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In the Preface to Human, All-Too Human, Nietzsche stresses that
his free spirits "shall learn to grasp the sense of perspective in every value
judgment—the displacement, distortion and merely apparent teleology of
horizons and whatever else pertains to perspectivism." This statement
raises a number of significant questions: What exactly is perspectivism?
What does it mean for value judgments, or anything for that matter, to be
perspectival? And why does Nietzsche think that it is important that the
free spirits learn to grasp the sense of perspective in value judgments?
The purpose of this dissertation is to shed critical light on these
issues. I begin with a discussion of Nietzsche's perspectivism and argue
that it is the neo-Kantian thesis that i) the phenomenal world is
constituted through cognition; ii) what we can know is limited to the
vii

phenomenal world; and iii) interests, needs, and desires explain which
concepts and forms of sensibility we develop and employ in constituting
phenomenal reality. I then argue that Nietzsche's explanations for the
origin of various values—most notably those of master and slave
morality—demonstrate considerable affinities with his perspectivism by
showing that evaluative concepts, too, vary from perspective to perspective
and can be given functional explanations.

I suggest that Nietzsche's

imperative that the free spirits appreciate the sense of perspective in value
judgments can be explained if we recognize that perspectivism plays a
decisive role in Nietzsche's revaluation of values by revealing that because
moral values originate to serve particular interests, needs, and desires,
absolute and universal normative claims are unjustified. Finally, I discuss
a couple of key critical issues related to both perspectivism and the
revaluation

of

values—specifically

the

criticism

that

Nietzsche’s

revaluation of values undermines his authority by revaluing his own
evaluative standpoint and whether perspectivism leads to relativism. I
argue that Nietzsche’s revaluation project is not jeopardized because the
revaluation of all values occurs only as a consequence of revaluing
morality.

In addressing relativism, I argue that Nietzsche is a moral

skeptic, not a moral relativist, but that relativism seems to be an
unavoidable consequence of his epistemology.
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Introduction
A rift seems to have divided Nietzsche scholarship during recent
years. Though there is little agreement on the exact nature of the dispute,
partisans on both sides have been no less enthusiastic in support of their
cause. One commentator, for example, charges that "Nietzsche literature
may be voluminous, but as students of philosophy know, most of it has not
been very good" because "the 'ineffable' element in Nietzsche has been
greatly exaggerated, while the intelligible, if sometimes unfamiliar,
philosophical content has been too often ignored" (Leiter 2002, Preface).
I leave aside whether this is a fair and accurate assessment of Nietzsche
scholarship, but call the reader's attention to the fact that whatever the
source of the disagreement, the stakes are high.
It seems to me, however, that one particular issue that often is
raised in the context of these debates is the nature of Nietzsche's
"naturalism" and to what philosophical position or positions it does or
does not commit him.

In the most straightforward and broad sense,

Nietzsche's naturalism refers to his rejection of non-natural or other
worldly postulations or explanations.

But a more recent "school"

maintains that Nietzsche's naturalism better represents those passages
where he praises science and the scientific method.1

Naturalism, so

1 Clark (1990), Leiter (2002), and Clark and Dudrick (2004), for instance.
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understood, reflects Nietzsche's allegiance to an empiricist epistemology
and ontological commitments that are informed by scientific discovery.
In defending this version of naturalism, some commentators see it
as their task to right the course of Nietzsche scholarship that for too long
has misunderstood his philosophical positions. In particular, they are
concerned with debunking the "postmodern" readings of Nietzsche that
were popular in the 1980s. One philosopher partial to this line of thinking
characterizes Nietzsche scholarship as tasked with resolving the question,
"who can justifiably claim to be heir to Nietzsche's philosophy, Freud 'the
naturalist' or Foucault 'the postmodernist'?" and vigorously defends the
position that "Nietzsche belongs not in the company of postmodernists
like Foucault and Derrida, but rather in the company of naturalists like
Hume and Freud" (Leiter 2002, p. 2).
But this way of casting the debate—suggesting that these are the
only two alternatives either for describing the history of the secondary
literature or for prescribing a method for interpreting Nietzsche—presents
a false dichotomy.

It ignores an older tradition, which has received

increased attention lately, that views Nietzsche's philosophical positions as
strongly influenced by the neo-Kantians who were so prominent during
the nineteenth century, most notably Friedrich Lange, Afrikan Spir,
Gustav Teichmüller, and of course, Arthur Schopenhauer.2
2 See Vaihinger (1935), Salaquarda (1978), Stack (1983), Janaway (1998), Green (2002),
and Hussain (2004). Clark (1990) and Leiter (2002) discuss the neo-Kantian influences
on Nietzsche, but Clark, as I will argue, mischaracterizes the neo-Kantian position, and
Leiter only give cursory treatment of the issue in recasting Clark’s position.
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NIETZSCHE’S NEO-KANTIAN INFLUENCES
I read Nietzsche as a neo-Kantian—that is to say, as one who
criticizes, modifies, and rebuffs Kant, but nonetheless accepts some of
Kant's methods and conclusions. I believe that Nietzsche's neo-Kantian
influences are readily apparent when one examines what he says about the
limits of human knowledge, a position (or set of positions) that is usually
described as "perspectivism." But, more importantly, I argue, Nietzsche's
neo-Kantian credentials are equally as solid, though less obvious, in his
critique of Kantian morality. For it is in this context, with Nietzsche's
rejection of the noumenal self and freedom as the basis for morality and
his insistence on natural explanations of values, that Nietzsche is more
consistently Kantian than Kant.
This claim is less surprising if we appreciate that Nietzsche's
criticisms of this transcendent grounding of morality stem in part from his
denial of the appearance-reality distinction. Nietzsche's rejection of the
thing-in-itself as unknowable motivates an extended criticism of Kant’s
morality on the basis of its appeal to this distinction. That is to say,
Nietzsche faults Kant for appealing to non-natural, transcendent
explanations and justifications of moral phenomena when, according to
Kantian principles, we cannot know these explanans or justificans.
Many neo-Kantians, Lange in particular, criticize Kant on similar
grounds. Lange argues that because we are justified only in conceiving the
3

thing-in-itself a regulative idea and that we only have knowledge of
phenomena, we must conclude that the phenomenal world is the only
"real" world. Lange notes, “the more the ‘thing-in-itself’ refines itself away
to a mere representation, the more the word phenomena gains in reality.
It embraces everything that we can call ‘real.’” (Lange 1865, II p. 217).
Nietzsche offers a very similar pragmatic argument for rejecting the idea of
the thing-in-itself and for embracing this sort of phenomenalism in the
section of Twilight of the Idols entitled, "How the 'True World' Finally
Became Fable."
1. The true world—attainable for the sage, the pious, the virtuous
man; he lives in it, he is it.
(The oldest form of the idea, relatively sensible, simple, and
persuasive. A circumlocution for the sentence, "I, Plato, am the
truth.")
2. The true world—unattainable for now, but promised for the sage,
the pious, the virtuous man ("for the sinner who repents").
(Progress of the idea: it becomes more subtle, insidious,
incomprehensible—it becomes female, it becomes Christian.)
3. The true world—unattainable, indemonstrable, unpromisable;
but the very thought of it—a consolation, an obligation, an
imperative.
(At bottom, the old sun, but seen through mist and skepticism. The
idea has become elusive, pale, Nordic, Königsbergian.)
4. The true world—unattainable? At any rate, unattained. And being
unattained, also unknown. Consequently, not consoling,
redeeming, or obligating: how could something unknown obligate
us?
(Gray morning. The first yawn of reason. The cockcrow of
positivism.)
5. The "true" world—an idea which is no longer good for anything,
4

not even obligating—an idea which has become useless and
superfluous—consequently, a refuted idea: let us abolish it!
(Bright day; breakfast; return of bon sens and cheerfulness; Plato's
embarrassed blush; pandemonium of all free spirits.)
6. The true world—we have abolished. What world has remained?
The apparent one perhaps? But no! With the true world we have
also abolished the apparent one.
(Noon; moment of the briefest shadow; end of the longest error;
high point of humanity; INCIPIT ZARATHUSTRA.)
Stage three obviously refers to Kant and his notion that the thing-in-itself,
while unknowable, still is the source of the moral law. Stage four, then,
counters stage three in suggesting that by his own standards, Kant's
postulation of the thing-in-itself as the source of the moral law is
unwarranted—if something is unknowable, then we cannot claim that it
obligates because that would predicate something about it.

Nietzsche

extends this line of argumentation in stage five by suggesting that as a
mere postulation of reason, the thing-in-itself is a useless idea and as a
consequence, is refuted. But it does not follow from the fact that an idea is
useless or superfluous that it is refuted, unless of course, Nietzsche has a
pragmatic standard for justification in mind. That is to say, Nietzsche
believes that because the thing-in-itself cannot be known, it should not
occupy a place in our belief system and should be abolished from our set of
concerns. In the last stage, Nietzsche concludes the argument by pointing
out that if we abolish the notion of the thing-in-itself, then we lose the
basis for contrasting the "real" world with a world of appearances. As a
consequence, the "apparent" world is no longer apparent because we have
5

abolished any correlate that would make such a contrast meaningful.
There is only one "real" world—the "apparent" world, or world of
phenomena.
It should be emphasized, however, that Nietzsche’s pragmatic
argument for rejecting the thing-in-itself and the appearance-reality
distinction does not entail that Nietzsche denies the existence of the
noumenal realm. In other words, it is not a metaphysical position that
Nietzsche is arguing for in this passage, but a methodological one—he
remains agnostic on the question of the existence of the thing-in-itself, but
only urges us not to be concerned with this question given that we cannot
know if it exists or not.3 Because Nietzsche refuses to take a metaphysical
position, it would be incorrect, therefore, to claim that he is an idealist.
Nietzsche’s focus is to delineate the proper domain of intellectual inquiry
by dismissing the worry that our experience of the world may not
correspond to reality-in-itself as idle speculation. This point is important,
as we will later see, for understanding Nietzsche’s remarks regarding
“truth as error.”
As I will argue in subsequent chapters, neo-Kantian themes are to
be found throughout Nietzsche’s writings and inform his critique of
metaphysics, epistemology, and morality.

In this study, however, I

3 In other words, Nietzsche recognizes Kant’s point that the thing-in-itself is nothing
more than a postulation of reason and unknowable, but nonetheless maintains that it is
important for our theoretical understanding of human experience.
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propose to give emphasis to the neo-Kantian thread that runs through
Nietzsche’s perspectivism and discuss its role in the revaluation of values.
OVERVIEW
In the Preface to Human, All-Too Human, Nietzsche stresses that
his free spirits "shall learn to grasp the sense of perspective in every value
judgment—the displacement, distortion and merely apparent teleology of
horizons and whatever else pertains to perspectivism." This statement
raises a number of significant questions: What does it mean for value
judgments, or anything for that matter, to be perspectival? What exactly is
perspectivism? And why does Nietzsche think that it is important that the
free spirits learn to grasp the sense of perspective in value judgments?
The purpose of this dissertation is to shed critical light on these
issues.

In chapter two, I begin with a discussion of Nietzsche's

perspectivism and argue that it is best understood as the neo-Kantian
thesis that that i) the phenomenal world is constituted through cognition;
ii) what we can know is constrained by and limited to the scheme of
concepts that constitute the phenomenal world; and iii) interests, needs,
and desires explain which concepts we develop and employ. Again, it is
here with Nietzsche’s naturalistic interpretation of Kant’s theory of
knowledge that his neo-Kantian influences are so readily apparent.
Nietzsche accepts Kant’s notion that knowledge is limited to the world of
experiences, or phenomena, and that this world is constituted by our
forms of sensibility and categories of the understanding. But, influenced
7

by Lange, Nietzsche rejects Kant’s notion that these are a priori and insists
that they are derived from experience.

Nietzsche explains that the

particular way we perceive, conceptualize, and organize the world is a
result of a biological-historical process.

Our conceptual apparatus, or

“psycho-physical organization” to use the words of Lange, evolves in
response to our needs, interests, and desires. Thus, we see in Nietzsche a
recognition that other beings with different functional needs would
develop different ways of perceiving and conceptualizing the world, which
is the essence of his perspectivism.
In chapter three, I extend this analysis to Nietzsche's conception of
values and argue that Nietzsche's explanations for the origin of various
values—most notably those of master and slave morality—demonstrate
considerable affinities with his perspectivism, specifically that evaluative
concepts vary from perspective to perspective and can be given functional
explanations. I argue that perspectivism provides the basis for explaining
the differences in evaluative concepts (e.g. “good” and “bad” versus “good”
and “evil”) and their meaning that Nietzsche claims is constitutive of
master and slave morality.

In other words, value judgments are

perspectival to the extent that evaluative concepts and their application
vary and can be given functional explanations.
I then argue in chapter four that Nietzsche's imperative that the
free spirits appreciate the sense of perspective in value judgments can be
explained if we recognize that perspectivism plays a decisive role in
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Nietzsche's revaluation of values by revealing that moral judgments4 are
unjustified. In particular, perspectivism contributes to the revaluation of
values by demonstrating that the best explanation of moral values (that
they serve particular interests, needs, and desires) provides prima facie
reasons for being skeptical that moral judgments can be absolutely and
universally valid. As a consequence, moral values lack the normative force
usually associated with them, and agents are free to reorder their values
accordingly.
Finally, in chapter five I discuss a couple of key critical issues
related to both perspectivism and the revaluation of values. Specifically, I
address the issues of whether Nietzsche's attempt to revalue all values
undermines his authority to do so by calling into question the values he
uses to revalue other values and whether perspectivism leads to relativism.
With respect to the first issue, I argue that if indeed perspectivism
provides the best explanation of moral values and moral judgments, then
Nietzsche’s revaluation project is not jeopardized because in revaluing
morality, he appeals to standards that are accepted also by those who
value morality. In addressing relativism, I argue that Nietzsche is to be
understood as a moral skeptic, not as a moral relativist, but that relativism
seems to be an unavoidable consequence of his epistemology. I suggest, en
passant, that Nietzsche’s epistemology can be construed as a kind of
contextualism about justification.
4 Moral judgments are to be understood as a narrow class of value judgments (i.e., those
that are absolute and universally valid).

9

INTERPRETATIVE ISSUES
Those who do research in the history of philosophy face the
challenge of balancing their obligation to illuminate historical texts in
terms that contemporary philosophers can appreciate, while providing
commentary and analysis that remains faithful to the original text. Of
course, it is always open to debate whether any commentary that does not
simply paraphrase can remain faithful to the original text given that it
always seems to go beyond what is said. But, the task becomes all the
more complicated when one tries to be responsive to positions and
objections that the original author did not anticipate.

For Nietzsche

commentators, the challenge is even greater because his unique writing
style and general lack of systematic argumentation often make it difficult
to discern his actual position on some issues.
In what follows I do considerable reconstructing of Nietzsche’s
views on his behalf. In those cases where Nietzsche merely expresses his
position, I try to provide more detailed argumentation. In so doing, I rely
primarily on Nietzsche’s published writings, the considered discussions in
contemporary secondary literature, and the historical context in which
Nietzsche was writing.
One methodological issue that confronts Nietzsche commentators is
how to treat his unpublished writings. Bernd Magnus claims that there
are, generally speaking, two schools of thought on this issue—the
10

“lumpers” and the “splitters” (Magnus 1988, p. 220-222). The lumpers do
not draw a distinction between Nietzsche’s published and unpublished
writings when providing evidence for their interpretation of Nietzsche.
Splitters, to the contrary, treat the published writings as more
authoritative and representative of Nietzsche’s position on issues.

I

consider myself a splitter. Because Nietzsche did not publish, nor intend
to publish, many of his notes, we should treat these texts separately from
his published writings.

His unpublished writings can be illuminating,

however, and can be used to amplify and support a position that he stakes
out in his published writings. In what follows, I cite primarily Nietzsche’s
published works when providing textual evidence for the views I am
advancing. When I refer occasionally to Nietzsche’s notes or unpublished
writings (more often The Will to Power) it is only to provide additional
support for a view already articulated in his published works.

11

Chapter 1: Perspectivism

Perspectivism, like many of Nietzsche’s purported doctrines,
engenders much dispute. The core of the issue is how to interpret the all
too infrequent occurrences of “perspectivism,” “perspective,” or “optic” in
Nietzsche’s published writings. Given the paucity of textual evidence, why
has this issue received so much attention (and contention) among
Nietzsche’s commentators? The reason, as I see it, is twofold. First, there
is, I believe, the lingering hope that by getting a conceptual grip on what is
meant by perspectivism one will be able to resolve the apparently
contradictory remarks that Nietzsche makes about truth and knowledge.
Second, the claim that knowledge or truth is "perspectival" is
philosophically interesting. My motivations for undertaking this project
are no different in these respects.
Where my treatment of perspectivism differs from what one will
find in a quick survey of the secondary literature is that I believe that
perspectivism will shed light on what Nietzsche has to say about values.
Clark recognizes the relationship between perspectivism and values,
though lamentably elects not to elaborate, when she notes that Nietzsche
characterizes not only knowledge as perspectival but values as well (Clark
1990, p. 127). The obvious task—while not a simple one—is to understand
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what it means for knowledge or values to be perspectival. In this chapter,
my concern is with the former, while in the next I will deal with the latter.
This chapter comprises three parts. In the first section, I focus on
recent interpretations of perspectivism and point out their shortcomings.
In the second section, I offer my own neo-Kantian reading of
perspectivism, drawing heavily on Nietzsche’s comments in The Gay
Science. And finally, in the third section, I try to deliver on my promise to
show how my interpretation of perspectivism can address concerns about
Nietzsche’s various remarks about truth.
THE OPTICAL METAPHOR
The dominant interpretation of perspectivism in recent years is
what I will term the Optical Metaphor. The Optical Metaphor has received
considerable attention in the secondary literature and is represented by
Leiter’s contribution (1994 and 2002). I wish to expose a flaw in the
Optical Metaphor that I believe glosses over Nietzsche’s neo-Kantian
influences and thus compromises his view of truth, knowledge, and
objectivity.
Leiter rejects what he refers to as the Received View5, which
interprets perspectivism as committing Nietzsche to the following four
claims:
5 The Danto of 1964 is Leiter’s main target here (see Danto 1964, chapters 1 and 3). Danto
argues that perspectivism is the doctrine that there are no facts but only interpretations.
Leiter understands this doctrine to assert that the world lacks any determinate structure
that would otherwise constrain our interpretations so that one can never speak of a “true”
perspective, but only of “dominant” ones. Because Leiter’s target is so limited, however, it
is debatable how well this view actually is received in the secondary literature. That
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(RV1) the world has no determinate nature or structure;
(RV2) our concepts and theories do not “describe” or “correspond”
to this world because it has no determinate character;
(RV3) our concepts and theories are “mere” interpretations or
“mere” perspectives (reflecting our pragmatic needs, at least on
some accounts);
(RV4) no perspective can enjoy an epistemic privilege over any
other, because there is no epistemically privileged mode of access to
this characterless world (Leiter 1994, p. 334).
To counter this dominant interpretation, Leiter emphasizes the
metaphorical language that Nietzsche utilizes when presenting his idea of
perspectival knowledge in GM III: 12:
Henceforth, my dear philosophers, let us be on guard against the
dangerous old conceptual fiction that posited a “pure, will-less,
painless, timeless knowing subject”; let us guard against the snares
of such contradictory concepts as “pure reason,” “absolute
spirituality,” “knowledge in itself”: these always demand that we
should think of an eye that is completely unthinkable, an eye turned
in no particular direction, in which the active and interpreting
forces, through which alone seeing become seeing something, are
supposed to be lacking; these always demand of the eye and
absurdity and nonsense. There is only a perspective seeing, only a
perspective “knowing”; and the more affects we allow to speak
about one thing, the more complete will our “concept” of this thing,
our “objectivity” be. But to eliminate the will altogether, to suspend
each and every affect, supposing we were capable of this—what
would that mean but to castrate the intellect?
Leiter claims that Nietzsche espouses two epistemological doctrines
in this passage.

First, Nietzsche advocates the Doctrine of Epistemic

Leiter calls this the “Received View” is tendentious to say the least. The view Leiter is
attacking is more indicative of interpretations of Nietzsche proffered by non-specialists
(e.g. Rorty) or non-philosophers interested in advancing postmodern agendas.
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Affectivity (DEA), which holds both that all knowledge presupposes some
interest or affect and that knowledge can never be disinterested. Second,
as a consequence of the DEA, Nietzsche commits himself to the Doctrine
of Perspectives (DP) or the claim that knowledge is analogous to the case
of optics since both depend on perspectives; just as knowledge always
presupposes an “interest”, so too, seeing always presupposes seeing from
some particular direction, under some particular conditions, and so on.
In the optical case, Leiter offers following four claims as selfevident:
(O1) Necessarily, we see an object from a particular perspective:
for example, from a certain angle, from a certain distance, under
certain conditions (perspectivism claim).
(O2) The more perspectives we enjoy—for example, the more
angles we see the object from—the better our conception of what
the object is actually like will be (plurality claim).
(O3) We will never exhaust all possible perspectives on the object
of vision (infinity claim).
(O4) There exists a catalogue of identifiable factors that would
distort our perspective on the object: for instance, we are too far
away or the background conditions are poor (purity claim) (Leiter
1994, p. 334).
Given that Nietzsche thinks that knowledge is analogous to seeing,
Leiter suggests that there are parallel claims with respect to the epistemic
case. That is to say, we should be able to construct epistemic corollaries to
the perspectivism claim, the plurality claim, the infinity claim, and the
purity claim.
Towards this end, Leiter offers the following epistemic analogues:
15

(P1) Necessarily, we know an object from a particular perspective:
that is, from the standpoint of particular interests and needs
(perspectivism claim).
(P2) The more perspectives we enjoy—for example, the more
interests we employ in knowing the object—the better our
conception of what the object is like will be (plurality claim).
(P3) We shall never exhaust all possible perspectives on the object
of knowledge (there are [sic] an infinity of interpretive interests that
could be brought to bear) (infinity claim).
(P4) There exists a catalogue of identifiable factors that would
distort our knowledge of the object: that is, certain interpretive
interests and needs will distort the nature of objects (purity claim)
(Leiter 1994, pp. 345-346).
By extending the analogy so, Leiter thinks that we can attribute these
epistemic claims to Nietzsche.6
Because the purity claim is the most contentious, Leiter is careful to
provide a defense of the purity claim to save the Optical Metaphor from
the consequence that there exists no epistemically privileged mode of
access to reality. The purity claim requires that some interests and desires
distort the natures of objects; that is, there are some “impure” epistemic
positions caused by certain interests and needs.

How might we

differentiate between the pure and impure positions? Leiter suggests that
6 Remarkably, Leiter does not provide independent textual evidence to support the claim
that Nietzsche does (or would) subscribe to these epistemic analogues. While an
argument from analogy might be of heuristic value, by itself it is woefully insufficient as
an argument. All that the Optical Metaphor can establish on its own is that Nietzsche was
inclined to think that knowing is similar to, yet not necessarily identical with, seeing.
Thus, it is our task as commentators to offer arguments and textual evidence on his behalf
to flesh out this metaphorical relation. It is unwarranted to simply assume that knowing
will be identical with seeing in each and every respect.
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Nietzsche provides a clear criterion when he says that only the strong few
can handle the “terrible truth” about reality. The vast majority of people,
to the contrary, prefer to falsify and distort reality out of weakness.
Presumably, these two groups of individuals will differ in their relative
interests and desires. Those strong types will be able to face the “terrible
truths,” in part, because they possess the requisite affects and desires.
There are a few reasons why Leiter’s response to this problem is less
than satisfactory.

First, it is not clear what Nietzsche means by “the

terrible truth.” That is to say, Nietzsche’s own position on truth is the
subject of much debate and so much more needs to be said before this
argument can justify the purity claim. Even in the passage from Beyond
Good and Evil that Leiter cites as evidence for his view, Nietzsche writes
that “the strength of a spirit should be measured according to how much of
the ‘truth’ one could still barely endure” (BGE 39). That “truth” occurs in
quotes should caution us as readers. Moreover, where Nietzsche speaks of
“terrible truth”, he is referring to his own insight into the insidious nature
of “truth”: “But my truth is terrible; for so far one has called lies truth…I
was the first to discover the truth by being the first to experience lies as
lies” (EH IV:1). It is quite possible (and likely given the larger context of
his remarks) that what Nietzsche means is that he was the first to discover
the truth that there is no “truth” (in the sense of eternally enduring and
absolute states of affairs); that all “truths” hitherto have been fictions of a
sort invented by humans to ensure our survival and to avoid the pain of

17

nihilism and that the best we can do is continue to invent fictions to serve
our pragmatic aims. This passage, quite the contrary to the purpose that
Leiter believes it serves, is consistent with the four tenets of the Received
View that Leiter argues against, especially RV1 and RV2.
Second, Leiter’s interpretation presupposes that there is an
independent reality that possesses a pre-given nature (though only the
strong have non-distorting access to such a reality).7 Leiter argues that for
Nietzsche, reality still places epistemic constraints on our interpretations
of the world and thus on which perspectives have epistemic merit. Though
Nietzsche does give up what Leiter calls the “strong objectivity,” where
objects enjoy global independence from human evidence or belief, Leiter
believes that Nietzsche still retains a “modest objectivity” since
“distinctively human beliefs, sensibilities, practices, and dispositions are a
condition of the very possibility of anything being true or knowable”
(Leiter 1994, p. 349). Notice, however, that the modest objectivity claim is
a different claim than the perspectivism claim. Where the perspectivism
claim holds that knowledge is dependent upon human interests and
affects, modest objectivity holds that subjective conditions are necessary
for both knowledge and truth. Inexplicably, Leiter does not discuss how
these subjective conditions are supposed to play a role in the constitution
7 Elsewhere (2002), Leiter offers a map analogy to explain how knowledge depends upon
human interest. The kind of map we would use to provide information about a particular
geographical area will depend on our interests. A geologist would use a topographical
map; a driver would require a road map. No single map, however, can tell us everything
about the region; at best, we can know more about the area the more maps we use. But
notice that with this analogy the presumption of a pre-given world is all the more striking.
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of truth. He merely comments to the effect that the right reading of
Nietzsche’s claim that knowledge is interest- or need-bound “is to see [it]
as identifying a trivially necessary condition of all our knowledge claims:
namely, actual human interests and needs” (Leiter 1994, p. 349).
While labeling these necessary conditions as trivial might serve
certain rhetorical aims, it does little to clarify the deeper philosophical
issues. Why does Nietzsche think that interests are necessary conditions
for both knowledge and truth (if he in fact does think they are necessary
for both)? What exactly is the nature of this dependence relation? Does
Leiter's claim that interest or needs are "trivially necessary condition[s]"
for knowledge withstand textual scrutiny, especially given that Leiter
maintains that Nietzsche thinks of truth as interest-bound?
Leiter claims that his reading of perspectivism resists both
metaphysical realism (the view that objects have a nature independent of
human cognitive interests and capacities) and subjective idealism (that
objects are nothing more than mental constructs).

