear only after one has failed to meet his obligations. While it
is true that today we may feel guilty or have a guilty conscience about something only
contemplated or desired, or we may feel a sense of self-condemnation after having done
something wrong, it is exactly these sorts of feelings that Nietzsche believes were absent
from the minds of people in the earliest periods of human civilization.
I will argue below that on Nietzsche’s account the nature of these primary moral
feelings underwent several dramatic shifts as a consequence of basic changes in human
society.3 I will identify three stages of development in the feelings of debt and guilt: 1)
pre-moralized, 2) pre-moralized and religious, and 3) moralized. We will explore this development in detail shortly, but for the moment we should note the implications for
Nietzsche’s terminology and the accompanying problems induced by translation. In the
Genealogy, Nietzsche interleaves his own historical account of the development of morality with criticisms of the way his contemporaries have approached the matter. This stylistic feature of Nietzsche’s writing is at least partially responsible for some of the apparent inconsistency in his account because, I believe, ethical terms have subtly different
meanings for Nietzsche at different points in his developmental history of morality.
When he is writing about the primitive historical context, he uses terms like the “feeling
of guilt” according to his assessment of how people of that time would have experienced
3

One might make the case that we should treat Nietzsche’s analysis as applying only to Western moral
history since it relies at points upon Judeo-Christian theological concepts.
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such feelings, that is, according to their pre-moralized character. An example of this case
is found at the beginning of section 8 where Nietzsche seems to make “the feeling of
guilt” equivalent to “the feeling of obligation.” We will examine the particular character
of these pre-moralized feelings a bit later. On the other hand, when he is addressing his
contemporaries Nietzsche often uses the “feeling of guilt” according to its current sense,
that is, according to the moralized conception of guilt and duty.
An example where Nietzsche employs the contemporary sense of terms is found
in section 14: “Punishment is supposed to possess the value of awakening the feeling of
guilt in the guilty person. . . .” According to Nietzsche, among our contemporary prejudices is the false belief that punishment causes the person who has done some wrong to
feel bad about himself. This is a moralized understanding of the feeling of guilt.4 His
immediately following comments about “criminals and convicts” make clear that he believes this assertion is empirically false even in the contemporary world; that is, punishment does not produce a negative moral self-judgment in the wrongdoer, but rather
“makes men hard and cold” (GM II.14). But Nietzsche continues:
If we consider those millennia before the history of man, we may unhesitatingly
assert that it was precisely through punishment that the development of the feeling of guilt was most powerfully hindered—at least in the victims upon whom the
punitive force was vented.
And the person upon whom punishment subsequently descended, again like a
piece of fate, suffered no “inward pain” other than that induced by the sudden appearance of something unforeseen, a dreadful natural event, a plunging, crushing
rock that one cannot fight. (GM II.14)
Here the feeling of guilt is again used in a contemporary sense even though the context is
prehistoric. Punishment actually discouraged wrongdoers from feeling bad about them-

4

We will not see what exactly it means for feelings to be moralized until the very end of the discussion on
the Second Essay where these feelings are joined to the bad conscience. For the time being we should just
bear in mind that these feelings are moralized in the contemporary context and that they were not moralized in the prehistoric world.
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selves or from considering their actions reprehensible as such; that is, it impeded any
possible development of the feeling of guilt in the contemporary moralized sense. In this
passage, punishment is described in much the same way as it is in those earlier sections,
which, I have argued, show its social function to be maintenance of the local power hierarchy. The only significant difference between the harmful actions of the wrongdoer
against his victim and his own punishment at the hands of his judges was that the latter
was endorsed by the morality of custom and the former was not.
The point is this: in the primitive context, the feelings experienced by those who
injured others in violation of the morality of custom, including the feelings of those who
defaulted on their obligations to their creditors, did not have the character of contemporary moralized feeling of guilt, that is, the feeling of self-condemnation resulting from
performance or contemplation of a forbidden act. The next step in the inquiry must then
determine the character of the pre-moralized feelings of guilt, debt, and duty.

The Pre-moralized Feelings of Debt and Guilt
First, let us review the essential differences between the three concepts of guilt,
debt, and duty in the primitive world. One individual, the creditor, provides some service
or material goods to another individual who agrees to repay the creditor according to the
terms of a rudimentary contract. The latter individual now owes the creditor a debt. He is
a debtor, and he has an obligation or a duty to repay the creditor. There is no guilt involved in this transaction; the debtor is not a guilty person. However, should the debtor
fail to repay the creditor according to the terms of their agreement, then the debtor does
become a guilty person, but only in the legal sense of having defaulted on his obligation.
He is not guilty in the moralized sense, that is, he does not feel bad about himself, nor
does his society expect him to, and neither he nor his society considers his actions as in141

herently wrong. They were only “wrong” in the sense that they violated the morality of
custom and he will now be subject to terrible punishment as a result.
The same general ideas govern the relationship of the individual to the community since “the community, too, stands to its members in that same vital basic relation,
that of creditor to his debtors” (GM II.9). As the contractual standards regulating the relationship between creditor and debtor are taken up into the morality of custom, this morality and its associated punitive practices come to be correctly viewed as the primary
means by which the chaos of unregulated aggression is held in check. “One lives in a
community, . . . one dwells protected, cared for, in peace and trustfulness, without fear of
certain injuries and hostile acts to which the man outside, the ‘man without peace,’ is exposed . . .” (GM II.9). Every individual, then, has an implicit contractual obligation, a
duty, to abide by the morality of custom in its broader demands, which specify the full
range of appropriate social behaviors. So, the attitude of primitive societies toward
criminals in regard to guilt, debt, and duty were much the same as their attitude toward
these issues in the case of the individual debtor who failed to meet his obligation to an
individual creditor.
This overview provides a broad outline of guilt, debt, and duty insofar as they are
sociological concepts that describe certain relationships between individuals and between
individuals and the community in primitive societies. However, it does not yet address
the feeling of debt or the feeling of guilt and therefore does not yet enter the domain of
moral psychology. Nietzsche wants to give a genealogy of morality; and, indeed it can be
argued that morality is essentially a psychological phenomenon supported by social relationships and sociological institutions, and that the feelings associated with guilt, debt,
and obligation are among its essential constituents. Morality is most basically concerned
with what a person should do, more specifically, what a person should do in relation to
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other people in her society.5 Having an obligation to others in one’s community implies
that there may be a difference between what one should do and either what one actually
does or what one wants to do or both. The possibility of these disjunctions, one between
expectation and action and the other between expectation and desire, opens up the entire
sphere of morality, both in its social and its psychological aspects.
This sort of expectation, the ability to imagine things other than they are and to
believe oneself and others capable of influencing states of affairs in the world, requires a
fairly sophisticated self-reflective consciousness and at least some ability to reason. We
have seen that Nietzsche locates the origins of these cognitive skills largely in the exigencies of the creditor/debtor relationship. The essence of this relationship, and thus of
the morality it eventually spawned, was the management of relative power between the
two parties. The creditor expected the debtor to repay his debt, and this, according to
Nietzsche, was the very origin of moral obligation. What I have called the legal status of
guilt arose because of the difference between the creditor’s expectation of the debtor and
the debtor’s action, that is, his failure to meet his obligation to the creditor. This is the
first appearance of a moral relationship in the social domain. The feelings of guilt and
duty mark the first appearance of psychological conditions that can be called moral, or
more accurately, pre-moral, in the broad sense. The emergence of “the feeling of guilt, of
personal obligation” (GM II.8) in human consciousness represented the first time a human being felt divided against himself: the guilty debtor felt that his actions failed to
meet the creditor’s expectations.
But what exactly is the character of the feelings of guilt and debt in this primitive,
pre-moral context? I have argued that, in spite of both terms being translations of the sin5

It is not clear that the solitary individual, or even the individual whose only significant relationships are
with immediate family members, can feel the press of obligation in such a way that we would call it moral
obligation. Besides, it is doubtful significant numbers of individuals or nuclear families ever intentionally
lived in such extreme isolation.
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gle German word Schuld, debt and guilt are distinct concepts. An extension of this claim
is that the feeling of debt is distinct from the feeling of guilt, at least temporally distinct.
An individual acquired a debt, and any feeling he had specifically about this situation
would have been the feeling of debt. If the debtor failed to meet his obligations to the
creditor he then became a guilty person, and at that point he may have acquired a corresponding feeling of guilt. We will consider these two feelings in this order.
Nietzsche’s characterization of primitive psychology suggests that the debtor’s
obligation to the creditor produced the feeling of debt within the debtor, that is, the feeling of debt was a persistent affective and/or cognitive state produced by one’s relationship as a debtor to a specific creditor or to the community as a whole. This feeling was
most likely characterized by a sense of threat to one’s power, a sense that some other individual or the corporate “person” of the community represented a continual challenge to
one’s own standing in the local hierarchy. The affective quality of this feeling would
have included the need to maintain one’s pride of position within the local power structure, and in most cases it would have included an anxious and fearful aversion to the pain
and dishonor of punishment and to the dramatic disempowerment that would result
should the debtor fail to fulfill his obligations. But a debtor in this primitive community
who never defaulted on an obligation would never have felt guilt of any kind. As we shall
discover later, the feeling of self-condemnation and the feeling that one’s actions and
their possible consequences are somehow wrong in themselves all require a bad conscience, and according to Nietzsche’s story, humankind had not yet contracted this “serious illness” (GM II.16) in the earliest days of the creditor and debtor. In these primitive
times the debtor could only have felt guilty once he actually became a guilty person, that
is, once he violated the morality of custom either by defaulting on his obligations or
through some criminal act.
144

For the debtor in this primitive society, the authority responsible for inducing
these unpleasant feelings in him, that is, the creditor, remained external to the debtor. If
the creditor was somehow eliminated then the anxieties and fears associated with the
debtor’s possible failure to meet his obligations would likewise have dissipated. The fear
of punishment, anxieties concerning dishonor and disempowerment, apprehensions regarding the debtor’s reduction in social rank resulting from his inability to fulfill his
commitments, all these would have been forthwith eliminated. Of course, once the community came to play the role of creditor, demanding that every individual obey the morality of custom in all of its behavioral dimensions, not just in the case of private contracts, the creditor could never be eliminated. The feeling of debt came to be a persistent
and inescapable fact of life. It is important to note that the durability of the feeling of
debt in the pre-moral consciousness was not caused by the presence of some permanent
and intransigent moral authority within the debtor’s own psychological constitution, but
rather by the continual presence of an external threat to one’s power and well-being.6
Although section 14 generally supports this interpretation of the feeling of debt,
one comment at the end seems problematic and should be disarmed as grounds for a possible objection.
[D]uring the greater part of the past the judges and punishers themselves were not
at all conscious of dealing with a “guilty person.” But with an instigator of harm,
with an irresponsible piece of fate. And the person upon whom punishment subsequently descended, again like a piece of fate, suffered no “inward pain” other
than that induced by the sudden appearance of something unforeseen, a dreadful
natural event, a plunging, crushing rock that one cannot fight. (GM II.14)

6

Though I cannot take the time to pursue the issue here, it is interesting to note the similarity my interpretation of Nietzsche bears to Freud on this point. The distinction I am drawing between the feeling of debt
before the moralization of guilt and duty and the feeling of guilt afterward appears quite similar to the distinction drawn by Freud between the moral consciousness of the child before and after she internalizes the
parent as the moral authority. (See, for example, Freud, Chapter VII.)
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As is the case for most references to guilt throughout this section, the meaning of “guilty
person” is in accordance with a contemporary, moralized conception of guilt. The judges
did not consider the criminal guilty in this sense nor did the criminal himself. He was
guilty only in the legal sense of having violated the morality of custom. This, however, is
not the objection. The objection concerns whether or not a wrongdoer living in a society
dominated by the feeling of debt and by duty to the morality of custom could experience
punishment in the way described by this passage.
My characterization of the primitive feeling of debt suggests it was a forwardlooking sentiment: it was characterized by anxiety about a possible loss of power and
about a reduction in social standing, and by a fear of possible punishment. Yet in the passage above punishment fell upon the wrongdoer “like a piece of fate.” It came like “the
sudden appearance of something unforeseen.” The objection is that this psychological
reaction seems incompatible with my explanation of the feeling of debt, which included
the ever-present awareness of possible dishonor and punishment. If the persistent fear of
punishment was an essential aspect of the feeling of debt, how could punishment ever be
unexpected?
The truth of the matter may be that Nietzsche is simply not concerned with reconciling all the details of his account. Contradictory elements may indicated that Nietzsche
wants to leave all these options open as historical possibilities since any prehistoric account is bound to be speculative. Or he may have just failed to notice such problems. But
these glosses strike me as excuses rather than explanations, and such evasions vitiate the
power of Nietzsche’s work, which is dependent to a significant degree upon its historical
plausibility. At least two, more charitable interpretations are available.
First, we should note that the thrust of the passage is to emphasize the contrast between the contemporary notion of moralized guilt, which assigns moral responsibility to
146

free moral agents, and the primitive notion, which, on Nietzsche’s account, viewed human agency fatalistically. According to Nietzsche, people in these early times were
thought to act according to their natures, and there was no point in trying to make them
act differently. Thus, the fact that the wrongdoer seems not to have anticipated his punishment may not be a particularly significant issue in this passage.
There is a second, less dismissive way to deal with the passage. I have argued that
through the evolution of the morality of custom, the volitional constitutions of people in
primitive societies were slowly reconstructed such that they eventually came to feel that
the demands of tradition were natural and appropriate. This is compatible with my characterization of the feeling of debt and the nature of primitive duty: once the community
as a whole took on the role of corporate creditor, the demands of this creditor, in the form
of the morality of custom, came to be the substantive content of the individual’s sense of
obligation to the community. However, this does not mean that the psycho-physiology of
every individual conformed to every aspect of the morality of custom; in fact, this seems
highly unlikely. Perhaps when Nietzsche refers to “criminals and convicts” (GM II.14),
even in the primitive context, he is thinking of the extreme case, those in whom a great
many desires remained at odds with the local morality. Recall, for example, Zarathustra’s
pale criminal. (See Z I.6.) In either case, whether the individual in section 14 of the Second Essay was an inveterate criminal or just an unfortunate person who happened to act
on a desire out of tune with the morality of custom, probably without much premeditation, such a wrongdoer would have found his punishment rather a surprise. Punishment
would have seemed to him like some injury caused by a transgression against natural
forces: the wrath of the community fell upon him in the same way that a great bear might
when he stumbled into the presence of her cubs.
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Now that we have an understanding of the feeling of debt in the pre-moral, primitive society we can investigate the feeling of guilt in this same context. Obviously I am
going to say that this feeling only occurred after the debtor defaulted on his obligations to
the creditor or after the criminal violated some other demand of the morality of custom.
What is the character of the feeling of guilt? According to my account there really is no
such feeling in the pre-moral world, or at least there is no feeling we would recognize as
guilt. Whether the debtor found himself unable to fulfill his obligations despite his best
efforts, or whether the criminal willfully caused someone injury, in either case the closest
feeling such persons might have to guilt would be regret. The guilty debtor might wish he
had been stronger, smarter, more able to satisfy his commitments. The criminal might
wish he had not been caught, or had been more clever in the execution of his assault, or
perhaps that he simply had not committed the act at all. But neither would have felt that
he was an evil person or that his act was inherently evil. Any violation of the morality of
custom carried the consequence of horrific punishment, and so the fear and anxiety characteristic of the feeling of debt would undoubtedly have become a dreadful anticipation
of impending doom in the guilty person. But none of these feelings had the quality of
what we might call guilt. They were feelings of guilt only in the sense that a guilty person had them.
So, why does Nietzsche write of the feeling of guilt in this pre-moral historical
context? He doesn’t. Wherever Nietzsche mentions the feeling of guilt (variations of
Schuldgefühl) or the consciousness of guilt (variations of Schuldbewusstsein) in the premoral historical context we should read him as referring to the feeling of debt or the consciousness of debt, respectively. This explains why Nietzsche appears to make the “feeling of guilt” synonymous with the feeling of “personal obligation” in the opening sentence of section 8. The context is clearly that of pre-moralized prehistory: “the feeling of
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guilt, of personal obligation, had its origin, as we saw, in the oldest and most primitive
personal relationship, that between buyer and seller, creditor and debtor . . .” (GM II.8).
Nietzsche means to imply that “the feeling of debt” is synonymous with the feeling of
“personal obligation.” “Obligation” translates the German Verpflichtung, a derivative of
Pflicht, conventionally rendered as “duty.” So, the feeling of debt in the pre-moralized
world was the feeling of having obligations in a time when failing to repay one’s debts,
failing to fulfill one’s contractual commitments, resulted in the most severe consequences. Duty in this period of human history was not a high-minded rational devotion to
a moral ideal; it was the avid avoidance of disempowerment and pain.
Nietzsche’s most frequently uses “the feeling of guilt,” “the consciousness of
guilt,” and related phrases in sections 19 and 20 of the Second Essay. In most, perhaps
all, of these instances he is still describing the psychological states of people prior to the
moralization of guilt and duty. He does not explain this latter process until section 21. It
is true that toward the end of section 20 Nietzsche is concerned with an historical period
which actually postdated the process of moralization, but in section 20 he is treating this
period as if moralization had never occurred. He aims in this way to give his comments
in section 21 more rhetorical punch. The point is that in these sorts of passages, where
the historical or rhetorical context is prior to the moralization of guilt and duty, Nietzsche
is not concerned with the feeling or consciousness of guilt, but with the feeling or consciousness of debt.7

7

This may give us some insight into why Kaufmann produces confusing translations from section 20 such
as the “guilty feeling of indebtedness” for das Schuldgefühl and the feeling of guilty indebtedness” for both
des Schuldgefühls and for Gefühl, Schulden … zu haben.
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The Pre-moralized, Religious Feeling of Debt
After explaining how the feeling of guilt, or, as I would have it, the feeling of
debt, functioned in the individual creditor/debtor relationship and in the relationship between the individual and her community, and after a long digression on the genealogy of
the concept of punishment, Nietzsche moves into a discussion of the bad conscience in
sections 16, 17, and 18. However, as outlined above, I will leave this topic aside until we
have as complete a picture of the feeling of debt as we can draw from the Second Essay.
Nietzsche begins his discussion of the next stage in the development of this feeling in
section 19. At the end of this stage we will find that the feeling of debt to the community
was not yet “moralized,” to use Nietzsche’s own terminology, but through the process
described below it acquired superstitious overtones, that is, it became a religious feeling.
There are clear textual indications that section 19 indeed follows sections 9 and
10 in the historical sequence. Nietzsche eventually wants to show how the bad conscience “reached its most terrible and most sublime height; we shall see what it really
was that thus entered the word. But . . . first of all we must go back again to an earlier
point of view” (GM II.19). This signals a return to the era prior to the formation of the
bad conscience. Furthermore, immediately following this comment Nietzsche says, “The
civil-law relationship between the debtor and his creditor, discussed above, has been interpreted . . . into the relationship between the present generation and its ancestors”
(GM II.19). Nietzsche admits this will probably seem a very unlikely occurrence to his
contemporaries. But the main point at present is that he claims that this transformation
occurred as a natural extension of the creditor/debtor relationship, and thus he resumes
the discussion left off at the end of section 10, before the digression of sections 12
through 15.
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To review, we have seen the development of the creditor/debtor relationship
move through several stages, although Nietzsche’s presentation suggests that they did not
follow one another as discrete steps with clearly delineated transitions. This relationship
first emerged as the formalization of the power struggles between individuals in the context of a nascent civil community as a means to stabilize larger social structures in the
face of the disruptive activity of individual will to power. As the community developed
and expanded, various behavioral norms, including the conventions regulating individual
creditor/debtor relationships, were codified into the morality of custom. Over time these
traditions came to define the character of the community as a whole. Since the community protected its members from external aggression of neighboring groups, and since the
community defined its identity through its customs (see Z 1.15), the individual came to
feel obliged to the community and its traditions for his safety. Furthermore, the morality
of custom also protected the individual from the capricious aggression of others within
his own society, and so he felt an obligation to the community for this benefit as well.
This is how the community as a whole came to take the role of creditor.
Finally, Nietzsche tells us, the tribal ancestors came to represent this communal
creditor in the minds of primitive peoples.
Within the original tribal community—we are speaking of primeval times—the
living generation always recognized a juridical duty toward earlier generations,
and especially toward the earliest, which founded the tribe. . . . The conviction
reigns that it is only through the sacrifices and accomplishments of the ancestors
that the tribe exists—and that one has to pay them back with sacrifices and accomplishments: one thus recognizes a debt that constantly grows greater, since
these forebears never cease, in their continued existence as powerful spirits, to
accord the tribe new advantages and new strength. (GM II.19)
At this stage in the development of the creditor/debtor relationship, the abstract notion of
the community as creditor was imbued with anthropomorphic characteristics associated
with the tribal ancestors. Characteristically, Nietzsche does not give us a detailed expla151

nation of how he thinks this happened. Nevertheless, we can construct a Nietzschean account from his scattered comments on the subject.
Nietzsche’s earlier claim in section 9 that the community as a whole came to be
seen by the primitive mind as the legislator and executor of the morality of custom attributes to the primitive intellect rather more sophistication that Nietzsche himself usually
seems willing to admit. For example, “Whenever an evil chance event—a sudden storm
or a crop failure or a plague—strikes a community, the suspicion is aroused that custom
has been offended in some way or that new practices now have to be devised to propitiate
a new demonic power and caprice” (D 33). The idea that the primitive mind was able to
think of the community as an abstract corporate entity seems rather generous in light of
such comments. We can imagine the intellectual challenge this would have presented: a
creditor was a person stronger than oneself to whom one owed some obligation and from
whom one gained some benefit in return. Members certainly gained benefits from their
community, benefits which they did not obtain through their own efforts. But if these
sorts of benefits always had to come from some human agent, who was the creditor in
this case?
This is a question of causality, and Nietzsche believes that human beings, especially primitive human beings, thought of causality in volitional, anthropomorphic terms:
“The most ancient and enduring psychology . . .: all that happened was considered a doing, all doing the effect of will; the world became to it a multiplicity of doers; a doer (a
‘subject’) was slipped under all that happened” (TI “Errors” 3). So, who is the “doer” behind the community? “[O]ne searches not only for some kind of explanation to serve as a
cause, but for a particularly selected and preferred kind of explanation—that which has
most quickly and most frequently abolished the feeling of the strange, new, and hitherto
unexperienced: the most habitual explanations” (TI “Errors” 5). The most comfortable
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and familiar explanation for the benefits bestowed by the community and for its legislative and executive power would have identified a human agent as the originator of these
activities. Since most members of the community would not have felt themselves to be
the originators of these benefits and institutions, perhaps the most obvious alternative
would have been their own ancestors.8 Even a minimal familiarity with the customs and
myths of ancient peoples makes it clear that most of them believed human existence survived physical death. It is not so surprising, then, that they concluded that their ancient
ancestors established the customs of the community and continued to protect it from its
enemies, provide for its physical needs, and so on.
So, the ancestors, invulnerable to the vicissitudes of terrestrial life and therefore
more powerful than any mortal human being, were the founders of the community’s traditions, the preservers of its well-being, and the source of its power over itself and its
neighbors. “What can one give them in return? Sacrifices . . ., feasts, music, honors;
above all obedience—for all customs, as works of the ancestors, are also their statues and
commands: can one ever give them enough?” (GM II.19).
What is tradition? A higher authority which one obeys, not because it commands
what is useful to us, but because it commands.—What distinguishes this feeling in
the presence of tradition from the feeling of fear in general? It is fear in the presence of a higher intellect which here commands, of an incomprehensible, indefinite power, of something more than personal—there is superstition in this fear.
(D 9)
Here recurs the primary quality in the feeling of debt: fear of the creditor, or, more properly, fear of punishment and anxiety over the dishonor that would result from violation of

8

Nietzsche does not consider the possibility that the most powerful individuals in the community, who, at
least in the form of the sovereign individual, experienced themselves as legislators of value, may have felt
themselves to be the originators of the morality of custom, or at least the ones chosen to embody and communicate customs to the community. It seems consistent with Nietzsche’s view to suggest that this could
have been the genesis of the semi-divine tribal chieftain.
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the morality of custom. But now the object of this fear, those to whom one is indebted,
has become less concrete, less comprehensible, and therefore more terrifying.
This is the irony of the human susceptibility to supernatural explanations. Primitive human consciousness (and the residual primitiveness of contemporary consciousness) wanted to render phenomena more comprehensible by interpreting them anthropomorphically as bearing signs of purposeful intelligence. The “phenomena” in need of explanation included the morality of custom. The characteristic traditions of a community
evolved gradually and organically over hundreds of years or more, so that these regulatory principles of communal behavior acquired a status similar to that of the animistic
principles thought to govern the natural world. The primitive mind, prompted by the idea
that some authoritative agent must have originated these traditions, fabricated a belief in
ancestral spirits to serve this purpose. Yet the phenomena of experience, including the
commands of the morality of custom, continued to appear largely arbitrary, accidental,
and irrational and therefore quite baffling, especially when interpreted as the products of
intelligent activity. The demands of these “higher intellect[s]” as well as the punishments
they inflicted upon the community for noncompliance, often in the form of natural disasters, which even today we call “acts of God,” resisted all attempts to makes sense of
them. Thus, the feeling of debt to the ancestors and the duty to repay this debt through
obedience to the morality of custom collected a powerful aura of fear and anxiety from
the conviction that the ancestors wielded their power over the community according to
some purpose but a purpose that was completely inscrutable.
Three moments, then, dominate this evolution of the creditor/debtor relationship:
a shift in focus from the regulation of individual power relationships to the governance of
individual behavior within the community, the superstitious involvement of ancestral
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spirits, and the resulting intensification of fear and anxiety associated with the feeling of
debt. All three moments served the further development of the herd instinct.
Everywhere that a community, and consequently a morality of custom exists, the
idea also predominates that that punishment for breaches of custom will fall before all on the community: that supernatural punishment whose forms of expression and limitations are so hard to comprehend and are explored with so much
superstitious fear. The community can compel the individual to compensate another individual or the community for the immediate injury his action has brought
in its train; it can also take a kind of revenge on the individual for having, as a
supposed after-effect of his action, caused the clouds and storms of divine anger
to have gathered over the community—but it feels the individual’s guilt above all
as its own guilt and bears the punishment as its own punishment. . . . Every individual action, every individual mode of thought arouses dread. . . . (D 9)
Although exchanges between individual creditors and debtors undoubtedly continued, by
this point individual identity was so much a function of one’s place in the community,
and the identity of the community was so connected with the ancestral spirits, that the
feeling of debt and the associated fear of punishment lost effectiveness as mechanisms
for the assertion and maintenance of personal power. Rather, the greatest efficacy of
these feelings came to be in regulating individual behavior and maintaining the integrity
of the herd. As we saw in the last chapter, the development of the morality of custom did
produce the most powerful individual of the era, namely, the sovereign individual; but it
also produced a vast number of herd animals.
According to Nietzsche, the power and the demands of the ancestors loomed ever
larger: “one thus recognizes a debt that constantly grows greater, since these forebears
never cease, in their continued existence as powerful spirits, to accord the tribe new advantages and new strength” (GM II.19). This sort of thinking led ancient peoples to conclude that their ancestors, as the ultimate creditors for the community, demanded more
and more from their debtors. “The fear of the ancestor and his power, the consciousness
of indebtedness to him increase, according to this kind of logic, in exactly the same
measure as the power of the tribe itself increases, as the tribe itself grows ever more vic155

torious, independent, honored, and feared” (GM II.19). In the case of the most powerful
tribes this calculation resulted in the elevation of the ancestors to the level of deities: “in
the end the ancestor must necessarily be transfigured into a god. Perhaps this is even the
origin of gods, an origin therefore out of fear!” (GM II.19).
So far, Nietzsche has kept his account remarkably universal, avoiding historical
interpretations that could apply only to Western Europe. But after his argument regarding
the transformation of the ancestors into gods he begins to rely upon a particular conception of the deity, namely, the Judeo-Christian God. We can view this either as the failure
of his project to address the origin of all human moral consciousness or as an application
of his analysis to a particular culture. Either way, this more specific approach is required
in order for Nietzsche to explain the particular character of moral consciousness with
which he is most concerned.
“The guilty feeling of indebtedness to the divinity continued to grow for several
millennia—always in the same measure as the concept of God and the feeling for divinity
increased on earth and was carried to the heights” (GM II.20). Nietzsche does not tell us
what “the feeling for divinity” is nor why it and the concept of God increased nor, indeed, what it means for them to increase. Perhaps he only means that the longer the notion of the deity persisted, the more definite characteristics it acquired and the more peoples associated their own fortunes in the world with the strength and activities of their
gods. The more pertinent issue here is the growing sense of debt to the deity; the reason
for this was explained in section 19. Nietzsche claims parenthetically that the history of
the power struggles of ancient peoples “is reflected in the confused genealogies of their
gods” and that “the advance toward universal empires is always also an advance toward
universal divinities” (GM II.20). The Judeo-Christian tradition ultimately produced what
is arguably the most universal notion of God: “We believe in one God the Father Al156

mighty, Maker of heaven and earth, and of all things visible and invisible” (Nicene
Creed, 325 CE). According to Nietzsche’s formulation, the universality and the power
expressed in this conception of God are consequences of the great power of its progenitors. Whatever defeats the Jewish and Christian cultures may have suffered through the
centuries, the tremendous strength and scope of the Judeo-Christian concept of God remain enduring testimonies to their historical dominance in the West.
If we complete Nietzsche’s formulation, the great power attributed to the Christian God should result in great feelings of debt to this deity. Indeed, this is exactly what
Nietzsche claims. “The advent of the Christian God, as the maximum god attained so far,
was therefore accompanied by the maximum feeling of guilty indebtedness on earth”
(GM II.20). As before, I believe the phrase “the maximum feeling of guilty indebtedness”
should be rendered “the maximum feeling of indebtedness.” The feeling of debt has not
yet been moralized through its association with the bad conscience, at least not in the
story as Nietzsche has told it so far, and so at this point he is still treating the feeling of
debt as if it has not yet been transformed into the moralized sense of guilt. The feeling of
debt, the sense of duty, and the associated fear and anxiety nevertheless reach their
maximum intensity through attachment to the Christian conception of God.
If, as Nietzsche has claimed, the feeling of debt before God so characteristic of
Western Christian culture originated in the way he has described, the post-enlightenment
shift in the West toward atheism should have ameliorated this feeling of debt. Nietzsche
himself makes this point: “the complete and definitive victory of atheism might free
mankind of this whole feeling of guilty indebtedness [feeling of debt] toward its origin,
its causa prima” (GM II.20). If the feeling of debt was nothing more than a sense of obligation to the ever-present creditor accompanied by a fear of punishment for failing to
meet one’s obligations, then the realization that the creditor does not exist should elimi157

nate this feeling of debt and produce a profound sense of relief. In the very few pages of
sections 19 and 20 Nietzsche catapults us across millennia of history from the primitive
moral era of the creditor and debtor to the contemporary Christian moral conscience; and,
very importantly, the bad conscience is left out of the summary account. This gives the
reader the impression that the civil and legal notions of debt and guilt that were operative
in the most primitive contexts are the same notions that motivate contemporary Western
moral psychology. In the primitive context, what motivated and sustained the feeling of
debt was located outside the debtor himself, namely, the threatening presence of a creditor more powerful than himself. If the Divine Creditor is just the civil creditor writ large
then his absence should remove this sustaining power.
However, Nietzsche observes, this is clearly not the case: “at the end of the last
section I even spoke . . . as if these concepts were now necessarily doomed since their
presupposition, the faith in our ‘creditor,’ in God, had disappeared. The reality is, to a
fearful degree, otherwise” (GM II.21). Most apparently, today we carry the motive power
for sustaining the feeling of debt within us. Even after the “death of God” we invent moralities that attempt to rationalize this ancient feeling even when its raison d’être has
ceased to occupy our minds and our social consciousness with any degree of palpability.
So far Nietzsche’s derivation of contemporary moral psychology from ancient sources
has shown only “the connection of the concepts ‘guilt’ and ‘duty’ with religious presuppositions” (GM II.21). He must still explain why our feeling of debt is so much more durable and internalized that the primitive feeling and why this feeling now carries the moralized sense of guilt with it. Nietzsche believes the association of the feeling of debt with
the bad conscience is responsible for this transformation, but, before we can examine this
momentous event, we must first understand what the bad conscience is and how it came
about.
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The Advent of the Bad Conscience as a Psycho-physiological Phenomenon
The term “conscience” first came up in section 2 in connection with the sovereign
individual: “What will he call this dominating instinct, supposing he feels the need to
give it a name? The answer is beyond doubt: this sovereign man calls it his conscience.”
Why would Nietzsche draw an equivalence between the concept of conscience and a certain type of instinct? To begin with, I assume that Nietzsche is using the term “conscience” in a very general way, but one that should still be familiar to us: we think of
conscience as that activity of the human mind which produces feelings and/or ideas that
express approval or disapproval of certain actions when they are performed or contemplated. In this general sense, as a psychological phenomenon, the conscience does not
have to be understood in reference to a moral standard. Most basically, regardless of
whether or not it serves as a moral guide, the conscience is simply a felt need to act consistently with some coherent principle of behavior. Nietzsche’s naturalism precludes him
from accepting that this psychological reality is due to the effect of some mysterious faculty or to some divine activity in the human soul. Yet the mechanism by which the conscience operates is opaque to normal conscious awareness, and he must account for this
fact. What is the conscience such that it produces these affective and intellectual effects
on our own minds yet in such a way that we ourselves are incapable of identifying the
cause?
Given that the instinctual drives operate subconsciously, they suggest a possible
naturalistic way to account for the activity of the conscience. To review my interpretation
of Nietzsche’s doctrine of the instincts, all living organisms are constituted by stable configurations of wills to power, and in the case of animal life these wills to power appear in
the form of instincts. Human action, like that of other animals, is directed by these in159

stinctual drives, and in the case of human beings subconscious instinctual activity is reflected into consciousness as passions and thoughts. On this model, the fact that the sovereign individual has a dominating instinct means that this instinct determines the greater
part of his activity. This does not mean that other instincts do not continue to exercise
power in his subconscious, but only that they consistently lose the battle among the instincts for supremacy, that is, for motivating actions. In fact, many of these instincts correspond to needs crucial to the individual’s survival, but the dominating instinct governs
the others and presses them into its service.
Passions and thoughts emerge into consciousness as a result of all this instinctual
activity. In particular, when some instinct attempts to drive the individual toward an end
that is inconsistent with the ends implicit in the dominating instinct, the individual experiences this tension and the victory of the dominating instinct as the activity of conscience. He feels a desire to act according to the first instinct, but then he feels the dominating instinct override the first. Conscience, then, like other thoughts and feelings, is
produced by struggles among the instincts.
Now we can look at the bad conscience as a special case of conscience in general.
While Nietzsche refers to the bad conscience sporadically throughout earlier portions of
the Second Essay, he waits until section 16 to give it something of a definition.
I regard the bad conscience as the serious illness that man was bound to contract
under the stress of the most fundamental change he ever experienced—that
change which occurred when he found himself finally enclosed within the walls
of society and peace.
All instincts that do not discharge themselves outwardly turn inward—this is
what I call the internalization of man: thus it was that man first developed what
was later called his “soul.” . . . [A]ll those instincts of wild, free, prowling man
turned backward against man himself. Hostility, cruelty, joy in persecuting, in attacking, in change, in destruction—all this turned against the possessors of such
instincts: that is the origin of the “bad conscience.” (GM II.16)
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It is clear from the second passage above that Nietzsche conceives of instincts as being
naturally directed outward, at least for primitive human beings. This is consistent with
the notion that instincts are instances of will to power: they direct the organism which
they constitute toward actions which aim to dominate and control the organism’s environment. However, once “enclosed within the walls of society and peace,” primitive human beings were no longer able to express all their instincts outwardly. Yet the aggressive energy of these instincts could not simply dissipate. Nietzsche, like Freud, believes
that instinctual energy must be discharged as a matter of biological necessity (see, for
example, D 109), and so the instincts turned toward the organism itself: the bad conscience is internalized aggression.
This does not yet explain why Nietzsche calls the psychological effect corresponding to this process the “bad conscience.” We have seen that “conscience” was the
name the sovereign individual gave to his dominating instinct, or, more precisely and according to my construal, the sovereign individual attributed to the operations of his of
conscience the feelings and ideas that emerged from the successful struggle of his dominating instinct with other instincts. In contrast to the sovereign individual, the most aggressive instincts of the person constrained by the rules of society were denied expression
and therefore turned inward. Before we can say why this process generated the bad conscience, and, indeed, how the bad conscience relates to the internalization of the instincts,
we must first examine more carefully what it means for the instincts to turn inward.
In the case of some instincts, for example those that corresponded to basic biological needs, this may only mean that certain instinctual drives could not be expressed as
immediately or as completely as was possible before social constraints became so oppressive and contrary to habit. This is still a significant effect since some portion of the
energy of these instincts remained pent up within the person where it probably produced
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a sort of aimless frustration and irritation. However, some instincts, namely, those that
drove people aggressively to dominate one another and their environment, were forbidden almost any kind of external expression. Since, according to Nietzsche, this aggressive energy had to be expressed in some fashion, individuals began to apply some of the
aggressive behaviors to themselves, which they had formerly reserved for others. More
fundamentally, this shows that the direction of the instincts themselves reversed, that is,
the domain against which they expressed themselves as wills to power changed from the
environment in which the human organism lived to the organism itself. According to
Nietzsche, this redirection of the instincts became a permanent part of the human constitution for most of humankind; human nature itself had been changed.
What does this tell us about the bad conscience? Conscience, again, is that aspect
of the human mind to which we attribute the production of ideas and feelings that approve or disapprove of our desires and actions, and these ideas and feelings result from
struggles among the instincts. Each instinct, each psycho-physiological will to power,
represents an outwardly-directed impulse to control and dominate some aspect of the environment. Thus, when the most aggressive instincts were driven inward, they were
forced to apply their exploitative energy against the very organism which they constituted, in a direction opposed to the function for which they had evolved. This perpetual
tension, this continual self-opposition of the instincts, as it were, produced an everpresent state of mind in which the individual felt compelled to suppress his most powerful instincts. This state of mind is the bad conscience. Unlike the conscience of the sovereign individual, which approved of actions and intentions consistent with his dominant
instinct, the bad conscience disapproved of the most energetic instinctual motivations and
the actions they tended to promote.
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As we have seen in our examination of the creditor/debtor relationship, the drive
to express the will to power against other people created a sense of delight in cruelty,
probably because the ability to induce suffering in another provided the most obvious
evidence that the aggressor was more powerful than the victim. When the will to power
turned inward, so did this delight in cruelty. Thus, Nietzsche observes, the internalization
of the instincts, which produced the bad conscience, also resulted in perpetual selfinflicted suffering. However, we must be careful not to conclude that this delight in selfcruelty and the attendant suffering constituted or generated the bad conscience; all three,
the masochism, the suffering, and the bad conscience, were effects of the internalization
of the instincts. Nor is it this self-inflicted suffering per se that explains why Nietzsche
calls the phenomenon “bad.” This form of conscience was bad because it resulted in continual self-censoring. Affects often amount to non-cognitive judgments: “behind feelings
there stand judgments and evaluations which we inherit in the form of feelings (inclinations, aversions)” (D 35). So the bad feelings and self-accusatory ideas produced in the
mind of a person by the war of her instincts against themselves represented the disapproval of her own strongest desires and the actions that might follow from them.
Certainly these feelings of self-condemnation might themselves be counted as a
form of suffering, but they were a kind of suffering distinct from that which resulted
from the practice of self-cruelty. When the instincts began to work cruelly upon the individual’s own soul the individual suffered, but this particular form of suffering did not
necessarily carry a sense of self-disapproval with it. To the contrary, under certain circumstances this sort of self-torturer was able to take joy in his self-cruelty just as the
creditor took joy in his cruelty to the delinquent debtor. This characterization of suffering
is important in Nietzsche’s analysis of the creative artist.
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The Moralized Feelings of Debt and Guilt
Finally we have come to the primary issue that motivates the Second Essay of the
Genealogy, namely, the moralization of guilt and duty. According to Nietzsche this is the
final step in the process which produced the moral consciousness as we experience it today. We have followed the historical development of the creditor/debtor relationship and
the genesis within this relationship of the psychological and emotional states that
Nietzsche believes gave birth to morality. We have seen the basic feeling of debt in the
individual creditor/debtor relationship transformed through the evolution of primitive society into a more generalized and ever-present sense of duty to the community, which
demanded strict obedience to the morality of custom in all of its tyrannical prescriptions.
Nietzsche argues that when this generalized feeling of debt came to be focused upon divinized tribal ancestors it gained “religious presuppositions” (GM II.21), and this feeling
reached its maximum intensity in the feeling of indebtedness to the Christian God, the
most powerful deity yet imagined by humankind. This brought us all the way from
Nietzsche’s prehistoric speculations up to at least the Middle Ages; or perhaps we can
say it brought us all the way to the present, since the fundamental character of the human
moral consciousness has not changed significantly since the time of early Christian theology. But then we had to return with Nietzsche to the prehistoric era in order to find the
origin of the bad conscience. Nietzsche treats this as a parallel development, and he does
not bring the feeling of debt together with the bad conscience until nearly the end of the
Second Essay. This is where we are now.
When we concluded of our examination of the feeling of debt and its maximization through its association with the Christian God, we noted Nietzsche’s observation that
the contemporary trend toward atheism should reduce this feeling of debt. If the creditor
is eliminated then there is no longer any reason to feel indebted to him. However, as we
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also noted before, “The reality is, to a fearful degree, otherwise” (GM II.21). What accounts for the fact that the ancient feeling of debt has grown into a persistent feeling of
guilt that seems stubbornly resistant to rational arguments rejecting the value of this feeling and the very ground of its existence? Nietzsche’s notion of internalization is the key
to understanding this phenomenon, and the bad conscience is the key to understanding
internalization. It is “the moralization of these concepts [‘guilt’ and ‘duty’] (their pushing
back into the conscience; more precisely, the involvement of the bad conscience with the
concept of god)” (GM II.21) that is responsible for this situation.
Contemporary moral terminology tempts readers of the Genealogy to assume the
feeling of guilt and the bad conscience are synonymous concepts. Since I am about to
argue that the feeling of guilt came about through the involvement of the bad conscience
with the feeling of debt, it seems a preliminary comment on the difference between the
first two concepts is in order. One passage in particular appears to make them equivalent:
“But how did that other ‘somber thing,’ the consciousness of guilt, the ‘bad conscience,’
come into the world?” (GM II.4). This remark appears to make the consciousness of guilt
identical to the bad conscience. I believe, however, that a careful analysis of the moral
psychology implicit in Nietzsche’s account shows that they are distinct. To begin with, I
have argued that whenever translators have Nietzsche refer to “guilt” from within an historical perspective prior to the moralization of guilt and duty, we should take him to
mean “debt.” During these historical periods the consciousness (or feeling) of debt and
the bad conscience are distinct. Nietzsche’s discussion of the process of moralization
provide evidence for this claim: he describes this process as “[t]he moralization of the
concepts of guilt and duty, their being pushed back into the bad conscience . . .”
(GM II.21). If the moralization of guilt or the feeling of debt required that it be “pushed
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back” into the bad conscience then the two must have been distinct psychological phenomena prior to this moralization.
Unfortunately the historical context of the above quotation from section 4 is ambiguous. If Nietzsche is writing from the standpoint of pre-moralized prehistory then the
comment is simply imprecise. The pre-moralized feeling of debt and the bad conscience
are in some way similar; they both carry a sense of implied threat, and this may be why
Nietzsche somewhat carelessly conflates them in this preliminary remark. However, the
context of section 4 suggests Nietzsche is writing from the perspective of his own historical milieu as shown by the fact that he is addressing the “genealogists of morals,”
who are his contemporaries. Thus, it is very likely that in drawing an apparent equivalence between the consciousness of guilt and the bad conscience Nietzsche has in view
the contemporary moral consciousness in which these two are deeply intertwined. As I
suggested earlier, in section 4 Nietzsche is merely announcing the main topic of the Second Essay, namely, the origin of the contemporary moral consciousness, and so when he
writes of “the consciousness of guilt,” he has in mind the moralized feeling.
Even though they were historically and phenomenologically distinct, the premoralized feeling of debt and the bad conscience did have at least one very important
similarity: they both involved powerful affective sanctions against certain types of behavior. There is, however, a very striking difference between the two. In the case of the feeling of debt, one felt a duty to obey some sort of creditor who was external to the agent,
even if seemingly omnipresent. This external moral authority established rules of appropriate behavior and punished wrongdoers for noncompliance either directly or through
official deputies. This primitive feeling of debt lacked any negative self-judgment since
the affective sanction identified by the subject as the sense of duty referenced external
authorities and judges as the sources of obligation and the executors of punishment.
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By contrast, the bad conscience was born from internalized aggression, and it associated feelings and ideas of self-condemnation with many of an individual’s own instinctual desires. This resulted not only in the perpetual, habitual, perhaps instinctive,
condemnation of certain behaviors, but also in the condemnation of the very desires
which gave rise to these behaviors. The person afflicted with a bad conscience identified
his very desires as wrong, and since desires are so characteristic of one’s sense of self,
such a person came to judge himself as fundamentally bad and as therefore deserving of
punishment. We can already see that if the feeling of debt associated with the sense of
obligation could be “involved with” or “pushed back into” the bad conscience we might
have an answer to the question of how we came to possess this more durable and internalized sense of guilt.
How did this “moralization” of duty and debt occur, that is, how did their involvement with the bad conscience come about?
You will have guessed what has really happened here, beneath all this: that will to
self-tormenting, that repressed cruelty of the animal-man made inward and scared
back into himself, the creature imprisoned in the “state” so as to be tamed, who
invented the bad conscience in order to hurt himself after the more natural vent
for this desire to hurt had been blocked—this man of the bad conscience has
seized upon the presupposition of religion so as to drive his self-torture to its most
gruesome pitch of severity and rigor. Guilt before God: this thought becomes an
instrument of torture to him. (GM II.22)
As we have seen, the primitive feeling of debt developed organically, as it were, during
the long evolution of the morality of custom. The bad conscience, by contrast, was produced relatively suddenly and presumably long after the feeling of debt was well established in any given community. Those who had the bad conscience forced upon them by
tyrannical rulers resorted to venting their aggressive instincts upon themselves since they
were no longer able to exercise them upon others. Their inventiveness, once spent in devising cruelties toward one another (GM II.3), turned toward themselves. Guilt before
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God was the most effective of these inventions. We will look at this device in some detail.
While the bad conscience surely must have been generated after the feeling of
debt was well-established, Nietzsche does not specify when the bad conscience appeared
relative to the process described in section 19 in which the concepts of duty and guilt
were provided with religious presuppositions. Whereas the primitive feeling of debt necessarily followed from the expansion of human will to power and the bad conscience was
an inevitable result of the formation of organized states, the intertwining of the bad conscience with duty and the feeling of debt was neither necessary nor inevitable. In fact, we
will find that according to Nietzsche the ancient Greeks avoided this catastrophe altogether. This unfortunate event, then, was a matter of historical accident, and the way it
occurred as well as its timing varied from one culture to another, if it happened at all.
Nietzsche’s primary focus is contemporary Western culture, and so his account centers
upon the moralization of duty and the feeling of debt in the Judeo-Christian tradition.
Nietzsche’s explicit target in sections 19 through 22 of the Genealogy is a particular form of Christian theology; but if we want to pursue the inquiry as an historical study
we should note that passages such as section 26 of The Antichrist suggest he would locate
the earliest beginnings of the process which culminated in this theology in Jewish history. The Jewish conception of God may never have reached the universality characteristic of the mature Christian concept, but the ancient Jewish nation surely achieved sufficient regional dominance to generate belief in an extremely powerful tribal deity, according to the formula Nietzsche presents in sections 19 and 20 of the Genealogy. Thus, “the
salvation mechanism of guilt before Yahweh, and punishment; of piety before Yahweh,
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and reward” (AC 26), that is, “[t]he guilty feeling of indebtedness to the divinity”
(GM II.20), developed to a very high degree among the ancient Jews.9
As for the bad conscience, Nietzsche arguably believes that the Assyrian and
Babylonian conquests of the Jewish nations precipitated its formation among this particular people. The bad conscience drove individuals instinctively to find ways to vent aggression upon themselves, since they were no longer permitted to exercise cruelty against
one another according to their own traditions, or against their national enemies. Guilt before God was the perfect tool for the bad conscience.
In this psychical cruelty there resides a madness of the will which is absolutely
unexampled: the will of man to find himself guilty and reprehensible to a degree
that can never be atoned for; his will to think himself punished without any possibility of the punishment becoming equal to the guilt; his will to infect and poison
the fundamental ground of things with the problem of punishment and guilt so as
to cut off once and for all his own exit from this labyrinth of “fixed ideas”; his
will to erect an ideal—that of the “holy God”—and in the face of it to feel the
palpable certainty of his own absolute unworthiness. (GM II.22)
This passage, of course, refers to the final conclusion of the process as expressed in
Christian theology; but Christianity was initially a Jewish cult, and for Nietzsche Christian theology is a natural extension of Jewish religious thought. Thus, we can imagine the
bad conscience of the Jews working through the centuries to perfect their self-torture.
This cruelty was increasingly refined until it reached its maximum possible expression:
“I am an absolutely worthless person because it is impossible for me to ever meet my unconditional obligation of obedience to a perfect God, and, furthermore, there is nothing I
can possibly do to meet this obligation because disobedience to God is necessitated by
9

In The Antichrist Nietzsche argues that, in the case of Judaism, the attachment of guilt and punishment to
the concept of God was an innovation of the priests, whereas his comments in the Genealogy suggest that
the feeling of debt to the divinity would have naturally occurred at some point in most primitive societies.
This does not necessarily represent a contradiction, though it is possible Nietzsche changed his view from
the Genealogy to The Antichrist such that sometime after the former he came to believe a priestly influence
was required to account for this attachment. However, it could also be the case that Nietzsche believes
some development of this sort was the natural progression but that the Jewish priests augmented it in a particularly pernicious way.
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my very nature as a human being.” The bad conscience, the self-opposition of the aggressive instincts, discovered an instinctual configuration whereby this opposition was amplified to the highest possible degree: self-negation. Through the implicit judgment of the
affects they produced, the instincts declared themselves to be worthless, of no value, and
therefore deserving of extinction.
It is important to note Nietzsche’s claim that this process resulted not only in the
complete devaluation of humankind but also in the devaluation of the entire natural world
and even of existence itself (GM II.21). The person of bad conscience who uses the religious notion of duty and guilt to increase his own suffering “reinterprets these animal instincts themselves as a form of guilt before God” (GM II.22). Since these instincts constitute the human being insofar as he is a product of nature, rejection of the instinctual
drives implies a rejection of the human being as an embodied animal as well as a rejection of the natural world which gave birth to this animal. The man of religious bad conscience then seizes upon the idea of a holy God as representing the antithesis of human
nature. As Divine Creditor this deity demands that his creatures do the impossible,
namely, that they become holy as he is holy, that is, they must become exactly what they
are not: animals devoid of aggressive instinctual motivations. Furthermore, the repudiation of the natural world deprives this self-alienated animal of a home, a place where his
strongest motivations and his most deeply-felt needs are well-adapted to the conditions of
life. This, then, may be the genesis of “heaven,” the abode of God where the contradiction of a purified animal can live contentedly within the limits imposed by divine demands. “Weariness that wants to reach the ultimate with one leap, with one fatal leap, a
poor ignorant weariness that does not want to want any more: this created all gods and
afterworlds” (Z I.3).10
10

