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Nietzsche on the will 

FREE WILL 
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).  
 
Analyse §19. 
 
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.  
 

THE ‘WILL TO TRUTH’ 
Nietzsche agues that our values support a particular kind of life, one in which we can 
achieve a maximum feeling of power (see next section). If philosophical beliefs rest on 
values, and values are expressions of power, then philosophical beliefs are also, indirectly, 
an expression of power. How are philosophers’ values are supposed to express their 
‘instincts’ and create ‘favourable conditions’ for philosophers? In fact, Nietzsche only 
hints at this idea in Beyond Good and Evil, but spells it out in his next book On the Genealogy 
of Morals.  



 
 

 
In brief, philosophy requires a lifestyle not of action but of contemplation. And as a way 
of life, philosophy requires a certain ‘ascetism’, i.e. self-discipline and a refusal to indulge 
one’s bodily desires. People who are constitutionally drawn to a life of contemplation will 
find it difficult if they are surrounded by a culture of action, of politics and business, and 
a set of values that supports these activities. They can protect their life of the mind, and 
justify their ascetism, by arguing that there are transcendent values of the mind – 
knowledge of the truth and goodness – that are greater than the values of the body and 
the world of experience and action. This enables them to maximise their feeling of power 
– over themselves (ascetism) and over others (in the first instance, in getting other people 
to respect their way of life) (On the Genealogy of Morals, III §§7-9). 
 
We can now interpret §1. Philosophy is wrong to think that it is an expression of the ‘will 
to truth’, as other values come into play. Second, making the discovery of truth ‘at whatever 
cost’ one’s guiding value is itself an expression of the ascetic ideal. It elevates knowledge 
(mind) over action (body), and expresses a willingness to bear the ‘cost’ of the truth. The 
truth can be unpleasant and its discovery arduous. So what is the value of ‘will to truth’? 
Why do we prefer truth to untruth, uncertainty, ignorance? In fact, Nietzsche argues, 
often we don’t, but we say that we do, i.e. we hold truth to be a value, even if we do not 
always act according to that value. So what does truth as a value do for us? 
 
Nietzsche is immediately aware of the paradox of this question – he wants to know the 
truth about the will to truth! So he is expressing the will to truth in asking the question. In 
raising the question, the questioner is asking about himself. But the question, Nietzsche 
says repeatedly, is dangerous. How much are we really willing to risk in looking for an 
answer? Nietzsche argues that the will to truth originates in a kind of self-deception (§2). 
It presents itself as driven by the value of truth alone (as though this has no relation to 
anything else), but in fact, it is part of a set of values that seeks to protect conditions in 
which certain kinds of people, such as philosophers, can live the kind of live that 
maximises their feeling of power. 
 
A brief reflection 
What are we to make of Nietzsche’s argument? First, are we being encouraged to try to 
do philosophy without imposing our values on the world? Not at all – in fact, this is not 
possible, says Nietzsche. But we should not lack the courage to see that this is what we 
are doing. The new philosopher, the philosophers of the future, will explicitly set out to 
be the creators of values. Unlike the values of the past that have all concealed their 
origins, the new values will explicitly and openly express the will to power. 
 
Second, is Nietzsche’s critique accurate and fair? In many instances, it is not. For 
instance, it is often over-simplified. But we must remember that Nietzsche is inviting us to 
think of philosophy differently, suspiciously, in relation to the idea that even 
philosophers are a kind of animal, and there are facts about how any animal is motivated 
to express its power. He is not trying to prove to us (using traditional philosophical 
arguments) that philosophy is as he says it is. His rhetoric is part of his method. 
 
So what about his ‘factual claim’ that all animals try to create favourable conditions in 
which to express their ‘power’? We have seen no support for it yet; we discuss it in ‘The 
will to power’, where we also look at further objections to his analysis of philosophy. 
 



 
 

THE WILL TO POWER 
The will to power is perhaps the key concept in Nietzsche’s philosophy. It is strongly 
connected to his concept of ‘life’. So in Beyond Good and Evil §13, Nietzsche says ‘A living 
being wants above all else to release its strength; life itself is the will to power’. And he 
claims that ‘all animals… strive instinctively for an optimum combination of favourable 
conditions which allow them to expend all their energy and achieve their maximum 
feeling of power’ (On the Genealogy of Morals, III §7). Each form of life has a particular 
constitution, with its instincts having different strengths, such that certain conditions will 
favour its form of life. This brings different types of life into conflict with each other, as 
each wants different conditions to prevail: ‘life itself in its essence means appropriating, 
injuring, overpowering those who are foreign and weaker’ (§259), though this language 
suggests that such activity is immoral, when it is simply a function of being alive.  
 
And ‘life’ does not refer just to biological life; the same is true of societies, of classes 
within society, wherever we find different ‘types’ of people. The ‘original fact of all 
history’ is that society originates in and is based upon ‘exploitation’. History is, then, a 
history of the forms of life through which the will to power has been expressed, the 
various moralities, values, social institutions and structures and cultures. The will to 
power, claims Nietzsche, even underpins philosophical theories. 
 