He argues that “a

metaphysical realism of this sort is rendered unintelligible because human
interests are conditions of anything being true or knowable (whereas the
metaphysical realist would have truth transcend all human interests)”
(Leiter 1994, p. 350). Subjective idealism is avoided because “interests are
only conditions of our knowledge of objects; hence particular interests are
not constitutive of objects” (Leiter 1994, p. 350).8
8 The important point to note is that for Leiter interests do not affect the object of
knowledge, but only affect the agents by providing the necessary motivation for
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Again, how exactly are human interests conditions of truth?
Unfortunately, Leiter avoids the issue for the obvious reason that the claim
that truth is interest-bound is less modest than the perspectivism claim he
relies on (that just as it is a condition of seeing that we see it from a
particular perspective, so too it is a condition of knowing that we do so
from the perspective of some interest).

The claim that interests are

necessary conditions for what is the case (“the real thrust of the claim that
there are no facts, only interpretations…is simply that our knowledge is
always knowledge of an interpreted world, not a world of naked facts”
(Leiter 1994, p. 350)) is a stronger claim than the perspectivism claim (P1).
Interests seem to provide more than merely the occasion for knowledge.9
Instead, (as I will argue in greater detail below) Nietzsche is more inclined
to view interests as playing a role in “world-making.” (“It is our needs that
interpret that world” (WP 481)).
Leiter claims that interests play the singular role of determining
which aspect of the object of knowledge we pick out for investigation.
Interests do not constitute the objects of knowledge, but do constitute
knowledge of the objects (that is, interests determine what we come to
know about any object by affecting which part of reality we pay particular
intellectual inquiry. As such, interests influence to which part of reality we are attuned
and what paths our inquiry takes.
9 One might reply that interests can play a constitutive role with respect to truth without
entailing the stronger metaphysical reading that interests, in some fashion, are
constitutive of facts or objects by pointing out that truth is simply a property of beliefs,
propositions, or statements. So interests are necessary for truth only in the trivial sense
that they play the motivating role necessary for there to be beliefs, proposition, or
statements for which truth can be predicated. But given his reading of WP 481 (“there are
no facts, only interpretations”), Leiter does not pursue this line of argument.
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attention to and by providing the motivation for such inquiries). As such,
the object remains an independent, yet not transcendent, object.
Following Clark (1990), Leiter distinguishes between the thing-initself (transcendent object) and the thing itself (independent object). The
thing-in-itself would transcend all possible perspectives on it and so
Nietzsche rejects it. The thing or the object of knowledge (the independent
object), however, “as conceived by Nietzsche would not be left over after
all possible perspectives were taken. It would just be the thing itself (not
in-itself)” (Leiter 1994, p. 350). The thing itself, while perspective-bound,
somehow enjoys sufficient independence from any particular perspective
so that it may exercise epistemic constraint on our interpretations.
There seems to be a confusion lurking here and one that is best
brought to light when we examine Clark’s discussion of the distinction that
Leiter invokes to make his point. Clark cautions those who conceive of
perspectivism as implying a single thing or object set over a multiplicity of
perspectives

not

to

confuse

the

thing/appearance

and

the

reality/appearance distinctions. Clark writes,
To speak of “things themselves” is to refer to the world considered
as having existence independently of perception or representation.
The thing-in-itself, in contrast, is the world considered as it is in
itself, that is, considered as possessing a nature or qualities apart
from human beings (Clark 1990, p. 82).
The perspectivist metaphor does invite us to think of a thing that is
independent of the perspectives on it. If the same thing can be seen
from different perspectives, its existence is not reducible to the
existence of representations. It must be an extra-mentally existing
thing, a thing with its own foothold in reality. Such a thing has
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existence in itself…However, this does not make it a thing-in-itself.
The possession of extramental existence (existence in itself) is
neither necessary nor sufficient for being a thing-in-itself. What is
required is rather an essence in itself, an essence or nature that is
independent of what it can appear to be. The affirmation of an
independently existing thing will seem to affirm a thing-in-itself
only if one conflates the thing/appearance and the
reality/appearance distinction…
Without the conflation, we have no basis for assuming that an
extramentally existing thing has a reality that is independent of how
it can appear (Clark 1990, p. 136).
If we bear in mind that the object of perception has an existence apart
from human perspectives, argues Clark, we can then avoid subjective
idealism. Likewise, we avoid metaphysical realism because we are not
committed to the idea that objects possess a nature independent of
appearances.
Apart from the problem of how Clark thinks that a thing devoid of a
nature or qualities can be the “same” unified existing thing as seen from
different perspectives at different times, a more pressing problem is
evident.10 If we have no basis for assuming that an extramentally existing
thing has a reality that is independent of how it appears, then we lose our
basis for assuming that the same extramentally existing thing can provide
epistemic constraints on our interpretations, for interpretations are the
basis for what appears.11 Either the object possesses a nature independent
10 In fact it is difficult to conceive how an object that lacks a determinate nature save
existence is an object in any meaningful sense. The distinction Clark tries to draw
between the thing-in-itself and the thing-itself, it seems to me, is a false one.
11 Cox (1999, pp. 118-152) offers very similar criticisms of Leiter and Clark, but focuses
his attack on their assumption that there is a pre-given, unchanging subject which
occupies the various perspectives. Their account fails, on his view, because it neglects
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of our interpretive effects and thus, in providing interpretive constraints,
is a thing-in-itself. Or an object possesses only that nature bestowed by
our interpretive activity. But in maintaining that objects of perception
exist independently of our representations, but do not have independent
natures, Clark forfeits any basis for appealing to the things-themselves as
arbiters of epistemic disagreements for they lack any determinate nature
that would “decide” between competing claims.
To put the problem in Leiter’s terms, it is hard to see what
underwrites the perspectivism thesis that “knowledge of objects in any
particular case is always conditioned by particular interpretive interests
that direct the knower to corresponding features of the object of
knowledge” (Leiter 1994, p. 351, emphasis added). Because the object of
knowledge is the thing itself and not the thing-in-itself, it lacks any
independent, determinate nature that would provide the putative
corresponding features.12 At best, we can only say that its nature is mere
existence.

Nietzsche’s critique of the ego-substance and embraces a dualism that Nietzsche rejects.
Furthermore, Cox is critical of what he calls the neo-Kantian reading of perspectivism.
However, his understanding of the neo-Kantian thesis is closer to Clark’s interpretation
(which I reject) in that he takes the neo-Kantian position to hold that Nietzsche remains
deeply skeptical about knowledge because he ultimately accepts the phenomenanoumena distinction as valid. I argue that, as a neo-Kantian, Nietzsche never accepts this
distinction, and so my neo-Kantian interpretation of perspectivism is not Cox’s proper
target.
12 Recall that the thing itself, according to Clark, exists independently of perception or
representation; the thing-in-itself refers to the qualities the object has independent of
human representation. At best, what we can say of the thing itself is that it enjoys
independent existence, but not an independent nature (otherwise it would be the thingin-itself).
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In sum, Leiter understates the case for perspectivism.13 The Optical
Metaphor is misleading because it suggests that, as in the case of seeing,
there is some determinate object “out there” relative to which we occupy
some position.

The presumption that objects possess a pre-given,

determinate nature that human knowledge simply mirrors is unfounded.
However, a closer reading of Nietzsche’s texts will reveal that
perspectivism does entail a stronger thesis than Leiter’s simple notion that
interests play a constitutive (read: motivating) role in knowledge. I argue
that perspectivism is better understood as a reflection of Nietzsche’s neoKantian influences.
A NEO-KANTIAN READING
F.A. Lange (1828-1875), a prominent member of the so-called
Marburg School of neo-Kantians and author of The History of
Materialism, had considerable influence on German intellectual life in the
latter part of the nineteenth century.

Nietzsche certainly was familiar

with the writings of Lange and is said to have read The History of
Materialism many times throughout his career.14 The similarities between
Lange’s and Nietzsche’s revision of Kant’s theory of knowledge are
especially telling of Lange’s neo-Kantian influences on Nietzsche.
13 Curiously, Leiter suggests that, as a consequence of his alternative reading, we give up
the “crude confrontationalist foundationalism that would have us (quite implausibly, as
Sellars and others have shown) picture ‘justification’ as a matter of comparing particular
propositions with nonlinguistic items in the world” (1994, p. 342). His insistence that
empirical objects provide epistemic constraint provide the basis for just this sort of
‘justification.’
14 See Vaihinger (1935), Salaquarda (1978), and especially Stack (1983).
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Lange’s critique of Kant focuses primarily on his deduction of the
pure a priori categories of the understanding. Lange contends that Kant’s
efforts to deduce these categories are the “dark point in the Kantian
system” because either (i) the a priori elements of thought are themselves
deduced from an a priori principle; or (ii) they are sought out empirically
(Lange 1865, II p. 190). Of course, Kant did not intend to derive the
categories empirically since this method is far too contingent and would
undermine the categories’ necessity. But Lange points out the circularity
of Kant’s a priori method—a criticism that did not escape Nietzsche.15 If
the determination of a priori categories must be based on a priori grounds,
then we either i) assume the validity of these a priori grounds or ii) we are
led into an infinite regress, since the validity of the a priori grounds must
be based on a priori grounds, which in turn, require a priori grounds, and
so on. Lange insists that the only recourse is to derive the categories
empirically and that Kant stubbornly “failed to see that his method for the
discovery of the a priori in reality could be nothing but the method of
induction” (Lange 1865, II p. 192).
Because Kant thought that apodictically certain propositions
required apodictically certain grounds, he ignored the very real possibility
that the grounds for the categories of the understanding may be
empirically derived from contingent psychological facts about humans.
Lange suggests that the proof of a necessary proposition need not itself be

15 See BGE 11.
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necessary and that perhaps the categories have a “sensuous origin”—one
rooted in the “physico-psychological organization of man” (Lange 1865, II
p. 193). While Kant believed that the categories of the understanding are
derived from reason itself and are necessary for experience and hence
universally valid for all rational beings, Lange rejected the idea that the
categories are derived from reason, but maintained instead that the
categories, though prior to experience, are “rooted in our organization” as
natural beings, which is itself the endpoint of a developmental process.
Lange, as it were, presents a “psychologistic interpretation of Kant’s theory
of knowledge” (Stack 1985, p. 195).
According to Lange’s interpretation, our experience of the
phenomenal world is strictly a function of our psycho-physical make up,
which itself is the result of natural development. Sense perceptions and
the whole of our experience are entirely conditioned by the constitution of
our organs and intellectual organization such that we are compelled to feel
as we do and think as we do, while another being with a different psychophysical organization may experience something altogether different.
One crucial difference between Lange and Kant lies in the
difference in the respective accounts of the origin of our concepts. On
Kant’s account, for a proposition to be a judgment of experience, it must
be considered necessary and universally valid. As pure a priori concepts,
these concepts belong to the form of experience and are therefore
necessary. But because Lange conceives of the origin of our concepts as
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empirical, our intellectual organization is an accident of history so that
“experience and habit influence not only the interpretation of sense
impressions, but even the immediate phenomenon itself” (Lange 1865, II
p. 203). Lange forfeits the “absolute necessity” that Kant sought,16 and
modifies universality to some degree since beings that share the same
natural history and psycho-physiological development will “inhabit” the
same phenomenal world.

Conversely, different beings that share a

different developmental trajectory could conceivably develop different “a
priori concepts” and would inhabit a different phenomenal world. 17
In summary, Lange accepts the Kantian view that the empirical
world, or world of appearances, is conditioned, shaped, constituted, and
formed by the spontaneity of the understanding and by our intuitions of
space and time. The objects of experience are constituted by our sensory
and cognitive nature and certain concepts are necessary for experience.
He departs from the Kantian picture by denying that the concepts of the
understanding have an a priori basis in the sense that they are derived
from reason itself. Instead, Lange claims that the concepts through which
we order intuitions have a psychological origin and that other beings with

16 Cf. the Preface to the First Edition of The Critique of Pure Reason.
17 The issue is complicated further by Nietzsche’s tendency to tacitly refer to different
kinds of perspectives. At times, he seems to suggest that human beings occupy a unique
perspective vis-à-vis other beings (e.g. GS 374). But more often, he suggests that history
and culture play a role in delineating different perspectives (e.g. BGE 20). Nietzsche
additionally suggests that basic, natural differences among individuals are the basis for
differing perspectives (e.g. master v. slave morality, BGE 260).
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different psycho-physical organizations would necessarily order the
phenomenal world differently.
Furthermore, Lange rejects Kant’s notion of the ding an sich as
having any ontological status. Lange complains that Kant overemphasizes
the ding an sich to the extent that it undermines the legitimacy of
knowledge of the phenomenal realm (for if the existence of the thing-initself could be established, then the phenomenal world would give us
access to mere appearances and not reality in-itself).18 Though Kant does
refer to the idea of the thing-in-itself as an ens rationis, he nevertheless
grants it a central role in his system as the basis for the phenomenal world
and continually distinguishes between the two.

Lange questions the

intelligibility of the thing-in-itself and re-emphasizes Kant’s claim that it is
merely the rational limit reached by the logical application of the
categories of the understanding.
As Stack points out, the implications of Lange’s view for Nietzsche’s
perspectivism are conspicuous.

That the world of experience is a

peculiarly “human” world which depends upon our sensory systems and
modes of cognition, as well as our affects, drives, and desires is a theme
18 As Lange puts the issue, “the more the ‘thing-in-itself’ refines itself away to a mere
representation, the more the word phenomena gains in reality. It [the phenomenal
realm] embraces everything that we can call ‘real.’ The phenomena are what the ordinary
understanding calls things” (Lange 1865, II p. 217). This is also the basis for Nietzsche’s
rejection of the appearance v. reality distinction. For Nietzsche, this distinction
undermines the value of the world of experience by postulating a transcendent realm that
is the repository for truth and value. Additionally, this distinction undermines the
possibility for knowledge since we never have access to the transcendent world; as such,
the appearance/reality distinction holds little practical value and should be rejected (see
TI, “How the ‘True World’ Finally Became a Fable”).
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that runs throughout Nietzsche’s corpus. Often Nietzsche speaks in terms
of “truth” as “errors” that have been incorporated by our species because
such errors were “life-preserving” (GS 110, 111), thus suggesting that we
conceptualize the world (categorize, organize, and judge things to be true)
based on our needs and interests. Even causality, Nietzsche suggests,
seems to be a distinctively human way of seeing and organizing the world;
other intellects could see the world more as a continuum and “would
repudiate the concept of cause and effect and deny all conditionality” (GS
112).
The world of which we are conscious, too, is a world of our own
construction; in becoming conscious, we organize the world by imposing
upon it a structure that it otherwise may not have.

This process of

imposing form and structure on sensory impressions is the essence of
perspectivism:
This is the essence of phenomenalism and perspectivism as I
understand them: Owing to the nature of animal consciousness, the
world of which we can become conscious is only a surface- and signworld, a world that is made common and meaner (GS 354).
Because consciousness constructs the phenomenal world, we can
only be conscious of the world-as-constructed, or “a surface- and signworld.” In this same passage, Nietzsche indicates his affinities with Lange
by suggesting that the concepts we employ are the result of a
developmental process based on the need to communicate and cooperate.
Because communication among members of a group proved to be useful,
humans developed a system of communication whereby our inner
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thoughts, needs, and desires could be made manifest to others.
Consciousness, therefore, developed as a pre-condition for the ability to
communicate. Before we could make our desires, needs, and thoughts
“known” to others, we first had to “know” (i.e. represent to ourselves) what
we desired, thought, or needed. Hence, we developed a system of signs or
language to first represent our thoughts to ourselves and then second to
express our thoughts to others.

So, according to Nietzsche, “the

development of language and the development of consciousness…go hand
in hand” (GS 354), and, as a result, the intellectual concepts we employ,
pace Kant, are products of the natural history of our species and can be
explained by our interests and needs.

That is to say, the essence of

perspectivism can be understood as the idea that because we have certain
needs and interests, we develop certain concepts and forms of
consciousness through which we experience and interpret the world.
Like Lange, Nietzsche does think that it is possible that other beings
with different conceptual and intellectual configurations would constitute
the world differently.

In the passage entitled “Our new ‘infinite,’”

Nietzsche writes,
How far the perspective character of existence extends or indeed
whether existence has any other character than this; whether
existence without interpretation, without “sense,” does not become
“nonsense”; whether, on the other hand, all existence is not
essentially actively engaged in interpretation—that cannot be
decided even by the most industrious and most scrupulously
conscientious analysis and self-examination of the intellect; for in
the course of this analysis the human intellect cannot avoid seeing
itself in its own perspectives, and only in these. We cannot look
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around our own corner: it is a hopeless curiosity that wants to know
what other kinds of intellects and perspectives there might be; for
example, whether some beings might be able to experience time
backward, or alternately forward and backward (which would
involve another direction of life and another concept of cause and
effect). But I should think that today we are at least far from the
ridiculous immodesty that would be involved in decreeing from our
corner that perspectives are permitted only from this corner.
Rather has the world become “infinite” for us all over again,
inasmuch as we cannot reject the possibility that it may include
infinite interpretations (GS 374).
The neo-Kantian themes in this passage are noteworthy. First, the
world we experience is necessarily a “human” world, one that is
constituted through our senses and cognition, through our “psychophysical organization,” to use Lange’s language.

The human intellect

cannot step outside, so to speak, of its own perspective; it necessarily
constructs the world in its own terms and in only these terms.
Subsequently, we do not have access to any world independent of the way
in which we constitute it (“we cannot look around our own corner”) and
therefore can only speculate whether an “independent” world or thing-initself actually exists.
Second, that Nietzsche again entertains the idea that other beings
might be able to experience time and cause and effect differently suggests
that these are ways in which we experience the world and may not be
actual properties of things.19 Cause and effect, like lines, bodies, atoms,

19 Although Nietzsche does suggest that time is ideal in this passage and a form of
intuition, for the most part he focuses his analysis on our conceptual ordering of the
manifold or “flux” of appearances or intuitions. See also GS 109, 110, 111, and especially
112.
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divisible time spans and divisible space, are “fictions” to the extent that
they do not have any independent basis in reality. Instead, Nietzsche
suggests that when we “observe” cause and effect we actually isolate
discrete parts from an empirical continuum. In doing so, we “project” a
form or structure onto our experience that it otherwise may not have (“we
have merely perfected the image of becoming without reaching beyond the
image or behind it” (GS 112)). Again, these claims are quite consistent
with the Kantian and neo-Kantian thesis that the space and time are forms
of intuition and cause and effect are concepts that we impose upon
intuitions to construct the empirical world.
Third, because the empirical world is a distinctly “human” world for
reasons mentioned, Nietzsche certainly thinks that it is possible that other
beings may view the world from other perspectives; i.e. they may structure
or construct experience using different forms of intuition and concepts.
The “new infinite” stems from the recognition that our perspective is one
among any number (even infinite) of possible perspectives. We can never
come to “know” these other worlds because we are limited to our own
perspective. Here Nietzsche follows Lange in maintaining that while the
concepts we employ to constitute experience are necessary for humans, we
cannot maintain that they are absolutely necessary, as Kant thought,
because we must admit the possibility that other rational beings may
constitute the world under different terms.

We should reject that

“ridiculous immodesty,” cautions Nietzsche, that “[decrees] from our
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corner that perspectives are permitted only from this corner.”

There

might be other ways to interpret the world. As a result, “we can no longer
dismiss…the hypothesis…that our whole experience—is conditioned by an
intellectual organization which compels us to feel as we do feel, to think as
we do think, while to another organization the very same objects may
appear quite different” (Lange 1865, II p. 158).
The similarities between Lange’s “psychologistic interpretation of
Kant’s theory of knowledge” and Nietzsche’s “historical critique of pure
reason”20 are clear. Both accept Kant’s constructivist thesis, yet modify
Kant’s view that the concepts we employ originate from pure reason.
Instead, the human mind is something that has evolved and is still
evolving, and so, too, are its concepts: “we take the view that all concepts
have evolved, many are still evolving” (KGW VII-3.341). From some basic
needs or interests, consciousness emerged and along with it the conceptual
schema we utilize to organize and construct the world:
at the first and earliest period, thought devised for itself these
schemata [general concepts, e.g. ‘being,’ ‘substance,’ ‘thing’], which
in fact contradict the world of becoming most thoroughly, but
which seemed to correspond to it as a matter of course, given the
obtuseness and all-the-sameness of consciousness as it began in the
lower animals (KGW VII-3.341-3.343).
At this point, I think it is useful to emphasize some differences
between the Optical Metaphor and the neo-Kantian reading of
20 This is how George Morgan (1941) characterized Nietzsche’s theory of knowledge
(Morgan 1941, p. 243). It is curious that the neo-Kantian influences emphasized in one
the first commentaries available to English readers has for so long been neglected by
Nietzsche scholars until the recent resurgence of neo-Kantian readings of Nietzsche, most
notably those of Green (2002) and Hussain (2004).
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perspectivism.

The Optical Metaphor presupposed that objects of

experience were somehow “pre-given” in the sense that their natures were
independent of human interests and perception.

A closer reading of

Nietzsche’s remarks about perspectivism demonstrates that this cannot be
Nietzsche’s view.

Objects of experience are never pre-given, but are

constructed in the manner suggested by the neo-Kantians. As such, the
putative distinction between the thing-in-itself and the thing itself that
Clark and Leiter offer as a way to understand perspectivism is
undermined.

Even if we allow that there might be some thing that

transcends all perspectives (thing-in-itself), we cannot make sense of an
object of knowledge (“the independent object or thing itself”) that
somehow exists independently of the human mind. Empirical objects, in
virtue of being constructed by the human mind, are necessarily minddependent.

The phenomenal world does not exist independently of

human cognition, but that is not to say that the phenomenal world or
objects of experience are not objective. These objects are nonetheless
“public” in the sense that they are independent of any particular mind. So
we can make valid judgments about them. But that is not to say that these
objects are independent of any given perspective and are therefore mind
independent in toto. 21
21 Clark is correct in attributing a form of correspondence theory to Nietzsche (she calls it
the minimal correspondence theory), but not for the reasons she cites. Clark claims that
Nietzsche’s perspectivism is compatible with a minimal correspondence theory of truth
for the simple reason that he endorses “ontological realism.” Ontological realism is the
view that, as she cryptically describes it, “there is a world out there” about which we have
beliefs. It is to be distinguished from metaphysical realism, which is the view that “reality
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Furthermore, interests play a more important and extensive role
than the Optical Metaphor would have it. Recall that, according to the
Optical Metaphor, interests play either a causal or constitutive role in
knowledge. The interests we have will determine that we investigate the
world and those aspects of the object we emphasize. But given Nietzsche’s
explanation of the role that concepts play in constituting the empirical
world and how it is that we acquire the concepts we do—based on needs or
interests we have as natural beings—it is clear that interests are involved
in more than just the motivating role Leiter assigns them. Contrary to
Leiter’s claim, interests play a role in the constitution of the objects of
knowledge and not just in motivating one to seek knowledge of objects.

TRUTH AS “ERROR”
At this point I will attempt to deliver on my promise to indicate how
a neo-Kantian reading of perspectivism can make sense of Nietzsche’s
various remarks about truth. My task therefore will be to explain away the
apparent contradictory nature of these remarks. I will begin by citing a
few of Nietzsche’s references to truth.

is something-in-itself”, that its nature is constituted independently of us. Obviously,
these characterizations are simply another way of making the thing-in-itself/thing itself
distinction and are vulnerable to the same criticisms. Perspectivism, however, is
compatible with a minimal correspondence theory in the same way that Kant’s theory of
truth is. The rules and concepts according to which we form judgments correspond to the
rules and concepts by which we organize intuitions. Our judgments do not reach beyond
the empirical world, to be sure (i.e. to some realm of things that is independent of our
synthesis), but that in no way undermines their validity.
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Nietzsche’s most radical statements on truth appear in the
unpublished essay, “On Truth and Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense.”22 Here,
he claims that “truths are illusions about which one has forgotten that this
is what they are.”

To be truthful means “to lie according to a fixed

convention, to lie herd-like in a style obligatory for all.” And it is only
through becoming unconscious of or forgetting the lie that one arrives at
one’s sense of truth.
Nietzsche explains that because humans desire preservation and/or
companionship, we form social bonds and a system of mutual obligation
and cooperation. In so doing, we develop conventions for communication
and subsequently the duty for truth telling (i.e., we conform to a system of
designation). It is through this convention that our first notion of truth
emerges: “for now that is fixed which henceforth shall be ‘truth’; that is, a
regularly valid and obligatory designation of things is invented.” Truth is a
matter of correct use of a word according to the rules that designate the
correlation of a word to an object.23
Yet language does not designate or correspond to anything in
reality, according to Nietzsche.

Our words are at best metaphors for

22 It is surprising at first that so much attention is paid by commentators to this
unpublished work; that is until one realizes how convenient this essay is for making the
case that Nietzsche radically opposes traditional notions of truth. Consequently, it is an
open question how seriously one should take this essay as representative of Nietzsche’s
position on truth, though as we will see, many of its themes persist in Nietzsche’s later
work. My decision to use this essay is based on the simple goal that if I can explain and
justify Nietzsche’s various remarks about truth in this essay from a neo-Kantian
perspective, then we have more compelling reasons for attributing this view to him.
23 It is on this basis that some commentators attribute a semantic theory of truth to
Nietzsche. See Clark 1990, p. 32 ff. and Nola 1987, p. 538 ff.
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things, but do not “pick out” or reveal anything about their nature. Rather
“we believe that we know something about the things themselves when we
speak of trees, colors, snow, and flowers; and yet we possess nothing but
metaphors for things—metaphors which correspond in no way to the
original entities” (TL 1). In this way, our truths (valid employment of
conventional rules) are illusions or lies (since they do not refer to or reveal
any aspect of reality). Nonetheless, we never acknowledge these truths as
lies because through habit, socialization, and the need for “repose,
security, and consistency” we forget that this is the case.
Elsewhere, Nietzsche points out that man’s truths are ultimately
“merely his irrefutable errors” (GS 265) that are necessary or useful for
survival (GS 110, 121; WP 493a) and that “untruth” is a condition of life
(BGE 4).24 Nietzsche includes among these errors logic, mathematics, the
idea of cause and effect, free will, the idea of permanence, unity and
substance (HAH 11, 13; GS 110-112; TI 2: 3, 5). And it is through these
concepts and “the seductions of grammar” or language, Nietzsche claims,
that we falsify reality (GS 354; BGE 4, 17, 24, 34; TI 2: 2, 5).

