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Nietzsche on morality and human nature 
 
Nietzsche gives an account of morality in non-moral psychological terms. He interprets 
moral values – and the history of their development – in terms of the will to power. In 
this handout, we introduce Nietzsche’s ideas on morality, returning to the connection 
with human nature at the end. 
 

THE ‘ATTACK’ ON ‘MORALITY’ 
The attack 
It is easy to misinterpret Nietzsche as rejecting everything about conventional morality. 
But he says 
 

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 that the one should be encouraged and the 
other avoided for other reasons than hitherto. We have to learn to think differently 
– in order at last, perhaps very late on, to attain even more: to feel differently. 
(Daybreak, §103) 

 
So the extent to which his attack will lead to different ways of acting is unclear; his 
concern is with the psychology of morality. 
 
Nietzsche has also been misinterpreted as attacking all values, which would be a form of 
nihilism. But he calls this ‘the sign of a despairing, weary soul’ (§10), refers to his new 
ideal as a morality (§202), and speaks of the duties of free spirits and the new 
philosophers (§§212, 226). 
 
What Nietzsche finds objectionable about conventional morality is that our existing 
values weaken the will to power in human beings. They are therefore a threat to human 
greatness. The moral ideal is a person who is not great, but a ‘herd animal’, who seeks 
security and comfort and wishes to avoid danger and suffering. Nietzsche’s aim is to free 
those who can be great from the mistake of trying to live according to this morality. 
 
And it is puzzling: isn’t what is valuable what is great, exceptional, an expression of 
strength and success? So how did traits such as meekness, humility, self-denial, modesty, 
pity and compassion for the weak become values? This is the question that Nietzsche 
wants to answer with his ‘natural history’. 
 
On ‘morality’ 
There are many particular existing moral systems – Kantian, utilitarian, Christian, and the 
moral systems of other religions; but Nietzsche spends little or no time defining their 
differences. He attacks any morality that supports values that harm the ‘higher’ type of 
person and benefits the ‘herd’. He also attacks any morality that presupposes free will 
(§21), or the idea that we can know the truth about ourselves through introspection 
(§§16-19), or the similarity of people (§198). But he also links these together, explaining 



 
 

the theoretical beliefs in terms of the moral values, and values in terms of favouring the 
conditions that enable one’s type to express its power. 
 
So what does Nietzsche mean by ‘morality’, the morality he means to attack? There are 
four ways we could try categorize it: 
 
1. By its values, e.g. equality, devaluation of the body, pity, selflessness; 
2. By its origins in particular motives, esp. ‘ressentiment’;  
3. By its claim that it should apply to all; 
4. By its empirical and metaphysical assumptions, e.g. about freedom, the self, guilt. 
 
We discuss these last two points below. The first two are discussed in the handout on 
‘Master and slave morality’. 
 

PARTICULARITY OF MORAL SYSTEMS 
If there were universal moral values, they would be the same for everybody, and all that a 
history of morality could do is tell us how we came to discover them and why people 
didn’t discover them sooner. A ‘history’ of morality would then be like a history of 
science. Scientific truths themselves don’t have a history, e.g. the Earth has always been 
round (since it existed at all) – so there is no history to this fact. But we can tell the 
history of how people came to believe that the Earth is round, when previously they 
didn’t believe this. But a history of morality is not like this – we can tell the story of how 
values themselves changed. 
 
Not everyone accepts this. Many philosophers argue that there are universal moral 
principles, e.g. that morality is founded upon pure reason, or that it rests upon happiness, 
and that we can know this. Nietzsche rejects this, as it assumes that there is no natural 
history of morality. In fact, this claim to universality is a specific feature of the morality 
we have inherited – it assumes that what is good and right for one person is good and 
right for everyone (§198). It does not recognise that there are different types of people, 
that what is good for one type is not good for another. But it matters who the person is 
(§221), e.g. whether they are a leader or a follower. Nietzsche is particularly concerned 
with this distinction. 
 