Nietzsche presents an alternative account of how humanity came to reject the phenomenal world in “On
Redemption” in Thus Spoke Zarathustra. Here he suggests that this rejection represents the will’s revenge
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In section 23 of the Second Essay of the Genealogy Nietzsche tells us that the
Presocratic Greeks escaped this fate, that is, in their case the feeling of debt was not moralized, was not pushed back into the bad conscience to create an overwhelming sense of
guilt. He does not say that they were exempt from duty nor from feelings of duty nor
from the bad conscience; to the contrary, his account in the Second Essay suggests that
these are the basic elements common to the formation of moral psychology in every human civilization. Furthermore, it is also reasonable to assume that Nietzsche believes that
the evolution of the concept of debt among the ancient Greek followed the basic pattern
outlined in sections 19 and 20 prior to the discussion of the Christian God. However, unlike the ancient Jews, the Greeks did not take the terrible step of employing the notion of
debt to their gods as tools of the bad conscience in its drive toward self-cruelty. How did
they avoid this tragedy?
“For the longest time these Greeks used their gods precisely so as to ward off the
‘bad conscience,’ so as to be able to rejoice in their freedom of soul—the very opposite
of the use to which Christianity put its God” (GM II.23). How did the bad conscience
function, then, in the case of the Presocratic Greeks? Remember that the bad conscience
was initially produced by the self-opposition of the aggressive instincts, by the damming
up of the will to power. The behavioral standards enforced by the state forbade the exercise of many of these instincts, and the bad conscience was characterized by the ideas
and feelings of disapprobation associated with these instinctual desires. The ancient
Greeks would have experienced these desires as well as the tendency for the concomitant
bad conscience. They nevertheless sometimes allowed themselves to act on such desires,
and then, by attributing them to the influence of irresistible divine forces, they excused
themselves from responsibility for having done so. In this way they managed to vent foragainst the past, which it is powerless to change. While this account differs from the one he presents in
Genealogy, it may be possible to reconcile the two.
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bidden aggression while also deflecting the sense of self-condemnation. Viewed another
way, this rationale allowed the Greeks to “rejoice in their freedom of soul” (GM II.23) by
finding a channel for the external expression of their wills to power that circumvented the
instinctive psychological mechanisms which had developed to prevent such expression.
For the Greeks the gods were “those reflections of noble and autocratic men, in
whom the animal in man felt deified and did not lacerate itself, did not rage against itself!” (GM II.23). The Greek gods, at least some of them, were portrayed as sovereign
individuals, supermen in whom the instinct for freedom, the will to power, had not turned
against itself. In their gods the Greeks paid homage to an older form of human nature,
thereby retaining a vivid ideal of healthy humanity with which to battle against the bad
conscience and the negative ideals it tended to engender in the self-conflicted human
mind. Rather than rejecting their aggressive instincts and conceiving of their gods as the
antithesis of human nature, as Christian theologians would do in a later era, the Greeks
attributed to their gods the most lascivious and violent instincts, thereby divinizing human nature. Bad behavior, that is, behavior contrary to the interests of the state, could be
excused by appealing to the malevolent or mischievous influence of the gods: “‘He must
have been deluded by a god’” (GM II.23). In this way the Greek gods served to “justify
man to a certain extent even in his wickedness” (GM II.23) by providing an excuse for
forbidden desires and conduct. While the ancient Greeks could not eliminate the bad conscience, they were successful in deflecting it and in denying it the ultimate satisfaction
afforded by wedding it to the feeling of debt, thereby transforming it into the feeling of
guilt.
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Beasts of Prey and the Historical Origin of the Bad Conscience
We have finished tracing the evolution of the human moral consciousness as
Nietzsche sees it, culminating with the moral conscience of the West. Above we shifted
away from our earlier focus on the speculative historical context of this development,
which dominated the previous chapter, to Nietzsche’s analysis of its affective and cognitive dimension. Still remaining unaddressed in the historical account is Nietzsche’s description of the archetypal events which precipitated the formation of the bad conscience.
History, even if speculative, is an important part of Nietzsche’s project in the Genealogy.
Thus, we should try to determine how the bad conscience fits into the broader historical
narrative of the Second Essay. This will again require a certain amount of interpolation
within several of Nietzsche’s texts.
Nietzsche tells us that the instincts were internalized when the human animal was
“enclosed within the walls of society and peace” (GM II.16). This claim appears to fit
easily within the story we have explored in the preceding sections of the Second Essay.
As the creditor/debtor relationship evolved, the social power hierarchy became more refined and more rigid. Customs were defined by those with the most power and were implicitly designed to provide the powerful with maximum freedom in exercising their
wills. All others were required to act in accordance with custom, regardless of their own
willful desires. Presumably those at the lowest levels of the hierarchy would have had the
least freedom. Thus, unable to act freely according to their own instinctual desires, these
relatively weaker individuals would have been those in whom the bad conscience first
appeared.
There is, however, a serious problem with this explanation. The function of the
morality of custom was to extend the power of the human organism by regularizing human instincts. Modification of instinct requires a great deal of time, and so, if Nietzsche’s
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hypotheses are correct, this evolutionary process must have extended over hundreds or
thousands of years. Change would have been very gradual, and it is doubtful that individuals would ever have felt any overwhelming sense of alienation between their instinctual desires and the demands of local custom for reasons I will now explore.
If we adopt Nietzsche’s pseudo-Darwinian notion of dynamic biological and cultural evolution, custom and instinct evolved together tentatively and experimentally, a
changed in one inducing changes in the other. If some small alteration in custom or mutation of instinct gave a particular group of human beings greater power over themselves
and their environment, that change tended to endure, otherwise not. Eventually certain
instincts became more powerful within a particular group, and the corresponding instinctual desires of the people in that group would have been largely consistent with the customs regulating their behavior. Only in the very earliest stages of tribal society were the
impositions of the strongest individuals upon others in their group felt to be utterly alien,
but at this point “the walls of society and peace” would not yet have been sufficiently
restrictive or strong enough to force an internalization of the instincts.
Later on, once custom gained sufficient strength and breadth to govern most interpersonal conduct, people within one of these societies would have felt the demands of
their customs to be rather natural. This is not to say that no one ever wanted to deviate
from the norm or that no one ever violated customary practice. The instincts were not, of
course, regularized by sudden steps across all the members of an entire cultural group all
at once. The instinctual constitution of individuals varied within some range, and some
people would have felt more comfortable with local customs than others. Individuals may
also have felt more or less frustrated by their relative inability to exercise their own wills
to power depending on their position within the local power hierarchy. We must remember that one purpose of the morality of custom was to regulate power relationships and to
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provide some socially nondestructive means for individuals to battle with one another.
Thus, the cultural regulation of these sorts of conflicts did not prevent the expression of
all aggressive instincts, but rather provided acceptable outlets for certain aggressive behaviors while punishing others.
The upshot of this analysis is that, while the gradual evolutionary process by
which the morality of custom regularized human instincts may have been responsible for
the emergence of the feeling of debt, it could not have precipitated the internalization of
the instincts which Nietzsche believes generated the bad conscience.
Among the presuppositions of this hypothesis concerning the origin of the bad
conscience is, first, that the change referred to was not a gradual or voluntary one
and did not represent an organic adaptation to new conditions, but a break, a leap,
a compulsion, and ineluctable disaster which precluded all struggle and even all
ressentiment. (GM II.17)
If Nietzsche’s theory is correct, the process described above slowly transformed the instincts, strengthening some and weakening others, but it could never have simply cut
them off in the way he believes is necessary to explain the origin of the bad conscience.11
What disaster could have caused so dramatic a transformation of human nature?
Nietzsche gives us his solution to this puzzle in section 17.
[T]he welding of a hitherto unchecked and shapeless populace into a firm form
was not only instituted by an act of violence but also carried to its conclusion by
nothing but acts of violence—. . . the oldest “state” thus appeared as a fearful tyranny, as an oppressive and remorseless machine. . . .
I employed the word “state”: it is obvious what is meant—some pack of blond
beasts of prey, a conqueror and master race which, organized for war and with the
ability to organize, unhesitatingly lays its terrible claws upon a populace perhaps
tremendously superior in numbers but still formless and nomad. (GM II.17)
11

This passage from section 17 of the Second Essay appears to contradict a comment in section 11 rather
starkly: “one can see who has the invention of the ‘bad conscience’ on his conscience—the man of ressentiment!” Again, the most charitable solution is probably to suggest that in section 11 Nietzsche is using
“bad conscience” in its moralized sense, that is, after guilt and duty have been “pushed back into the bad
conscience” (GM II.21), while in section 17 Nietzsche is concerned with the bad conscience at its very inception before this moralization had occurred.
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It was, then, the will of the conqueror imposed upon a “formless” population that suddenly forbade the people to act according to their natural inclinations thereby cutting off
their instinctual guides to behavior, “their regulating, unconscious and infallible drives”
(GM II.16).
If we are charitable to Nietzsche we will have to take his account of the origin of
the bad conscience to be part of the general history of moral psychology articulated
throughout the rest of the Second Essay in spite of the fact that he does not tell us from
where either the blond beasts of prey or the formless nomads come. This means we must
somehow integrate these new characters into the earlier narrative.
We have no reason not to take the formless nomads as one type of primitive society generated through the process described earlier in the text which created the morality
of custom. If Nietzsche intends his account to be comprehensive then he believes this
process would have produced many distinct small communities each with its own relatively unique code of morality: “No people could live without first esteeming; but if they
want to preserve themselves, then they must not esteem as the neighbor esteems”
(Z I.15). All the individuals within such a community would have had similar instinctual
constitutions since ex hypothesi they would have been so constituted by the same process
that created their particular community’s morality of custom. By contrast, neighboring
groups would have developed more or less contradictory values and customs, and this
would have been reflected by their mutual hostility.
It is obvious that the beasts of prey came from outside the community, and this is
very important. Nietzsche carefully distinguishes the society organized by the morality of
custom from the type of social organization imposed by the blond beasts: it is only the
latter which he designates as the “state.” I believe he uses this term specifically because
the rules of social organization imposed by the beasts of prey were alien to the commu176

nity and their customs: “they appear as lightening appears, too terrible, too sudden, too
convincing, too ‘different’ even to be hated” (GM II.17). As detailed above, customary
practices co-evolved organically with the instinctive motivational structure of the people
within each particular community so that the demands placed on a people by their own
customs seemed natural and appropriate, even if somewhat burdensome. By contrast, the
customs of those outside their community would have struck them as terribly immoral:
“The laws do not betray what a people are but rather what seems to them foreign,
strange, uncanny, outlandish. The laws refer to the exceptions to the morality of mores,
and the severest penalties are provided for what accords with the mores of a neighboring
people” (GS 43). Since the conquerors came from outside the community, their commands would have most likely opposed local custom in many respects and would therefore have been experienced by members of the community as the harshest of impositions.
Now we can see why the tyrannical rule of the blond beasts of prey precipitated
the internalization of the instincts while the morality of custom could never have produced this strange effect. The members of communities governed by the morality of custom still lived largely according to instinct, but most of their instincts promoted behavior
not greatly divergent from what their customs required. By contrast, the behavioral rules
imposed by the blond beasts of prey violated local custom and therefore opposed the instinctual motivations of the people they conquered.
[S]uddenly all their instincts were disvalued and “suspended.” From now on they
had to walk on their feet and “bear themselves” whereas hitherto they had been
borne by the water: a dreadful heaviness lay upon them. (GM II.16)
The cataclysmic tyranny of the blond beasts with their superior strength and organization
and their alien customs abruptly brought to an end the comfortable life of semi-conscious
instinctive activity.

177

But where did the blond beasts of prey come from? Since Nietzsche does not explicitly address this question our answer will depend on whether, on the one hand, we
believe that Nietzsche wants his genealogy of morals to rest on a plausible history, and, if
so, whether or not he is successful in this effort, or, on the other hand, we believe he
wants only to present general historical principles that must be assumed in order to account for the facts of contemporary moral psychology. If the latter is the case then
Nietzsche has no need to explain the appearance of the beasts of prey. All he is concerned to show is that the development of the bad conscience required this sort of event,
the sudden and violent imposition of a code of morality alien to local customs. The blond
beasts of prey merely represent the foundational type of “statesmen” that must be posited
to account for the genesis of the “state” and its artificial laws that were so antagonistic to
organic custom. Nietzsche simply wants to make the point that, contrary to the claims of
some political anthropologies, the state was instituted through violent oppression rather
than peaceful contract.
This interpretation, however, fails to serve what I believe to be one of Nietzsche’s
central goals in the Second Essay, namely, to explain the evolution of the most primitive
foundations of moral psychology, an explanation grounded as deeply as possible in the
basic principles which organize all forms of life, including human society. If the blond
beasts of prey are merely a theoretical construct inserted into the account as a way to
lobby for an unpopular speculation regarding the origin of the state, a speculation that is
as fantastical as any other, Nietzsche’s account seems to lose significant value and credibility as a genealogy. Such an approach seems superficial and ad hoc compared to
Nietzsche’s apparent ambitions. I therefore recommend that we seek an interpretation
based on the assumption that Nietzsche has in mind a unified plausible history, even if he
does not fill in all the details himself.
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In section 17 of the Second Essay Nietzsche does provide some information regarding the nature of the blond beasts of prey.
He who can command, he who is by nature “master,” he who is violent in act and
bearing—what has he to do with contracts! One does not reckon with such natures; they come like fate, without reason, consideration, or pretext; they appear
as lightening appears, too terrible, too sudden, too convincing, too “different”
even to be hated. . . . They do not know what guilt, responsibility, or consideration are, these born organizers; they exemplify that terrible artists’ egoism that
has the look of bronze and knows itself justified to all eternity in its “work,” like a
mother in her child.
There is one central obstacle to incorporating the beasts of prey into the rest of
Nietzsche’s account. They obviously descended upon the tribal community from outside
that community. Yet, according to my reading of the account, it was the evolution of the
morality of custom within such communities which tamed the chaotic human instincts
and thereby gave human beings the ability to act coherently and powerfully in the way
displayed by the blond beasts of prey. How did they come to have the sort of powerful
constitution described in this passage if they were not the products of this process?
One very simple answer is, accident. It is conceivable in Nietzsche’s evolutionary
scheme that some small number of people, perhaps even a whole clan, developed a relatively coherent set of instincts in only a few generations, assuming that something like
random mutation might occur in regard to instinctual constitution. People with such powerful instincts would tend to survive and multiply since they would be well-equipped to
dominate their environment. But this seems a little farfetched, and Nietzsche hasn’t given
us any reason to think he believes biological changes occur in such a stepwise fashion.
Except for the appearance of the bad conscience, which he believes must have been generated through an extremely sudden event, Nietzsche generally follows the traditional
evolutionary view that biological changes require a very long time to accumulate into a
major transformation.
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Before resorting to solutions that derive from beyond Nietzsche’s own discussion
we should consider a passage from the First Essay of the Genealogy where Nietzsche
also mentions the “beasts of prey,” as well as the discussion of master morality in Beyond
Good and Evil. We should also take another look at the sovereign individual, described
in section 2 of the Second Essay of the Genealogy.
In section 11 of the First Essay Nietzsche wants to distinguish what he believes to
be the noble conception of “good” and “bad” from the conception of “good” and “evil”
as understood by slave morality. In the passage below, the “good men” are those who
live according to the noble conception.
[H]e who knows these “good men” only as enemies knows only evil enemies, and
the same men who are held so sternly in check inter pares by custom, respect, usage, gratitude, and even more by mutual suspicion and jealousy, and who on the
other hand in their relations with one another show themselves so resourceful in
consideration, self-control, delicacy, loyalty, pride, and friendship—once they go
outside, where the strange, the stranger is found, they are not much better than
uncaged beasts of prey. There they savor a freedom from all social constraints,
they compensate themselves in the wilderness for the tension engendered by protracted confinement and enclosure within the peace of society, they go back to the
innocent conscience of the beast of prey. . . . (GM I.11)
While it is not beyond contention that Nietzsche means to exactly identify the “beasts of
prey” in this passage with those in section 17 of the Second Essay, we have good reason
to believe he does intend a very substantial if not absolute identity. Certainly it is not accidental that he uses the same term in both passages, and the characteristics of the beasts
of prey given in each are quite compatible. In section11 of the First Essay he gives examples of such people: “the Roman, Arabian, Germanic, Japanese nobility, the Homeric
heroes, the Scandinavian Vikings.” This suggests the beast of prey is a type of person
who appeared at various times throughout ancient history and that those mentioned in the
Second Essay should be taken as examples of this type.
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In section 260 of Beyond Good and Evil Nietzsche identifies two basic types of
morality, master morality and slave morality, and he associates the former with “the noble type of man.”
The noble type of man experiences itself as determining values; it does not need
approval; it judges, “what is harmful to me is harmful in itself”; it knows itself to
be that which first accords honor to things; it is value-creating. . . . The noble
human being honors himself as one who is powerful, also as one who has power
over himself, who knows how to speak and be silent, who delights in being severe
and hard with himself and respects all severity and hardness.
A morality of the ruling group, however, is most alien and embarrassing to the
present taste in the severity of its principle that one has duties only to one’s peers;
that against beings of a lower rank, against everything alien, one may behave as
one pleases or “as the heart desires,” and in any case “beyond good and evil.” . . .
It is clear that Nietzsche has in mind here the same type of people he describes in the
passage from GM I.11 and thus, I believe, the same type of people he names the “blond
beasts of prey” in GM II.17. Both are called “noble,” the attitudes and character traits attributed to one are either the same as or compatible with those of the other, and Nietzsche
designates the basic values of both as “good” and “bad” rather than “good” and “evil.”
Nietzsche even quotes from a Viking saga in BGE 260 when illustrating their moral values.
Finally, let us review some of the characteristics of the sovereign individual, the
culmination of the long development of the morality of custom.
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[T]he ripest fruit [of this process] is the sovereign individual, like only to himself,
liberated again from the morality of custom, autonomous and supramoral . . ., in
short, the man who has his own independent, protracted will and the right to make
promises. . . . . . . The “free” man, the possessor of a protracted and unbreakable
will, also possesses his measure of value: looking out upon others from himself,
he honors or he despises; and just as he is bound to honor his peers, the strong
and reliable (those with the right to make promises)—that is, all those who promise like sovereigns, reluctantly, rarely, slowly, who are chary of trusting, whose
trust is a make of distinction, who give their word as something that can be relied
on because the know themselves strong enough to maintain it in the face of accidents, even “in the face of fate”—he is bound to reserve a kick for the feeble
windbags who promise without a right to do so, and a rod for the liar who breaks
his word even at the moment he utters it. (GM II.2)
I submit that the beasts of prey that appear in section 17 of the Second Essay are a “pack”
of sovereign individuals. The sovereign individual has a sufficient number of qualities in
common with the beasts of prey and the noble type of person described in these other
passages to make this identification. He defines his own standard of value; he is bound
by a sort of duty to those who are like him, to his power-peers, but to no others; he is
among the most powerful individuals in his society; he is a master, not only over circumstances and over nature, but also over “all more short-willed and unreliable creatures”; he
has a “protracted and unbreakable will,” which would presumably be a prerequisite for
having the organizational skills attributed to the beasts of prey; the sovereign individual
is free from the morality of custom and the beasts of prey do not make contracts.
If the blond beast of prey in section 17 of the Second Essay can be identified with
the sovereign individual in section 2, the problem of the origin of the former has been
solved, although we must again fill in some of the missing details. I take Nietzsche’s account of the development of the morality of custom so far to be completely general, that
is, it describes the evolution of morality under pressure from the will to power in every
primitive human society. This means that in any populated geographical region during
the long period of this evolution there would have been any number of small, mutually
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hostile tribal communities each governed by its own relatively unique set of customs.
The process of taming the human instincts probably progressed at very different rates in
various groups and in different regions. Thus, some primitive societies would have
reached the stage which produced the sovereign individual sooner than others, while
some may have produced none at all.
Once a society gave rise to a sovereign individual it would likely have produced
more because, Nietzsche assumes, the underlying biology and the cultural determinants
which shaped societies tended to preserve and extend the most powerful forms of life.
Each individual of this sort recognized other sovereign individuals as peers, as other
powerful persons who could not be subdued. Each felt a sense of respect for others of his
kind rooted in the awareness that they, like him, were independent, self-sufficient masters
of fate. These individuals constituted the very top of the power hierarchy in their communities; they participated in the social institutions which regulated the hierarchy such as
buying and selling, but if they accumulated any debts they never defaulted on their
agreements. The sovereign individual, possessed of a motivational structure organized
and governed by a dominating instinct, having a disciplined mind capable of accurately
assessing causal probabilities, and clearly aware of his own strengths, could effectively
assert his will with little fear of failure.
Sovereign individuals felt obligations to one another, but these obligations were
fundamentally different from the sort felt by the less powerful herd. The average debtor
lived with an oppressive feeling of debt characterized by the fear of punishment and
anxiety over the humiliation and social demotion that would result should he fail to meet
his obligations to his creditors. The sovereign individual’s sense of obligation to his
peers, by contrast, was rooted in his pride, in the desire to show his power-competitors
that he could make the world conform to his own will. Obligation among sovereign indi183

viduals was part of the honor code among power-peers at the top of the social hierarchy
rather than a way of maintaining the power differential between unequal levels of the hierarchy. Any feeling of debt experienced by sovereign individuals would have been characterized by a sense of aggression toward the creditor, a desire to discharge the debt in
order to eliminate the creditor’s advantage over him, the need to exhibit one’s strength
through the ease with which one fulfilled his obligations, but never by fear and anxiety.
The confidence of these individuals precluded self-doubt. This is not to say such a one
could never fail to fulfill his obligations and aspirations, but it would simply never occur
to him that such a catastrophe might come about. Failure and the subsequent horrific consequences would appear like “something unforeseen, a dreadful natural event”
(GM II.14).
If the blond beast of prey is a sovereign individual, and the latter participates in
buying and selling, in the creditor/debtor relationship, how can Nietzsche say of such a
one, “He who can command, he who is by nature ‘master,’ he who is violent in act and
bearing—what has he to do with contracts!” or “They do not know what guilt, responsibility, or consideration are, these born organizers . . .” (GM II.17). First of all, the agreements between sovereign individuals were probably quite different from the contracts
between creditors and debtors in the herd. Promise-making among this latter group had to
be formalized into contracts, the debtor had to provide surety to the creditor in case the
debtor defaulted on his obligation, because both parties knew the debtor might very well
fail in his obligation. By contrast, the sovereign individual stood as his own guarantor. It
may have even been the case that the promise of such person required no surety because
his word was like a force of nature, like a “law” discovered to be reliable through many
tests. Promises between sovereign individuals amounted to treaties between equally
strong competitors for power. The sovereign individual knew himself to be the master of
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his fate, and his ability to fulfill promises to his peers, probably for the purpose of forming power alliances with them, was proof of this mastery. It was this sort of promisemaking and this sort of mutual obligation that made it possible for the sovereign individuals from a community, perhaps from a far distant region, to make themselves into
“some pack of blond beasts of prey, a conqueror and master race . . . organized for war
and with the ability to organize” (GM II.17).
Furthermore, when the beasts of prey conquered the people of some other community, they felt they owed the victims absolutely nothing. As conquerors the sovereign
individuals were truly sovereign to a degree not possible in their own community. They
established the state, they made the laws, they punished transgressors; they felt no need
to consult the conquered populace. The passage quoted above from section 17 most
likely addresses this relationship of conqueror to victim rather than the relationship
among the conquerors themselves.
What could have motivated sovereign individuals to become a “pack of blond
beasts of prey”? Before we can answer this question we must first consider the relationship between sovereign individuals and the morality of custom in their own community.
The sovereign individual was “liberated again from the morality of custom, autonomous
and supramoral” (GM II.2). Does this mean there were no restrictions whatsoever on his
behavior? This seems very unlikely. For one thing, he placed self-imposed limitations on
his own behavior through the promises he made to his peers. But beyond honoring these
obligations, was the sovereign free to violate the morality of custom in his own community?
At the very least, as we have already seen, the sovereign individual did not experience obligation and the feeling of debt in the same way these were experienced by the
average debtor, nor did he look to the norms of local custom to define his values. As was
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the case for the noble type of person in general, his values were a reflection of his own
vitality: “good” was whatever enhanced his own power, and this was a function of his
instinctual constitution, especially his dominating instinct. Yet, as noted earlier, his constitution, the configuration of his drives and their organization under the direction of his
dominating instinct, was a product of the evolution of his community’s morality of custom, and so his own internal sense of value would not have diverged dramatically from
the dictates of local custom. Surely he felt a desire to take others in hand, to dispose of
them and their property according to his own advantage, but his self-legislated values
prevented him from acting so recklessly.
This is not inconsistent with the claim that the sovereign individual was free from
the morality of custom. His freedom, his autonomy, consisted in the fact that his sense of
value was rooted in his own instinctual constitution, even if these values substantially
reflected local custom, and in the fact that his sense of obligation to his own values was
motivated by pride. Less sovereign members of the community also felt that the local
values and customs were largely good and right. In contrast to the sovereign individuals,
however, these less masterful citizens did not have the motivation nor the self-discipline
to obey their customs without the threat of punishment and humiliation. The sovereign
individual was not exempt from the instinctual battle characteristic of all human animals,
but the relative strengths of the opposing forces had been so fine-tuned and were so stable that the victory of almost every internal battle would have been consistent with his
values.
Nevertheless, the sovereign individual doubtless felt the pressure and tension
caused by the continual subjection of minority forces within his soul, and he would have
wanted to find some way to relieve this pressure. Here we return to the beasts of prey.
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[O]nce they go outside, where the strange, the stranger is found, they are not
much better than uncaged beasts of prey. There they savor a freedom from all social constraints, they compensate themselves in the wilderness for the tension engendered by protracted confinement and enclosure within the peace of society,
they go back to the innocent conscience of the beast of prey. . . . (GM I.11)
This is how sovereign individuals, the power-peers occupying the apex of their social
hierarchy, vented the pressure caused by the instinctual desires they were unable to indulge in their own society. In spite of the sovereign individuals’ sense of independence,
each of them would also have understood that his own power could be enhanced through
a strategic alliance with the others and that they had a common need to vent their antisocial aggression: “if [the strong] unite together, it is only with the aim of an aggressive
collective action and collective satisfaction of their will to power, and with much resistance from the individual conscience . . .” (GM III.18). Hence the formation of “the pack
of blond beasts of prey” in section 17 of the Second Essay. No individual acting alone
could press so great a region of the world into the service of his will, but as a group, perhaps working under the command of the most powerful among them, they were able
bend great numbers of “strangers” to their will and thus to establish the “state.”
Nietzsche’s speculative account of the prehistoric origins of morality is now
complete. I have tried to connect disjointed segments and fill in missing parts of the story
in ways that I believe Nietzsche himself would have endorsed, either because they reflect
his own conception of the whole account or because they are consistent with his conception. Having established the psycho-physiological and historical foundations upon which
moral psychology and its supporting social institutions have been built, we are prepared
to follow Nietzsche as he explores continuing developments in more detail.
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Bad Conscience and the Artist
One final exegetical task remains in the Second Essay. After Nietzsche’s historical and psycho-physiological analysis of the bad conscience in sections 16 and 17, he digresses slightly in section 18 to discuss the role of bad conscience in the artistic consciousness. It is worthwhile following him through this short detour because of the additional insight it provides into the nature of the bad conscience and for the stage-setting it
provides for other issues in the Genealogy such as the ascetic ideal.
Following Nietzsche’s lead, I have characterized the bad conscience as the selfcensuring affective and cognitive state produced by internalization of the instincts, especially the most aggressive instincts. Disallowed from external expression, these instincts
direct their aggressive energy back against the very organism which they constitute. At
the end of section 17 and in section 18 Nietzsche describes the bad conscience somewhat
differently:
This instinct for freedom forcibly made latent . . . pushed back and repressed, incarcerated within and finally able to discharge and vent itself only on itself: that,
and that alone, is what the bad conscience is in its beginnings. (GM II.17)
These two characterizations show themselves to be equivalent if we remember that instincts may be thought of as units of will to power, each striving for freedom in the sense
of motivating the organism toward behaviors which allow for the maximum discharge of
that instinct’s power. Thus, the will to power of a particular human being is the combined
effect of her constituent wills to power, that is, her instincts, and her “instinct for freedom” expresses the need for maximum discharge of her total instinctual energy. The degree to which one feels free, we have found, depends on the relative coherence of one’s
psycho-physiology. Those whose instinctual constitutions are well-disciplined by a
dominating instinct or by an oligarchy of such instincts will experience this self-mastery
as freedom. (See GM II.2 and BGE 19.) Others with less coherent constitutions will
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“doubt the ‘freedom of the will’ even in their dreams” (BGE 208). In these terms, the bad
conscience results when the discharge of one’s instinctual energy, which produces a feeling of freedom in proportion to its coherence, must be directed inward rather outward.
The afflicted individual, prevented from actualizing her will to power in aggressive activity, finds her instinct for freedom occupied with inhibiting the external action it craves.
It is important to note that at the inception of the bad conscience the instinct for
freedom was “forcibly made latent” [emphasis added], that it was “pushed back and repressed, incarcerated within” (GM II.17) through the constraining force of external
agents. This is not true in the case of the artist. In his case, the instinct for freedom “creates for itself a bad conscience and builds negative ideals” (GM II.18). This “uncanny,
dreadfully joyous labor of a soul voluntarily at odds with itself . . . makes itself suffer out
of joy in making suffer” (GM II.18). The artist creates an “active ‘bad conscience’”
(GM II.18). The soul of the artist is no less at odds with itself than that of oppressed victim of the beasts of prey, but with a crucial difference: the artist chooses this state while
the victim of the beasts of prey had it forced upon him. Both suffer, but the former exalts
in his suffering while the latter is exasperated by his. The artist willingly places his will
to power in opposition to itself, he freely chooses to restrict his own freedom according
to criteria he sets for himself. The victim, on the other hand, was forced to turn his own
will to power into an instrument against itself, and he was thereby made to limit his own
freedom and to build his own prison according to the dimensions specified by a hostile
conqueror.
Nietzsche explicitly links the nature and the task of the artist with those of the
beasts of prey. The same instinct for freedom is at work “in those artists of violence and
organizers who build states” and in those artists who build negative ideals, except that in
the latter case “the material upon which the form-giving and ravishing nature of this
189

force vents itself is man himself, his whole ancient animals self—and not, as in that
greater and more obvious phenomenon, some other man, other men” (GM II.18). I have
argued that the beasts of prey are sovereign individuals of the type described in section 2
of the Second Essay, and, thus, the artist too appears to be a kind of sovereign individual.
This raises an interesting question regarding the origin of the artistic consciousness inasmuch as it includes psychological features we might have thought mutually contradictory
based upon Nietzsche’s anthropological psychology thus far. The beasts of prey were
probably as free as is possible for human beings, and they emphatically did not have bad
consciences. Their victims, on the other hand, had very little freedom, and they were the
very originators of the bad conscience. Yet the artist has both the freedom of the beasts of
prey and a bad conscience.
Nietzsche provides no clear answer to the question of the origin of the artistic
consciousness, though he again provides enough hints to sketch a probable answer. I argued in the previous chapter that Nietzsche believes the basic set of psycho-physiological
features available for the subsequent assembly of various human types evolved during
the long prehistoric period he outlines in the Second Essay. I also claimed that Nietzsche
believes the world is populated by various sorts of “powerful individuals,” some of
whom he values and others whom he does not, as well as a great many herd animals.
Powerful individuals are those possessed of a dominating instinct, and their paradigmatic
ancestor is the sovereign individual of the Second Essay. On this reading, the
Nietzschean artist in section 18 is a kind of powerful individual, that is, he has a dominating instinct, which is the ground of his freedom and the source of his creativity. The oppressed victims of the blond beasts established another psycho-physiological feature,
namely, internally inhibited instincts and the concomitant bad conscience, which also reappears in various human types throughout history, sometimes conjoined to a dominating
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instinct. Yet the internalization of the artist is self-inflicted, and so his active bad conscience cannot have been inherited from these oppressed victims with their reactive bad
consciences. The artist, then, instantiates a particular type of human being, whose basic
psycho-physiological constitution is cut on the pattern of the sovereign individual but
who chooses to express her extraordinary freedom and power through domination of her
internal rather than her external environment. She constructs an inner world according to
the demands of her will rather than forcing the external world into submission.
We can only speculate as to how Nietzsche would account for such a development. He may think that the artistic individual represents a subtype of the autonomous
individual, who, perhaps as matter of temperament or as a means to avoiding distasteful
alliances with others like herself, chose to direct her will to power inwardly. Or the artistic person may be less an instance of a distinct type than one possible response of the
autonomous type to the shifting currents of history and culture. Whatever her origin, her
psycho-physiology appears to be characterized by a dominating instinct and internalized
instincts.

Hope for the Antichrist
Nietzsche ends the Second Essay with a vision of the Antichrist, “Zarathustra the
godless” (GM II.25), and with the hope that he may one day appear to redeem humankind
from the effects of the merging of the sacralized feeling of guilt and the bad conscience.
Nietzsche does not believe that we can tear the bad conscience away from the human
soul, nor, perhaps, that we should even want to do so. But he does believe that the human
animal will remain sick unless the bad conscience can be redirected.
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Man has all too long had an “evil eye” for his natural inclinations, so that they
have finally become inseparable from his “bad conscience.” An attempt at the reverse would in itself be possible—but who is strong enough for it?—that is, to
wed the bad conscience to all the unnatural inclinations, all those aspirations to
the beyond, to that which runs counter to sense, instinct, nature, animal, in short
all ideals that slander the world. (GM II.24)
This is the task of the Antichrists, and they must be sovereign individuals, blond beasts of
a sort: “spirits strengthened by war and victory, for whom conquest, adventure, danger,
and even pain have become needs” (GM II.24). Thus, the Second Essay ends where it
began, with a vision of what Nietzsche takes to be an ideal human type. However, while
the first sovereign individual, we might call him the first Adam, did not carry the burden
of a bad conscience, the second Adam will have to transcend this burden.
The Second Essay, then, is a retelling in naturalistic terms of the Christian story
of the Fall and the hope for Salvation. Nietzsche’s Adam, the sovereign individual, was
not created by God but instead by the natural processes of biological and cultural evolution, driven by the will to power. The corruption of this noble savage, not through willful
disobedience of God and the knowledge of good and evil, but through debt, guilt, and the
bad conscience, all necessary constituents of civilized humanity, and by the tragic accident of the moralization of the bad conscience, is a romantic tale of the human fall from
natural grace, that is, the self-alienation of the human being from his natural home. Finally, Nietzsche hopes for a messiah, for a “different kind of spirit from that likely to appear in this present age” (GM II.24), one who will be able to redeem humanity by showing us how to achieve metanoia, a change of conscience, by first accomplishing this act
of salvation for himself. The penultimate verse of the New Testament cries out, “The one
who testifies to these things says, ’Surely I am coming soon.’ Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!”
The final words in the penultimate section of the Second Essay are:
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This man of the future, who will redeem us not only from the hitherto reigning
ideal but also from that which was bound to grow out of it, the great nausea, the
will to nothingness, nihilism; this bell-stroke of noon and of the great decision
that liberates the will again and restores its goal to the earth and his hope to man;
this Antichrist and antinihilist; this victor over God and nothingness—he must
come one day.—
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Chapter 4
The Slave Revolt in Morality
On the Genealogy of Morals - The First Essay
In the Second Essay of the Genealogy Nietzsche lays the groundwork for a
metaethical analysis of contemporary morality by exploring the preconditions for the
possible historical evolution of such a morality, given the assumption that the will to
power drives all organic processes at every level of complexity. He finds the origin of
foundational moral concepts such as debt and guilt in the power dynamics driving the
development of social hierarchies in the prehistoric world. Furthermore, on my view
Nietzsche links this activity of the will to power in the earliest formation of human social
organization with its parallel activity in the psycho-physiological evolution of the human
organism. Through these evolutionary processes human nature acquired certain psychophysiological potentials, which, in conjunction with cultural and environmental forces,
generated various types of human beings, who may be characterized by the degree to
which these potentials are actualized. Furthermore, since according to Nietzsche morality
is significantly a function of human psycho-physiology, each type of human being tends
to produce a characteristic type of morality. Thus, if we want to understand the origin and
nature of some morality we must first understand the psycho-physiological characteristics of those who established it.
As noted in the introduction, the historical context of the First Essay postdates
that of the Second. In the First Essay Nietzsche argues that long ago the priestly proponents of what he calls slave morality effected a cultural transformation by overcoming
the noble morality of the warrior class. We will examine Nietzsche’s description of this
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process in terms of the power relations between the priests and warriors and in terms of
the psycho-physiological features of human nature Nietzsche makes evident in the Second Essay. The First Essay thus continues Nietzsche’s project begun in the Second,
namely, a genealogy of morality grounded in the dynamics of the will to power.

English Psychologists and the History of Morality
In the first three sections of the First Essay Nietzsche criticizes several contemporary trends in moral philosophy, particularly those that employ teleological evolutionary
arguments to defend an ethics of utility. Thinking of the historical development of morality in terms of progressive improvement was typical in Nietzsche’s time and was even
linked to notions of evolutionary advancement, in spite of the challenge such notions
should have faced from Darwin’s radically non-teleological naturalism. While some biologists and philosophers understood this challenge, according to Gregory Moore,
“many—if not most—nineteenth-century evolutionists took a rather different view of the
ramifications of Darwinism for human affairs”:
Life could be reinfused with ethical significance by enlisting biology itself to legitimate and sustain the inherited values of Judeo-Christian civilization. . . . A
moral sense could no longer be regarded as the sole prerogative of Man, for all
social animals appeared to demonstrate a “sense of duty,” a willingness to sacrifice themselves for the greater good of their community. Nonhuman systems of
ethics represented merely a stage in the gradual refinement of those noble instincts and patterns of cooperative behavior that provided the best adaptive response to the demands of a given environment. In short, evolution was envisaged
as a moral process—the progressive development toward ever more perfect expressions of altruism, compassion, and love. (“Ethics of Evolution” 2)
Even Darwin himself, believing that the moral sense originated through natural selection
and subsequently developed further with the expansion of human cognitive powers and
social organization, seems sympathetic to this view: “Looking to future generations, there
is no cause to fear that the social instincts will grow weaker, and we may expect that vir195

tuous habits will grow stronger, becoming perhaps fixed by inheritance. In this case the
struggle between our higher and lower impulses will be less severe, and virtue will be
triumphant” (Descent 104). Moore notes, “This theistic notion of evolution as an everupward progression away from earlier forms of animal life and toward spiritual and social perfection came to be inseparable from the way Darwinism was received and interpreted” (“Ethics of Evolution” 2).
Nietzsche’s introductory comments in the First Essay regarding the “English psychologists” should be considered in this context. Herbert Spencer, whom Nietzsche mentions by name in section 3, is certainly among his primary targets. According to Moore,
Nietzsche’s notes reveal his thorough reading of Spencer’s Data of Ethics (1879), and
“more than anyone else, it was Spencer who was associated with the idea that evolution
was an intrinsically moral force” (“Ethics of Evolution” 2). Though Nietzsche’s friend,
Paul Rée, was not an Englishman, Nietzsche nevertheless numbers him among the English psychologists as well. Nietzsche identifies Rée’s genealogical hypothesis concerning
the origin of morality as of “the genuinely English type” (GM Preface 4). Implicitly rejecting the progressive model of the history of morality described above, Nietzsche emphasizes the divergence between contemporary and ancient values, the latter exemplified
by the morality of mores, “that much older and more primitive species of morality which
differs toto caelo from the altruistic mode of evaluation (in which Dr. Rée, like all English moral genealogists, sees moral evaluation as such) . . .” (GM Preface 4). Nietzsche
must surely also have John Stuart Mill in mind and possibly David Hume, John Locke,
and others.
Nietzsche’s displays an ambivalent attitude toward the English psychologists in
section 1. He says they must be thanked for making the only attempt so far “to arrive at a
history of the origin of morality” (GM I.1). He presumably admires their recognition that
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morality emerged through the natural processes of human psychological and social development rather than through the discovery of timeless, transcendent concepts. Not surprisingly, however, given his beliefs concerning the psycho-physiological basis of philosophical convictions, Nietzsche wonders what covert attitudes might motivate the specific features of their theories:
These English psychologists—what do they really want? One always discovers
them voluntarily or involuntarily at the same task, namely dragging the partie
honteuse of our inner world into the foreground and seeking the truly effective
and directing agent, that which has been decisive in its evolution, in just that
place where the intellectual pride of man would least desire to find it (in the vis
intertiae of habit, for example, or in forgetfulness, or in a blind and chance
mechanistic hooking-together of ideas, or in something purely passive, automatic,
reflexive, molecular, and thoroughly stupid)—what is it really that always drives
these psychologists in just this direction? (GM I.1)
This comment bears a decidedly negative tone, yet the approach Nietzsche criticizes is
not fundamentally opposed to the one I have ascribed to Nietzsche himself. He, too,
wants to find “the truly effective and directing agent [of our inner world], that which has
been decisive in its evolution.” When he lists his suspicions regarding their motives,
Nietzsche’s choice of terms suggests disapproval. He suspects them of a malicious, selfdeceiving instinct for belittling man; a pessimistic suspicion regarding idealism; a petty
hostility toward Christianity and Plato; a lascivious taste for the absurd in existence; vulgarity, gloominess, anti-Christianity, and a “need for spice” (GM I.1). Yet he refuses to
believe what others say of them, that “they are old, cold, and tedious frogs, creeping
around men and into men as if in their own proper element, that is, in a swamp”
(GM I.1). Nietzsche calls them “investigators and microscopists of the soul” (GM I.1), a
title at least worthy of the philosophical laborer and scientific man, if not the genuine
philosopher. (See BGE 211.) He hopes that they “may be fundamentally brave, proud,
and magnanimous animals, who know how to keep their hearts as well as their sufferings
in bounds and have trained themselves to sacrifice all desirability to truth, every truth,
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even plain, harsh, ugly, repellent, unchristian, immoral truth.—For such truths do exist”
(GM I.1).
On balance, I believe Nietzsche endorses the intention of the English psychologists to face the uncomfortable implications of a thoroughgoing naturalistic humanism,
but he dislikes the devitalizing and negative attitude which seems to drive their research.
Perhaps he would say they are still afflicted with the spirit of gravity, something
Nietzsche himself struggled to escape in the transition from Daybreak to The Gay Science and Thus Spoke Zarathustra. Echoing his comments on genealogical method in the
Second Essay (see GM II.12), he is particularly critical of their tendency to interpret the
data of experience in terms of mechanistic reductionism. Nietzsche believes that dynamic
evolution, the hypothesis that the full range of biological and social phenomena are manifestations of the will to power, is more plausible. Yet not only does Nietzsche believe his
hypothesis is more scientifically viable, it also provides a naturalistic context for existential meaning, something mechanistic reductionism is incapable of doing. If the human
animal is a manifestation of the energy of Life, which constitutes the entire cosmos, and
if we are willing to embrace the implications of this insight, then even after the death of
God we need not feel like misfits in an alien landscape. Furthermore, the cosmological
doctrine of the will to power may offer Nietzsche a way to develop a naturalistic conception of value that is less arbitrary and less susceptible to nihilism than truly value-neutral
reductionist interpretations of the world and humankind’s place in it.
Even if Nietzsche partially approves of the English psychologists’ methodology,
he emphatically rejects their conclusions regarding the history of morality: “All respect
then for the good spirits that may rule in these historians of morality! But it is, unhappily,
certain that the historical spirit itself is lacking in them. . . . The way they have bungled
their moral genealogy comes to light at the very beginning, where the task is to investi198

gate the origin of the concept and judgment ‘good’” (GM I.2). Nietzsche summarizes the
English psychologists’ theory of the origin of the concept and judgment “good” as follows. Unegoistic actions directed toward another person were originally called “good”
when they were judged useful from the point of view of the recipient. Eventually, after
perhaps generations-long practice, this judgment became so habitual that people forgot
its origin in utility. Because every person felt such actions to be inherently beneficial,
they came to be viewed as “something good in themselves” (GM I.2). This last comment
appears to reflect Nietzsche’s understanding of how the psychologists account for the
common conviction that moral concepts must have some transcendent foundation. Having forgotten the mundane origins of moral concepts, yet feeling them to be intrinsically
valuable, people finally concluded that they must have an immutable existence beyond
the merely human domain.
Nietzsche rejects this account for two reasons, one psychological and the other
historical. Nietzsche does not deny that certain kinds of human beings have long considered altruistic utility so important as to constitute the very essence of truly good actions,
but to claim that such people originated the concept on this basis and then forgot the fact
is, he says, “an inherent psychological absurdity” (GM I.3). This fundamental character
of the good would have been recalled in almost every moment of every day: “instead of
becoming easily forgotten, it must have been impressed on the consciousness more and
more clearly” (GM I.3). The utilitarian “good” could never have slipped forgetfully from
the domain of indispensable practical significance into the transcendent realm of eternal
values. The origin of the concept must lie elsewhere, and its elevation into transcendence
and its endowment with an altruistic essence must have some other explanation.
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Nietzsche’s historical reason for rejecting the English psychologists’ account of
the origin of the concept of the good is based on what he apparently believes to be a more
realistic grasp of the primitive and ancient social contexts which gave birth to values.
[T]he judgment “good” did not originate with those to whom “goodness” was
shown! Rather it was “the good” themselves, that is to say, the noble, powerful,
high-stationed and high-minded, who felt and established themselves and their actions as good, that is, of the first rank, in contradistinction to all the low, lowminded, common and plebian. It was out of this pathos of distance that they first
seized the right to create values and to coin names for values: what had they to do
with utility! . . . The pathos of nobility and distance, as aforesaid, the protracted
and domineering fundamental total feeling on the part of a higher ruling order in
relation to a lower order, to a “below”—that is the origin of the antithesis “good”
and “bad.” (GM I.2)
As we have seen from our study of the Second Essay, Nietzsche believes that early tribal
and civil communities were organized as stratified power hierarchies, and it was the ruling classes who implicitly defined the first terms of value. According to Nietzsche these
were people of great strength and vitality, having little need and even less desire to receive altruistic consideration from anyone and equally disinclined to extend it to others.
The unegoistic utility so valued by the English psychologists derives from the herd instinct and betrays their inheritance of a slavish psycho-physiological constitution. It is a
“prudence of the lowest order” (GM I.13), which craves protection from both the strong
and from one another. They cannot imagine an aboriginal morality born from the strength
of those for whom physical aggression was among the greatest joys of life rather than
among its greatest anxieties. On Nietzsche’s view, the assertion that contemporary herd
morality developed out of this more ancient and virile form is ridiculous, and the claim
that the former is superior in every way to the latter is at the very least disputable.
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Etymology, Blond Beasts, and the Origin of “Good and Bad”
Nietzsche’s project in the Genealogy is to disclose, even if speculatively, the aboriginal conditions under which we devised the value judgments good and evil and to call
into question the value of moral values in general. (See GM Preface 3, 6 and
TI “Errors” 2.) If the account of the history of morality given by the so-called English
psychologists is correct then his project is pointless since the first axiom of metaethics
will be that conventional moral values evolved for the sake of utility and that this continues to be their necessary function. Having shown, however, that this claim is not an indisputable postulate but instead a premise based upon faulty reasoning, Nietzsche is now
prepared to offer support for his own premises.
Nietzsche begins his reconstruction of the history of morality with an etymological analysis of ancient value terms and their cognates in contemporary languages: “The
signpost to the right road was for me the question: what was the real etymological significance of the designations for ‘good’ coined in the various languages?” (GM I.4).
Nietzsche’s confidence in this approach is further reflected by his comments at the end of
the First Essay where he proposes a question to the academic community of his day:
“What light does linguistics, and especially the study of etymology, throw on the history
of the evolution of moral concepts?” (GM I.17).
This was a common approach to such questions among scholars in the nineteenth
century and was precipitated by the birth of comparative linguistics in the late eighteenth
century: “In 1786 Sir William Jones, a British judge at the High Court in Calcutta and
one of the pioneer Sanskritists, noticed to his great surprise that there are striking similarities in the vocabulary and grammar of Sanskrit, Persian, Greek, Latin, Celtic, and
Gothic” (Feuerstein, et al 47). This led to extensive comparative analyses of various
European and Indian languages and attempts to trace their probable origins. Among the
201

most influential German linguists were Friedrich von Schlegel (Über die Sprache und
Weisheit der Indier (On the Language and Wisdom of the Indians) 1808), Franz Bopp
(Über das Conjugationssystem der Sanskritsprache in Vergleichung mit jenem der
griechischen, lateinischen, persischen und germanischen Sprachen (On the Conjugation
System of Sanskrit in comparison with that of Greek, Latin, Persian and Germanic) 1816,
and Vergleichende Grammatik des Sanskrit, Zend, Griechischen, Lateinischen, Litauischen, Gotischen und Deutschen (Comparative Grammar of Sanskrit, Zend, Greek,
Latin, Lithuanian, Gothic and German) 1833-1852), and later Friedrich Max Müller.
(See Feuerstein, et al 49.)
The field developed throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to the
point that language, even more than archaeological evidence, came to be seen as a window into the souls of ancient peoples:
Man’s progress from savagery to civilization is intimately bound up with the advance of abstract thinking, which enables him to rise above the chaos of particular
sensations and to fashion therefrom an ordered cosmos. The growth of reasoning
in turn goes hand in hand with the development of language. (Childe 3)
Philology may therefore claim a place among the historical disciplines, the functions of which are to reanimate and interpret the process whereby man has raised
himself from animalism to savagery, from savagery to barbarism, from barbarism
to civilization. . . . Favourable climatic conditions, particular natural resources, a
happy conjuncture of trade routes do not suffice to explain this phenomenon [of
the historical advancement of European over Near-eastern cultures]; behind it
lurks the true historic fact of personal initiative. That archaeology cannot grasp,
indeed the concrete person lies beyond the sphere of prehistory. But an approximation thereto in terms of racial individuality is attainable with the aid of philology. Language, albeit an abstraction, is yet a more subtle and pervasive criterion
of individuality than the culture-group formed by comparing flints and potsherds
of the “races” of the skull-measurer. And it is precisely in Europe, where the
critical point of cultural evolution lies enshrouded in the gloom of the prehistoric
period, that the linguistic principles just enunciated are most readily applicable.
(Childe 4)
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This sentiment, though published twenty six years after Nietzsche’s death, nevertheless
summarizes a dominant attitude among historians of culture during his time, and
Nietzsche’s etymological moral archaeology, if you will, falls within this tradition.
Nietzsche’s own research most likely draws upon ancient Greek, Roman, and
possibly Scandinavian texts. He may have had some familiarity with Indian epic literature as well. (See Brobjer, “Eastern Philosophy,” for a meticulous effort to discover exactly what sources Nietzsche may have consulted regarding the history, philosophy, and
literature of the East.) Section 5 of the First Essay shows the influence of eighteenthcentury research regarding the possible Aryan origins of European civilizations, and
Nietzsche doubtlessly read secondary literature on linguistics and ancient cultures such as
that by Max Müller. He purchased a copy of Müller’s two-volume work, Essays: Beiträge zur vergleichenden Religionswissenschaft; Beiträge zur vergleichenden Mythologie
und Ethologie (Essays: Contributions to Comparative Theology; Contributions to Comparative Mythology and Ethology) in the autumn of 1870, and he borrowed Müller’s Vorlesungen über die Wissenschaft der Sprache (Lectures on the Science of Language) from
the university library in Basel in November 1869 and his Einleitung in die vergleichende
Religionswissenschaft (Introduction to Comparative Theology) in October 1875. (See
Brobjer, “Eastern Philosophy” 8, 29, 31.)
Investigation into the possible Aryan origins of European and Indian civilizations
was such a dominant feature of nineteenth-century cultural studies, and the occasional
influence of this research is so apparent in Nietzsche’s writings, that it warrants some attention before we move on. This research was a natural extension of the development of
comparative linguistics.
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By the middle of the nineteenth century, the idea that all Indo-European languages derive from a much older Proto-Indo-European language gained momentum. Scholars endeavored to reconstruct not only that protolanguage but also the
culture associated with it. Most importantly, they became preoccupied with identifying the original homeland of that hypothetical culture. (Feuerstein, et al 49)
Many scholars concluded from evidence of this protolanguage that it must have been
spoken by people from a single culture or even a single race: “From a primitive unity of
speech scholars hastily inferred a primitive unity of race” (Taylor 3). Because it was initiated by the new science of linguistics, the search for the Indo-European homeland relied
for a long time more upon linguistic and cultural than archaeological evidence: “By comparing phonetic and grammatical changes in diverse Indo-European languages, scholars
have invented a series of hypothetical steps, suggesting a certain sequence among the
languages involved” (Feuerstein, et al 56). (See Chapter 1 of Taylor for a detailed account and a scathing criticism of the most common philological arguments.)
Linguists and philologists reached various conclusions. Taylor observes, “The
hypothesis which for half a century was generally accepted, that Central Asia was the
cradle of the Indo-European race, was first propounded in 1820 by J. G. Rhode” (9).
Schlegel proposed a Himalayan homeland from which the primeval race eventually descended into India, Egypt, Europe, and as far north as Scandinavia. (See Taylor 10 and
Aryan and Aryan 25.) Others suggested northern Europe, southern Russia, and even the
North Pole. (See Feuerstein, et al 53.) By the late eighteenth century some scholars began
to employ ancillary research in the fields of geology, anthropology, craniology, and prehistoric archaeology to support the claim that aboriginal Indo-European homeland lay in
Iceland, Sweden, or Germany. (See Aryan and Aryan 26.)
According to the standard account as it came to be formulated, the Proto-IndoEuropeans expanded throughout the world in a movement both violent and profoundly
transformative.
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The picture painted is of barbaric seminomadic tribes in search of new grazing
land for their precious cattle. In their pursuit of wealth, so the story goes, the
blond and blue-eyed Aryans were as ruthless and merciless as the later Huns,
conquering and subduing the native population of the Indian peninsula by the
sword. Bloodthirsty and wild-eyed, they maimed and killed their opponents, ransacked the villages and towns, and devastated the gardens. In the process they destroyed the existing political and economic order. (Feuerstein, et al 53)
This passage describes the supposed invasion of India circa 1500 BCE, when the fairskinned, fair-haired Aryans conquered the “darker” indigenous population. Similarly on
the European continent, the Aryans were said to have subdued the dark-skinned, darkhaired Mediterranean races. Nietzsche obviously borrows from this tradition: “The Latin
malus [bad] (beside which I set melas [Greek: black, dark]) may designate the common
man as the dark-colored, above all as the black-haired man (‘hic niger est—’), as the preAryan occupant of the soil of Italy who was distinguished most obviously from the
blond, that is Aryan, conqueror race by his color . . .” (GM I.5). He speculates briefly in
this section on possible ethnological differences between the indigenous races and their
conquerors and even on how these differences might be reflected in their contemporary
descendents.
Nietzsche’s “blond beast” appears prominently in this and similar contexts. (See
GM I.11, GM II.17, and TI “Improvers” 2.) Some scholars have argued that his only reason for summoning this image is to draw an analogy with the “blond” lion:
The “blond beast” is not a racial concept and does not refer to the “Nordic race”
of which the Nazis later made so much. Nietzsche specifically refers to Arabs and
Japanese, Romans and Greeks, no less than ancient Teutonic tribes when he first
introduces this term (GM I 11)—and the “blondness” obviously refers to the
beast, the lion, rather than the kind of man. (Kaufmann, Nietzsche 225)
(See also, for example, Martin 47.) Yet even Kaufmann acknowledges in his translation
of the Genealogy that Nietzsche specifically mentions the Nordic Goths and Vandals as
well as the ancient Greeks and Romans (Basic Writings 477, footnote 3). While
Nietzsche may indeed want the “blond beast” to evoke the image of a rampaging lion, it
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seems obtuse, given Nietzsche’s apparent acceptance of the received account, to deny
that the idea is inspired predominantly by the story of the Aryan conquerors of Europe
and India: “they compensate themselves in the wilderness for the tension engendered by
protracted confinement and enclosure within the peace of society, they go back to the innocent conscience of the beast of prey, as triumphant monsters who perhaps emerge from
a disgusting procession of murder, arson, rape, and torture, exhilarated and undisturbed
of soul . . .” (GM I.11). Compare this description with that of the supposed ProtoEuropeans cited above.
Nevertheless, even if the primary referent for the “blond beast” is the Aryan conqueror, Nietzsche’s use of this example is no reason to accuse him of either antiSemitism or proto-Nazism. The textual evidence against the claim that Nietzsche is a racist in any conventional sense or a German nationalist, which I cannot take the time to examine here, is too strong to concede such accusations. Even when Nietzsche specifically
mentions “the blond Germanic beast” he qualifies the reference to exclude any definite
contemporary racial identity: “although between the old Germanic tribes and us Germans
there exists hardly a conceptual relationship, let alone one of blood” (GM I.11). Furthermore, Kaufmann is right to point out that when Nietzsche gives examples of “the beast of
prey, the splendid blond beast prowling about avidly in search of spoil and victory,”
which lies hidden at the core of all noble races, he mentions “the Roman, Arabian, Germanic, Japanese nobility, the Homeric heroes, the Scandinavian Vikings” (GM I.11).
This list is hardly restricted to fair-skinned, fair-haired races, suggesting again that for
Nietzsche the Aryan conqueror, the “blond beast,” is an exemplary case of a type of human being that recurred throughout the development of early human civilization all
around the world and whose characteristics continue to appear atavistically from time to
time in certain individuals.
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Some scholars credit Schlegel with designating the Proto-Indo-Europeans as the
Aryan race. (See, for example, Aryan and Aryan 25.) More commonly, Max Müller is
said to have coined the term. (See, for example, Taylor 2.) In any case, its etymology is
fairly clear: “the word ‘Aryan’ stems from the Sanskrit language and is the anglicized
version of arya, meaning ‘noble’ or ‘cultured.’ . . . Thus originally the Sanskrit word
arya did not refer to a particular race or language but to a moral quality or mental disposition—that of nobility—uniting those of like mind into a felt kinship with one another”
(Feuerstein, et al 46). (Literary and epigrammatic evidence indicate that the term was
later used in India and Persia to refer to a particular language. See Feuerstein, et al 47.)
Nietzsche’s genealogy of value concepts, then, falls within the historical and etymological research of his time.
The signpost to the right road [to an explanation of the origin of morality] was for
me the question: what was the real etymological significance of the designations
for ‘good’ coined in the various languages? I found they all led back to the same
conceptual transformation—that everywhere “noble,” “aristocratic” in the social
sense, is the basic concept from which “good” in the sense of the “with aristocratic soul,” “noble,” “with a soul of high order,” “with a privileged soul” necessarily developed: a development which always runs parallel with that other in
which “common,” “plebian,” “low” are finally transformed into the concept
“bad.” (GM I.4)
Thus, on Nietzsche’s account affirmative value terms were originally used by members
of the ruling classes in primitive and ancient societies to describe themselves: “through
those words and roots which designate ‘good’ there frequently still shines the most important nuance by virtue of which the noble felt themselves to be men of a higher rank”
(GM I.5). He acknowledges that in the majority of cases these words simply pointed to
their superiority in power and wealth, but, Nietzsche insists, they also indicated more
subtle features of the noble character, such as truthfulness, which they believed distinguished them from the common people. The original concept of “good,” then, encom-
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passed those features of primitive and ancient rulers which they most esteemed in themselves and that they believed were absent from less noble souls.
This self-valorization, essential to the noble mode of evaluation, is apparent even
in its notion of what is “bad”:
[I]t acts and grows spontaneously, it seeks its opposite only so as to affirm itself
more gratefully and triumphantly—its negative concept “low,” “common,” “bad”
is only a subsequently-invented pale, contrasting image in relation to its positive
concept—filled with life and passion through and through—“we noble ones, we
good, beautiful, happy ones!” (GM I.10)
The noble person feels himself to be happy by nature, and from the faraway pathos of
distance he does not hate the unavoidably unhappy, ignoble human being but simply
holds him in contempt and may even pity him.
One should not overlook the almost benevolent nuances that the Greek nobility,
for example, bestows on all the words it employs to distinguish the lower orders
from itself; how they are continuously mingled and sweetened with a kind of pity,
consideration, and forbearance, so that finally almost all the words referring to the
common man have remained as expressions signifying “unhappy, “pitiable” . . .
(GM I.10)
Those who are “bad,” that is, the unfortunate, miserable, and poor, serve the noble as a
constant reminder of their own great blessedness, joy, and wealth.