Yet,

Nietzsche also remarks that truthfulness is of the utmost importance and
that the real measure of a person’s spirit is how much truth it can endure
(EH IV: 3, P: 3). How are we to make sense of this apparent ambiguity
when it comes to truth?

24 These errors are “irrefutable” for the simple fact that they are constitutive of
experience and we lack any independent (non-perspectival) authority to verify or refute
them.
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Clark explains these apparently contradictory remarks by arguing
that Nietzsche’s early characterization of truth as “lies” or “errors” and his
falsification thesis (which, according to Clark, is the view that human
concepts or knowledge distort or falsify reality) are both explained by his
adoption of the metaphysical correspondence theory of truth and a
representational theory of perception. 25 Moreover, Clark claims that this
position belongs to Nietzsche’s juvenilia and does not reflect his mature
position, which comprises the last six works after Beyond Good and Evil.26
Clark discusses the essay “On Truth and Lies in an Extramoral
Sense” to sketch out Nietzsche’s positions on truth and perception. She
cites

the

passage

where

Nietzsche

suggests

that

perception

is

metaphorical:
We believe we know something about the things themselves when
we speak of trees, colors, snow, and flowers; and yet we possess
nothing but metaphors for things, metaphors which in no way
correspond to the original essences. In the same way that the
sound appears as a sand figure, so the mysterious X of the thing in
itself first appears as a nerve stimulus, then as an image, and finally
as a sound. Thus the genesis of language does not proceed logically
in any case, and all the material with which the man of truth, the
scientist and the philosopher, later works and builds, if not derived
25 Again, Clark distinguishes between the metaphysical correspondence theory of truth
and the minimalist correspondence theory of truth. Whether one holds a metaphysical or
minimalist correspondence theory of truth depends on one’s ontological commitments,
according to Clark. If one is committed to common sense or ontological realism, or the
claim that the world exists independently of our representations, and one believes that
truth is a matter of correspondence with reality, then one holds a minimalist
correspondence theory of truth. If one is committed to metaphysical realism, or the claim
that “reality is something-in-itself,” and one believes that truth is a matter of
correspondence with reality, then one holds a metaphysical correspondence theory of
truth. See Clark 1990, chapter 2, especially pp. 40-41.
26 See Clark 1990, chapter 4, especially p. 95.
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from never-never land, is at least not derived from the essence of
things (TL 1).
Clark argues that to be able to defend the claim that we fail to know
something about the original essences of things when we speak of “trees,”
“colors,” or “snow,” Nietzsche must think that perception gives us only
appearances and not the things-in-themselves. Otherwise, it is difficult to
make sense of his “perception as metaphor” talk in this passage. That “we
believe we know something about the things themselves” when we merely
possess “nothing but metaphors for things” suggests that we believe we
perceive extramental things when we perceive only representations or
images. Since we cannot perceive extramental things, Nietzsche therefore
believes that we can only speak about and refer to appearances only and
not to things-in-themselves.
Clark concludes that Nietzsche’s denial of truth in this essay
suggests that he holds a metaphysical correspondence theory of truth; this
is the only explanation for why he holds “truth” to be “lies” given that the
metaphorical aspect of language can never access the way objects are inthemselves. The metaphysical correspondence theory also helps to clarify
his claim that “anthropomorphic truth” does not contain “a single point
that would be ‘true in itself’ or really and universally valid apart from
human beings” (TL 1). The presupposition in both cases is that truth must
correspond to things-in-themselves.
Clark goes on to argue that Nietzsche abandons the falsification
thesis in his later works because he ultimately rejects “metaphysical truth
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as a contradiction in terms—because he rejected as contradictory the very
idea of a thing-in-itself” (Clark 1990, p. 95). She claims that one is hard
pressed to find any mention of truth as error or falsification of reality by
science, logic, or mathematics in the last six books that follow Beyond
Good and Evil.

Moreover, one will discover a much more sober and

positive attitude towards truth in On the Genealogy of Morals. Here,
Nietzsche claims that “plain, harsh, ugly, repellent, unchristian, immoral
truth…such truths do exist” (GM I, 1).
Clark’s claim that there is no evidence in the last six works that
Nietzsche entertains the falsification thesis or disparages truth is simply
false. In the section entitled “‘Reason’ in Philosophy” in Twilight of the
Idols, Nietzsche makes a number of references to falsification and error.
Consider the following:
It is what we make of [the evidence of the senses] that first
introduces a lie into it, for example the lie of unity, the lie of
materiality, of substance, of duration… ‘Reason’ is the cause of our
falsification of the evidence of the senses (TI II: 2).
We see ourselves as it were entangled in error, necessitated to error,
to precisely the extent that our prejudice in favor of reason compels
us to posit unity, identity, duration, substance, cause, materiality,
being (TI II: 5).
Falsification through logic and mathematics is implicit when
Nietzsche says,
We possess scientific knowledge today to precisely the extent that
we have decided to accept the evidence of the senses…The rest is
abortion and not-yet science: which is to say metaphysics, theology,
psychology, epistemology. Or science of formulae, sign-systems:
such as logic and that applied logic, mathematics (TI II: 3).
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That Nietzsche associates logic and mathematics with metaphysics and
theology should be damning enough. But we can infer the basis of his
criticism if we take a closer look at the passage. Since logic and
mathematics presuppose identity, unity, and duration, they rest upon a
lie—a lie that falsifies the evidence of the senses, which “in so far as the
senses show becoming, passing away, change, they do not lie” (TI II: 2).
Logic and mathematics do not accept the testimony of the senses; to the
contrary, they are considered not-yet science to the extent that they falsify
what the senses tell us.
Clark anticipates this objection and responds that if Nietzsche is
committed to the claim that the application of any concept of a thing or of
unity or permanence involves falsification, then knowledge would
inevitably falsify. Since concepts always presuppose unity or duration
then one cannot apply a concept to a sensation without falsification.
Therefore, in order to defend the claim that Nietzsche ultimately rejects
the falsification thesis, Clark must assume some other explanation for
these remarks is warranted.

Clark offers an alternative reading by

pointing out that Nietzsche explains that “‘reason’ is the cause of our
falsification” and that Nietzsche places reason in quotation marks to show
that he “evidently does not use ‘reason’ to refer to a faculty he believes
human beings possess” (Clark 1990, p. 106). Instead, “reason” here refers
to a “non-natural faculty” that is capable of non-empirical knowledge. In
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other words, Nietzsche is referring to “pure reason” or the faculty of
synthetic a priori knowledge.
Certainly Clark’s position would be much stronger if Nietzsche
consistently used the quotation marks when referring to reason.

But

unfortunately for her he does not. Later, Nietzsche claims “our prejudice
in favor of reason compels us to posit unity, identity, duration” and “we
find ourselves in the midst of a rude fetishism when we call to mind the
basic presuppositions of the metaphysics of language – which is to say, of
reason” (TI II: 5). It because of reason that we posit the ego, which as the
underlying, unchanging substance, is the basis for the concept ‘thing.’
Through reason (no quotes) we are led to error.
More importantly, however, Clark misses the main point in both his
early remarks on truth from “On Truth and Lies” through Beyond Good
and Evil and what he has to say in Twilight of the Idols. It seems to me
that she is mislead by Nietzsche’s rhetoric into drawing the wrong
conclusions about his position on truth and knowledge, especially as it
relates to his commitment to the falsification thesis. Crucially, Clark’s
position forces her to ignore many passages where Nietzsche appears to
maintain a version of the falsification thesis in his later work.
To the contrary, I believe that we can explain Nietzsche’s derogatory
remarks about truth and knowledge without ascribing the falsification
thesis or the metaphysical correspondence theory of truth to him, thus I
think that it is a mistake to take the negative things Nietzsche says about
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truth at face value. Consequently, one should not construe his remarks in
“On Truth and Lies” as indicative of Nietzsche’s epistemology. I agree that
when Nietzsche refers to truth as errors, he is evaluating certain claims
from the standpoint of the absolute or the in-itself. What I deny is that
Nietzsche accepts this standpoint as valid. In fact, given his perspectivism
and his critique of metaphysics (even to be found in his “early” works), it is
obvious that Nietzsche takes a deflationary view of the metaphysical
correspondence theory of truth, for if one is to adopt such a standard (that
knowledge must be of the world independent of any perspective), then
human concepts always falsify reality because we never have access to
such a world.

Because we can never obtain knowledge of the world

independent of perspective, our “truths” really are nothing more than
“fictions,” “errors,” or “lies,” because they never describe reality-in-itself.27
Consequently, we can explain Nietzsche’s perspectivism and apparent
attack on truth in the essay “On Truth and Lies” and elsewhere as part of
his overall critical project and the revaluation of values.28
When Nietzsche is critical of “truth,” he is concerned with dispelling
a particular misconception of truth (i.e., the metaphysical correspondence
theory) and overestimation of our human capacity for knowledge (that we

27 So if the metaphysical correspondence theory of truth is the standard, then
perspectivism maintains that human knowledge and concepts always falsify reality. I
deny, however, that Nietzsche ever accepts the metaphysical correspondence theory of
truth as the standard.
28 Sleinis (1994) provides an account of how perspectivism contributes to Nietzsche’s
revaluation of cognitive values that is very similar to the position I am forwarding in this
chapter.
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can know the world in-itself). Throughout his corpus, Nietzsche concerns
himself with deflating the dogmatists’ philosophical arrogance as nothing
more than clumsiness, childishness, and “audacious generalization of a
very narrow, very personal, very human, all too human facts” (BGE P).
Much like Kant, Nietzsche objects to those metaphysicians who “would
have it that the whole world is spun out of this faculty of cognition” and
assumes the task of demonstrating that “there are no eternal facts, just as
there are no absolute truths” (HAH 2).29 Rather, as Nietzsche jars us into
realizing, truth is “thoroughly anthropomorphic truth” (TL 1).
But to claim that truth is thoroughly anthropomorphic is not to
deny ‘truth’; nor does it vindicate the “Received View” that many Nietzsche
scholars reject.

Instead, it dismisses what Clark refers to as the

“metaphysical correspondence theory of truth” as unjustified. In claiming
that truth is anthropomorphic, Nietzsche emphatically denies that it is
possible to have knowledge of the world independent of any particular
perspective. This claim has the dual implications that knowledge is only
possible from a given perspective (interests, affects, and desires provide
motivations for our inquiry and so knowledge is always “interested) and
that the world which is the object of our inquiry can only be “accessed” via
a perspective.

That is, since phenomenal reality is shaped by the

conceptual framework we occupy, which is in turn determined by our

29 Kant objects to the dogmatists’ “presumption that it is possible to make progress with
pure knowledge…from concepts alone, as reason has long been in the habit of doing”
(CPR 2nd Preface).
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needs, interests, and desires, it is impossible to view the world (and
therefore to know the world) from no perspective at all. We have no way
of experiencing the world as it is independent of any perspective, so we are
unjustified in making claims about the way the world is independently of
how we experience it. What we determine to be “true” is only what we
determine from a particular perspective and necessarily so.
If Nietzsche does not accept the metaphysical correspondence
theory of truth and he does think that some form of knowledge is possible,
then why does he repeatedly say that beliefs and judgments “falsify” or are
“errors”? How are we to make sense of these claims?
As I discussed earlier, Clark contends that Nietzsche accepts the
metaphysical correspondence theory of truth in his early works and
consequently denies that our beliefs correspond to reality, but that he
abandons these positions in his later works. She argues that in the essay
“Truth and Lies in the Extra-Moral Sense,” Nietzsche accepts the Kantian
position that the thing-in-itself is conceivable30 and “assumes that truth
requires correspondence to it” and so accepts metaphysical realism (Clark
1990, p. 86).
30 Clark argues that in his later works, Nietzsche rejects the thing-in-itself as incoherent
because he views it as something entirely independent of all (possible) conceptions, and
therefore of any conceptualization. But obviously, to think of the thing-in-itself under this
description is to have a concept of it; therefore, he rejects it as incoherent (Clark 1990, p.
46-47). However, Nietzsche never really touches on the conceivability of the thing-initself as such. As I discussed, Nietzsche’s rejection of the thing-in-itself is more neoKantian in emphasis (following Lange’s critique). The idea of the thing-in-itself is only
justified as a postulate of reason and can never be the object of knowledge. Consequently,
Nietzsche rejects the appearance/reality distinction as something that should concern
philosophers.
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To make her case, however, Clark misinterprets Nietzsche’s attitude
toward the thing-in-itself or independently existing object. She believes
that he accepts that such entities are the proper objects of knowledge.
However, it is not clear from his arguments presented in “On Truth and
Lies” that Nietzsche takes such a position. Rather, on close examination of
the essay, it becomes apparent that Nietzsche is skeptical of such
metaphysical postulations.
If the essay “On Truth and Lies” is illuminative of Nietzsche’s
perspectivism (as I am suggesting it is) then the sort of metaphysical
realism that Clark thinks Nietzsche endorses is precisely the object of
Nietzsche’s attack. Nietzsche’s intent in “On Truth and Lies” to ridicule
human beings’ pretension is made clear in the opening passage:
In some remote corner of the universe, poured out and glittering in
innumerable solar systems, there once was a star on which clever
animals invented knowledge. That was the highest and most
mendacious minute of “world history”—yet only a minute. After
nature had drawn a few breaths the star grew cold, and the clever
animals had to die (TL 1).
The point Nietzsche is making is simple.

Human events and

achievements, including knowledge and discovery, occur as a minute point
in time and space in relation to an immeasurable cosmos. This passage
illustrates the dissonance between the importance we place upon human
experience and its significance when viewed from the perspective of the
universe.
More importantly, Nietzsche questions the value we place upon the
human intellect and the high status we believe it confers upon its
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possessors.

The intellect, he tells us, has no further significance or

purpose beyond human life for “it is human, rather, and only its owner
and producer gives it such importance, as if the world pivoted around it”
(TL 2).

And because philosophers are the most egregious offenders,

Nietzsche’s intent is to counter the philosopher’s tendency to overestimate
the importance of the intellect and its powers by suggesting that they are
simply a means for self-preservation. Nietzsche says,
there is nothing in nature so despicable or insignificant that it
cannot immediately be blown up like a bag of by a slight breath of
this power of knowledge; and just as every porter wants an admirer,
the proudest human being, the philosopher, thinks that he sees on
the eyes of the universe telescopically focused from all sides on his
actions and thoughts (TL 2).
Nietzsche deflates the philosopher’s claims by questioning that which he
values above all—absolute truth and knowledge—and consequently, his
ability to make the kind of metaphysical claims that Clark thinks Nietzsche
endorses. 31
Indeed, Nietzsche does suggest that truth is an illusion, but in so
doing he only ridicules the philosopher’s pretension in thinking that the
human intellect, a mere tool for survival, can have access to the world
independent of our experience. When he refers to truth in this context, it
is the traditional notion of truth with which many philosophers are
concerned, i.e. something eternal and immutable. But he only presumes

31 Or at least the kind of philosopher Nietzsche has in mind, which is precisely the
philosopher who accepts metaphysical realism and the metaphysical correspondence
theory of truth (e.g. Plato).
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this notion of truth (the metaphysical correspondence theory of truth) in
order to deflate it.

Nietzsche’s argumentative strategy is skeptical in

nature—he questions our ability to justify having knowledge of any world
independent of our experiences:
What is a word? The image of a nerve stimulus in sounds. But to
infer from the nerve stimulus, a cause outside of us, that is already
the result of a false and unjustified application of the principle of
reason. If truth alone had been the deciding factor in the genesis
[Genesis] of language, and if the standpoint of certainty had been
decisive for designations, then how could we still dare to say “the
stone is hard,” as if “hard” were something otherwise familiar to us,
and not merely a totally subjective stimulation! (TL 1, emphasis
added).
These remarks, moreover, are reminiscent of the nineteenth
century philosopher of science who had considerable influence on Lange’s
neo-Kantianism, Hermann von Helmholtz.

Helmholtz made similar

observations about the relationship between experience and objects of
experience that Nietzsche articulates in “On Truth and Lies.”

In his

popular lecture, “On Goethe’s Scientific Researches,” he claimed:
The result of [scientific] examination, as at present understood, is
that the organs of sense do indeed give us information about
external effects produced on them, but convey those effects to our
consciousness in a totally different form, so that the character of a
sensuous perception depends not so much on the properties of the
object perceived as on those of the organ by which we receive the
information (Helmholtz 1853, p. 13).
As a result of the uncertain evidence provided by our sense experience,
Helmholtz concluded that sensations are only “symbols” of external
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objects and correspond to them in the way that words denote objects,
similar to the metaphorical relationship Nietzsche described.
More important for the purpose of our discussion were the
conclusions Helmholtz drew given the nature of human knowledge. These
conclusions are similar to the principles that govern Nietzsche’s attitudes
as well:
It is always good to keep this in mind so as not to conclude more
from the facts than is warranted. The different shadings of idealistic
and realistic opinions are metaphysical hypothesis which, so long
as they are recognized as such, and however injurious they may
become when represented as dogma or as supposed necessities of
thought, are completely justified scientifically. (Helmholtz 1878, p.
360, emphasis added).
Nietzsche, too, believes that empirical claims are perfectly
defensible so long as one does not draw conclusions about the thing-initself and recognizes that metaphysical claims are always hypothetical. His
main concern when talking of “fictions” and “error” is to undermine one’s
confidence in making metaphysical claims given our limited ability to
know. To put it in neo-Kantian terms, Nietzsche argues that we only have
experience of the phenomenal world, so any attempt to make claims about
the thing-in-itself (even its existence) based on our experiences is an
unjustified postulate of reason. His point is to show that any claims that
philosophers make about the world as it is in itself, independent of our
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experience, are unjustified, and therefore, are “illusions,” “lies,” or
“false.”32
Sleinis (1994) anticipates the point I am making when he argues
that Nietzsche’s perspectivism revalues cognitive values by denying what
he calls the “absolute theory of truth.” The absolute theory of truth is
characterized by the following claims:
Uniqueness. There can only be one true and complete
characterization of the world.
Objectivity. If something is true, then it is so independently of its
presence to the consciousness of any being, excepting, of course,
truths that are about the contents of the consciousness of some
being.
Unrevisability. What is true cannot cease to be true and become
false. Belief and opinion may change, the world may change, but
truth cannot change.
Unconditionality. Truth is independent of the conditions of the
knower, the nature of the knower, the placement of the knower, the
conditions of knowing, and the processes of coming to know.
Impartiality. Truth is independent of the interests, needs, wants,
and aversions of any individual, group, or animal kind.
Universality. If something is true, then it is not only true for me,
but it is also true for you and for everybody else (Sleinis 1994, pp.
23-24).
Perspectivism, however, denies each and every one of these features.
Nietzsche advances perspectivism as an alternative to the absolute theory
of truth in order to re-evaluate truth by demonstrating that, if
32 They are “false,” “lies,” or “illusions” if one believes, as Nietzsche thinks philosophers
usually do, that knowledge or truth must be of the world-in-itself, independent of any
perspective.
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perspectivism is correct, then absolute truths are unattainable, and by
extension, any claims to know such truths are unjustified.

In this chapter, I have argued that Nietzsche’s perspectivism is the
neo-Kantian thesis that experience is never of the world-in-itself, but is
always of the world mediated by concepts and our “psycho-physical”
constitution. These concepts are not innate, but have developed according
to our interests and needs. As a consequence, Nietzsche revalues certain
cognitive values by arguing that human knowledge is constrained by
perspectivism so that we are never justified in claiming that we know the
world as it is in-itself. In the chapters that follow, I will demonstrate how
perspectivism relates to value judgments and Nietzsche’s overall project of
the revaluation of values.

51

Chapter 2: Perspectivism and Values

To summarize briefly the discussion from the previous chapter,
perspectivism is the thesis that i) experience is constituted through
cognition; ii) what we can know is constrained by and limited to the
scheme of concepts that constitute the phenomenal world; and iii)
interests, needs, and desires33 explain which concepts we develop and
employ. Because experience is constituted by perception and cognition,
which, in turn, are constrained by the concepts we possess and employ
determined by our needs, interests, and desires, we see that our
experiences and judgments are partial in both senses of the word: they are
incomplete and interested. Knowledge, too, is interested to the extent that
interests play a role in the constitution of the objects of knowledge and in
the knowledge of objects by providing both the motivation for intellectual
inquiry and the determination of which concepts we employ in
constituting phenomenal reality.

33 Throughout I use “interests, needs, and desires” when referring to the psycho-physical
conditions that explain epistemic and evaluative concepts. The reason is twofold: a)
Nietzsche alludes to all three (and others) when describing the types of affects that are
said to “explain” the reasons why agents hold certain beliefs or values (Cf. BGE 5, GM III:
12, and WP 481); and b) there are important differences among them that are worth
preserving. Interests can mean something like an inclination, (“she is interested in
knowing more”), an object of concern (“snowboarding is one of my interests”) or it can
mean something like those objective set of conditions that constitute one’s welfare
(“drinking heavily is not in her best interests”). Needs, while often similar to the last
meaning of interest, also refer to physical privations, of which an agent may or may not
be conscious. Desires, finally, refers to that brute affect that is directed toward some
object or state of affairs and of which an agent is usually aware.

52

Though I have only discussed perspectivism as it bears on
Nietzsche’s epistemology, I have also indicated that Nietzsche thinks of
value judgments as perspectival as well. Value judgments are perspectival
in the sense that what we judge and what we are justified in judging to be
valuable will vary from perspective to perspective.34 More specifically,
perspectivism as it relates to value judgments means that the evaluative
concepts we employ, their content, and the rules for application
(justification) will vary and can be explained by our interests, needs, and
desires. In other words, the content of and justification for the judgment
‘action F is good (or right)’ will be relative to the particular perspective, or
evaluative standpoint, one occupies.
This chapter will be primarily exegetical in nature: my purpose is
to explain how and why Nietzsche believes that value judgments are
perspectival.

To do so, I begin with a brief overview of Nietzsche’s

conception of value, focusing on his claim that values cannot have nonnatural origins or justifications.

I then discuss Nietzsche’s functional

explanation of value in order to establish that values (and evaluative
concepts) have natural explanations (i.e., ones based on interests, needs,
and desires). Finally, I present master and slave morality as examples of
34 As I noted in the last chapter, one persistent difficulty is how to demarcate the various
perspectives. Nietzsche sometimes refers broadly to a human perspective; sometimes he
refers to historical perspectives and occasionally to individual perspectives. I agree with
Reginster (2000) when he argues that there is no a priori method available for
individuating perspectives, but that we can only identify different perspectives through
empirical observation of agents’ needs, interests, and desires. Additionally, even where
we can identify a certain class, group, or type that constitute a particular perspective,
Nietzsche recognizes that nonetheless there are still important differences among its
members. Individuals may be of a same type, but that is not to say that they are identical.
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evaluative perspectives by explaining how each exhibits those features that
that I claim are fundamental to perspectivism.

NIETZSCHE’S CONCEPTION OF VALUE
It is important to grasp how Nietzsche thinks of value in order to
better understand how and why he believes value judgments to be
perspectival. The difficulty is that nothing like a theory of value is to be
found in Nietzsche’s writings.35

At best, we can only piece together

Nietzsche’s attitudes (usually critical) toward certain conceptions of value
from various remarks scattered throughout his published works.
A couple of important points can be argued, nonetheless, given his
various statements about values.

For example, it is clear from the

following remark that Nietzsche believes that values are distinct from facts
in that values are not inherent in the natural world:
Whatever has value in our world does not have value in itself,
according to its nature—nature is always value-less, but has been
given value at some time, as a present—and it was we who gave and
bestowed it (GS 301).
Values are not discovered or discoverable properties in the world, but are
created, or as Nietzsche put it, bestowed upon the world, as a gift. The

35 That is not to say that many commentators have not endeavored to attribute
something like a theory of value to Nietzsche, usually cast along realist lines and founded
on Nietzsche’s notion of power. For example, see Kaufmann (1974), Wilcox (1974),
Schacht (1983), Sleinis (1994), Richardson (1996), and May (1999).
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natural world is inherently value-less; without human contribution, there
would be no value.36
Additionally, Nietzsche rejects the idea of inherent or intrinsic
values because he claims that nothing has value in itself or according to its
nature. Values serve only instrumental purposes: “valuations and orders
of rank are always expressions of the needs of a community and herd” (GS
115). I will delay discussion of how Nietzsche believes that values express
the needs of a community until the next section.

I only wish to call

attention to Nietzsche’s suggestion that values are created to serve a
purpose:

to satisfy our interests, needs, and desires.

Values, for

Nietzsche, have their basis in the biology, physiology, and psychology of
the human organism, whether that basis be the survival of the species or a
group, the expression of desire, or the discharge of strength or power, as
Nietzsche sometimes suggests.37

The point is that fundamentally “the

standpoint of ‘value’ is the standpoint of conditions of preservation and
enhancement for complex forms of relative life-duration within the flux of
becoming” (WP 715).
Nietzsche criticizes Christian morality for violating the “conditions
of preservation and enhancement” for the type of individual Nietzsche
wishes to cultivate. In The Antichrist, for example, Nietzsche condemns

36 Earlier, in the same passage, Nietzsche remarks that “We who think and feel at the
same time are those who really continually fashion something that had not been there
before: the whole eternally growing world of valuations” (GS 301).
37 Cf. BGE 13; WP 649-658, 688-715.
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Christianity and Christian morality for its assault on this ideal type of
individual. He claims that Christianity,
has waged deadly war against this higher type of man; it has placed
all the basic instincts of this type under the ban; and out of these
instincts it has distilled evil and the Evil One: the strong man as the
typically reprehensible man, the “reprobate.” Christianity has sided
with all that is weak and base, with all failures; it has made an ideal
of whatever contradicts the instinct of the strong life to preserve
itself (A 5).
Elsewhere, Nietzsche explicitly describes Christian morality as
“anti-natural” because it stands against and condemns the instincts of life
(TI IV: 4). He also impugns Christian morality as “corrupt” for promoting
“decadence-values”

since

“it

chooses

[and

prefers]

what

is

disadvantageous for it” (A 6). The implication is that Christian morality
damages a particular higher type of human’s ability to survive and flourish
by opposing the natural instincts necessary for such flourishing and so has
disvalue for the type of individual that Nietzsche wishes to promote.38 In
other words, something has value to the extent that it contributes toward
securing the interests, needs, and desires of certain types of human beings.
What constitutes an agent’s welfare, in part, depends on natural facts
about that person’s conditions and prospects that in turn determine one’s
interests and needs, just as the interests and needs of a plant are
determined by those natural facts that establish the conditions necessary

38 See Leiter 2003, chapter 4 for a detailed analysis of how Christian morality is harmful
to Nietzsche’s “higher types.”
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for its flourishing (e.g. rich soil, adequate light, and water).39

The

important point is that given the kinds of natural beings we are, some
ideals and activities will be conducive to human flourishing by securing
those interests, needs, and desires that are the basis of that type of person
and so will have value. Other ideals (such as Christian virtues) will be
detrimental in a contrary fashion and so will have disvalue.
Consistent with this idea that values serve an instrumental purpose,
Nietzsche rejects the idea that values can have a non-natural or
transcendent origin.

