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The Will to Power

That I must be struggle and a becoming and an end
and an opposition to ends—ah, whoever guesses what
is my will should also guess on what crooked paths it
must proceed.

Whatever I create and however much I love it, soon
I must oppose it and my love; thus my will wills it.

—thus spoke zarathustra, ii 12

Most of Nietzsche’s later works are explicitly related to his project of
a “revaluation of all values.” On the Genealogy of Morals, for in-
stance, offers three “preliminary studies” for such a revaluation (EH,
III “On the Genealogy of Morals”), and The Anti-Christ is its first
installment (EH, III “The Twilight of the Idols” 3). And the notebooks
from the last two years of Nietzsche’s productive life offer a large
number of more or less detailed sketches for a major book devoted to
this project. If we are to believe the various plans for its execution
Nietzsche left us, as well as the parts of it he actually completed, the
project of revaluation is supposed to take place under the aegis of the
will to power. Thus, the title of Nietzsche’s late book project is most
often: “The Will to Power: Attempt at a Revaluation of All Values”
(GM, III 27; cf. WP 69n). Some of the projected plans for the book
present the will to power as the “principle” or “standard” of this re-
valuation (for instance, KSA 7[64]; WP, 391; cf. Preface 4, 674). And
The Anti-Christ, which undertakes this project in earnest, opens with
a repudiation of traditional conceptions of happiness and the claim that
the good is “all that heightens the feeling of power, the will to power,
power itself in man” (A 2). The main objective of the present chapter
is to offer an interpretation of the doctrine of the will to power.

Few of Nietzsche’s ideas have been more maligned. The most explicit
recent forms of discontent concern the theoretical standing and scope
of the doctrine. In declaring that the will to power is the objective
“essence of life” (BGE 259; GM, II 12; A 6), or even of the “world”
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(WP 1067), Nietzsche appears to be making a claim about what the
world is “in itself.” The special standing this confers to the doctrine
places it in conflict with the strictures of both his perspectivism and his
empiricism. On the one hand, if all knowledge is perspectival, it is
partial and bears an ineradicable subjective tinge, and so no theory
may claim to capture the objective and complete “essence” of the
world. On the other hand, Nietzsche also maintains that any legitimate
claim to knowledge must be based on sensory evidence, but the degree
of generality and abstraction of the doctrine of the will to power risks
dissolving any possible link to empirical evidence and so deprives it of
epistemic legitimacy. Various proposals have been made to resolve these
apparent conflicts.1

Nietzsche also often gives the doctrine an all-encompassing meta-
physical scope. He presents the will to power as “the essence of life,”
and he once declares that “This world is the will to power—and
nothing besides!” (WP 1067). Besides inviting charges of anthropo-
morphism, the doctrine in this form has also appeared to be just an-
other instance of the wild-eye speculation not untypical in nineteenth-
century German metaphysics, which simply does not merit serious
attention. To appease this sort of discontent, some scholars have pro-
posed to view the will to power as a doctrine about human motivation,
the study of which belongs to empirical psychology (BGE 23).2

The deepest and most enduring source of discontent, however, affects
the doctrine even when its standing has been reconciled with both per-
spectivism and empiricism, and when its scope has been limited to
human psychology. It is created by a particularly inviting interpretation
of power in terms of control, or domination (as in “an agent has power
over someone or something”). To will power, in this interpretation, is
to seek to control or dominate. The implications of this interpretation
(for example, Nazi expansionism is a form of the will to power) have
proven deeply embarrassing to scholars otherwise favorably disposed
toward Nietzsche’s ideas.3

This interpretation is not embarrassing, however, insofar as it is a
descriptive psychological theory, which presents the desire to dominate
as the fundamental human motivation. This view is certainly disturbing
to those who want to believe that human beings are capable of genuine
compassion, for example, but it should hardly be embarrassing to
Nietzscheans themselves. After all, it has the seductive patina of tough-
minded realism. The view is embarrassing because Nietzsche also
claims to find in the will to power the “principle” of new ethics, indeed
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an ethics superior to the prevalent Christian morality. In this interpre-
tation, Nazi expansionism is not only a phenomenon Nietzsche could
have predicted, but also one of which he would have approved.

