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VALUING FROM LIFE’S PERSPECTIVE

Nietzsche clearly had problems with moralizers. He believed that, generally, those who

advocate one lifestyle over another are doing nothing more than revealing their own

psychological pathologies:

Finally, let’s consider how naïve it is in general to say, “Human beings should be

such and such!” Reality shows us a captivating treasury of types, the exhuberance

of an evanescent play and alteration of forms. And some pathetic bystander of a

moralist says to all this, “No! Human beings should be different”? … He even

knows how human beings should be, this sanctimonious sniveler; he paints himself

on the wall and pronounces, “ecce homo!”…(TI 5, 6)1

From passages such as this one, we might well conclude that Nietzsche was an anti-realist

about moral values: values are relativized to individuals, or to certain perspectives, and

nothing is morally valuable in and of itself.2 Support for this conclusion can also be found

in Nietzsche’s numerous remarks about values being inherent in a perspective, or about a

perspective being nothing more than a certain structure of values.

But at the same time, of course, Nietzsche’s philosophy is rife with valuations. He

argues that the history of western civilization is the history of a sick and slavish morality,

and he claims that his supreme project is a “revaluation” of all values -- not a rejection or

denial of all values. One might initially suppose that Nietzsche only intends to express his

own values, or his own perspective. But it is hard to believe that he meant his moral critiques

only as statements of his own opinion, with which others could respectably and legitimately
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disagree.3 Many of his trenchant criticisms strongly suggest that he believed his own

valuations had a special grounding the others lacked. But what could this grounding be?

The passage quoted above continues with a suggested answer:

Morality, insofar as it condemns on its own grounds, and not from the point of view

of life’s perspectives and objectives, is a specific error for which one should have no

sympathy….

The suggestion is that a morality which condemns “from the point of view of life’s

perspectives and objectives” is not an error, and so presents a legitimate set of values. But

what can it mean to value from the perspectives and objectives of life? How can “life” have

a perspective?

Recent commentators have grounded Nietzsche’s valuations in a “will-to-power”

metaphysic. According to this metaphysic, the world is composed of a plurality of drives,

each of which naturally seeks its own growth, strength, and power. Some of these drives

become corrupted and are turned against their own flourishing; these are the reactive or sick

drives which promote all the moral valuations of which Nietzsche is so sharply critical. But

Nietzsche’s own values are based upon healthy drives which seek their own flourishing. So,

according to Schacht (1983), the success or failure of a moral system to promote the will to

power is the basis for Nietzsche’s evaluation of that system.4 Similarly, Richardson (2004)

maintains that the real values, according to Nietzsche, are the ones that agents will self-select,

once they have diagnosed and compensated for all of the sick ways in which their cultures

and traditions have turned healthy drives against themselves.5 But the will-to-power

metaphysic has a troubled status in Nietzsche’s philosophy. Most of the evidence for

thinking that Nietzsche subscribed to a robust will-to-power metaphysic is found in notes

he didn’t want published.6 Moreover, there is a general problem with ascribing any robust

metaphysical system to Nietzsche, given his general antipathy toward such projects: “I
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distrust all systematizers and stay out of their way. The will to a system is a lack on

integrity” (TI 1, 26).7

It would be helpful, then, to make sense of “life’s perspectives and objectives”

without recourse to the will-to-power metaphysic, and that is the aim of this paper. I will

first argue that a theoretical entity -- “Life” -- could be constructed in such a way as to have

a perspective and play the role required in Nietzsche’s adjudications of value. Then I will

explain how, in Nietzsche’s philosophy, this theoretical entity is to be understood: namely,

as an heuristic for modeling processes we don’t fully understand, according to Nietzsche.

1. “Life,” the theoretical entity

Without worrying just now about the legitimacy of such an entity, let us see what sort of

features a theoretical entity called “Life” must have in order to have a perspective and do

the philosophical work Nietzsche requires of it.

We will begin with the question of what it is to be a perspective-bearing entity.