Instead, Nietzsche maintains that values are

“physiological demands for the preservation of a certain type of life” (BGE
3). As physiological demands, values do not and cannot have a non39 It is on this basis that some commentators suggest that Nietzsche is an ethical
naturalist. May (1999), for instance, argues that
Nietzsche is an ethical naturalist, in that he correlates (but in no sense
reduces) ethical values, motivations, and practices to pre-ethical facts
about the human beings who espouse them – facts which, importantly,
extend beyond the nature of ‘types’ of these individuals to include the
crucial circumstances of chance and necessity and thus historical context
within which they have to live their lives and seek their goods (p. 10-11).
However, we must distinguish May’s non-reductive version of ethical naturalism
from the more common version, which maintains that there are ethical facts which are
also natural facts, and need to be careful not to attribute the latter to Nietzsche given that
he explicitly denies that there are such ethical facts: “There are altogether no moral
facts…Morality is merely an interpretation of certain phenomena – more precisely, a
misinterpretation” (TI VI, 1).
A similar explanation of Nietzsche’s value naturalism is found in Leiter (2002).
Leiter argues that, for Nietzsche, goodness is a relational property in that goodness is
relative to “type-facts” (i.e. “the psycho-physical facts that make each person who he or
she is”) about a particular person. In other words, what is good for a person is what
contributes to that person’s flourishing, and what counts as a person’s flourishing is
relative to that person’s type-facts. Crucially, Leiter is careful to point out that it is only
“non-moral” goodness that has this relational property given Nietzsche’s skepticism
about moral properties.
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natural origin or justification, and so Nietzsche urges us to reject various
theories of transcendent or supernatural value. In the example above, the
standard for whether an activity has value or disvalue was determined by
the natural facts about those agents in question. For Nietzsche, there are
no appeals to non-natural facts to justify certain values.

Whether

something has value or not will be determined by our interests, needs, and
desires.
Given Nietzsche’s insistence that philosophers reject supernatural
explanations and phenomena, one can expect Nietzsche to take issue with
Plato’s doctrine of the forms as a non-natural explanation of natural
phenomena, for example. Indeed, Nietzsche often attacks Plato on these
grounds. With respect to values, we can discern the antithesis between
Plato’s transcendentalism and Nietzsche’s naturalism40 by examining the
passage where Nietzsche alludes to Plato’s conception of the good within
the context of perspectivism. Nietzsche writes,
the worst, most durable, and most dangerous of all errors so far was
a dogmatist’s error—namely, Plato’s invention of the pure spirit and
the good as such…To be sure, it meant standing truth on her head
and denying perspective, the basic condition of all life, when one
spoke of spirit and the good as Plato did (BGE P).
Crucially, this passage draws attention to the opposition between
Plato’s conception of the “good as such” (which Nietzsche claims is an
invention) and Nietzsche’s perspectivism. Moreover, Nietzsche indicates
40 Though this loaded term is the subject of much dispute in the secondary literature, I
am using simply to characterize Nietzsche’s rejection of supernatural or transcendent
(non-natural) explanations.
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that the anti-naturalism of Platonic values stands in opposition to
Nietzsche’s notion that values are perspectival when he notes that
perspectivism is the basic condition of all life and suggests that Plato’s
conception of the good denies this basic condition.
To clarify the nature of this antithesis, it is instructive to examine
Plato’s discussion of the “good as such” as it appears in Book VI of The
Republic. Here, Socrates and his interlocutors engage in a discussion of
the nature of the guardians of the ideal city. In addition to exhibiting a
robust love for learning and the truth, the true philosopher-ruler will also
possess knowledge of the form of good or the good in itself (505a-506a),
which, Plato instructs us, is the basis by which tangible, physical things are
considered to be good.
The form of the good, in other words, is the universal or common
(but transcendent) property that all tangible things we call good exemplify:
“we speak of beauty itself and good itself, and so in the case of all the
things that we then set down as many, we turn about and set down in
accord with a single form of each, believing that there is but one, and call it
‘the being’ of each” (507b). Thus, there is an objective, subsisting essence
of the good that transcends, but is the source of, the existence of all
particular, tangible instances of the good. It is by virtue of some special
relation to this transcendent good that particular instances of the good are
said to be good.
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Nietzsche rejects Plato’s theory of a transcendent basis for value
because he believes that values are better explained by more immanent
and naturalistic considerations. Solomon (2003), for example, argues that
there are considerable affinities between Nietzsche’s and Aristotle’s ethics,
not the least of which is a rejection of the Platonic conception of “the good
as such.” As Solomon explains,
Nietzsche was indeed, like Aristotle, a self-proclaimed functionalist,
naturalist, teleologist, and, I would add, an elitist, though on both
philosophers’ views this would follow from the rest. Nietzsche’s
functionalism is most evident in his constant insistence that we
evaluate values, see what they are for, what role they play in the
survival and life of a people. He never tires of telling us about his
‘naturalism,’ of course, from his flatly false declaration that he is the
first philosopher who was also a psychologist…to his refreshing
emphasis on psychological explanation in place of rationalizing
justification (Solomon 2003, p. 129).
I will discuss Nietzsche’s “functionalism” in more detail in the next
section, but the important point to note is that, as Solomon suggests,
Nietzsche’s commitment to naturalism is the basis for his insistence that
we eschew non-natural explanations of values and instead look to how
they function to secure the interests of a community (“the survival and life
of a people”).

In rejecting “other-worldly” origins of value, Nietzsche

indicates that he envisions a naturalistic basis for the origins of values—an
origin to be found in the psycho-physical conditions of individuals, group,
or types. To be sure, in the chapter of Beyond Good and Evil entitled
“Natural History of Morals,” Nietzsche claims that “moralities are…merely
a sign language of the affects” in the sense that moral claims are useful
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guides for telling us something about the interests, needs, and desires of
the person who makes them, but do not reveal anything about reality as
such (BGE 187).
There is an ambiguity in Nietzsche’s criticism of Christian
morality’s anti-naturalism that needs to be addressed. One might object
that Nietzsche’s condemnation of Christian morality due to its failure to
secure the interests of the higher types only reveals Nietzsche’s own
attitude toward values (i.e., what he thinks ought to be the standard of
value) and not what in fact constitutes value.

Such an objection is

troubling because value perspectivism, among other things, is a claim
about the actual practice of valuing and the status of values. If it is correct
that I have only established that Nietzsche thinks that values ought to have
natural origins or justifications, then I am still a distance away from my
goal of establishing that values are in fact perspectival for Nietzsche. In
the next section, I address this issue by demonstrating that in criticizing
Christian morality, Nietzsche believes that he provides an accurate
description of the nature and origin of values.

FUNCTIONAL EXPLANATIONS OF VALUE
In drawing the comparison between epistemic and value
judgments, the first similarity to note is that Nietzsche often uses
functional explanations in analyzing both values and beliefs. Functional
explanations, generally speaking, are attempts to account for the existence
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of some property or thing by reference to its contribution to the
functioning, well-being, or preservation of an organism or system.
Darwinian accounts of the emergence of certain traits, for example, are
functional explanations. The reason why giraffes develop long necks is
explained by reference to certain conditions (the shortage of low lying
leaves) under which having a certain property (longer necks) contributes
to the survival of that population of giraffes, who are then able to pass this
trait along to subsequent generations. Having longer necks functions to
promote the survival of those members of the species.
Nietzsche often employs similar forms of argumentation in
suggesting that the reason a person holds a particular belief or performs a
certain action is best explained in terms of his her interests, needs, or
desires. Usually, Nietzsche characterizes the most fundamental interest,
need, or desire is survival: “whether I contemplate men with benevolence
or with an evil eye, I always find them concerned with a single task…to do
what is good for the preservation of the human race…because this
constitutes the essence of our species” (GS 1).
Functional explanations can serve in part to underwrite Nietzsche’s
frequent use of ad hominem arguments.

In Beyond Good and Evil,

Nietzsche shares that
gradually it has become clear to me what every great philosophy so
far has been: namely, the personal confession of its 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.
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Indeed, if one would explain how the abstrusest metaphysical
claims of a philosopher really came about, it is always well (and
wise) to ask first: at what morality does all this (does he) aim? (BGE
6)
It is the moral or immoral intentions that constitute the real basis
for philosophical claims, according to Nietzsche, and it is therefore
important to understand the motivation for these claims in order to
explain them. The motives for why one holds certain beliefs or values are
just as important, if not more important, than their veracity or
justification.41 Why one holds certain beliefs or values, furthermore, is to
be explained by one’s interests, needs, and desires.

Nietzsche,

consequently, often engages in ad hominem attacks against his
philosophical opponents, preferring to question their motives for making
certain claims rather than dispassionately criticizing the claims
themselves.

He more often attempts to undermine his opponents by

revealing the interests and desires that motivate their positions rather
than to refute them directly through argumentation.42
A clear demonstration of functional explanations of values can be
located in Nietzsche’s critique of morality found in Human, All-Too

41 Nietzsche says “the falseness of a judgment is to us not necessarily an objection…the
question is to what extent it is life-promoting, life-preserving, species-preserving, perhaps
even species-cultivating” (BGE 4). And in fact, as Solomon argues (2003, chapter 1),
sometimes considerations of circumstance rightfully undermine otherwise sound
justification (for example, conflicts of interest can undermine a researcher’s claim [and
ability] to have maintained objectivity throughout their study).
42 It would take me too far afield to offer a defense for Nietzsche’s use of ad hominem
attacks; it is sufficient for my purposes to draw the reader’s attention to the role that
functional explanations play in this general argumentative tactic. Again, for a discussion
and defense of Nietzsche's use of the ad hominem, see Solomon 2003, chapter 1.
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Human.

In Human, Nietzsche endeavors to uncover the errors of

traditional moral philosophy, which have as “their point of departure…a
false explanation of certain human actions and sensations; how on the
basis of an erroneous analysis, for example that of the so-called unegoistic
actions, a false ethics is erected” (HAH 37). Moral acts are presumed to be
good because they either a) provide some benefit to those for whom the
action is done; b) are done from motives of duty or respect; or c) are done
from motives originating from a proper (read: altruistic) character. Even
bad or evil actions are judged along similar lines. Actions (or persons) are
considered "immoral" insofar as they adversely affect others or are done
from improper motivations.

We judge actions that harm others and

persons who are seemingly motivated by ill will to be immoral or vicious.
Much of Human, then, is devoted to exposing the erroneous
analyses of these false ethics. Nietzsche’s main target is Judeo-Christian
morality, which as a general principle values altruistic actions freely
chosen from the motive of brotherly love. Nietzsche strives to show that
the usual Judeo-Christian moral judgments are unwarranted because they
are justified on dubious grounds. Actions considered having moral value
do so presumably because they are actions that are freely chosen,
motivated from considerations of one’s duty to love a neighbor as one’s
self, and are solely to benefit that person. Nietzsche argues that these
judgments are unjustified because they rest upon false assumptions—that
actions are free and altruistic.
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Nietzsche explains part of the failure of justification for moral
judgments in section 39 of Human: “the history of the moral sensations is
the history of an error, the error of accountability, which rests on the error
of the freedom of the will.”

To make his point, Nietzsche traces the

evolution of the basis of our moral judgments from evaluations of
consequences of the action to evaluations of character in order to describe
the progression of the ways in “which we make anyone accountable for his
actions” (HAH 39). First, actions were considered good or bad solely on
account of their consequences.

Soon, however, we believe that these

properties “good” and “bad” are somehow intrinsic to the acts themselves.
Then we come to view the actions as inherently ambiguous, but judge the
motives of action. Finally, we no longer pay any attention to the motive,
but evaluate one’s entire character.

Nietzsche’s point is fairly clear:

through the evolution of our moral judgments, we somehow become
committed to the (mistaken) notion that we are free and therefore
responsible. Nietzsche explains that because we experience a feeling of
displeasure after certain actions, we mistakenly infer that there must be
some reason for our displeasure—the reason is that we are responsible for
our actions, and as a consequence, we feel displeasure.
Nietzsche objects that a feeling of displeasure after a deed is not a
good indication that we are free. In fact, it is because we commit the error
of “taking for cause that which is effect” that we regard ourselves as free
and feel displeasure after a deed.

But this inference is unwarranted
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because our actions are done of necessity and are never free, according to
Nietzsche: “No one is accountable for his deeds, no one for his nature; to
judge is the same thing as to be unjust” (HAH 39). We are not accountable
for our deeds because Nietzsche believes that our actions and our natures
are determined: “it [human nature] is altogether a necessary consequence
and assembled from the elements and influences of things past and
present” (HAH 39). If our natures and actions are in fact determined,
then it does not make sense to hold humans responsible for our actions or
our natures (as if we have any alternative). Elsewhere, Nietzsche reminds
us of this point when he says, “A man as he ought to be: that sounds to us
as insipid as ‘a tree as he ought to be’” (WP 332).
Secondly, we are mistaken about the motivations that are necessary
for an act to be judged as moral. We believe that for an agent to act
morally, he or she must be motivated primarily by altruism, or the desire
to benefit other persons, and actions are immoral insofar as they are
motivated primarily by malicious intent, or the desire to harm others. But
Nietzsche suggests that this line of reasoning is flawed because
"wickedness does not have the suffering of another as such as its objective,
but our own enjoyment, for example the enjoyment of the feeling of
revenge or of a powerful excitation of the nerves" (HAH 103). In earlier
section, likewise he says,
All “evil” acts are motivated by the drive to preservation, or, more
exactly, by the individual’s intention of procuring pleasure and
avoiding displeasure; so motivated, however, they are not evil.
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“Procuring pain as such” does not exist, except in the brains of
philosophers (HAH 99).
In pointing out that what we judge to be evil actions are in fact not evil—
that is to say, they are not motivated by malice toward others—Nietzsche is
suggesting that no action is ever motivated solely by considerations of the
other person’s interests, whether those considerations be well- or illintended. What Nietzsche suggests in the above passages is that what
many consider to be malice towards others in actuality are actions devoid
of considerations of that other person; instead the proper psychological
motivation for action is the agent’s considerations of his or her own selfpreservation or utility. Consequently, no action ever satisfies the JudeoChristian standards for good or evil because actions are primarily
motivated neither by the desire to benefit nor the desire to harm the other
person.
Unegoistic actions of any kind are pure fantasy, as Nietzsche tells us
in section 133:
A being capable of nothing but unegoistic actions is more fabulous
than the phoenix; it cannot even be imagined clearly, if only
because under strict examination the whole concept ‘unegoistic
action’ vanishes into thin air. No man has ever done anything that
was done wholly for others and with no personal motivation
whatever; how, indeed, should a man be able to do something that
had no reference to himself, that is to say lacked all inner
compulsion (which would have its basis in a personal need)? How
could the ego act without the ego?
Here Nietzsche claims that not only are unegoistic actions unlikely, but
that they are motivationally impossible.
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Purely altruistic actions,

Nietzsche suggests, are conceptually incoherent. It is not that human
beings merely tend to act in egoistic manners; Nietzsche believes that
motivations can only be egoistic. In this passage, Nietzsche views the ego
as the locus of action and something that is only motivated by a sense of its
own

interest,

or

“inner

compulsion.”

Therefore,

only

egoistic

considerations can motivate one to act because it is the ego that performs
the action (“how could the ego act without the ego?”).
In maintaining that all actions are egoistically motivated, Nietzsche
denies that there are “moral” actions.

Furthermore, he argues that

because actions are not freely chosen, we cannot be held accountable in
the way in which moral judgments presuppose. Nietzsche’s arguments
present two problems that he needs to address: 1) in light of his criticism
of morality’s false presuppositions regarding human agency, how can we
explain what motivates agents to perform what seem to be moral actions
or value what are supposedly moral values; and 2) how can we explain the
existence of a moral system that is so at odds with the psychology that
underlies human action? That is to say, what is the basis for the origin of
this system of values?
Nietzsche’s response to both challenges relies on functional
explanations. Functional explanations come into play with respect to the
issue of why agents seem to be motivated for moral reasons because given
Nietzsche analysis of human agency, we must reconsider then that all
“moral” actions (i.e. actions that are thought to be motivated by altruism)
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are not what they appear but are actually self-interested. As such, there
are other (self-interested) explanations for why we judge certain actions or
character traits to be valuable. For example, Nietzsche claims that the
reason for a prohibition against lying has nothing to do with altruistic
considerations or a sense of duty, nor do we need metaphysical
explanations to justify this prohibition. The reasons for truth-telling are
firstly because it is easier; for lying demands invention,
dissimulation and a good memory…then because, in
straightforward relationships, it is advantageous to say: I want this,
I have done that, and things of that kind; because, that is to say, the
route of authority and compulsion is more certain than that of
cunning (HAH 53).
Telling the truth is the preferable strategy to lying because our
interests are better served by truth-telling. It is far easier to tell the truth
than to lie because of the greater effort it takes to lie. To lie successfully,
one must be cunning enough to maintain the lie through time.43

It

requires many character traits that many of us lack (e.g. invention and a
good memory).
Furthermore, persons mutually bound by cooperative agreements
to tell the truth are more likely to secure their interests, needs, and desires.
To develop a social custom where people agree to make promises and
remain true to them is to one’s advantage because, as Nietzsche points out,
there is greater certainty that one will satisfy one’s desires and needs

43 The well-known remark (attributed to Alexander Pope) illustrates the point that
Nietzsche wants to make: “He who tells a lie is not sensible of how great a task he
undertakes; for he must be forced to invent twenty more to maintain that one.”
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because we have greater predictability and reliability in anticipating other
people’s behavior. Our expectations will be more in line with our desired
outcomes if we can expect people to do what they say that are going to do.
As a result, we will be less likely to suffer disappointments and
frustrations.44
Likewise, many human emotions (e.g. pity and gratitude) and
actions are explained by self-interest. Even those actions that seem to
involve considerable self-sacrifice are really egoistic actions. Heroism on
the battlefield and the sacrifices a mother makes for her child are not
“moral miracles”, as Nietzsche points out. They are exemplifications of
egoism because it is clear “that in all these instances man loves something
of himself, an idea, a desire, an offspring, more than something else of
himself, [and] he thus divides his nature and sacrifices one part of it to
another” (HAH 57).45 In either case, considerations of one’s own desire
are the primary motivations that govern these acts of “self-sacrifice.”
The question still remains as to why we ever developed these
systems of moral values at all if our judgments about them are never
justified. Nietzsche tells us that a) moral values are determined by our
community; and b) that these values function to preserve the community.

44 Note, however, that truth-telling is a conditional value in the sense that it is only a
value because it helps to secure our interests, needs, and desires. This differs greatly
from the moral traditions that view these values as intrinsic or valuable independent of
our needs, interests, and desires.
45 Nietzsche offers similar analyses of gratitude (HAH 40), pity (HAH 50; D 132-138),
and justice (HAH 92).
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Nietzsche articulates this point clearly in section 96 of Human, All-Too
Human:
To be moral, to act in accordance with custom, to be ethical means
to practice obedience towards a law or tradition established from of
old…He is called ‘good’ who does what is customary as if by nature,
as a result of a long inheritance, that is to say easily and gladly, and
this is so whatever what is customary may be (exacts revenge, for
example, when exacting revenge is part of good custom, as it was
with the ancient Greeks).
Individuals are judged by the community to be good or evil based
on social obedience; those who adhere to the customs of one’s community
are “good,” while those who resist tradition are considered to be “evil.”
Certain values, such as benevolence (or revenge), have been sanctioned by
a particular community, and so are judged to be “good.” The reason why a
community adopts a particular value is because it has proven to be useful
to that community. Nietzsche continues in the same passage:
How the tradition has arisen is here a matter of indifference, and
has in any event nothing to do with good and evil or with any kind
of immanent categorical imperative; it is above all directed at the
preservation of a community, a people; every superstitious usage
which has arisen on the basis of some chance event mistakenly
interpreted enforces a tradition which it is in accordance with
custom to follow; for to sever oneself from it is dangerous, and even
more injurious to the community than to the individual.
Moral values are thus given a functional explanation because
Nietzsche suggests that moral values (and moral judgments) function to
preserve the community or serve its interests and so are adopted even
though they may rest upon false presuppositions. Furthermore, the
particular values considered to be moral (or the content of moral
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judgments) will vary from time to time and from community to
community (e.g. explicit acts of revenge are part of the custom of ancient
Greece, but not ours).46
A tension between Nietzsche’s functional explanation of the origin
of moral systems and his functional explanation of agents’ motives for
acting according to the dictates of morality emerges from these discussions
and needs to be resolved. Nietzsche explains the origin of moral values in
terms of custom’s utility in preserving or benefiting the community, while
the reasons why agents act in outwardly “moral” ways or value certain
values are explained by the agents’ egoistic psychologies. But oftentimes
the interests of the community require that individual interests be
46 Nietzsche’s functional analysis of values can be understood as a version of cultural
relativism, the view that moral norms, values, and practices vary among cultures and
societies. Indeed, Nietzsche offers a description of morality in The Gay Science that is a
direct expression of cultural relativism.
Where we encounter a morality we find a valuation and order of rank of
human drives and actions. These valuations and orders of rank are
always the expression of the needs of a community and herd: that which
is its first requirement – and second and third – is also the supreme
standard for the value of every individual. With morality the individual is
led into being a function of the herd and to ascribing value to himself
only as a function. As the conditions for the preservation of one
community have been very different from those of another community,
there have been very different moralities; and considering the
fundamental transformations of herds and communities, states and
societies still to come, one can prophesy that there will be more very
divergent moralities in the future. Morality is the herd instinct in the
individual (GS 116).
A couple of key points are worth noting. First, morality is fundamentally communal
insofar as it demands that the individual subjugate itself to the community; i.e. the
individual becomes an instrument for the community’s survival, and again, moral values
function to ensure this survival. Second, the conditions for the preservation of a
community determine moral values, and so moral values will vary to the extent that the
conditions for the survival of communities vary.
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sacrificed.

Nietzsche, therefore, needs to explain how moral codes to

preserve the interests of the community could ever evolve in a world where
each individual is motivated primarily out of their own self-interest.
Part of the answer, as we have seen, is to be found in the fact that in
certain circumstances and on certain occasions, a system of cooperation
among members of a community will be in our individual best interests.
But is clear that not all communal mores will always align with individual
considerations in this way and these isolated examples do not explain how
a pervasive system of morality could emerge, especially one that often
demands that individual interests be sacrificed.
Nietzsche fleshes out a complete answer when he says that in order
to form a morality, individuals first must be subjugated into a collective.
Nietzsche tells us that “morality is preceded by compulsion, indeed it is for
a time itself still compulsion, to which one accommodates oneself for the
avoidance of what one regards as unpleasurable” (HAH 99). Over time,
Nietzsche adds, individuals become habituated and conditioned into
associating morality with pleasure and these feelings are reinforced by the
praise and esteem one receives by other members of the community for
acting according to the dictates of morality. The mechanism for this
subjugation or coercion, crucially, occurs along egoistic lines.
The threat of punishment or pain that would result in opposing the
interests of the community compels individuals who are motivated by just
such considerations to comply with the wishes of the community.
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Individuals are coerced to join the collective and accept the morality of its
community because they are motivated by their (egoistic) desires to avoid
pain.47 Thus, Nietzsche explains how value systems whose end is the
preservation of the community can originate in a world where agents are
motivated by egoistic ends.
To summarize, Nietzsche’s functional analysis of moral judgments
and values in Human All-Too Human (and elsewhere) is similar to the
functional analyses of epistemic judgments and knowledge that
characterize perspectivism. Moral values are perspectival in the sense that
a) moral values are determined by a particular culture or community; b)
moral values, as we have seen, function to preserve the community; and c)
different cultures or communities will hold different values and so are
valid only relative to the perspective of the community: “But the order of
rank of desirable things is not firm and the same at all times; if someone
prefers revenge to justice, according to the standard of an earlier culture
he is moral, according to that of ours immoral” (HAH 42).
In this section I have shown how Nietzsche uses functional
explanations in Human, All-Too Human to show that moral concepts and
values, in fact, originate out of considerations of interests, needs, and
desires. In the next section I extend this analysis (though indirectly) by
discussing two important moral perspectives, master and slave morality.

47 The threat of immediate punishment, moreover, outweighs the sacrifices that morality
may demand of individuals, and so Nietzsche can still explain why individuals may adopt
a system of values that may potentially be at odds with their self-interest.
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In doing so, I emphasize those features that qualify each to be properly
called moral “perspectives.”

MASTER AND SLAVE MORALITIES
Value judgments are perspectival to the extent that the evaluative
concepts we employ, their content, and standards for application will vary
and can be explained by our interests, needs, and desires. In this section I
argue that Nietzsche’s most straightforward and explicit presentation of
value perspectivism occurs with his discussion of master and slave
morality, which he characterizes as the two basic types of evaluative
perspectives.48 In Beyond Good and Evil, for instance, he claims:
Wandering through the many subtler and coarser moralities which
have so far been prevalent on earth, or still are prevalent, I found
that certain features recurred regularly together and were closely
associated—until I finally discovered two basic types and one basic
difference (BGE 260). 49
Nietzsche delineates the basic distinction between the two perspectives in
terms of the difference between their respective evaluative vocabularies:
“good” versus “bad” and “good” versus “evil.”