Warriors, Priests, and Morality: Overview of the Issues
Based on his etymological analysis of value terms, then, Nietzsche argues that
moral concepts originated in the positive self-evaluation of ancient ruling classes.
Nietzsche’s account so far leads to the conclusion that these classes were constituted by
warriors in primitive societies or by their aristocratic descendents. In section 6 of the
First Essay Nietzsche considers a different case, where the ruling class is populated by
priests rather than warriors. Yet the genealogical rule—that concepts denoting political
superiority resolve into concepts by which the ruling class describes its own character—
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still holds as it did in the case of the warriors: when the highest caste is the priestly caste,
“‘pure’ and ‘impure’ confront one another for the first time as designations of station;
and here too there evolves a ‘good’ and ‘bad’ in sense no longer referring to station”
(GM I.6). Nietzsche warns us not to take these terms “pure” and “impure” too figuratively, at least in their earliest use as value terms. Purity was initially a matter of physical
cleanliness, a fastidious diet, sexual prudence, and aversion to blood.
Nietzsche’s introduction of the priests is the first step toward explaining how morality came to take its present form. Implicit in Nietzsche’s discussion so far is his conviction that the social structure of the ancient world, which gave birth to the human moral
consciousness, was dominated by the strongest and most aggressive individuals, that is,
by warriors. Viewed in this light, the claims of the so-called English psychologists regarding the origin of contemporary morality seem rather implausible: surely a warrior
class of the kind Nietzsche describes would never have established an essentially altruistic morality. This, of course, leaves Nietzsche with the problem of showing how contemporary moral values came to be so different, indeed, quite opposite, from those embraced
by the earliest founders of morality. We can anticipate the general form of his answer:
contemporary morality hails from priestly rather than warrior values. But this is very far
from a complete solution.
In order to solve this problem, Nietzsche should answer several related questions.
Where did the warriors and priests come from, that is, how do they fit into his speculative
historical narrative? Why are the priests’ values so different from those of the warriors?
Why does Nietzsche call the type of morality established by the priests “slave morality”
in contrast to “master morality”? How did slave morality overcome the noble morality of
the warriors, especially since the warriors were so much healthier and stronger than the
priests?
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Nietzsche gives only a superficial answer to the first question; I shall attempt to
construct a more complete Nietzschean answer from the material he provides in the First
and Second Essays and elsewhere. Nietzsche’s short answer to the second question is that
the priests are impotent while the warriors are powerful. He traces this difference in
power to a more basic difference in their relative health, and this invites a deeper analysis
in terms of their psycho-physiological constitutions, using information gathered from the
Second Essay. (Nietzsche’s comment in section 17 of the First Essay regarding the need
for a “physiological investigation and interpretation” encourages this approach.)
Nietzsche ignores the third question, which poses something of a quandary and seems to
require an historical answer. The priests are the originators of slave morality, but they are
quite obviously not slaves, nor are the warriors their masters. If the priestly mode of
valuation branches off from the knightly-aristocratic mode, and the priestly and warrior
castes are in jealous opposition to one another (GM I.7), then the priests are in a position
to compete with the warriors for civil authority, so that the former are as “aristocratic” as
the latter. Thus, Nietzsche’s use of “slave morality” to designate the priestly form of morality needs an explanation. Finally, answering the fourth question is one of Nietzsche’s
primary purposes in the First Essay, and we shall, of course, carefully consider what he
has to say.
Since these questions are interrelated, it is difficult to answer them independently
from one another. I will therefore address the essential topics around which these questions revolve, trusting this process to provide answers to the questions themselves. I will
first examine the psycho-physiological differences between the priests and warriors in
terms of the fundamental characteristics of human nature Nietzsche discloses in the Second Essay. This analysis will yield information helpful both in the effort to discover the
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historical origins of the priests and warriors and in the effort to understand how master
morality and slave morality emerged from the psycho-physiology of their progenitors.

The Psycho-physiology of Warriors and Priests
In the Second Essay, according to my reading, Nietzsche identifies two primary
psycho-physiological features of human nature, which emerged during the prehistoric
process of biological and cultural evolution: 1) the degree to which the multifarious human instincts are coherently organized and 2) the degree to which the most aggressive
instincts are internalized. The first depends on the efficacy of a dominating instinct or an
oligarchy of such instincts, and the second tends to produce the bad conscience. Various
types of human beings have subsequently appeared throughout history, characterized by
the degree to which they possess each of these features. The psycho-physiology of each
type determines the most effective means for expressing that type’s will to power,
thereby generating corresponding dispositions and value preferences in persons of that
type. The struggle for power among different types within any given society manifests
itself in the form of competing moral standards. The warriors and priests of the First Essay are particularly important cases in point.
According to Nietzsche’s assessment, the most obvious difference between the
aristocratic priests and the aristocratic warriors, other than their social roles, is their relative health and vitality. This basic distinction, Nietzsche claims, explains the differences
in their modes of valuation.
There is from the first something unhealthy in such priestly aristocracies and in
the habits ruling in them which turn them away from action and alternate between
brooding and emotional explosions, habits which seem to have as their almost invariable consequence that intestinal morbidity and neurasthenia which has afflicted priests at all times. . . . (GM I.6)
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The knightly-aristocratic value judgments 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 priestly-noble mode of valuation presupposes, as we have seen, other things: it is disadvantageous for it when it comes
to war! (GM I.7)
“Ruling habits” sounds very much like a functional description Nietzsche might give to
what he calls “instincts,” and this hints at a possible etiology for priestly sickliness. A
more direct indication appears in a passage immediately preceding the first citation
above: “it is clear from the whole nature of an essentially priestly aristocracy why antithetical valuations could in precisely this instance soon become dangerously deepened,
sharpened, and internalized; and indeed they finally tore chasms between man and man
that a very Achilles of a free spirit would not venture to leap without a shudder”
(GM I.6). I submit that Nietzsche conceives of the sickliness of the aristocratic priests as
primarily due to the diversity and internalization of their instincts.
The Second Essay supports this interpretation of priestly sickliness. Nietzsche
says there that internalization of the instincts tends to make the human animal sickly: “I
regard the bad conscience as the serious illness that man was bound to contract . . . when
he found himself finally enclosed within the walls of society and peace” (GM II.16).
Again, “thus began the gravest and uncanniest illness, from which humanity has not yet
recovered, man’s suffering of man, of himself . . .” (GM II.16). Insofar as internalization
has become a part of human nature it continues to induce psycho-physiological distress
long after its generating condition of oppression has been removed: “We modern men are
the heirs of the conscience-vivisection and self-torture of millennia . . .” (GM II.24). The
intensity of this distress is magnified when the internalized instincts are mutually opposed, that is, when they generate conflicting desires. I have already noted Nietzsche’s
description of this condition when it is an effect of racial hybridization: “human beings
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have in their bodies the heritage of multiple origins, that is, opposite, and often not
merely opposite, drives and value standards that fight each other and rarely permit each
other any rest. Such human beings of late cultures and refracted lights will on the average
be weaker human beings: their most profound desire is that the war they are should come
to an end” (BGE 200). (See also GS 333; Z I.5, I.6; BGE 208; TI “Socrates” 9, “Skirmishes” 41.) In the Third Essay Nietzsche suggests that both these conditions, internalized instincts and instinctual incoherence, can cause the instincts to become internally
inhibited, an affliction we will consider in more detail in the next chapter.
Furthermore, we find a certain consonance between passages in the First and Second Essays. In the Second Essay Nietzsche describes how internalization of the instincts
enhanced the human soul: “The entire inner world, originally as thin as if it were
stretched between two membranes, expanded and extended itself, acquired depth,
breadth, and height, in the same measure as outward discharge was inhibited”
(GM II.16). The subsequent formation of the bad conscience, he says, had a profoundly
important influence upon the future of humankind: “[man] gives rise to an interest, a tension, a hope, almost a certainty, as if with him something were announcing and preparing
itself, as if man were not a goal but only a way, an episode, a bridge, a great promise”
(GM II.16). Nietzsche describes the priestly nature and the priestly contribution to humankind in similarly prophetic terms:
[I]t was on the soil of this essentially dangerous form of human existence, the
priestly form, that man first became an interesting animal, that only here did the
human soul in a higher sense acquire depth and become evil—and these are the
two respects in which man has hitherto been superior to the other beasts! (GM I.6)
Nietzsche surely views a human soul afflicted by the bad conscience, “an animal soul
turned against itself, taking sides against itself” (GM II.16), as the most dangerous and
yet most potent instrument of cultural transformation. It was this sort of soul, constituted
by internalized instincts, that drove the priestly transvaluation of values.
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As noted above, the knightly aristocrats value “war, adventure, hunting, dancing,
war games, and in general all that involves vigorous, free, joyful activity” (GM I.7). The
aristocratic priests, on the other hand, whose ruling habits “turn them away from action”
(GM I.6), are at a disadvantage in warfare and presumably in vigorous activity in general.
This points to another important difference between the priests and the warriors, namely,
their respective capacities for aggressive physical action. Each type finds its sense of
well-being, we might say its psycho-physiological fulfillment, in a corresponding form of
life.
[The “well-born”] knew, as rounded men replete with energy and therefore necessarily active, that happiness should not be sundered from action—being active
was with them necessarily a part of happiness . . .—all very much the opposite of
“happiness” at the level of the impotent, the oppressed, and those in whom poisonous feelings are festering, with whom it appears as essentially narcotic, drug,
rest, peace, “sabbath,” slackening of tension and relaxing of limbs, in short passively. (GM I.10)
In confrontation with their enemies the priests “are denied the true reaction, that of deeds,
and compensate themselves with imaginary revenge” (GM I.10). By contrast, “Ressentiment itself, if it should appear in the noble man, consummates and exhausts itself in an
immediate reaction, and therefore does not poison . . .” (GM I.10).
One might conclude that the proximate cause of this physical impotence is the
chronic sickliness of the priestly type. I suggest, rather, that Nietzsche attributes the
priests’ incapacity for aggressive physical activity as well as their sickliness to the diversity and internal inhibition of their instincts. The confinement of the human animal
within the walls of society and peace, the archetypal “event” that precipitated the internalization of human nature, created a profound sense of dislocation: “these semi-animals,
well-adapted to the wilderness, to war, to prowling, to adventure: suddenly all their instincts were disvalued and ‘suspended’” (GM II.16).
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They felt unable to cope with the simplest undertakings; in this world they no
longer possessed their former guides, their regulating, unconscious and infallible
drives: they were reduced to thinking, inferring, reckoning, co-ordinating cause
and effect, these unfortunate creatures; they were reduced to their “consciousness,” their weakest and most fallible organ! (GM II.16)
We have already considered at some length the effect of this “event” on human nature:
All instincts that do not discharge themselves outwardly turn inward—this is
what I call the internalization of man. . . . all those instincts of wild, free, prowling man turned backward against man himself. Hostility, cruelty, joy in persecuting, in attacking, in change, in destruction—all this turned against the possessors
of such instincts: that is the origin of the “bad conscience.” (GM II.16)
Contrast the plight of these “unfortunate creatures” of the Second Essay with that of the
“noble race” of the First, for whom “[cleverness] is far less essential than the perfect
functioning of the regulating unconscious instincts . . .” (GM I.10).
On a Nietzschean analysis, the instincts are naturally directed outward, that is,
they evolved in the human organism as principles of motivation for directing human beings toward certain sorts of physical activity. This is particularly true for the more aggressive instincts, which drove primitive individuals toward behaviors likely to increase
the scope of their power in the primeval natural and social environments. The behavior
characteristic of the aristocratic warriors seems to reflect the physical strength and competence one would expect from creatures who are “in tune” with the natural functioning
of the human organism. The behavior characteristic of the aristocratic priests, on the
other hand, seems “out of tune” with this purported natural functioning. Since his most
aggressive instincts are focused inwardly, the aristocratic priest is poorly equipped for
directly and effectively expressing his will in a world where power is predominantly exercised through aggressive action. Still, this condition evidently does not eliminate the
priest’s desire to dominate the “external” world; Nietzsche apparently believes that, even
when driven inward, instincts naturally seek alternative paths to outward expression.
Thus, incapable of engaging their power competitors in direct physical confrontation, the
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priests deploy the skills available to internalized human nature: they think, they plan,
they devise clever schemes through which they may subtly disempower their enemies.
If, as I have claimed, Nietzsche intends the Second Essay to expose the social and
psycho-physiological conditions from which morality evolved, we should view the aristocratic warriors and priests as types of human beings who emerged from these conditions. Nietzsche’s account of the origin of the bad conscience as it appears in sections 16
and 17 of the Second Essay is populated by two main groups: the “blond beasts of prey”
conquered and established their rule over “a populace perhaps tremendously superior in
numbers but still formless and nomad” (GM II.17). The bad conscience developed among
members of the conquered population when their instincts, having been denied external
expression by their new rulers, were forced inward. If we accept this story as truly archetypal, it explains the origin of psycho-physiological features we find repeated and combined in various human types throughout history. The warriors and priests may then be
very loosely thought of as descendents of the beasts of prey and the conquered populations, respectively, since on my account the former did not suffer from internalized instincts while the latter did. This interpretation is supported by the appearance of the blond
beast of prey in section 11 of the First Essay. Nietzsche obviously links the warriors of
section 7 with this beast: both are identified as noble, powerful masters. Yet the beast of
prey is also clearly a type of human being who has emerged at various times and places
throughout history: “One cannot fail to see at the bottom of all these noble races the beast
of prey, the splendid blond beast prowling about avidly in search of spoil and victory
. . .” (GM I.11).

The second psycho-physiological feature Nietzsche identifies in the Second Essay
is the degree to which the multifarious human instincts are organized by a dominating
216

instinct or by an oligarchy of such instincts. Throughout his works Nietzsche refers,
sometimes directly, sometimes obliquely, to non-rational organizational principles, which
enable individuals to focus their psycho-physiological energies coherently upon some
project characteristic of that type of person. (See, for example, D 109; GS 91, 288, 290,
361, 368; Z II.12; BGE 200; GM II.2, III.8; TI “Skirmishes” 38; CW 8; EH II.9.) I have
argued at length in Chapters 1 and 2 that according to Nietzsche, primitive human psycho-physiology lacked such principles, thus making effective, long-term, purposeful action, either individual or corporate, nearly impossible. The prehistoric processes he describes in the Second Essay eventually produced tribal communities with pyramidal hierarchical power structures. Individuals closer to the top of the pyramid tended to have
much better regulated psycho-physiological constitutions than those at the bottom, meaning that their instincts were governed by internal principles of autonomous organization,
that is, by dominating instincts or sets of instincts, giving them relatively coherent volitional structures and strong wills. These processes also created the morality of custom,
which served as a corporate principle of heteronomous organization within each community by imposing uniform standards of behavior upon those at the lower levels of the social pyramid, who had weaker or absent dominating instincts. The degree of volitional
autonomy among members of these primitive societies thus presumably ranged from very
high in the case of a few individuals to extremely low in the case of persons having little
self-control, with the majority of the relatively heteronomous “herd” falling somewhere
in between.
If the Second Essay represents an archetypal, speculative account of the origins of
those basic features of human nature from which our moral dispositions have derived, we
should find evidence of dominating instincts in the types of individuals populating the
First Essay. Indeed, the aristocratic warriors and the aristocratic priests of the First Essay
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exhibit well-disciplined, coherent wills, which suggests that Nietzsche conceives of both
as possessing psycho-physiological structures governed by dominating instincts or sets of
instincts. Yet given their profound differences, it may seem implausible that the warriors
and priests of the First Essay should have such an essential characteristic in common.
The noble warriors are healthy and strong and are the natural rulers of their societies,
while the priests are sickly, weak, and impotent. It is not difficult to think of the warriors
as possessing dominating instincts, but it seems odd to attribute anything dominant at all
to priestly psycho-physiology.
The crucial point to bear in mind is that the primary functions of a dominating instinct in any animal are to maintain the animal’s hierarchical organic structure and to organize the totality of its energies toward the task of extending the scope and strength of
its power in the environment. In the case of human beings, volition is the outcome of the
struggle among our multivalent instincts, and, as indicated above, the strength of the human will is dependent upon the degree to which these instincts are organized by a dominating instinct or a coherent set of instincts. One’s ability to sustain autonomous, longterm, purposeful action and to exert one’s will effectively and autonomously in the competitive environment of human society is thus largely determined by the efficacy of a
dominating instinct.
From this characterization of human autonomy we can infer behavioral traits
typical of those in whom the dominating instinct is well developed as well as those in
whom it is less developed. Chapter 1 documents Nietzsche’s belief that the majority of
the human race, the so-called herd, have remained relatively heteronomous and volitionally undisciplined, even to the present day: “All un-spirituality, all vulgar commonness,
depends on the inability to resist a stimulus: one must react, one follows every impulse”
(TI “Germans” 6). This portrayal of the contemporary German echoes Nietzsche’s de218

scription of primitive humankind, who were “slaves of momentary affect and desire”
(GM II.3). Such instinctual disarray prevents the herd animal from mastering himself.
Thus the herd have always required governance by some moral authority, no less in the
time of the aristocratic warriors and priests than in the ancient past or in the present. (See,
for example, BGE 258, TI “Socrates” 9, TI “Skirmishes” 41.) In the best-run societies,
according to Nietzsche’s estimation, these moral authorities are relatively autonomous
individuals capable not only of effective self-assertion, but also capable of creating and
legislating values and imposing them upon the herd in such a way that the herd becomes
an effective tool for the execution of the rulers’ will. The warrior class fulfilled this function for much of human history and obviously exhibited the strength of will, the personal
discipline, the competitive skills, and the ability to rule characteristic of those possessing
a dominating instinct.
If we are attentive to Nietzsche’s description of the aristocratic priests of the First
Essay, we will find that they exhibit these same behavioral traits, though the modes of
their expression are much different from those of the warriors. The priests’ obsession
with purity and the ascetic practices they use to manage their sickly condition and the
diversity of their drives (GM I.6) reflect tremendous psycho-physiological discipline.
Some of these practices are identical to those Nietzsche attributes to the ascetic priests of
the Third Essay, who show even clearer indications of a dominating instinct. Among the
“dangerous” characteristics of the aristocratic priests, Nietzsche mentions their lust to
rule (section 6), another effect of a dominating instinct. In fact, the aristocratic priests
sometimes constitute the “highest caste” (GM I.6) and compete in “jealous opposition”
(GM I.7) with the warrior caste for political and social domination.
The most striking evidence of the priests’ psycho-physiological and volitional coherence, of their dominating instinct(s), is their success in creating new values, in mobi219

lizing the herd in support of these values, and in sustaining and winning a protracted cultural battle with the noble warriors in spite of the priests’ impotence. Nietzsche ultimately assigns the task of creating values to those he calls “genuine philosophers”:
“Their ‘knowing is creating, their creating is a legislation, their will to truth is—will to
power” (BGE 211). While he clearly does not approve of the aristocratic priests as he
does the so-called genuine philosophers, this passage nevertheless expresses the strength
of will Nietzsche believes is required of those who create original values, something he
certainly attributes to the priests: “The slave revolt in morality begins when ressentiment
itself becomes creative and gives birth to values . . .” (GM I.10).
Nietzsche never explicitly considers the relationship between the aristocratic
priests and the herd. He mentions the herd only twice in the First Essay, in connection
with the herd instinct (section 2) and in connection with the success of the slave revolt in
morality (section 9). The latter passage does, however, allude to a relationship: “‘the
people have won—or ‘the slaves’ or ‘the mob’ or ‘the herd’ or whatever you like to call
them—if this has happened through the Jews, very well! in that case no people ever had a
more world-historic mission.” (GM I.9). Based on section 9 alone, one might conclude
that the herd created slave morality and that the herd were responsible for its victory over
noble morality, but this cannot be for at least two reasons. First, as I have belabored
above, the herd were psycho-physiologically incapable of creating values or sustaining
any kind of battle on their own. Second, sections 6 and 7 make it clear that it was the
aristocratic priests, particularly the Jewish priestly caste, who created slave morality and
who waged a cultural battle against the warrior caste. Nietzsche calls priestly morality
“slave morality” for historical and psycho-physiological reasons I will examine shortly.
He identifies this form of morality with the herd not only because this morality is the externally imposed standard that regulates herd behavior but also because it was the instru220

ment by which the priests forged a cultural militia from the herd and mobilized them
against the warriors. Nietzsche does not offer so complete a picture in the First Essay,
though I believe it is the most reasonable way to fill in the lacunae we find there. The
slave revolt in morality was a revolt exactly because it inverted the social order, granting
the weak and sickly “mob,” under the governance of their hieratic handlers, power over
the strong and healthy warriors.
Finally, the priests’ strength of will is evident in the duration of their cultural
struggle with noble morality: “You are incapable of seeing something that required two
thousand years to achieve victory?” (GM I.8). Nietzsche seems to think of durability in
pseudo-evolutionary terms, that is, a type is durable only as long as it successfully dominates its ever-changing social and physical environments. The longevity of the priestly
type of human being, or more precisely, the type of human being with the priestly sort of
psycho-physiology, is evidence of its success and therefore of its psycho-physiological
power, a result of its dominating instinct.

Warriors and Priests, Powerful Individuals and Higher Individuals
To summarize, both the aristocratic warriors and the aristocratic priests of the
First Essay have well-structured psycho-physiological constitutions governed by dominating instincts. In addition, the instincts of the priests are internally inhibited, while
those of the warriors are not. The herd are hardly mentioned in the First Essay, but we
can infer by comparison with the other two types that their instincts are also internally
inhibited and that they have either very weak dominating instincts or none at all. I concluded earlier that since the warriors did not suffer from internalized instincts they may
be thought of as descendents of the blond beasts of the Second Essay, while the priests,
who do have internalized instincts, may be thought of as descendents of the conquered
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populations. Now we see that this conclusion oversimplifies the genealogical foundations
Nietzsche presents in the Second Essay, for it leaves unresolved a particular problem. If
the priests descend from those who were conquered, how can they possess dominating
instincts, a psycho-physiological feature of the conquerors?
The perhaps obvious response is that the speculative account Nietzsche presents
in the Second Essay chronicles the kinds of events he believes must have recurred
throughout human prehistory. If he is correct, the scenario Nietzsche outlines in sections 6 and 7 repeated innumerable times, the “blond beasts” of one tribal group raiding
and conquering nearby communities, sometimes enslaving their neighbors and carrying
them home, sometimes annexing their neighbors’ territories and pressing them into local
service, and sometimes themselves falling victim to even more powerful invaders. These
recurrent violent exchanges forcibly internalized the instincts of individuals at all levels
of the primitive social hierarchy and therefore individuals of every psycho-physiological
configuration. Many relatively autonomous individuals as well as most of the heteronomous herd were subject to internalization of their instincts, though some autonomous individuals escaped this condition. The net result was that the forms of human nature
emerging from this long and chaotic prehistoric period bore within them the basic potentials listed above, which surfaced in various combinations and degrees during subsequent
periods. The aristocratic warriors and priests of the First Essay represent two possible
outcomes of these processes, the former type manifesting the strength of will characteristic of the primitive ruler and conqueror, the latter type manifesting this same strength of
will but also the internally inhibited instincts characteristic of the primitive oppressed and
culturally mixed populations. The herd are the unfortunate majority who lack a strong
dominating instinct and have inherited internally inhibited instincts from their primitive
ancestors.
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In Chapter 1 I suggested that we distinguish between Nietzsche’s concept of the
higher individual and a more general notion corresponding to what I call the powerful
individual. I defined the latter as one who possesses a complex yet effectively selfgoverned psycho-physiological constitution, that is, one with a rich and possibly diverse
instinctual nature regulated by a strong dominating instinct or set of instincts. It should be
clear that on my analysis, both the aristocratic warriors and the aristocratic priests at least
partially fulfill this definition. Both have dominating instincts, but we do not know the
degree of complexity characteristic of either type of soul. Nevertheless, Nietzsche does
seem to impute more complexity to the priests than to the warriors. As noted above,
Nietzsche says of the priests, “it is clear from the whole nature of an essentially priestly
aristocracy why antithetical valuations could in precisely this instance soon become dangerously deepened, sharpened, and internalized; and indeed they finally tore chasms between man and man that a very Achilles of a free spirit would not venture to leap without
a shudder” (GM I.6). Since on Nietzsche’s account values derive from instincts and passions, the priests’ “antithetical valuations” evince a certain diversity of drives. Nietzsche
would likely assign the causes of this inner diversity to residual traces of primitive psycho-physiological incoherence and, even more so, to cultural and racial mixing during
the long formative period of human prehistory. Whatever the causes, this inner tension,
together with the internalization of the priests’ instincts, appears to distinguish the
priestly nature from that of the warrior, especially when we consider that the mutual antagonism among the priests’ internalized instincts contributes significantly to their sickliness.
I have called attention to Gregory Moore’s claim that Nietzsche’s “higher individual” is the organically “perfect” human being characterized by structural complexity
and the power to dominate the environment. The foregoing examination of the aristo223

cratic warriors and priests illustrates why his depiction of the higher individual is inadequate. Though the warriors dominated their social environment for a long time, they were
eventually supplanted by the priests, and the priests exhibited more structural complexity
than the warriors. On Moore’s definition the priests should be considered higher caliber
individuals, so to speak, than the warriors, yet Nietzsche’s distaste for the priests relative
to the warriors belies this assessment. At best Nietzsche views the aristocratic priest as a
necessary stage of human development on the way to the higher individual: “it was on
the soil of this essentially dangerous form of human existence, the priestly form, that
man first became an interesting animal . . .” (GM I.6). According to my terminology,
then, the aristocratic priest was not a higher individual, but a species of powerful individual.
Determining exactly what Nietzsche means by “higher individual” is beyond the
scope of the present work, but the subject needs further elaboration, however brief. Psycho-physiological complexity, reflected in a complexity of personal values, is, indeed,
essential:
The two opposing values “good and bad,” “good and evil” have been engaged in
a fearful struggle on earth for thousands of years. . . . [T]oday there is perhaps no
more decisive mark of a “higher nature,” a more spiritual nature, than that of being divided in this sense and a genuine battleground of these opposed values.
(GM I.16)
(See also BGE 260.) We have yet to detail the differences between warrior and priestly
values, but this passage indicates that a “higher nature” will incorporate both types, or
perhaps if not exactly these, then similarly opposite sets of values. In Chapter 1 I cited a
number of passages referring to Nietzsche’s assertion that this sort of psychophysiological incoherence tends to produced weak and sickly persons incapable of
autonomous, creative, or commanding action. So, of course, the addition of a dominating
instinct is essential in order to avoid these undesirable effects of a divided nature.
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But when the opposition and war in such a nature have the effect of one more
charm and incentive of life—and, if, moreover, in addition to his powerful and irreconcilable drives, a real mastery and subtlety in waging war against oneself, in
other words, self-control, self-outwitting, has been inherited or cultivated, too—
then those magical, incomprehensible, and unfathomable ones arise, those enigmatic men predestined for victory and seduction. . . . (BGE 200)
A disputatious person might point out that no mention of a dominating instinct appears in
this passage, but resolving “self-control” and “self-outwitting” into something recognizable as such is not difficult. “The will to overcome an affect is ultimately only the will of
another, or of several other, affects” (BGE 117). Again, “To our strongest drive, the tyrant in us, not only our reason bows but also our conscience” (BGE 158). (See also
D 109.) Self-control, like the self-mastery of the sovereign individual (GM II.2), reveals
the activity of a dominating instinct.
This more detailed the portrait of the higher individual still resembles the aristocratic priests of the First Essay rather closely. One might surmise, then, that the characteristic which disqualifies them from holding this title is the internalized state of their instincts. Perhaps only those complex and autonomous persons qualify who also express
their power outwardly in vigorous and aggressive action. Indeed, Nietzsche makes very
positive comments about figures such as Caesar (BGE 200; TI “Skirmishes” 38, 45), Cesare Borgia (BGE 197, A 46, 61), and Napoleon (BGE 199, 256; TI “Skirmishes” 44, 45,
48, 49).
On the other hand, we should note that Nietzsche often expresses the deepest esteem for artists and intellectuals. Among “the more profound and comprehensive men of
this century” he lists Napoleon, Goethe, Stendhal, Heinrich Heine, Schopenhauer, and
Wagner (BGE 256). The conqueror of nations must share Nietzsche’s approbation with a
multitalented artist, a novelist, a poet, a philosopher, and an operatic composer. Of all
those who fall under his critical eye, Goethe and Beethoven probably attract Nietzsche’s
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most frequent and passionate praise. Of art itself he says, “Art is the great stimulus to
life: how could one understand it as purposeless, as aimless, as l’art pour lart?” (TI
“Skirmishes” 24). The crucial point to recall in this connection is how Nietzsche accounts for artistic creativity: “—eventually this entire active ‘bad conscience’ . . .—as the
womb of all ideal and imaginative phenomena, also brought to light an abundance of
strange new beauty and affirmation, and perhaps beauty itself” (GM II.18). According to
Nietzsche, the artist has a bad conscience and draws her power from the cauldron of internalized instincts that constitutes her nature. Some of the artists Nietzsche praises he
certainly considers higher individuals or are at least their forerunners. Internalized instincts, therefore, cannot be the characteristic that disqualifies a type of human being, including the aristocratic priest, from counting as “higher.”
So, then, what is the essential difference between Nietzsche’s higher individual
and what I have called the powerful individual? A careful psycho-physiological comparison of the aristocratic priest and the higher individual has so far failed to answer this
question, even though on my view psycho-physiology is the fundamental basis upon
which Nietzsche builds his genealogy of morals. The best course of action at this point is
to examine the two kinds of values Nietzsche discusses in the First Essay and consider
how they are related to the psycho-physiologies of the aristocratic warriors and priests.
While neither of these two are higher individuals, Nietzsche clearly favors the values of
the former over those of the latter. Having a clear understanding of which features of noble morality he most admires and which features of slave morality he most despises
should thus contribute to our understanding of the nature of the higher individual.
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The Values of Warriors and Priests: Noble Morality and Slave Morality
As we have already noted, the noble values of the ancient warrior emerged from
his healthy and strong nature: “The knightly-aristocratic value judgments 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” (GM I.7). I have argued that the warrior’s
vitality was an outgrowth of his well-organized psycho-physiological constitution: all of
his instinctual energies were disciplined by an outwardly-directed dominating instinct.
This is the natural state of human psycho-physiology qua individual, where “natural” denotes the initial state of the human animal once it evolved sufficient volitional coherence
to gain dominance over its environment as an autonomous individual. We can call this
state “natural” not only because it describes the psycho-physiology of the firstborn powerful individual but also because this individual fulfills the natural governing function in
the organic hierarchy of the first human communities.
The values of this so-called natural individual represent the conditions under
which he most effectively expressed his power and therefore maximized his happiness.
His values were characterized by two primary features: they were unreflective, and they
were self-affirming. What I call “unreflective” Nietzsche generally refers to as instinctive, though the latter term is ambiguous given that Nietzsche reduces consciousness to a
relation among the instincts. At any rate, the noble values of the ancient warrior were instinctive presumably because the behavior of the human animal was purely instinctive for
a very long time before the theater of consciousness grew large enough to hold an individual persona and provide it with a world of apparent self-determinate action. Though
endowed with self-consciousness, Nietzsche’s warrior predominantly acted “on instinct.”
His values were self-affirming because only an egoistic organism can pass the test of re227

productive fitness imposed by dynamic evolution upon an individual type: domination,
submission, or extinction, and the powerful individual is constitutionally loath to submit.
Nietzsche is acutely aware of the resulting dysfunction when the herd or the
decadent act according to their chaotic and undisciplined instincts:
“Freedom which I do not mean.” In times like these, abandonment to one’s instincts is one calamity more. Our instincts contradict, disturb, destroy each other;
I have already defined what is modern as physiological self-contradiction. Rationality in education would require that under iron pressure at least one of the instinct systems be paralyzed to permit another to gain in power, to become strong,
to become master. (TI “Skirmishes” 41)
The noble person, however, already possesses a strong and masterful “instinct system”
governed by a dominating instinct. In his case, “All that is good is instinct—and hence
easy, necessary, free. Laboriousness is an objection . . .” (TI “Errors” 2).
[A] well-turned-out human being, a “happy one,” must perform certain actions
and shrinks instinctively from other actions; he carries the order, which he represents physiologically, into his reactions with other human beings and things. In a
formula: his virtue is the effect of his happiness. (TI “Errors” 2)
And, “as long as life is ascending, happiness equals instinct” (TI “Socrates” 11). For the
noble person, the world is the field where he strives to establish his dominion, the vessel
into which he pours his overflowing strength. It is the clay he molds to his will, and his
value judgments follow accordingly.
The values of the noble person, then, are the cognitive and affective reflections of
his “regulating, unconscious and infallible drives” (GM II.16), where “infallible” means
that his drives naturally tend to promote behavior conducive to his own health and to the
increase of his power.
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The noble type of man experiences itself as determining values; it does not need
approval; it judges, “what is harmful to me is harmful in itself”; it knows itself to
be that which first accords honor to things; it is value-creating. Everything it
knows as part of itself it honors: such a morality is self-glorification. In the foreground there is the feeling of fullness, of power that seeks to overflow, the happiness of high tension, the consciousness of wealth that would give and bestow: the
noble human being, too, helps the unfortunate, but not, or almost not, from pity,
but prompted more by an urge begotten by excess of power. (BGE 260)
This morality is implicit in the conscience of the noble person, in his dominating instinct.
As long as he obeys the inner command, he cannot commit moral error: “this ‘believing
in one’s virtue’—isn’t this at bottom the same thing that was formerly called one’s ‘good
conscience’ . . .?” (BGE 214). Thus, the noble person does not have to think about what
is “good” and what is “bad”; he feels the difference between the two in his body, that is
to say, in his soul. (See Z I.4 on the ultimate equivalence between body and soul.)
The noble person is like the sovereign individual of the Second Essay: “The ‘free’
man, the possessor of a protracted and unbreakable will, also possess his measure of
value: looking out upon others from himself, he honors or he despises . . .” (GM II.2). He
thus recognizes those who are like him as good, but not in the sense that they always
have his best interests in mind, for each one’s values reflect his own needs and desires:
“My brother, if you have a virtue and she is your virtue, then you have her in common
with nobody” (Z I.5). Rather, others are good in the sense that they always act in a consistent manner to preserve their own well-being and extend their own power. Noble morality, then, exhibits a certain formal universality although its particular content will vary
from one community to another and, to a lesser degree, from one individual to another
within a community. For this reason, the noble person may not be able to rely on the help
of every other noble, but he can rely on each of them to act consistently and coherently in
his own self-interest, and this gives each of them a reliable basis for negotiating alliances
and discovering enemies.
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Furthermore, the noble person does not consider his enemies “evil,” a value term
he does not even understand, but neither does he call them “bad.”
How much reverence has a noble man for his enemies!—and such reverence is a
bridge to love.— For he desires his enemies for himself, as his mark of distinction; he can endure no other enemy than one in whom there is nothing to despise
and very much to honor! (GM I.10)
Rather, he calls “bad” those ill-constituted, those “physiologically unfortunate and wormeaten” (GM III.14) people, who are unable to assert their power effectively either through
weakness or indecision. According to the noble mode of valuation, the term “bad” does
not denote some positive existential quality in those he despises: “its negative concept
‘low,’ ‘common,’ ‘bad’ is only a subsequently-invented pale, contrasting image in relation to its positive basic concept . . .” (GM I.10). And, “[The noble man] conceives the
basic concept ‘good’ in advance and spontaneously out of himself and only then creates
for himself an idea of ‘bad’!” (GM I.11). He does not even hate bad people; he merely
finds them contemptible and perhaps pitiable (GM I.10). Needless to say, noble morality
is based upon the kind of natural hierarchy typically generated by the activity of the will
to power: “Moralities must be forced to bow first of all before the order of rank; . . . it is
immoral to say: ‘what is right for one is fair for the other” (BGE 221).

As we have already noted, the values of the ancient aristocratic priest emerged
from his sickly and weak nature. (See GM I.7). I have argued that Nietzsche sees the
priest’s nature and his values as functions of his well-organized but internalized psychophysiological constitution: his multivalent instinctual energies were disciplined by a
dominating instinct, but all of these instincts were focused inward in their primary mode
of expression. This is one possible state of human psycho-physiology qua individual that
resulted from millennia of tribal warfare and the eventual consolidation of disparate
tribes into larger, more diverse communities. The values of this powerful but internalized
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individual derived from a secondary expression of his instinctual energies and represent
the conditions supportive of his effort to dominate the world of human society in spite of
the fact that his nature was poorly suited to this effort. His values were characterized by
two primary features: they were calculated, and they were other-rejecting. The values of
the aristocratic priest were calculated because internalization of the instincts forced this
type of human being to strengthen its cognitive skills: “they were reduced to thinking,
inferring, reckoning, co-ordinating cause and effect, these unfortunate creatures; they
were reduced to their ‘consciousness,’ their weakest and most fallible organ!”
(GM II.16). Eventually the capacity and regularity of human consciousness expanded to a
dramatic degree, and this became the domain in which such natures most effectively expressed their power. In order to understand why priestly values were other-rejecting, we
will have to examine Nietzsche’s concept of ressentiment.
There are only a few explicit references in the First Essay to the cognitive powers
of the priests. They were “the most ingenious (geistreich) haters” (GM I.7), and this ingenious hatred was one source of their values. Nietzsche claims that without the addition
of their spirit, “Human history would be altogether too stupid (dumme)” (GM I.7). Also,
men of ressentiment, of whom the aristocratic priests were prime examples, were eventually bound to become cleverer (klüger) than any noble race, and section 10 exposes the
cunning subtlety of the hieratic soul. The most important tool in the workshop where
priests constructed ideals was a carefully calculated casuistry (GM I.14). Finally, “The
Jews . . . were the priestly nation of ressentiment par excellence, in whom there dwelt an
unequaled popular-moral genius . . .” (GM I.16).
The relation of the priests’ cognitive powers to their values is less clear in these
passages than we might like, but Nietzsche is a bit more straightforward elsewhere. He
traces the onset of this mode of morality to Socrates.
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The ancient theological problem of “faith” and “knowledge”—or, more clearly,
of instinct and reason—in other words, the question whether regarding the valuation of things instinct deserves more authority than rationality, which wants us to
evaluate and act in accordance with reasons, with a “why?”—in other words, in
accordance with expedience and utility—this is still the ancient moral problem
that first emerged in the person of Socrates and divided thinking people long before Christianity. (BGE 191)
And “[s]lave morality is essentially a morality of utility” (BGE 260). Nietzsche believes
that Socrates was “a cave of bad appetites” and that “[t]he same kind of degeneration was
quietly developing everywhere”; “no one was any longer master over himself, the instincts turned against each other” (TI “Socrates” 9). “Rationality was then hit upon as the
savior; neither Socrates nor his ‘patients’ had any choice about being rational: it was de
rigeur, it was their last resort. . . . One must be clever, clear, bright at any price: any concession to the instincts, to the unconscious, leads downward” (TI “Socrates” 10).
Socrates, of course, was neither Jew nor priest, but he was nevertheless plagued
by a similar problem. The Jewish priests were burdened by the effects of internalized instincts; on Nietzsche’s account Socrates, as well as the majority of his fellow Athenians,
suffered from instinctual anarchy. I have argued that such “degeneration” is an indication
of chaotic internalized instincts which remain unregulated either internally by a dominating instinct or externally by highly restrictive moral customs. According to Nietzsche,
such instinctual chaos vitiates one’s ability to act effectively. Thus, Socrates and many of
his fellow countrymen, suffering from both internalization and anarchy of the instincts,
found themselves unable to compete with the more noble Athenians in the world of aggressive action. Like the aristocratic priests in competition with the warriors, Socrates
had to find within himself a new guide for action that did not rely on his ineffectual instincts.
Socrates found that guide in reason: “what did [Socrates] do his life long but
laugh at the awkward incapacity of noble Athenians who, like all noble men, were men
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of instinct and never could give sufficient information about the reasons for their actions?” (BGE 191). But according to Nietzsche, the Socratic project indicates merely that
one drive has gained supremacy over the others: in our effort to combat the vehemence of
a drive, “our intellect is only the blind instrument of another drive which is a rival of the
drive whose vehemence is tormenting us. . . . While ‘we’ believe we are complaining
about the vehemence of a drive, at bottom it is one drive which is complaining about another . . .” (D 109). In other words, a dominating instinct or an oligarchy of such instincts
appointed the intellect to command obedience from the general mob of unruly instincts;
or perhaps these commanding instincts constituted the intellect. Though Socrates took the
application of reason to an extreme never reached by the Jewish priesthood, Nietzsche
affirms the similarity of their methods: “[Dialectic] can only be self-defense for those
who no longer have other weapons. . . . The Jews were dialecticians for that reason;
Reynard Fox was one—and Socrates too?” (TI “Socrates” 6). And Nietzsche asks rhetorically, “Is the irony of Socrates an expression of revolt? Of plebian ressentiment?” (TI
“Socrates” 7).
Distinguishing relatively instinctive action from consciously calculated action is
fraught with difficulty when one considers that Nietzsche reduces consciousness to relations among instincts. Trying to ferret out a Nietzschean theory of mind beyond the few
comments in the Introduction, however, would require much too much labor, and so we
will have to set this problem aside. Suffice it to say that reflexive consciousness, especially in its exercise of reason, is a psycho-physiological mode sufficiently different from
more “instinctive” modes to provide its possessors with the means to model, analyze, and
manipulate the physical and social worlds in ways that give these weaker persons significant advantages over those who are physically stronger, healthier, and more vital.
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Besides the many particulars in which “master” and “slave” morality differ, their
respective practitioners can hardly understand one another, especially when it comes to
the idea of a moral standard. The drives of the prototypical master are coordinated and
disciplined so that they motivate him toward actions that tend to promote his well-being
and to expand his power in the physical world. His standard of value is implicit in his
instinctual constitution and therefore operates largely below the level of conscious reflection. For the priest, on the other hand, knowing right and wrong is a matter of conscious
rational consideration: the priest must think about moral choices. He must “evaluate and
act in accordance with reasons, with a ‘why?’—in other words, in accordance with expedience and utility” (BGE 191). He has to make decisions by referring their likely consequences or his own motives to some cognitively understood standard of value. Actions
and intentions must be morally justified.
Moral judgments and condemnations constitute the favorite revenge of the spiritually limited against those less limited. . . . It pleases them deep down in their
hearts that there are standards before which those overflowing with the wealth
and privileges of the spirit are their equals: they fight for the “equality of all men
before God” and almost need faith in God just for that. (BGE 219)1
The master can offer no justification for his actions because he does not think about them
except in instrumental terms, that is, whether or not they help him achieve his goals, and
he does not think about his intentions at all. The master cannot understand what the priest
means by “right” and “wrong” because to him these are obvious, self-evident categories,
the details of which are dependent on the individual person. To the priest, however, the
master’s behavior appears arbitrary and immoral. There is no reason, no sense to what he
does other than pure selfishness, and the nature of rational morality is that it tends to require universality. The two simply have no apparent point of contact.