Broadly, we can identify two necessary features which are jointly sufficient for having a

perspective. First, an entity must be capable of placing an interpretation on experience. This

need not require that the entity be conscious, but it does require that at least some of the

entity’s behavior be best explained by adopting a low-level intentional stance toward it. In

other words, the entity’s behavior must be best understood and explained (at least

sometimes) on the basis of how it represents the environment to itself. This will clearly

exclude all simple inanimate objects, but arguably will include any entity that is sensitively

attuned to changes in its environment, such as corn plants, wasps, and some robots. Second,

the entity must have interests, or preferred outcomes in its experience. These interests are

revealed by dispositions to behavior: specifically, an entity with interests tends to behave so

as to bring about a particular outcome, and strives to bring about that outcome in different

ways, depending on the circumstance.8 In short, the entity can be usefully regarded as



4

“striving” toward certain outcomes. Any entity with a perspective both interprets and has

interests, and any entity which both interprets and has interests has a perspective. We

should further note (since it will become important shortly) that all living things have a

perspective, on this understanding, since living things must interpret their environments and

have interests in order to sustain themselves as living things. (Some complex things usually

regarded as nonliving -- such as chess programs and national economies -- may also count

as having perspectives, depending on further specifications of the details of “interpreting”

and “having interests.” We need not take up that task here.)

Now let us postulate an entity, “Life,” which behaves in the following ways. (1) It

classifies every other entity in the world as either perspective-bearing or non-perspective-

bearing. (2) It ignores all non-perspective-bearing entities. (3) Among all the perspective-

bearing entities, it classifies their interests as either (a) likely to bring about an increase in

the strength or number of perspective-bearing entities, or (b) unlikely to do so. And (4) it

strives to promote interests in the (a) category. So, to put the proposal in simpler terms: Life

strives to promote entities with perspectives, as well as the particular interests which promote

entities with perspectives. Clearly, on this proposal, Life both interprets and has interests,

and so, on our understanding, it has a perspective.

Life, so described, might sound like an implausible theoretical entity, but in fact

something like it was proposed by mid-19th-century biologists whom Nietzsche read and

studied with some enthusiasm. Moore (2002) cites Ernst Haekel, Wilhelm Roux, and

William Rolph as all promoting a kind of hylozoism, which maintained that living things are

driven by an internal force or striving toward life and power. This force had no goal other

than the promulgation of life. Such an internal force was believed to be a necessary

supplement to Darwinian evolution, since it was difficult to see in the 19th how else to

explain the apparently teleological drives present in organisms. The drives were explained

through a force that was inherently teleological, and present wherever life is found.
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We can now turn to the philosophical work Life is supposed to do in Nietzsche’s

adjudication of moral values. This can be explained quite straightforwardly. Nietzsche’s set

of values are aimed at promoting Life’s interests, but the great majority of human moral

systems, he argues, have been and are antithetical to Life:

All naturalism in morality, that is, all healthy morality, is ruled by an instinct of life

…. Anti-natural morality, that is, almost every morality that has been taught,

honored, and preached up to now, instead turns precisely against the instincts of life

-- it is a sometimes hidden, sometimes loud and bold condemnation of these

instincts. (TI 5, 4)

On our interpretation, this is just to say that the interests promoted by traditional morality

tend not to promote the numbers and strength of perspective-bearing entities. Nietzsche’s

own set of values will promote them, and that, he believes, is what makes his values healthy

(or in other words, “Life-advancing”).

It is clear why the interests of Life would be shared by all healthy living things, since

all living things, as we noted, are perspective-bearing entities, and Life strives to promote

them and their strength. Of course, it is theoretically possible (and, as Nietzsche would say,

“all too human”) for a living thing to condemn Life’s interests, and hence behave in a way

that is contrary to the living thing’s own interests as a living thing. This, Nietzsche writes,

“is just one of life’s value judgments,” made by a “declining, weakened, tired, and

condemned life” (TI 5, 5). This is a case of which, as we saw earlier, Nietzsche would say

that “Morality, insofar as it condemns on its own grounds, and not from the point of view

of [L]ife’s perspectives and objectives, is a specific error for which one should have no

sympathy…” (TI 5, 6).