It is this sort of embarrassment that has led some scholars, such as
Karl Löwith, to articulate a comprehensive interpretation of Nietzsche’s
philosophy which aims to show that it is coherent and compelling even
with the notion of the will to power left out altogether.4 Others have
preserved the doctrine but tried to sanitize it by downplaying or sup-
pressing its disturbing features. Walter Kaufmann, for example, agrees
that the will to power is a will to control, but he points out that the
control Nietzsche advocates is primarily self-control.5 John Richardson
also endorses the view of power as domination but introduces other
crucial qualifications. For example, he maintains that the dominating
and dominated entities are not persons but drives; and he argues that
the form of domination favored by Nietzsche is “mastery,” which pre-
cludes troubling forms of coercion or repression, rather than “tyr-
anny,” which includes them.6

Others still, like Maudemarie Clark, follow a different strategy al-
together. They suggest that the notion of power should primarily be
understood not as control and domination but as capacity (as in “an
agent has the power to achieve some end”). To will power is therefore
to seek to acquire or develop certain capacities. Clark proposes to un-
derstand the will to power as a second-order desire for the capacity to
satisfy our first-order desires. Such a capacity might involve various
forms of control and domination, but it does not essentially consist of
them.7

All these interpretations admittedly draw on claims Nietzsche does
make in connection with the will to power. But they are also guilty of
one fundamental error. They take a common, indeed perhaps inevi-
table, by-product or consequence of the pursuit of the will to power
to be what the will to power consists of. A proper appreciation of this
fact, in my view, will not only enable us to achieve a much deeper
understanding of this crucial idea, it will also go a long way toward
explaining how Nietzsche could plausibly have come to see in the will
to power the principle of his revaluation of all values.

The notion of the will to power did not develop in a vacuum. It took
form against the backdrop of Schopenhauer’s philosophy: Nietzsche
presents his concept of the will to power as a substitute for the Scho-
penhauerian concept of the “will to live” (see Z, II 12; WP 1067). The
concept of the will to live is, in turn, the touchstone of Schopenhauer’s
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pessimism, a doctrine in which Nietzsche found a paradigm of the very
nihilism for which the doctrine of the will to power is designed as a
remedy. I believe that placing the doctrine of the will to power, and
indeed the whole critique of nihilism, in the context of a response to
Schopenhauerian pessimism will prove very fruitful. Accordingly, I
begin with a study of pessimism.

I. Schopenhauer’s Pessimism

1. Philosophy and Experience

It is not possible to appreciate the significance of Schopenhauer’s meta-
physical speculations on the essence of life without understanding their
method. He explicitly contrasts his conception of this method with the
view that metaphysics is an a priori discipline: “it had been assumed
beforehand that metaphysics and knowledge a priori were identical.
[ . . . ] I say that the solution to the riddle of the world must come from
an understanding of the world itself; and hence that the task of meta-
physics is not to pass over experience in which the world exists, but
to understand it thoroughly” (WWR I Criticism of the Kantian Phi-
losophy, pp. 427–428).8

Metaphysics seeks to “understand experience.” Although Schopen-
hauer is not quite explicit about this, he seems to use the notion of
“experience” in a relatively wide sense. It includes, as a matter of
course, different varieties of empirical knowledge, such as not only the
outer experience of objects in space and time, but also the inner ex-
perience of the “will,” which is manifested in a certain experience of
one’s own body but cannot be perceived in space and time. And it also
designates the sort of experience one can acquire through a long life.
Experience in the first sense designates our acquaintance with a fairly
confused mass of perceptual data. In contrast, experience in the second
sense constitutes not simply a large amount of the first, but rather a
kind of distilled précis of it, in which it comes already sorted out, in
the form of very general observations.9

I am inclined to attribute to Schopenhauer the second as well as the
first concept of experience for a number of reasons. For one thing,
many of the observations he invokes to support his metaphysical spec-
ulations are of a very general nature: for example, the observation that
happiness is, by and large, unattainable in this life. This is the sort of
observation that requires more than mere acquaintance with objects in
space and time, or with my own body as a kind of willing. Moreover,
more than most philosophers, Schopenhauer deliberately seeks confir-
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mation or support for his metaphysical views in many sources from
world literature, in which individuals recorded their own experience in
the sense I am considering now. Finally, the generality of metaphysics
itself requires that experience be understood “thoroughly”: the broader
one’s acquaintance with the world, the more “experience” one has, the
better supported one’s metaphysical speculations about it.