1

Nietzsche does not use the term “spirit” and its various forms unequivocally. In this passage I take him to
be thinking of the Greek notion of spirit from which he seems to derive the idea of noble aggression.
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The aristocratic priests crafted their values as an act of hostility against their opponents. Nietzsche cites the Jews as the paradigmatic example, “that priestly people, who
in opposing their enemies and conquerors were ultimately satisfied with nothing less than
a radical revaluation of their enemies’ values, that is to say, an act of the most spiritual
revenge” (GM I.7). On Nietzsche’s account, constructing values in opposition to one’s
enemies is only natural, an age-old pattern first established when tribal communities began to compete with one another for power. (See, for example, Z I.15.) Yet priestly values, rather than emerging organically from the need to differentiate oneself from one’s
enemies and the desire to conquer a worthy foe, sprang from “the spirit of priestly vengeance” (GM I.7). And this hunger for vengeance, Nietzsche tells us, was born of impotence: “the priests are the most evil enemies—but why? Because they are the most impotent. It is because of their impotence that in them hatred grows to monstrous and uncanny
proportions, to the most spiritual and poisonous kind of hatred” (GM I.7).
Nietzsche does not suppose that the desire for revenge is always unhealthy. Every
human being naturally wants to dominate others, and the thirst for revenge is simply the
desire of one who has been subjected to the power of another to recover dominance over
the aggressor. For this reason, during the long prehistoric era in which the basic features
of human nature took form, the feeling of revenge performed a useful function in establishing and maintaining social power hierarchies. This feeling still arises in more noble
natures, even today, but in such natures it quickly dissipates (GM I.10). Among the
priests, however, this feeling deepened into “a farseeing, subterranean, slowly advancing,
and premeditated revenge” (GM I.8). The feeling developed into ressentiment, a festering, virulent resentment that seeks vengeance upon its adversaries through their humiliation, disempowerment, and suffering.
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In the First Essay, Nietzsche casts his discussion of priestly vengeance and ressentiment first within the archetypal struggle between aristocratic warriors and priests
and then within the historical case of the Jewish nation. These contexts tempt us to interpret ressentiment as circumstantial condition dependent for its existence upon the particular type of situation in which it arises. For example, the priests resented the warriors because the former were oppressed by the latter, and because the priests were impotent and
therefore could not challenge their oppressors. If the priests had not been in this unfortunate situation, they would not have been subject to ressentiment.
But this cannot be what Nietzsche means to convey. As noted above, the priests
were impotent only in the sense defined by the warriors, that is, they were incapable of
engaging the warriors in physical competition and combat. Even so, the priests had the
same aristocratic social standing as the warriors and contended with them for political
authority, even if not through physical aggression. The priests therefore were not oppressed by the warriors, at least not in the sense that slaves or even members of the lower
classes were oppressed. Furthermore, according to Nietzsche the effects of ressentiment
have been evident in a variety of circumstances throughout human history, not merely in
cases of overt oppression. Nietzsche finds ressentiment among Greek intellectual descendants of Socrates as well as among the plebeians (TI “Socrates”). The Chinese and Germans exhibited a moral conscience energized by ressentiment (GM I.16). The Reformation in Germany and England was motivated by ressentiment (GM I.16). The egalitarian
spirit of the French Revolution was a manifestation of ressentiment (GM I.16). Indeed,
ressentiment has for a long time furnished the guiding principle of Western culture,
namely, the taming and domestication of the noble type of human being (GM I.11).
Section 13 of the First Essay is particularly enlightening. Nietzsche compares
people of ressentiment to lambs and masterful, noble persons to birds of prey. Nietzsche
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insists that the raptor’s form of life is dictated by the raptor’s nature, and the same is true
of the lamb: “To demand of strength that it should not express itself as strength, that it
should not be a desire to overcome, a desire to throw down, a desire to become master, a
thirst for enemies and resistances and triumphs, is just as absurd as to demand of weakness that it should express itself as strength” (GM I.13). In the final analysis, the weak
resent the strong because they are strong, and those subject to power resent the powerful
because they are powerful. The weak, whether disenfranchised or not, will tend to direct
their ressentiment toward the strong and powerful, even when they do not express their
strength and power in the form of actual oppression. This is clearly evident in the relationship of the aristocratic priests to the aristocratic warriors.
What then is ressentiment if it is not primarily an emotional response to an immediate condition of oppression? After all, Nietzsche says that it is the oppressed, downtrodden, and outraged who, “with the vengeful cunning of impotence” (GM I.13), employ
theological and metaphysical sophistry in their attack upon noble morality. Furthermore,
Nietzsche calls the sort of morality engendered by priestly ressentiment “slave morality,”
and he seems to offer only one explanation for its origin: “The moral discrimination of
values has originated either among a ruling group whose consciousness of its difference
from the ruled group was accompanied by delight—or among the ruled, the slaves and
dependents of every degree” (BGE 260).
The solution is simple if the notion of ressentiment is brought within the a psycho-physiological interpretation of Nietzsche’s genealogy of morality. I propose that
Nietzsche sees ressentiment itself as a psycho-physiological condition that develops
among certain types of human beings with internally inhibited instincts. Such persons
experience internalization as a feeling of volitional inhibition, as though one’s most powerful impulses were unaccountably held in check and forbidden expression by an un237

known force, as though one were internally bound and conquered even in the absence of
any actual oppressor. This is the condition that generates ressentiment among those inhibited persons who feel compelled to reflect their internalized wills to power somehow
back out into the world of human action, where the struggle for domination occupies the
bulk of human relationships.
Nietzsche apparently believes that not all internally inhibited persons contract this
condition in spite of the fact that most psycho-physiological energies must find some
form of external expression even when they are driven backward into the human organism itself. The artists and philosophers of the Third Essay, for example, have internalized
instincts but are not subject to ressentiment. Through a process not unlike Freudian sublimation their internalized energies find external expression in works of art and philosophy, and thus they avoid the frustration which accompanies the need to engage the world
of action while handicapped by a psycho-physiological constitution unsuited to the task.
On the other hand, those who in their very natures lack such an outlet are bound to become enflamed by inexhaustible frustration as their most powerful energies thrust back in
upon themselves. This is the psycho-physiological cauldron that brews the poison of ressentiment, a poison that seethes in the internalized soul waiting for some fissure through
which it can spew its venom.
Nietzsche discloses the psycho-physiological character of ressentiment more
plainly in the Third Essay. The herd vent their ressentiment upon one another
(GM III.15), and the ascetic priests direct theirs against life itself (GM III.11). Clearly,
neither members of the herd nor life as such are responsible for the sense of inner oppression and constriction experienced by either group. Rather, as we will see in the next
chapter, in each case, their internally-induced ressentiment focuses upon the best available external subject.
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The aristocratic priests of the First Essay were also persons of this kind. The ressentiment saturating their souls was not brought into existence by their conflict with the
warriors; it was a pre-existing condition, a consequence of their psycho-physiological
constitutions. The warriors were merely the most natural targets of priestly ressentiment
given the social and political situation. The priests were not the warriors’ slaves, nor
were the warriors responsible for the priests’ impotence, even if the warriors’ vitality
drew attention to it by comparison. No human agent could be rightly blamed for the
priests’ condition, not even themselves. They were denied the true reaction of deeds by
their own internally inhibited nature. Nevertheless, the priests felt a terrible necessity to
forge their society into a shape susceptible to exploitation by their internalized wills, and
this, of course, brought them into direct confrontation with the warriors. Furthermore, if
the priests felt a need to assign responsibility for their own impotence, weakness, and
sickliness, the warriors were the most likely candidates, since they were the priests’
greatest obstacle to social and political influence.
Slave morality, then, was the subtle weapon wielded by the impotent against the
overt strength of the physically powerful, a weapon forged in dark workshop of the internalized human soul: “The slave revolt in morality begins when ressentiment itself becomes creative and gives birth to values: the ressentiment of natures that are denied the
true reaction, that of deeds, and compensate themselves with imaginary revenge”
(GM I.10). This was “slave” morality because its psycho-physiological roots were
planted and cultivated in the human soul during the prehistoric period when tribal warfare, conquest, and slavery forced the widespread internalization of human nature. It is as
though the internalized instincts served as a sort of permanent affective memory of slavery, a psycho-physiological imprint of the conditions which drove the instincts inward,
and this ever-present sense of oppression from within continued to generate values typi239

cal of the oppressed: “These bearers of the oppressive instincts that thirst for reprisal, the
descendants of every kind of European and non-European slavery, and especially of the
entire pre-Aryan populace—they represent the regression of mankind!” (GM I.11). The
aristocratic priest, suffering from the painful effects of this internalization, carried within
himself an enduring, almost physiological resentment against the external world of aggressive, vital action that continually pressed upon his awareness. Though the priest was
not a slave, his morality could not help but reflect the enslaved character of his soul, and
it would naturally appeal to all those similarly afflicted, in particular the herd.
A defining feature of slave morality is its rejection of master morality, and
Nietzsche attributes its most perfect formulation in this regard to the Jews.
It was the Jews who, with awe-inspiring consistency, dared to invert the aristocratic value-equation (good = noble = powerful = beautiful = happy = beloved of
God) and to hang on to this inversion with their teeth, the teeth of the most abysmal hatred (the hatred of impotence), saying “the wretched along are the good;
the poor, impotent, lowly alone are the good; the suffering, deprived, sick, ugly
alone are pious, alone are blessed by God, blessedness is for them alone—and
you, the powerful and noble, are on the contrary the evil, the cruel, the lustful, the
insatiable, the godless to all eternity; and you shall be in all eternity the unblessed, accursed, and damned!” (GM I.7)
The most obvious way to understand this value inversion is to consider the literal meaning of the terms. If slaves were to create their own morality, they would presumably reject many of their masters’ values. Masters typically treat their slaves as subhuman tools
to be used up and discarded or, at best, to be cared for with the aim of preserving their
utility. In societies organized hierarchically, slaves fall completely outside the social
structure of power and value. If such oppressed peoples believed themselves unable to
escape their condition and nevertheless wished to preserve a sense of their own inherent
dignity and worth, we would expect them to develop a morality accordingly. Virtues
would have to place positive value on behaviors and character traits attainable by en-
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slaved persons. Vices would tend to place negative value on the masters’ judgments of
the slaves.
Since Nietzsche traces the preconditions for slave morality to prehistoric tribal
warfare, the above account may correctly characterize the sorts of attitudes that could
give rise to such a morality under the proper circumstances, but it cannot be the whole
story. To begin with, Nietzsche would know that slaves have frequently accepted rather
than rejected their masters’ judgments of their purpose and value. A thoroughly and effectively oppressed people often become dispirited and dependent, eventually viewing
their own worth through the eyes of their oppressors. The explanation for this, as I understand Nietzsche, is that the herd have always constituted the largest portion of the human
race, and the individual herd animal has little or no dominating instinct. An enslaved herd
would thus lack the strength and independence of will even to imagine a morality different from their masters’. Furthermore, after the prehistoric processes which left much of
the human population with internalized instincts, the herd would have been even less
likely to create their own morality, since whatever will they did have would have been
too weak and unfocused to escape its entrapment within the internalized soul. Such a task
had to be left to a type of human being possessed of both internalized instincts and a
powerful will, someone like the aristocratic priest.
Moreover, the rejection of master morality was not the actual impetus that generated slave morality. Rather the rejection of master morality and the creation of slave morality were fraternal twins born from the same psycho-physiological stress.
While every noble morality develops from a triumphant affirmation of itself,
slave morality from the outset says No to what is “outside,” what is “different,”
what is “not itself”; and this No is its creative deed. This inversion of the valuepositing eye—this need to direct one’s view outward instead of back to oneself—
is of the essence of ressentiment: in order to exist, slave morality always first
needs a hostile external world; it needs, physiologically speaking, external stimuli
in order to act at all—its action is fundamentally reaction. (GM I.10)
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The noble nature was appropriately configured to express its power instinctively in the
natural and social worlds, so the nobility established their values implicitly by aggressively affirming their strongest psycho-physiological impulses. The priestly nature, however, faced the dilemma of internalized power with externalized aspirations. The values
best suited to the priest’s internalized nature would have motivated him to express his
power within himself, in the creative domains of feeling and thinking. Yet the priest is a
particular kind of internalized human being, one consumed by a hunger to rule human
society in spite of his maladapted psycho-physiology, as though his imprisoned will to
power sought to dominate the world from which it had been barred by stripping that
world and all its traditional masters of their inherent value. The priests constructed new
values by rejecting everything unlike themselves, everything incommensurable with their
internalized psycho-physiological constitutions. Priestly vengeance thus established the
basis for a new kind of human social organism by crafting foundational values aimed at
destroying the natural social power structures in which they could not participate and
creating artificial structures navigated by the indirect and subtle application of internalized power.
Thus, while the founding evaluation in the case of noble morality was the affirmation of the noble person’s self and its implicit values as “good,” the founding
evaluation in the case of slave morality was the hateful, vehement rejection of the noble
person, his mode of being in the world, and his values as “evil.” The “bad” of noble morality was derived from its founding evaluation and was “only a subsequently-invented
pale, contrasting image in relation to its positive concept . . .” (GM I.10). The “good” of
slave morality was derived from its founding evaluation by completely negating all that
was “evil.” While “bad” people were contemptible and perhaps pitiable, those who were
“evil” deserved to be hated, reviled, and endlessly tortured. (See GM I.15). The priests
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thereby established the premise for a new morality according to which strength, vitality,
the inexhaustible struggle for dominance and instinctive, self-affirming, aggressive action
were condemned and demonized, while weakness, homogeneity, mutual submission, and
thoughtful, self-deprecating, gentle passivity were praised and called holy. In fact, for the
priest, “the meaning of all culture is the reduction of the beast of prey ‘man’ to a tame
and civilized animal, a domestic animal . . .” (GM I.11). If the values of slave morality
were somehow to supercede those of noble morality, as indeed Nietzsche believes they
did long ago, then the social conditions under which the warrior flourished would be so
transformed that his hegemony would be utterly supplanted by that of the priest.

The previous section of this chapter ended with an unresolved question: what is
the essential difference between Nietzsche’s higher individual and what I have called the
powerful individual? The powerful individual has a diverse psycho-physiological constitution and a dominating instinct, the latter attribute furnishing him with a strong, coherent
will to power. Whether or not a person has internalized instincts seems to be irrelevant,
though it affects the domain over which one is best able to express one’s power. The First
Essay approaches this question by contrasting the aristocratic priest with the aristocratic
warrior. Though both have dominating instincts, neither counts as a higher individual; the
priest is disqualified by his slavish values, the warrior by his insufficiently complex nature. The warrior’s simplicity also disqualifies him from counting as a powerful individual, while the priest’s psycho-physiological complexity and dominating instinct grant
him membership in this group.
If the First Essay provides an answer to this question, it is evidently the following: a higher individual is a powerful individual whose values resemble the warrior’s
more than the priest’s. This might sound quite unhelpful until we remember why the
243

priest’s values are opposite those of the warrior, according to the above interpretation.
The priest’s values derive from ressentiment, but ressentiment is a psycho-physiological
condition produced when an internalized will to power strives in spite of its orientation to
escape from its prison, thereby driving its host to seek dominance in the external world of
human society and culture. The will to power in such persons is reduced to indirect external expression through modes commensurate with an internalized nature, and the “unnatural” values of slave morality are the result.
This analysis suggests the following generalization. A powerful individual, that
is, one with a complex psycho-physiological constitution and dominating instinct, is potentially a higher individual if her will to power seeks primary expression within the domain toward which it is directed, either internal or external, and if her psychophysiological constitution is sufficiently well-organized by her dominating instinct to
provide a focused and coherent channel for her energies. Recall Nietzsche’s insistence
that “the same active force” is at work in those who build states and in great artists
(GM II.18). Powerful individuals with externally-directed instincts have the potential to
be higher individuals if they express their power and creativity externally. Ceasar, Cesare
Borgia, and Napoleon were such persons. Powerful individuals with internally-directed
instincts have the potential to be higher individuals if they express their power and creativity internally. Gifted artists such as Goethe and Beethoven were among Nietzsche’s
favorites.
On the other hand, a powerful individual with externally-directed instincts, and
therefore an externally-oriented will to power, who nevertheless feels compelled to focus
her creative efforts inwardly will presumably develop values and behaviors distasteful to
Nietzsche, though this case seems unlikely to occur. A powerful individual with internally-directed instincts, and therefore an internally-oriented will to power, who neverthe244

less feels compelled to focus her creative efforts outwardly will tend to fall prey to ressentiment and to develop regressive values like those of slave morality. In Freudian
terms, perhaps we may cautiously attribute the development of slave morality to the inability of a certain type of internalized human being to sublimate her strongest psychophysiological energies, which prevents her from deploying these energies in what
Nietzsche might call pursuits of the spirit. Nietzsche does not account for the origin of
this disability; perhaps he thinks its genesis is indiscernible among the accretions of psycho-physiological evolution. At any rate, he exposes its activity and traces its consequences. Finally Nietzsche claims, “These bearers of the oppressive instincts . . . represent the regression of mankind” (GM I.11) and implies that the values promoted by such
people should be rejected in favor of values likely to produce “a stronger type”
(GM I.17).

Judaism, Christianity, and Slave Morality in the Western World
When Nietzsche introduces the aristocratic priests in section 6 of the First Essay,
he represents them as a type that has recurred variously throughout history, mentioning,
for example, Hindu and Buddhist priests. In the Third Essay he offers a similarly general
account of the ascetic priest. This is consistent with my claim that Nietzsche believes the
values of the aristocratic warriors and priests were manifestations of their psychophysiological constitutions, which were products of human biological and social evolution. Construed broadly, these values were not unique to any particular culture or period
of history but rather coevolved with the human individual and human society.
In section 7 of the First Essay, however, Nietzsche introduces the Jews as “that
priestly people,” who have done more harm to the noble human being than any other
race. Furthermore, he repeats a claim he first made in Beyond Good and Evil, namely,
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“that with the Jews there begins the slave revolt in morality . . .” (GM I.7). The apparently unique role Nietzsche gives to the Jewish nation in these assertions can be interpreted in at least two ways that are compatible with the forgoing analysis: 1) powerful
individuals of the priestly type among other races produced values similar to those developed by the Jews, but Jewish values were the purest and most successful form, or 2)
Nietzsche is most concerned with morality in the West, and the Jews have exerted unequalled influence in this region of the world. In either case, given the importance
Nietzsche assigns to the Jews in his genealogy of morality, we should consider how their
history might fit into his account.
The following synopsis of ancient Jewish history will provide a context for our
inquiry. During the late bronze age (ca. 1550-1200 BCE) the Jews were one of many
Semitic tribes living in Palestine. Sometime during the early iron age (ca. 1200-1025
BCE) they abandoned their nomadic form of life and established small city-states in Canaan, the region encompassed today by Israel, including the West Bank and Gaza, Jordan, and the southern portions of Syria and Lebanon. During this period, if we are to believe the biblical account, the incipient nation was mobilized against outside aggression
whenever need by “judges,” men chosen by God to defend God’s people. The monarchical era began with the appointment of Saul as warrior king in 1025 BCE. David, another
warrior king, succeeded Saul in 1005 BCE, and David’s son, Solomon, took the throne in
968 BCE. Civil war broke the nation into northern and southern kingdoms in 928 BCE,
called Israel and Judah, respectively, each with its own monarch. Assyria, an important
power in the area since the middle bronze age, gained dominance in the early iron age,
conquering Israel in 722 BCE and Judah in 701 BCE. Though Judah was able to maintain
its national identity, Assyria successfully assimilated Israel, effectively destroying the
northern kingdom. Babylon subdued Assyria during the late seventh to early sixth centu246

ries and began the subjection of Judah and the deportation of its citizens in 604 BCE. Jerusalem, the heart of the Jewish nation, fell in 586 BCE. (See the timeline on pages 526529 of The New Oxford Annotated Bible.)
A warrior class, whether or not formally organized and recognized as such, would
have been an essential part of the Jewish nation from its tribal roots until its conquest by
Babylon. Vital trade routes crossed the Jewish homeland, and control of the region was
frequently and violently contested, thus requiring resident nations to maintain a defensive
posture. On Nietzsche’s estimation the warriors would presumably have lived according
to some kind of noble morality. Since the priests were the originators of slave morality,
one might assume that Nietzsche would locate the rise of the priestly class sometime after the Assyrian conquests, but this is almost certainly incorrect. Critical historical analyses of biblical texts available to Nietzsche had concluded that, despite the historical sequence implied by the Bible itself, the formal Jewish priesthood was established in the
time of King David, and this was well before the Assyrian conquest and the later Babylonian deportation of the nation.2 Thus, both priestly and noble types of persons were already present before any possible enslavement of the Jewish people and, indeed, prior to
the formalization of the priesthood itself. The priestly type, that is, the powerful individual with internalized instincts, was not the product of either the Assyrian or Babylonian
invasion but, rather, had been formed much earlier, probably in the prehistoric past antedating even the consolidation of the Semitic tribes. This type then naturally gravitated
toward the priestly office, once it was formally organized.
As long as the noble class held political sway the Jewish priesthood would have
promoted their values as best they could, but they would not have been in a position to
establish slave morality. Nietzsche’s brief summary of the nation’s history in sections 24
2

Nietzsche possessed and read a copy of Prolegomena zur Geschichte Israels, Julius Wellhausen (Berlin:
1883). See Brobjer, “Private Library” 680 and Appendix 1.
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through 26 of The Antichrist suggests that prior to the Assyrian invasion, national values
and even the Jewish religion reflected a masterly disposition: “Its Yahweh was the expression of a consciousness of power, of joy in oneself, of hope for oneself: through him
victory and welfare were expected. . . . Yahweh is the god of Israel and therefore the god
of justice: the logic of every people that is in power and has a good conscience” (A 25).
Even when beset by “anarchy within, [and] the Assyrian without” (A 25) they managed
to retain their warlike values for some time: “The people, however, clung to the vision, as
the highest desirability, of a king who is a good soldier and severe judge . . .” (A 25).
When Judah failed to regain its power as a nation, Nietzsche believes the people should
have abandoned Yahweh, since he was apparently no longer capable of preserving their
strength. But instead they “denatured” their concept of God to one that is recognizable as
the guardian of slave morality: “The concept of God becomes a tool in the hands of
priestly agitators, who now interpret all happiness as a reward, all unhappiness as punishment for disobeying God, as ‘sin’. . . . A god who demands—in place of a god who
helps . . .” (A 25).
Thus, while the conquest of the Jewish nation did not create the priestly type,
Nietzsche apparently believes that it did provide the opportunity for “priestly agitators”
to lay the groundwork for slave morality. Prior to the Assyrian invasion, political and social conditions prevented the priests from fully developing the values implicit in their
psycho-physiological constitutions. Once the nation had been conquered and the warriors
were effectively subdued so that they no longer retained the power necessary to set the
standard of value for their people, the priests were in a position to begin their work. After
all, the incarcerated character of the priest was already pre-formed to thrive under the
new conditions of oppression. The priests were in their element.
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Nietzsche views Christianity as the further development and malignant expansion
of Judaism throughout the world: “[Christianity] is not a counter-movement to the Jewish
instinct, it is its very consequence, one inference more in its awe-inspiring logic” (A 24).
In spite of Jesus’ fatal conflict with Jewish authority, and in spite of the fact that Christian history runs red with anti-Semitism, Christianity is the Trojan horse by which Judaism delivered slave morality into the heart of Western culture.
[F]rom the trunk of that tree of vengefulness and hatred, Jewish hatred—the profoundest and sublimest kind of hatred, capable of creating ideals and reversing
values, the like of which has never existed on earth before—there grew something
equally incomparable, a new love, the profoundest and sublimest kind of love—
and from what other trunk could it have grown?
...
This Jesus of Nazareth, the incarnate gospel of love, this “Redeemer” who
brought blessedness and victory to the poor, the sick, and the sinners—was he not
this seduction and bypath to precisely those Jewish values and new ideals?
(GM I.8)
The poor and sick are those whom slave morality declares “good” as opposed to the
“evil,” who are well-born, healthy, strong, and powerful. By declaring the unfortunate
and powerless to be God’s favorites and by making love for them into a central virtue,
Jesus conferred the most privileged status upon those whom noble morality deemed contemptible and “bad.” The Jewish authorities arranged Jesus’ execution and persecuted his
followers, and, on Nietzsche’s estimation, in so doing they convinced the anti-Semitic
world that to embrace Christianity was to oppose Judaism. Whether or not for the reasons
Nietzsche cites, the West has certainly embraced Christian values, which, even on many
contemporary interpretations, are in essence quite close to post-exilic Jewish values:
“with the Jews there begins the slave revolt in morality: that revolt which has a history of
two thousand years behind it and which we no longer see because it—has been victorious” (GM I.7).
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In section 16 of the First Essay, Nietzsche characterizes the historic struggle between noble and slave morality in the West as a struggle between Rome and Judea. We
can follow his thinking by briefly tracing the history of the Western Christian Church.
While Jewish and Christian values best exemplify slave morality, Nietzsche believes that
classical Roman values were and continue to be the best representation of noble morality,
“For the Romans were the strong and noble, and nobody stronger and nobler has yet existed on earth or even been dreamed of . . .” (GM I.16). After the death of Jesus, Christian
communities spread throughout the Roman empire and were brutally persecuted by its
rulers.
The turning point in the struggle between Rome and Christ or, as Nietzsche
would have it, between Rome and Judea, was the legalization of Christianity by the Emperor Constantine I in 313 CE. Christianity soon became the official religion of the empire in 380 CE under Emperor Theodosius I, and thus acquired vastly expanded powers
in its campaign against noble morality. After long suppression by the Holy Roman
Catholic Church, the classical ideal reawakened during the Renaissance, “but Judea immediately triumphed again, thanks to that thoroughly plebian (German and English) ressentiment movement called the Reformation, and to that which was bound to arise from
it, the restoration of the church—the restoration too of the ancient sepulchral repose of
classical Rome” (GM I.16). Slave morality gained even greater influence by means of the
French Revolution through which it was thoroughly politicized and secularized, thereby
enlarging its wardrobe beyond exclusively religious vestments. Rallied by “the mendacious slogan of ressentiment, ‘supreme rights of the majority’” (GM I.16), the mob subsequently gained unprecedented power over the nobility. Napoleon, the very incarnation
of the noble ideal, briefly returned France and much of Europe to an empire of the classic
sort, founded on the ancient natural hierarchy, but he failed to sustain it against the corro250

sive effects of popular ressentiment. On Nietzsche’s view slave morality lies at the foundation of modern liberalism, “in other words, herd-animalization” (TI “Skirmishes” 38),
a doctrine of egalitarianism crafted by ressentiment for the purpose of collapsing the
natural power hierarchy that has always nurtured human excellence.
At the end of the First Essay Nietzsche expresses his hope that the classical ideal
or something like it will someday reemerge. The Second Essay ends similarly, with
Nietzsche’s messianic prophecy that the Antichrist will one day redeem this reality from
the curse laid upon it by the reigning ideal. It is an interesting and difficult question, one
that I shall not try to answer, whether Nietzsche believes the proper domain of this redemption is in the socio-political sphere or within the human spirit or both. What is clear
is Nietzsche’s assertion that today the place where the tension between slave and master
morality remains most powerful and least resolved is in the soul of the higher individual.
Since Nietzsche assigns a high value to this complexity of soul, provided it is welldisciplined by a strong will to power, we cannot blithely assume that he would favor a
simple return to Roman values in society and in political organization. Perhaps he might
prefer to live in a society constituted by many diverse and even opposed sets of values, as
long as their proponents were not permitted to destroy one another and were disciplined
and organized so as to serve some greater purpose transcending their separate agendas.
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How is freedom measured in individuals and peoples? According to the resistance
which must be overcome, according to the exertion required, to remain on top.
The highest type of free men should be sought where the highest resistance is
constantly overcome: five steps from tyranny, close to the threshold of the danger
of servitude. This is true psychologically if by “tyrants” are meant inexorable and
fearful instincts that provoke the maximum of authority and discipline against
themselves; most beautiful type: Julius Caesar. This is true politically too; one
need only go through history. The peoples who had some value, attained some
value, never attained it under liberal institutions: it was great danger that made
something of them that merits respect. Danger alone acquaints us with our own
resources, our virtues, our armor and weapons, or spirit, and forces us to be
strong. First principle: one must need to be strong—otherwise one will never become strong. (TI “Skirmishes” 38)
Yes, Nietzsche says, “The free man is a warrior” (TI “Skirmishes” 38) and “Not contentedness but more power; not peace but war; not virtue but fitness (Renaissance virtue,
virtù, virtue that is moraline-free)” (A 2). But passages such as that quoted above suggest
he may mean the inner war, whether the domain is individual or collective. Finally, we
should once more recall that Nietzsche lavishes great praise upon artists as well as upon
autocratic statesmen.
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Chapter 5
The Meaning of Ascetic Ideals for the Ascetic Priest and the Herd
On the Genealogy of Morals - The Third Essay, Part 1

Since my effort to show that Nietzsche accounts for the character and evolution of
values in terms of human psycho-physiology will continue below, I will repeat a basic
thesis stated in the previous chapter. In the Second Essay, according to my reading,
Nietzsche identifies two primary psycho-physiological features of human nature, which
emerged during the prehistoric process of biological and cultural evolution: 1) the degree
to which the multifarious human instincts are coherently organized and 2) the degree to
which the most aggressive instincts are internally inhibited. The first depends on the efficacy of a dominating instinct or an oligarchy of such instincts, and the second tends to
produce the bad conscience. Various types of human beings have subsequently appeared
throughout history, characterized by the degree to which they possess each of these features. The psycho-physiology of each type determines the most effective means for expressing that type’s will to power, thereby generating corresponding dispositions and
value preferences in persons of that type. The struggle for power among different types
within any given society manifests itself in the form of competing moral standards.
The forgoing examination of the First Essay showed how these features contributed to the values of the aristocratic warrior and the aristocratic priest, and we will conduct a similar analysis in the Third Essay. Nietzsche’s stated goal in this final part of the
Genealogy is to explain the meaning of the ascetic ideal for several types of human beings, for the philosopher, the scholar, the “physiologically deformed and deranged,” the
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priest, and the saint (GM III.1). What this comes to in terms of the present approach is an
examination of how the ascetic ideal emerges from the psycho-physiological constitutions of several types of people, all of whom are still present in contemporary society: the
artist, the philosopher, the ascetic priest, the herd animal, and the scholar and scientist.
Rather than follow Nietzsche’s order of exposition, however, I will begin with his
comments on the ascetic priest. It is only with the ascetic priest that “we seriously come
to grips with our problem: what is the meaning of the ascetic ideal?—only now does it
become ‘serious’: we are now face to face with the actual representative of seriousness.
‘What is the meaning of all seriousness?’” (GM III.11). Though Nietzsche postpones discussion of the ascetic priest until after the artist and the philosopher, perhaps for rhetorical reasons, the above comment suggests that the ascetic priest has some priority over the
other two. The ascetic priest is probably the oldest of the types mentioned in the Third
Essay, and he seems to have a foundational role with respect to ascetic ideals. For example, “the philosophic spirit always had to use as a mask and cocoon the previously established types of the contemplative man” (GM III.10), among whom we find the priest. The
seriousness of the ascetic priest also gives him a certain priority in the present investigation. The seriousness of the ascetic ideal for the ascetic priest derives from the fact that
“His right to exist stands or falls with that ideal” (GM III.11). It is thus with the ascetic
priest that we might expect to find the most vigorous application of the ascetic ideal, and
this makes him a particularly suitable subject with which to begin the examination of the
ascetic ideal. Along with the ascetic priest we will treat the herd animal because of the
importance of their relation to one another and because on my account they have similar
psycho-physiological constitutions. We will examine the artist, the philosopher, and the
scholar in the next chapter.
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The Psycho-physiology of Chronic Sickliness, a Closer Look
If values are grounded in the psycho-physiology of their proponents then the
same will be true of an ascetic ideal, and the effort to understand the meaning of such an
ideal for the ascetic priest should begin with an investigation of his psycho-physiological
characteristics. Like the aristocratic priest of the First Essay, sickliness is a defining feature of the ascetic priest. Chronic, psycho-physiological sickliness, however, is by no
means limited to the priestly type of human being. Nietzsche believes, to the contrary,
that for a long time sickliness has been the predominant human condition, “we cannot
deny its normality” (GM III.14), and it characterizes the herd no less than the priest. Furthermore, in the Third Essay Nietzsche is particularly concerned with the dangerous effects of the sick majority upon those few who are healthy: “The sick represent the greatest danger for the healthy; it is not the strongest but the weakest who spell disaster for the
strong” (GM III.14). Since Nietzsche focuses much more on these issues in the Third Essay than in the First, we shall begin by examining in greater detail the relationship he
finds between sickliness and psycho-physiology. I have argued that Nietzsche takes the
sickliness of the aristocratic priest to be an indication of internally inhibited instincts, an
affliction that tends to plague those whose instincts are internalized and/or mutually antagonistic, and that this psycho-physiological condition was an essential factor in the
formation of slave morality. Evidence in the Third Essay points to a similar conclusion in
the case of the ascetic priest and the formation of his values.
Nietzsche asks rhetorically, “Where does it come from, this sickliness?” and answers, “[Man is] the great experimenter with himself, discontented and insatiable, wrestling with animals, nature, and gods for ultimate dominion—he, still unvanquished, eternally directed toward the future, whose own restless energies never leave him in peace
. . .” (GM III.13). This of course raises other, more basic questions: why does man, “the
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sick animal” (GM III.13) treat himself in such a fashion, and how does this explain his
sickliness? Nietzsche’s discussion in the Second Essay regarding “the internalization of
man” (GM II.16) again provides the key to understanding why the human animal experiments so ruthlessly upon himself. It was the inventor of the bad conscience “who had
to turn himself into an adventure, a torture chamber, an uncertain and dangerous wilderness . . .” (GM II.16). This event created a new type of human being: “the existence on
the earth of an animal soul turned against itself, taking sides against itself, was something
so new, profound, unheard of, enigmatic, contradictory, and pregnant with a future that
the aspect of the earth was essentially altered” (GM II.16). It seems likely, then, that
Nietzsche believes the self-experimentation and internal struggle, which he cites in the
Third Essay as the causes of pervasive human sickliness, are themselves results of the
internalization of the instincts.
The Third Essay presents still more decisive evidence of the connection between
sickliness and internalization of the instincts. In section 20, after commenting that the
ascetic priest gives the name “sin” to “the animal’s ‘bad conscience’ (cruelty directed
backward),” Nietzsche describes the condition of this human animal: “Man, suffering
from himself in some way or other but in any case physiologically like an animal shut up
in a cage, uncertain why or wherefore . . .” (GM III.20). Below we will consider how
Nietzsche explains the persistence of the ascetic ideal, but first we will note the conclusion he draws from this observation.
That this ideal acquired such power and ruled over men as imperiously as we find
it in history, especially wherever the civilization and taming of man has been carried through, expresses a great fact: the sickliness of the type of man we have had
hitherto, or at least of the tamed man, and the physiological struggle of man
against death (more precisely: against disgust with life, against exhaustion,
against the desire for the “end”). The ascetic priest is the incarnate desire to be
different. . . . (GM III.13)

256

Recall that “the creature imprisoned in the ‘state’ so as to be tamed . . . invented the bad
conscience for himself in order to hurt himself after the more natural vent for this desire
to hurt had been blocked” (GM II.22); “this animal . . . rubbed itself raw against the bars
of its cage as one tried to ‘tame’ it” (GM II.16). The man tamed by civilization referred to
in section 13 of the Third Essay is almost certainly this same “creature” who invented the
bad conscience, or at least both are products of the prehistoric process which made internalization of the instincts into a permanent psycho-physiological feature of most of the
human species. This conclusion is emphasized by the priest’s giving the name “sin” to
the bad conscience. In doing so he condemns as evil the internalized nature of the bulk of
humanity: “he reinterprets these animal instincts themselves as a form of guilt before
God” (GM II.22). Nietzsche’s basic claim thus seems to be that when the aggressive instincts are obstructed and prevented from expressing themselves in physical action,
chronic physiological and psychological sickness are both the almost inevitable results.
Certain passages, however, appear to argue against the interpretation of prevalent
sickliness as an indication of internalized instincts.
On may assume in advance the probability that from time to time and in certain
parts of the earth a feeling of physiological inhibition is almost bound to seize on
large masses of people, though owing to their lack of physiological knowledge,
they do not diagnose it as such: its “cause” and remedy are sought and tested only
in the psychological-moral domain (this is my most general formula for what is
usually called “religion”). (GM III.17)
Among the possible causes of “[s]uch a feeling of inhibition” Nietzsche cites “the crossing of races too different from one another (or of classes—classes always also express
differences of origin and race . . .),” “injudicious emigration,” and “the aftereffects of age
and exhaustion in the race” (GM III.17). Zarathustra describes this sort of human hybridization metaphorically, “Motley, all ages and peoples peek out of your veils; motley,
all customs and faiths speak out of your gestures” (Z II.14). These sorts of cultural and
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sociological considerations seem unrelated to Nietzsche’s psycho-physiological analysis
of human sickliness and seem to bear no relationship to internalization of the instincts.
This impression, however, is somewhat misleading. As already noted in the Introduction and in the foregoing chapters, Nietzsche typically accounts for the efficacy of
such apparently sociological factors in terms of their influence upon the instinctual constitution of a race. A previously-cited example appears in section 208 of Beyond Good
and Evil, where Nietzsche argues that the new generation created by a sudden crossing of
races and classes will inherit diverse values “in its blood” and that this diversity will have
“an inhibiting effect” and produce “nervous exhaustion and sickliness.” In another previously-cited passage from section 200 of the same book, Nietzsche claims that when races
are mixed indiscriminately, “human beings have in their bodies the heritage of multiple
origins, that is, opposite, and often not merely opposite, drives and value standards that
fight each other and rarely permit each other any rest.” Such internal conflict, he says,
typically produces weak human beings, and Nietzsche frequently associates weakness
with sickliness.
Thus, Nietzsche evidently finds a causal connection between internal inhibition of
the instincts and sickliness, when this inhibition results from a mutual antagonism among
the instincts. To illustrate Nietzsche’s view in perhaps overly specific terms, an individual whose parents are members of different races or classes will inherit incompatible and
possibly opposed drives, which will appear in the individual’s mind as incompatible and
possibly opposed values. The difficulty such an individual faces in acting coherently can
thus be interpreted either physiologically or psychologically, which for Nietzsche are alternative views of the same phenomenon. In the former case, instinctual inhibition is the
inability of any particular instinct to motivate the individual without another, incompatible instinct rising up to oppose this motivation. Yet this is not exactly the same phe258

nomenon Nietzsche describes in the Second Essay as internalization of the instincts. In
the case of internalization, instincts fail to motivate action because their energy in redirected inwardly rather than outwardly. Nevertheless, both phenomena have the same basic effects, namely, internal inhibition of the instincts and sickliness. Given Nietzsche’s
account of human psycho-physiological and social evolution, it seems likely that he believes most of the human race is both “mixed” and internalized. Still, these two sources
of the “feeling of physiological inhibition” (GM III.17) are conceptually distinct, and the
Third Essay includes references to both.
In the Third Essay Nietzsche mentions one more cause of chronic sickliness in the
human species, namely, accidents of human physiology, which are unfortunate results of
evolutionary processes or of poor diet and hygiene. In addition to the cultural and sociological causes of the “feeling of inhibition” listed in section 17, Nietzsche cites “an incorrect diet” and “degeneration of the blood, malaria, syphilis, and the like” (GM III.17). He
also tells us that those who are sick frequently seek some explanation for their illness besides the real physiological cause which “may perhaps lie in some disease of the nervus
sympathicus,” or in a dysfunction of the internal organs, or a problem with blood chemistry (GM III.15). Perhaps the most definite claim of this sort is in Beyond Good and Evil:
“There is among men as in every other animal species an excess of failures, of the sick,
degenerating, infirm, who suffer necessarily. . . . The accidental, the law of absurdity in
the whole economy of mankind, manifests itself most horribly in its destructive effect on
the higher men . . .” (BGE 62). This reflects Nietzsche’s denial that human evolution
necessarily advances toward any sort of perfection. Rather, it is fraught with accidents
and absurdities.
In summary, Nietzsche cites three possible causes for the chronic sickliness he
believes is so pervasive and deeply rooted in human psycho-physiology that it amounts to
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a defining feature of human nature for most of the species: internalization of the instincts,
instinctual incoherence, and physiological accident. The first two both result in the internal inhibition of the instincts and so are functionally indistinguishable. The third seems to
be an entirely different sort of condition until we remember that, for Nietzsche, the
physical and psychological dimensions of the human person are different aspects of a
single being. Thus, accidental sickliness, if chronic and severe, will tend to generate a
volitional lassitude and/or confusion similar to that generated by instinctual incoherence
and thus will also tend to produce similar volitional inhibition. Perhaps this is best illustrated through a comparison of the healthy and strong noble warriors of the First Essay
with the herd of the Third. In the case of the former, “The knightly-aristocratic value
judgments presupposed a powerful physicality, a flourishing, abundant, even overwhelming 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” (GM I.7).
Compare this to the plight of the latter, “Those who are failures from the start, downtrodden, crushed . . .” (GM III.14), who no longer trust life and are sick of themselves. They
must contend with “the deep depression, the leaden exhaustion, the black melancholy of
the physiologically inhibited” (GM III.17). For the healthy and strong, exuberant and aggressive action is the natural, instinctive outflow of their vitality; such activity is simply
what life is for the robustly healthy. In contrast, the chronically ill are unable to participate in this kind of vigorous life because their action is constrained by weakness and disability.
So, regardless of its etiology, Nietzsche apparently correlates pervasive, chronic
human sickliness with volitional inhibition. All three causal factors, then, have two effects in common, which determine their common influence on the development of human
values: 1) they create the sense that one’s ability to act is internally inhibited, and 2) they
260

create the sense that one’s actions are not truly one’s own, that is, one feels that one’s
actions are to a large degree directed by determinants outside one’s control. While these
two are closely related and perhaps always accompany one another, they are phenomenologically distinct effects of the three conditions listed above. The first effect involves a
feeling of impotence and frustration over the inability to accomplish one’s desires; the
second involves a feeling that one is always necessarily obedient to some external will or
force. Such an inhibited person both lacks a feeling of personal power and feels rigidly
subject to the power of others.

The Psycho-physiology of the Ascetic Priest
Both the ascetic priest and the herd are among the majority of humankind who are
sickly by nature: “We must count the ascetic priest as the predestined savior, shepherd,
and advocate of the sick herd. . . . . . . He must be sick himself, he must be profoundly
related to the sick—how else would they understand each other?” (GM III.15). But what
is cause of the ascetic priest’s sickliness? Does he suffer from the internalization of his
most aggressive instincts? Or are his instincts in perpetual conflict, resulting in a degenerative volitional incoherence? Or does he simply have the misfortune of a chronically ill
body due to the accidents of evolution, inheritance, and environment? Does this question
have any importance relative to understanding the values of the ascetic priest?
Our task is to clarify Nietzsche’s claims regarding the origin of morality, which at
the moment concerns the origin of the ascetic priest’s values. So the question posed
above is important if it has any bearing on this task; and, indeed, it does. The simplest
available argument for the relevance of this question will appeal to insights gathered
from the First Essay. Both the aristocratic warriors and the aristocratic priests possessed
strong dominating instincts, yet their values were antithetical. Tracing these value differ261

ences to psycho-physiological differences disclosed the internally-inhibited instincts of
the priests and the externally-focused, powerful instincts of the warriors. Mutual tension
among the priests’ instincts contributed to this inhibition, and some degree of accidental
sickliness may have as well. The decisive factor which made slave morality into the opposite of noble morality, however, was the polarity of each type’s instincts, so to speak,
especially the dominating instinct: the warriors’ most aggressive instincts were directed
outwardly, while those of the priests were directed inwardly, that is, internalized. The
mere inhibition of a force, such as that caused by instinctual tension or accidental sickliness, has no direct effect upon its polarity. In fact, an inhibited force per se would be
completely ineffectual and therefore have no polarity at all. For example, though instincts
in mutual opposition are not annihilated, neither can they motivate action unless one accumulates more power than its opposite or some other, more powerful instinct overcomes
them both. (Recall Nietzsche’s comments regarding anarchy of the instincts. See, for example, BGE 258, TI “Socrates” 9, A 25.) In the case of internalization, however, instincts
are inhibited only from external expression but are still able to express themselves internally.
The point is this: like the aristocratic priest of the First Essay, the ascetic priest is
sickly by nature, and of the three causes of sickliness Nietzsche identifies, it is only internalization of the instincts that alters the directional focus of a person’s psychophysiological energies, and it is the direction of this focus, especially that of a dominating instinct, that Nietzsche implies has the greatest effect on a powerful person’s values.
This is not to say that internalized instincts may not also be in mutual tension with one
another—they usually will be—but internalization is the crucial factor in value formation. We will discover shortly whether or not the ascetic priest has a dominating instinct,
but first we must determine whether or not his instincts are internalized.
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So, does the Third Essay include any evidence that the sickliness of the ascetic
priest evinces internalized instincts? In short, yes, though it is less conspicuous that we
might like. To begin with, ascetic priests “inflict as much pain on themselves as they possibly can out of pleasure in inflicting pain” (GM III.11), a psycho-physiologically-based
mode of life inherited, in kind if not in degree, from their prehistoric ancestor, “the inventor of the ‘bad conscience’” (GM II.16). This mode of life was forced upon those prehistoric human beings who first acquired internalized instincts. Enclosed within the
primitive, incipient civil state and thereby unable to express his most aggressive drives,
the human animal “impatiently lacerated, persecuted, gnawed at, assaulted, and mistreated himself” (GM II.16). His most aggressive instincts were driven inward and discharged their energy back into his own body and mind, manifesting as self-directed cruelty and sickliness. The ascetic priest exhibits these same identifying characteristics of
internalization.
Since according to my reading of Nietzsche values derive from psychophysiology, and since our study of the First Essay yielded quite a bit of information about
the psycho-physiology of the aristocratic priest, a general comparison of slave morality
with the values of the ascetic priest should be instructive. Recall the psychophysiological basis of the aristocratic priests’ values: “The slave revolt in morality begins
when ressentiment itself becomes creative and gives birth to values . . .” (GM I.10).
While every noble morality develops from a triumphant affirmation of itself,
slave morality from the outset says No to what is “outside,” what is “different,”
what is “not itself”; and this No is its creative deed. This inversion of the valuepositing eye—this need to direct one’s view outward instead of back to oneself—
is of the essence of ressentiment: in order to exist, slave morality always first
needs a hostile external world; it needs, physiologically speaking, external stimuli
in order to act at all—its action is fundamentally reaction. (GM I.10)
Slave morality was motivated by a desire for vengeance against all who were healthy,
strong, and physically powerful, and it denied the value of the noble society and its hier263

archical principles of organization based on physical strength. The foundation of noble
morality was the affirmation of oneself and that which was like oneself; the foundation of
slave morality was the rejection of whatever threatened or was unlike oneself. I have argued that the vengeful and nay-saying character of the aristocratic priest’s values derived
from an internalized will to power coupled with a maladapted compulsion to dominate
the external social world. His internalized will to power, furthermore, was generated by a
diversity of internalized instincts governed by an internalized dominating instinct. Similarly, Nietzsche says of the ascetic life, “here rules a ressentiment without equal”
(GM III.11). Ressentiment can afflict persons with any form of internally inhibited instincts, depending upon other psycho-physiological conditions, but its association with
asceticism nevertheless gives us a preliminary reason to think that Nietzsche may believe
the sickliness of the ascetic priest, like that of the aristocratic priest, is at least partially
caused by internalized instincts.
We will examine the values of the ascetic priest more carefully below, but comparing them to those of the aristocratic priest in a general way should help us determine
whether the ressentiment of the ascetic priest is an indication of internalized instincts. To
begin with, the values of both the aristocratic priest and the ascetic priest derive from a
negation, but with a significant difference in scope. Whereas the aristocratic priest denied
the value of the noble mode of life, the ascetic priest denies the value of the entire domain in which the noble person flourishes, “‘nature,’ ‘world,’ the whole sphere of becoming and transitoriness” (GM III.11). The ascetic priest is “an incarnate will to contradiction and antinaturalness,” and he vents his contrariness “[u]pon what is felt most certainly to be real and actual . . .” (GM III.12).
In the Third Essay, when describing the swampy soil constituted by the chronically sickly, Nietzsche says, “Here the worms of vengefulness and rancor swarm, here
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the air stinks of secrets and concealment; here the web of the most malicious of all conspiracies is being spun constantly—the conspiracy of the suffering against the wellconstituted and victorious, here the aspect of the victorious is hated” (GM III.14). “They
are all men of ressentiment, physiologically unfortunate and worm-eaten, a whole tremulous realm of subterranean revenge, inexhaustible and insatiable in outbursts against the
fortunate and happy and in masquerades of revenge and pretexts for revenge . . .”
(GM III.14). The similarity of these passages to the workshop of ideals Nietzsche describes in the First Essay is obvious. It is a dark, secret workshop filled with the stench of
the miserable, who are “cellar rodents full of vengefulness and hatred,” and who manufacture mendacious ideals vilifying “the mighty, the lords of the earth” (GM I.14). Like
the aristocratic priest, the sickly ascetic priest is “the predestined savior, shepherd, and
advocate of the sick herd . . .” (GM III.15), and so it is his responsibility to defend the
herd against the healthy and against themselves (GM III.15), and he must do this by forging the vengeful, malicious values of ressentiment into a weapon of defense and a rod of
discipline. In other words, the values of the ascetic priest perform a function similar to
that of slave morality. Again, the difference is a matter of scope: the slave morality of the
aristocratic priest disvalued the natural rulers of the earth, while the values of the ascetic
priest demonize all those who are “well-constituted,” which seems to be a metaphorical
description of the strong, healthy, and bellicose persons even as they appear in contemporary civil society.
The wholesale rejection of the powerful, those human beings well-adapted to the
life of struggle in the natural world and in the naturally-organized social world, and the
rejection of the values that govern human behavior in these worlds constituted the essence of slave morality. According to my analysis, this unwavering “No to what is ‘outside,’ what is ‘different,’ what is ‘not itself’” (GM I.10) was the founding valuation of a
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psycho-physiological constitution essentially characterized by a diversity of internalized
instincts focused and governed by an internalized dominating instinct. The values of the
ascetic priest exhibit this same resolute “No!” but encompass the entire natural world and
everything that flourishes within it in the field of their negation. This suggests that
Nietzsche also conceives of the ascetic priest as possessing internalized instincts, at least
if we can show that he also has a dominating instinct, a question we will consider next.
While the ascetic priest and the herd are sickly by nature, an indication that both
suffer from internally inhibited instincts, they differ in one especially profound respect.
We must count the ascetic priest as the predestined savior, shepherd, and advocate of the sick herd. . . . . . . He must be sick himself, he must be profoundly related to the sick—how else would they understand each other?—but he must also
be strong, master of himself even more than of others, with his will to power intact, so as to be their support, resistance, prop, compulsion, taskmaster, tyrant,
and god. (GM III.15)
Nietzsche clearly uses “the herd” as a pejorative designation for the majority of human
beings incapable of acting autonomously. But on Nietzsche’s view the term is not fraudulently pejorative, since members of the heteronomous herd can survive their own sickly
condition and can act coherently and with purpose only if they are cared for, disciplined,
and guided by autonomous masters. The ascetic priest takes this as his task, the effort “to
persuade to existence the whole herd of the ill-constituted, disgruntled, underprivileged,
unfortunate, and all who suffer of themselves, by instinctively going before them as their
shepherd” (GM III.13). This autonomy, the ability to construct coherent values and to
live them out, and the ability to legislate these values for others and to compel their obedience, are characteristics Nietzsche associates with those possessing dominating instincts.
Nietzsche says of the philosopher, “it was the dominating instinct whose demands
prevailed against those of all the other instincts” (GM III.8). The immediate context of
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the comment has to do with the nature of the ascetic ideal in general rather than the philosopher’s particular relation to that ideal. Furthermore, “the ascetic priest provided until
the most modern times the repulsive and gloomy caterpillar form in which alone the philosopher could live and creep about” (GM III.10), so we can assume that the basic nature
of the philosopher and that of ascetic priest would share certain essential features, in this
case the dominating instinct.
Finally, while the ascetic priest differs dramatically in many respects from the
sovereign individual of the Second Essay, we nevertheless find in Nietzsche’s characterization of the former as “master of himself even more than of others” a reflection of the
latter: “this mastery over himself also necessarily gives him mastery . . . over all more
short-willed and unreliable creatures” (GM II.2). In the case of the sovereign individual,
this power of self-mastery had “penetrated to the profoundest depths and become instinct,
the dominating instinct” (GM II.2). On my reading of Nietzsche’s human psychophysiology, the dominating instinct worked into the fabric of human nature through the
long prehistoric evolution of the morality of custom. The ascetic priest is one of those
types of human beings in which this strand emerges most strongly.
The ascetic priest of the Third Essay, then, like the aristocratic priest of the First,
is a powerful individual, possessing a diversity of internalized instincts, disciplined and
directed by a dominating instinct. Thus his will to power is intact.