So what exactly is the will to power? There are three possible interpretations:  
 
1. Metaphysical: that everything that exists is the will to power;  
2. Organic: that the will to power is specifically related to all life; 
3. Psychological: that it is related to living creatures with a will. 
 

THE METAPHYSICAL INTERPRETATION 
Two passages in Beyond Good and Evil seem to support the metaphysical interpretation, 
§22 and §36. In §22, Nietzsche argues that the scientific idea of ‘laws of nature’ is an 
interpretation driven by the value of equality. Someone could just as easily ‘read out of 
[nature] the ruthlessly tyrannical and unrelenting assertion of power claims’. But 
Nietzsche does not say that such a reading would be more correct or that we should read 
nature in this way.  
 
In §36, he raises this question 
 

Assuming that nothing real is ‘given’ to us apart from our world of desires and 
passions…may we not…ask whether this ‘given’ also provides a sufficient 
explanation for the so-called mechanistic (or ‘material’) world… as a world with 
the same level of reality that our emotion has – that is, as a more rudimentary form 
of the world of emotions… – as a preliminary form of life? 

 
Nietzsche has argued repeatedly that how we understand what appears depends on our 
perspective, which embodies our values, which originate in our instincts. We cannot go 
beyond the reality we experience, grounded in our instincts, to some ‘deeper’ reality. So 
can we understand the physical world in analogous terms? The hypothesis to be tested is 
whether ‘all mechanical events, is so far as an energy is active in them, are really the 
energy of the will’. If so, and if the will is the will to power, then we could say that all 
energy is the will to power.  
 



 
 

But is Nietzsche asserting that this is how we should understand the world? Some 
support is given to this reading by his remark in §12 – that Boscovich has demonstrated 
that we should give up the idea of ‘atoms’ of substance in physics. Boscovich, an 18th-
century physicist, argued that matter is comprised of force fields. Is Nietzsche suggesting 
that each force field is essentially a drive to expand its field and so increase its power 
relative to other force fields? Some philosophers have interpreted Nietzsche this way, but 
there are three good reasons to resist. First, Nietzsche says that the question comes down 
to ‘whether we believe in the causality of the will’, then arguing that it is the only form of 
causality. But he explicitly rejects both causality (as real) and the causality of the will. In 
§21, he says that ‘“cause” and “effect” should be used only as pure concepts, as 
conventional fictions for the purpose of description or communication, and not for 
explanation’. If we think the world ‘itself’ contains causation, which the metaphysical 
interpretation claims, we project our concepts mistakenly onto it. In §§16 and 19, he 
argues that willing is a highly complex phenomenon, that it depends on what happens 
outside our consciousness and outside our control. ‘Willing’ is not something we can 
identify as the truth about reality. 
 
Second, Nietzsche repeatedly rejects the projection of philosophical theories onto nature 
(§9, §16, 21, 22). In an earlier work, he explicitly claims that will is only to be found in 
creatures with an intellect and that the idea of will ‘has been turned into a metaphor 
when it is asserted that all things in nature possess will’ (Human, All Too Human, II §5). It 
would be very curious for him, therefore, to take his idea of will to power and project it 
onto nature. 
 
Third, as discussed below, he claims that some forms of life can ‘lack’ the will to power.  
 

THE ORGANIC AND PSYCHOLOGICAL INTERPRETATIONS 
The organic interpretation has a stronger basis in the text – Nietzsche explicitly asserts 
that life is the will to power (§§13, 259). Will to power would then be the force that 
distinguishes what is living from what is inanimate. But if by ‘life’ Nietzsche means life in 
the biological sense, he is still projecting a psychological theory onto nature. And we 
have just seen that he asserts that only creatures with an intellect possess will – which 
excludes all forms of life that are not animals. Furthermore, Nietzsche talks of societies 
being ‘alive’ and exhibiting the will to power (§259), which again indicates that ‘life’ is not 
meant biologically. So what does he mean ‘life’ in this context? 
 
One passage in particular helps: ‘Life itself is…the instinct for growth,… for power: 
where the will to power is lacking there is decline. It is my contention that all the 
supreme values of mankind lack this will’ (Antichrist §6). The will to power cannot be life 
in the biological sense if something alive, such as the human race, can lack the will to 
power. In the sense of ‘life’ used here, somewhat paradoxically, some forms of life (and 
some values, such as the ascetic ideal) fail to express or value life. This is the sense in 
which we talk of someone as ‘full of life’ or as ‘rather lifeless’. The psychological 
interpretation of ‘will to power’ is therefore best, bearing in mind that for Nietzsche 
psychology is very firmly rooted in physiology, in biology. It also fits with Nietzsche’s 
use of the idea of will to power in providing accounts for a wide variety of human 
behaviour and thought. 
 
The will to power is the basic character of our drives or instincts. The essence of a drive 
is to assert itself. To do so successfully, to achieve expression, is for it to have power. 