This methodology, which consists in grounding metaphysics in ex-
perience, is based on a fundamental assumption, namely, that the thing-
in-itself “manifests itself [sich darstellt]” in the phenomenal world, if
perhaps in obscure ways. This assumption underlies Schopenhauer’s
conception of the method of philosophy: “Now philosophy in our sense
tries to become more closely acquainted with the thing-in-itself. The
means to this are partly the bringing together of outer and inner ex-
perience, partly the arrival at an understanding of the whole phenom-
enon by discovering its meaning and connection—comparable to the
reading of hitherto mysterious characters of an unknown writing. On
this path, philosophy proceeds from the phenomenal appearance to
that which appears, to that which is hidden behind the phenomenon;
thus ta¡ meta¡ ta¡ fysika¬ [ta meta ta physika, the things beyond the phys-
ical world]” (PP 21; pp. 18–19). The metaphysician begins his inves-
tigation into the essence of life by gathering general observations about
it. Such observations he takes to reveal the appearance or the manifes-
tation of that essence. He then asks what the essence of life must be
like for it to assume this appearance, or to become manifested in this
way. Somewhat surprisingly, Schopenhauer’s conception of metaphysics
implies that it is susceptible to empirical criticism: if one can produce
compelling empirical evidence that contradicts the general observations
on which he rests his metaphysical speculations, they lose their credi-
bility. This may be a reason why Schopenhauer so fastidiously produces
page after page of empirical observations as well as evidence from
world literature (including not only philosophy, but also novels, poetry,
essays, religious texts, and so on). These sources are meant to buttress
the empirical foundation of his metaphysics. Even if we accept Scho-
penhauer’s general observations, however, disagreement can still arise
on their interpretation. Thus, Nietzsche will in fact accept a number of
Schopenhauer’s general observations but, as I will argue, challenge his
interpretation of them.

2. Pessimism

Schopenhauer’s pessimism is the view that happiness is impossible: “Ev-
erything in life proclaims that earthly happiness is destined to be frus-

Copyright © The President and Fellows of Harvard College



108 • The Will to Power

trated or recognized as an illusion. The grounds for this lie deep in the
very nature of things” (WWR, II ch. XLVI; p. 573). Pessmism thus rests
on two fundamental claims: an ethical claim on the nature of happi-
ness, and a metaphysical claim on the “nature of things,” which is
supposed to explain why happiness is impossible.

Let us first consider the ethical basis of pessimism. Schopenhauer
ostensibly defines happiness in terms of desire satisfaction: happiness
is “a final satisfaction of the will, after which no fresh willing would
occur, [ . . . ] an imperishable satisfaction of the will [eine finale Befrie-
digung des Willens, nach welcher kein neues Wollen einträte, [ . . . ] ein
unzerstörbares Genügen des Willens],” a “permanent fulfillment which
completely and forever satisfies its craving,” or a “contentment that
cannot again be disturbed [Zufriedenheit [ . . . ], die nicht wieder ges-
tört werden kann]” (WWR, I 65, p. 362).

Philosophers usually distinguish between a conception of happiness
in terms of desire satisfaction and a hedonistic conception, according
to which happiness is pleasure or the absence of pain. On the first view,
getting what we want makes us happy even if it provides little or no
pleasure. And even if we derive pleasure from the sole fact of getting
what we want, this pleasure is incidental and not essential to happiness.
On the second conception, all we want, as it were, is pleasure. Al-
though he ostensibly characterizes it in terms of desire satisfaction,
Schopenhauer’s conception of happiness is ultimately hedonistic: hap-
piness is pleasure, or at least the permanent absence of pain.

Schopenhauer believes that happiness, understood as the absence of
pain, consists of the satisfaction of all desires, because of his conception
of the relation between pain and desire. Specifically, he seems com-
mitted to two claims about pain and desire. The first and most explicit
claim is that desire implies pain. If the mere occurrence of a desire is
inherently painful, then happiness, the absence of pain, requires the
satisfaction of all desires. But this only shows that the satisfaction of
desires is a necessary condition of painlessness, not a sufficient one. For
there could be pain that is independent of any of our desires. But Scho-
penhauer is also committed, if only implicitly, to the view that pain
implies desire: there is no pain without desire. And this commitment
explains why he takes the satisfaction of all our desires to be not only
necessary but also sufficient to achieve painlessness. Let us consider
these two claims more closely, beginning with the second.
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3. Pain and Desire