The Meaning of the Ascetic Ideal for the Ascetic Priest
Ascetic ideals are value-generating principles grounded in the psycho-physiology
of certain types of human beings with internally inhibited instincts and internalized
dominating instincts. All such types of human beings create ascetic values, whether consciously or not, for the purpose of strengthening their power over themselves, that is, for
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disciplining and focusing their multifarious instincts. Some of them also employ these
values for the purpose of increasing their power over others. The ascetic priest is of this
latter type. Recall, furthermore, that human societies as well as the individual psychophysiology of particular human types are structured forms of the will to power. The
meaning of the ascetic ideal for the ascetic priest, then, will disclose the psychophysiological basis of this ideal and will also disclose the activity of the will to power in
the individual priest, in the communities which he dominates, and in his struggle with
competitors for social influence. Nietzsche addresses all of these in the Third Essay.
We have already noted the masochistic tendency of the ascetic life, according to
Nietzsche: “pleasure is felt and sought in ill-constitutedness, decay, pain, mischance, ugliness,

voluntary

deprivation,

self-mortification,

self-flagellation,

self-sacrifice”

(GM III.11). We have also traced the origin of this self-directed cruelty to the prehistoric
establishment of the archetypal state, which precipitated the internalization of the instincts and the formation of the bad conscience: “Hostility, cruelty, joy in persecuting, in
attacking, in change, in destruction—all this turned against the possessors of such instincts: that is the origin of the ‘bad conscience’” (GM II.16). Nietzsche tells us that the
bad conscience progressively intensified after its inception, finally reaching its acme in
the person afflicted with the religious consciousness of “Guilt before God . . .”
(GM II.22). “He apprehends in ‘God’ the ultimate antithesis of his own ineluctable animal instincts; he reinterprets these animal instincts themselves as a form of guilt before
God . . .; he ejects from himself all his denial of himself, of his nature, naturalness, and
actuality, in the form of an affirmation, as something existent, corporeal, real, as God
. . .” (GM II.22). The religious person concludes that every natural and animal aspect of
humankind is evil and that the essence of the good is a supernatural Being opposite of
and wholly other than the human.
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The ascetic ideal, in the hands of the ascetic priest, is the culmination of this
process. Nietzsche states the kernel of this ideal in section 11 of the Third Essay:
The idea at issue here is the valuation the ascetic priest places on our life: he juxtaposes it (along with what pertains to it: “nature,” “world,” the whole sphere of
becoming and transitoriness) with a quite different mode of existence which it
opposes and excludes, unless it turn against itself, deny itself: in that case, the
case of the ascetic life, life counts as a bridge to that other mode of existence. The
ascetic treats life as a wrong road on which one must finally walk back to the
point where it begins, or as a mistake that is put right by deeds. . . . (GM III.11)
The ascetic priest condemns as nearly valueless the entire realm of phenomenal experience, the entire domain of Life. In fact, this world has value only as something to be rejected in favor of its opposite. In this case it serves as the instructive antithesis of an ideal
realm of changeless “perfection,” not only where the saint is purged of all animality, indeed of almost all humanity, but where Life itself ceases, for Life is change, transformation, power overcoming power.
“Will to truth,” you who are wisest call that which impels you and fills you with
lust?
A will to the thinkability of all beings: this I call your will. You want to make all
being thinkable, for you doubt with well-founded suspicion that it is already
thinkable. But it shall yield and bend for you. Thus your will wants it. It shall become smooth and serve the spirit as its mirror and reflection. That is your whole
will, you who are wisest: a will to power—when you speak of good and evil too,
and of valuations. You still want to create the world before which you can kneel:
that is your ultimate hope and intoxication. (Z II.12)
The mode of existence for such an ascetic thus becomes life against Life, the living human striving to annihilate his own instinctual drives, which are the will to power in human form, and striving to establish the conceptual ideal of a “flawless” world, that is to
say, a lifeless world of pure and eternal divine concepts, a world unsullied by the disorderly and tense dynamism of the will to power.
In the way I have portrayed it, Nietzsche’s doctrine of the will to power asserts
that every form of life seeks to expand its power, in which case the very existence and
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persistence of such a life-denying principle as the ascetic ideal seems paradoxical: “an
ascetic life is a self-contradiction: . . . here an attempt is made to employ force to block
up the wells of force; here physiological well-being itself is viewed askance . . .”
(GM III.11). Human values are conscious manifestations of psycho-physiological processes, which in turn are manifestations of the will to power. Principles such as the ascetic
ideal should then generate values that promote health, strength, vigor, and whatever else
serves to enhance the vitality and power of the human organism. Yet here exactly the opposite is the case: “It will be immediately obvious that such a self-contradiction as the
ascetic appears to represent, ‘life against life,’ is, physiologically considered and not
merely psychologically, a simple absurdity” (GM III.13). Neither can we say that the ascetic and his ideal are temporary aberrations: “consider how regularly and universally the
ascetic priest appears in almost every age; he belongs to no one race; he prospers everywhere; he emerges from every class of society” (GM III.11).
If ascetic ideals are functions of a certain kind of psycho-physiology then the effort to understand the apparently paradoxical nature of the former should begin by looking for the root of the paradox in the latter. The ascetic human being is sickly by nature,
and this seems to be the more basic “contradiction” from which the ascetic ideal somehow emerges. On Nietzsche’s view, in fact, most of the human race is sickly and weak
and has been so for a very long time. If evolution is driven by the will to power, and if
this principle of Life always aims at “creating greater units of power” (GM II.11), how is
it that a large majority of the race is so debilitated? The question includes two parts: if
evolution is driven by the will to power, how did the majority of humankind come to be
so sickly, and why is this a stable condition?
To answer the first part of the question we need only remember that this “aiming
at” greater power is without intelligence or forethought and thus guarantees no mono270

tonic progression of increasingly powerful organisms. Though the will to power drives
every living thing to maximize its power within its environment, Life experiments
blindly, unable to foresee the consequences of any movement toward strengthening a particular form of life. The evolution of humankind produced two types of strong organisms,
the autonomous individual and the well-governed community. The formation of the
primitive state was another step toward the strengthening of the human species, a step in
which psycho-physiologically diverse tribes were forged into larger, more powerful societies. The unforeseen consequence in this case was internalization of the instincts, a
condition which turned the will to power against itself within the human animal, thereby
creating a sickly form of human nature.
Yet why did this degenerate form of human nature persist? Why did it not collapse under its own infirmity or in competition with other, stronger forms of life?
Nietzsche’s account provides two answers. First, though the evolution of the state produced communities full of sickly and weak individuals, the communities themselves
were stronger corporate entities than the tribes from which they were forged, especially
when organized as hierarchical power structures governed by strong and healthy rulers.
Individual cells in such organisms, so to speak, may tend to degenerate, but if they survive long enough to perform their functions and are replaced when necessary, the
strength of the whole need not suffer. So Nietzsche’s organic model seems to suggest.
Nietzsche presents the ascetic ideal as another, more profound key to understanding the persistence of the sickly human animal. His confidence in the idea that Life is essentially will to power is so firm that in spite of the fact that the ascetic priest apparently
wars against life, Nietzsche interprets the endurance of this type of human being and his
ideal as evidence of their role in the continuation of life: “It must be a necessity of the
first order that again and again promotes the growth and prosperity of this life-inimical
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species—it must indeed be in the interest of life itself that such a self-contradictory type
does not die out” (GM III.11).
[T]he ascetic ideal springs from the protective instinct of a degenerating life
which tries by all means to sustain itself and to fight for its existence; it indicates
a partial physiological obstruction and exhaustion against which the deepest instincts of life, which have remained intact, continually struggle with new expedients and devices. . . . [L]ife wrestles in it and through it with death and against
death; the ascetic ideal is an artifice for the preservation of life. (GM III.13)
As usual, we will begin unpacking this claim by examining the psycho-physiology of this
“self-contradictory type.”
Previously I argued that for Nietzsche ressentiment reflects a psychophysiological condition characterized by internally inhibited instincts coupled with an
internalized dominating instinct that nevertheless seeks to engage external powers in the
struggle for social domination, even though it can do so only indirectly. The ascetic
priest, like the aristocratic priest of the First Essay, is a human being of this kind; he possesses an internalized dominating instinct, and so “his will to power [is] intact”
(GM III.15). Thus, the ascetic priest also feels compelled to dominate affairs in the social
world, in spite of his native unsuitability for the task. We will consider this aspect of his
work later in this chapter. The primary domain, however, for which his will to power is
best suited is that of his own soul.
This was also true for the aristocratic priest, who practiced the asceticism common to the type. (See GM I.6.) I have suggested that for Nietzsche the psycho-physiology
of the powerful person consists of a hierarchical power structure of instincts, where the
dominating instinct or instincts govern the remainder and focus them toward the task of
increasing the power of the individual within his environment. In the case of one whose
most aggressive instincts are internalized, however, the immediate “environment” is interior, and so the task of increasing one’s power becomes the task of self-discipline for its
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own sake. Self-discipline, of course, is not a practice available only to those with internalized instincts. Any type of human being with a strong dominating instinct is capable
of developing the self-control and the sustained focus need to accomplish difficult tasks.
But individuals with outwardly-directed instincts, the noble warriors of the First Essay,
for example, treat their bodies as instruments of power, as well-crafted tools to be used as
a means for executing their wills in the recalcitrant materials of nature and society. The
ascetic, on the other hand, directs his will to power upon his own body, treating it as the
material over which he must gain dominion. Additionally, such a well-disciplined and
motivated soul is particularly adept at creating values, a salutary skill for the aristocratic
priest, who was bent upon wresting dominion from the noble rulers of the world.
The ascetic priest, however, moves beyond the aristocratic priest’s moderate asceticism of self-discipline for its own sake.
For an ascetic life is a self-contradiction: here rules a ressentiment without equal,
that of an insatiable instinct and power-will that wants to become master not over
something in life but over life itself, over its most profound, powerful, and basic
conditions; here an attempt is made to employ force to block up the wells of
force. . . . . . . All this is in the highest degree paradoxical: we stand before a discord that wants to be discordant, that enjoys itself in this suffering and even grows
more self-confident and triumphant the more its own presupposition, its physiological capacity for life, decreases. (GM III.11)
Within the type of person represented by the ascetic priest, the will to power wars most
directly with itself. His dominating instinct marshals together, organizes, and disciplines
some of his most powerful instincts for a lifelong campaign against the strongest and
most basic of his animal drives. The ascetic priest is not like those herd animals of whom
Nietzsche says, “their most profound desire is that the war they are should come to an
end” (BGE 200). Rather, the ascetic priest glories in the internal civil war. He does not
seek healing from the sickliness caused by his internally inhibited instincts. Rather, his
will to power operates like an intentionally infected surgical instrument, augmenting, re273

fining, and intensifying his sickly and ever-more-exquisite wounds: “even when he
wounds himself, this master of destruction, of self-destruction—the very wound itself
afterward compels him to live” (GM III.13).
Every opposition within the economy of the will to power is potentially resolvable through self-overcoming—the conquest and dominion of the stronger elements over
the weaker—and the ascetic priest represents this capacity in the moment of most extreme need. In his case, however, no final resolution is possible. Captured within the partially-sealed boundaries of the internalized human soul, the ascetic priest’s dominating
instinct and its well-disciplined army of drives never establishes a truce with those other
internally-inhibited instincts against which it wars, but instead willfully aggravates the
conflict. His psycho-physiological self-opposition thus creates an irresolvable dynamic
tension, a perpetually escalating arms race, in which Life must seek ever more elaborate
and powerful expedients for overcoming its own strength within the same organism. In
the soul of the ascetic priest, then, the ascetic ideal emerges from the fundamental economy of the will to power itself, arising almost inevitably into the consciousness of such a
person as his will to power, the very fountainhead of his life, strikes continually with increasing force at the ever-strengthening source of its own existence.
We may think of the ascetic priest, then, as a further development, a generalization, perhaps a maturation, of the type of person exemplified by the aristocratic priest.
They suffer from the same basic internalized psycho-physiological constitution and
therefore face similar constraints and predispositions regarding the ways they exercise
power in the world, but the ascetic priest is much more radical. The will to power of both
types focuses most directly upon the subject’s own psycho-physiological being, but the
effect on the aristocratic priest was an exaggerated and severe self-discipline, while the
effect on the ascetic priest is a continually intensifying discipline that aims to excavate
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and destroy the internal springs of Life. Both feel compelled to express their wills to
power indirectly into the world of human society, but where the aristocratic priest targeted a particular strong and healthy enemy, a clear competitor for social influence, the
ascetic priest tries to undercut the very conditions that support the strongest and most vital forms of human life. The values embodied in slave morality negate the values of the
aristocratic priest’s enemies, while the ascetic ideal generates values that negate the value
of Life.
It is as though the ascetic priest understands, however vaguely, what the aristocratic priest did not, namely, that his sickliness, volitional inhibition, and impotence are
fundamentally the products of events and forces beyond the possibility of human control,
rather than the intentional achievements of any human agent. The priestly constitution is
a product of the will to power striving through the centuries to construct new organisms
stronger than their predecessors, sometimes succeeding, sometimes failing, pitting one
form of life against another in an endless, escalating competition for power. If those who
suffer in the crucible of this blind experiment must find a target for their vengeful resentment, perhaps Life, the will to power, is the most fitting villain, and perhaps Life itself should be blamed for its unthinking, unplanned, uncaring but unintended cruelties.
The ascetic priest, the human type most thoroughly consumed by ressentiment,
exhibits an attitude toward Life similar to the attitude Kierkegaard’s man of demonic despair exhibits toward God, beside whom every creature is utterly impotent.
Demonic despair is the most intensive form of the despair: in despair to will to be
oneself. . . . [I]n hatred toward existence, it wills to be itself, wills to be itself in
accordance with its misery. Not even in defiance or defiantly does it will to be itself, but for spite; not even in defiance does it want to tear itself loose from the
power that established it, but for spite wants to force itself upon it, to obtrude defiantly upon it, wants to adhere to it out of malice—and, of course, a spiteful denunciation must above all take care to adhere to what it denounces. (Kierkegaard 73)
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Life, the sustaining power of human existence, is not merely full of suffering but is the
ultimate cause of suffering for the internalized person. The very being of such a one is
constituted by a war of Life against Life, and so her life is suffering. Yet the ultimate expression of ressentiment is not found in the abandonment of life but in the spitefully enthusiastic effort to deepen and strengthen the fundamental antagonism that lies at the
heart of Life itself, the antagonism between opposing elements of the will to power. It is
if the ascetic priest says to Life, “All life is war, but in my case, I am that war. Yet not
only will I survive the war that you have thrust upon me, I will escalate your war to the
highest possible intensity, and I will make this war and the degeneration it causes my
greatest joy!”

The Psycho-physiology of the Herd and Ressentiment
The last question we asked above concerned the persistence and ubiquity of the
sickly kind of human being, who seems at first glance to violate the nature of the cosmological will to power. We followed Nietzsche’s argument that the ascetic ideal resolves
the apparent contradiction between the existence of the ascetic priest, that “life-inimical
species” (GM III.11), and the fundamental principle of Life itself. Yet the largest population of sickly human beings, indeed, the largest portion of humanity altogether, is the
herd. Can the ascetic ideal account for the persistence of this most degenerate and common form of human types? Nietzsche believes so.
The psycho-physiology of the herd should by now be fairly apparent. The herd
are “failures from the start, downtrodden, crushed—it is they, the weakest, who must undermine life among men, who call into question and poison most dangerously our trust in
life, in man, and in ourselves” (GM III.14). The “inward-turned glance of the born failure” betrays his thought: “‘I am who I am: how could I ever get free of myself? And
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yet—I am sick of myself!’” (GM III.14). The herd are physically and emotionally sick
and suffer from “a tormenting, secret pain that is becoming unendurable” (GM III.15).
The “baseness, spite, malice, and whatever else is natural to the ailing and sick”
(GM III.15) smolders within the herd animal and is directed not only against the strong
and healthy but against other members of the herd as well. In other words, herd animals
are sickly by nature, and based on our previous analyses we can diagnose this condition
as resulting from internally inhibited instincts. There is no sure way to determine whether
this inhibition is caused by internalized instincts, mutually antagonistic instincts, or accidents of evolution, though Nietzsche’s comments suggest all three probably affect the
herd.
Yet, unlike the ascetic priest, the herd animal as a type of individual human being
has little or no dominating instinct. Nietzsche describes the priest as, “strong, master of
himself even more than of others, with his will to power intact” (GM III.15). In context,
this description is meant to draw a distinction between the ascetic priest and members of
the herd; the will to power of the herd animal is not intact or at least much less developed. The will to power of an individual person is the vector sum, so to speak, of the
wills to power which constitute his being. Thus, human beings with a great multiplicity
of mutually inconsistent and antagonistic instincts, which for a very long time has characterized the vast majority of the species, have insufficient volitional coherence and
strength to develop an effective individual will to power unless they also possess a dominating instinct to discipline and focus the instinctual mob. This is evidenced by
Nietzsche’s observations in the Third Essay that the herd cannot alleviate its own suffering or even preserve its own existence but must rely upon the ascetic priesthood for these
services.
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Nevertheless, the herd does exhibit its own kind of will to power, though
Nietzsche rarely mentions it explicitly. Having no dominating instinct, the typical herd
animal lacks much of an individual will to power, but he participates in a corporate will
to power, mediated by the herd instinct. In fact, Nietzsche’s comments regarding the herd
instinct suggest that it evolved as a counterweight to the inherent egoism of individual
will to power in order that the human species might compete more effectively with other
types of organisms by forming cohesive communities. The herd instinct, then, motivates
members of the herd to seek communal more than individual expressions of power and to
focus their efforts more on strengthening the community than on exploitation of others.
The “will to mutual aid,” to the formation of a herd, to “community,” to “congregation,” called up in this way is bound to lead to fresh and far more fundamental
outbursts of that will to power which it has, even if only to a small extent, aroused
. . . (GM III.18)1
The speculative prehistory Nietzsche presents in the Second Essay implies that the herd
instinct and the communities it engendered appeared prior to the widespread internal inhibition of the instincts and the associated chronic sickliness. Even so, once developed
this latter condition only made the herd animal more dependent upon the community:
“All the sick and sickly instinctively strive after a herd organization as a means of shaking off their dull displeasure and feeling of weakness . . .” (GM III.18). This interdependence of herd animals is one of the most profound differences between themselves and
higher individuals: “the strong are as naturally inclined to separate as the weak are to
congregate; if the former unite together, it is only with the aim of aggressive collective
action and collective satisfaction of their will to power, and with much resistance from
the individual conscience; the latter, on the contrary, enjoy precisely this coming together
. . .” (GM III.18). The majority of less powerful individuals have always felt the herd in1

In the context of section 18, “called up in this way” refers to organized benevolent action, which developed among the lowest strata of society during the beginnings of Christianity in the Roman world.
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stinct as the desire to sacrifice some measure of self-determination in order to gain the
greater protection of mutual assistance and collaborative power.
On the other hand, the herd animal is capable of experiencing a pale, greatly attenuated form of individual will to power in conjunction with benevolent action. According to Nietzsche, benevolence is often a manifestation of the herd instinct, which motivates the individual to fulfill some useful function within the herd. (See GS 116, 118.)
Yet he also claims that herd animals, when properly supervised by the ascetic priest, can
experience a mild feeling of personal power through such action: “The happiness of
‘slight superiority,’ involved in all doing good, being useful, helping, and rewarding, is
the most effective means of consolation for the physiologically inhibited . . .”
(GM III.18). When one person helps another, the former feels superior because she is in a
position to bestow benefits upon the one in need of assistance.2 The act of helping others
activates those deep instincts, as Nietzsche would call them, for navigating the social
power hierarchy: “in doing something for us, these others have impinged upon our sphere
of power, and would have continued to have a hand in it if we did not with the performance of our ‘duty’ practise a requital, that is to say, impinge upon their power” (D 112).
The weak and sickly herd animal may even conjure up a slight feeling of dominance over
the strong and healthy “beasts of prey” by judging themselves morally superior: “The
will of the weak to represent some form of superiority, their instinct for devious paths to
tyranny over the healthy—where can it not be discovered, this will to power of the weakest!” (GM III.14).

2

The evangelical impulse, the compassionate desire to bring others into the Kingdom of God, seems
counter to the vengeful joy of which Nietzsche accuses Christians as they contemplate the eternal suffering
of the damned. (See, for example, GM I.15.) A Nietzschean analysis of the evangelical impulse, however,
might draw a conclusion similar to that expressed above in regard to altruistic action. The evangelical
Christian seems often to feel superior to those poor sinners in such desperate need of salvation. The Christian enjoys a providential status higher than that of the sinner, and though the Christian may not be the ultimate bestower of salvation, she is at least the “humble instrument of God.”
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Finally, the herd are subject to a particularly volatile form of ressentiment, which
Nietzsche describes as an “explosive” with the potential to “blow up herd and herdsman”
(GM III.15). Since, on my account, Nietzsche believes ressentiment derives from a particular kind of psycho-physiological condition, and since values are grounded in human
psycho-physiology, we should consider the role ressentiment plays in establishing the
meaning of the ascetic ideal for the herd. Furthermore, it is not obvious that the interpretation of ressentiment I have developed so far is consistent with Nietzsche’s application
of the term to the herd, so we must address this issue as well. The potential difficulty
stems from my comparative psycho-physiological analysis of the herd animal and the
priest. While the herd animal, the ascetic priest, and the aristocratic priest all have internally inhibited instincts, only the latter two have dominating instincts. My analysis of
priestly ressentiment concluded that it develops in those who have both internally inhibited instincts and an internalized dominating instinct, and yet still feel compelled to rule
the world of society and culture. This correctly describes both kinds of priests, but if ressentiment requires the activity of a dominating instinct, how can the herd be subject to
this condition if they have none?
Perhaps the communal will to power, and the herd instinct upon which it is
founded, function in the herd animal similarly to the dominating instinct in the powerful
individual, inducing in the subject a desire for domination which his internalized nature
disallows. Yet this seems at odds with Nietzsche’s characterization of the herd instinct.
Nietzsche says, “Morality is herd instinct in the individual,” and “Morality trains the individual to be a function of the herd and to ascribe value to himself only as a function”
(GS 116). In other words, the herd instinct and the communal will to power which it
tends to generate prompt the individual to express power only by contributing effectively
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to the power of the community in the pursuit of common goals. The ressentiment of the
herd animal, on the other hand, drives individuals to attack one another rather than promoting cooperative aggression against common enemies.
Indeed, [the ascetic priest] defends his sick herd well enough, this strange shepherd—he also defends it against itself, against baseness, spite, malice, and whatever else is natural to the ailing and sick and smolders within the herd itself . . .
“[The suffering] tear open their oldest wounds, they bleed from long-healed scars,
they make evildoers out of their friends, wives, children, and whoever else is
closest to them. (GM III.15)
This reveals another difference with the priests in regard to the operation of ressentiment.
The aristocratic priests of the First Essay apparently cooperated with one another in the
creation of slave morality and its deployment as a weapon against the nobility, and slave
morality was a product of priestly ressentiment. A similar observation applies to the ascetic priests of the Third Essay in regard to the ascetic ideal. Yet ressentiment promotes
no such cooperation among members of the herd.
First we should consider exactly what Nietzsche says about herd ressentiment in
the Third Essay. He gives an elliptical explanation of its origin and nature as follows:
For every sufferer instinctively seeks a cause for his suffering; more exactly, an
agent; still more specifically, a guilty agent who is susceptible to suffering—in
short, some living thing upon which he can, on some pretext or other, vent his affects, actually or in effigy: for the venting of his affects represents the greatest attempt on the part of the suffering to win relief, anaesthesia—the narcotic he cannot help desiring to deaden pain of any kind. This alone, I surmise, constitutes the
actual physiological cause of ressentiment, vengefulness, and the like: a desire to
deaden pain by means of affects. (GM III.15)
The suffering of the sickly herd animal is so overwhelming, Nietzsche tells us, that he
seeks “to deaden, by means of a more violent emotion of any kind, a tormenting, secret
pain that is becoming unendurable, and to drive it out of consciousness at least for the
moment: for that one requires an affect, as savage an affect as possible, and in order to
excite that, any pretext at all” (GM III.15). This is the “physiological cause of ressenti281

ment”: the herd animal nurtures this malignant vengefulness because it is an emotion sufficiently intense to block from his consciousness the awareness of his great suffering or
at least to distract him from it.
So goes Nietzsche’s “physiological” explanation of herd ressentiment, reiterated
for the sake of clarity as follows. Due to his sickly constitution, the herd animal suffers
from chronic, unendurable pain. He is aware, probably vaguely or unconsciously, that
strong, violent affects are capable of deadening or blocking awareness of incessant pain.
Vengeful resentment, Nietzsche tells us, is among the most powerful affects, especially
when directed against another who is susceptible to suffering. So if the herd animal can
find a pretext for assigning guilt to some agent or group, he will have an excuse for venting his ressentiment upon these persons, thereby winning temporary relief from his own
agony.
At best this explanation is incomplete. Why, for example, does the herd animal
feel compelled to assign guilt to someone for his suffering; why does he need an excuse
for venting his ressentiment upon others? Why does he direct his vengeful feelings
against his sickly and weak peers rather than the strong and healthy, when the latter
would seem to be in a better position to cause him suffering? How is the ressentiment of
the herd related to that of the priests? Why, for example, does Nietzsche believe that relief from suffering is so important a factor in herd ressentiment, while suffering is a
source of joy for the priests, insofar as it occupies their attention at all? I will attempt a
more complete explanation, based again upon a psycho-physiological analysis of the type
of person involved, the herd animal in this case. We will then have to evaluate whether
this explanation is compatible with Nietzsche’s own.
What I claim to have shown so far is that Nietzsche conceives the typical herd
animal as possessing internally inhibited instincts but lacking a dominating instinct, re282

sulting in a sickly and weak type of human being with little or no individual will to
power. Though the priests have dominating instincts and strong wills to power, they are
still sickly and weak like the herd, and I have traced the chronic, inescapable suffering
characteristic of both herd animal and priest to their common possession of internally inhibited instincts. The more puzzling question is not actually why the herd animal is so
focused upon gaining relief from such suffering, which seems quite reasonable, but why
the priests do not seek relief. The aristocratic priests of the First Essay viewed suffering
as a prestigious mark of distinction: “their misery is a sign of being chosen by God”
(GM I.14). The ascetic priests of the Third Essay do not merely accept suffering, they
pursue it: “pleasure is felt and sought in ill-constitutedness, decay, pain, mischance, ugliness . . .” (GM III.11).
As noted earlier, Nietzsche claims that every sufferer instinctively seeks a cause
for his suffering. (See GM III.15.) It is arbitrary, unaccountable suffering we find so intolerable: “[man] was in the main a sickly animal: but his problem was not suffering itself, but that there was no answer to the crying question, ‘why do I suffer?’” (GM III.28).
Yet the priests find their suffering neither arbitrary nor inexplicable. The aristocratic
priests believed their condition was a divine gift: “‘the wretched alone are the good; the
poor, impotent, lowly alone are the good; the suffering, deprived, sick, ugly alone are pious, alone are blessed by God, blessedness alone is for them . . .’” (GM I.7). God, the ultimate meaning-giver for all that exists, is also the Shepherd of humankind, who wants
his sheep wounded through and through and dependent upon him for healing and for life.
For the ascetic priests, suffering is an ever-present witness to their self-mastery and to
their mastery over the basic demand of life within their own souls. They suffer when they
subject their bodies and minds to the most severe discipline, and then they conquer their
suffering by denying it the power to weaken their resolve.
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I believe Nietzsche would suggest that the fundamental difference in attitude toward suffering between priest and herd animal is attributable to the presence or absence
of a dominating instinct, and thus of a strong individual will to power. The aristocratic
priests promulgated their doctrine of suffering through the medium of slave morality, and
slave morality was a product of their internalized will to power as it sought some means
of gaining an external outlet. The connection is more direct in the case of the ascetic
priests, in whom the will to power wars most directly with itself in a spiraling cycle of
painful conquest and psycho-physiological reorganization. For both kinds of priests, sickliness is not merely an acceptable consequence of exercising one’s internalized will to
power, but exhilarating evidence of one’s success in the effort to marshal a host of unruly
internally inhibited instincts for the purpose of extending one’s power as broadly as possible.
The unaided herd animal, on the other hand, has none of these expedients at his
disposal. Without a dominating instinct to focus, moderate, and guide his mutually antagonistic internally inhibited instincts, they fight against one another without goal or
outlet, thereby producing inescapable and pointless suffering. Lacking much of an individual will to power, he has neither the creativity and volitional coherence necessary to
construct and legislate values nor the inner strength required to practice a severe selfdiscipline, either of which might lend some significance to his suffering. The suffering of
the herd animal, then, appears arbitrary and meaningless to him, even if it is explicable in
terms of the evolution of the will to power, for mindless, natural forces can neither be
assigned guilt nor made to suffer in retaliation.
It may seem so obvious to us that suffering is intolerable when it has no meaning
or purpose that we fail to ask why this must be so. Nor do we tend to ask the related
question: why, according to Nietzsche, does the herd animal seek the cause for his suffer284

ing in a guilty agent susceptible to suffering? For the answer Nietzsche points us back
toward the Second Essay, though with only a rather vague gesture: “there we encountered the sense of guilt in its raw state, so to speak” (GM III.20). The ascetic priest develops and exploits the herd animal’s primal sense of guilt, and foists a most interesting idea
upon him: “he must understand his suffering as a punishment” (GM III.20). But why does
the herd animal find such an idea even plausible? The answer lies in the Second Essay.
I have distinguished two types of subjective experience to which Nietzsche refers
in the Second Essay, both of which he calls the feeling or sense of guilt. The first I renamed the sense of debt because it denotes the feeling of obligation a debtor acquired
when he entered into a contractual relationship with a creditor. If a debtor in the primitive
social hierarchy defaulted on his obligation, he could be called guilty after a fashion, and
the morality of custom gave the creditor license to punish him rather severely: “every
injury has its equivalent and can actually be paid back, even if only through the pain of
the culprit” (GM II.4). If some member of such a society impinged upon another’s power
in some way not sanctioned by the morality of custom, for example, through theft or unwarranted physical assault, the society would judge the offender guilty and liable to punishment in this case as well. The other type of feeling, the sense of guilt per se, involves a
judgment upon oneself as being worthy of condemnation and punishment, even prior to
others’ discovery of one’s offense. This moralized form of guilt entered the human
evaluative consciousness only after internalization of the instincts and the formation of
the bad conscience.
When Nietzsche says in the Third Essay that every sufferer instinctively seeks a
guilty agent as the cause of his suffering, by “guilty agent” (schuldigen Täter) he clearly
means some person or persons who can be held responsible as causal agents. The meaning of guilt in this situation corresponds to that associated with the feeling of debt rather
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than the feeling of guilt per se. The suffering individual may indeed wish to induce the
moralized sense of guilt into the alleged offender as a mode of punishment, but the guilt
he initially wishes to ascribe to the offender is the guilt of unwarranted injury. I believe
that Nietzsche attributes this judgment to instinct precisely because it is rooted in features
of human nature which developed during the primitive era of human biological and social
evolution he discusses in the Second Essay. Infliction of injury raised the position of the
aggressor relative to that of the injured party in the primitive social power hierarchy. The
delinquent debtor implicitly injured the creditor and so deserved punishment as a means
of rectifying their relative social positions. Similarly, the criminal assailant deserved punishment because otherwise he would have raised his social position relative to the victim
through means expressly forbidden by social convention.
Internally inhibited instincts produce incessant, inescapable suffering in the herd
animal, and he experiences this suffering as irresolvable victimization. To his residual
primitive human mind, it seems as though he were under continuous assault by some
criminal aggressor. His pain is evidence of perpetual disempowerment, of uninterrupted
downward pressure on his status in a primitive power hierarchy, of ceaseless humiliation.
He has committed no crime, he has defaulted on no obligation, so his suffering must
originate from some villainous hostile agent who obviously deserves punishment. Or
even worse, he may experience this suffering as the most extreme form of social disempowerment, namely, enslavement, in which one is pushed off the power hierarchy altogether. But just as he is no criminal, neither is he a slave, and so he suffers as though unjustly abused by someone wishing to eject him from his own society.
If these patterns of thought remain active in the contemporary herd, as Nietzsche
implies, then lacking any reason to believe he is deserving of punishment or enslavement,
the herd animal concludes that his suffering must represent an intentional but unjustified
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effort to cause him harm. This “reasoning,” of course, must take place instinctively, we
might say subconsciously, beginning as feelings of resentment and a desire for blame
which only later acquire rational justifications, regardless of the fact that contemporary
social power hierarchies and the mechanisms for navigating them are much different than
they were in the primitive world and that no intentional agent is actually responsible for
the constitutional sickliness, weakness, and suffering of humankind, since these features
of contemporary human nature resulted from biological and social evolution and accidents of fate.
Both the aristocratic and ascetic priests have internalized dominating instincts. On
my account, the ressentiment of the former arose from the conflict between his frustrated
compulsion to dominate the world of action and his constitutional inability to do so. The
ressentiment of the latter arises from his mad desire to subdue or annihilate the very
source of suffering, which is Life itself. The herd animal, however, has little or no dominating instinct, and thus his ressentiment does not derive from a frustrated, misdirected
will to power but from utter powerlessness. The herd animal lacks the faculties needed to
interpret his suffering as some involuted expression of his own will to power. His suffering thus represents to him ongoing disempowerment and oppression coupled with the
impossibility of retribution or even escape through any decisive action of his own. The
most primitive elements of human consciousness nevertheless assure him that someone is
to blame and must therefore be made to suffer in kind, if he is to regain his rightful position in the primal power hierarchy. So, the herd animal strikes out pettishly at whomever
offends him, however slightly, as though these were the very persons responsible for his
impotence, sickliness, weakness, and humiliation. This is the psycho-physiological origin
of ressentiment in the herd and the genesis of its destructive power, “anarchy and everthreatening disintegration within the herd, in which the most dangerous of all explosives,
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ressentiment, is constantly accumulating” (GM III.15). No single member has the
strength to tear apart the herd, but the cumulative potency of bitterness, frustration, jealousy, and greed spreading like an accelerant throughout its ranks needs only a spark to
ignite a conflagration.
Nietzsche makes no mention in the Third Essay of the herd directing their ressentiment toward the strong and healthy, the well-constituted so-called beasts of prey. Yet
these would seem to be the most obvious target. Even if the suffering of the herd is often
uncaused by any human agent, the best scapegoat would seemingly be someone who had
the power and the social position to make others suffer. So why do the herd focus their
ressentiment upon one another?
Some societies have been so firmly controlled by a powerful ruler or oligarchy
that the herd would have no opportunity of causing the ruling powers even the slightest
discomfort, and any satisfaction associated with the venting of herd ressentiment lies in
making the supposed oppressor suffer. In such situations the herd can find no better target than one another. Nietzsche apparently has this sort of society in mind in the Second
Essay: “Whenever justice is practiced and maintained one sees a stronger power seeking
a means of putting an end to the senseless raging of ressentiment among the weaker powers that stand under it . . .” (GM II.11). In this case, Nietzsche claims, the institution of
law is a mechanism employed by the ruling powers for diffusing the self-destructive ressentiment of the herd.
Yet under certain conditions the herd can in fact vent their ressentiment upon the
ruling classes. The collapse of traditional socio-political organizations—hereditary monarchies, aristocracies, feudal states, and the like—sometimes gives the herd the opportunity to actualize their corporate will to power by challenging age-old power hierarchies.
Aware of this new possibility, the herd turn their deep and malicious resentment against
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those who are healthy, strong, and powerful. Nietzsche would undoubtedly attribute
some collapses of this kind to the degeneration of the rulers, so that their deposition by
the herd might constitute less a victory of the weak over the strong than a victory of the
weak over the exhausted. Such upsets need not occur explosively, but obviously they
sometimes do, as in the case of the French Revolution.
When the herd attempt to form political associations in the wake of social transformations of this kind, their ressentiment coupled with their emphasis upon corporate
rather than individual identity produce a passionate commitment to egalitarianism: “How
much or how little is dangerous to the community, dangerous to equality, in an opinion,
in a state or affect, in a will, in a talent—that now constitutes the moral perspective: here,
too, fear is again the mother of morals” (BGE 201). Whatever the political costume,
whether anarchist, democratic, or socialist, according to Nietzsche their ambitions have a
common foundation: “They are at one in their tough resistance to every special claim,
every special right and privilege (which means in the last analysis, every right: for once
all are equal nobody need ‘rights’ anymore)” (BGE 202). Thus, by means of stridently
egalitarian policies, herd governments aim to excoriate, demonize, and disempower the
strong and healthy, well-constituted type of person as well as elevate the status of the
herd animal.
Yet once the disenfranchisement of the most powerful individuals is institutionalized, they attract the vitriol of herd ressentiment less often and to a much lesser degree,
and so the herd again focus their attention back upon one another. Perhaps the most
graphic example is the Reign of Terror during the French Revolution: once the monarchy, the aristocracy, and Church authorities were neutralized, the revolutionaries broke
into opposing factions and fought viciously among themselves. But Nietzsche would undoubtedly claim that even in the most peaceful democratic or socialist republic, the res289

sentiment of the herd continues to be the most volatile and pervasive fuel inflaming social tension. So, finally, regardless of the social and political arrangement, whether the
herd is subservient to a powerful ruler or is the governing body itself, the ressentiment of
the herd will aim its destructive energies back into its own ranks.
This reading diverges somewhat from Nietzsche’s own account of the origin of
ressentiment in the herd as we find it in section 15 of the Third Essay. In sum, he claims
that the herd seek agents to blame for their suffering in order to provide themselves an
excuse for resentment, which, if sufficiently intense, acts as a powerful anesthetic: “This
alone, I surmise, constitutes the actual physiological cause of ressentiment, vengefulness,
and the like: a desire to deaden pain by means of affects” (GM III.15). This seems rather
ad hoc and superficial as a causal explanation. It lacks the depth of analysis he applied to
the ressentiment of the aristocratic priest in the First Essay, and it has little connection
with the psycho-physiological foundations he established in the Second Essay, to which
he actually refers in section 20 of the Third Essay.
I suggest that Nietzsche simply did not make the effort to develop a more complete interpretation of herd ressentiment, one better integrated with the totality of the Genealogy. Perhaps he thought it an unimportant point, something only fastidious scholars
would worry about. Whatever the reason, I believe the foregoing account shows that a
more complete, better integrated interpretation is easily attained. From within this interpretation, what Nietzsche describes in section 15 is not the origin of herd ressentiment.
Rather, its origin lies along with the formation of bad conscience in the psychophysiological development of primitive human nature. Section 15, then, describes how
this already-present feature of internalized, sickly, weak human nature is activated in the
herd and appropriated subconsciously by them for the purpose of relieving incessant suffering.
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The Meaning of the Ascetic Ideal for the Herd
The herd have no immediate relation to the ascetic ideal. Rather, the ascetic priest
utilizes the ascetic ideal in his effort to defend the herd from the healthy and strong and
in his effort to preserve the herd from the self-destructive power of their own ressentiment and suffering. The ascetic priest thus plays the leading role in establishing the
meaning of the ascetic ideal for the herd, so much so that the herd sometimes departs
from the stage altogether.
The dominant psycho-physiological characteristics of the ascetic priest are internally inhibited instincts and an internalized dominating instinct. His will to power thus
expresses itself most effectively within the domain of his own being, as evinced by the
severity with which he applies the ascetic ideal to himself; his central values are selfcontrol, self-denial, and self-mortification. On the other hand, in spite of the fact that he
is poorly equipped for directly and effectively expressing his will in the external world,
where power is primarily exercised through aggressive action, the ascetic priest, like the
aristocratic priest, still feels compelled to dominate this world, since, on Nietzsche’s apparent view, internally inhibited instincts naturally seek alternative paths to outward expression. The ascetic priest must therefore develop indirect methods for asserting his will
in the world.
Human modes of engagement with the world are functions of human psychophysiology, and the ascetic priest’s psycho-physiology manifests through ressentiment
against Life itself. An assault on Life, however, must take concrete form, and the most
obvious target for the weak and sickly ascetic priest would be those who are healthy and
strong. Yet even though the ascetic priest does wage war with the well-constituted
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“beasts of prey” in his society, unlike the aristocratic priest he does not make this war the
primary focus of his activity in the world.
We must count the ascetic priest as the predestined savior, shepherd, and advocate of the sick herd: only thus can we understand his tremendous historical mission. Dominion over the suffering is his kingdom, that is where his instinct directs
him, here he possesses his distinctive art, his mastery, his kind of happiness.
(GM III.15)
Nietzsche does not explain this apparently odd choice, but it is explicable in terms of the
ascetic priest’s ressentiment. If he wishes to wage a war on Life, the ascetic priest could,
of course, simply drive it toward extinction. But as we have seen, this is not the character
of ascetic ressentiment. Rather, he sustains Life for the purpose of turning it against itself, so that under his malevolent ministrations living things are maimed, become evermore diseased, and suffer more and more deeply, yet do not die.
The sickly and weak herd are a chronically degenerate form of Life and constitute
the largest segment of the human population. They are thus the most fitting subjects for
the ascetic priest’s project. By safeguarding their existence he preserves a great number
of human beings, who are exactly the malignant kind of Life that satisfy his ressentiment.
Yet not only does he preserve their existence, he aims to aggravate their degenerate condition as much as possible: “He brings salves and balm with him, no doubt; but before he
can act as a physician he first has to wound; when he then stills the pain of the wound he
at the same time infects the wound—for that is what he knows to do best of all . . .”
(GM III.15). Thus, the ascetic priest wages a war with Life directly within his own soul
and indirectly in the world of human society through his work with the herd.
Although the ascetic priest finds a savage joy in the vivisection of Life, this joy is
evidently insufficient to quell the disgust with life, the exhaustion, and the nihilism that
tend to accumulate in the souls of the chronically sickly human beings, who constitute
the majority of our species. Perhaps because the will to power is essentially creative, the
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ascetic priest must find some constructive venture into which he can pour his energies, a
venture that is compatible with his central motivation of ressentiment and supports his
work with the herd.
The ascetic priest is the incarnate desire to be different, to be in a different place,
and indeed this desire at its greatest extreme, its distinctive fervor and passion;
but precisely this power of his desire is the chain that holds him captive so that he
becomes a tool for the creation of more favorable conditions for being here and
being man—it is precisely this power that enables him to persuade to existence
the whole herd of the ill-constituted, disgruntled, underprivileged, unfortunate,
and all who suffer of themselves, by instinctively going before them as their
shepherd. (GM III.13)
In characteristically elliptical fashion, Nietzsche neglects to mention exactly what kind of
place the ascetic priest would prefer or what kind of conditions he would consider more
favorable. Even so, we have enough information to suggest plausible answers to these
questions.
Ressentiment motivates the priest to sustain Life for the purpose of tormenting it,
and his ressentiment arises from a frustrated will to power, which seeks external expression in spite of its internalized focus. Given the opportunity, what sort of world might an
internalized will to power of this kind create, when its central motivating principle is so
injurious an impulse as the malevolent resentment against Life? We have already discovered Nietzsche’s answer in a previous context.
The idea at issue here is the valuation the ascetic priest places on our life: he juxtaposes it (along with what pertains to it: “nature,” “world,” the whole sphere of
becoming and transitoriness) with a quite different mode of existence which it
opposes and excludes, unless it turn against itself, deny itself: in that case, the
case of the ascetic life, life counts as a bridge to that other mode of existence. The
ascetic treats life as a wrong road on which one must finally walk back to the
point where it begins, or as a mistake that is put right by deeds. . . . (GM III.11)
Such a world, “that other mode of existence,” would be devoid of life, but not devoid of
existence or human awareness. It would be perfect and changeless because suffering is
possible only in an imperfect world of change. Finally, it would be a world in which an
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internalized will to power is somehow more effective in accomplishing its ends than a
externally-directed will to power. Thus, through the ascetic ideal, the priest posits a divine moral domain, an eternal and changeless realm of perfection that is more real than
mere phenomenal reality. Not only is this realm the ultimate destination for all who are
holy, it also defines appropriate human behavior in this world. And appropriate behavior
is, not surprisingly, the sort that comes most naturally to those who are holy, that is, those
who are sickly and weak. Like slave morality, the moral demands of the ascetic priest
establish the framework for a world that he and those like him are best able to manipulate
by means of internalized wills to power.
Since the ascetic priest is constitutionally incompetent when it comes to expressing his will to power directly in aggressive action, he seeks indirect modes for its expression, and, as we have seen, the first and foremost is through his ministry to the herd. His
ministry includes two aspects, protection of the herd from the “beasts of prey” and protection from their own self-destructive tendencies. We will consider each of these in turn.

“He has to defend his herd—against whom? Against the healthy, of course, and
also against envy of the healthy; he must be the natural opponent and despiser of all rude,
stormy, unbridled, hard, violent beast-of-prey health and might” (GM III.15). It is fairly
obvious why the herd might need protection from exploitation by the powerful “beasts of
prey” in their society, but it might not be so obvious why they need protection from envy
of these same individuals. The envy itself is not surprising: weak and sickly, internally
inhibited people with little or no will to power might very well envy those wellconstituted and strong individuals, who have the power to force the world into conformance with their wills. But why should this envy be destructive to the herd?
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Envy reflects a negative judgment upon oneself; someone who envies another’s
mode of existence judges the other’s existence as more valuable than one’s own. The
other has characteristics and abilities, and therefore opportunities, that oneself does not
have, and in the case the herd, will most likely never have: “‘If only I were someone
else,’ sighs this glance: ‘but there is no hope of that’” (GM III.14). This soul-sickness,
this self-devaluation, can only exacerbate the destructive effects of the bad conscience, to
which most human beings with internalized instincts are subject. In particular, the individual herd animal is powerless to engage the beasts of prey, and so his envy of them can
only intensify his ressentiment. Since the destructive energy of herd ressentiment typically vents back into the herd itself, its intensification would further destabilize herd society, and this is something the ascetic priest strives to forestall. Thus, the priest must
somehow render the beasts of prey less powerful and less enviable.
The priest must find a way to meet the natural, competitive aggression of the
physically superior “beast of prey”: “He will not be spared war with the beasts of prey, a
war of cunning (of the ‘spirit’) rather than one of force, as goes without saying; to fight it
he will under certain circumstances need to evolve a virtually new type of preying animal
out of himself, or at least he will need to represent it . . .” (GM III.15). People of action,
that is, those who are healthy and whose aggressive instincts and dominating instinct are
not internalized, or at least much less internalized, will attempt to engage their competitors directly, through contests of strength. The priest, “the first form of the more delicate
animal that despises more readily than it hates” (GM III.15), cannot hope to prevail
against such healthy and strong people on their own terms. The ascetic priests of the
Third Essay are like the aristocratic priests of the First: “[a] race of such men of ressentiment is bound to become eventually cleverer than any noble race . . .” (GM I.10). The
priest presents himself as “the herald and mouthpiece of more mysterious powers, deter295

mined to sow this soil with misery, discord, and self-contradiction wherever he can . . .”
(GM III.15). He is a “sorcerer and animal-tamer, in whose presence everything healthy
necessarily grows sick, and everything sick tame” (GM III.15). So, this is the ascetic
priest’s strategy: since he cannot fight directly with the beasts of prey, he invents a new
kind of world suitable to his kind of power, draws his strong and healthy enemies into it,
and weakens and sickens them.
This more clever type of animal adopts the mien of a beast of prey, but only so
that he can infiltrate the ranks of those who are healthy and strong and infect them with
seeds of contagion.
What is to be feared, what has a more calamitous effect than any other calamity,
is that man should inspire not profound fear but profound nausea; also not great
fear but great pity.
[W]hen would [the men of ressentiment] achieve the ultimate, subtlest, sublimest
triumph of revenge? Undoubtedly if they succeeded in poisoning the consciences
of the fortunate with their own misery, so that one day the fortunate began to be
ashamed of their good fortune and perhaps say to one another: “it is disgraceful to
be fortunate: there is too much misery!” (GM III.14)
Zarathustra says, “Consideration and pity have ever been my greatest dangers, and everything human wants consideration and pity” (Z III.9). These strong and healthy human
animals, whose aggressive instincts and wills to power are primarily directed outward,
are typically contemptuous of those unfortunate creatures unlike themselves, but they are
nevertheless susceptible to feelings of pity for the weak and sickly. Nietzsche does not
explain why this is so; he treats the capacity for pity as a basic feature of human nature:
Nietzsche lists pity among the unegoistic instincts in section 5 of the Preface of the Genealogy. An old Scandinavian saga warns, “‘If the heart is not hard in youth it will never
harden’” (BGE 260).
We can infer from the nature of pity and from Nietzsche’s comments how the ascetic priest fashions this natural susceptibility into a weapon against his enemies. The
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German words translated as ‘pity’ and sometimes as ‘compassion’ or ‘sympathy’ are
Mitleid and Mietleiden. Mit- corresponds to the English prefixes com- and syn- and simply means ‘with.’ The German noun Leid means ‘hurt’ or ‘injury’ and Leiden means ‘suffering,’ ‘affliction,’ ‘tribulation.’ So, Mitleid and Mitleiden mean ‘to suffer with.’ This
kind of pity is not merely feeling sorry for someone from a safe distance. As Walter
Kaufmann notes, “To want pity is to want others to suffer with us” (Kaufmann 1974,
184). To pity is to feel another’s sorrow as though it were one’s own. At the extreme,
“There are cases in which sympathy for suffering is more painful than actual suffering”
(HH II.46). The word in this passage translated as ‘sympathy’ is Mitleiden, and ‘suffering’ is a translation of Leiden. Why is this feeling of pity so dangerous for the healthy
and strong?
Nietzsche’s most incisive analysis of pity appears in The Antichrist where his is
concerned with the negative impact of Christianity on Western values.
Pity stands opposed to the tonic emotions which heighten our vitality: it has a depressing effect. We are deprived of strength when we feel pity. That loss of
strength which suffering as such inflicts on life is still further increased and multiplied by pity. Pity makes suffering contagious.
Pity is the practice of nihilism. To repeat: this depressive and contagious instinct
crosses those instincts which aim at the preservation of life and at the enhancement of its value. (A 7)
The healthy and strong person who pities the sickly and weak takes their suffering into
herself in spite of the fact that she is free from the psycho-physiological afflictions which
cause this suffering. The healthy person does not have internalized instincts, nor does she
have incoherent instincts, nor is she congenitally sickly. She is naturally joyful and energetic. Yet when such a person pities those who are constitutionally sickly, she is drawn
into their suffering, and she thus becomes further susceptible to the degenerative effects
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of this malady. At the extreme, life itself may eventually become a painful burden hardly
worth continuing.
By thus infecting the healthy and strong with pity, the ascetic priest induces in
them a psycho-physiological condition similar to that endured by the weak and sickly.
For suffering of this kind signals an emotional dissatisfaction with oneself: “‘it is disgraceful to be fortunate: there is too much misery!’” (GM III.14). The one who pities
others in this way experiences internal conflict: “I should not be the way I am! I should
not be so fortunate, so healthy and strong!” This mode of self-evaluation is similar to that
caused by the bad conscience in which the instincts war among themselves, rendering
coherent volition all but impossible. Whenever the strong and healthy succumb to this
stealthy assault, the priest indirectly exercises his will to power in two ways. First, he
vanquishes his most dangerous enemy by making him sickly, in spite of this enemy’s superior physical strength. Second, rather than destroying this enemy, the priest transfers
him from the domain of the healthy to the domain of the sickly, thereby expanding the
scope of his “kingdom.”

If the ascetic priest is to preserve the herd from self-destruction, he must alleviate
their suffering to some degree and defuse their ressentiment. He is particularly suited to
this task because he understands the herd animal from the inside, so to speak: both are
subject to internal inhibition of the instincts and both are thus sickly and weak by nature.
Their mutual comprehension derives from common elements in their phenomenology of
willing: the feeling of volitional inhibition and the feeling that they are not in full command of their destinies in the world of physical action. This compatibility gives the ascetic priest the insight he needs to dominate the herd through psycho-physiological manipulation rather than physical force.
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Ressentiment impels herd animals to harm one another, and according to
Nietzsche, the ascetic priest employs a specific strategy to discourage this behavior: “the
priest alters the direction of ressentiment” (GM III.15); he aims “to work the selfdestruction of the incurable, to direct the ressentiment of the less severely afflicted
sternly back upon themselves . . .” (GM III.16). If the priest is successful then some individuals within the herd may destroy themselves, but, as we shall see, others will achieve
a sufficient measure of self-mastery to sustain a meaningful existence. In either case,
members of the herd will be less likely to focus their destructive impulses upon one another.
The priest’s methodology for redirecting ressentiment and for managing the herd
begins with an observation we have already considered at some length: “every sufferer
instinctively seeks a cause for his suffering; more exactly, an agent; still more specifically, a guilty agent who is susceptible to suffering . . .” (GM III.15). From this general
principle the herd predictably concludes, “‘I suffer: someone must be to blame for it’—
thus thinks every sickly sheep” (GM III.15). Usually “someone” would mean “someone
else.” The priest, however, offers a novel explanation of the herd’s chronic suffering and
their compulsion to find an agent guilty for this condition, an explanation that is imminently agreeable to those sickly persons predisposed toward self-loathing and disgust
with life: “‘Quite so, my sheep! someone must be to blame for it: but you yourself are
this someone, you are to blame for it—you alone are to blame for yourself!” (GM III.15).
If the herd accept this explanation, each individual will blame herself for her own misery
and should therefore also direct her ressentiment against herself rather than against others. In order for this explanation to have the desired effect, however, it must appeal to the
herd animal at so basic a level and in so natural a way that she can believe it implicitly
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even though it seems absurd at first glance. For who would ever injure herself so profoundly as to cause such deep suffering?
The priest’s elaborate account of the herd’s condition and its rectification is, of
course, a religious one, and one that exploits the therapeutic effects of ressentiment already discovered by herd itself: the priest aims “to awaken men from their slow melancholy, to hunt away, if only for a time, their dull pain and lingering misery, and always
under cover of a religious interpretation and ‘justification’” (GM III.20). But this religious interpretation is not merely an intellectual system of thought constructed from the
appropriate postulates of revelation and faith, nor is it at first created for the sake of the
herd. Regardless of whether he realizes the fact, Nietzsche suggests, the ascetic priest’s
religious dogma derives from his own psycho-physiological constitution. Prompted by
the bad conscience and his internalized will to power, the priestly type of human being
long ago exploited the sense of guilt for the purpose of intensifying his own self-cruelty.
(See GM II.21, 22 and GM III.20.) In the hands of this “artist in guilt feelings,” the sense
of guilt is transformed into “sin,” “for this is the priestly name for the animal’s ‘bad conscience’ (cruelty directed backward)” (GM III.20).
Here we find a truly ingenious interpretation of internalized aggression and its
typical result, the bad conscience: the constant volitional tension and self-censoring of
desire that result from the permanent war among the priest’s instincts are taken as proof
that his innermost nature is corrupt. This state of mind is described vividly, if somewhat
confusedly, in the words of the Apostle Paul:
I do not understand my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very
thing I hate. Now if I do what I do not want, I agree that the law is good. But in
fact it is no longer I that do it, but sin that dwells within me. For I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh. I can will what is right, but I cannot do it. For I do not do the good that I want, but the evil I do not want is what I
do. Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I that do it, but sin that dwells
within me. (Holy Bible NRSV, Rom. 7:15-20)
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Athletes exercise self-control in all things; they do it to receive a perishable
wreath, but we an imperishable one. So I do not run aimlessly, nor do I box as
though beating the air; but I punish my body and enslave it, so that after proclaiming to others I myself should not be disqualified. (Holy Bible NRSV, 1
Col. 9:25-27)
With such self-mortifying rationalizations at hand, the ascetic priest elevates self-mastery
to an extreme, condemning and denying his desires and forcing his body into obedience,
even contrary to its natural needs. “For two millennia now we have been condemned to
the sight of this new type of invalid, ‘the sinner’ . . . everywhere the bad conscience . . .
everywhere the will to misunderstand suffering made the content of life, the reinterpretation of suffering as feelings of guilt, fear, and punishment; everywhere the scourge, the
hair shirt, the starving body, contrition . . .” (GM III.20).
The priest has long applied this formula to himself, and now he recommends it to
the herd animal: “he receives from his sorcerer, the ascetic priest, the first hint as to the
‘cause’ of his suffering: he must seek it in himself, in some guilt, in a piece of the past, he
must understand his suffering as a punishment” (GM III.20). The sickly, inhibited herd is
constitutionally vulnerable to “the tyranny of such paradoxical and paralogical concepts
as ‘guilt,’ ‘sin,’ ‘sinfulness,’ ‘depravity,’ ‘damnation,’” and the like (GM III.16). The
priest provides an interpretation of the herd’s chronic sickliness and misery consistent
with their experience of life: humankind is sinful and guilty. Human nature is essentially
depraved and humanity therefore deserves punishment, the present form of which is existence in this evil world of suffering.
Lacking the priest’s strong will to power, the herd animal is unable to initiate
such a creative response to his condition. Yet his nature does bear sufficient resemblance
to that of the ascetic priest to make him susceptible to guidance by the ascetic ideal, as
long as the will to do so is furnished from beyond himself. This will, of course, is provided by the priest: he directs the ressentiment of the herd back upon themselves so as
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“to exploit the bad instincts of all sufferers for the purpose of self-discipline, selfsurveillance, and self-overcoming” (GM III.16). “Bad instincts” apparently refers to the
herd’s habitual tendency toward “baseness, spite, malice, and whatever else is natural to
the ailing and sick” (GM III.15) and their propensity to seek a guilty agent upon whom to
vent their vengeful resentment. The ascetic priest stands over the herd as its harsh taskmaster, demanding conformance to the ascetic ideal, thereby teaching the herd his own
best skill, namely, how to direct and focus and vent this internalized aggression upon
himself. The priest thus provides externally what the herd lack internally, namely, the
strength of a dominating instinct and the associated will to power. In this way the priest
moderates or eliminates the most destructive tendencies of the herd and even develops in
some herd animals a certain degree of self-discipline.