48 Solomon (2003) argues that Nietzsche’s perspectivism is most in evidence and most
relevant with respect to his moral philosophy and that master and slave moralities are the
two perspectives that dominate moral thinking. Nietzsche’s perspectivism, according this
view, is a metaphorical expression of the deeply personal facts that affect one’s outlook
and interpretation of the world. Any particular perspective involves a “context of
surrounding impressions, influences and ideas, conceived of through one’s language and
social upbringing and, ultimately, determined by virtually everything about oneself, one’s
psychophysical make-up and one’s history” (Solomon 2003, p. 37).
49 See also HAH 45 and GM I: 16.
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Master morality evaluates the world and human actions in terms of
“good” and “bad.” The judgment “good” originated in history, Nietzsche
tells us in section two of the first essay of The Genealogy of Morality, not
with considerations of utility, but with “the noble, powerful, highstationed 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,
low-minded, common and plebian.” “Good” is identified with those who
occupy the noble class first and foremost and only to their actions
secondarily. Master morality is characterized by evaluations of this sort;
values are reflexive self-affirmations of those of high rank.
“Bad” then is a derivative term that the masters use to denote those
they rule and consider to be the contemptible, petty types. These lower
types are typically disregarded by the nobles as cowardly, small, and
consumed by considerations of utility rather than greatness. For master
morality, then, the concepts “good” and “bad” mean “approximately the
same as ‘noble’ and ‘contemptible’” (BGE 260).
One important aspect of master morality is that it is spontaneous
and self-affirming. As Nietzsche says of master morality, “the noble type
of man experiences itself as determining values; it does 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” (BGE 260). The
noble type typically honors itself as having power over circumstances and
recognizes having duties only to those of its kind.
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In contrast, slave morality originates from the lower strata of
society, from the weak and the oppressed. Instead of evaluating others
and the world from a position of powerful exuberance, in slave morality “a
pessimistic suspicion about the whole condition of man will find
expression, perhaps [as] a condemnation of man along with his condition”
(BGE 260). This pessimistic suspicion extends especially to the masters
and master morality, which the slaves view as threatening and oppressive.
It is with slave morality that the juxtaposition between “good” and
“evil,” as opposed to “good” and “bad,” finds expression. What appears on
the surface as merely semantic differences serve to mask a profound
revolution in values. As a maneuver to promote their own interests by
disvaluing (and thus discrediting) what is threatening to them, the slaves
define as “evil” what was considered “good” according to master morality.
Strength of character, self-severity, and a healthy regard for one’s own
desires and abilities are now considered as dangerous and fearful.
Because the slave type is impotent, it becomes resentful of the
masters’ abilities and vitality; it is this resentment (or more precisely, what
Nietzsche calls ressentiment), Nietzsche tells us, that gives birth to values
in slave morality. In effect, the slaves achieve an inversion of values by
judging the masters and masters’ values as having disvalue, and by then
defining “good” as essentially whatever is not associated with master
morality.

Nietzsche explains the differences between the two value

systems:
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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”! This “bad” of noble origin and that “evil” out of the
cauldron of unsatisfied hatred—the former an after-production, a
side issue, a contrasting shade, the latter on the contrary the
original thing, the beginning, the distinctive deed in the conception
of a slave morality—how different these words “bad” and “evil” are,
although they are both apparently the opposite of the same concept
“good.” But it is not the same concept “good”: one should ask
rather precisely who is “evil” in the sense of the morality of
ressentiment. The answer, in all strictness, is: precisely the “good
man” of the other morality, precisely the noble, powerful man, the
ruler, but dyed in another color, interpreted in another fashion,
seen in another way by the venomous eye of ressentiment (GM I:
11).
Slave morality, Nietzsche suggests, is an act of vengeance against
master morality that is to be understood in two ways. Slave morality not
only revolts against the substantive values of master morality, but it also
inverts the masters’ mode of evaluation. Whereas the nobles begin by
affirming themselves as the good, the slaves begin by defining “evil” as
everything that is hostile, alien and powerful; that is to say, what the
nobles call “good,” the slaves judge to be “evil.” The slaves do not create
values through affirmation, but create values through negation: “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” (GM I: 10). The basic
contrast can be expressed as follows: the noble mode of evaluation is
fundamentally affirmative and spontaneous; the slave mode of evaluation
is fundamentally negative and reactive.
Already we can see how master and slave morality exemplify some
of the features of value perspectivism. Master and slave morality differ
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with respect to the moral concepts each uses.

Master morality, for

instance, altogether lacks the moral concept of “evil.” In fact, part of what
distinguishes the two moral perspectives is precisely their differences in
moral concepts—“good” and “bad” versus “good” and “evil.” Furthermore,
the meaning or content of these moral concepts differ significantly as well.
The general concept “good,” which seems to be shared by the two
perspectives, has very different meanings depending on the context. In
master morality, the “good” was identified with persons of a certain rank,
their character traits, and their activities. By contrast, in an effort to
negate master morality, slave morality defines “good” as precisely the
opposite of what the masters meant by “good.” The class of things that are
judged to be good is more expansive in this context because what the
slaves mean by “good” is whatever is not masterly. Finally, the difference
in their respective modes of evaluation reveals that the standards for the
application of their particular moral concepts likewise will vary. In master
morality, the judgment ‘X is good’ will be valid simply if and only if X is
identical to the master or in the masters’ interest. In slave morality, the
judgment ‘X is good’ will be valid if and only if X is not Y, where Y is
identical to the master or in the masters’ interest.
In keeping with Nietzsche’s conception of values I outlined at the
beginning of this chapter, it is important also to note that for both master
and slave morality, values are created or “bestowed” upon reality and are
not given to us by some external, transcendent source. In both cases,
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values are explained by the psycho-physical characteristics of the evaluator
such that we can appreciate the difference between master and slave
morality when we appreciate the different psychological motivations and
physical circumstances of each. Master morality is expressive of a certain
type of individual who is well-stationed in life, powerful, and is therefore
affirmative. Slave morality is reactionary, emerges under conditions of
oppression and impotence, and is motivated by the distinct psychological
state of ressentiment. But either in the case of slave morality or master
morality, the origin of their moral values and the differences among their
moral concepts, their content, and standards for application can all be
explained by psycho-physical facts about each.
That these differences are explained as such is supported by the
infamous passage where Nietzsche compares lambs with birds of prey.
Here, he suggests that the values identifiable with a given perspective
originate with the judgments of those who inhabit that perspective and are
incontrovertible from each viewpoint.
That lambs dislike great birds of prey does not seem strange: only it
gives no ground for reproaching these birds of prey for bearing off
little lambs. And if the lambs say among themselves: “these birds of
prey are evil; and whoever is least like a bird of prey, but rather its
opposite, a lamb—would he not be good?” there is no reason to find
fault with this institution of an ideal, except perhaps that the birds
of prey might view it a little ironically and say: “we don’t dislike
them at all, these good little lambs; we even love them: nothing is
more tasty than a tender lamb” (GM I: 13).
This passage is in keeping with my interpretation of value perspectivism in
that these moral values can be given a functional explanation. It should
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not appear strange that lambs dislike birds of prey and judge them to be
evil, for this “institution of an ideal” serves to protect the interests, needs,
and desires of the lambs. Likewise, we should not reproach the birds of
prey for their actions (and presumably, for their evaluations of the lambs)
for these, too, are expressions of their psycho-physical circumstances.
The values of master and slave morality, broadly speaking, function
to promote the interests, needs, and desires of those who occupy each
perspective.

The substantive values of master morality function to

promote the interests of the masters by validating those character traits
that are distinctive of the noble types. Moreover, the distinction between
“good” and “bad” serve to establish and maintain the identity of a certain
class, thus conserving the social and natural hierarchy.
The slave values generated by ressentiment not only demarcate
differences among types, but more importantly, serve to secure the
interests of the inferior class by creating values that disvalue master
morality. Impotent to physically act to change what the slaves view as
oppressive social conditions, they invert the aristocratic values to promote
their own interests, maintaining
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 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).
One more important difference between slave morality and master
morality needs to be discussed.

The slaves develop an additional
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innovation to their value system that, as we will see in the next chapter,
becomes the focus of Nietzsche’s critique of morality and his revaluation of
values. Because the masters persistently posed a threat to the slaves’ wellbeing due to the masters’ physical superiority and the slaves’ impotence,
the slaves needed to develop a mechanism by which the masters are kept
at bay. The slaves tie their values to a theoretical framework that serves to
justify their perspective. To secure their interests, needs, and desires, the
slaves found a way to impose their value system on the masters by
convincing them of its authority, so that the masters, too, would come to
value the “poor, impotent, lowly alone” as good.50
Through this maneuver, the slaves secure their final revaluation of
values by imposing a morality that “says stubbornly and inexorably, ‘I am
morality itself, and nothing besides is morality’” (BGE 202).

Slave

morality, then, presents itself not as a perspective, but as “true,” thereby
denying the possibility of other valid moral perspectives. In convincing
the master’s of the absolute authority of slave morality, the slaves finally
are able to secure their interests, needs, and desires.
There is one final characteristic of value perspectivism that
warrants mentioning because it plays an important role in Nietzsche’s
revaluation of values (as I argue in the next chapter). Value judgments are
perspectival because they are limited in the same way that epistemic
judgments are—our judgments are, in principle at least, subject to revision
50 As Solomon (2003) argues, it is on these grounds that slave morality seeks theoretical
or theological underpinnings.
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because we are never justified in claiming that our judgments are
definitive, for there may be another perspective available to us.
Indeed, Nietzsche does claim that “all evaluations are premature
and are bound to be” (HAH I: 32).

The data from which we form

judgments and evaluations are always incomplete due to the limitations of
human knowledge (a consequence of perspectivism I discussed in the
previous chapter) and as a result, our judgments and evaluations are
necessarily limited. We never have full knowledge of X, so we can never be
entirely justified in evaluating or judging X on that basis.

Nietzsche

explains,
All judgments as to the value of life have evolved illogically and are
therefore unjust. The falsity of human judgment derives firstly
from the condition of the material to be judged, namely very
incomplete, secondly from the way in which the sum is arrived at on
the basis of this material, and thirdly from the fact that every
individual piece of this material is in turn the outcome of false
knowledge, and is so with absolute necessity. Our experience of
another person, for example, no matter how close he stands to us,
can never be complete, so that we would have a logical right to a
total evaluation of him (HAH I: 32).
In this example, our evaluations of other persons are never “total”
because they are based on inadequate and incomplete evidence of what we
are evaluating. I can never be entirely justified in my evaluation of my
neighbor, for instance, because I never have a complete and total
understanding or experience of him. I do not possess all relevant data, as
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it were, to judge him fairly and adequately. There is always the possibility
that some unknown evidence will falsify my evaluation.51
Obviously, Nietzsche believes that incomplete judgments of this
kind will be systematic and pervasive given that he suggests that it is never
possible to judge adequately.

All judgments will suffer from lack of

complete data such that no amount of evidence will ever justify the
inferences we make because in principle the evidence we accumulate will
always be insufficient.
Recall that according to the neo-Kantian interpretation of
perspectivism, our experience of the phenomenal world is a function of
our psycho-physical makeup such that there is the real possibility that
different beings with different developmental histories will conceptualize
the world differently. The implication is that no perspective can be viewed
as the perspective (or no single way of conceptualizing the world enjoys
privileged status) as there are always other perspectives available (at least
in principle).52

Thus Nietzsche claims that we err when we ascribe

properties to the world as though the world had those properties
independent of our contributions to it (just as Kant thinks it is an error to
attribute the properties of space and time to the thing-in-itself). So, in the
case of value judgments, when Nietzsche claims that what we evaluate will

51 Perhaps another way to put Nietzsche’s point is to say that we can never have “closure”
in the sense that perspectivism requires that our judgments always be subject to revision.
52 Again, Nietzsche refers to the attitude that my perspective is the only perspective as a
“ridiculous immodesty.”
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be incomplete and necessarily “the outcome of false knowledge,”53 he is
emphasizing the point that the object of evaluation is a product of
conceptualization that admits of an infinite number of possibilities.54
Given that there are an infinite number of possibilities, evaluative
judgments can never be final or absolute, but are and must always be
provisional and conditioned.
In a related manner, Nietzsche claims that “the way in which the
sum is arrived at on the basis of this material” is another source of error in
evaluation. Though our experience and knowledge of the world or an
object is conditioned by our perspectives, our usual judgments about that
object or the conclusions that we draw regarding the nature of the world
do not reflect this condition. We also err when we disregard other possible
perspectives and assume that ours is the sole authoritative perspective. In
other words, we often claim to know the world as it is, independent of the
way it appears to us. We are often uncritical of our own assertions and fail
to see that we are only justified in claiming that the world appears in such
and such a way from a particular perspective. At best, our knowledge of
the world is conditional—what we know is conditioned by the concepts we
employ; how we know is explained by our interests and needs. Evaluative
judgments are likewise limited to a particular perspective.
53 As I pointed out in the last chapter, “false knowledge” should be understood as
predicated on the hypothesis that knowledge must be of a non-perspectival object (or
thing-in-itself), a hypothesis that Nietzsche rejects.
54 Recall that Nietzsche speaks of a new “infinite” in section 374 of the Gay Science.
Insofar as one cannot reject the possibility that the world may include infinite
interpretations, it has become infinite.
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In this chapter, I have explained why Nietzsche thinks that value
judgments are perspectival and have done so in a way that remains faithful
to the general account of perspectivism I outlined in the previous chapter.
In the next chapter, I will discuss why Nietzsche thinks it is important that
philosophers learn to appreciate the sense of perspective in value
judgments by arguing that perspectivism plays an important role in the
revaluation of values.
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Chapter 3: Perspectivism and the Revaluation of
Values
The aim of this study is to shed light on why it was so important
that Nietzsche’s intended audience—those few “free spirits” or “new
philosophers”—grasp the sense of perspective in every value judgment.
My thesis is that Nietzsche appeals to perspectivism in order to execute his
critique of values, what he often referred to as “the revaluation of values.”
That is not to say that Nietzsche relies entirely upon exposing the
perspectival nature of value judgments in order carry out his project.
Characteristically, he employs a variety of tactics, arguments, and critiques
to call the value of certain values into question.
My interest, accordingly, is only to develop a plausible account of
how perspectivism plays a role in Nietzsche’s overarching project to
revalue values. To begin, I will explicate the revaluation of values and its
place in Nietzsche’s writings. I will then discuss how perspectivism is
supposed to engender a revaluation of values.

Finally, I conclude by

indicating how perspectivism plays a role in the creation of values.

THE REVALUATION PROJECT
Nietzsche is primarily an evaluative thinker who throughout his
writings grappled with what he perceived to be major revolutions in
values—from the death of God to the slave revolt in morality. Toward the
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end of his productive life, Nietzsche wrote increasingly about the need for
a “revaluation of values.” In the Preface to The Genealogy of Morals, for
example, he wrote “we need a critique of moral values, the value of these
values themselves must first be called into question” (GM P: 6). It is a task
he certainly took seriously, having dedicated himself to developing a series
of books to be subtitled “The Revaluation of Values,” only the first of
which, The Anti-Christ, was ever published.
Nietzsche’s concern with value grew more acute under the threat of
nihilism brought about by the recognition of the death of God.

The

madman’s rants in the famous passage in The Gay Science convey a sense
of despair and foreboding intended to alarm even the most casual reader
regarding the implications of this discovery. With the death of God, the
foundation for most values has appeared to crumble.

Devoid of this

grounding, humans become burdened with the task of creating and
justifying new, life-affirming values.
How shall we comfort ourselves, the murderers of all murderers?
What was the holiest and mightiest of all that the world has yet
owned has bled to death under our knives: who will wipe this blood
off us? What water is there for us to clean ourselves? What
festivals of atonement, what sacred games shall we have to invent?
Is not the greatness of this deed too great for us? Must we ourselves
not become gods simply to appear worthy of it? There has never
been a greater deed; and whoever is born after us—for the sake of
this deed he will belong to a higher history than all history hitherto
(GS 125).
The need for a revaluation of values first takes root with the death
of God. The preliminary step, suggests Nietzsche, is “to vanquish his
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shadow,” which involves an overthrow of traditional morality.

As

Nietzsche describes metaphorically in Thus Spoke Zarathustra, the lion
representing the human spirit must conquer the great dragon, “Thou
shalt,” representing traditional morality in order to create new values. The
implication is that to create new values, one must first create freedom for
oneself to create values and this requires the overthrow of traditional
morality.
Accordingly, the second step in the revaluation of values is the
creation of new values. In Beyond Good and Evil, Nietzsche distinguishes
genuine philosophers from what he calls “philosophical laborers.”
Philosophical laborers fail to engage in the revaluation of values; rather,
they simply “press into formulas” existing values. Genuine philosophers,
in contrast, are engaged in the revaluation project and thus are the ideal
type that Nietzsche wishes to cultivate. Genuine philosophers distinguish
themselves by legislating and creating new values: “they say, ‘thus it shall
be!’” (BGE 211).
But is the revaluation of values a simple task as the passage above
suggests? How exactly are traditional values overthrown? Can we expect
the new philosophers to simply create new values ex nihilo? Presumably,
the revaluation of values involves much more than simply setting up
alternatives along side prevalent values and is more philosophically
complex than what is revealed in these few passages.
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Thomas Brobjer (1996) has developed four different interpretations
of what Nietzsche meant by the expression, “the revaluation of all values.”
Brobjer argues (correctly, in my opinion) that no single interpretation is
complete in capturing the meaning of the different passages in which the
revaluation of values is mentioned, but each of them has their own merits
and advantages. I will present and discuss each of the interpretations in
turn.
The first interpretation “understands the revaluation as a
transvaluation of old values into something new” (Brobjer 1996, p. 342).55
In other words, as ancient values were transvalued by Christianity,
Christian values are now to be transvalued into something new—a set of
values that is fundamentally different from both Christian and ancient
values. According to Brobjer, this form of interpretation is likely to be
more critical in emphasis given that the “new values” are undetermined,
and therefore any ideal can stand potentially as a surrogate.
There is good textual evidence to support this interpretation. In
Beyond Good and Evil, the first major work in which Nietzsche refers to
the revaluation of values in the main text, Nietzsche explicitly charges
Christianity with having revalued the values of antiquity. In describing
Christianity, Nietzsche writes, “Never yet and nowhere has there been an
equal boldness in inversion, anything as horrible, questioning, and
55 Brobjer does not specify the difference between “revaluation” and “transvaluation,”
though I believe it is reasonable to infer from the context of his article that
“transvaluation” is a more specialized form of revaluation that has some process of
conversion or reinterpretation at its core.
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questionable as this formula: it promised a revaluation of all the values of
antiquity” (BGE 46).

So it is evident that Nietzsche recognized the

transvaluation of values into new forms as an historical occurrence, and
we therefore have no reason to doubt that Nietzsche believes it possible to
transvalue existing values into something new, as Brobjer suggests.
However, this interpretation does not say anything about how the
revaluation (or transvaluation in this context) is supposed to occur. It only
delineates the dialectical structure that the revaluation of values is to
assume

without

offering

any

suggestions

toward

philosophical issues regarding the nature of revaluation.

resolving

the

What would

cause a person or culture to abandon current values in favor of some other
ideal?

What does it mean to revalue a value?

Unfortunately, this

interpretation sheds very little light on these questions.
The second interpretation supposedly gains its validity from a
passage in The Gay Science where Nietzsche claims that “the weights of all
things must be determined anew” (GS 269).

From this, Brobjer

extrapolates an interpretation that emphasizes “the questioning, the
examining, the making conscious and the diagnosis of values” (Brobjer
1996, p. 342). The tactic being that by making the reasons for holding
values more transparent to the agent ascribing to those values, the agent
will come to re-evaluate his or her commitments. Brobjer admits that this
interpretation has very little to say about Nietzsche’s positive values and
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the nature of the revalued values, but again emphasizes the critical
elements in Nietzsche’s revaluation of values.
While it is clear that the revaluation of values will be critical in
nature (for how can one expect to revalue values without offering some
sort of criticism of existing values), this interpretation does not advance
our understanding of how the revaluation of values is supposed to occur
either. Even the critical aspects of the revaluation are only described
elliptically when Brobjer says that it involves the questioning, the
examining, the making conscious, and the diagnosis of values.56
The third interpretation understands the revaluation as a reversal
of values whereby “higher” values become “lower” and vice versa.
According to this interpretation, “new values are defined in terms of a
reversal of the present values” (Brobjer 1996, p. 353). Certainly, this
interpretation has precedence in Nietzsche’s characterization of the slave
revolt as a reversal or inversion of (master) values. So there is some
reason to believe that the revaluation of values may simply involve an
inversion of the values of slave morality and the re-adoption of master
morality.
One problem is that there is textual evidence against this
interpretation of the revaluation of values. It is not at all certain that
56Kaufmann (1974) provides some assistance in clarifying how the critique of values fits
into Nietzsche’s revaluation of values. According to Kaufmann, the revaluation of values
amounts to an internal criticism of prevalent values without positing their replacement.
Kaufmann explains this internal criticism as “the discovery that our morality is, by its
own standards, poisonously immoral” (Kaufmann 1974, p. 113).
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Nietzsche endorses master morality to the extent that he welcomes its
return as the dominant value system.

Admittedly, Nietzsche prefers

master morality to slave morality, but his criticism of slave morality is not
so straightforward, and it is unlikely that after the slave revolt we can
simply return to master morality.
Granted, Nietzsche does express his dismay at slave morality’s
triumph over master morality and his disdain for the resulting worldview;
he nonetheless recognizes some advantage to the transformation of human
consciousness resulting from slave morality. It is with the advent of the
priestly class’ self-severity and repression of instinct that human beings
“first became an interesting animal” and “superior to other beasts” (GM
I: 7).
Moreover, Nietzsche does not always look favorably upon the
“blond beasts” or “beasts of prey” of the noble class. He refers to them as
“triumphant monsters who perhaps emerge from a disgusting procession
of murder, arson, rape, and torture, exhilarated and undisturbed of soul,
as if it were no more than a students’ prank” (GM I: 11).
Finally, if Nietzsche envisioned the revaluation of values as simply
the re-inversion of already inverted values (i.e., master morality will invert
slave morality), then it is peculiar that he did not advocate so directly. In
fact, what he says is that we need to cultivate a new breed of philosophers
who will legislate and create new values, not recycle master morality.
True, Nietzsche points out that his admonition that we extend our moral
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thinking and practice “beyond good and evil” does not mean “beyond good
and bad” (the implication being that he does not disapprove of master
morality). However, in this passage, Nietzsche is advocating the return of
the master mode of evaluation (an “active” rather than “reactive” mode of
evaluation) and should not be understood as endorsing any particular
(master) values.
Brobjer criticizes this interpretation on the grounds that “it is rarely
obvious what the opposite of most values are without some other measure
or criterion” (Brobjer 1996, p. 343). Only when there is a strict dichotomy
of values can one easily revalue values by a simple reversal—i.e., for every
value there is its opposite, displacing value.

Thus, Brobjer defends a

fourth interpretation of the revaluation of values; one that “understands
the revaluation as essentially a re-valuation, i.e., back to earlier ancient,
noble and healthy values” (Brobjer 1996, p. 343). This interpretation is
unique (and distinct from the third) in that it provides specific content to
the new values—ones that are dichotomous.
Brobjer defends his view by reference to specific texts where
Nietzsche seems to have adopted a rigid dichotomy of value. He points out
that Nietzsche often uses such phrases as “reversing ideals,” “the opposite
values,” “antithetical evaluations,” and “inverse values.”

Additionally,

many of his discussions and references to the revaluation of values focuses
on the previous overthrow of ancient values, which is inconsistent with the
view of the revaluation as a transvaluation into some new set of values or
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as mainly a critique of present values, but is wholly consistent with the
“dichotomy” interpretation.
The question of how this interpretation differs from the third
notwithstanding, there remains a serious objection to Brobjer’s view.
Nietzsche very clearly and explicitly criticizes “metaphysicians” precisely
for their acceptance of a dichotomy of values, or what he refers to as their
“faith in opposite values” (BGE 2). Nietzsche questions whether there are
opposites at all and proposes that this “faith” of the metaphysicians is a
function of their limited perspective. Instead, as he suggests in section 34
of Beyond Good and Evil, we could suppose that values admit of various
shades and gradations, like colors.57
Moreover, much of Brobjer’s support stems from passages where
Nietzsche characterizes previous revaluations of values, which seem to be
dichotomous (slave v. master, Rome v. Judea, Christian v. ancient). Aside
from the reasons I have given against interpreting Nietzsche as advocating
for the return of master values, there is little reason to assume that the
new revaluation of values Nietzsche is promoting must be identical to
these few historical samples.

A reader should pay more attention, it

seems, to those passages where Nietzsche announces his ideal and

57 Brobjer could reply that in section 34, Nietzsche’s discussion focuses much more
narrowly on truth and falsity and does not address his broader theory of value. However,
if Nietzsche is willing to question truth and falsity as a dichotomy (traditionally
understood as dichotomous values par excellence), it stands to reason that other values
are fair game as well.
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instructs his intended audience on how to carry out his intended project.
In these contexts, Nietzsche urges one to create new values. 58
So the difficulty remains: how are old values revalued—i.e., what is
the basis for the critique of values—and how are the genuine philosophers
to carry out the task of creating new values once the revaluation of values
ahs occurred? I propose that Nietzsche’s perspectivism offers a coherent
account of the revaluation of values and the creation of new values that is
responsive to these concerns.

THE ROLE OF PERSPECTIVISM IN REVALUING VALUES
In discussing the role of perspectivism in the revaluation of values, I
will limit my discussion to Nietzsche’s critique of moral values in
particular. This is not to suggest that the revaluation of values project was
less ambitious than the revaluation of all values.59

To the contrary,

Nietzsche quite explicitly indicates that he envisioned his project to
encompass this wider scope. I limit my discussion, however, primarily for
two reasons. First, Nietzsche himself focuses his re-evaluative efforts on
moral values primarily.

Second, as we will see, perspectivism gains

traction against moral values in particular, and so morality is its proper
target.

58 To be fair, Brobjer does seem to revise his view along these lines. See Brobjer 1996, p.
345-346.
59 Sleinis (1994), for example, provides a careful analysis of how Nietzsche’s revaluation
includes cognitive, moral, religious, and aesthetic values.
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Recall from the previous chapter that Nietzsche’s account of master
and slave morality is, among other things, an account of the origin of
moral values and moral concepts. Perspectivism is the thesis that moral
concepts, their extension, and rules for application will vary according to
different physiological, psychological, and cultural conditions and that
moral beliefs can be explained by reference to these conditions.