 
 

Power is not a separate aim of the drives. In asserting itself, each drive comes into 
competition with others, and with the drives of other individuals. And so drives are 
always in relations of power to each other. 
 
The will to power is not, therefore, a will to political power, although this may be one 
form it can take. Instead, Nietzsche understands its greatest expression to be a genuine 
creativity – of art, of insight, and of course, of new values.  
 
What does the will to power explain? 
Is the will to power meant to explain all human behaviour? If so, how can we understand 
the passage quoted above from Antichrist §6? Does ‘lacking’ mean ‘absent’ – so not all 
actions and values exhibit the will to power? Or does it just mean ‘weak’? Nietzsche says 
that the supreme values of mankind, i.e. the ascetic ideal, lack this will; but he also argues 
at length that the ascetic ideal is an expression of the will to power. A better 
interpretation is to say that the ascetic ideal does not express the will to power forcefully, 
that in such people as adopt it, the will to power is weak. The will to power manifests 
itself throughout all human life for Nietzsche, but in differing strengths. 
 
Objection 
We can challenge Nietzsche’s claim that so much, if not all, of human life – actions, 
thoughts, values – can be understood in terms of the will to power. First, would we not 
do better to say that, e.g. decadence, despair, and passivity are not will to power at all 
(rather than weak forms of it)? But what force combats the will to power, and can even 
overcome it? Nietzsche leaves us with a very incomplete understanding here. Second, can 
we accept that all love and thought are expressions of will to power? Even if they are, are 
they to be understood as nothing more?  
 
But does Nietzsche wants to claim they are ‘nothing more’ than the will to power? Or 
only that the will to power is one very powerful and much overlooked factor in human 
behaviour? I suggest that Nietzsche approves of those understandings and expressions – 
of love, of thought – that fit with and express the will to power, without necessarily 
concluding that they are nothing but the will to power. 
 

THE WILL TO POWER, PHYSIOLOGY AND PSYCHOLOGY 
Nietzsche emphasises that we cannot be ‘great’ simply through aspiration or education: 
‘There is no way to efface from a person’s soul what his ancestors best and most 
regularly like to do… It is simply impossible that a person would not have his parents’ 
and forefathers’ qualities and preferences in his body’ (§264). However, this quotation 
reveals Nietzsche’s poor understanding of evolution (evolution was itself poorly 
understood at the time Nietzsche wrote). He subscribes to a form of Lamarckism, the 
theory that the characteristics an organism acquires in its lifetime, e.g. certain 
preferences, can be passed on to its offspring. We now know this to be false. You inherit 
traits from your parents via genes, and the genetic code is not altered by their behaviour. 
So you do not carry your ancestors’ preferences in your ‘body’. 
 
But Nietzsche doesn’t distinguish biological inheritance (via the genes) from social 
inheritance (e.g. he sometimes refers to ‘races’, sometimes to ‘classes’, sometimes just to 
‘types’) – and there is a strong tendency for people to have the same values and 
preferences as their parents (see also §194). He is concerned with the idea of inheritance 



 
 

in general, not biological inheritance specifically. His mistake, perhaps, is to connect the 
psychological aspect of inheritance too closely to the physiological. 
 
However, this forms an objection. If there is a gap between genetics (physiology) and 
psychology, then the ‘will to power’ is not as connected to ‘bloodlines’ as Nietzsche 
claims. Social circumstances, rather than biological history, will be far more important for 
strengthening someone’s will. We therefore need to reconsider his claim that we are each 
a ‘psycho-physiological type’. If psychological types, e.g. having a strong or weak will, 
having the instinct for commanding or obeying, are not based in physiology, then we 
need to reinterpret many of his analyses and criticisms of people with weak will. For 
example, sceptics are not sceptics because they suffer from a physiological complaint of 
‘bad nerves’ (§208).  
 
Furthermore, if a strong will to power is not based in a healthy physiology, a weak will in 
a sickly physiology, then Nietzsche’s claims about life itself being the will to power must 
be reconsidered. It seems his views on the will to power are not reflections of what is 
‘necessary’ for (physiological) life itself, but value judgments that we can question. 
 
This is too quick. Suppose the ‘vitality’ Nietzsche values is a psychological vitality, not a 
physiological one. As human beings, we are not concerned with, nor do we value, mere 
physiological life. A human life is a psychological life – to lose our minds is to lose 
everything, we may think. If Nietzsche can defend the idea of psychological types, 
perhaps he can meet these objections. For example, in §200, he speaks of the 
degeneration that occurs when the ‘races’ are mixed. But his concern is that such a 
person embodies contradictory values, and so feels in conflict with himself. As a result, 
his idea of happiness will be tranquillity. A stronger person, he continues, will exercise 
his will to power to make something productive of the tension within him. So while 
Nietzsche bases his remarks in ‘race’, his concern is psychological throughout. We can 
read the story of mixed ‘races’ in terms of mixed value systems instead.  