Recall that the goal of the ascetic priest in directing the ressentiment of the herd
animal back upon herself is to prevent members of the herd from destroying one another
in their efforts to assign responsibility to some guilt agent for their incessant, inescapable
suffering. In addition, the ascetic priest offers a more direct solution to this problem by
providing several therapies to the herd aimed at tempering the suffering itself, though he
cannot address its root causes, which are psycho-physiological in nature: “It goes without
saying that ‘medication’ of this kind, a mere affect medication, cannot possibly bring
about a real cure of sickness in a physiological sense . . .” (GM III.16). “He combats only
the suffering itself, the discomfiture of the sufferer, not its cause, not the real sickness:
this must be our most fundamental objection to priestly medication” (GM III.17).
The first method used by the ascetic priests for relieving the suffering of the
chronically ill appears in section 17: “This dominating sense of displeasure is combated,
first, by means that reduce the feeling of life in general to its lowest point. If possible,
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will and desire are abolished altogether . . .” (GM III.17). Nietzsche describes a program
of ascetic training, of “starving the body and the desires” (GM III.17), which places the
body into a sort of hibernation and hypnotizes the mind. Although Christian mystics have
practiced this method with much success, the greatest adepts are Buddhists. For those
who can carry through the rigorous discipline required by this method, the ultimate redemption is achieved: “the hypnotic sense of nothingness, the repose of deepest sleep, in
short, absence of suffering—sufferers and those profoundly depressed will count this as
the supreme good, as the value of values . . .” (GM III.17). In those deepest states of mystical hypnotization in which self-awareness is completely effaced, the practitioner necessarily loses all sense of suffering as well.
This state is experienced as “release from all purpose, all desire, all action, as a
state beyond good and evil” (GM III.17) and evidently amounts to extinction of the will.
When applied to the sickly, suffering portion of humankind, Nietzsche apparently accepts
in a general way the Buddhist teaching that “1) life is permeated by suffering or dissatisfaction (dukkha); 2) the origin of suffering lies in craving or grasping (tanhã); 3) the cessation of suffering is possible, through the cessation of craving” (Encyclopedia 417).3 Far
from denying the efficacy of this method, Nietzsche says, “in countless cases [these
sportsmen of “sanctity”] have really freed themselves from that profound physiological
depression by means of their system of hypnotics . . .” (GM III.17). It is not difficult to
see why, on Nietzsche’s account, this approach is so successful. The most profound suffering experienced by the chronically sickly and those with internalized or incoherent
instincts is caused by the inability to will effectively. To the degree such a person can
achieve a state of willessness this disability will cease to torment. Nietzsche’s assessment

3

These are the first three Noble Truths of Buddhism. The fourth is “the way to the latter is the Eightfold
Noble Path” (Encyclopedia 417).
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of Buddhism is not entirely negative,4 but neither can he endorse a philosophy that truly
aims to extinguish the will.
Nietzsche next mentions mechanical activity as a means of alleviating suffering:
“The alleviation consists in this, that the interest of the sufferer is directed entirely away
from his suffering—that activity and nothing but activity, enters consciousness, and there
is consequently little room left in it for suffering: for the chamber of human consciousness is small!” (GM III.18). The previous method required “rare energy and above all
courage, contempt for opinion, ‘intellectual stoicism’” (GM III.18) and addressed the will
as the very root of human life and action and therefore the very root of the possibility of
suffering. Mechanical activity is a less demanding method, though it is also likely to be
somewhat less effective. The objective is simply to so fill the mind with the demands of
work that one’s attention is distracted from one’s suffering.
“An even more highly valued means of combating depression is the prescribing
of a petty pleasure that is easily attainable and can be made into a regular event; this
medication is often employed in association with the previous one” (GM III.18). Helping
others, the pleasure of giving pleasure, is the most common form. Nietzsche’s wry insight into such apparently altruistic “‘love of neighbor’” (GM III.18), so commonly prescribed by the ascetic priest to the suffering herd, is that its pleasure actually derives from
an exercise of will to power. We have already considered this highly attenuated mode of
individual will to power available to the herd animal: in doing good or being useful to
another, one feels “[t]he happiness of ‘slight superiority’” (GM III.18). By organizing
and institutionalizing altruistic activities for the herd, the priest provides social mechanisms that compensate to some degree for the herd animal’s lack of a dominating instinct
and strong individual will to power. In this way the herd animal is able to experience the

4

See sections 20-22 of The Antichrist.
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natural pleasure and joy associated with the imposition of power, even if only in a very
mild and indirect form. This moderate pleasure and joy, then, provide some small relief
for the herd animal from her incessant suffering.
Nietzsche tells us that this residual, indirect will to power is naturally called up by
the “‘will to mutual aid,’ to the formation of a herd, to ‘community’” (GM III.18), that is,
by the herd instinct. “[T]he formation of a herd is a significant victory and advance in the
struggle against depression” (GM III.18). Not only does the herd experience the “happiness of ‘slight superiority’” (GM III.18) through mutual aid, but “[w]ith the growth of the
community, a new interest grows for the individual, too, and often lifts him above the
most personal element in his discontent, his aversion to himself . . .” (GM III.18). While
she is of service to others the herd animal’s self-loathing is temporarily forgotten, and
perhaps she feels her worthlessness to be somewhat redeemed. Furthermore, rarely finding much strength or value in herself, she seeks significance by contributing to the
strength and well-being of the herd. On Nietzsche’s account, then, altruistic moralities
that praise the good of the whole are subterfuges masking their real aim, namely, to compensate for the weakness and inadequacy of the individual herd animal.
This concludes Nietzsche’s consideration of the ascetic priest’s “innocent means
in the struggle with displeasure” (GM III.19). He now proceeds to an analysis of the
“‘guilty’” means, those which involve “some kind of orgy of feeling—employed as the
most effective means of deadening dull, paralyzing, protracted pain . . .” (GM III.19).
Nietzsche calls the orgy of feeling a “guilty” method of treatment because, “when such a
system is chiefly applied to the sick, distressed, and depressed, it invariably makes them
sicker, even if it does ‘improve’ them . . .” (GM III.21). Nietzsche explains that by “improve” he means, “the same thing as ‘tamed,’ ‘weakened,’ ‘discouraged,’ ‘made refined,’
‘made effete,’ ‘emasculated’ (thus almost the same thing as harmed)” (GM III.21). In
305

other words, the means chosen by the ascetic priest to treat the herd’s sickliness not only
fails to heal them, it actually worsens their condition and thereby makes them even more
of a hazard to humankind in general and especially to the few who remain healthy. “I
know of hardly anything else that has had so destructive an effect upon the health and
racial strength of Europeans as this idea; one may without exaggeration call it the true
calamity in the history of European health” (GM III.21).
Recall that the ascetic priest redirects herd ressentiment by interpreting their
chronic psycho-physiological suffering as evidence of each individual’s guilt before God.
The so-called orgies of feeling through which the priest attempts to alleviate their suffering are part of this same religious account. When the herd animal accepts the ascetic
priest’s “reinterpretation of suffering as feelings of guilt, fear, and punishment”
(GM III.20) he embraces the priest’s “madness of the will . . .: the will of man to find
himself guilty and reprehensible to a degree that can never be atoned for; his will to think
himself punished without any possibility of the punishment becoming equal to the guilt
. . .” (GM II.22). Through his ministry to the herd the priest aims to “wrench the human
soul from its moorings, to immerse it in terrors, ice, flames, and raptures to such an extent that it is liberated from all petty displeasure, gloom, and depression as by a flash of
lightning” (GM III.20). Thus, the herd is invited to join an irresolvable cycle of the most
intense fear, despair, and hope. The pious herd animal becomes so consumed with digging up evidence for his own depravity and alternately with the agony of selfcondemnation and the ecstasy of repentance that all less extreme forms of suffering drop
from his awareness. In this way the priest communicates to the herd some of his own joy
in self-cruelty: “one no longer protested against pain, one thirsted for pain; ‘more pain!
more pain!’ the desire of his disciples and initiates has cried for centuries” (GM III.20).
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This, then, is the priest’s “guilty” cure for the suffering herd: overload them with the
strongest affects and teach them to love the orgy of feeling.

The Economy and Teleology of the Will to Power, and Nietzsche’s Prejudices
Nietzsche’s explanation of the ascetic ideal occasionally relies upon a cosmological conception of the will to power. These passages typically have a teleological cast,
leaving the reader with the impression that the principle of Life directs human development toward certain preconceived ends. I have argued, to the contrary, that Nietzsche
does not hold a strongly teleological view of the will to power. According to my interpretation, the principle of Life is a hylozoic force that strives to maximize the total quantity
of structured power in the environment by building mutually competitive hierarchical
organic structures. The will to power perpetually meets itself in opposing modes, one of
which generally subdues and incorporates the other in some fashion, thereby creating a
new mode more powerful that either original component. While the goal of maximizing
power may be a telos of sorts, it requires no intention, intelligence, or planning, nor does
it favor the persistence or strengthening of any particular kind of organism. The stronger
organism will tend to overcome the weaker, but there is no ideal or optimal organic form
capable of subduing all others. Thus, new forms evolve under the pressure of environmental change and adaptation, they compete, and they either find stable positions in the
local power hierarchy, or they perish. Change is inevitable, so every organism is vulnerable to attack and possible extinction, including the human species. If this is an accurate
representation of Nietzsche’s view then his teleological language needs some further
comment.
Nietzsche’s teleological musings in the Third Essay focus upon two outcomes of
the ascetic priest’s relationship with the sickly and weak herd, namely, preservation of
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the herd from self-destruction and prevention of the herd from harming those who are
healthy and strong. We have already encountered some of the relevant passages regarding the first outcome. Nietzsche says, “We must count the ascetic priest as the predestined savior, shepherd, and advocate of the sick herd . . .” (GM III.15). Again, “[the ascetic priest] becomes a tool for the creation of more favorable conditions for being here
and being man . . .” (GM III.13), which implies that some creative power manipulates the
ascetic priest for the stated purpose. Similarly, “You will see my point: this ascetic priest,
this apparent enemy of life, this denier—precisely he is among the greatest conserving
and yes-creating forces of life” (GM III.13). With regard to protecting the healthy and
strong from the herd, Nietzsche says:
You will guess what, according to my idea, the curative instinct of life has at least
attempted through the ascetic priest . . .: to render the sick to a certain degree
harmless, to work the self-destruction of the incurable, to direct the ressentiment
of the less severely afflicted sternly back upon themselves . . . and in this way to
exploit the bad instincts of all sufferers for the purpose of self-discipline, selfsurveillance, and self-overcoming. (GM III.16)
Through the agency of the ascetic priest, the instinct of life contemplates or intends “[a]
kind of concentration and organization of the sick on one side (the word ‘church’ is the
most popular name for it), a kind of provisional safeguarding of the more healthily constituted, the more fully achieved on the other, and the creation of a chasm between
healthy and sick . . .” (GM III.16).
Perhaps the simplest way to attack the issue is to ask whether Nietzsche’s characterization of the relationship between the ascetic priest and the herd can be assimilated
into the minimally teleological model of the will to power I have described above. If the
herd, the ascetic priests, and those who are well-constituted represent particular modes of
the will to power then we would expect their interaction to follow its characteristic economy in which the stronger modes subdue and incorporate the weaker. Yet we immedi308

ately find an apparent discrepancy: although Nietzsche describes the mission of the ascetic priest as “Dominion over the suffering” (GM III.15), the priest does not conquer and
incorporate the herd but preserves it. Furthermore, regardless of which proves stronger,
neither the ascetic priests nor the well-constituted “beasts of prey” subdue the other in
any obvious fashion. Finally, not only do the healthy and strong fail to subdue the sickly
and weak herd, Nietzsche believes that the latter are a threat to the former: “The sick represent the greatest danger for the healthy; it is not the strongest but the weakest who spell
disaster for the strong” (GM III.14). So, coupled to the question of teleology is the problem of explaining these relationships in terms of the economy of the will to power.
The basic paradigm of social domination is the blond beasts’ conquest of weaker
tribes and the subsequent organization of the primitive state. (See GM II.16, 17.) But this
physically aggressive way of subduing and mastering other people is unavailable to those
having internalized wills to power. The ascetic priest must therefore employ indirect
methods, such as those he uses to manipulate the herd. His methods do not include physical coercion, but they nevertheless facilitate the priest’s domination of the herd. The
priest holds the keys to peace, comfort, and joy, to release from suffering, and to eternal
security. The herd pay for these assurances with their obedience, and hence the priest
gains a kingdom and an army, which he may deploy in his effort to wrest privilege and
power from the healthy and strong. Thus, neither the conqueror of nations nor the ascetic
priest destroy the herd, and each organizes and disciplines its members so the herd may
better serve his purposes, according to the means appropriate to his nature. So, despite
the differences between the conqueror and the priest, the relations of both to the herd reflect the characteristic activity of the will to power.
On the other hand, the conquering ruler and the ascetic priest treat the herd in significantly different ways. The ruler would presumably maintain the healthiest and strong309

est among the herd because these would be of most use to him; the ascetic priest, by contrast, is tasked by Life with preserving the weak and sickly. This latter claim not only
seems incompatible with the modus operandi of the will to power but apparently implies
a strongly teleological conception of its activity within the ascetic priest. In order to assess the accuracy of this impression we will review major elements of human social evolution when interpreted as a manifestation of the cosmological will to power.
Recall that during the formative period of human evolution in which the morality
of custom developed, the species produced two types of powerful human organisms, the
autonomous individual himself and the hierarchically-organized community, that is, a
herd disciplined and governed by one or more autonomous individuals. The autonomous
individual and the community may then be thought of as two experimental outcomes in
the blind effort of Life to produce robust modes of human will to power. Yet after the
establishment of the primitive state, and after many cycles of advancement and degeneration in human cultures, much of the race succumbed to internal inhibition of the instincts
and the associated psycho-physiological weakness and sickliness. Nevertheless, instinctual inhibition also leveraged the development of powerful cognitive skills, and organized human communities proved to be very strong competitors in the universal struggle
for domination, even when constituted by sickly and weak individuals.
Thus, two primary modes of human will to power remain, though they have been
altered from their original forms. The communal mode now consists of the internally inhibited, weak and sickly herd, most often governed by associations of herd animals5 or by
powerful individuals who are also internally inhibited, the ascetic priests, for example.
The individual mode consists of autonomous individuals of two basic types, those who
are relatively free from internal inhibition of the instincts and those who are internalized
5

According to Nietzsche, parliamentary constitutions are attempts to combine relatively clever herd men in
the hopes that together they will somehow add up to one competent leader. (See BGE 199.)
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but, unlike the ascetic priest, do not feel compelled to manipulate human society. (This
latter group will be treated in the next chapter.) The autonomous human being with a
strong, externally-directed individual will to power, on the one hand, and human communities constituted by internalized heteronomous herd animals possessing a communal
will to power, on the other, represent two competing modes of the cosmological will to
power within the human species.
We are now in a better position to understand the role of the ascetic priest relative
to the activity of the cosmological will to power. The development of the supra-tribal
state dramatically extended the dominion of humankind but also weakened and sickened
much of the race. Dynamic evolution, that is, evolution under the impetus of the will to
power, is not forward-looking, and so unfavorable consequences of this kind are not uncommon. Yet since the will to power is constantly in the process of self-overcoming, it is
always possible that some new development may eliminate former liabilities or even
transform them into assets. Accordingly, the ascetic priest’s domination of the herd may
be thought of not only as the mastery of one internalized mode of will to power over another, but also as the stabilization and strengthening of the communal mode so that it
may compete more effectively with the individual mode.
This way of understanding Nietzsche’s language is compatible with the minimally teleological conception of the cosmological will to power outlined earlier. The
priest’s ascetic practices, by means of which his dominating instinct disciplines and focuses his multifarious instincts, disclose the self-overcoming of the will to power within
the internalized and sickly human individual. The priest’s ministry to the weak and scattered herd, by which he disciplines and focuses its members through the imposition of the
ascetic ideal, discloses the self-overcoming of the will to power within the human social
organism. So, we again find the will to power set against itself in two opposing manifes311

tations: strong and healthy autonomous individuals on one side, and the cohesive herd
community on the other, whose members are weak and sickly but nevertheless wield
considerable power as a unit. Thus, Nietzsche’s claim that Life impels the ascetic priest
to save the weak and sickly from self-destruction does not depend upon a strongly teleological conception of the will to power but accords with its characteristic economy when
considered in both its individual and corporate manifestations.

Nietzsche also argues that the principle of Life, the will to power, aims to protect
the healthy and strong from contamination by the weak and sickly, a contamination
brought on by the exposure to the suffering herd.
What is to be feared, what has a more calamitous effect than any other calamity,
is that man should inspire not profound fear but profound nausea; also not great
fear but great pity. Suppose these two were one day to unite, they would inevitably beget one of the uncanniest monsters: the “last will” of man, his will to nothingness, nihilism. (GM III.14)
Nietzsche clearly finds this to be a horrific possibility: “That the sick should not make the
healthy sick . . . should surely be our supreme concern on earth; but this requires above
all that the healthy should be segregated from the sick, guarded even from the sight of
the sick, that they may not confound themselves with the sick” (GM III.14). Thus, Life
employs the ascetic priest in this task by motivating him to gather the herd into sanitaria
for the purpose of “treatment,” while the covert teleological purpose is protection of the
healthy from infection by the weak by isolating the latter from the former.
In section 16, Nietzsche draws supporting evidence for this claim from his assertion that the “medications” which the ascetic priest uses to treat the sickly herd do not
heal them but make them even sicker. By dramatically exacerbating their condition
through the ministry of the ascetic priest, Life compels the sickly herd to retire into special treatment facilities, thereby protecting from infection those who remain healthy and
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strong. Yet Nietzsche need not resort to this argument in order to explain why the ascetic
priest’s ministry worsens the condition of the herd. As noted above, Nietzsche shows that
the herd are the subjects best suited to priestly domination, and it thus serves the priests’
interests to medicate the sickly herd in such a way that they always remain in need of
treatment. If Nietzsche believes it is necessary to account for the collection of the herd
into “churches” and other similar therapeutic organizations, he need only appeal to the
herd instinct, a well-developed concept in his toolbox of ideas.
The economy of the will to power, an idea that I believe underlies Nietzsche’s
naturalistic conception of morality, continually creates opposing forces and draws them
into competitions through which the stronger generally prevails over the weaker. But if
Nietzsche supports a minimally teleological view of evolution, as the bulk of his work
suggests, then “the stronger” should only mean “the one who prevails.” “The stronger” is
not a title that can be assigned prior to completion of a competition. If the communal
mode of the will to power, that is, the sickly herd, finally eliminate or incorporate the
autonomous individual mode, that is, the strong and healthy “beasts of prey,” then the
communal mode is ipso facto the stronger of the two. Yet Nietzsche clearly values the
strong and healthy individual above the herd. The tension between his preference and his
principle is evident in the dissonance between the more teleological passages cited above
and his observation that so-called higher men are “the rare cases of great power of soul
and body, man’s lucky hits . . .” (GM III.14). If Life conspires on the side of those
Nietzsche thinks are best, why are there so few of them? The answer is obvious: Life
does not bow to anyone’s preferences, not even Nietzsche’s.
So, why does Nietzsche lapse into such a glaring inconsistency? He may fail to
see it, though this seems unlikely. This difficulty is related to the problem of determinism
in Nietzsche’s thought, a subject far beyond the scope of this study. Nietzsche seems to
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be some sort of compatibilist. Human beings, like all forms of life, are manifestations of
the will to power, and we have no real influence over the dynamic interrelations that constitute its complex activity. Yet Nietzsche exhorts his readers, “We, however, want to
become those we are—human beings who are new, unique, incomparable, who give
themselves laws, who create themselves” (GS 335). Perhaps it is a matter of our limited
perspective: the Calvinist seeks to convert the heathen because he cannot know whom
God has forechosen, and the Nietzschean strives to make his life into a work of art because this may be his destiny. Nietzsche may see himself as the prophet of fate, awakening the strong and healthy to their terrible danger and calling them to preemptive action.
If he succeeds, then the well-constituted will indeed overcome the weak and sickly herd
and will thereby demonstrate they were always fated to be the stronger. The Genealogy
is, after all, a polemic. Though Nietzsche cannot prove that those whom he values are
most deserving of power, perhaps his mission is to arouse them into seizing the power
that is their destiny.
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Chapter 6
The Meaning of Ascetic Ideals for the Artist, Philosopher, and Scientist
On the Genealogy of Morals - The Third Essay, Part 2

According to Nietzsche, ascetic ideals have been the dominant value-generating
principles in the West for centuries. I have argued that Nietzsche’s discussion of these
ideals shows he believes they are grounded in the psycho-physiological constitutions of
their proponents. Each psycho-physiological type represents a particular evolutionary
state in the human expression of the will to power. The meaning of an ascetic ideal for a
particular type of human being, then, will disclose how this ideal exhibits the activity of
the will to power under the constraints imposed by that type’s psycho-physiology.
In the previous chapter I tried to show that Nietzsche’s ascetic priest possesses
multifarious internalized instincts disciplined by an internalized dominating instinct. In
spite of his internalized condition, the ascetic priest feels compelled to compete for
dominance in the world of human society. The clash between the priest’s externalized
aspirations and his internalized will to power generates a virulent resentment against Life
itself, against the very source of his own vitality and strength, against the foundational
principle of his own existence. This priestly ressentiment gives birth to an ascetic ideal,
which aims to sustain human life for the purpose of sickening and enervating it. The ascetic ideal supplies the priest with values that support this mission while promoting indirect means toward dominating society.
We shall now consider the meaning of ascetic ideals for the other types Nietzsche
addresses in the Third Essay, the artist, the philosopher, and the scientist.
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The Psycho-physiology of the Artist
Nietzsche’s examination of the artist begins with a critique of German composer,
conductor, music theorist, and essayist Richard Wagner. Nietzsche objects to what he
sees as a shift in Wagner’s later operatic works away from an affirmation of sensuality
toward a praise of chastity and a condemnation of sensuality, especially evident in Parsifal, his final opera. On Nietzsche’s view,
there is no necessary antithesis between chastity and sensuality; every good marriage, every genuine love affair, transcends this antithesis. . . . But even in those
cases in which this antithesis between chastity and sensuality really exists, there is
fortunately no need for it to be a tragic antithesis. At least this holds good for all
those well-constituted, joyful mortals who are far from regarding their unstable
equilibrium between “animal and angel” as necessarily an argument against existence—the subtlest and brightest among them have even found in it, like Goethe
and Hafiz, one more stimulus to life. It is precisely such “contradictions” that seduce one to existence . . . (GM III.2)
Nietzsche’s psycho-physiological conception of value formation is evident from the beginning of his analysis. His assertion that the “well-constituted” enjoy entertaining contradictory values should remind us of the way he contrasts the values adopted by the
healthy and strong with those of the weak and sickly in sections 11, 13, and 16 of the
Third Essay. Furthermore, the “unstable equilibrium between ‘animal and angel’” reiterates features of human nature Nietzsche describes in section 7 of the Second Essay,
where he identifies the animal with our instinctual nature, especially the most aggressive
instincts, and the angel with the rejection or taming of these instincts. Artistic creativity
thus seems linked to certain kinds of tension within the human soul, just as philosophic
“objectivity” is dependent upon the ability to embrace a multiplicity of mutually incompatible affects (GM III.12).
In the case of the philosopher, Nietzsche explicitly attributes the character of his
work to the philosopher’s own psycho-physiology: “Gradually it has become clear to me
what every great philosophy so far has been: namely, the personal confession of its
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author and a kind of involuntary and unconscious memoir; also that the moral (or immoral) intentions in every philosophy constituted the real germ of life from which the
whole plant has grown” (BGE 6). In light of this claim, we can see that Nietzsche’s examination of the artist follows a similar pattern: “[The artist] is, after all, only the precondition of his work, the womb, the soil, sometimes the dung and manure on which, out
of which, it grows. . . . Insight into the origin of a work concerns the physiologists and
vivisectionists of the spirit; never the aesthetic man, the artist!” (GM III.4). The artist’s
work, then, emerges from the structure of his soul, though we shall find that the relationship between the work and the soul is less direct and more complex than in the case of
the philosopher.
The Third Essay does not provide much more information concerning the artistic
nature, and what it does tell us is complicated by the fact that Nietzsche distinguishes at
least two different types of artist, one exemplified by Wagner and the other by Goethe.
An allusion to this distinction appears in section 2 of the Third Essay, where Nietzsche
identifies Goethe as one who is exhilarated by the contradictions inherent in his own artistic nature, while Wagner, at least in his later work, caters to the “swine” incapable of
tolerating such tensions, with the possible implication that Wagner himself is likewise
intolerant. In section 4, on the other hand, Nietzsche describes certain psychophysiological elements, which appear to be constitutive of the artistic nature in general,
including that of both Wagner and Goethe. Thus, I will first try to characterize this general artistic nature in terms of the basic psycho-physiological features identified in the
Third Essay and in other of Nietzsche’s works. I will then consider how the two artistic
types differ and the implications of these differences.
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Nietzsche first introduces the artist to readers of the Genealogy in section 18 of
the Second Essay, a passage we have already examined in an earlier chapter. The text
suggests that the artist has a coherent will to power, and, according to my understanding
of Nietzsche, this means he has a dominating instinct. This is explicitly confirmed in the
case of Wagner: “One cannot begin to figure out Wagner until one figures out his dominant instinct” (CW 8). (See also GS 368.) The artist also has a bad conscience, an indication of internalized instincts and especially of an internalized dominating instinct. Unlike
the bad conscience of the aristocratic priest and the ascetic priest, however, the bad conscience of the artist is active rather than reactive. According to Nietzsche this means that
the artist’s instinct for freedom, that is, his will to power, “creates for itself a bad conscience and builds negative ideals” (GM II.18). In other words, the artist’s will to power
turns voluntarily upon itself, thereby producing an internalized instinctual nature but one
lacking the oppressive quality typical of those subject to internalized instincts. His dominating instinct turns inward without external compulsion and expresses its power upon
the artist’s own soul rather than upon any external agent.
Section 18 of the Second Essay appears within Nietzsche’s speculative prehistory
of the human race, during the period in which the various elements constituting contemporary human nature first took form, including the bad conscience. The foregoing description of the artist’s nature, however, is functional rather than evolutionary, that is, it
describes how the contemporary artistic nature operates rather than how it developed.
Thus, the self-internalization, so to speak, of the artist’s dominating instinct should not be
compared to the forced internalization imposed upon the prehistoric victims of the conquering blond beasts, but should be compared to the internalized natures of contemporary
types, as indicated above. The aristocratic priest, the ascetic priest, and similarly constituted human beings bear the form of internalized human nature forged during the primi318

tive era Nietzsche describes in sections 16 and 17 of the Second Essay, but the constraining power which forces internalization of the instincts is no longer an external oppressor
but is constitutive of the internalized nature itself. The ascetic priest thus experiences his
inescapably internalized condition as oppressive, as against his will, even though this
condition is simply a feature of his own psycho-physiological constitution. By contrast,
the artist experiences his internalization as a choice consistent with his will. This is why
we find no reference to ressentiment in Nietzsche’s account of the artistic consciousness.
The artist feels that he chooses to direct his will to power inward, toward the subjugation
of his own soul. He therefore escapes the frustration that arises when an internalized will
to power “desires” to have a formidable external effect, as in the case of the ascetic
priest.
Nietzsche says little concerning the origin of the artistic nature or the active bad
conscience. If my interpretation so far is correct then the elements constituting the artistic
psycho-physiology must be among those which evolved during the prehistoric era
Nietzsche describes in the Second Essay. But how these elements came together to form
a relatively durable nature is unclear. Nietzsche’s most direct comments on the subject
appear in a passage from the Gay Science. Of comic actors he says, “it is in such types
that we find the pre-history of the artist and often enough even of the ‘genius’” (GS 361).
If the actor is the precursor of the artist then it seems reasonable to associate the artist’s
“domineering instinct” with that of the actor, which Nietzsche describes in some detail:
Falseness with a good conscience; the delight in simulation exploding as a power
that pushes aside one’s so-called “character,” flooding it and at times extinguishing it; the inner craving for a role and mask, for appearance; an excess of the capacity for all kinds of adaptations that can no longer be satisfied in the service of
the most immediate and narrowest utility—all of this is perhaps not only peculiar
to the actor? (GS 361)
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Speculating on the origin of such an instinct, Nietzsche describes the actor’s ancestors in
chameleon-like terms: “Such an instinct will have developed most easily in families of
the lower classes who had to survive under changing pressures and coercions, . . . who
always had to change their mien and posture, until they learned gradually to turn their
coat with every wind and thus virtually to become a coat . . .” (GS 361). Eventually a type
appeared in whom “the delight in simulation” became the highest need. Originally, then,
the artifices of these proto-actors and proto-artists would have been masks and false images they created in order to protect themselves from abuse by the powerful. Once transformed into a dominating instinct, this drive for the creation of appearances became an
end in itself, an expression of will to power, and the artist was born. The contemporary
artist’s desire to produce works of art, her joy in artistic creation, apparently derives from
this archaic source, though it has long been severed from the needs which originally produced it.
In the artist, this “falseness with a good conscience” apparently extends beyond
the actor’s proclivity to mask her identity and grows into a passion for fabricating creative works of the imagination. Nietzsche tells us, “Whoever is completely and wholly an
artist is to all eternity separated from the ‘real,’ the actual . . .” (GM III.4). This characterization is evidently intended to encompass the artistic nature in general, and Nietzsche
explicitly includes both Wagner and Goethe in the judgment. Nietzsche’s assessment of
Goethe in Twilight of the Idols, however, appears to contradict this picture of the artist:
In the middle of an age with an unreal outlook, Goethe was a convinced realist:
he said Yes to everything that was related to him in this respect—and he had no
greater experience than that ens realissimum [most real being] called Napoleon.
Goethe conceived a human being who would be strong, highly educated, skillful
in all bodily matters, self-controlled, reverent toward himself, and who might dare
to afford the whole range and wealth of naturalness, being strong enough for such
freedom. . . . (TI “Skirmishes” 49)
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Yet Nietzsche does not mean in the first passage that the artist’s work necessarily fails to
represent reality altogether, but only that it fails to represent the reality of the artist’s own
being: “a Homer would not have created an Achilles nor a Goethe a Faust if Homer had
been an Achilles or Goethe a Faust” (GM III.4). In Twilight of the Idols Nietzsche is concerned to show that Goethe represents “a magnificent attempt to overcome the eighteenth
century by a return to nature, by an ascent to the naturalness of the Renaissance . . .” (TI
“Skirmishes” 49). When Nietzsche says, “Goethe was a convinced realist,” he means that
Goethe affirmed the value and existential primacy of the natural world, and that Goethe’s
admiration for Napoleon reveals this affirmation. This, we will see shortly, can be contrasted with Wagner’s presentation of Parsifal as an ideal.
The immediate point is that the artist fabricates an internal world populated with
characters of his own making, a world which may or may not reflect the values Nietzsche
believes are implicit in the reality of the natural world. The artist has extensive control
over his inner world, and so in this domain his will to power produces maximum effect.
Furthermore, as is evident from section 18 of the Second Essay, the sustained effort to
create a coherent world requires the artist, like the ascetic priest, to turn his will to power
back upon himself. The great lot of humanity, perhaps all of us, are constituted by a diversity of mutually inconsistent instincts: “Biologically, modern man represents a contradiction of values; he sits between two chairs, he says Yes and No in the same breath”
(CW Epilogue). This psycho-physiological ferment, inherited from our prehistoric ancestors and from millennia of cultural interbreeding, provides a rich soil for cultivating creativity, but without the imposition of some organizing principle it renders the soul sterile.
The artist’s dominating instinct functions as this principle to the degree it rules over his
mob of internalized instincts. (See CW 11.)
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We learned from the Second Essay that a compulsion toward cruelty characteristically accompanies the most basic forms of the will to power because making another
suffer most graphically exhibits one’s power over the other. A compulsion toward selfcruelty similarly accompanies the internalized will to power, and in the artist as well as
and the ascetic priest this cruelty apparently motivates the rigorous self-discipline which
is the behavioral outcome of the dominating instinct’s government over the soul. But unlike the hieratic nature, the artistic nature “makes itself suffer out of joy in making suffering” (GM II.18). Again, the priest experiences internalization as oppression, and so he
feels the resentment of one who is perversely forced by an external Agent to torture himself. The artist, by contrast, applies his will to power against himself with the same enthusiasm that his primitive ancestor felt when cruelly subjecting others to his will: “one
does well to recall the ages in which . . . men were unwilling to refrain from making suffer and saw in it an enchantment of the first order, a genuine seduction to life” (GM II.7).

Nietzsche treats the characters occupying an artist’s dramatic works as exemplars
of the values the artist wishes to promote (see, for example, CW 5), and this is where the
differences between Nietzsche’s estimation of Wagner and Goethe become more apparent. According to Nietzsche, the ethos of the early Wagnerian world is exemplified by
Siegfried, the Nordic hero of the Ring cycle (Der Ring des Nibelungen). (See The Case of
Wagner, especially section 4.) Through Siegfried’s aggressive rejection of conventional
morality and its associated social structures, Wagner celebrates the naturalistic and selfglorifying autonomy of the healthy, strong, and noble individual, “the innocence of the
utmost selfishness, the faith in great passion as the good in itself” (GS 99). In the earlier
stages of Wagner’s career, then, he promotes values similar to those advanced by Goethe.
But on Nietzsche’s view, Parsifal represents in Wagner either a radical change of direc322

tion following a collision with Schopenhauer (CW 4) or the birth of a retrograde Christian ideal after a long but hidden gestation (GM III.4). Wagner now valorizes chastity
against sensuality (GM III.2), he adopts pity as a virtue (CW 7), “he flatters everything
Christian, every religious expression of decadence” (CW Postscript). Rather than overcoming the endemic decadence of contemporary humanity through creative selftranscendence in the manner of Goethe, Wagner finally becomes the artist of decadence,
still creative but no longer able to sustain a vision of this natural world as full of suffering
and discord and yet whole and vital (CW 7).
If Wagner and Goethe share characteristic features of the artistic nature, what accounts for the striking differences in the values exhibited by their works of art? Nietzsche
again offers a psycho-physiological explanation:
Every art, every philosophy may be viewed as a remedy and an aid in the service
of growing and struggling life; they always presuppose suffering and sufferers.
But there are two kinds of sufferers: first, those who suffer from the over-fullness
of life—they want a Dionysian art and likewise a tragic view of life, a tragic insight—and then those who suffer from the impoverishment of life and seek rest,
stillness, calm seas, redemption from themselves through art and knowledge, or
intoxication, convulsions, anaesthesia, and madness. (GS 370)
Goethe is an example of the first type of artist; Wagner is an example of the second. Both
suffer from a rich diversity of inner drives mastered by a internalized dominating instinct;
this strained and agitated constitution is the furnace which fires their creative energies.
But while Goethe experiences this condition as an overabundance of creative possibility,
as an excess of form-giving power, Wagner, at least in his later life, experiences it as unbearable tension, as an enervating and exhausting internal war.
Nietzsche does not say why one type of artist suffers from an over-fullness of life
while another suffers from its impoverishment, though there are indications he believes
the former type are rare. (Suggestions to this effect appear throughout The Case of Wag323

ner. See especially the Epilogue and the very end of the Second Postscript. Also see
GS 357 and BGE 209.) I will appeal to Nietzsche’s pseudo-Platonic model of the “‘soul
as social structure of the drives and affects’” (BGE 12) in attempting an explanation. I
have argued that Nietzsche envisions organic structures as pyramidal power hierarchies,
which are governed by the strongest element(s) at the top of the hierarchy, a dominating
instinct in the case of the human soul. This does not mean, however, that every particular
organism or soul is well-governed so that every element of power in the structure contributes effectively to the ends established by the ruling powers. Plato’s description in
Book VIII of the Republic may be instructive since it seems likely that Nietzsche’s notion of degeneration is inspired to some degree by Plato’s analysis. Just as the Republic
degenerates by stages, the human soul admits degrees of dysfunction, and so the soul of a
man like Wagner may still be that of an artist while failing to exhibit the fullness of the
type, perhaps like an aristocracy devolving to a timocracy.
Indeed, we find indications that according to Nietzsche, Wagner’s soul is analogous to a city whose ruler is sufficiently powerful to command and manage great civic
works while yet unable to control all the city’s heterogeneous factions or to press them
into productive service. Instead they continually fight among themselves. For example,
Nietzsche describes Wagner as “a typical decadent” (CW 7), and decadence, in the absence of sufficient governance, implies some degree of incoherence and fragmentation:
What is the sign of every literary decadence? That life no longer dwells in the
whole. . . . But this is the simile of every style of decadence: every time, the anarchy of atoms, disintegration of the will, “freedom of the individual,” to use moral
terms—expanded into a political theory, “equal rights for all.” Life, equal vitality,
the vibration and exuberance of life pushed back into the smallest forms, the rest
poor in life. Everywhere paralysis, arduousness, torpidity or hostility and chaos:
both more and more obvious the higher one ascends in forms of organization. The
whole no longer lives at all: it is composite, calculated, artificial, an artifact.
(CW 7)
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This passage echoes in opposition to Nietzsche’s portrayal of the blond beasts of the
Second Essay, “those artists of violence and organizers who build states” (GM II.18):
“they are the most involuntary, unconscious artists there are—wherever they appear
something new soon arises, a ruling structure that lives, in which parts and functions are
delimited and coordinated, in which nothing whatever finds a place that has not first been
assigned a ‘meaning’ in relation to the whole” (GM II.17). By contrast, “Wagner disguised as a principle his incapacity for giving organic form . . .” (CW 7); he exhibits “the
decline of the power to organize” (CW Second Postscript).
Recall, furthermore, that the “physiological obstruction and exhaustion”
(GM III.13) generated by the mutual antagonism among internalized instincts is a fundamental cause of the sickliness characteristic of the majority of humankind. The dissonance of soul resulting from Wagner’s decadence evidently produces a similar condition.
Nietzsche lists a number of Wagnerian pathologies, “the convulsive nature of his affects,
his overexcited sensibility, his taste that required ever stronger spices, his instability,”
“total sickness, this lateness and overexcitement of the nervous mechanism,” exhaustion,
and others (CW 5), which are remarkably similar to those he enumerates in the case of
the sickly herd animal (GM III.15, 17, 21). Sickness does not necessarily threaten the vitality of every type of human being: “Sickness itself can be a stimulant to life: only one
has to be healthy enough for this stimulant” (CW 5). Yet Wagner, apparently unlike
Goethe, is not so healthy.
According to Nietzsche, then, Goethe exhibits the organic wholeness absent from
Wagner and his works: “[Goethe] was not fainthearted but took as much as possible upon
himself, over himself, into himself. What he wanted was totality; he fought the mutual
extraneousness of reason, senses, feeling, and will . . .; he disciplined himself to wholeness, he created himself” (TI “Skirmishes” 49). Even so, Nietzsche attributes to Wagner
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a certain sort of wholeness: “Wagner was whole; but Wagner was the whole corruption;
but Wagner was courage, the will, conviction in corruption . . .” (CW Second Postscript).
When considered together with the fragmentation described above, we have a picture of
Wagner as holding together mutually antagonistic elements of his soul, conflicting instincts, to use Nietzsche’s term, without being able to create “a ruling structure that lives,
in which parts and functions are delimited and coordinated, in which nothing whatever
finds a place that has not first been assigned a ‘meaning’ in relation to the whole”
(GM II.17).
Whether Wagner’s condition reflects too weak a dominating instinct or too powerful and unruly a set of contradictory instincts or some other psycho-physiological dysfunction, we do not know, but it is this difference between Wagner and Goethe that I believe Nietzsche sees as an explanation for why Wagner suffers from “the impoverishment
of life” while Goethe suffers from “the over-fullness of life” (GS 370). Both possess the
artistic nature, that is, a complex set of multivalent dispositions disciplined by a “freely”
internalized dominating instinct, and this motivates both to create rich inner worlds over
which they can exercise their wills to power. Yet Goethe’s soul resembles a unified organism while Wagner’s resembles an efficiently organized compound of disparate elements. A Goethe experiences the complex tensions in his soul as competing inspirations,
as powerful energies ever striving to destroy and re-create the world, guided by a dominating instinct like a band of wild horses harnessed to a racing carriage. “In this state [of
artistic frenzy] one enriches everything out of one’s own fullness: whatever one sees,
whatever one wills, is seen swelled, taught, strong, overloaded with strength” (TI “Skirmishes” 9). A Wagner, on the other hand, experiences his own inner complexity as an
ever-incipient war, as an incessant strain between antagonistic factions, which must be
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continually moderated and controlled by a vigilant commander. (See BGE 200 for a more
detailed characterization of these general types.)

Having understood Nietzsche’s characterization of Wagner’s nature we should be
able to understand his interpretation of Wagner’s work. Wagner is an artist, and “our dear
artists are, and have to be to some extent, actors” (GS 99). (See also GS 361.) The worlds
and characters created by an artist spring from “the womb, the soil, sometimes the dung
and manure” (GM III.4) of the artist’s soul, but as a rule they mask rather than reflect the
nature of the artistic soul itself. Jorge Luis Borges, the Argentine writer and literary
critic, supports this notion when he says of Shakespeare, an actor who became our greatest English playwright,
There was no one inside him; behind his face (which even in the bad paintings of
the time resembles no other) and his words (which were multitudinous, and of a
fanatical and agitated turn) there was no more than a slight chill, a dream someone else had failed to dream. (Borges 319)
No one was as many men as that man—that man whose repertoire, like that of the
Egyptian Proteus, was all the appearances of being. (Borges 320)
Yet according to Nietzsche this disjunction between the artist’s nature and his work may
become a burden too heavy to bear.
Whoever is completely and wholly an artist is to all eternity separated from the
“real,” the actual; on the other hand, one may understand how he may sometimes
weary to the point of desperation of the eternal “unreality” and falsity of his innermost existence—and that then he may well attempt what is most forbidden to
him, to lay hold of actuality, for once actually to be. (GM III.4).
Wagner is one such artist. He attempts to overcome the “falsity of his innermost existence” by mining the depths of his own turbulent soul for immediate inspiration. Yet
when all his powers are turned inward, he finds no stable reality to support the values
needed to construct a coherent world: “The poet and creator of Parsifal could no more be
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spared a deep, thorough, even frightful identification with and descent into medieval
soul-conflicts, a hostile separation from all spiritual height, severity, and discipline . . .
than can a pregnant woman be spared the repellent and bizarre aspects of pregnancy . . .”
(GM III.4).
Thus, still possessed by powerful creative impulses, Wagner is compelled to seek
a muse outside himself, and there he finds Schopenhauer. On Nietzsche’s estimation,
however, Wagner fails to grasp the inner spirit of Schopenhauer’s philosophy and reads
him as a nihilist similar to the Christian sort, that is, one who denies the value of this
world and its imperatives and instead seeks a basis for value in some imaginary domain
of supposed perfection. Wagner therefore adopts an ascetic ideal as his inspiration, which
is less Schopenhauer’s than that of ascetic Christianity.
The apparent shift in Wagner’s work exemplified by the supersession of the
Christian Parsifal as hero over the noble Siegfried is then explicable in terms of this abortive attempt at self-expression. The artistic and hieratic natures differ crucially in the way
they experience the internalization of their dominating instincts, in particular, whether
they experience this condition as one of freedom or oppression. Nevertheless, the psycho-physiological constitution of an artist such as Wagner is quite similar to that of the
ascetic priest. Specifically, both experience the dynamic tension among their internalized
instincts and the resulting dispositional turmoil as enervating rather than vivifying, and in
this regard both are like the sickly herd. “[The priest] must be sick himself, he must be
profoundly related to the sick—how else would they understand each other?”
(GM III.15). Likewise, “How closely related Wagner must be to the whole of European
decadence to avoid being experienced by them as decadent,” and “Wagner increases exhaustion: that is why he attracts the weak and exhausted” (CW 5). Again, “There is nothing weary, nothing decrepit, nothing fatal and hostile to life in matters of the spirit that
328

his art does not secretly safeguard. . . . [H]e flatters everything Christian, every religious
expression of decadence” (CW Postscript).
In the end, Wagner’s art serves the same function as the ministrations of the ascetic priest detailed in sections 17 through 20 of the Third Essay of the Genealogy.
[Those who suffer from the impoverishment of life] seek rest, stillness, calm seas,
redemption from themselves through art and knowledge, or intoxication, convulsions, anaesthesia, and madness. . . . [T]hose who suffer most and are poorest in
life would need above all mildness, peacefulness, and goodness in thought as well
as deed—if possible, also a god who would be truly a god for the sick, a healer
and a savior . . . (GS 370)
Wagner himself suffered the enervating symptoms of decadence, and after adopting
Schopenhauer’s interpretation of his condition, Wagner made his art into a form of therapy for himself and for all the suffering Europeans drawn to his work.

The Meaning of Ascetic Ideals for the Artist
After all this analysis, Nietzsche’s final assessment is rather anticlimactic: “What,
then, is the meaning of ascetic ideals? In the case of the artist, as we see, nothing whatever! . . . Or so many things it amounts to nothing whatever!” (GM III.5). “[Artists] do
not stand nearly independently enough in the world and against the world for their
changing valuations to deserve attention in themselves! . . . They always need at the very
least protection, a prop, an established authority: artists never stand apart; standing alone
is contrary to their deepest instincts” (GM III.5). In the specific case of Wagner, “who
would regard it as even thinkable that he would have had the courage for the ascetic ideal
without the prop provided by Schopenhauer’s philosophy, without the authority of
Schopenhauer which had gained ascendancy in Europe during the seventies?” (GM III.5).
In other words, the adoption of an ascetic ideal, or any ideal, by an artist tells us
little or nothing about the artist’s own character or the values that might be implicit
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within it. Though Nietzsche applies this critique rather unflatteringly to Wagner, he apparently believes it applies to the artistic type in general. The psycho-physiology of the
artist, that is, a rich, heterogeneous set of instincts, or volitional dispositions, disciplined
to a greater or lesser degree by an internalized dominating instinct, produces a powerfully
creative nature, but one that is insufficiently attached to reality to structure an internal
world according to cogent and effective values. The artist must therefore look beyond
herself to find a value-generating principle capable of organizing her work. This is
equally true for Goethe and the early Wagner, whose work is inspired by the ancient
world and its heroic warriors, and for the later Wagner, whose work is inspired by a particular interpretation of Schopenhauer and by ascetic Christian values.
Moderate asceticism has an instrumental value for the artist in the pursuit of his
craft, as it does for all creative individuals. Ascetic practices are the modes of behavior
resulting from the systematic denial, moderation, or regulation of every instinct under the
governance of a dominating instinct. A productive artist must possess such self-mastery
and is thus an ascetic, broadly construed. (See, for example, Nietzsche’s brief comment
regarding the artist in GM III.8.) Yet according to Nietzsche’s characterization, the artist
does not participate in the war of values waged in every human society. Combatants in
this war assert the values implicit in their psycho-physiological constitutions. This is true
both for the sickly and weak ascetic priests of the Third Essay and for the healthy and
strong individuals with whom they struggle. The latter assert their values directly through
physical confrontation, the former indirectly through manipulation and corruption. The
artist, however, does neither. He “voluntarily” directs his will to power upon himself and
into the inner worlds he creates rather than into the external world of competitive power
where the priest and the beast struggle for dominance.
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One wonders, then, why artists bother to produce works of art at all, if their creative energies are focused almost exclusively inward. Nietzsche does not enlighten us, but
we have seen a similar inclination in the aristocratic and ascetic priests: though their wills
to power are internalized, they nevertheless feel compelled to affect the social and cultural world. As noted in chapter 4, Nietzsche apparently believes that, even when driven
inward, instincts naturally seek alternative paths to outward expression. Works of art
would seem to be motivated by a similar desire, but one that aims to reflect the inner experience of the artist into the outer world rather than to manipulate the outer world into
conformance with an inner sense of value.