Furthermore, this interpretation raises just the right sort of question about

Nietzsche’s criticisms of morality: namely, whether it is fair to say that traditional moral
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systems do not promote the strength and numbers of perspective-bearing entities. After all,

it could be argued, Christianity must have had something going for it, given its success in

taking over the hearts and minds of scores of generations, and given the aggressive growth

of the power of the Church. But this is the sort of question which frequently worries

Nietzsche: specifically, to what extent our “errors,” that is, mistaken sets of values, have in

fact been beneficial for us as a species, and perhaps necessary for the insights people like

Nietzsche came to possess.9 When Nietzsche criticizes traditional moral systems, it cannot

be because they only serve to drive life forms to extinction. Rather, it is because they

promote Life’s interests only in backward, less efficient, or accidental ways. People like the

Christian ascetics and Pascal are powerful perspective bearing entities, Nietzsche admits, but

they would be all the more powerful if they were to drop their Christian values and align

their efforts directly with the perspectives and objectives of Life.

2. Life as an heuristic

But it may be objected that the postulation of Life as a perspective-bearing entity is just as

speculatively metaphysical as the will-to-power metaphysic. In order to avoid turning

Nietzsche into a “systematizer,” the postulation of Life has to be made less metaphysical in

some way. The proper way to deflate it, I shall suggest, is to see the postulation of Life as a

useful heuristic.

Nietzsche often employs insights gained through science to criticize philosophical

conceptions of human nature.10 Typically, his strategy is to give a naturalized account of the

historical, ideological, or psychological forces driving particular philosophers or religious

thinkers to their conclusions. But at times he also is willing to extend the same sort of

critique to scientists as well. In BGE 22, for example, he indicts the physicists’ precept that

nature must conform to laws as issuing from “the democratic instincts of the modern

soul,” and when he considers their possible rejoinder that Nietzsche’s own will-to-power
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hypothesis is also “only interpretation,” he responds “well, so much the better.”11

Nietzsche was too circumspect not to see that the criticisms he applied to philosophers

apply as well to any human trying to understand the world, and he was wary of any attempt

to describe the overall character of the world or the causality operating within it.12 Still, he

thought that science (in its ideal form) at least had the virtues of tying its conclusions to

observations, and of regarding its central claims merely as hypotheses, leaving room for

revisions or rejection in the future. Furthermore, he saw utility in any hypothesis that was

likely to act as a counterbalance to moralizing tendencies of human thought. In this way, he

regarded his will-to-power metaphysic as an hypothesis that opens the door to “dangerous

knowledge,” meaning the consideration of possibilities that are systematically obscured by

traditional morality (such as the possibility that “the emotions of hatred, envy, covetousness,

and lust for domination” may be “life-conditioning”).13 In other words, the hypothesis is

valuable not just because it might be true, but also because of the mind-broadening effect it

has on people who use it as a model.

This, I suggest, is the proper context in which to see the postulation of Life.  Today

we can readily see the postulation as thoroughly implausible scientifically. It was less

obviously implausible in Nietzsche’s day, but as we have just seen, Nietzsche would still

regard the postulation with a strong degree of suspicion. Still -- for all its implausibility --