I take Schopenhauer to be committed, if only implicitly, to the second
claim that pain implies desire, because two of his views suppose that
pain is not merely a particular quality of experience. First, he maintains
that the satisfaction of desires is not only necessary but sufficient to
achieve a condition of painlessness. He himself offers no explicit reason
for this view. But the most inviting and compelling reason is precisely
the observation that pain is not a particular phenomenal quality that
all experiences of pain would have in common. If we compare, for
example, the painful experiences of losing a child, of having indiges-
tion, or of failing an exam, we will be hard pressed to find a distinctive
phenomenal quality all these experiences have in common. Neverthe-
less, they all must share some characteristic by virtue of which they are
all painful. The most obvious such characteristic is their relation to our
desires: all pain is, when experienced, unwanted. Hunger would be
painful, for example, not simply by virtue of being a distinctive kind
of sensation, but also by constitutionally involving a desire for the elim-
ination of that sensation.

Second, Schopenhauer endorses some version of the Buddhistic doc-
trine of cessation of desire, or, as he himself calls it, the “negation of
the will,” or “complete resignation.” According to this doctrine, we
can become free from pain without altering the felt qualities of the
painful experience, but simply by suppressing the desire that is an es-
sential constituent of it. You can eliminate the pain of hunger, for ex-
ample, not by eating but by suppressing, through something like ascetic
mortification, the desire that is constitutive of it. In this case, the sen-
sations associated with hunger persist, but they are no longer experi-
enced as painful.

Schopenhauer also maintains explicitly that desire implies pain: “of
its nature the desire is pain [der Wunsch ist, seiner Natur nach,
Schmerz]” (WWR, I 57, pp. 313–314). We may assume, from the
outset, that a desire is a source of pain only so long as it is not satisfied.
Schopenhauer sketches out an argument for this view in passages like
the following: “The basis of all willing, however, is need [Bedürftig-
keit], lack [Mangel], and hence pain [Schmerz], and by its very nature
and origin, it is therefore destined to pain” (WWR, I 57, p. 312; cf.
38, p. 196). And again: “This great intensity of willing is in and by
itself and directly a constant source of suffering, firstly because all
willing as such springs from lack, and hence from suffering” (WWR, I
65, p. 363).
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All desire is born from need or lack. In Schopenhauer’s paradigmatic
examples of thirst and hunger, we imagine that the organism needs
water or food. It signals this need to consciousness by generating an
experience of pain. Pain is a specific signal, the function of which is to
put the organism in motion to fulfill the need. This specific function is
reflected in the very structure of pain: it consists of a certain sensation
together with a desire to eliminate it. The sensation makes a certain
need manifest and the desire to eliminate this sensation induces the
individual to fulfill that need.

I call this version of the argument the argument of origin because it
rests on a view of the origin of all desires. It is because it has its origin
in a need, which is made manifest in consciousness in the form of pain,
that desire implies pain. The chief shortcoming of this view is the im-
plausibility of the claim that all desires are born from pain. Some de-
sires could be born from pleasure, for example, or from the recognition
of the intrinsic value of their object.

Schopenhauer denies that objects possess intrinsic value: “in short
we call everything good that is just as we want it to be. [ . . . ] The
concept of the opposite [ . . . ] is expressed by the word bad, more
rarely and abstractly by the word evil, which therefore denotes every-
thing that is not agreeable to the striving of the will in each case”
(WWR, I 65, p. 360). If an object is good by virtue of being wanted,
then its value depends on desire and cannot elicit it.

But it seems as though desires could be born from pleasure, just as
they are born from pain. Just as an experience of pain constitutionally
involves a desire for its termination, an experience of pleasure would
involve a desire for its reproduction or perpetuation. My (unsatisfied)
desire to terminate a painful experience is a source of pain in a quite
obvious way: the painful experience continues. In contrast, my (unsat-
isfied) desire to perpetuate or reproduce a pleasurable experience does
not seem to be a source of pain in this obvious way. For the frustration
of this desire could imply only that the pleasurable experience has
ended, but not necessarily that a painful experience has taken its place.
It could presumably be a state that is neither pleasurable nor painful.