The Origin and Psycho-physiology of the Philosopher
Nietzsche focuses upon the meaning of ascetic ideals for the philosopher in sections 5 through 10 of the Third Essay, initially taking Schopenhauer as an example and
emphasizing his aesthetic philosophy. Nietzsche thereby provides a natural transition
from the artist, particularly from Wagner, to the philosopher. He next discusses the philosopher’s relation to the ascetic ideal and completes his discussion of the type with a
general analysis of the philosophical nature and its origin. Our interests, however, will be
better served by reversing this order. We shall consider the philosophical nature and its
origin, then its relation to the ascetic ideal, and finally how these are illustrated by
Schopenhauer.
Nietzsche claims that the philosophical type of human being developed out of the
earlier, religious type.
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Let us compress the facts into a few brief formulas: to begin with, the philosophic
spirit always had to use as a mask and cocoon the previously established types of
the contemplative man—priest, sorcerer, soothsayer, and in any case a religious
type—in order to be able to exist at all: the ascetic ideal for a long time served
the philosopher as a form in which to appear, as a precondition of existence—he
had to represent it so as to be able to be a philosopher; he had to believe in it in
order to be able to represent it. (GM III.10)
The nature of the philosopher will therefore bear the imprint of this descent. This is not
surprising, given Nietzsche’s pseudo-evolutionary account of human development and
value formation, especially considering his belief that the priest is the aboriginal form of
the spiritually powerful human being. On my view, Nietzsche’s ascetic priest, artist, and
philosopher all share a basic psycho-physiological structure, namely, their instincts are
internalized, especially the most aggressive, and they have strong dominating instincts.
Internalization of the instincts precipitates either an active or reactive bad conscience in
each of them, and internalization of the dominating instinct has the effect of turning their
wills to power primarily inward, giving rise to ascetic ideals and to rich intellectual and
emotional lives. The type of human being who became the philosopher inherited these
characteristics from the religious type. Other features unique to the philosophical nature,
distinguishing him from the other types, should become evident as we trace the developmental relationship between the philosopher and the ascetic priest, outlined in sections 9
and 10 of the Third Essay.
In these passages Nietzsche tries to explain the fondness for ascetic ideals and the
concomitant tendency toward self-cruelty he believes are evident among authentically
philosophical individuals. Toward this end, he reiterates ideas first detailed in sections 18
and 42 of Daybreak, a book he published almost six years prior to the Genealogy. Section 18 of Daybreak explains the function of voluntary suffering in the evolution of morality from the premise that “to practise cruelty is to enjoy the highest gratification of the
feeling of power” (D 18). In chapter 2 I treat this claim as expressing a common charac332

teristic of the human will to power, and so I will not defend it again here. Nietzsche argues that primitive humankind found the practice of cruelty so satisfying that they came
to believe the gods must feel likewise. Thus, the morality of custom acquired the precept
that to suffer is to have the attention of the gods.
In these sections of the Third Essay Nietzsche alludes to another principle, more
clearly stated in The Gay Science: “What is new, however, is always evil, being that
which wants to conquer and overthrow the old boundary markers and the old pieties; and
only what is old is good” (GS 4). (See also GS 143, 296, 297.) Nietzsche combines these
two notions in sections 18 and 42 of Daybreak in order to explain why, on his account,
every innovation of thought and practice throughout human history has been purchased at
the cost of tremendous suffering on the part of spiritual leaders. Since change is evil by
definition, innovators attempt to neutralize this association, both in the minds of others
and in their own, by submitting to or causing themselves great suffering. Affliction is a
sign of divine regard, and so the pronouncements of the tormented priest are accepted as
oracles from the gods rather than heretical breaks from moral tradition.
These historical speculations in Daybreak may represent an earlier attempt to account for the predominance of ascetic ideals among all sorts of highly spiritualized human beings, prior to Nietzsche’s later account in the Genealogy in terms of internalized
instincts and the bad conscience. In any case, his purpose in recalling these stories in the
Third Essay is clear, namely, to support the genealogical principle that the philosophic
spirit developed covertly, under cover of the “religious type” of human being. The religious type was first to appear among the “men of the vita contemplativa” (D 41), priests,
artists, philosophers, scientists, and other thinkers, and it was this first type who invented
the strategy of voluntary suffering from which ascetic ideals evolved.
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By means of this strategy, contemplative individuals wishing to effect change in
social values, being too physically weak or sickly to take the more direct approach of tyrannical imposition (see GS 39), relied upon the divine aura of masochistic asceticism “to
inspire belief—and first and foremost, as always, their own belief in themselves!” (D 18).
The earliest philosophers knew how to endow their existence and appearance with
a meaning, a basis and background, through which others might come to fear
them: more closely considered, they did so from an even more fundamental need,
namely, so as to fear and reverence themselves. For they found all the value
judgments within them turned against them, they had to fight down every kind of
suspicion and resistance against “the philosopher in them.” (GM III.10)
This need for confidence in his own authority was so imperative that the philosopher had
to misunderstand himself as an ascetic like the priest: “The peculiar, withdrawn attitude
of the philosopher, world-denying, hostile to life, suspicious of the senses, freed from
sensuality, which has been maintained down to the most modern times and has become
virtually the philosopher’s pose par excellence—it is above all a result of the emergency
conditions under which philosophy arose and survived at all . . .” (GM III.10).
As already noted, this explanation derived from Daybreak of how the philosopher
came to adopt ascetic ideals does not mention the psycho-physiological factors Nietzsche
employs throughout the Genealogy. In section 42 of Daybreak Nietzsche suggests that a
confluence of historical conditions and physiological accidents gave birth to contemplative types, who created ascetic ideals to protect themselves as outlined above. The Second Essay of the Genealogy, on the other hand, proposes that a certain archetypal historical event precipitated a fundamental change in human nature, and, on my reading, ascetic
ideals emerged naturally from this internalized psycho-physiological constitution. Yet
these two accounts are not irreconcilable; indeed, when Nietzsche cites these passages
from Daybreak in the Third Essay he may intend a reinterpretation of the earlier account
in terms of the later. He might say, for example, that the particular historical conditions
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described in Daybreak were most favorable for giving birth to the contemplative type of
human being and its ascetic ideals after long gestation in the internalized human soul. At
any rate, however Nietzsche might relate the earlier and later texts to one another, he
wants to establish the common provenance of the philosopher and priest and their common practice of self-directed cruelty.
Thus, both the philosopher and the ascetic priest exhibit the tendency toward selfcruelty, which is so typical of those who possess internalized instincts and a strong dominating instinct that, on Nietzsche’s estimation, it has become a hallmark of human creativity: “Almost everything we call ‘higher culture’ is based on the spiritualization of cruelty, on its becoming more profound: this is my proposition. . . . There is also an abundant, over-abundant enjoyment at one’s own suffering, at making oneself suffer . . .”
(BGE 229). Yet the ascetic disposition nurtured by this inclination also promotes practices specific to each type of internalized human being.
Finally, consider that even the seeker after knowledge forces his spirit to recognize things against the inclination of the spirit, and often enough also against the
wishes of his heart—by way of saying No where he would like to say Yes, love,
and adore—and thus acts as an artist and transfigurer of cruelty. Indeed, any insistence on profundity and thoroughness is a violation, a desire to hurt the basic will
of the spirit which unceasingly strives for the apparent and superficial—in all desire to know there is a drop of cruelty. (BGE 229)
This is one way, perhaps the definitive way, Nietzsche explains the origin of the philosophical “instinct,” “his bent to doubt, his bent to deny, his bent to suspend judgment . . .,
his bent to analyze, his bent to investigate, seek, dare, his bent to compare and balance,
his will to neutrality and objectivity, his will to every ‘sine ira et studio’ [without anger
or affection] . . . (GM III.9). The philosopher, then, is the one whose internalized will to
power and its concomitant self-cruelty adopt this particular mode of expression.
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Nietzsche also stresses, however, that in spite of appearances the philosopher’s
asceticism, his natural self-cruelty, does not reflect any antipathy toward life: “the philosopher sees in [the ascetic ideal] an optimum condition for the highest and boldest
spirituality and smiles—he does not deny ‘existence,’ he rather affirms his existence and
only his existence . . .” (GM III.7). Nietzsche insists that the obviously ascetic attitudes of
the philosopher, “world-denying, hostile to life, suspicious of the senses, freed from sensuality” (GM III.10), do not reflect his true nature, but are aspects of the ascetic pose he
adopted as a matter of self-preservation. Nietzsche’s characterization of the philosopher
in this regard stands in stark contrast to his portrayal of the ascetic priest, who denies the
value of existence itself: “The ascetic priest treats life as a wrong road on which one must
finally walk back to the point where it begins, or as a mistake that is put right by deeds
. . .” (GM III.11).
We must digress momentarily to clarify several terms appearing in Nietzsche’s
explanation of the evolution of the philosophical type. Nietzsche characterizes Schopenhauer as “a genuine philosopher,” as “a genuinely independent spirit” and “a man and
knight of a steely eye who had the courage to be himself, who knew how to stand alone
without first waiting for heralds and signs from above” (GM III.5). The epithet originates
from sections 208 through 213 of Beyond Good and Evil, where Nietzsche distinguishes
“the genuine philosopher” (BGE 205, 211) and “philosophers of the future” (BGE 42-44,
203, 210) from inferior types of philosophers, from scientific men, and others. Nietzsche
says at the end of section 10 of the Third Essay that the philosopher of the future is only
now beginning the transition from “the repulsive and gloomy caterpillar form” of the ascetic priest to “that many-colored and dangerous winged creature, the ‘spirit’ which this
caterpillar concealed” (GM III.10). Evidently the genuine philosopher is distinguished
from his lesser brethren by an uncompromising determination to speak the truth of his
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being without needing the approval of tradition or authority. Exceeding the accomplishments of the genuine philosopher, the philosopher of the future will finally escape the
ancient enthrallment to ascetic ideals. He may still make use of ascetic values, but they
will be instruments under his direction rather than largely unconscious motivational
forces. The genuine philosopher, then, is not yet the fully-formed creature, but a preliminary type Nietzsche hopes will someday come into its full strength. Nietzsche asks, “Is
there sufficient pride, daring, courage, self-confidence available today, sufficient will of
the spirit, will to responsibility, freedom of will, for ‘the philosopher’ to be henceforth—
possible on earth?” (GM III.10). Perhaps he believes himself to be the first.
Returning to the topic at hand, both the philosopher and the ascetic priest have internalized instincts and strong dominating instincts and both practice forms of selfcruelty. Yet the genuine philosopher affirms life while the ascetic priest turns against existence. Given their common psycho-physiological characteristics, what accounts for this
fundamental difference?
There seem to be sufficient similarities between Nietzsche’s characterization of
the genuine philosopher and the healthy artist to say that he believes the former as well as
the latter has an active rather than a reactive bad conscience. The artist’s active bad conscience is “the womb of all ideal and imaginative phenomena” (GM II.18), and, I suggest, Nietzsche means these “phenomena” to include the creative work of the philosopher
as well. In the Second Essay Nietzsche describes the artist’s work as the “dreadfully joyous labor of a soul voluntarily at odds with itself” (GM II.18). Similarly in the case of the
philosopher, “We have seen how a certain asceticism, a severe and cheerful continence
with the best will belongs to the most favorable conditions of supreme spirituality, and is
also among its most natural consequences . . .” (GM III.9). If we surmise that Nietzsche
considers himself to the exemplar of the genuine philosopher, or at least the most genuine
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philosopher humanity has yet produced, then his The Gay Science may be taken as an
example of the “dreadfully joyous labor of a soul voluntarily at odds with itself” in the
domain of philosophy, and perhaps in art.
This difference in constitution between the philosopher and the ascetic priest is
sufficient to account for the difference in their attitudes toward life. The philosopher, like
the artist, finds joy in directing his will to power against himself, “this delight in imposing a form upon oneself as a hard, recalcitrant, suffering material and in a burning will, a
critique, a contradiction, a contempt, a No into it . . .” (GM II.18). As we have seen, this
is not how the ascetic priest experiences the effects of internalization:
here physiological well-being itself is viewed askance, and especially the outward
expression of this well-being, beauty and joy; while pleasure is felt and sought in
ill-constitutedness, decay, pain, mischance, ugliness, voluntary deprivation, selfmortification, self-flagellation, self-sacrifice. All this is in the highest degree
paradoxical: we stand before a discord that wants to be discordant, that enjoys itself in this suffering and even grows more self-confident and triumphant the more
its own presupposition, its physiological capacity for life, decreases. (GM III.11)
The ingenuity of the ascetic priest lies in his working toward his own self-destruction
while simultaneously preserving himself in existence so that he might endure the greatest
possible suffering for the longest possible time. We have traced the origin of the ascetic
priest’s ressentiment to the sense of inescapable oppression built into the very structure
of his soul, and it is worth emphasizing once more the similarity of this condition to the
demonic despair described by Kierkegaard: “Rebelling against all existence, it feels that
it has obtained evidence against it, against its goodness. The person in despair believes
that he himself is the evidence, and that is what he wants to be, and therefore he wants to
be himself, himself in torment, in order to protest against all existence with this torment”
(Kierkegaard 73-74).
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The healthy artist and the genuine philosopher, by contrast, do not enjoy their
self-imposed cruelty primarily because of the suffering it brings to them. Rather, they
enjoy the sense of power and the feeling of mastery that come about from creating something of great value to themselves out of the most rude and recalcitrant materials. Their
suffering is a sign of progress, of chaos molded into order. To be sure, the ascetic priest
is also motivated by the feeling of power, but it is the power of continuous destruction
rather than creation. His suffering is almost an end in itself because it provides him with
a continuous awareness of his incessant effort of self-annihilation, his attempt to destroy
the power of his own life by means of that very same power. Even his notion of a blissful
existence after death may be thought of not as a sincere hope, but as a clever and deceptive aid in the effort to forestall the immediate self-destruction of himself and his disciples so that torture in this life may go on and on.

The Meaning of Ascetic Ideals for the Philosopher
According to Nietzsche, every philosopher possesses two characteristic dispositions, “a peculiar philosopher’s irritation and rancor against sensuality” and “a peculiar
philosopher’s prejudice and affection in favor of the whole ascetic ideal” (GM III.7).
Nietzsche offers a fundamental explanation, which is to say, a psycho-physiological explanation in terms of the will to power: “Every animal—therefore la bête philosophe [the
philosophical animal], too—instinctively strives for an optimum of favorable conditions
under which it can expend all its strength and achieve its maximum feeling of power …”
(GM III.7). The optimum favorable condition for the philosophical animal is a certain
kind of independence, and in the mind of the philosopher ascetic ideals represent a means
toward achieving this condition: “Ascetic ideals reveal so many bridges to independence
…” (GM III.7). Thus we have Nietzsche’s final answer to the question: “What, then, is
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the meaning of the ascetic ideal in the case of a philosopher? … the philosopher sees in it
an optimum condition for the highest and boldest spirituality …” (GM III.7).
Yet Nietzsche’s explanation so far is incomplete. In what sort of activity does the
philosopher achieve the maximum feeling of power, in other words, what does Nietzsche
mean by “the highest and boldest spirituality”? Why does this activity require independence and what kind of independence? How do ascetic ideals provide a means of achieving this condition? How is all this related to the nature of the philosophical animal, that
is, to the philosopher’s psycho-physiological constitution? Our best prospect for finding
answers to these questions is to work through Nietzsche’s analysis of the philosopher in
sections 8 through 10 of the Third Essay.
The ascetic ideal, as I would have it, is a value-generating principle grounded in
the psycho-physiology of its proponents, and indeed this is how Nietzsche treats the concept in section 8. What values does the ascetic ideal recommend? “The three great slogans of the ascetic ideal are familiar: poverty, humility, chastity” (GM III.8). Why does
the philosopher embrace these values? Certainly not because he takes them to be virtues:
“what has this kind of man to do with virtues!” (GM III.8). Philosophers and “all the
great, fruitful, inventive spirits” are drawn to these practices for another reason of which
they themselves may be yet unaware, namely, “as the most appropriate and natural conditions of their best existence, their fairest fruitfulness” (GM III.8).
It is quite possible that their dominating spirituality had first to put a check on an
unrestrained and irritable pride or a wanton sensuality, or that it perhaps had a
hard job to maintain its will to the “desert” against a love of luxury and refinement or an excessive liberality of heart and hand. But it did it, precisely because it
was the dominating instinct whose demands prevailed against those of all the
other instincts—it continues to do it; if it did not do it, it would not dominate.
(GM III.8)
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In other words, for the philosopher, as for the ascetic priest, the ascetic ideal is the reflection into conscious of the activity of an internalized dominating instinct as it subjects all
other instincts to its rule. The philosopher desires independence from anything that might
constrain his “dominating spirituality.” In psycho-physiological terms, he yearns for the
feeling of freedom which arises when his dominating instinct is the relatively undisputed
commander of all his other drives and when this commander is able to pursue its projects
with minimal distraction from quotidian tasks and from the loud, undisciplined foot soldiers of sensuality and other natural drives. (See BGE 19.)
Genuine philosophers are chaste, then, not because they find any virtue in abstention from marriage, family, or sexual activity, but because such practices and commitments drain their energy and distract them from their vocation. “There is nothing in this
of chastity from any kind of ascetic scruple or hatred of the senses . . .: it is rather the will
of their dominating instinct, at least during their periods of great pregnancy” (GM III.8).
Similarly, the philosopher tends toward poverty because it frees him from the encumbrances which accompany the acquisition and management of wealth: “he is concerned
with one thing alone, and assembles and saves up everything—time, energy, love, and
interest—only for that one thing” (GM III.8). Finally, the philosopher’s humility should
not be taken as an indication of self-deprecating altruism. Rather, “His ‘maternal’ instinct, the secret love of that which is growing in him, directs him toward situations in
which he is relieved of the necessity of thinking of himself . . .” (GM III.8). He endures
dependence upon others in order that he may be free from as many mundane responsibilities as possible.
Thus, the dominating instinct of the philosopher presses all other instincts into its
service, and she experiences this inner dynamic as an attraction to ascetic ideals. The
field where the philosopher achieves her maximum feeling of power, as is the case for all
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those possessed of a strong internalized dominating instinct, is the realm of the spirit.
Nietzsche uses the term equivocally in different contexts, but perhaps the most accurate
general characterization of his notion of spirit is the inner world of creative consciousness including all its cognitive and affective dimensions and not restricted to what can be
expressed through language. (See, for example, Z I.4; TI “Skirmishes” 14; A 14.) The
term also carries connotations of a Classical Greek usage (thumos) denoting the seat of
courage, exuberance, and aggression. The “highest and boldest spirituality” (GM III.7) of
the philosopher, then, is characterized by “the dance, the leap, and flight of ideas; good
air, thin, clear, open, dry, like the air of the heights through which all animal being becomes more spiritual and acquires wings . . .” (GM III.8).
Nietzsche says that the “chief energy” of Schopenhauer’s nature is “the energy of
contemplation and penetration” (GM III.8). In this regard Schopenhauer is representative
of all philosophers, and creative use of this energy constitutes the mode of “spirituality”
most attractive to this type of human being. The “propensities and virtues of the philosopher,” as we have seen, include the tendency to doubt and deny, to suspend judgment, to
investigate and analyze, and to remain neutral and objective as far as possible. (See
GM III.9.) These propensities and virtues constitute an internal ascetic practice.
Nietzsche says of the philosophers of the future,
Indeed, they admit to a pleasure in saying No and in taking things apart, and to a
certain levelheaded cruelty that knows how to handle a knife surely and subtly,
even when the heart bleeds. They will be harder (and perhaps not always only
against themselves) than humane people might wish; they will not dally with
“Truth” to be “pleased” or “elevated” or “inspired” by her. On the contrary, they
will have little faith that truth of all things should be accompanied by such
amusements for our feelings. (BGE 210)
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The philosopher wants to understand the cosmos and his place within it, but such understanding, when it avoids anthropocentric fantasy, will often mortify the self-indulgent
human spirit.
Yet even more than understand, “man has to believe, to know, from time to time
why he exists; his race cannot flourish without a periodic trust in life—without faith in
reason in life” (GS 1), and it is the philosopher in whom this drive dominates, together
with an uncompromising and unflinching allegiance to intellectual integrity. The man of
science, whom we will consider below, also desires to understand, but genuine philosophers differ from men of science in that the former realize that all knowledge is interpretation and thus that “[t]heir ‘knowing’ is creating, their creating is legislation, their will
to truth is—will to power” (BGE 211). The genuine philosopher is compelled by his
dominating instinct to construct valued interpretations of the world from the stuff of his
own soul. In so doing, he pays equal homage to the truth of his own being and to the truth
of empirical reality.
On Nietzsche’s view, this is the final fruit of the philosophic spirit. Like the ascetic priest and every internalized human type, the philosopher is ill-equipped to exert
power immediately in the world of aggressive action; rather, he must focus his energy
most directly into the inner realm of the spirit, into the domain of creative consciousness.
The philosopher’s creative project involves constructing meaningful interpretations of his
experience in the world: rationalizing, categorizing, cutting, splicing, and fitting his own
life into some general conception of human existence that makes sense and has value,
while avoiding self-indulgent fantasies. Yet, like the ascetic priest and the artist, the philosopher still feels the backpressure, as it were, of his internalized will to power, which
by nature strives to participate in the eternal flux of the cosmos. Nietzsche therefore calls
the philosopher to account and demands that he assert the values implicit in his interpre343

tation of the world: “Genuine philosophers, however, are commanders and legislators:
they say, ‘thus it shall be!’” (BGE 211). To the degree a philosopher heeds the call, he
will engage the powers of the world, not through aggressive physical action, but through
the legislation of value.
So, in the end, ascetic ideals are significant for the philosophical type of human
being in several related ways. They represent a mask behind which the philosopher developed in the guise of a religious ascetic. The philosopher, however, does not adopt ascetic practices for the reason that he believes they are inherently virtuous or because he
takes joy in self-devitalization, as does the religious ascetic. Rather, through such practices he trains the appetites to serve the mind, so that all his being may follow the commands of his dominating philosophical instinct. Finally, the philosophical mind itself
must be ascetic in nature if it is to pursue its particular path to power while suffering the
doubt and discomfort which invariably accompany authentic understanding. This asceticism of mind and body make possible the philosopher’s ultimate vocation, which, according to Nietzsche, is to fill the moral vacuum left by the death of God by constructing
new, healthier values for a foundering humankind.

A Case Study: Schopenhauer and His Aesthetic Philosophy
Nietzsche opens his discussion of the meaning of ascetic ideals for the philosopher with an examination of Schopenhauer’s aesthetic philosophy, apparently intending
this to illuminate the analysis which follows. Exactly how this examination illuminates
the subject, however, is not always obvious. I have placed this examination at the end of
the analysis, hoping it will serve as an illustrative, if incomplete, example.
Since Schopenhauer treats aesthetics in Kantian terms, Nietzsche begins his study
by comparing Schopenhauer’s aesthetics to Kant’s, taking into consideration the psychic
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soil from which their philosophies emerge. Remember Nietzsche’s hermeneutic principle
that every great philosophy is “the personal confession of its author and a kind of involuntary and unconscious memoir” (BGE 6). Kant, “like all philosophers,” treats the aesthetic problem from the perspective of the spectator rather than the artist, specifically
from the perspective of the disinterested spectator: “‘That is beautiful,’ says Kant, ‘which
gives us pleasure without interest’” (GM III.6).
Nietzsche claims, however, that Kant’s definition of the beautiful stems from “a
lack of any first-hand experience” not only with art itself but with the sensuality from
which aesthetic appreciation springs: “Let us think the more highly of the innocence of
our aestheticians which is reflected in such arguments; let us, for example, credit it to the
honor of Kant that he should expatiate on the peculiar properties of the sense of touch
with the naïveté of a country parson!” (GM III.6). Against Kant’s definition Nietzsche
places that of Stendhal, “who once called the beautiful une promesse bonheur [a promise
of happiness]” (GM III.6). Stendhal, “a genuine ‘spectator’ and artist,” denies the aesthetic condition is one of disinterest: “to him the fact seems to be precisely that the beautiful arouses the will (‘interestedness’)” (GM III.6). Beauty appears to the genuine spectator as “a great personal fact and experience, as an abundance of vivid authentic experiences, desires, surprises, and delights in the realm of the beautiful” (GM III.6). An
authentic encounter with beauty can transform but cannot escape its sensual dimension,
and to observe beauty disinterestedly is to observe something other than beauty. The
chastity of Kant’s experience, then, casts serious doubt upon his ability to understand the
actual character of art.
Nietzsche does not explicitly connect these comments to ascetic ideals, and perhaps they are only preliminary to his reflections on Schopenhauer. Nevertheless, these
preliminary comments echo Nietzsche’s earlier thoughts concerning sensuality and the
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artist. There is no necessary antithesis between chastity and sensuality, he says, and even
when they do stand opposed, the well-constituted individual will find this condition exhilarating. (See GM III.2.) Values and other psycho-physiological predispositions are like
convictions; they promote the greatest creativity when they are diverse and powerful:
“Conviction as a means: many things are attained only by means of a conviction. Great
passion uses and uses up convictions, it does not succumb to them—it knows itself sovereign” (A 54). The genuine philosopher is constituted by a multiplicity of drives, disciplined by a dominating instinct: “a philosopher—if today there could be philosopher—
would be compelled to find the greatness of man, the concept of ‘greatness,’ precisely in
his range and multiplicity, in his wholeness in manifoldness” (BGE 212). Kant, by contrast, rejects sensuality in favor of spiritual and physical chastity. He embraces a priestly,
Platonic asceticism that would purge human experience of any corporeal corruption and
would separate pure “beauty” from its physical shroud.
Schopenhauer believes himself to be following Kant when he says of aesthetic
contemplation that “it counteracts sexual ‘interestedness’” (GM III.6). On Nietzsche’s
analysis, however, “[Schopenhauer] was quite wrong in thinking himself a Kantian in
this matter” (GM III.6). Like Stendhal, “he, too, was pleased by the beautiful from an
‘interested’ viewpoint, even from the very strongest, most personal interest: that of a tortured man who gains release from his torture . . .” (GM III.6). Nietzsche rather obviously
implies that Schopenhauer was subject to inordinately strong sexual passions and that he
found this to be a source of constant suffering. Thus, on Nietzsche’s account, Schopenhauer’s attraction to aesthetic contemplation, far from being disinterested, involves a very
strong interest, namely, the desire to escape sexual obsession.
Nietzsche seems to have in mind an idea similar to Freud’s later notion of aesthetic appreciation as sublimated sexuality: “All that seems certain [about beauty] is its
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derivation from the field of sexual feeling. The love of beauty seems a perfect example of
an impulse inhibited in its aim. ‘Beauty’ and ‘attraction’ are originally attributes of the
sexual object” (Freud 30). On this view, absorption in the beautiful provides Schopenhauer with an outlet for the psycho-physiological energies associated with sexual passion, but an outlet which has a calming rather than a stimulating effect on the will.
Nietzsche’s preliminary conclusion regarding the meaning of the ascetic ideal for the philosopher, then, is an interpretation of Schopenhauer’s aesthetic experience: “here we get
at any rate a first indication: [the philosopher] wants to gain release from a torture”
(GM III.6). Nietzsche does not restrict application of this conclusion to Schopenhauer;
rather he presents it as descriptive of the philosopher in general, though the troublesome
drive is not sexual in every case.
In the case of Schopenhauer, then, sexual passion is the strongest competitor
against the philosophical “instinct” for domination of his volitional structure, and he experiences the battle between the two as “torture.” We should think of the sublimation of
his sexual passion into calm aesthetic contemplation as the appropriation by his dominating instinct of sexual energy for the purpose of philosophical reflection: “sensuality is not
overcome by the appearance of the aesthetic condition, as Schopenhauer believed, but
only transfigured and no longer enters consciousness as sexual excitement” (GM III.8).
So, the philosopher doesn’t want to gain release from torture per se through the application of ascetic ideals, though Nietzsche initially states the formula in this way. Rather, the
philosopher suffers from the assault of his dominating instinct against all his other drives
as it first subdues and then governs them according to its particular needs. His desire for
release from torture is the desire for his dominating instinct to achieve victory and to
govern effectively. (See BGE 200 for a similar analysis.)
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Ascetic Ideals and the Scholar / Scientist
After lamenting the ascetic priest’s ruin of arts and letters in section 22 of the
Third Essay, Nietzsche begins his examination of the relationship between science and
ascetic ideals in section 23. As Kaufmann points out, for Nietzsche and his contemporaries the term Wissenschaft, usually translated “science,” encompasses much more than the
natural sciences, including in its scope the full range of critical research and analysis in
the arts and humanities, which burgeoned during the nineteenth century. (See footnote 1,
page 582, in Nietzsche 1992.) Nevertheless, review of the literature cited in chapter 1 of
the present work shows that Nietzsche’s attention increasingly turns toward the natural
sciences throughout his career and that by the time he publishes the first edition The Gay
Science in 1882, reflection on the natural sciences is at the forefront of much of his thinking. In addition, the Genealogy is evidently inspired in part by Nietzsche’s musings on
biological and cultural evolution. Finally, in section 35 of the Third Essay Nietzsche includes astronomy among the sciences with which he is concerned and explicitly addresses the character of “all science, natural as well as unnatural.” Thus, while the final
pages of the book surely address the relationship of the ascetic ideal to the work of scholars in general, they apply to the natural sciences as well.
According to Nietzsche, ascetic ideals have dominated Western culture for most
of its history; up to this point in the Third Essay he has uncovered their influence in modern art, philosophy, and religion. Early in section 23 he asks, “What is the meaning of the
power of this ideal, the monstrous nature of its power? Why has it been allowed to flourish to this extent? Why has it not rather been resisted? The ascetic ideal expresses a will:
where is the opposing will that might express an opposing ideal?” (GM III.23). The
power of the ascetic ideal, Nietzsche says, derives from the nature of its goal: “this goal
is so universal that all the other interests of human experience seem, when compared with
348

it, petty and narrow . . .” (GM III.23). He does not reveal this goal until the last section of
the book. In the intervening pages Nietzsche responds to the claim that, contrary to his
own assertion, the survival of ascetic ideals is in fact far from certain because they are
under strenuous attack by the most influential movement in contemporary culture:
But they tell me [the opposing ideal] is not lacking, it has not merely waged a
long and successful fight against this [ascetic] ideal, it has already conquered this
ideal in all important respects: all of modern science is supposed to bear witness
to that—modern science which, as a genuine philosophy of reality, clearly believes in itself alone, clearly possesses the courage for itself and the will to itself,
and has up to now survived well enough without God, the beyond, and the virtues
of denial.” (GM III.23)
Nietzsche therefore concludes the Third Essay with an assessment of this claim, for if it
is true then his concerns about the persistence and peril of ascetic ideals are ill-founded.
If this claim is true then the universal acid of science will someday neutralize and rinse
away ascetic ideals once and for all, even if they enjoy a temporary reprieve in certain
nooks and crannies of contemporary culture.
Nietzsche alters the form of his inquiry when treating this final topic. Rather than
showing how an ascetic ideal emerges from the psycho-physiology of the scientific type
of human being, as he did in the cases of the ascetic priest, the artist, and the philosopher,
Nietzsche uncovers the values that lie hidden within the foundations of contemporary
science and compares them to the core values generated by ascetic ideals. In this way he
hopes to substantiate the counterintuitive assertion that Western science is the purest possible manifestation of ascetic ideals. This is not to say, however, that the psychophysiology of the scientific type of human being is irrelevant but only that it is very similar to the psycho-physiology of previously-considered types and thus needs little additional explanation. We can assume that the scientist, like most human beings today, is
constituted by a wealth of mutually inconsistent instincts, the most aggressive of which
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are internalized. The focus and discipline of the scientific vocation suggests the activity
of a dominating instinct. The intellectual nature of the scientist’s vocation reflects the
inward focus of his will to power, an indication that his dominating instinct is also internalized.
Nietzsche draws one explicit connection between the psycho-physiology of the
scientific type of person and the ascetic ideal:
Physiologically, too, science rests on the same foundations as the ascetic ideal: a
certain impoverishment of life is a presupposition of both of them—the affects
grown cool, the tempo of life slowed down, dialectics in the place of instinct, seriousness imprinted on faces and gestures (seriousness, the most unmistakable
sign of a labored metabolism, of struggling, laborious life). (GM III.25)
This passage recalls an earlier point regarding the difference between the two artistic
types represented by Goethe and Wagner. The former suffers from an over-fullness of
life, while the latter suffers from an impoverishment of life. Members of the latter group,
Nietzsche says, “seek rest, stillness, calm seas, redemption from themselves through art
and knowledge, or intoxication, convulsions, anaesthesia, and madness” (GS 370). Drawing on conclusions from the previous analysis, we can surmise that the scientist, like the
Wagnerian artist, is “decadent.” This means that the scientist’s dominating instinct is sufficiently strong to keep his multifarious drives focused upon authentically creative projects, yet is unable to harness and deploy their competitive energies in a way that overcomes and transcends the exhaustion resulting from their incessant battle. The psychophysiological foundation of the ascetic ideal in the scientist is thus similar to its foundation in the artist and the philosopher. (Nietzsche identifies Schopenhauer as the philosopher of decadence in CW 4 and GS 370.)

Nietzsche identifies two modes of scientific practice in the modern world, each
characterized by the distinctive motivation of its practitioners. The first sort of scientist
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views herself as working against the ascetic ideal: “[science] has already conquered this
ideal in all important respects: all of modern science is supposed to bear witness to that—
modern science which, as a genuine philosophy of reality, clearly believes in itself alone,
clearly possesses the courage for itself and the will to itself, and has up to now survived
well enough without God, the beyond, and the virtues of denial” (GM III.23). This scientist evidently believes herself to be motivated by nothing more than the pure desire for
knowledge: her science “clearly believes in itself alone, clearly possesses the courage for
itself and the will to itself.” She has stripped away the ancient accretions of religion and
superstition. Her new, modern ideal, knowledge for its own sake, renders the ascetic ideal
quaint and irrelevant at best and regressive at worst.
In response to the self-conception of this kind of science Nietzsche says, “The
truth is precisely the opposite of what is asserted here: science today has absolutely no
belief in itself, let alone an ideal above it—and where it still inspires passion, love, ardor,
and suffering at all, it is not the opposite of the ascetic ideal by rather the latest and noblest form of it” (GM III.23). The second half of this comment actually refers to the second mode of scientific practice mentioned above, and I will postpone addressing it for the
moment. With regard to the first mode, Nietzsche insists that the “worthy and dedicated
laborers among scholars” (GM III.23) so devoted to the pursuit of knowledge actually
possess no goal, no will, no ideal at all: “where it is not the latest expression of the ascetic ideal . . . science today is a hiding place for every kind of discontent, disbelief,
gnawing worm, despectio sui [self-contempt], bad conscience—it is the unrest of the lack
of ideals, the suffering from the lack of any great love, the discontent in the face of involuntary contentment” (GM III.23).
Nietzsche calls this sort of person “the scientific average man,” and describes him
as “a type that does not dominate and is neither authoritative nor self-sufficient . . .”
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(BGE 206). (See BGE 206 and 207.) The wills of such scientists and scholars are strong
enough to maintain them in their vocations, but their proficiency and industry are not indications of any great strength or passion. Rather, their single-minded devotion reveals
them to be “sufferers who refuse to admit to themselves what they are, . . . drugged and
heedless men who fear only one thing: regaining consciousness” (GM III.23). They imbibe a form of self-medication similar to the anesthesia of mechanical activity prescribed
by the ascetic priest to his suffering herd: “The alleviation consists in this, that the interest of the sufferer is directed entirely away from his suffering—that activity, and nothing
but activity, enters consciousness . . .” (GM III.18). It is true that no ascetic ideal motivates these sorts of scientists, but neither are they motivated by any other ideal. Lost in
their work, they forget their suffering; productive and praised, they forget the meaninglessness of their work.
Nietzsche calls the second group of scientific practitioners “the last idealists left
among philosophers and scholars” and asks, “are they perhaps the desired opponents of
the ascetic ideal, the counteridealists?” (GM III.24). He has, of course, already implied a
negative answer to this question by calling the second group “the last idealists.” Indeed,
it is this second mode of scientific practice which Nietzsche briefly mentions in the previous section: “where it still inspires passion, love, ardor, and suffering at all, it is not the
opposite of the ascetic ideal by rather the latest and noblest form of it” (GM III.23). Like
the first sort, these philosophers and scholars believe themselves to be free of the ascetic
ideal. Yet unlike those “dedicated laborers” in the field of knowledge whose work is a
means of “self-narcosis” (GM III.23), the last idealists are quite passionate about the ultimate value of science. Nietzsche’s effort to understand modern scholarship and science,
then, is an effort to understand the source of this passion. What drives the scholar’s and
scientist’s conviction that their work is of such tremendous importance? Surely some are
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motivated by utilitarian and humanitarian commitments to furthering the well-being of
humankind. Yet even setting aside Nietzsche’s critique of apparently altruistic inspirations, this hardly accounts for the single-minded and all-consuming dedication that characterizes much research and scholarship, which often has no immediate practical value
and sometimes no plausible practical value at all.
Nietzsche lists a number of characteristic features which, contrary to his thesis,
seem to qualify the last idealists as opponents of the ascetic ideal:
These Nay-sayers and outsiders of today who are unconditional on one point—
their insistence on intellectual cleanliness; these hard, severe, abstinent heroic
spirits who constitute the honor of our age; all these pale atheists, anti-Christians,
immoralists, nihilists; these skeptics, ephectics, hectics of the spirit (they are all
hectics in some sense or other); these last idealists of knowledge in whom alone
the intellectual conscience dwells and is incarnate today—they certainly believe
they are as completely liberated from the ascetic ideal as possible, these “free,
very free spirits.” . . . (GM III.24)
Nietzsche’s tone of admiration should not be taken as sarcastic. He is a champion of the
intellectual conscience (GS 2), he praises Schopenhauer’s courageous atheism (GS 357),
he calls himself an atheist (GM III.27), he endorses a certain sort of skepticism
(BGE 209, 210), he lists the “ephectic” bent among the virtues of the philosopher
(GM III.9), he calls himself an immoralist on numerous occasions (GS 346, 381; BGE 32,
226; TI “Maxims” 36, “Morality” 3, 6, “Errors” 7), and one of his last-published books is
entitled The Antichrist. These are indeed characteristics Nietzsche deems worthy of respect.
Nevertheless, though there is much to praise, the last idealists are profoundly mistaken about themselves: “this [ascetic] ideal is precisely their ideal, too . . .” (GM III.24).
Nietzsche’s judgment is founded upon what he believes to be a single, absolutely conclusive piece of evidence: “They are far from being free spirits: for they still have faith in
truth” (GM III.24). Eventually Nietzsche will go so far as to claim, “this will [to truth],
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this remnant of an ideal, is, if you will believe me, this ideal itself in its strictest, most
spiritual formulation, esoteric through and through, with all external additions abolished,
and thus not so much its remnant as its kernel” (GM III.27).

Faith in Truth, the Will to Truth, and Ascetic Ideals
The obvious questions are: what is faith in truth, what is the will to truth, and why
does Nietzsche believe they constitute the essence of ascetic ideals? Before tackling these
questions, however, we should consider what Nietzsche means by “truth” in these sorts
of contexts. We should also bear in mind that in the Third Essay Nietzsche is most concerned with the value of truth and furthermore, that whatever its value per se, the value
of the search for truth is dependent on its degree of attainability.
To begin with, when Nietzsche occasionally denies that human beings have access to truth, he is using the term in a fairly narrow sense that is related to his metaphysical and epistemological view. I have argued that Nietzsche’s view, insofar as he has one,
is a pragmatic empirical phenomenalism, according to which sensation and instinct participate more directly in reality than does reason. The human sensorium and instincts
immediately connect human awareness and activity to the continuous, though heterogeneous, field of phenomena that constitute reality. The rational mind, however, cannot
directly digest this sort of awareness. In order to acquire conceptual knowledge of the
world, the mind must carve phenomena into discrete units that can be sorted and categorized. The process of understanding therefore necessarily involves what Nietzsche calls
falsification. (See, for example, BGE 20, 24 and TI “Reason” 2, 5.) Furthermore, according to Nietzsche’s monistic ontology, the cosmos is constituted by structured forms of the
will to power. Since the human animal, including her senses, her instincts, and her intellect, is one of these structures, she can never withdraw from the web of forces in which
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her being is enmeshed. Her awareness and knowledge of the world is therefore always
circumscribed by the sum of perspectives she has effectively occupied during the course
of her life.
Even so, Nietzsche does not deny that we can construct meaningful models of reality; he believes we can gain empirically and rationally plausible, probabilistic knowledge of the world. Understanding formed in this way, however, does not qualify as
“truth” if this term means “objective conceptual knowledge of absolute reality.”1 R.
Lanier Anderson observes that Nietzsche’s criticisms of truth are part of his general critique of what Hilary Putman calls traditional metaphysical realism.
According to this form of realism, the world is made up of fully determinate and
completely theory-independent objects. To use the terms of Kant and his rationalist predecessors, the realist’s world is composed of things in themselves, or traditional substances. Truth, on the traditional account, amounts to a correspondence
between beliefs and this independent world. (Anderson 324)
Given Nietzsche’s assertion that what we recognize as comprehensible features of the
world are already pre-structured by cognitive and affective processes, so that even the
most thoroughly-justified knowledge involves interpretation, he must hold that no belief
can be true according to the traditional account. This is the conclusion that lies behind
Nietzsche’s frequently expressed doubts concerning the possibility of attaining truth. One
who believes such truth is available to human beings believes that we live in a universe
susceptible to exhaustive conceptualization such that it is possible in principle to find the
correct conceptualization, that is, the one which represents reality inclusive of human beings but as it exists independently of any human perspective. Thus, faith in truth is the
dogmatic belief in this notion in spite of its evident empirical and rational insupportability, on Nietzsche’s view. The will to truth is the conviction that truth so construed is of
1

Some might prefer a definition of the following sort, though I admit it is still probably inadequate. Truth
(with a capital T) is the minimum set of unique true propositions which exhaustively describes the universe
independently of the experience of any particular observer.
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ultimate value, coupled with the desire to seek it above all else and the hope of complete
certainty.
Of course, philosophers since before the time of Plato have recognized that our
cognitive grasp upon phenomena is less than perfect and that such a notion of truth places
a tremendous burden upon an epistemological theory. Yet far from rejecting faith in
truth, Western philosophy has doggedly sought ways to justify it. Platonic transcendentalism and its descendents represent one attempt to solve the problem: hypostasize the
conceptual model as absolute reality and make the phenomenal world its imperfect copy.
The Platonic will to truth is apparent in the assertion that absolute, objective, universal
reality is exactly that domain in which the human mind is most likely to acquire indubitable conceptual knowledge. Furthermore, fundamental Platonic values are posited as
governing this domain, and they therefore govern all of reality, including the phenomenal
world. According to Nietzsche, Platonism continues to thrive in the form of Christianity,
“for Christianity is Platonism for ‘the people’” (BGE Preface). The mind of God becomes the repository for Plato’s transcendental Ideas, and the divine will legislates Ideal
values.
If a philosopher admits that every possible epistemological and metaphysical
model of reality is necessarily imperfect and approximate, this is no sure sign that she has
abandoned her faith in truth or that she is not motivated by the will to truth. The discovery of truth is a subliminal ambition which excites the hope of every philosopher: “even
we seekers after knowledge today, we godless anti-metaphysicians still take our fire, too,
from the flame lit by a faith that is thousands of years old, that Christian faith which was
also the faith of Plato, that God is the truth, and that truth is divine” (GS 344). Even when
a philosopher is convinced that the search for objective conceptual knowledge of absolute reality is hopeless, Nietzsche suggests, this hope against hope is the passion which
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drives her vocation, whether or not she realizes the fact. Like Kierkegaard’s God, the philosopher’s Truth may be infinitely distant yet passionately desired and therefore held in
the will only by the darkest possible faith.
It should now be clear why Nietzsche says that faith in truth is a metaphysical
faith (GS 344) and why he suggests that the will to truth reflects a desire to grasp one
pole of a dualistic metaphysical reality. Faith in truth promises access to a world very
different from the one Nietzsche describes, the only one, he insists, in which human beings actually live. The will to truth expresses a yearning to grasp, even the audacious desire to live, in another world where certainty of knowledge is possible. Faith in truth,
then, is a metaphysical faith, the confident hope that our true citizenship is in a world of
unchanging being perfectly fit to the human mind rather than in the flux of phenomenal
existence. The ascetic priest posits the existence of a perfect, unchanging world because
he hates this world, to which his mode of power is so poorly attuned. While the typical
philosopher may not hate this world, her work is nevertheless inspired by the vision of a
world much more like that of the ascetic priest than the one with which we have the most
intimate experience.
Scholars and scientists of the sort Nietzsche admires believe they have finally escaped the artificial strictures of every kind of faith, and indeed he agrees they have altogether rejected religious dogma. Nevertheless, Nietzsche says, “They are far from being
free spirits: for they still have faith in truth” (GM III.24). As evidence Nietzsche cites a
number of attitudes he believes are typical of these last idealists:

357

that venerable philosopher’s abstinence to which such a faith commits one; that
intellectual stoicism which ultimately refuses not only to affirm but also to deny;
that desire to halt before the factual, the factum brutum; . . . that general renunciation of all interpretation (of forcing, adjusting, abbreviating, omitting, padding,
inventing, falsifying, and whatever else is of the essence of interpreting)—all this
expresses, broadly speaking, as much ascetic virtue as any denial of sensuality (it
is at bottom only a particular mode of this denial). (GM III.24)
At first glance these attitudes seem too distant from the dogmatic Platonic or Christian
faith in a transcendent metaphysical realm even to be placed in a similar category. How
can the demythologized humanities or the empirical, naturalistic sciences, whose business is the collection and classification of brute facts, be accused of relying upon a metaphysical faith? And how can Nietzsche characterize the last idealists as both fixated on
intellectual certainty and yet so skeptical that they refuse either to affirm or to deny?
Nietzsche presents science as the effort to understand the world without presuppositions and without interpretation; this is the import of the refusal to affirm or to deny.
This attitude does not indicate an unwillingness to assert the veracity of one’s claims regarding the nature of reality. Quite the opposite: the scholar or scientist that Nietzsche
describes is confident that his conceptual model of reality is correct or at least that his
methodology will lead toward a correct model even if only asymptotically. He halts before brute facts because he wishes neither to affirm nor to deny the value of these facts
according to any possible measure of value, that is, according to any ideal. In short, the
scientist strives for perfect objectivity. He wants to extract from his experience of reality
only that which is truly real, undistorted and uninfluenced by human judgment or passion, free from the limitations of any individual perspective.
Yet according to Nietzsche, “there simply is no science ‘without presuppositions’” (GS 344). Even if the project described above successfully casts off all other presuppositions, all other convictions, it retains one as the very condition of the possibility
of any aspiration to objectivity: it’s practitioners must be convinced that objective truth is
358

attainable in principle, even if only as the limit of a never-ending search, and that its acquisition is the highest possible human achievement. Absolute Truth is the ultimate
Good, and no other good can be found without its illumination.
The question whether truth is needed must not only have been affirmed in advance, but affirmed to such a degree that the principle, the faith, the conviction
finds expression: “Nothing is needed more than truth, and in relation to it everything else has only second-rate value.” (GS 344)
Without this usually-unconscious conviction and this overriding passion, the scholar or
scientist described by Nietzsche would never find sufficient motivation to endure the rigors of his profession and would never exhibit the tenacious commitment characteristic of
superior scholarship and science. The ultimate goal is perhaps most clearly revealed in
what may be the most extreme example: “It is no different with the faith with which so
many materialistic natural scientists rest content nowadays, the faith in a world that is
supposed to have its equivalent and its measure in human thought and human valuations—a ‘world of truth’ that can be mastered completely and forever with the aid of our
square little reason” (GS 373). The scientist believes that by reducing the world to a set
of mathematical concepts, which fit hand-in-glove with his mind, he has captured reality.
Furthermore, his zealous devotion to the project discloses a conviction, which he may
hide even from himself, that no one can discover anything of value or create anything
that is good without first knowing the truth.
On Nietzsche’s view, the scientist fails to recognize that conceptual reduction is a
human activity necessarily governed by human valuations and that reason is not a transparent oculus into the heart of reality.
That the only justifiable interpretation of the world should be one in which you
are justified because one can continue to work and do research scientifically in
your sense (you really mean, mechanistically?)—an interpretation that permits
counting, calculating, weighing, seeing, and touching, and nothing more—that is
a crudity and naiveté, assuming that it is not a mental illness, an idiocy. (GS 373)
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Furthermore, not only will scientific knowledge always fail to yield the kind of truth the
scientist seeks, Nietzsche argues that truth is often far from good in itself.
The falseness of a judgment is for us not necessarily an objection to a judgment;
in this respect our new language may sound strangest. The question is to what extent it is life-promoting, life-preserving, species-preserving, perhaps even speciescultivating. And we are fundamentally inclined to claim that the falsest judgments
(which include the synthetic judgments a priori) are the most indispensable for
us; . . . that renouncing false judgments would mean renouncing life and a denial
of life. (BGE 4)
In fact, human survival and flourishing have been advanced by falsehood as much or
more than by truth. (See GS 76, 110; BGE 1, 2, 4.)
What all this means is that conventional scholarship and scientific research are
driven by the will to truth as much as the philosophy of any metaphysician, and that like
the metaphysician, scholars and scientists still yearn for existence in a world other than
the one in which human beings actually live: “No doubt, those who are truthful in that
audacious and ultimate sense that is presupposed by the faith in science thus affirm another world than the world of life, nature, and history; as they affirm this ‘other world’—
look, must they not by the same token negate its counterpart, this world, our world?”
(GS 344). The scientist may protest that he denies the existence of any other world beyond empirical experience. Yet by refusing to account for the essential role of interpretation in every act of knowing and by refusing to examine the value assumptions underlying his research, he reifies the concepts and values by which he constructs a model of the
world. Scientists and scholars believe their research is drawing them ever closer to reality, to an objective understanding of the world as it is in itself, but this can never be our
world. They unconsciously seek the transcendent reality of the metaphysician.
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So, modern scholarship and modern science, as well as all of Western philosophy,
have been underwritten by the faith in truth, and all their theoretical constructions have
been motivated by the will to truth. Yet Nietzsche makes an even more striking claim:
“That which constrains these men, however, this unconditional will to truth, is faith in
the ascetic ideal itself, even if as an unconscious imperative—don’t be deceived about
that—it is the faith in a metaphysical value, the absolute value of truth, sanctioned and
guaranteed by this ideal alone (it stands of falls with this ideal)” (GM III.24). Even if we
accept Nietzsche’s judgment concerning the role of the will to truth in scholarship and
science today, and even if we agree that scholars and scientists reify their conceptual
models of the world, thereby revealing the metaphysical character of their faith in truth, it
is not yet clear why Nietzsche believes they work under the aegis of the ascetic ideal. We
will find the answer to this question when we understand why Nietzsche says of the will
to truth, “But this will, this remnant of an ideal, is, if you will believe me, this ideal itself
in its strictest, most spiritual formulation, esoteric through and through, with all external
additions abolished, and thus not so much its remnant as its kernel” (GM III.27). Since
Nietzsche never completely explains the connection between the ascetic ideal and the
will to truth, we must again resort to a certain degree of interpretation and reconstruction.
Since Nietzsche presents the will to truth as the residuum from stripping the ascetic ideal of all its religious accretions, we should ask: what is the essence of the ascetic
ideal, and how is this essence related to the will to truth? If the ascetic ideal is a valuegenerating principle, what are its fundamental elements? I suggest that there are two essential elements and that they are best understood when we consider the origin of the ascetic ideal in the psycho-physiological evolution of humankind: the ascetic ideal tends to
promote cruelty to oneself, and it devalues the natural, phenomenal world in favor of an
ideal, conceptual world. Both of these are the result of an internalized will to power. I
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will consider devaluation of the natural world first and then the tendency toward selfcruelty.
According to my reading of the Genealogy, Nietzsche believes that internalization
of the instincts was the seminal “event” in the development of human nature. By forcibly
internalizing the human will to power, it gave birth to the human spirit and opened the
entire domain of creative consciousness. It vastly expanded our ability to reason and
turned this enhanced instrument toward the tasks of generating self-reflective awareness
and formulating value judgments from instinctive drives. Yet one whose will to power is
most effectively expressed within, will value the inner world over the outer. She will tend
to esteem phenomenal reality, including the human body and all of its instinctual and biological operations, less than spiritual reality. This is the psycho-physiological origin of
the ascetic tendency toward metaphysical dualism.
The creative intellectual is the internalized human being who experiences maximum freedom and increase of power in the domain of consciousness through the creation
of idealized notions of reality. He fashions a conceptual world according to his own
needs and thus becomes lord of his realm. The progenitor of the philosopher, scholar, and
scientist is the one whose strongest creative powers include the ability to form vast complexes of logically interconnected ideas. Like the ascetic priest, he is poorly suited to aggressive competition in the external world of physical action, though he still feels the
natural “backpressure” of his internalized will to power urging him to find some way of
extending his influence into that world. If he can convince himself and others that his internal world constitutes the essence of reality, then he may find a way to wield power
even in that realm where he is normally weakest, for one who understands the inner nature of the world should be able to bend it to his will. Thus is born the will to truth, the
consuming desire for the ambiguous world of nature and of human intercourse in its to362

tality to conform exactly or at least essentially to the conceptual world of the philosopher,
scholar, or scientist. A dogmatic attachment to objectivity, then, is an assertion of power,
a claim by a certain type of person that the world over which he has the maximum possible influence is the real world in which everyone must live. The will to truth, then,
emerges from the same psycho-physiological conditions as the ascetic ideal.
Nietzsche’s account in the Second Essay of the origin of moral affects tells us that
human beings, like all organisms, fundamentally seek to expand their power and that we
feel the increase of power most palpably when we are cruel. Internalization of the instincts turned this appetite inward so that the ascetic ideal, once again supporting the optimum conditions for the expression of internalized will to power, promotes self-cruelty
as a positive value. This is as true for the creative intellectual as for her primitive ancestors. The will to truth, at least in certain forms, shows itself to be a manifestation of this
tendency. Transcendent metaphysical philosophies which finally deny the comprehensibility of ultimate reality are particularly good examples: “a voluptuous pleasure that
reaches its height when the ascetic self-contempt and self-mockery of reason declares:
‘there is a realm of truth and being, but reason is excluded from it!’” (GM III.12).
Nietzsche cites Kant as one who succumbed to this temptation: Kant created a realm in
which creative intellectuals like himself could rule but then barred everyone from access
to that realm, including himself.
The self-cruelty engendered by the ascetic ideal is evident in the scientist and
scholar as well: the more perfectly intelligible and objective an ideal model of the world,
the less it has to say about the real world of human existence and value.
Has the self-belittlement of man, his will to self-belittlement, not progressed irresistibly since Copernicus? Alas, the faith in the dignity and uniqueness of man, in
his irreplaceability in the great chain of being, is a thing of the past—he has become an animal, literally and without reservation or qualification, he who was,
according to his old faith, almost God (“child of God,” “God-man”).
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Since Copernicus, man seems to have got himself on an inclined plane—now he
is slipping faster and faster away from the center into—what? into nothingness?
into a “penetrating sense of his nothingness”? Very well! hasn’t this been the
straightest route to—the old ideal? (GM III.25)
The ideal world is indeed the domain where the scientist is most powerful. But this world
of universal concepts, artificially sterilized of affect and value, straining energetically and
impossibly against every anchoring perspective, is lifeless and senseless. The will to truth
in the heart of the scholar and scientist drives them toward a vision of existence where
human beings suffer through meaningless lives in a meaningless universe. This is an asceticism not unlike that of the ascetic priest.
Thus, the ascetic ideal, though invested with a great many religious attributes in
the Christian West and elsewhere, is not essentially religious. It is essentially the will to
truth, that is, an expression of will to power by the most “spiritualized” type of internalized human being (GM III.24), which asserts the metaphysical primacy of objective
knowledge: the real world is the world conformable in principle to the exhaustive conceptualization of the scholar and scientist, a world they, more than any other type of person, are able to define and control. Furthermore, the will to truth of the scientist and
scholar exhibits the tendency toward self-cruelty typical of the human type having an internalized will to power.