Nietzsche would see the postulation as a useful hypothesis. For, first of all, it does manage

to model at some level a phenomenon of biology: that life tends to find a way to promote

itself, whether in the reproductive strategies of organisms or the growth of species to fill any

available niche. And, second of all, it provides a natural framework, as opposed to a

transcendent one, for the adjudication of value. Whether a moral value is truly valuable

depends on whether it accords with a natural phenomenon, or the striving of Life to promote

perspective-bearing entities. No appeal to any god or thing in itself is required, and a “life-

force” of some kind is the right sort of placeholder for some future, natural account.
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Indeed, this last point shows what advantage postulating Life has over the will-to-

power metaphysic. Nietzsche’s unpublished thoughts about the will-to-power metaphysic

have encouraged several commentators to ascribe a serious, honest-to-goodness systematic

metaphysics at work in Nietzsche’s philosophy.14 This is because it is formally similar to

other metaphysical systems like Schopenhauer’s, but it is different enough materially from

those other systems to make it seem like another effort of the same kind. But Nietzsche’s

frequent and acerbic criticisms of metaphysicians should discourage us from reading him as

proposing yet another metaphysical system. The postulation of Life, on the other hand, is

more obviously only a guiding hypothesis, or a heuristic to encourage us to naturalize our

values. It is perhaps for this reason that Nietzsche, in his published works, makes free and

frequent appeals to the perspectives and objectives of life, but mentions the will to power

only on special rhetorical occasions.

Still, one might now wonder whether Life, recognized as a heuristic, can still do the

philosophical work Nietzsche expects from it. Consider the objection this way. Nietzsche

criticizes moralizers for taking merely their own perspectives and objectives as sufficient

warrant for universal claims about value. Now Nietzsche introduces a different perspective -

- that of Life -- as the one best suited for adjudicating among values. But this perspective is

admittedly merely hypothetical, and only a heuristic. Why then think it is any better than

any other perspective?

Nietzsche’s answer to this objection seems to be that the perspective of Life is better

than other perspectives only insofar as it is more broadly shared among living things.

Christian or Kantian values cannot plausibly be rooted in natural biological values,

Nietzsche thinks, but Life’s values can. This is not to say that Life’s values are

demonstrably objective or universal in any broader sense. Nietzsche thinks we are simply

incapable of gaining any broader perspective of values than that of Life:
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One would have to occupy a position outside life, and on the other hand to know it

as well as one, as many, as all who have lived it, in order to be allowed even to touch

upon the problem of the value of life: these are reasons enough to grasp that, for us,

this problem is an inaccessible problem. When we speak of values, we speak under

the inspiration, under the optics of life: life itself is forcing us to posit values, life

itself is valuing by means of us, when we posit values … (TI 5, 5)

Our broadest possible arena for making value judgments is the perspective of Life. Since we

cannot stand “outside life,” and experience any broader arena, we cannot make any

judgment about the value of Life, or whether we ought to value Life’s values. Life’s values

may thus be seen not as perfectly objective, but as massively intersubjective, as they are

meant to apply to all living things qua living things. If it is at all legitimate to think of living

things qua living things -- that is to say, if the distinction between living and non-living is

grounded in anything real, and if all living things may be said to have certain interests in

common -- then Nietzsche’s heuristic is a defensible strategy for adjudicating among moral

values.
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1 References are standard abbreviations of Nietzsche’s published books, followed by

section number or by chapter and section number. Translations are those listed in the

bibliography.
2 GS 301: “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.”
3 But for a plausible defense of a view like this, see Leiter 2002: 146-61.
4 See Schacht 1983: 396.
5 See Richardson 2004, especially chapter 2.
6 See Mottinari 1982, and a summary of the relevant findings in Leiter 2002:139.
7 Clark 1990 also raises further problems for squaring the will-to-power metaphysic with

other elements of Nietzsche’s philosophy; see especially chapter 7.
8 See Richardson’s helpful discussion of the plasticity of drives (2004: 74-5).
9 See, for example, GS 115, 120, and 307.
10 This is a central theme throughout many of Nietzsche’s works, but see, for example, HH,

volume 1, chapter 1; BGE, part 1; TI, chapters 1 and 2.
11 See also BGE 14: “It is perhaps just dawning on five or six minds that physics too is

only interpretation … and not an explanation of the world,” and GS 344: “But you will

have gathered what I am driving at, namely, that it is still a metaphysical faith upon which

our faith in science rests….”
12 See especially GS 109, 110.
13 BGE 23.
14 See especially Richardson 1996.