FREE WILL AND INTROSPECTION 
Nietzsche argues that each person has a fixed psycho-physical constitution, and that their 
values, their beliefs, and so their lives are an expression of this. A person’s constitution 
circumscribes what they can do and become, relative to their circumstances. The will, 
then, has its origin in unconscious physiological forces. A ‘thought comes when ‘it’ wants 
to not when ‘I’ want it to’ (§17), and ‘in every act of will there is a commanding thought’ 
(§19) – so an act of will has its origins in something else. And in general, whatever we are 
conscious of in ourselves is an effect of something we are not conscious of, e.g. the facts 
about our psycho-physiological constitution. Introspection, then, cannot lead to self-
knowledge (§§16, 34).  
 
And yet conventional morality requires that we make moral judgments on the basis of 
people’s motives; it presupposes that we can know, in ourselves or others, which motives 
caused an action. Even when we have clearly formed an intention, it is not (just) this that 



 
 

brings about the actual action we perform, but any number of other factors – habit, 
laziness, some passing emotion, fear or love, and so on. 
 
The idea that the will is ‘free’ is the idea that there are no causes of an act of will (other 
than the will itself) – the person can will or not will. There is no course of events that 
leads to just this act of will. The will is its own cause, a ‘causa sui’. But this ‘is the best 
internal contradiction ever devised’ (§21). Our experience of willing does not have to 
lead to this idea; so we should ask what purpose it serves. One purpose is to defend our 
belief in ourselves and our right to praise (§21).  
 
Another, more apparent in Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy of Morals, Essay I, is that we can 
and should hold people to blame for what is in their power. At the point of action, they 
could have chosen differently, we think, so we can blame them for wrongdoing. The idea 
of free will also relates to the idea that values – purely and on their own – could be the 
basis for an act of will. The will is not conditioned by anything of this world. The ‘moral 
law’ can determine the will itself. This locates moral values outside the normal world of 
causes, in a transcendent world. 
 
But Nietzsche’s attack on free will does not imply that the will is ‘unfree’ in the way that 
is meant by determinists. Whenever someone talks of being caused to act, this serves the 
purpose of denying any responsibility and reveals self-contempt and a weak will. Free 
spirits experience free will and necessity as equivalent – real creative freedom, e.g. in art, 
comes from following ‘thousand-fold laws’, a sense of necessity – it must be just like this, 
not like that (§§188, 213). We make a mistake when we oppose freedom and necessity in 
the will.  
 

MORALITY AND EVOLUTION 
Nietzsche tells several stories about how pity, self-denial and so on became values, how 
‘herd morality’ came to dominate. One is from the perspective of the ‘masters’; one is 
from the perspective of the ‘slaves’. But a third explanation draws on the role of 
evolution in forming human nature. The three stories should be seen as complementary, 
together building up the whole picture. 
 
In §199, Nietzsche writes that ‘for as long as there have been humans, there have also 
been… a great many followers in proportion to the small number of commanders… 
obedience has until now been bred and practised best and longest among humans’. He 
continues later, ‘the herd instinct of obedience is inherited best, and at the cost of the 
skill in commanding’. In evolution, what does not reproduce well does not survive in 
future generations. What enables a person to get on well with many other people will 
favour most individuals and their reproductive success – but these will be ‘herd’ instincts 
and values, because by definition, the majority are the ‘herd’. What is exceptional, what is 
great, is rare. So evolution opposes greatness and favours what is common. The kind of 
‘commanders’ the herd favours are tame, modest, hard-working and public-spirited, 
commanders who actually serve the herd rather than commanding them.  
 
Nietzsche develops the point in §268: to communicate with and understand other 
people, we have to share experiences with them. What thoughts and feelings words 
immediately bring to mind reflects our values. So people of different types will have 
difficulty understanding each other. People who are commanders will be hard for other 
people, the ‘herd’, to understand. And so they rarely procreate. If we are to breed new 



 
 

philosophers, and new philosophers are to breed the human race to become greater, we 
will have to draw on ‘enormous counterforces’ since we are in conflict with the natural 
forces of evolution.  
 
However, the constraint placed on the will to power by ‘herd’ morality has been creative; 
it is ‘the means by which the European spirit was bred to be strong, ruthlessly curious, 
and beautifully nimble’ (§188). This tension drives free spirits to overcome the ascetic 
ideal and prepare the conditions for new philosophers.  