The Self-Overcoming of the Will to Truth
To summarize, the ascetic ideal is the most durable and pervasive valuegenerating principle to have emerged from the psycho-physiology of internalized human
nature, and its most fundamental recommendations are self-cruelty and the devaluation of
the natural, phenomenal world in favor of an ideal world better fitted to the human mind.
The will to truth lies at the heart of the ascetic ideal and reflects both of its basic tenets. It
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is an unconditional commitment to the belief that objective knowledge of absolute reality
is of ultimate importance, together with a conviction that such knowledge is in principle
available to the human mind. Yet in fact, Nietzsche claims, there is no such reality and
therefore no such knowledge, so that the harder one grasps the conviction with integrity
and honesty, the more one is bound to suffer.
According to Nietzsche, Christianity has been the primary cultural vehicle
through which the ascetic ideal has gained ascendency in the West, though it has generally been accepted uncritically as the embodiment of self-evident truths even among
those who have rejected the mythological elements of the religion or rejected the religion
altogether. Ideals are manifestations of the psycho-physiological constitutions of types of
human beings, which are in turn the products of natural and cultural developmental processes driven by the will to power. Since ideals are thus built into the volitional structures
of human beings they do not generally appear as data available for conscious reflection
and therefore tend to operate subliminally and authoritatively.
Even so, the will to truth, the very essence of the ascetic ideal, has for some time
been cutting away the Christian vestments in which it has been shrouded, through a process that exhibits the characteristic dynamics of the will to power:
All great things bring about their own destruction through an act of selfovercoming: thus the law of life will have it, the law of the necessity of “selfovercoming” in the nature of life. . . . In this way Christianity as a dogma was destroyed by its own morality; in the same way Christianity as morality must now
perish, too: we stand on the threshold of this event. (GM III.27)
The Christian concept of God is empirically and rationally superfluous, so that once the
will to truth acquired sufficient potency it necessarily dissolved the concept.
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You see what it was that really triumphed over the Christian god: Christian morality itself, the concept of truthfulness that was understood ever more rigorously,
the father confessor’s refinement of the Christian conscience, translated and sublimated into a scientific conscience, into intellectual cleanliness at any price.
(GS 357)
This divine creator was sovereign legislator, judge, and executor of Christian morality,
and the death of this creator has so damaged its foundations that it should soon fall under
its own weight.
Not only Christian theology, but for most of its history Western philosophy in
general has treated God as the ultimate guarantor of morality. According to Nietzsche’s
schema, the accelerating effort of philosophers since at least the Enlightenment to disengage morality from its theological roots has been an effect of the strengthening of the will
to truth and its erosion of the Christian world view. The commitment to objective knowledge characteristic of Western science represents the final distillation of the will to truth
from the ascetic ideal and its emancipation from the religious apparatus of Christian theology and morality.
Yet, as we have seen, Nietzsche argues that science will still labor under the ascetic ideal as long as it is unconsciously motivated by the will to truth. But he also believes that this too may change: “After Christian truthfulness has drawn one inference
after another, it must end by drawing its most striking inference, its inference against itself; this will happen, however, when it poses the question ‘what is the meaning of all
will to truth?’” (GM III.27). The will to truth is becoming “self-consciousness,” or perhaps more carefully stated, creative intellectuals are becoming aware that all human
knowing involves interpretation, that every interpretation is informed by values, and that
the dominant value in Western culture has been the absolute value of truth. The death of
God at the hands of the will to truth is the catalyst for this realization: “From the moment
faith in the God of the ascetic ideal is denied, a new problem arises: that of the value of
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truth” (GM III.24). Stripped of its unessential religious garments, the will to truth has become visible; it has emerged from the dark recesses of unconscious motivation into the
light of full awareness.
This new self-awareness calls for a re-evaluation of values, and this need is most
starkly apparent in the fields of philosophy and science:
Science itself henceforth requires justification (which is not to say that there is
any such justification). Consider on this question both the earliest and most recent
philosophers: they are all oblivious of how much the will to truth itself first requires justification; here there is a lacuna in every philosophy—how did this
come about? Because the ascetic ideal has hitherto dominated all philosophy, because truth was posited as being, as God, as the highest court of appeal—because
truth was not permitted to be a problem at all. (GM III.24)
The philosopher will want to ask regarding every value and every ideal why we should
live by it rather than some other. Once disclosed, the absolute value of truth and the ascetic ideal deserve questioning simply on this basis. Of deeper concern to Nietzsche,
however, is his assessment of the ascetic ideal as contributing to the devaluation of phenomenal existence and human life in the natural world. Nietzsche is very far from altogether rejecting the value of the ascetic ideal and the will to truth. The human beings and
the inventions of the human spirit Nietzsche most esteems would never have come into
existence without the ascetic ideal. Philosophers and scientists, including Nietzsche by
his own admission, would never have worked so hard to understand their universe if not
motivated by the will to truth. Nevertheless, the enervating effects of the ascetic ideal and
its will to truth require us to consider whether these principles should continue to guide
our interpretation of ourselves and our place in the world. At the very least, we are no
longer their unquestioning servants; we are now in a position to employ them or not.
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Nietzsche’s problem with the will to truth is similar to the problem he raises at the
end of the Second Essay with regard to the moralized feeling of guilt. According to
Nietzsche, the involvement of the ancient feeling of debt to the deity with the bad conscience gave birth to the moralized feeling of guilt, the feeling that one’s natural, instinctual nature as well as the natural world in which it finds its home are unholy and must be
rejected in favor of a sanctified human nature whose home is in a perfect heaven. This
feeling bears an obvious resemblance to the kind of sentiments promoted by ascetic ideals, and this should be no surprise since both are products of the internalization of the instincts. Like the will to truth, the feeling of guilt has for the most part operated subliminally. Furthermore, it has been regarded as an essential and inescapable feature of human
nature, just as the will to truth has been treated as the self-evidently supreme human
value.
By lifting these two into the light of conscious awareness, Nietzsche hopes to
give at least some types of human beings the opportunity to control their influence upon
them. Ideally the bad conscience should be detached from our “natural inclinations” and
reattached to “all the unnatural inclinations, all those aspirations to the beyond, to that
which runs counter to sense, instinct, nature, animal, in short all ideals that slander the
world” (GM II.24). Similarly, the will to truth should be demoted from its office as ultimate and unquestionable principle of all creative action and reassigned as one tool among
others, though perhaps the most powerful of them. Nietzsche is aware in both cases that
he is calling for changes to human nature and practice that seem nearly impossible. Yet
without these changes he believes the species is doomed to a tedious future of everdeepening banality and meaninglessness.
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Conclusion of the Genealogy: The Meaning of Ascetic Ideals
Nietzsche opens the Third Essay of the Genealogy with a question: “What is the
meaning of ascetic ideals?” (GM III.1). According to Nietzsche, ascetic ideals have for a
long time been the dominant value-generating principles of the human race, and on his
analysis these principles seem to motivate human beings to disempower themselves. This
requires an explanation because Nietzsche also believes that every living thing, including
every human being, is constituted by the will to power, which should drive each of its
manifestations to maximize its power. Furthermore, when Nietzsche considers the meaning of ascetic ideals for various types of human beings, he provides no explicit unifying
account of why such diverse types should draw upon the same sort of principles, though I
have offered a partial answer in terms of common psycho-physiological features.
Nietzsche points the way toward solving these puzzles at the very beginning of the Third
Essay: “That the ascetic ideal has meant so many things to man, however, is an expression of the basic fact of the human will, its horror vacui: it needs a goal—and it will
rather will nothingness than not will” (GM III.1). He does not explain this remark until
the final section of the book.
As with the entire Genealogy, I believe the final section is best understood in the
context of the evolutionary, psycho-physiological paradigm which has served as our
framework of interpretation throughout. In fact, I suggest that section 38 should be
viewed as a conclusion drawn from the entire book rather than from just the Third Essay.
In revealing the meaning of the ascetic ideal, Nietzsche reveals the meaning of the entire
history of human moral development. In so doing he has fulfilled his goal stated at the
outset: “we need a critique of moral values, the value of these values themselves must
first be called into question . . .” (GM Preface 6). Having a clear-eyed view of the values
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upon which Western culture stands and of the origin of these values, Nietzsche believes
we are finally in a position to assess them intelligently.
Nietzsche states his conclusion near the beginning of section 38 of the Third Essay:
This is precisely what the ascetic ideal means: that something was lacking, that
man was surrounded by a fearful void—he did not know how to justify, to account for, to affirm himself; he suffered from the problem of his meaning. He also
suffered otherwise, he was in the main a sickly animal: but his problem was not
suffering itself, but that there was no answer to the crying question, “why do I suffer?” (GM III.28)
Thus, in the end Nietzsche presents the ascetic ideal as a response to the suffering that
constitutes a central feature of the human condition. Though he does not call attention to
the distinction, I believe that Nietzsche alludes to two forms of suffering in the final section of the Genealogy. I will try to show how both are related to the ascetic ideal and how
they contribute to the problem of meaning for all of humankind. The first form is the suffering resulting from the alienation of the human will from its original, natural environment, and the second results from the chronically sickly condition of the human animal.
I suggest that Nietzsche means this diagnosis of the human condition to apply
only after human nature underwent that cataclysm through which “the aspect of the earth
was essentially altered” (GM II.16), that is, after internalization of the instincts, for in
those earliest prehistoric times prior to this “event” humankind did not suffer from the
problem of meaning nor was humankind in the main a sickly animal. In order to place
Nietzsche’s concluding remarks within the full scope of his genealogy of morals, I will
review his account of this prehistory, calling attention to particularly crucial points.
During the periods Nietzsche characterizes as, “those tremendous eras of ‘morality of custom’ which precede ‘world history’ as the actual and decisive eras which determined the character of mankind: the eras in which suffering counted as a virtue, cru370

elty counted as a virtue, dissembling counted as a virtue, revenge counted as a virtue, denial of reason counted as a virtue . . .” (D 18), individuals acted instinctively, mostly
without conscious reflection, except where their desires were in conflict with the prevailing morality of custom. The problem of meaning only arises for those who must think
about why they act as they do, and those primitive peoples who acted primarily instinctively rarely if ever had need of such thoughts. Even in those cases where fear of punishment prompted individuals to act according to custom rather than personal desire, they
felt the demands of custom to be eminently natural and obviously necessary. Thus again,
questions of meaning and value simply never appeared in the primitive mind. Finally, on
my interpretation of the Second Essay, primitive human beings during this era were free
from the chronic psycho-physiological sickliness which afflicted the majority of humankind after internalization of the instincts. Certainly human beings inflicted suffering upon
one another, for cruelty was the medium of exchange in their economy of power; they
also, of course, suffered from natural afflictions and disasters. But all such suffering was
explicable as impositions of power by human or divine agents, as part of the natural order
of things.
After internalization of the instincts, however, the human situation was dramatically different:
They felt unable to cope with the simplest undertakings; in this new world they
no longer possessed their former guides, their regulating, unconscious and infallible drives: they were reduced to thinking, inferring, reckoning, co-ordinating
cause and effect, these unfortunate creatures; they were reduced to their “consciousness,” their weakest and most fallible organ!
All instincts that do not discharge themselves outwardly turn inward—this is
what I call the internalization of man: thus it was that man first developed what
was later called his “soul.” The entire world, originally as thin as if it were
stretched between two membranes, expanded and extended itself, acquired depth,
breadth, and height, in the same measure as outward discharge was inhibited.
(GM II.16)
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As instinctive, unconscious action was inhibited, first by imposition of external force and
later by the internal constraint of the bad conscience, the human animal found his expanding consciousness occupied for the first time with questions of value, purpose, and
meaning. He began to wonder, “Why should I perform this action rather than another,
and why should I perform it in this way? Of what value are people and things in the
world relative to my action? Why do I act at all, that is, what purpose do my actions
serve, what is their meaning?” Implicit in such questions is the need for a standard according to which actions may be evaluated and for a meaningful context in which they
have purpose. It was this need that generated the ascetic ideal.
Primitive instincts, our “regulating, unconscious and infallible drives” (GM II.16),
had evolved within the human animal to become natural behavioral guides, prompting
our ancestors to act consistently with the demands of life, with the movement of the will
to power throughout the natural world. Internalization of the instincts and the human will
to power, however, alienated humankind from this kind of existence.
His existence on earth contained no goal; “why man at all?”—was a question
without an answer; the will for man and earth was lacking; behind every great
human destiny there sounded as a refrain a yet greater “in vain!” This is precisely
what the ascetic ideal means: that something was lacking, that man was surrounded by a fearful void—he did not know how to justify, to account for, to affirm himself; he suffered from the problem of his meaning. (GM III.28)
The human will to power is now largely banished into an unreal world, into the domain
of consciousness where the instincts impotently war among themselves, lacking the more
direct connection to the world of nature, action, and physical strife for which evolution
constructed them. Thus, along with her newly awakened self-consciousness, internalized
humankind also discovers her essential ineptitude for the sort of life called for in the real
world governed by an economy of physical power. Compelled now to assign meaning
and value to her actions and to everything in the world associated with them, she finds
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her natural home transmuted into an alien landscape in which she is unable to act meaningfully. Furthermore, the only domain well-suited to her internalized form of “action” is
fictional, imaginary, illusory, and the unreality of activity in this world of consciousness
renders it meaningless as well.
The ascetic ideal fills this void by defining the inner domain of creative consciousness as a legitimate sphere of “action” for the internalized will to power. Of course,
the ascetic ideal was never consciously constructed. Rather it developed organically as a
product of the internalized will to power itself. The ascetic ideal, then, is less a conscious
standard of value than a set of volitional predispositions implicit in the psychophysiological structure of internalized humankind. As the internalized will to power
struggled to transcend its own tendency to self-annihilation, the ascetic ideal took form
and began to elevate the value of creative consciousness and to reify conceptual idealities
at the expense of the natural world of physical action. In its most extreme development,
the ascetic ideal finally posited the ideal world of consciousness as the real world and
proportionately demoted the ontological status of the physical world, that is, it generated
the will to truth.
[M]an was saved thereby, he possessed a meaning, he was henceforth no longer
like a leaf in the wind, a plaything of nonsense—the “sense-less”—he could now
will something; no matter at first to what end, why, with what he willed: the will
itself was saved. (GM III.28)
The internalized human will now commands action in the domain of reality, that is, in the
domain of creative consciousness. The internalized will is not only perfectly suited to
command action in this world, but because this world constitutes the ultimate reality, activities within it are of supreme importance, value, and meaning.
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I have defended at some length the claim that according to Nietzsche internalization of the will to power weakened and sickened human nature itself. Most of humankind
now suffers to some degree from chronic degeneration of mind and body; the cause of
this degeneration is the incessant war among the instincts in the internalized psychophysiological constitution. According to Nietzsche, however, humankind does not experience suffering itself as a problem but only meaningless suffering:
Man, the bravest of animals and the one most accustomed to suffering, does not
repudiate suffering as such; he desires it, he even seeks it out, provided he is
shown a meaning for it, a purpose of suffering. The meaninglessness of suffering,
not suffering itself, was the curse that lay over mankind so far—and the ascetic
ideal offered man meaning! (GM III.28)
Nietzsche does not say why this is so, but his assertion is explicable in terms of the
model of human nature he develops in the Second Essay. Nietzsche defines humankind
as “the creature that measures values, evaluates and measures, as the ‘valuating animal as
such’” (GM II.8), and I have argued that Nietzsche believes our ultimate standard of
value for all things is the degree to which something enhances one’s power or increases
the feeling of power. Causing someone to suffer is the most graphic demonstration of
power over another person, and so on Nietzsche’s account the infliction of suffering is a
basic medium of exchange in the human economy of power: “for to practise cruelty is to
enjoy the highest gratification of the feeling of power” (D 18). Suffering in this context,
then, has a definite and well-understood meaning as an imposition of power, as a vital
and necessary feature of life in the natural and social worlds.
While the foregoing discussion of cruelty more exactly describes Nietzsche’s
view of primitive humanity, the basic dynamics involved still drive the unconscious human mind, and these dynamics emerge today in sometimes direct and sometimes sublimated forms. The situation has been particularly complicated by internalization of the
instincts, because internalized human beings with strong wills to power tend to direct
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their wills to power, and thus their cruelty, upon themselves. This is why, I believe,
Nietzsche claims that human beings desire and seek suffering: one’s self-inflicted suffering exhibits one’s power over oneself, simply another demonstration of this fundamental
feature of human nature.
The difficulty for the internalized human being comes in trying to discover a
meaning for her self-inflicted suffering. Those with the weakest wills to power, the herd,
are at a particular disadvantage. They are sickly by nature and so their physical and mental suffering seems to be without cause or purpose. The more powerful varieties of internalized human nature Nietzsche describes in the Third Essay, those with stronger wills to
power, are also sickly by nature, but they experience themselves as the cause of at least
some of their suffering. Yet while self-inflicted suffering may be satisfying at a very basic level because it fulfills the needs of an internalized will to power, it still requires explanation, for self-conscious human beings are compelled to locate all apparent acts of
will within an overall context of meaning. What is the point, for example, of self-denial,
self-contempt, self-violation, or even rigorous self-discipline beyond the rather hollow
and perhaps bewildering observation, “I must!”
The problem to which Nietzsche points is not merely a sense of dissatisfaction
from lacking a sensible explanation for chronic suffering. The suffering of an internalized
human being is inescapable because it derives from the structure of her psychophysiological constitution. Inescapable, incessant, pointless suffering eventually renders
life itself nearly valueless. The sufferer asks herself, “Is my life worth living under these
conditions, under the burden of a suffering both perpetual and without apparent purpose?” Even though understanding that agony is built into the human condition may provide her with some intellectual satisfaction, this does nothing to convince her of the value
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of senseless suffering. If suffering contributes in no way to one’s life, and if it renders
existence unbearable, why preserve one’s life?
Again, the internalized human will to power, striving to overcome the destructive
potential of its own self-opposition, generated the ascetic ideal:
In it, suffering was interpreted; the tremendous void seemed to have been filled;
the door was closed to any kind of suicidal nihilism. This interpretation—there is
no doubt of it—brought fresh suffering with it, deeper, more inward, more poisonous, more life-destructive suffering: it placed all suffering under the perspective of guilt. (GM III.28)
Each type of human being Nietzsche considers in the Third Essay appropriates an ascetic
ideal toward an interpretation of suffering best suited to the particularities of his nature.
When Nietzsche says that the ascetic ideal “placed all suffering under the perspective of
guilt” he is referring to its implementation by the ascetic priest. The priest interprets the
essential suffering of internalized humanity as the result of sin. We are by nature enemies
of God, for our deepest desires, our ancient animal instincts and the body from which
they issue, are evil and drive us to violate the Holy Will. We suffer, therefore, under the
judgment of God because we are evil. Furthermore, we are culpable for our hostility toward God, that is, we are guilty by nature. The priest wields feelings of guilt against himself in order to increase his own agony. Human suffering is hereby compounded, but it is
explained in almost visceral terms, that is, in terms that may not be intellectually sound
but appeal directly to the psycho-physiological dynamics of the will to power. The selfcruelty of the priest, his feelings of guilt regarding his sinful nature and his abusive selfdiscipline aimed at rectifying his sinful habits, are rendered purposeful and meaningful
by the religious context he fabricates to justify them. Moreover, the ascetic priest imposes his solution upon the undisciplined herd, thereby providing them with an escape
from “suicidal nihilism” as well.
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According to my reading, Nietzsche sees the active bad conscience as a decisive
feature distinguishing the artist, philosopher, and scientist from the ascetic priest, who,
by contrast, possesses a reactive bad conscience. When fully-formed, the active bad conscience manifests an internalized human being’s drive to construct a rich inner world, the
meaning of which he either defines for himself as an act of will to power or borrows from
another creative agent. In either case, the creative individual experiences the suffering
resulting from mastering and re-forming his own soul, from the governing discipline of
his dominating instinct, as a necessary feature of the process through which he constructs
meaning and therefore as itself meaningful. Furthermore, while the ascetic priest feels
that ascetic ideals are forced on him, because his internalized will to power seems like
the imposition of an external authority, the creative individual takes up ascetic ideals
willingly as a “free” expression of his will to power over himself. So, again, the ascetic
ideal provides an interpretation of suffering whereby it is rendered meaningful. To the
creative individual, the ascetic ideal recommends means toward the most effective expression of his internalized will to power, and it serves the philosopher and scientist as a
basic principle for generating values consistent with their psycho-physiological constitutions.

If the ascetic ideal can be characterized by a summary meaning for Nietzsche, it is
nihilism:
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We can no longer conceal from ourselves what is expressed by all that willing
which has taken its direction from the ascetic ideal: this hatred of the human, and
even more of the animal, and more still of the material, this horror of the senses,
of reason itself, this fear of happiness and beauty, this longing to get away from
all appearance, change, becoming, death, wishing, from longing itself—all this
means—let us dare to grasp it—a will to nothingness, an aversion to life, a rebellion against the most fundamental presuppositions of life; but it is and remains a
will! . . . And, to repeat in conclusion what I said at the beginning: man would
rather will nothingness than not will. (GM III.28)
In his closing statement Nietzsche encompasses aspects of the ascetic ideal articulated by
the ascetic priest, the artist, the philosopher, and the scientist within a single meaning, “a
will to nothingness.” This judgment most obviously applies to the ascetic priest since according to Nietzsche the priest’s appropriation of the ascetic ideal aims to preserve life
only so that it may be progressively destroyed. Yet the typical artist, philosopher, and
scientist are also engaged in a form of nihilism on Nietzsche’s estimation, for they affirm
the existence and value of worlds constructed by creative consciousness over the actual
world, the world of the material, the sensible, the rigorously rational, the world of happiness, beauty, appearance, change, becoming, death, wishing, and longing.
Nietzsche does not deny the tremendous value of art, nor does he deny the value
of reasoned thought and careful experimentation. But art should accept its vocation of
creating meaningful interpretations of our world, and philosophy and science should accept the necessity of such interpretations. On Nietzsche’s view, a life-affirming philosophy will accept the inevitability of interpretation, approximation, and the willful assertion
of value as a condition of worthwhile existence and will persistently resist the temptation
to retreat from life into some idealized but unreal world. This will require the philosopher
to harness the full potential of his creative consciousness and even his will to truth without falling victim to the ascetic ideal.
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Conclusion
Nietzsche’s Values

The Origin and Value of Conventional Morality
In the introduction I suggest viewing Nietzsche’s Genealogy as an extended response to
the questions he poses in the Preface: “under what conditions did man devise these value judgments good and evil? and what value do they themselves possess?” (GM Preface 3). The three
Essays provide a detailed answer to the first question. According to Nietzsche, primitive humankind did not, in fact, labor under the universally authoritative value judgments good and evil, but
instead lived under the guidance of tribal moralities of custom. Though neighboring tribes tended
to establish moralities in which specific values opposed one another, their moralities nevertheless
bore a common form, namely, one that supported a hierarchical social power structure, which
reflected the natural activity of the will to power. Such moralities valorized physical strength,
encouraged the exuberant expression of one’s instinctual energies, and endorsed the domination
of the weaker by the stronger. The fundamental values of these primitive human beings matured
into the ancient value judgments good versus bad, which is to say, the values of the healthy,
strong, and powerful nobility versus the values of the sickly, weak, and contemptible underclass.
The value judgments we call good and evil evolved in response to the internalization of
the instincts and the human will to power, precipitated by the forced consolidation of tribal
groups into the first primitive states. Internalization vastly expanded the domain of human creative consciousness but also generated the bad conscience, which eventually alienated the human
spirit from its own instinctual nature and from its home in the natural world. After gestation
within the hieratic soul, this alienated spirit gave birth to slave morality, the progenitor of good
and evil. Those instinctual and natural regions from which the human soul were cast out became
the domain of evil, while the idealized world of rational consciousness acquired the ontological
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status of a perfected reality, the domain of the good. These are the conditions, according to
Nietzsche, under which humankind devised the moral values which have remained dominant
even to the present.
Nowhere in the Genealogy does Nietzsche systematically assess the value of these value
judgments, though he occasionally expresses contempt for those he dislikes and esteem for those
he admires. He clearly favors master morality over slave morality, the value judgments “good
and bad” over “good and evil.” On the other hand, Nietzsche is far from recommending that contemporary humankind adopt master morality in any pure form. Not only is it a primitive mode of
valuation, but he considers it the mark of a higher, more spiritual nature when these opposed
value standards coexist and struggle within a single soul. (See GM I.16.) Nietzsche also despises
what he sees as the devitalizing morality of the ascetic priests, yet he acknowledges their essential role in preserving humankind from nihilistic self-destruction. (See GM III.13.) He admires
the discipline and creativity of philosophers, artists, and scholars, but he believes they all fall
short of the fullest human potential when they clutch the ascetic ideal too tightly.
From these and similar expressions we can infer certain basic characteristics of the values
Nietzsche endorses. He prefers values that reflect and preserve the natural ordering processes of
the will to power, that is, values based on hierarchical power structures both within the human
organism and within human organizations. According to this notion, the ideal human being is
constituted by a diversity of instincts effectively governed by a dominating instinct or by an oligarchy of such instincts. Individual values are manifestations of instinctual drives, so the governing value(s) of the ideal human being will have at their disposal multiple, perhaps even contradictory subordinate values for the execution of their purposes. Whether Nietzsche would like to
apply his principles to human organizations, particularly to political entities, has long been a
matter of spirited debate. What seems clear is that such application would produce a stratified
aristocracy, in which the ruling individual(s) would mold a diverse population into an organic
structure capable of implementing the rulers’ priorities while maintaining the integrity and health
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of the whole. Furthermore, Nietzsche evidently believes the strength and vitality of an organization require that those who occupy the higher levels of the social hierarchy maintain a pathos of
distance from those who occupy the lower levels. He is no friend of liberal democracy or any
form of thoroughgoing egalitarianism. (See, for example, BGE 22, 30, 44, 201, 203, 212, 257260, 263-265, 268, 272-3, 282; GM III.14.)
Nietzsche believes that values consistent with the modus operandi of the will to power
promote the formation and maintenance of the healthiest and strongest human beings, even if
they necessarily constitute a minority of the race, and that this is a good in itself. Yet a simple
categorization of humankind into higher and lower types in terms of relative health and strength
is greatly complicated when the transformation of human nature generated by internalization of
the instincts is taken into consideration. Health and strength can no longer be evaluated in purely
physical terms, and so the standard of judgment for values is likewise complicated. Nietzsche
admires great artists at least as much as the militaristic political leaders he famously praises, and,
like Plato, he assigns the task of legislating values to idealized philosophers rather than to warrior kings. While the “blond beasts” of the Third Essay seem to be atavisms of earlier types who
were physically healthy and strong, the artists, philosophers, and scholars for whom Nietzsche
has obvious respect are subject to the sickliness characteristic of human beings with internalized
instincts. In fact, they owe their creativity to the same diverse psycho-physiological forces that
sicken and weaken their bodies. Yet thanks to their dominating instincts, they are spiritually
strong, that is, they are able to harness this diversity, transcend their sickliness, and produce great
artistic, philosophical, and scientific works. Nietzsche prizes both these craftsmen of the spirit
and “those artists of violence and organizers who build states” (GM II.18) for their strong wills
to power and their concomitant ability to govern effectively the unruly elements under their dominion. But it is the former, the artists, philosophers, and scholars, those whose primary domain
of power is their own souls, who have the power to create values and to construct a meaningful
culture upon the nihilistic ruins of a world deprived of God.
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The Rationale for Nietzsche’s Revaluation of Values
What we should like to know, of course, is whether Nietzschean power values, that is,
values consistent with the modus operandi of the will to power, can be supported by present-day
notions of rational justification. I have presented the idea of the cosmological will to power as a
pragmatic and plausible speculation, through which Nietzsche hopes to unify an understanding
of empirical phenomena and an understanding of human values and existential meaning under a
single naturalistic principle. Thus, whatever rational justification we can find will likewise be
pragmatic. Yet even if we grant Nietzsche that his speculation is plausible, that it is consistent
with a rigorous examination of human experience and that it supports a humanistic interpretation
of this experience without succumbing to anthropomorphism, why should we endorse this speculation rather than some other, equally plausible idea that yields an interpretation of experience
more palatable to contemporary moral tastes? Or even better, why not dispense with such speculations and interpretations altogether? Finally, supposing that in the end Nietzsche convinces us
to accept his doctrine of the cosmological will to power, why should we agree to derive our values from this principle? If the will to power is a naturalistic principle, it would seem that using it
to underwrite values would involve us in the naturalistic fallacy, deriving “ought” from “is.”
We might consider Brian Leiter’s conclusion: Nietzsche actually makes no attempt to justify his assessment of morality; rather, he simply asserts his own values as a matter of personal
taste. The Genealogy and related publications present no arguments in support of Nietzsche’s
view; instead, they are rhetorical works intended to awaken similarly-disposed persons and to
draw them into a cultural battle of values. (See Leiter 146-155.) While this interpretation has the
advantage of freeing Nietzsche from the naturalistic fallacy, it does so at the cost of making his
values rather arbitrary. We should at least attempt some less radical solution to the problem.
First, then, why should we not ask Nietzsche to forsake all speculation and interpretation
for the pure, clear air of uninterpreted facts? This should provide the soundest foundation for an
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empirically-based rational argument. Without repeating the details, we should remember
Nietzsche’s assertions that so-called bare facts can only arise within pre-existing interpretations
and that all interpretations are value laden. (Consider GS 57, 110, 112, 354; BGE 2, 4, 14, 22, 34,
211, 192; GM III.12, 24; TI “Reason” 5.) The physical mechanists whom Nietzsche criticizes
believe they have captured the world in itself when they successfully reduce it to a rationally
comprehensible and experimentally reproducible model by means of mathematical physics. On
the contrary, Nietzsche claims, the model may be useful, but it is never reality.
That the only justifiable interpretation of the world should be one in which you are justified because one can continue to work and do research scientifically in your sense (your
really mean, mechanistically?)—an interpretation that permits counting, calculating,
weighing, seeing, and touching, and nothing more—that is a crudity and naiveté, assuming that it is not a mental illness, an idiocy.
Would it not be rather probable that, conversely, precisely the most superficial and external aspect of existence—what is most apparent, its skin and sensualization—would be
grasped first—and might even be the only thing that allowed itself to be grasped?
(GS 373)
In the Third Essay Nietzsche argues that, far from escaping the necessity of interpretation, science produces nihilistic interpretations of human experience, which either attempt to strip the
world of all meaning or to relocate meaning from the world of reality to a fictional world of rational ideality. Thus, the most thoroughgoing efforts to acquire knowledge without interpretation
have failed, indeed, were doomed to failure, so that the best we can do is to seek diligently an
awareness of our presuppositions, multiply our perspectives, and choose our interpretations as
consciously and carefully as possible.
Yet even if human experience is comprehensible only within a context of meaning and
every such context is a framework of interpretation, why should we choose the cosmological will
to power as our basis for interpretation? Is this really the most reasonable and pragmatic of the
available options? Nietzsche’s reticence regarding this question in addition to his difficult comments on the nature of truth encourage explanations like Brian Leiter’s. I believe, however, that a
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better explanation for Nietzsche’s choice of principles is implicit within his corpus. I suggest he
might answer these questions along the following lines.
Moral values disclose a disjunction between how people act or want to act and the behavioral restrictions placed upon them by prevailing social norms. Moral theorists have devised numerous explanations for this disjunction, but whatever its origin, it is a fundamental feature of
the human condition. Thus, while human beings are clearly social animals, the desires and sometimes the needs of the individual or the minority are frequently at odds with those of the majority
or the community as a whole. How particular societies account for this condition and the remedies they choose reflect their understanding of human nature and the role of humankind in the
cosmos. Nietzsche’s thinking in this regard seems most influenced by three views: that of classical Greek culture, that of Western Christian culture, and the view implied by the Darwinian theory of evolution.
According to Nietzsche, primitive and ancient cultures gave precedence to the individual,
or more precisely, to a particular kind of individual. The minority who possessed undiminished
yet well-coordinated animal instincts as well as superior reasoning skills, and in whom the latter
effectively served the former, became the governing powers in their societies. These powerful
individuals structured communities and established values for the purpose of furthering their own
interests, though, of course, they had to devote considerable attention to the well-being of the
whole if it was to function as a useful instrument. The immediate point is that the codes of behavior in such societies valorized human instinctual nature, the human animal. Certainly reason
was much better developed in the human being than in other animals, but this did not make her
any less an animal. Rather, she became something of a super-animal. Nietzsche, I believe, sees
ancient Greece as a refined descendent of this primitive social paradigm. At this later stage of
social development, the Greeks could no longer allow unregulated expression of certain instincts
and desires which had been celebrated or tolerated by their prehistoric ancestors; but even so,
they did not demonize these impulses. Quite the opposite: they excused their socially unaccept384

able animal drives, attributing them to divine influences. (See GM II.23.) “The gods made me do
it!” In this way the Greeks preserved a fidelity to and a reverence for the basic animality of the
human being and for its place in the natural world, while still exploiting the power of reason and
maintaining the integrity of human society.
The Christian West, on the other hand, gives precedence to society as whole. In the most
zealous of such societies, all individuals are required to suppress or moderate desires arising
from any animal instincts that remain unsublimated and that advance the interests of the individual at the expense of those of her fellow citizens. The supporting codes of behavior demonize
human instinctual nature. The human animal becomes the archetype of evil, while reason,
stripped of human flesh, abstracted, and divinized, becomes the fountainhead of perfection. The
ideal human is the one who continually puts to death the inextinguishable animal at the core of
her being and labors to become a terrestrial angel, though in fact, the effort strips her soul of vitality and health. In this way the Christian West has alienated humankind from its own deepest
self, from its basic animality, and has cast it out from its home in the natural world.
This self-alienation, this condition in which each person perpetually strives to reject her
own nature, is one of Nietzsche’s deepest concerns, and one that surely motivates much of the
Genealogy. Nietzsche believes it is impossible for humankind to find any authentic or sustainable sense of purpose or meaning when its moral values strike at the very root of what it means
to be an authentic human being. He acknowledges that for the majority of the race, human nature
is irreversibly far from its primitive state. We are now constituted by a great diversity of instincts, and many of them have been driven inward, especially those that are most aggressive and
self-actualizing. Nietzsche, however, does not mourn this condition, for it has vastly enriched
human experience by greatly expanding the human spirit, the domain of creative human consciousness. The potential dwelling place of humankind has been enlarged beyond the natural
world to include fields of experience unrestricted by empirical boundaries.
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Yet the old danger has never abated; in fact, it has only intensified. The diversity of
drives that inspires the minority who are truly creative and powerful is a source of inexplicable
and intolerable suffering to the rest. This suffering of the majority has in turn strengthened their
motivation to reject the animal nature to which these drives belong and to flee into the imagined
domain of divine perfection and eternal rest. The ascetic priest represents a particular kind of internalized individual, who is indeed creative and powerful, but who expends his energies in the
effort to dominate these suffering masses and to mobilize them in a cultural war against other
types of creative and powerful individuals. Nietzsche may be a cultural elitist and an unrepentant
advocate of aristocracy, but these opinions do not derive from purely subjective or idiosyncratic
convictions. Nietzsche believes that the only way for humankind to flourish is to reject the nihilistic conventional values promulgated by those who hate what human beings really are and to
embrace wholeheartedly the fundamental features of our own nature. This means providing the
conditions necessary to support the liberation of higher individuals from the debilitating social
strictures imposed by those who resent them and which nurture the continued advancement of
their creativity and power.
Still, can Nietzsche offer any good reason for setting this conception of human nature
within the context of the cosmological will to power? First, consider the interpretation of the
human condition that was rapidly taking form and gaining ascendancy during Nietzsche’s time
and has now attained nearly unchallenged supremacy: the human animal is nothing more than
one of many organisms that evolved through the adaptive process of mutation and natural selection. Our species has no legitimate claim to superiority over any other organism, except insofar
as we successfully impose our human priorities upon the non-human world. While we are social
beings, we are fundamentally motivated by egoistic and tribal impulses, which, on Nietzsche’s
account, are usually exploitative in nature. Compared with any teleological account of human
origination, our appearance in the universe by these natural means seems accidental and without
any meaning beyond what we can fabricate by tugging at our own bootstraps. The Christian in386

terpretation of human experience may be nihilistic in the sense that it seeks meaning in a nonexistent supernatural world, but at least it offers an imaginary basis for human significance to
those whose find faith in a fiction an adequate substitute for life in reality. Yet after the death of
God, the Christian interpretation is becoming more and more strained.
Nietzsche offers the so-called doctrine of the cosmological will to power as a solution to
this problem. The doctrine is a myth in the sense that it is a meaning-giving interpretation of existence that can be neither proven nor disproven by rational inspection or by empirical investigation. In purpose it resembles Plato’s noble lie. Yet while the philosopher legislators of the Republic know their myth to be a complete falsehood, the cosmological will to power is a plausible
notion consistent with our best knowledge of the world. This notion unifies the deepest ground of
human experience—our instincts and passions and even our reason—with the entire natural
world and with the cosmos itself. By positing the will to power as both cosmological principle
and the basis of human volition, Nietzsche legitimates values that affirm human nature as evolution produced it. The concept of the cosmological will to power, then, generates a comprehensive
context of meaning that validates rather than condemns the human being as animal and as spirit.
The Greeks created a social vocation for the human animal by valorizing him as the ideal warrior, and they gave mythical affirmation to the most destructive human impulses by divinizing
them. The concept of the cosmological will to power provides Nietzsche with the means to accomplish a similar purpose in a world framed by a new understanding of the human condition.

A present-day critic might argue that by grounding human values in the cosmological
will to power, while at the same time insisting that this principle is the essential energy of Life,
Nietzsche has committed the naturalistic fallacy. An apologist for Nietzsche might respond by
saying that if we accuse him of this error, we should charge Aristotle with the same offense.1 Aristotle begins Book I of the Nicomachean Ethics with the empirical claim that every human be1

John Stuart Mill’s explanation of morality as it appears in Utilitarianism should be similarly indicted.
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ing seeks happiness as the ultimate end of all her actions. He then seeks to clarify this rather
vague notion through an examination of human nature. Aristotle employs an interpretive framework which situates the natural world in a cosmic teleological system, finally structured by the
power of the prime mover. This, too, is empirically plausible. Since humankind are a functional
part of this system, it seems obvious to Aristotle that the standards of appropriate behavior must
derive from the role human beings play within it. He assumes that the function of any organism
within the system must proceed from some essential feature which distinguishes that particular
organism from all the others. For Aristotle, as for most philosophers through the Enlightenment,
the essential feature of the human animal is, of course, reason; he apparently draws this conclusion from empirical observation. Thus, “the human function is activity of the soul in accord with
reason or requiring reason” (Aristotle I.7). This activity proves to be a life of virtue, where particular virtues represent modes of character and types of behavior, which, in the judgment of Aristotle and his contemporaries, are most reasonable in the various spheres of private and public
life.
Nietzsche begins with a different claim, namely, that every human being seeks to increase her feeling of power, her sense of control over herself and her environment; this seems as
empirically plausible as Aristotle’s interpretation of human behavior. The Darwinian theory of
evolution has caused irreparable damage to teleological conceptions of the natural world and the
place of humankind within it, so Nietzsche cannot makes use of Aristotle’s approach in this regard. Instead, Nietzsche argues, careful observation shows that, like the human animal, all organisms seek to extend their power and that the entire cosmos is constituted by a universal struggle
for dominance. The cosmological will to power provides an interpretive framework capable of
explaining these observations while maintaining consistency with new scientific insights.
Since the acid of evolution began dissolving the Great Chain of Being, we have increasingly come to think of human nature as continuous with animal nature in general. Even if reason
is essential to the human being, it is no longer her unique possession. In fact, if the human being
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is first of all an animal, then the place of this embodied, natural creature within the cosmic struggle will be determined in the first degree by those features she shares with other animals, namely,
instincts and drives, and reason will only be one of her more recently-evolved weapons. In this
non-teleological world, the human being has no function per se, but she does have a natural
mode of operation, and that is to deploy all her abilities, instinctual and rational, for the purpose
of increasing her power. Thus, as in the case of Aristotle, an initial descriptive claim becomes
prescriptive when the only available basis for establishing character and behavioral standards is
an analysis of how humankind operate within a comprehensive naturalistic interpretation of the
world. Once accepted, this idea suggests certain conclusions about value judgments, and we have
only to read Nietzsche to discover what they are.

At the end of Chapter 5 I pose a question that Nietzsche never answers: if the will to
power favors the strong, and if, in the end, “strong” just means “those who prevail,” how can
Nietzsche justify his apparent belief that higher individuals have greater value than the herd,
when according to his own analysis, the former are under threat from the latter? Higher individuals are more powerful than herd animals, but the former habitually separate from one another,
while the latter naturally band together for mutual support. The net effect is that the individual
human mode of the will to power is weaker than the communal mode. This situation clearly distresses Nietzsche, even though it reflects the natural activity of the cosmological will to power.
In Chapter 5 I suggest an answer like the one proposed by Brian Leiter: though Nietzsche cannot
justify his preference that higher individuals dominate the herd rather than the reverse, he may
see his mission as mobilizing the former in a battle of values against the latter.
I would again like to suggest a less arbitrary solution that is available to Nietzsche from
within his own view. The question is complicated by Nietzsche’s apparent compatibilism. The
cosmological will to power determines all that happens according to a pseudo-dialectical economy that none of us can possibly fathom. This will to power has no plan and therefore calls no
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prophets, but Nietzsche nevertheless seems to believe that exceptional individuals have occasionally been the fulcra upon which it has leveraged the entire race into new modes of power.
Perhaps he views himself as the instrument destined to shift the balance of power in the human
world from the herd to the higher individual. In this case, Nietzsche’s call to arms, as it were,
does not express the idiosyncratic preference of a particular individual or even of a type of individual. Rather, it expresses Nietzsche’s hope that higher individuals really are destined to be the
stronger type and his willingness to be the means whereby the cosmological will to power fulfills
this destiny. Only the future can disclose how well his hope reflects our fate.
We may find an alternative Nietzschean answer to this question by returning to Aristotle.
He conceives of the human soul as having three parts: the rational, the appetitive, and the nutritive. The last part governs nutrition and growth and has no role in the ethical life. The appetitive
is the part we share in kind with other animals and includes the appetites, desires, and spirited
feelings. The rational part, of course, is the seat of reason. The uneducated and untrained human
being tends to indulge his more animalistic impulses, following the promptings of his appetites
and desires without much thought. If such a person is left untreated, this way of life eventually
becomes habitual. His appetites will routinely override reason in proposing appropriate goals for
action, and reason will be relegated to working out the best means to achieve the appetites’ ends.
The purpose of ethical education and training, then, is to adjust the power balance in the soul so
that reason rather than the appetites regulates behavior. Eventually the appetites are moderated,
one might say rationalized, so that they habitually agree with reason when it proposes goals for
action. How much of the human population or even the Athenian population is capable of
achieving the highest degrees of virtue is of secondary concern to Aristotle. Only the aristocracy
can even make the attempt, and the fully virtuous person, the great-souled man (megalopsuchia),
is surely quite rare. (See Aristotle Book IV, Chapter 3.) Virtue is not defined statistically but according to the conception of a human being as a rational animal fulfilling its function within a
teleological cosmos.
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On Nietzsche’s pseudo-evolutionary view, the idea that reason can function autonomously, without direction from our animal instincts and drives, is naïve. He believes that reason
always functions instrumentally, and when we have the contrary impression, it is only because
we are unaware of the subconscious motivations covertly directing our rational consciousness.
Even so, Nietzsche’s conception of our animal soul is not so different from Aristotle’s. Most
human souls are constituted by a disorganized array of mutually antagonistic instincts and drives.
Coherent and focused volition is therefore quite difficult. Such persons live best when supervised
by authorities and when their behavior is regulated by social incentives and disincentives. There
are some, however, whose diverse instinctual constitutions are well-governed by a coherent volitional principle, by a dominating instinct or by an oligarchy of instincts. These are autonomous
individuals, not because reason regulates their animal natures, but because their animal natures
are self-regulating and can therefore make the best use of reason.
For reasons considered in the preceding chapters, Nietzsche believes autonomous individuals make up a minority of the race, but value is not defined statistically. Rather, value is defined according to the conception of a human being as a manifestation of the cosmological will
to power living within a world where the fundamental principle of development is the increase of
power. The autonomous individual is more powerful than the heteronomous herd animal because
he is more able to make his environment conform to his will. Since the greater part of his power
is focused inwardly, the higher individual possesses less physical power than his less internalized
brethren, but he is nevertheless a type of autonomous individual. The higher individual is thus
much more able than any herd animal to make his internal environment conform to his will. In
other words, he is much more creative, and the fruits of his creativity have the power to transform the world. On the other hand, a community of self-governing herd animals, if they are successful in moderating their tendencies toward chaos by means of moral and social institutions,
may very well be more powerful than any autonomous individual. Yet on Nietzsche’s estimation,
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such societies nurture the most mediocre and banal forms of humanity and marginalize or reject
the strongest and most creative individuals.
The ideal human society, one that maximizes all forms of human power, would be organized as an hierarchical structure in which an autonomous individual or an oligarchy of such individuals govern a community that incorporates the full range of humanity from heteronomy to
autonomy. Not only does Nietzsche apparently believe such a structure would yield the strongest
human community, it would also generate and nurture the greatest number of powerful individuals. Insofar as there is a purpose in a universe constituted by the will to power, it is to maximize
the quantity of structured power.2 The autonomous individual living in the well-governed hierarchical community represents the most powerful possible form of human will to power, and human values should reflect this aspiration. Thus, again, the best justification that Nietzsche can
give for the values he supports is to say with Aristotle that they simply reflect what it means to
be the optimal form of human organism in a particular kind of natural world.

Well, then, It’s All About Power
If the above argument fails to convince present-day critics that Nietzsche avoids the naturalistic fallacy, then perhaps the apologist must capitulate and acknowledge that Brian Leiter’s
thesis may be the most plausible. I do not mean that we are bound to accept Leiter’s entire interpretation of Nietzsche, but only that Nietzsche has no justification for the values he proposes
other than the strength of his own preferences and his success in mobilizing like-minded individuals. On this view, “beyond good and evil” does not refer to a new way of establishing values
derived from a naturalistic conception of the world based on the cosmological will to power. Yet
2

To reiterate a point stressed throughout, “purpose” in this context is a metaphorical term just as it is in the context
of Darwinian evolution. One might say that the purpose of Darwinian evolution is to maximize reproductive fitness.
This does not mean, of course, that the process aims at reproductive fitness as though it were seeking a telos. Rather,
it means that the types of organisms most likely to persist in the environment are those which most effectively
transmit their genes into successive generations. Similarly, in a universe constituted by the will to power, the types
of organisms most likely to persist in the environment are those which most effectively extend their dominance
through time and space.
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neither is it a nihilistic assertion that values are illusory: “Only man placed values in things to
preserve himself—he alone created a meaning for things, a human meaning. Therefore he calls
himself ‘man,’ which means: the esteemer” (Z I.15). Rather, “beyond good and evil” means that
there are no privileged values. There is neither a supernatural law giver nor any universally binding body of natural laws. There is no metaphysical basis for morality, nor can it be derived from
the structure of universal reason. Thus, all value judgments are assertions of power; they are declarations by particular people or groups about the way human beings should live, how they
should treat one another, and how these behavioral standards should be enforced.
The foregoing examination of the Genealogy and related writings builds a compelling
case for accepting that the following are among Nietzsche’s basic claims: 1) the doctrine of the
cosmological will to power should be considered a reasonable conjecture regarding the fundamental metaphysical principle of our universe, 2) currently extant types of human psychophysiology are products of evolutionary process driven by this cosmological principle, and 3)
human values are functions of human psycho-physiological types. If these claims cannot support
a sound naturalistic conception of value, then what are their implications for a Nietzschean conception of value based purely on contests of power?
In the Genealogy Nietzsche identifies several contemporary types of human being. Corporate human organisms, which make up the majority of the race, are composed of herd animals,
usually governed overtly or covertly by some species of powerful individual. The ascetic priest is
one example of such an individual, but Nietzsche would probably recognize many contemporary
political leaders as belonging to this class as well. There are various sorts of higher individuals,
including artists, philosophers, and scholars, though not everyone so titled actually qualifies as a
higher individual. He also mentions “blond beasts,” who are presumably less-internalized powerful individuals, and may be atavisms of older types. He alludes to philosophers of the future, a
type he treats more fully in Beyond Good and Evil; these are apparently improved versions of
present-day philosophers, who accept their rightful role as legislators of value. Finally, Nietzsche
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yearns for the advent of the Antichrist, who may also be the so-called Superman. If value is primarily a function of psycho-physiology then each of these types will tend to assert its own distinctive values, and if there are no privileged values then none has grounds for claiming moral
superiority.
Nietzsche seems to believe that the liberal ideal of promoting maximum individual liberty
up to the point where individual rights are threatened is extremely unnatural and therefore unsustainable. In fact, on Nietzsche’s view the notion of universal egalitarian rights has been created
by the herd for the purpose of serving their own interests, that is, for the purpose of consolidating
their power and establishing their dominance over powerful individuals by denying the latter the
ability to exercise their greatest strengths. Thus, according to Nietzsche, though liberal egalitarianism presents itself as the advocate of maximum individual power, it actually advances the
power of the mediocre many over the exceptional few. Of course, stating the case in this way
assumes that the liberty of the many is incompatible with the liberty of the few, an assumption
that adherents to the liberal ideal would generally deny. They would argue, to the contrary, that
those who are most exceptional and creative can live according to their values and exercise their
gifts without violating the rights of the mediocre and banal. But we must remember that in a living cosmos driven by the activity of the will to power, the exercise of power is necessarily exploitative and involves overcoming and incorporating the other. The interests of the many and
the interests of the few will thus always conflict in significant ways, resulting in an inevitable
struggle for power.
Nietzsche’s idea of hierarchical justice is much closer to Plato’s aristocratic notion than
to the liberal ideal: justice is a functional characteristic of the healthy city and the healthy soul,
namely, each part performing the tasks for which it is naturally suited. (See Plato’s Republic,
Book IV 432b-434d, 441c-444a.) On the other hand, they would no doubt disagree about the
composition of the parts, the relevant tasks, and, even more fundamentally, about the ultimate
basis of justice. Plato argues that justice is a transcendent universal ideal, accessible to the prop394

erly trained rational intellect. On the interpretation under current consideration, Nietzsche sees
justice as merely a convenient name for an arrangement of power that best supports the interests
of higher individuals. (He would also argue that a similar conception of justice is the actual basis
of the Platonic ideal, Plato’s protests notwithstanding.) Though “exploitative” in a very general
sense, this arrangement need not involve anything so overt and sordid as enslavement; contemporary higher individuals are no longer warriors. But it would seem to imply certain political
structures, legal provisions, social priorities, and choices in the allocation of public resources.
The herd must be cared for, since they constitute the broad base upon which the pinnacle of the
social pyramid rests, but their main function is to support the work of higher individuals.
Nietzsche provides us with insufficient information to sketch any more definite picture of
the sort of society he might favor, and even the foregoing outline is quite speculative. Some
pressing questions still need answers, but yielding to the temptation seems imprudent. How exactly should philosophers of the future legislate value? What role do contemporary “blond
beasts” have? Are they the front-line troops in the social battle? Will the Antichrist establish an
earthly empire, or will he only be the ideal artistic philosopher, the first born, so to speak, of a
new race of perfected individuals? (This is, again, interestingly reminiscent of questions concerning the return of the Messiah.)
Whatever the details, this vision of the Nietzschean project, if indeed there is such a project, suggests a struggle between cultural forces. Since there is no rational justification for elevating the values of any particular kind of human being into the position of a universally binding
morality, the best Nietzsche can do is to rally around him those whose values are most like his
own and to mobilize them into some kind of socially transformative action. Higher individuals
by nature separate from one another, but they also form alliances when doing so is in their mutual interests. Nietzsche may thus be voicing a call to action.
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Appendix
Title Abbreviations for Nietzsche’s Writings
Following are the abbreviations used to cite texts authored by Nietzsche.

BGE

Beyond Good and Evil

CW

The Case of Wagner

D

Daybreak: Thoughts on the Prejudices of Morality

NCW

Nietzsche Contra Wagner

GS

The Gay Science

GM

On the Genealogy of Morals

HH

Human, All Too Human

PPP

The Pre-Platonic Philosophers

Z

Thus Spoke Zarathustra

TI

Twilight of the Idols

WP

The Will to Power
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