For

example, Nietzsche writes,
wherever we encounter a morality, we also encounter valuations
and an order of rank of human impulses and actions. The
valuations and orders of rank are always expressions of the needs of
a community and herd…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 (GS 116).
Traditional conceptions of morality, however, deny that moral
concepts are limited or conditioned in the sense suggested by
perspectivism. To the contrary, moral concepts (and moral values) are
universal and unconditional.60
So there is an apparent conflict between the traditional conception
of moral values and the alternative conception of moral values that
Nietzsche suggests through his perspectivism. If Nietzsche is correct is his
assertion that moral values are not universal and unconditional, then a
revaluation of these values would likely result from this recognition. But is
there good reason to believe that just because moral concepts originate
60 It is this sense of “morality” that is the object of Nietzsche’s critique and the one with
which I will be concerned.
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from a particular perspective that they are not universal? In other words,
is it possible that though the origin of moral values and concepts is partial
and limited, their application nonetheless is universal and unconditional?
In rejecting the universality of morality, Nietzsche provides a
preliminary response to this challenge. In Beyond Good and Evil, he
writes,
Every unegoistic morality that takes itself for unconditional and
addresses itself to all does not only sin against taste: it is a
provocation to sins of omission, one more seduction under the
mask of philanthropy—and precisely a seduction and injury for the
higher, rarer, privileged. Moralities must be forced to bow first of
all before the order of rank; their presumption must be brought
home to their conscience—until they finally reach agreement that it
is immoral to say: “what is right for one is fair for the other” (BGE
221).
None of these ponderous herd animals with their unquiet
consciences (who undertake to advocate the cause of egoism as the
cause of the general welfare) wants to know or even sense that “the
general welfare” is no ideal, no goal, no remotely intelligible
concept, but only an emetic—that what is fair for one cannot by any
means for that reason alone also be fair for others; that the demand
of one morality for all is detrimental for the higher man; in short,
that there is an order of rank between man and man, hence also
between morality and morality (BGE 228).
Nietzsche makes two related points in these passages; from these
points we can extrapolate the basis for Nietzsche’s objections to the
universality of moral values. First, morality61—understood as the class of
61 I will use the term “morality” throughout this section to refer to this class of normative
systems that Nietzsche criticizes, which includes slave morality, Christian morality, and
Kantian morality. This is not to imply that Nietzsche rejects all value systems. In fact,
Nietzsche seems to approve of and be an advocate for certain “higher moralities.” For
detailed discussions on this point see Schacht (1983), Foot (1992), Clark (1994), Leiter
(2002), and Solomon (2003).
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normative systems that purport to be unegoistic (i.e., altruistic),
unconditional, and universal—is harmful to the higher types of individuals
whose well-being Nietzsche wishes to promote. Second, it is a mistake to
appeal to “the general welfare” or a common good as justification or
reasons for a particular moral system since such concepts are
“unintelligible.”
Morality is harmful to the higher types because it requires them to
sacrifice their own well-being by curbing their desires and activities for the
sake of others. Nietzsche plainly believes the requirements of morality are
harmful to some for this reason: as my general explication of
perspectivism demonstrated, Nietzsche maintains that certain normative
beliefs (or certain normative concepts) have developed because it is in
some one or groups’ interest to do so. Slave morality, for example, was
created to promote the interests of the slaves precisely by promulgating a
normative system that would require the masters to keep themselves in
check: “because within the slaves’ way of thinking the good man has in any
event to be a harmless man: he is good natured, easy to deceive, perhaps a
bit stupid, un bonhomme” (BGE 260).

To require all humans to act

according to prescriptions of this moral system would be harmful to some
because it would be contrary to their nature and interests (assuming, as
Nietzsche does, that agents’ natures and interests are relevantly
dissimilar).
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Hence, we gain an insight into why Nietzsche claims that the notion
of “the general welfare” or common good is unintelligible.

Nietzsche

believes morality rests on faulty metaphysical presuppositions about
human beings; namely, that there is a single, common human nature. To
the contrary Nietzsche believes that humans are substantially dissimilar so
that our interests will diverge to the extent that no single moral system will
promote all of our interests. We have seen in the previous discussion of
perspectivism that psycho-physical differences among agents explain the
differences among cognitive and evaluative perspectives (Nietzsche’s
discussion of master and slave morality again being one notable example).
Thus, in Beyond Good and Evil, he comments that “every great philosophy
so far has been…the personal confession of its author and a kind of
involuntary and unconscious memoir” (BGE 6).

Moralities are no

exceptions; Nietzsche refers to them as “merely a sign language of the
affects” (BGE 187).62
Thus, Nietzsche offers a revaluation of the value of morality through
an internal critique of morality.63 In other words, he turns morality’s own
value system on itself and in effect charges that, by its own standards, it is
immoral to apply morality universally. (“It is immoral to say: ‘what is right
for one is fair for the other’” (BGE 221).) Because morality is committed to
62 In this same passage Nietzsche clarifies the point further: “Even apart from the value
of such claims as ‘there is a categorical imperative in us,’ one can still always ask: what
does such a claim tell us about the man who makes it.” He goes on to point out that
different moralities serve different purposes according to the different needs, desires, and
interest of those who espouse them.
63 This point is highlighted, as we have seen, by Kaufmann (1974).
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the idea that one morality is appropriate for all, and no single morality can
promote everyone’s interests (morality is detrimental to the higher types),
morality fails to achieve its intended goal: to promote altruism universally.
If, by morality’s own standards, it is wrong to harm others, then to require
all agents to live according to a single morality would be immoral since
some persons (namely, the higher types) would be harmed.
Some commentators maintain that Nietzsche’s objection to the
detrimental effects of morality on the higher types of individuals exhausts
his critique of morality. Leiter, for one, argues that
All of [Nietzsche’s] criticisms turn out to be parasitic upon one basic
complaint. For example, contrary to Nehamas (1985) and Guess
(1997), Nietzsche never objects to the universality of moral
demands, per se, as an intrinsically bad feature of [morality].
Rather, he finds universality objectionable because he holds that
“the demand of one morality for all is detrimental to the higher
men” (BGE 228). Universality would be unobjectionable if agents
were relevantly similar…But because agents are relevantly different,
a universal morality must necessarily be harmful to some (Leiter
2002, p. 106).
It is plain that universality’s detrimental effects on the higher types
constitute the core of Nietzsche’s objection to morality. However, that is
not to say that Nietzsche does not find universality objectionable on other
grounds. While it is not exactly apparent from the passage quoted above
what Leiter has in mind by “an intrinsically bad feature of morality,” I
think there is sufficient reason to believe that Nietzsche objects to the
universality of morality based on his other philosophical commitments,
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and not, pace Leiter, because of the ill effects of morality on higher
persons only.
In fact, Leiter ignores substantial textual evidence that suggests that
Nietzsche objects to the universality of moral demands for other reasons
than merely because it is harmful to higher individuals. An examination
other relevant passages reveals that Nietzsche objects to the universality of
morality also on what are roughly epistemological grounds. Consider the
following complaint Nietzsche levies against morality,
All of them [moralities] [are] baroque and unreasonable in form—
because they address themselves to “all,” because they generalize
where one must not generalize. All of them speak unconditionally,
take themselves for unconditional, all of them flavored with more
than one grain of salt and tolerable only—at times even seductive—
when they begin to smell over-spiced and dangerous, especially “of
the other world.” All of it is, measured intellectually, worth very
little and not by a long shot “science,” much less “wisdom,” but
rather, to say it once more, three times more, prudence, prudence,
prudence mixed with stupidity, stupidity, stupidity (BGE 198,
emphasis added).
In this passage, Nietzsche plainly argues that because morality is
applied universally and unconditionally, it lacks intellectual value.
Morality, in this context, is not scientific in the sense that it is responsive
to any epistemological norms or constraints, but is “unreasonable” and
even “stupid.”
Certainly, the epistemic failure exhibited by morality’s universality
suggested in this passage needs to be fleshed out. In what follows, I
provide a more detailed analysis of Nietzsche’s complaint against morality
for its lack of intellectual value, and in so doing, intend to clarify how
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perspectivism contributes to Nietzsche’s revaluation of moral values.
Stated quite simply, however, my thesis is that Nietzsche faults morality
on epistemic grounds because according to perspectivism, universal and
unconditional moral claims are unjustified.

Because moral claims are

perspectival, they do not possess those properties that are understood to
be essential to morality: universality, unconditionality, and impartiality.
Let me begin with the notion that impartiality plays an important
role in morality. In Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals, Kant, for
example, argues that the only thing that is intrinsically good is the good
will, by which he means a principle of volition that is unencumbered by
considerations of self-interest or desire, but one governed by reason alone.
Consequently, for an action to have moral worth it must be done from a
sense of duty meaning that “the moral worth depends…not on the
realization of the object of the action, but merely on the principle of
volition according to which, without regard to any objects of the faculty of
desire, the action has been done” (Kant, GMM, 1: 10).
The ideal represented by the good will fundamentally is Kant’s way
of introducing impartiality into his moral view. Actions are right only if
done from a motive that is impartial with respect to any desired outcomes.
Considerations of one’s desire, happiness, or intended consequences
detract from the moral value of an action insofar as they dispossess the
agent of a good will (i.e., motivation for action based on rational principles
alone).
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The notion of impartiality is evident also in Kant’s discussion of the
third formulation of the categorical imperative, the kingdom of ends. The
concept of a kingdom of ends is suggested by the first formulation of the
categorical imperative’s requirement that every rational being must regard
himself or herself as legislating a universal law. Kant clarifies his notion
by explaining,
By “kingdom” I understand a systematic union of different rational
beings through common laws. Now laws determine ends as regards
their universal validity; therefore, if one abstracts from the personal
differences of rational beings and also from all content of their
private ends, then it will be possible to think of a whole of all ends
in systematic connection (a whole both of rational being as ends in
themselves and also of the particular ends which each may set for
himself); that is, one can think of a kingdom of ends that is possible
on the aforesaid principles (Kant GMM, 2: 19).
The important point is that the kingdom of ends is possible on the
grounds that agents abstract from their personal differences, desires, and
aims in order to identify universal principles for action. These principles
of action are universal since they apply to and are valid for all agents.
Each agent, that is, is equally subject to and legislator of these common
laws. But again, it is worth noting that even for Kant, these universal laws
are possible only if agents are “impersonal” in the sense described above.
With respect to the issue of impartiality, we have seen that in
arguing that knowledge is essentially perspectival, Nietzsche maintains
that it is impossible to occupy an impartial perspective. As discussed in
chapter two, the intellect is always conditioned by interests and desires
because interests, affects, and desires always play motivational and
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interpretative roles in the pursuit of knowledge.

The idea of a

disinterested agent, therefore, is “an absurdity and a nonsense” (GM III:
12).
Nietzsche’s objection to impartiality is supported further by his
discussion of the Kantian notion of aesthetic contemplation. Nietzsche
claims that Kant, like most philosophers, considered the aesthetic
experience from the purview of the spectator instead of the artist, which
had the peculiar effect of introducing the spectator into the notion of
beauty. This move would not have been objectionable had
This “spectator”…at least been sufficiently familiar to the
philosophers of beauty—namely, as a great personal fact and
experience, as an abundance of vivid authentic experiences, desires,
surprises, and delights in the realm of the beautiful! But I fear that
the reverse has always been the case; and so they have offered us,
from the beginning, definitions which, as in Kant’s famous
definition of the beautiful, a lack of any refined first-hand
experience reposes in the shape of a fat worm of error. “That is
beautiful,” said Kant, “which gives us pleasure without interest.”
Without interest! (GM III: 6).
Nietzsche continues in the same passage to criticize Schopenhauer
for more or less assimilating Kant’s notion of contemplation without
interest.64 Except, Nietzsche points out, Schopenhauer “interpreted the
term ‘without interest’ in an extremely personal way” by conceptualizing
the aesthetic experience as a release from the suffering and torment of the
will (GM III:6). Hence, Nietzsche argues, Schopenhauer’s experience of

64 For Schopenhauer, one of the hallmarks of the aesthetic experience is the loss of the
awareness of one’s self; one is thereby transformed into a dispassionate, impersonalized
subject.

105

the beautiful was motivated by very personal interests—“that of a tortured
man who gains a release from his torture” (GM III: 6).
Nietzsche’s point is that the notion of a disinterested, impartial
spectator is an error. Nietzsche’s criticism of Schopenhauer suggests that
it is impossible to expunge one’s personal interests and desires, even when
one is supposedly contemplating “without interest.” For even in the case
of

aesthetic

contemplation,

interests

and

desires

dominate

our

experiences. If impartiality is unattainable in the realm of contemplation
and knowledge, moreover, it is less so within the domain of action where
desires and interests play an important motivating role.65
Nietzsche maintains that agents are never impartial because one is
always motivated by one’s interests and desires. Kant’s kingdom of ends is
unattainable, according to Nietzsche, since it is impossible for agents to
abstract from their concrete individuality in the manner necessary to
achieve the universality sought by Kant. So, if impartiality is necessary to
act morally (as Kant maintains) and Nietzsche is correct that agents are
always motivated by considerations of self-interest, then one can never act
morally.
That value judgments are partial poses another problem for moral
claims to the extent that the formation of moral beliefs or moral claims is
supposed to be the product of a procedure of which impartiality is an
essential feature.

For Kant, the third formulation of the categorical

65 And so by Kant’s own standards, Nietzsche implies, moral actions are never possible
(i.e., because we can never be motivated by reason alone).
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imperative again is to serve this purpose by introducing a common
deliberative standpoint from which considerations about right and wrong
occur.66 In order for a maxim to be a moral law, it must be a principle of
action that any rational agent can act upon. Some inclinations and desires
may be permissible to the extent that no contradiction is entailed by its
universal application, but only the consideration of maxims from an
impartial perspective ensures that they are consistent with morality.
Perspectivism denies that agents can deliberate from a perspective that
remains neutral with respect to one’s individual interests, needs, or
desires.
The point I am making might be brought into clear relief by
anticipating and responding to a possible objection to the argument I have
made. One might object by pointing out that interests, desires, and affects
play a role in explaining the origin of moral concepts and moral claims
(i.e., the genesis of moral beliefs) but have little or nothing to do with the
validity of such claims. As such, it is possible that some moral claims have
universal validity. Though our moral beliefs originate from considerations
of our personal interests and desires, there could nonetheless by a moral
system or set of moral claims that are universally binding (independent of
interests and desires). Consequently, all Nietzsche succeeds in pointing
out is that it is an unfortunate fact that, due to their own particular
66 It is on this basis primarily that Korsgaard distinguishes between the “moral law” and
the law as “categorical imperative.” The “moral law,” according to Korsgaard, is the law
established in the Kingdom of Ends. See Korsgaard 1996, Chapter 3, especially pp. 99100.
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interests and desires, many agents will fail to see these claims as valid and
will suffer from mistaken moral beliefs.
Granted, little I have said would support the claim that Nietzsche
objects to the universality of moral claims as a conceptual impossibility or
as an incoherent notion. However, what I claimed at the beginning of this
discussion was that perspectivism contributes to the revaluation of values
by suggesting that universal moral claims lack intellectual value to the
extent that these claims are unjustified.

The response to the above

criticism, therefore, would be to point out that while the existence of
universal moral claims might be possible, we nonetheless lack the
authority to claim that any set of moral claims is indeed universally valid,
and we should be skeptical, therefore, of any moral system that claims
universality.
Perspectivism plays a decisive role in Nietzsche’s revaluation of
values because if values indeed are created to serve particular needs,
interests, and desires, then we have at least prima facie reasons to be
skeptical of universal moral claims and universal moral obligations. For
Nietzsche, something’s being valuable depends on that things contribution
to human flourishing and human flourishing is determined by our needs,
interests, and desires. For a universal system of values to be justified, it
must promote the flourishing of everyone. In order for a universal system
of values to promote the flourishing of everyone, these values must serve
the interests, needs, and desires of everyone.
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But, as we have seen,

Nietzsche believes that there are relevant differences among human beings
such that different interests, needs, and desires will determine our
conditions for flourishing. A universal system of values, therefore, cannot
serve all of the necessary needs, interests, and desires of everyone to the
extent that such a system of values would contribute to the flourishing of
everyone. Therefore, a universal system of values cannot be justified.
One could object that there is a set of interests, needs, and desires
that humans possess in common (such as the need for food and care) that
could be the basis for a universal system of values. Nietzsche, of course,
would not deny this fact, but he would, however, deny that the satisfaction
of these basic and common needs, interests, and desires is sufficient for
human flourishing. Nietzsche’s concern lies not in human satisfaction, but
in human excellence, which he often describes in terms that emphasize our
differences rather than commonality.
But the more basic point that perspectivism makes is that values are
always interested and partial so that the explanation of moral concepts (to
serve particular interests, needs, and desires) undermines their
justification as universally valid. Korsgaard makes the same point when
she says that
the trouble with a view like Mandeville’s [that virtue is just an
invention of politicians, used to keep their human cattle in line] is
not that it is not a reasonable explanation of how moral practices
came about, but rather that our commitment to these practices
would not survive our belief that it was true (Korsgaard 1996, p. 9).
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Nietzsche is a moral skeptic not because he doubts the existence of
moral concepts or their motivational effects, but because he believes that
the only adequate explanation of moral concepts is unable to support the
claims that morality makes on us (i.e., their unconditional and universal
prescriptions).67 To this extent, perspectivism contributes to a revaluation
of moral values because it demonstrates that the only explanation of the
origin moral concepts fails to provide adequate justification for attributing
those properties understood to be essential to morality68—the explanation
of moral concepts as originating from particular interests and desires fails
to provide adequate justification for applying these concepts universally.
If one is intellectually honest, one’s commitment to moral claims (and the
value of morality69) cannot survive the recognition that they are
perspectival and thus serve only the particular interests of a few
individuals or groups.

Consequently, morality lacks the authority it

supposedly has and should be revalued accordingly.70

67 See Korsgaard 1996, p. 13 for this definition of a moral skeptic.
68 It is on this basis that Schacht argues that Nietzsche’s larger normative project is to be
understood as a fundamental reinterpretation of the general character of normativity.
Because Nietzsche rejects a transcendent standard of value, the existence of moral facts,
and Kant’s supposition that normativity must be necessary and universal for all rational
beings, he develops a new notion of normativity that is grounded in his commitment to
naturalism and is based generally on his notion of will to power. See Schacht 2001, p.
149-180.
69 In the sense of a universal and unconditional normative system, which, as discussed
above, is the object of Nietzsche’s criticism.
70 Nietzsche rejects both the idea of divine command and a realm of independent moral
facts as providing justification for morality. Divine command would provide justification
for moral claims insofar as they originate from a being that holds a position of legitimate
authority over agents. Obviously, Nietzsche flatly denies the existence of such a being.
Moral facts would legitimize morality by providing a basis for claiming that moral claims
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One would expect that the revaluation of moral values prompted by
one’s recognition of the perspectival nature of moral values would lead to
the acknowledgment of other moral possibilities. That is, because values
are not universal but originate according to one’s interests, one could
expect there to be many “moralities” (i.e., many systems of normative
beliefs). To be sure, Nietzsche is consistent on this point:
Morality in Europe today is herd animal morality — in other
words, as we understand it, merely one type of human morality
beside which, before which, and after which many other types,
above all higher moralities, are, or ought to be, possible. But this
morality resists such a “possibility,” such an “ought” with all its
power: it says stubbornly and inexorably, “I am morality itself, and
nothing besides is morality” (BGE 202).
Of course, the point he is making is that because moral claims are
universal and unconditional those who espouse morality resist the
possibility of other legitimate normative systems.71

But if morality is

are universally valid since they describe an actual, objective state of normative affairs.
Nietzsche rejects this notion when he claims,
there are no moral facts at all. Moral judgments have this in common
with religious ones: they believe in realities that are unreal. Morality is
just an interpretation of certain phenomena, or speaking more precisely,
a misinterpretation. Moral judgments, like religious ones, belong to a
level of ignorance at which the very concept of the real, the distinction
between real and imaginary, is still absent, so that "truth" at this level
refers to all sorts of things which today we call "imaginings" (TI,
“Improvers,” 1).
71 Obviously Nietzsche muddies the waters somewhat when he advocates for other
“higher moralities.” His position is consistent if we keep in mind that the notion of
morality that he rejects, again, is characterized by evaluative claims that are universal and
unconditional (i.e., non-perspectival). This is to be contrasted with Nietzsche’s notion of
“higher moralities” that are “beyond good and evil” to the extent that they make no
universal or unconditional prescriptive claims.
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unable to justify this status, then one should re-evaluate morality on this
basis and explore other possible value systems.
It is important to note that the revaluation of moral values has
further ramifications with respect to the “rank” of other values and
Nietzsche’s larger re-evaluative project as a result. Because morality is no
longer the monolith once thought, agents are at liberty to rank other
values accordingly.

Morality no longer necessarily trumps non-moral

values (e.g. prudential or aesthetic values) and as a result may be displaced
as the highest values. Agents, as a consequence, may reshuffle their value
system and hierarchy of values in response, since other non-moral values
no longer are required to be subjugated to the putative supremacy of
moral values. In this manner, the revaluation of moral values acts as a
catalyst for the revaluation of all values.
So, recognizing the perspectival nature of moral claims provokes a
revaluation of the value of morality by revealing that moral claims lack
those properties claimed to be essential to morality; as a result morality no
longer “tyrannizes” other values.

As a consequence, agents should

recognize that their estimation of moral values has been inflated and
revalue these values accordingly. Thus, perspectivism contributes to the
critique of moral values and the revaluation project by casting doubt on
the authority of moral values and consequently elicits a revaluation of all
values.
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THE CREATION OF NEW VALUES
As I noted at the beginning of my discussion of Nietzsche’s
revaluation of values, part of the overall project requires the creation of
new values. This task seems all the more difficult in the aftermath of the
collapse of moral values and the likelihood of a total revaluation of all
values.

How does Nietzsche expect the new philosophers to legislate

values once they recognize that values are perspectival, especially given
these individuals most likely would suffer from evaluative disorientation
resulting from this radical reshuffling of values? Additionally, what role, if
any, does perspectivism play in the creation of new values?
It is clear from the texts that Nietzsche does expect that some sort
of evaluation will continue after his critique of moral values. It is less clear
is how such evaluations are to occur. However, Nietzsche does suggest a
method in the following passage,
It may be necessary for the education of a genuine philosopher that
he himself has also once stood on all these steps on which his
servants, the scientific laborers of philosophy remain standing —
have to remain standing. Perhaps he himself must have been critic
and skeptic and dogmatist and historian and also poet and collector
and traveler and solver of riddles and moralist and seer and “free
spirit” and almost everything in order to pass through the whole
range of human values and value feelings and to be able to see with
many different eyes and consciences, from a height and into every
distance, from the depths into every height, from a nook into every
expanse. But all these are merely preconditions of his task: this
task itself demands something different — it demands that he
create values (BGE 211).
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In this passage, Nietzsche clearly stresses the need for philosophers
to pass through a range of perspectives, from that of a critic and skeptic to
those of the poet and historian, in preparation for the task of creating
values. The reasons why Nietzsche thinks this is important should be clear
given his critique of dogmatic philosophy and morality.

In becoming

sensitive to the perspective in every judgment, the genuine philosopher is
able to pass through a wide range of evaluative perspectives in order “to
see with many different eyes and consciences.”

This is an important

precondition for the creation of values because it enables the genuine
philosopher to recognize the basis for positing values (“the conditions and
circumstances under which they grew”) and to appreciate the “necessary
injustice” in every judgment—i.e., that they are inherently limited and
partial.72
As a consequence, the genuine philosophers are able to create
values in a way that maintains “intellectual conscience.”

First, in

recognizing the conditions and circumstances under which values emerge,
the philosopher is less inclined to overestimate the value of any value
because she presumably comes to understand the reasons for holding
these values—they serve particular interests, needs, and desires. Second,
the philosopher is exposed to a broad range of values by passing through
different evaluative perspectives. This provides a solid empirical basis for
the reordering of one’s system of values, and in this respect, the
72 Recall that in Chapter 2, we saw how Nietzsche characterized evaluations as
necessarily limited and partial.
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philosopher achieves the kind of “objectivity” that Nietzsche finds
plausible.

As discussed, Nietzsche rejects the notion of a passive,

disinterested subject that passively “mirrors” objects of experience as a
psycho-physical impossibility. Instead, to be objective in Nietzsche’s sense
requires that one “control one’s Pro and Con and to dispose of them, so
that one knows how to employ a variety of perspectives and affective
interpretations” (GM III: 12).

In adopting a variety of evaluative

perspectives, the philosopher can appreciate the basis for different values
and “objectively” create his own values based on his particular needs,
interests, and desires.73 Third, the genuine philosopher can guard against
making the same mistake as dogmatic philosophy and morality by
recognizing that value judgments are inherently limited and partial. As
such, perspectivism imposes constraints on the new philosophers by
requiring them to create values in “good conscience” by eschewing the
claim that these values have absolute or universal validity.
To a limited extent, art is instructive in delineating the role that
perspectivism plays in the creation of values because it exhibits “good
conscience” in presenting itself as a perspective.74 Representative art

73 Nietzsche’s point can be made intuitive by reflecting on the common practice of
experimenting with a subtle variety of experiences in order to refine one’s taste. One
develops a better appreciation for one’s preferences, say in wine, by sampling a broad
spectrum of varietals, vintages, and producers.
74 Indeed art holds a central place in Nietzsche’s thought and it should not be
controversial to suggest that it plays such a role in the creation of values. One
commentator argues that any interpretation of Nietzsche must account for the fact that
“there is a close connection drawn in Nietzsche’s works between art, the avoidance of
practical nihilism, and the creation of new values” (Hussain, forthcoming).

115

portrays the world from a particular perspective and does not attempt to
represent the world from a “god’s eye” point of view (whatever that might
entail).75

A painting, for example, depicts the object or objects of

representation from a particular perspective; in this case, from the actual
physical perspective of the observer.

In this respect, art and science

(broadly construed to include dogmatic philosophy and morality) are
crucially different. Indeed, Nietzsche recognizes the important role art
plays in opposition to science when discussing the ascetic ideal in the third
essay of The Genealogy of Morals. Nietzsche remarks,
No! Don’t come to me with science when I ask for the natural
antagonist of the ascetic ideal, when I demand: “where is the
opposing will expressing the opposing ideal?” Science is not nearly
self-reliant enough to be that; it first requires in every respect an
ideal of value, a value-creating power…
This pair, science and the ascetic ideal, both rest on the same
foundation—I have already indicated it: on the same
overestimation of truth (more exactly: on the same belief that truth
is inestimable and cannot be criticized)…
[Art], in which precisely the lie is sanctified and the will to
deception has a good conscience, is much more fundamentally
opposed to the ascetic ideal than is science (GM III: 25).
Art is a “lie” from the perspective of science precisely because it is
partial and limited in only offering a perspective on reality rather than
“truth” in the overestimated sense that is embodied by science and the
ascetic ideal and criticized by Nietzsche’s perspectivism. Art’s “will to
75 Nonrepresentational art can be perspectival, too, in the sense that it expresses
something about the artist (and therefore can be said “to represent” an emotion) or elicits
some particular response on the part of the audience.
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deception,” then, has “good conscience” insofar as it presents itself as one
perspective among many and unlike dogmatic philosophy and morality,
does not try to impose itself as the perspective.
The audience, moreover, recognizes that artistic representations are
limited and partial, and in this respect art can serve a didactic purpose.
Art teaches us to “see” the world differently by allowing us to share the
perspective of the author or simply experience different perspectives
created by the artwork. Through literature or drama, for example, we
learn to empathize with characters and events that may be quite foreign to
our limited experiences.

Art, then, can be instructive as to how the

genuine philosopher is to carry out the task of reversing perspectives in
order to gain the necessary insight into the value of values. As Nietzsche
notes, “[to] have the know-how...to reverse perspectives [is] the first
reason why a ‘revaluation of values’ is perhaps possible for me alone” (EH
I: 1). Art is unique in that it often times provides this “know-how.”
Finally, art suggests a more fundamental way in which values are
created, which may be important especially when one considers the
difficulties associated with Nietzsche’s rejection of morality as the supreme
value and the subsequent revaluation of all values.

One difficulty

presented by such a radical revision of values is that there is an absence of
authority for determining how to value anew. If morality is on all fours
with other, non-moral values, then there seem to be no constraints on
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either the rank order of value or the values that one can create as a result.
One commentator states the issue quite baldly:
In the nature of things…one has no ground for choosing one mode
of behavior over another, for morality is not a question of “the
nature of things.”
How, then, does one choose between competing modes of behavior?
Nietzsche’s answer is that choice ultimately has to be made on
aesthetic grounds (Megill 1985, p. 31).
Megill goes on to delineate the essential aspects of what he refers to
as Nietzsche’s aestheticism, where the “idea of the free creativity of the
artist is decisive in this choice” (Megill 1985, p. 31). Art, according to this
view, has an “ontogenetic” attribute—it has “world-making significance.”
What comes into being does so “as a result of artistic-will.” The “given’ or
the natural world has no more significance in this process than “the blank
emptiness of the artist’s canvas” (Megill 1985, p. 31). Nature and culture
are nothing but human creations or aesthetic products. According to this
interpretation, Nietzsche thinks that the world “is a work of art that is
continually being created and recreated” and that “there is nothing either
‘behind’ or ‘beyond’ this web of illusion” (Megill 1985, p. 32).
Megill’s aesthetic reading is out of step with the dominant
naturalistic interpretation of Nietzsche that maintains that Nietzsche is
committed to the existence of natural facts, and so he is hard pressed to
reconcile his view with the large body of textual evidence that suggests that
Nietzsche often espouses psycho-physical or natural explanations of
phenomena (and eschews non-natural or supernatural explanations).
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Nevertheless, his general point is instructive for how the genuine
philosophers are to create values.
After the revaluation of values, how one reorders one’s system of
values or creates values may involve the same set of considerations as
those the artist faces. The creation of values, in other words, is like an
artistic decision in that one’s own preferences and intuitions alone govern
the choices one makes. The genuine philosopher, like the artist, is only
under self-imposed constraints when creating values—which values or
modes of behavior is a matter of preference or style.
Indeed, Nietzsche sometimes suggests that choosing one’s values or
modes of behavior is highly idiosyncratic in the same way that choosing
which color to apply to a blank canvas might be. In the passage in the Gay
Science that seems to be the inspiration for Megill’s view, Nietzsche
explicitly states his belief that the cultivation of one’s character is an
artistic endeavor:
To “give style” to one’s character—a great and rare art! It is
practiced by those who survey all the strengths and weaknesses of
their natures and then fit them into an artistic plan until every one
of them appears as art and reason and even weakness delight the
eye…In the end, when the work is finished, it becomes evident how
the constraint of a single taste governed and formed everything
large and small. Whether this taste was good or bad is less
important than one might suppose (GS 290).
According to this notion of aestheticism, one’s own taste (or sense of style)
is the consideration that governs the choices that one makes in developing
one’s character. No other constraints are operative, thus suggesting that
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the same subjective preferences that regulate artistic decisions also
regulate ethical decisions (i.e., decisions about how one ought to live).
Again, Nietzsche makes plain in Thus Spoke Zarathustra that
decisions regarding modes of behavior or ways of living are highly
subjective and idiosyncratic. To counter Christ’s claim to be “the way, the
truth, and the light,” Zarathustra proclaims, “’this is my way; where is
yours?’—thus I answered those who asked me ‘the way.’ For the way—that
does not exist” (Z III: 11).
Nietzsche’s suggestion that aesthetic choice determines which
values the genuine philosophers create or that it is simply a matter of taste
regarding which way of life we choose is problematic. This view conflicts
with Nietzsche later characterization of values as “physiological demands
for the preservation of a certain type of life (BGE 3), which, as we have
seen, is the basis for explaining how values are perspectival. It is difficult
to square Nietzsche’s view that value choices are mere preferences with the
idea that values can impose any demands on agents, physiological or
otherwise. In portraying values as “physiological demands,” Nietzsche
must be committed to the idea that there are certain external constraints
with respect to what values one chooses.

How one lives, therefore,

becomes a much more involved decision than that suggested by the
comparison with art. Ethical choices cannot be a matter of mere whim or
fancy as aesthetic choices can be. At the very least, there are certain
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restrictions imposed by our physiology that require us to behave in a
certain fashion in order to at minimum preserve life.
Additionally, the idea that value choices are akin to artistic choices
indirectly undercuts the significance of Nietzsche’s revaluation of values. I
say indirectly because Nietzsche’s critique of morality does not depend
upon the subsequent creation of values in any direct way. In other words,
the arguments that show that moral values lack universal and
unconditional status would be unaffected if Nietzsche ultimately holds
values to be subjective. The opposite would be the case for if it turns out
that values are indeed subjective, then the arguments against morality
would be bolstered by that fact since what is valuable is determined by
individual preferences and nothing more.

Values would be valid only

conditionally (on the condition that an agent prefers them) and would only
be universal if chosen by all.
Nonetheless, the importance of the revaluation of values, it seems
to me, would be undermined by the subjectivity of values because the
higher types would have no reason to create the higher moralities that
Nietzsche advocates and which presumably are the ultimate goal of the
revaluation of values. The higher types would have reason to do so only if
they share Nietzsche’s aesthetic vision. The revaluation would succeed
only in liberating the higher types from the demands of traditional
morality, without any assurances that the higher types will avoid the
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morbidity of the “last man”76 or create new values at all, save for the
exigencies of taste.
Perspectivism, happily, can help avoid this worry by suggesting
another basis for the adoption of modes of behavior or the creation of
values that differs in important ways from the one implied by the
comparison with art. As we have seen, by learning to appreciate the sense
of perspective in value judgments, the higher types recognize that agents
hold certain values because of the interests, desires, and needs of those
agents. Moreover, the higher types realize that moral values only serve the
interests of a few.

Appreciating the sense of perspective in values,

therefore, places the higher types in a better epistemic position to
recognize what is or is not desirable or in their interest. They are in a
better position because they understand that an agent has reason to accept
the judgment that a particular act is good (or right) only if their interests,
needs, or desires are promoted as a result of that action.77 As a result, the
higher types are more transparent to themselves by being better informed
and experienced to create values relative to their interests, needs, and
desires. Of course, they will also appreciate that these values are not valid
for all, but only for those who share the same interests, needs, and desires.
76 Nietzsche offers the notion of the “last man” as a possible consequence of humanity’s
realization that “God is dead.” The last men are characterized as moribund, dispassionate
about everything, and incapable of accomplishment.
77 My view is consistent with Reginster’s characterization of perspectivism about value
judgments as the view that “an agent has a reason to accept the judgment that it is good
or right for him/her to do a certain action only if there is some need, affect or desire the
agent possesses which is served or somehow furthered by the agent’s doing this action”
(Reginster 2000, p. 44).
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Understanding perspectivism contributes to the revaluation of
values by showing that if perspectivism is true, then values cannot be
universal or unconditional. The higher types gain more experience for
determining value and are better informed about what is in their interest if
they are able to pass through a wide range of perspectives, as Nietzsche
urges them to do. Perspectivism finally assists the higher types in creating
values by giving reasons for the creation and selection of certain values
over others; viz., that certain values serve their needs, interests, and
desires, and therefore, will contribute to their flourishing.
In the final chapter, I take up some of the critical issues that I
glossed over in my discussions of perspectivism and the revaluation of
values. Specifically, I examine the issue of whether there is a circularity
problem that threatens Nietzsche’s revaluation project and try to respond
to some criticisms along these lines. I also discuss whether Nietzsche’s
perspectivism leads to relativism, as many commentators have claimed.
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Chapter 4: Critical Issues
In this chapter, I consider some of the critical issues that have
dogged many commentators who have tried to defend either Nietzsche’s
perspectivism or his revaluation of values. In particular, I will address the
circularity problem that threatens Nietzsche’s revaluation of value project
(i.e., that because the values used for the revaluation are revalued as well
in the process, Nietzsche lacks authority to carry out the revaluation
project) and the issue of relativism as it relates to perspectivism in general.

THE AUTHORITY PROBLEM
One of the central difficulties with respect to the revaluation of all
values is how Nietzsche manages to re-evaluate all values without
undermining the values (or evaluative standpoint) he employs in his
revaluation efforts. There lurks a potential problem of circularity whereby
Nietzsche=s own ideals are revalued along with those he deliberately seeks
to revalue. If this is so, then one may legitimately doubt the authority of
Nietzsche=s project by questioning why anyone should take seriously his
revaluation of traditional morality if the evaluative perspective Nietzsche
assumes (and asks his philosophical kin to assume) to carry out the
revaluation is itself re-evaluated in the process or is itself subject to a
revaluation. If Nietzsche not able to secure a privileged position that is
immune from this threat of circularity, then he gives us no reason to
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believe that the values he holds have some special status.

As a

consequence, the entire revaluation project is in jeopardy. A number of
commentators have responded to this difficulty in various ways; though
for reasons that will be clear, difficulties still persist.
Leiter, for one, suggests that Nietzsche never really surmounts this
difficulty in any philosophically satisfying way.78 Nietzsche, according to
Leiter, resorts to strong rhetoric to convince his intended audience to
reject traditional morality because no good arguments are at his disposal.
Nietzsche=s metaethical commitments prohibit him from justifying his
evaluative perspective as anything more than preference, and so he can
only hope to persuade those who are disposed toward his way of viewing
things by appealing to something besides reasons.
This Asolution@ is terribly unsatisfying for the obvious reason that it
trivializes Nietzsche=s revaluation project, which he took very seriously.79
It is possible that Nietzsche was unaware of this potential problem and
took no care to develop or revise his thinking accordingly. However, this
explanation falls short given Nietzsche=s characteristic introspection and
critical acumen, and in the interest of providing a charitable interpretation
of Nietzsche, other explanations are worth considering.
Aaron Ridley confronts this challenge directly in his essay,
ANietzsche and the Re-evaluation of Values,@ wherein he develops an
account of Nietzsche=s revaluation of values that takes the circularity
78 Leiter 2002, pp. 146-155.
79 See for example TI: P and EH: 2.
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objection seriously. Ridley tries to explain what it means to re-evaluate
values and how Nietzsche=s project affects the value of our existing values
while being responsive to what he calls Athe authority problem.@

The

authority problem, simply stated, is that without securing an authoritative
position from which to re-evaluate existing values, Nietzsche=s revaluation
of values only can tell us how existing values look within the perspective of
his preferred values. His project lacks any authority then to dissuade
those who do not share Nietzsche=s perspective from holding the values he
aims to re-evaluate; or so it would seem.
Ridley begins his attempt to respond to this problem by
distinguishing the types of values Nietzsche holds from those he rejects.
Nietzsche, according to this account, rejects the notion of unconditional
value as incoherent and accepts only instrumental and intrinsic values as
legitimate; the consequence of this rejection is that no values would
appear to be immune to re-evaluation, including Nietzsche=s own values.80
Ridley attempts to surmount this difficulty by discussing five
different strategies through which one may re-evaluate intrinsic values

80 Ridley delineates five classes of unconditional value: AA value, V, is unconditional if a)
the value of V is not conditional upon any other value; b) the value of V is not conditional
upon any contingent matter of fact; c) the value of V is not relationalCits value is, as it is
sometimes put, >absolute=; d) V has the value it has necessarily: it is valuable >in itself=;
and e) V cannot be defeated by any other value@ (2005, p. 173). Though Ridley does not
present arguments to support the claim that Nietzsche rejects these kinds of values as
incoherent, we can easily see from our discussion in Chapter 3 that Nietzsche most
certainly rejects b), c), and d). Recall that in denying that values have a non-natural or
transcendent origin, Nietzsche argues that values are to be explained functionally. As
such, they are conditional, relational, and not intrinsic.
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and illustrates how these strategies relate to the authority problem.81 The
five ways are summarized as follows. Following Ridley, I will discuss each
in turn:
Showing that V, although an intrinsic value, is directly instrumental
in realising ends said to be bad, although not ends that could be
acknowledged as bad from the standpoint of the relevant way of
living.
Showing that V, although an intrinsic value, is indirectly
instrumental in realising a good end from the standpoint of the
relevant way of living.
Showing that V is indeed an intrinsic value for a given way of living,
but not one held in place by the reasons or other values that are
usually supposed.
Showing that V is indeed an intrinsic value, but is held in place by
reasons or other values that, from the standpoint of the relevant
way of living, are bad.
Showing that V, although an intrinsic value, or a set of intrinsic
values, is indirectly instrumental in realising ends that can, in
principle, be grasped as bad from the standpoint of the relevant way
of living (Ridley 2005, pp. 177-178).
Nietzsche employs the first strategy in his attempt to demonstrate
that morality is harmful for a particular type of person. As Ridley points
out, this is the strategy that most commentators usually identify as the
keystone of Nietzsche=s critique of traditional morality, and he cites Leiter
as an example. As we have seen, Leiter argues that Nietzsche=s various
attacks on morality can be unified by his overarching objection that
traditional morality has created a culture that discourages the conditions
81 Ridley claims that one can discern at least four of the five strategies in Nietzsche=s
writings.
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for the flourishing of exceptional individuals. Under this re-evaluation
strategy, traditional moral values are shown to be instrumentally bad, but
only so from a standpoint external to the perspective of traditional
morality.

Traditional morality prevents the realization of an end that

Nietzsche finds intrinsically valuableCthe flourishing of a few higher
types. And certainly the flourishing of a few individuals is not recognized
as an intrinsic value by those who hold traditional moral values.
But does this strategy avoid the authority problem? Ridley argues
that it does not for the simple reason that it is not a compelling criticism of
traditional morality that it thwarts the realization of an end that is not
recognized to be of value from the perspective of traditional morality. This
strategy only succeeds in reducing the revaluation project to a dispute over
preferences, as Leiter concedes. As I have discussed, Leiter explains away
this problem by arguing that Nietzsche intends his criticism for those who
are already predisposed to share his evaluative perspective and so does not
seek rational justification, but only psychological persuasion.

Ridley

summarizes Leiter=s position:
The point of Nietzsche=s re-evaluation, then, is simply to >alert
Ahigher@ types to the fact that= traditional morality >is not, in fact,
conducive to their flourishing=, so that they can wean themselves
away from its values and realise their potential for human
excellence. The authority problem is thus removed by restricting
Nietzsche=s audience to those for whom his re-evaluations do have
authority (Ridley 2005, p. 180).
Ridley finds Leiter=s position to be deficient and points out a
damaging inconsistency.

Leiter argues that Nietzsche resorts to his
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intense rhetoric to Ashake higher types out of their intuitive commitment
to the moral traditions of two millennia.@ But if the higher types were truly
disposed toward sharing Nietzsche=s evaluative perspective, then such
strong rhetoric would be unnecessary since they already would be
receptive to the authority of his values. Nietzsche=s use of rhetoric, to the
contrary, belies the claim that Nietzsche can achieve his revaluation by
simply articulating a shared point of view. Some sort of justification is
required.
Ridley avoids the unsavory consequences of Leiter=s view by arguing
that this first strategy for re-evaluating values is not the only one Nietzsche
employs, nor does it constitute the core of his project. He continues to
explore the other alternatives in his effort to surmount the authority
problem.
The second form of revaluation has the effect of enhancing the
value of V by demonstrating that it is also an instrumental value in
promoting an end that is accepted as valuable. He gives the example of
Nietzsche=s discussion of the ascetic priest.

Though the ascetic priest

engenders a kind of pessimism in his followers that Nietzsche criticizes, he
provides meaning to suffering, and consequently, reasons to preserve life:
AThrough [the ascetic ideal], suffering was interpreted; the tremendous
emptiness seemed filled out; the door was closed to all suicidal nihilism@
(GM III, 28). The pessimistic ideals of the ascetic priest are viewed as
intrinsically valuable by the priest and his followers, but they also are
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instrumentally valuable in preserving the way of life for which these
pessimistic ideals are valuable.
While it appears that this strategy avoids the authority problem
(since the re-evaluated value, V, is valuable for reasons internal to that
perspective), this form of revaluation is much less ambitious than the
weighty

project

Nietzsche

believed

he

had

assumed.

Merely

demonstrating that some intrinsic values have the fringe benefit of also
being instrumental values appears to fall short of what Nietzsche
envisioned. Ridley obviously recognizes that Nietzsche revaluation project
is much more extensive than this form suggests. He goes on to discuss the
third strategy for re-evaluating values.
The third form of revaluation of values proposes to demonstrate
that a value, V, is indeed an intrinsic value, but for reasons other than
usually supposed. Justice is an example of a value that Nietzsche revalues
by this method. Ridley argues that Nietzsche rejects the common notion
of justice as a formalized system of revenge whereby those injured have
recourse to retributive action. In the Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche
argues instead that justice represents the struggle against these reactive
feelings and sentiments insofar as justice requires an impersonal and
dispassionate evaluation of wrongdoing. Justice so defined is an intrinsic
value, but it is valuable because it constrains our feelings for vengeance.
Thus, concludes Ridley, in the example of justice, “the effect of the reevaluation is to re-situate an intrinsic value within a given structure of
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reasons and other values, so that, although still intrinsically valuable, it
comes to be understood as a value in that structure ‘for other reasons than
hitherto’” (Ridley 2005, p. 183).
An important comment is in order. It is not clear from Ridley’s
discussion how justice would be an intrinsic value in this case. One can
see that as a method for keeping our reactive feelings in check, justice
serves as an instrumental value.

Ridley cites a passage from the

Genealogy of Morality where Nietzsche refers to justice as “a piece of
perfection and supreme mastery on earth” as evidence of the intrinsic
value of justice (GM II, 11).

But again, as a piece of perfection and

mastery, it appears that Nietzsche conceives of justice as an instrument of
perfection and mastery over the sentiments. What is required for a value
to be intrinsic, according to Ridley’s account, is that “other things being
equal, it can, by itself, motivate” (Ridley 2005, p. 174). Certainly, there are
those who will be motivated to act in a certain fashion by the mere idea of
justice, but it seems that rather than show that justice is an intrinsic value
for “other reasons than hitherto,” Nietzsche seeks to discharge this false
belief by demonstrating that justice is an instrument of another purpose.
What truly motivates action in the case of justice is the need for mastery—
mastery over one’s sentiments and reactive feelings. The re-evaluation of
justice is to ensue once we are convinced that we were mistaken to believe
that it was an intrinsic value and become aware of its instrumentality.82
82 Perhaps this is the point Ridley intended to make. But if all that is required for
something to be considered intrinsically valuable is that an agent mistakenly considers it
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This strategy is more apparent in Nietzsche’s earlier discussions of
justice, where ironically he espouses the view of justice that he later
rejects.83 In Human, All Too Human, Nietzsche claims that justice is a
form of revenge negotiated by equal parties to mutually secure selfinterest. However, humans have forgotten the original purpose of justice
and have been trained to admire and imitate “just” actions.

In this

manner, we come to believe that justice is an unegoistic action and “it is on
this appearance that the high value accorded it depends” (HAH 92).
Nietzsche seeks to disabuse his readers of these false notions and
engender a revaluation of the value of justice by demonstrating that, in
fact, justice is a means to another end (viz., the act of revenge). Of course,
revenge has disvalue for those who occupy the moral perspective since it is
an egoistic act, making the revaluation of justice all the more horrible and
profound.
Both Nietzsche’s account in Human All-Too Human and The
Genealogy of Morals share the same strategy for re-evaluating the value of
justice despite their substantive differences. In both cases, Nietzsche
reveals that what we believe to be an intrinsic value is really an
instrumental value (or disvalue). Thus, Ridley either needs to revise his
to be intrinsically valuable (and therefore motivating), then Ridley’s emphasis on the
distinction between intrinsic and instrumental values seems superficial. Moreover, as I
have argued above, it seems to miss the point of Nietzsche’s critique of values and agents’
false beliefs. Consequently, Ridley’s contention that Nietzsche’s refinement of his critique
of morality in Daybreak allows for a “subtler and more interesting” position whereby
“moral values may, genuinely, be intrinsic values, and not merely instrumental ones in
disguise” is in jeopardy (Ridley 2005, p. 176).
83 Ridley, to be fair, recognizes this development in Nietzsche’s thinking, but does not
revise his view accordingly.
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account or adduce a different example to identify this third form of
revaluation of values in Nietzsche’s writing.
Ridley cites Nietzsche’s discussions of pity as examples of the fourth
type of revaluation and argues that, according to Nietzsche, those who
value pity do so for reasons that they would consider bad from their
perspective.

Pity, claims Ridley, is “understood as the (disrespectful)

obligation to alleviate suffering wherever possible” and is held in place as
an intrinsic value for reasons that are bad from the perspective of that way
of living itself (Ridley 2005, p. 184). The alleviation of suffering is a bad
reason for pitying, Ridley suggests, because suffering has instrumental
value that is recognized by those who supposedly value pity.
But Ridley’s account fails to explain why those who value suffering
would value pity given that pity is defined as the obligation to alleviate
suffering. What reasons would anyone who values suffering have to value
pity? Those who value pity either do not value suffering, or they have false
beliefs about the reasons why they value pity.

Fortunately, Nietzsche

provides clarification where Ridley does not.
Nietzsche claims that pity actually increases suffering in the world
since it requires those who pity to suffer along with those suffering:
he who for a period of time made the experiment of intentionally
pursuing occasions for pity in his everyday life and set before his
soul all the misery available to him in his surroundings would
inevitably grow sick and melancholic (D 134).
But to those for whom suffering is valuable this argument would
not engender the sort of revaluation that Ridley believes it would. In fact,
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it would have the opposite effect. Those who value suffering would learn
to value pity more if it is truly an instrument to increase the amount of
suffering in the world.
The problem becomes increasingly complex when one pays
attention to the fact that Nietzsche does not seem to place the same value
on suffering in the passages in Daybreak as he later does in the Gay
Science. In fact, in Daybreak he advises those that wish to help their
fellow humans to guard against feeling pity since it has harmful
consequences (viz., an increase in suffering). As a result, the strategy
Nietzsche employs to engender a revaluation of pity is structurally
dissimilar to Ridley’s fourth type of revaluation. Those who value pity do
so because they believe that it reduces suffering in the world—kind
gestures alleviate suffering, even if only momentarily—and Nietzsche’s
point is to show that these reasons are mistaken (pity only increases
suffering). Consequently, those who value pity do so for mistaken reasons,
but they are reasons nonetheless that would be considered to be as good by
those who hold them.
Fortunately, other interpretations of Nietzsche’s attack on pity can
function as exemplifications of Ridley’s fourth type of revaluation.
Solomon, for example, provides an analysis of Nietzsche’s revaluation of
pity that fits nicely within Ridley’s scheme.84 Pity involves a sense of

84 Solomon provides an excuse for commentators’ confusion over Nietzsche’s view on
pity when he explains that “Nietzsche had a substantial variety of views on pity, by no
means all coming from the same perspective” (Solomon 2003, p. 97).
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superiority and aggrandizement on the part of those who pity. Despite
appearances, pity is a selfish act, nothing more than an expression of
hypocritical self-righteousness (as Solomon puts it, “it feigns concern but
in fact gloats” [Solomon 2003, p. 96]).
Thus, this account of pity takes the requisite form for the type of
revaluation that Ridley desires. Those who value pity value it for the
selfless act of caring that it purportedly represents.

If Nietzsche is

successful in demonstrating that pity is actually a selfish act, then the
reasons that hold pity in place as a value are not reasons that would be
recognized as good by those who value pity. It is only because he expects
his readers to recognize their actual (selfish) reasons for pitying as bad
that Nietzsche thinks a revaluation of the value of pity to be possible.
Finally,

Ridley

suggests

the

following

basic

outline

as

representative of Nietzsche’s fifth form of revaluation: commitment to
intrinsic value V has the effect of inhibiting our capacity to experience
ourselves fully as agents, which is grasped as bad from the perspective of
those who hold V to be an intrinsic value. The slaves’ position prior to
their revolt against master morality exemplifies this form since the slaves,
accustomed to valuing as the masters told them, came to judge that the
noble values was in fact instrumental in realizing ends that are bad from
their perspective. Hence, the slaves accomplish the first major revolt in
values.

135

Ridley explains, “where before they had been obscure to
themselves, seeing themselves only through the nobles’ eyes, they now had
a style of valuation that allowed them to understand themselves as their
‘instinct’ for ‘self-affirmation’ required them to” (Ridley 2005, p. 187). The
slaves have successfully executed a revaluation of values in accordance
with the fifth form of revaluation.
To be sure, it is also by virtue of this fifth form of revaluation that
Nietzsche wishes us reconsider traditional morality. Slave morality, too,
has had the effect of making many of us (at least those for whom Nietzsche
has concern) more obscure to ourselves. We have become burdened, to
some degree, with the obligations of morality so that we are more
inhibited and less capable of giving expression to our native drives and
power.
Ridley concludes by suggesting that this fifth form of revaluation,
along with the second, third and fourth, escape the authority problem that
has plagued so many others’ attempt to explain Nietzsche’s revaluation of
values.85

The third and fourth forms of revaluation, after all, appeal

directly to values that are purportedly internal to those who hold the
values in question. Presumably, there will be no issue as to the validity of
the revaluing values for they are readily accepted by those whose values
are being revalued. The second form and fifth forms of revaluation do not
present a problem either, according to Ridley, because they still appeal to
85 Ridley does make a point to emphasize the fifth form of revaluation as “the most
important” (Ridley 2005, p. 189).
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standards that are internal to the way of life in question. What determines
the success of the revaluation in these instances is the quality of arguments
Nietzsche employs in making his case; the crucial point being that the
quality of the arguments will be assessed from “within the perspective of,
or on the behalf of, values that ought to be, and perhaps implicitly are,
intrinsic for any human way of living at all” (Ridley 2005, p. 190).
Ridley’s analysis is instructive in illuminating the structure of
Nietzsche’s revaluation of values and is especially helpful for our purpose
of understanding how perspectivism promotes a revaluation of values.
The account I developed in the preceding chapter can be understood as a
variation of the fourth type of revaluation.

Drawing attention to the

perspectivism in moral judgments initiates a revaluation of moral values
by showing that morality lacks the authority proponents allege it has.
Nietzsche thereby revalues the value of morality by showing that one
values morality for bad or faulty reasons. One is mistaken in believing
morality to have universal and unconditional authority given the best
explanation of moral concepts and values.
The important point is that if Nietzsche is correct that the best
explanation for moral concepts and values does not support morality’s
claims of universal and unconditional value, then the value of morality is
called into question by appealing to standards accepted by those who value
morality. It would be intellectually dishonest to continue to value morality
as universal and unconditional if such evaluations are unjustified. The
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authority problem is sidestepped because the values used to re-evaluate
the value of morality (the primary value being honesty) are accepted by
those who value morality, and the charge of circularity is avoided because
the value of these re-evaluating values are not called into question.
One may object, however, that the value of honesty is indeed
revalued along with morality, and therefore, the issue of circularity is not
avoided and the authority problem remains. In other words, those who
value morality need not value honesty after morality is revalued, and so
Nietzsche’s appeal to issues of justification and intellectual honesty to
revalue morality is ineffectual because these values, too, are called into
question. This objection should not be taken seriously for two reasons.
First, the revaluation of honesty would only occur after the revaluation of
morality, and so it is false to claim that honesty would be revalued along
with morality. Second, those tempted to appeal to this argument only do
so at the expense of Judeo-Christian morality, which holds honesty as an
important moral value.86 That is, they can abandon the value of honesty
only if they capitulate to the revaluation of morality; for to fail to value
honesty is to fail to value this conception of morality.

Either way,

Nietzsche’s revaluation of morality succeeds.
One last comment is in order. Critics of Nietzsche’s revaluation of
values point out that a much more difficult problem arises if we extend the
86 Obviously, this argument only holds for those moralities that maintain honesty as an
important moral value. One could conceive of other normative systems for which honesty
is not a value and for which this argument would be ineffectual. But again, Nietzsche’s
primary focus is Judeo-Christian morality.
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scope of the revaluation to all values, as Nietzsche often seems to propose.
In this case, the authority problem presents itself as a deeper issue than
simply whether those whose values are in question will accept the
standard used for revaluation as valid. For in this situation, it becomes
irrelevant whether or not the revaluing values are acknowledged to be
valid from within a particular perspective since these values, too, are called
into question.
But this seems to me to misunderstand Nietzsche’s revaluation
project.

While it is true that Nietzsche does often advocate for a

revaluation of all values, the manner in which all values are to be revalued
is less dramatic than what this criticism suggests. Recall from the last
chapter that in one sense the revaluation of all values occurs as the
aftermath of the revaluation of morality. Because morality is not valued as
unconditional and universal, morality no longer overrides other values. As
a consequence, the traditional rank ordering of values for many agents
(where morality had been the supreme value) is at issue and can be
reordered accordingly.
The important point is that the revaluation of all values is less
radical than a full-scale and immediate rejection of all values, which would
jeopardize Nietzsche’s project in the way critics charge. The method for
revaluing all values that I am suggesting does not necessarily lead to a
critique or rejection of all values (and the subsequent difficulties), but only
criticizes the foundational value of morality. As a result, Nietzsche avoids

139

the deeper authority problem that plagued the more radical revaluation of
all values.

RELATIVISM
The popular notion that Nietzsche is a moral and epistemological
relativist par excellence still persists despite the numerous attempts by
scholars to discredit this idea. The problem, it seems, is Nietzsche; he
makes many statements about knowledge and morality that appear to
support a relativist position.

Considerations of his perspectivism,

moreover, only muddy already murky waters. The purpose of this section,
therefore, is to provide some clarification by examining the relationship
between perspectivism and relativism and to determine whether the
charge of relativism is warranted.
Moral relativism is the thesis that: 1) that there are no universally
valid moral principles or universal standards by which all actions can be
judged; and 2) that the validity of moral principles must be assessed
relative to the particular standards of varying contexts and that the
rightness or wrongness of actions should be determined relative to these
standards.

Nietzsche’s denial that there are universally valid moral

principles and his belief that values judgments are perspectival strongly
suggest that he is a moral relativist. For reasons that will be made clear,
however, I maintain that Nietzsche is not a moral relativist in this
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traditional sense.87

To see why, it is helpful to examine the various

objections to moral relativism and to develop possible responses on
Nietzsche’s behalf.
There are at least three objections to or concerns with moral
relativism.88 First, relativism is dangerous because it threatens morality’s
ability to protect the innocents by keeping potential evildoers’ behavior in
check. If there is no privileged position from which to universally assess
the behavior of others, the critic of relativism argues, then there is no basis
for prohibiting the evil actions of those who intend malice. Hitler, for
example, is free to commit his atrocities free from judgment if relativism is
true.
The second concern with relativism is that if it is true that moral
standards do not have universal validity, then our confidence in
condemning Hitler’s actions presumably is undermined by the possibility
of a perspective in which Hitler’s actions are morally justified.

Our

condemnation of Hitler, it seems, is weakened by the existence of a moral
perspective that praises Hitler. It appears, then, that our moral judgments
regarding Hitler are unjustified and inappropriate.
Even if we are not dissuaded from judging Hitler to be wrong—
based on our insistence that Hitler’s actions are nevertheless wrong
relative to the standards of our moral perspective, the judgments of other

87 For the purpose of this discussion, I will borrow from Scanlon 1998 Chapter 8, pp.
328-361.
88 See Scanlon 1998, pp. 330-333.
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moral perspectives notwithstanding—a third related worry remains.
Moral relativism undermines the kind of authority we expect moral
judgments to enjoy.

If relativism is true, then moral judgments that

apparently contradict each other can both be valid.

Because each

judgment appeals to different standards relative to their respective moral
perspectives, however, there is no real conflict between these judgments.
Each judgment is indeed valid.
Nevertheless, that two opposing judgments can both be valid
jeopardizes the peculiar status that morality is supposed to have. Moral
judgments have authority over agents to the extent that they impose an
obligation on the agent, independent of whether the agent recognizes the
validity of the judgment or not. The judgment ‘murder is wrong’ expresses
disapproval of murderous acts, but also recommends to agents that they
share this judgment by not engaging in such activities.

Relativism

undermines morality’s normative force by allowing opposing judgments to
be equally valid, thereby diminishing the respective authority of each
judgment.
These three concerns constitute the core objections to moral
relativism. The moral relativist, then, is challenged to respond to these
criticisms by developing an account of how actions are judged right or
wrong relative to various standards yet preserves the authority of morality.
As we will see, no such defense is to be found in Nietzsche’s writings.
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How would Nietzsche respond to the criticism that if there are no
universal and unconditional moral principles, then there is no way to stop
the egregious moral transgressions of others? First, it would be a mistake
to characterize Nietzsche as indifferent to this problem.

He does not

advocate wanton cruelty or viciousness, nor is he oblivious to the threat
that the “blond beasts” pose. In fact, in the passage in Daybreak where he
denies the metaphysical presuppositions of moral beliefs, he encourages
restraint nonetheless.
It goes without saying that I do not deny—unless I am a fool—that
many actions called immoral ought to be avoided and resisted, or
that many called moral ought to be done and encouraged—but I
think the one should be encouraged and the other avoided for other
reasons than hitherto (D 103).
It remains to be seen what reasons Nietzsche believes one can
appeal to in support of certain actions and restraints. But it is important
to note that Nietzsche does not believe that his view gives license to
dissolute behavior.
An effective response to this problem, however, would be to note
that theoretical differences regarding the nature of morality have little
effect on the intentions of others. It is unlikely that Hitler would have
been dissuaded from engaging in certain behaviors because of the peculiar
nature of moral claims (in fact he wasn’t). That morality is universal and
unconditional would have little effect on the motivations of those bent on
wrongdoing; likewise if morality turns out to indeed be relative. It is a
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mistake to think any moral theory (relativism or absolutism) would have
any deterrent effect on Hitler or any other wrong-doer.89
As far as the issue of whether one can stand by one’s moral
judgments with conviction if relativism were true, Nietzsche no doubt
believes that moral practices would continue. Social conventions would
remain operative to censure those who transgress the standards of a
particular community. As one commentator notes, both master and slave
morality share the common feature that proponents of each take their
moral perspective to be true, despite their differences.90 Thus, we can
remain confident that our moral judgments condemning Hitler, for
instance, are justified even though there is the possibility of another moral
perspective that does not share our judgments.
Thus far, the responses I have offered to the criticisms of relativism
on Nietzsche’s behalf suggest that he is indeed a moral relativist.
However, it is with respect to the third concern I articulated that Nietzsche
parts company with those who wish to defend moral relativism. Recall,
that the third criticism asserts that if relativism were true, then morality
would lose its authoritative status. But as we have seen, Nietzsche does
not think that morality possesses this authoritative status. In point of fact,

89 While Nietzsche does not explicitly make this argument, it nonetheless is consistent
with other instances where he reveals his attitude toward theoretical disputes: “Even if
the existence of such a [metaphysical] world were never so well demonstrated, it is
certain that knowledge of it would be the most useless of all knowledge: more useless
even than knowledge of the chemical composition of water must be to the sailor in danger
of shipwreck” (HAH 9).
90 Solomon 2003, p. 46.
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the purpose of calling attention to the perspectivism in moral judgments is
to undermine morality’s authority, among other things. As I have argued,
Nietzsche on this issue is better understood as a moral skeptic than a
moral relativist because he does not think these types of normative claims
are justified given the explanation for their origins.91
So, how are we to make sense of Nietzsche’s conviction that there
are reasons to act in certain ways and abstain from acting in others,
though these reasons are not moral reasons per se? As the passage from
Daybreak suggests, Nietzsche does think that there are appropriate
standards of behavior relative to certain contexts, he gives no explicit
indication as to how these standards operate.
Nietzsche’s perspectivism explains the origin of morality and moral
concepts by reference to agents’ interests, needs, and desires. Moreover,
his criticism of morality as harmful to higher types demonstrates that he
believes certain actions are good or bad (i.e., harmful or beneficial) for
certain types of people. It is plausible that Nietzsche identifies standards
of behavior with those activities that are conducive to the well-being of
agents—an action is appropriate to the extent that it promotes the
interests, needs, and desires of agents and inappropriate to the extent that
it fails to promote their interest, needs, and desires.

91 The thrust of this distinction being that Nietzsche does not share the moral relativists’
agenda in defending morality on this point (i.e., that morality can be both relative and
authoritative).
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In this regard, Nietzsche is somewhat Aristotelian in his outlook, as
some commentators maintain.92 Certain activities will be conducive to
human flourishing93 and other will not because of the types of beings that
we are. As a result, there are objective goods and standards of behavior
relative to the conditions for human flourishing. The crucial difference
being that Nietzsche does not conceive the conditions for human
flourishing to be common to all members of the human species, as
Aristotle arguably does.94 As noted, Nietzsche maintains that there are
significant differences among agents to the extent that these conditions
will vary accordingly.

There are, therefore, a number of different

standards of behavior relative to the type of agents involved.95
Nietzsche is not a moral relativist because these standards of
behavior do not carry the same obligation nor purport to have the same
authority as moral standards do.96 The difference between Nietzsche and
the moralist is that for the latter, standards of behavior are in a strong
sense required.97 Obligation understood within a moral context means
92 See Solomon 2003, Chapters 4 and 5.
93 Like Aristotle, Nietzsche views human flourishing as activity, but in his case the
activity better reflects the creative processes of artists like Goethe than those of the
Athenian gentleman.
94 Aristotle does limit his investigation in the Nicomachean Ethics to virtue as defined
more or less by Athenian society, but nonetheless argues that eudiamonia is a distinctly
human state based on rational activities.
95 This helps to explain why Nietzsche suggests that, his objections notwithstanding,
slave morality is appropriate for some (see GM I: 13).
96 The difference between the kind of obligation that is definitive of morality and the type
of obligation I argue is at play for Nietzsche can roughly be understood as the difference
between categorical and hypothetical obligations.
97 It is on this basis, among others, that many scholars distinguish between morality and
ethics.
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that moral requirements override other requirements and agents are guilty
of wrongdoing if they fail to honor their obligations. For Nietzsche (and
for Aristotle), agents are required to abide by certain standards in the
sense that these standards are definitive of human flourishing. If an agent
fails to live up to these obligations, the agent merely fails to secure their
own interests, needs, and desires and fails to achieve the kind of excellence
that is appropriate for that type of person.
A similar, though less conclusive case can be made for Nietzsche’s
epistemology. The fault lies mainly with the lack of definitive textual
evidence to adequately evaluate the claim that Nietzsche is an
epistemological relativist. Nevertheless, it is apparent from the discussion
of perspectivism that Nietzsche does have relativist tendencies in his
thinking about epistemological issues. For the remainder of this chapter, I
will attempt to clarify the extent to which Nietzsche is an epistemological
relativist.
Despite the many instances of relativism, there is a general form
that unifies the different positions into a general class. This general form
states that some standard, normally understood as invariant, is relative to
something else. For example, one version of relativism maintains that
epistemological standards are relative to a cultural context in the sense
that these standards will vary from culture to culture.

Nietzsche’s

perspectivism, then, is one form of relativism since it specifies that
conceptual frameworks are relative to one’s psycho-physical makeup and
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the standards for whether a judgment is valid are relative to this
framework. Given the variations among psycho-physical constitutions, we
can expect many different perspectives that conceptualize experience
differently.98
The distinction between descriptive and normative relativism,
however, needs to be fleshed out in order to better understand Nietzsche’s
position.

Descriptive relativism is simply the empirical claim that

different groups or perspectives have different ways of conceptualizing the
world. As such, descriptive relativism remains neutral on the issue of how
to evaluate the various perspectives.

Normative relativism, to the

contrary, is the evaluative claim that truth or knowledge is relative; that is,
conceptual schema, beliefs, epistemic standards, etc. are right or wrong,
correct or incorrect relative to a perspective. It is a more substantive claim
about the nature of knowledge or truth and provides a basis for evaluating
the various perspectives in terms of their epistemic merit.99 Since it is
possible to be a descriptive relativist without being a normative relativist,

98 Again, the psycho-physical differences are manifest on many different levels and so
there can be many different levels of perspective. Nietzsche sometimes suggests that
there is a unique “human” perspective that is distinct from other species; he sometimes
suggests that the psycho-physical differences can be cut along cultural-historical lines, so
that different cultures in different historical periods will constitute their own unique
perspective; finally, Nietzsche sometimes conceptualizes the psycho-physical differences
as based upon individual “types”—the master-slave distinction being the most notable
example—which give rise to different perspectives.
99 The main difference between the two, it seems to me, is the extent to which they are
compatible with traditional (non-relative) conceptions of truth and knowledge.
Normative relativism rejects traditional notions of truth and knowledge. Descriptive
relativism is compatible with traditional notions of truth and knowledge by maintaining
the superiority of some perspectives over others or by leading to skepticism.
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we must keep this distinction in mind when characterizing Nietzsche’s
position.
The difficulty with properly assessing Nietzsche’s position on this
issue stems from the fact that, unlike with regard to morality, Nietzsche is
less concerned with articulating his own epistemology than he is focused
on

debunking

traditional

philosophical

notions.

Nietzsche’s

epistemological project is rightly characterized as fundamentally a critical
project.

There is much less textual evidence, as a result, that one

confidently can draw from to reconstruct a more robust view on
Nietzsche’s behalf.

However, in the interest of gaining a better

appreciation of Nietzsche’s view, I will sketch out a few possibilities.
The first possibility is that Nietzsche is a normative relativist. That
is, Nietzsche maintains that epistemic standards are relative to a
perspective and that differing judgments can both be valid relative to these
standards. In order to support this claim, Nietzsche would have to defend
two claims: 1) there are no objective, non-perspectival facts that we can
appeal to in evaluating the epistemic merits of different claims; and 2)
there are clear standards relative to each perspective that we can appeal to
in assessing claims made from within that perspective.
That there are no objective, non-perspectival facts that serve as
candidates for evaluating epistemic merits of different claims is
constitutive of Nietzsche’s perspectivism. Recall that (understood as the
neo-Kantian thesis about the nature of reality and knowledge)
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perspectivism articulates precisely this point.

Knowledge is always

perspectival in the sense that our experience is conditioned by our
concepts and that agents can never obtain a non-perspectival (“God’s eye
view”) position from which to assess reality.100
Whether Nietzsche believes there are clear epistemic standards to
which one can appeal in assessing the merits of claims is less clear.
Certainly, normative relativism is attractive to those who defend Nietzsche
from postmodern readings that maintain that he rejects truth or
knowledge. The difficulty with this view is twofold: 1) it is unclear what
the epistemic standards are for each perspective, and 2) such a view
weakens Nietzsche’s attack of metaphysics, morality, and religion on
epistemological grounds.
One is hard-pressed to identify the appropriate epistemic standards
for each perspective, especially given the lack of clear boundaries among
perspectives. Perspectives are loosely defined by variations in conceptual
frameworks that are determined in large part by our psycho-physical
constitutions and explained in terms of interests, needs, and desires.
Unfortunately, as we have seen, these differences aren’t so clear cut. Just
as it is difficult to clearly delineate among various cultural milieu, it is

100 Consistent with the neo-Kantian position, recall that Nietzsche need not take a strong
position either way on the existence of these objective, non-perspectival facts (or the
thing-in-itself). The claim is merely that we have no access to such facts, and so their use
as standards for assessing the epistemic merits of any claim is unwarranted.
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difficult to distinguish what unifies a particular perspective.101 Interests,
needs, and desires can be highly individuated or relatively common among
groups of individuals. To complicate matters, Nietzsche seems to accept
both possibilities.
Without a clear basis for assessing the merits of various, often
conflicting claims, this position looks less and less attractive as a
defensible epistemology. The radical proliferation of the number of valid
judgments suggested by a highly individuated perspectivism undermines
any meaningful distinction between true and false beliefs or valid and
invalid judgments.
Even if the distinction among perspectives is more clearly defined
and the epistemic standards are more identifiable as a result, a more
troubling problem remains.

Nietzsche’s criticism of speculative

metaphysics, morality, and even theology is undermined by normative
relativism. As we have seen, Nietzsche often criticizes these views on
epistemological grounds; for example, he writes, “In Christianity neither
morality nor religion has even a single point of contact with reality” (A 15).
But if Nietzsche is a normative relativist, then he must hold that
conflicting judgments or beliefs can both be valid or true relative to their
respective standards. As a result, there are possible perspectives for which
metaphysical, moral, and religious beliefs can all be true, and Nietzsche’s

101 As I argued in chapter two, there are no a priori ways available to distinguish among
perspectives. At best, we can only identify differences among perspectives by observing
the relevant differences among agents and epistemic and normative practices.
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evaluation and rejection of these beliefs on epistemological grounds (i.e.,
as false beliefs) is significantly weakened.102
As a consequence of these difficulties, descriptive relativism is a
more promising characterization of Nietzsche’s position. As an empirical
claim about the epistemological practices of different groups, descriptive
relativism remains neutral on the evaluative question.

As a result,

descriptive relativism is compatible with traditional notions of truth (i.e., a
descriptive relativist need not maintain that the standards for truth or
knowledge need to be relative to a perspective). A descriptive relativist
may maintain, therefore, that some epistemic practices are better than
others in getting things right, that no epistemic practice is better than
others, or that there is no such thing as getting it right (there is no final
fact of the matter to which we can appeal). This position allows room for
Nietzsche’s criticism of metaphysical, moral, and religious beliefs on
epistemological grounds, and is a more attractive position given the dearth
of

textual

evidence

for

reconstructing

Nietzsche’s

normative

epistemological position.
This last possibility would provide a simple answer to the question
of Nietzsche’s epistemological position, especially as it relates to
102 There is another criticism of Nietzsche’s perspectivism as it relates to relativism. The
criticism amounts to pointing out that perspectivism itself is nothing more than a
perspective, and so we should not be persuaded by Nietzsche’s view. Nietzsche
anticipates and responds to this argument in Beyond Good and Evil, “supposing that this
also is only interpretation—and you will be eager enough to make this objection?—well so
much the better” (BGE 22). The point Nietzsche is making is that it is not threatening to
perspectivism to point out that it, too, is a perspective because we only have perspectives
available to us. To require that we establish perspectivism on non-perspectival grounds is
to fall prey to the kind of epistemology that Nietzsche’s perspectivism criticizes.
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relativism, but for one problem. Nietzsche’s neo-Kantian commitments
lead him to maintain that we do not have access to non-perspectival facts
of the matter. So without this direct appeal, we still need to explain how
Nietzsche can marshal an attack on metaphysical and religious beliefs (his
critique of moral beliefs has already been discussed).
Two explanations are possible. Nietzsche could be a committed
skeptic by maintaining that because there is no ultimate fact of the matter
to which we can appeal, there is no possibility for knowledge (i.e., there is
no getting it right). This certainly would provide Nietzsche with a platform
from which to attack metaphysics and religion, and it certainly has appeal
to those who view Nietzsche as rejecting traditional notions of truth and
knowledge. But to characterize Nietzsche as a skeptic is overreaching, it
seems to me, because it limits his ability to make substantial claims about
reality and invites the kind of post-modern interpretations that most
scholars now reject.
A better alternative would be to explain Nietzsche’s perspectivism
as related to a kind of contextualism.103 Contextualism, as I am using it
here, is the epistemological position that knowledge is dependent upon the
context in which beliefs or judgments occur; specifically, it maintains that
the standards for knowledge are much higher in some contexts than others

103 A valuable research project would be to work out a more detailed and thorough
analysis of this position on Nietzsche’s behalf. Such a project, however, is beyond the
scope of the present study.

153

so that one can be said to have knowledge in one context but not in the
other.104
In this way, Nietzsche is able to remain a skeptic about
metaphysical and religious claims while accepting the validity of empirical
or scientific claims.

That is, Nietzsche’s neo-Kantian commitments

exclude the possibility of having knowledge of non-perspectival reality
because we lack any evidence for such claims (since we do not have access
to such reality because experience is always perspectival).

Thus, our

claims and beliefs are justified in certain contexts (when they are limited
to empirical reality), but not in others.
This alternative is appealing because it offers Nietzsche firm
grounding for criticizing metaphysical and religious beliefs without
inviting the unattractive postmodern interpretation.

Ascribing to

Nietzsche a contextualist epistemology is also compatible with arguments
that Nietzsche’s naturalism makes him sympathetic with the scientific
method105—scientific claims are verifiable by available evidence and are
provisional, experimental, and subject to revision.

Yet unlike some

versions of naturalism, contextualism need not appeal to bare (nonperspectival) facts to adjudicate the epistemological merits of various
claims. Consequently, a contextualist epistemology offers a viable option
for explaining how Nietzsche’s perspectivism allows him to critique
104 Contextualism differs from normative relativism in that it emphasizes the exclusion a
certain class of judgments as candidates for knowledge because they are unsupported by
the best evidence available.
105 See Clark (1990) and Leiter (2002).
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speculative metaphysics yet maintain the validity of scientific or empirical
judgments.

In this chapter, I have argued that Nietzsche’s revaluation project
avoids the authority problem because the re-evaluating values are not
revalued along with the target values, as many suggest, and that at least as
far as perspectivism plays a role, the revaluation project is much narrower
in scope than a revaluation of all values. I have suggested that Nietzsche is
a moral skeptic, not a moral relativist, because he believes that the
perspectival nature of value judgments precludes the kind of authority
necessary to be considered moral judgments, but that relativism seems
unavoidable for his epistemology.
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Conclusion
This study had three aims: to provide a general account of
Nietzsche’s perspectivism, to articulate how perspectivism relates to values
and evaluative judgments, and to show why Nietzsche placed such
emphasis on the need to recognize the perspectival nature of value
judgments. I argued that perspectivism is to be understood as a neoKantian theory of knowledge, which maintains that the cognitive
structures through which we construct phenomenal experience develop
through a historical-biological process. Values and value judgments are
perspectival to the extent that evaluative concepts are acquired through
similar processes. The explanation of the origin and functions of moral
concepts, then, contribute to a revaluation of morality by providing agents
with prima facie reasons to be skeptical of the authority of moral claims,
thus suggesting why Nietzsche thought it so important that philosophers
understand the perspectival aspect of value judgments.
Though the account of perspectivism I have developed is consistent
and unique in that it captures both Nietzsche’s epistemology and value
theory, a number of difficulties persist. These difficulties are the result of
a number of factors with which every Nietzsche scholar must contend: a
dearth of rich textual evidence and sustained argumentation by Nietzsche
with respect to these positions and a tendency on Nietzsche’s part to shift
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and revise his position on certain issues. As a consequence, the neoKantian account presented in this study is subject to a couple of criticisms.
First, with respect to the scope and number of perspectives
available to any individual, Nietzsche does not present a consist position.
In those passages in The Gay Science that I adduced in developing my
account of perspectivism in chapter 1, for instance, Nietzsche alludes to a
distinctly human perspective that is unavoidable and unchanging.

In

subsequent texts, Nietzsche suggests that perspectives are more permeable
to the extent that agents could occupy a number of different perspectives.
In fact, as I discussed in chapter 3, he suggests that experimenting with
different and numerous perspectives is a pre-condition for the revaluation
of values.
The difficulty in suggesting that perspectives are plastic in this
sense is that objective validity disappears—we can no longer refer to a
common world of experiences that constrain any interpretation because
the conditions necessary for the constitution of such experiences are
constantly shifting. If each perspective constitutes phenomenal reality
uniquely, then by occupying different perspectives, we experience different
phenomenal realities.

As such, it is difficult to see how Nietzsche’s

perspectivism is consistent with traditional notions of truth and
knowledge and consequently how one can resist the interpretation of
Nietzsche espoused by Danto (1964) that Leiter finds so objectionable.
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It would have been far better had Nietzsche made a sharp
distinction between perspective and interpretation, where perspective
refers to phenomenal reality constituted at the species level (as he
develops in The Gay Science) and interpretation refers to different
explanations of such reality.106

This distinction (“text” versus

“interpretation”) would preserve the objectivity of the phenomenal world
while allowing for different theoretical and practical understanding of
phenomena.
Second, it is not evident that there are such significant and distinct
differences

among

agents,

as

Nietzsche

suggests.

Nietzsche

overemphasizes our differences and presents an artificial abstraction in
suggesting that there are distinct “types” of human beings when in fact, no
one appears to be distinctly “higher” or “lower” but most of us are an
admixture of the two.

Consequently, the value perspectivism that

Nietzsche relies upon for his theory of value and discussion of morality is
an artifice and less descriptive of actual moral practices.
Nonetheless, I believe that Nietzsche’s perspectivism provides a
number

of

important

and

interesting

challenges

to

traditional

philosophical notions of truth, knowledge, and value. His genealogical
account of moral concepts and practices represents a sea change in our
understanding of morality, and consequently, our evaluation of it.

106 And

so when Nietzsche refers to the practice of taking up various “perspectives,” he
should have meant “interpretations” in that he really seems to refer to ways of
understanding and engaging with phenomenal reality.
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Nietzsche rightly can be considered as the progenitor of the recent
emphasis in moral philosophy that reconsiders the role and nature of
morality within the larger context of human life.107 And as Schacht (2001)
suggests, Nietzsche will always play a central role in philosophical ethics
because he forces us to reconsider the nature of normativity and provides
rich avenues for further inquiry.
The aims of this study, therefore, represent an important
undertaking—a sustained analysis of Nietzsche’s position with respect to
truth, knowledge, and values to provide an extended treatment and unified
account of perspectivism, especially as it relates to values. In so doing, I
have tried to provide a foundation that will enable us to better understand
issues relating to normativity while remaining true to the Nietzschean
spirit.

107

See Clark (2001) for a good discussion of Nietzsche’s influences in this regard.
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