To resolve this difficulty, we must appeal to Schopenhauer’s contro-
versial claim that pleasure is essentially “negative,” namely, that it is
only the experience of the absence of pain: “All satisfaction [Befriedi-
gung], or what is commonly called happiness, is really and essentially
always negative only, and never positive. It is not a gratification [Be-
glückung] which comes to us sui generis [ursprünglich] and of itself
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[von selbst], but it must always be the satisfaction of a desire
[Wunsch]” (WWR, I 58, p. 319; cf. 67, p. 375). In occurring only in
the satisfaction of a pre-existing desire, pleasure consists in the feeling
that results from the elimination of pain: it is essentially relief. If plea-
sure is the experience of the absence of pain, then to desire pleasure is
nothing other than to desire the absence of pain. Insofar as a desire is
built in the experience of pleasure, it is a desire for continued relief
from pain, not a desire for the perpetuation or reproduction of a pos-
itive new experience.

This negative conception of pleasure might be thought to be a short-
coming of this view, for it hardly seems plausible that pleasure occurs
only in the satisfaction of some pre-existing desire. Pleasures can come
unbidden, as when I delight at the sight of an unexpectedly beautiful
scenery. Schopenhauer concedes that unbidden pleasures of this sort
undeniably occur, but he continues to hold that even such pleasures
are negative. Aesthetic pleasures, such as the delight I just mentioned,
do not result from the satisfaction of a pre-existing desire, but they
consist nevertheless in the cessation of desire. What is pleasurable
about aesthetic contemplation is not that some particular desire is sat-
isfied but that the individual is, if only for a moment, detached from
his desires in general, which no longer agitate and torment him. Here
is how Schopenhauer describes aesthetic pleasure: “The storm of pas-
sions, the pressure of desire and fear, and all the miseries of willing are
then at once calmed and appeased in a marvellous way. For at the
moment when, torn from the will, we have given ourselves up to pure,
will-less knowing, we have stepped into another world, so to speak,
where everything that moves our will, and thus violently agitates us,
no longer exists” (WWR, I 38, p. 197).

The argument of origin depends on the claim that all desires are born
from need, and therefore from pain. There is little doubt that this is
Schopenhauer’s official argument for the claim that desire implies pain.
But it is worth noting that he also sometimes seems inclined toward a
different form of argument, which I will call the argument of affective
dissonance. This argument, which does not depend on the negative
conception of pleasure, appears in passages like the following: “all
striving springs from lack, from dissatisfaction with one’s own state
[aus Mangel, aus Unzufriedenheit mit seinem Zustand], and is therefore
suffering so long as it is not satisfied” (WWR, I 56, p. 309).

I begin with three observations concerning this passage. For one
thing, “striving” denote, the actual pursuit of a desire, not the desire
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itself. Striving, in particular, is more than desiring: it is an action, and
not just a disposition to act. Furthermore, although “striving” is not
an instance of desire, it is nevertheless motivated by a desire, which
can be considered its source or “basis.” Since Schopenhauer claims
explicitly that striving springs from a “lack,” it is then reasonable to
suppose that he takes desire and lack to be closely related. This leads
me to a final observation concerning the notion of “lack.” I experience
something as lacking not only when I do not have it, but also when
my not having it is a source of actual “dissatisfaction” or “pain.” This
compels us to ask by virtue of what my not having something is a
source of pain. The answer now appears evident: my not having some-
thing is a source of pain because I desire it. To lack something is to
experience a discrepancy between my actual state, in which I believe I
do not have a certain object, and a possible state, in which I do. I
presumably would not experience this contrast as a discrepancy (in-
deed, I might not experience the contrast at all) unless I desired the
object in question.

The key idea is that the sole occurrence of a desire, whatever its
origin, is a source of pain because it induces me to experience my actual
condition as “dissatisfying” or “lacking.” The presence of the desire
thus creates a kind of affective dissonance, a psychological tension,
whereby I stand at odds with my condition. And this tension, which
persists so long as the desire remains unsatisfied, is a source of pain or
displeasure.10

Suppose that an experience of pleasure induces in me a desire to
reproduce or perpetuate it, and that I cannot satisfy it. According to
the argument of affective dissonance, the unsatisfied desire should be
a source of pain. But the frustration of the desire to perpetuate an
experience of pleasure means only that the pleasurable experience has
ended, but not necessarily that a painful experience has taken its place.
Hence, the pain caused by the frustration of desire cannot be a return
of the pain that induced a desire for its elimination, as was the case in
the argument of origin. The pain is now caused by the mere occurrence
of a desire, regardless of its origin.

This view might admittedly seem strange, but it is not entirely im-
plausible. It receives unexpected support from some forms of sophis-
ticated ethical hedonism, which recommend moderation, particularly
in the quest for new pleasures. New pleasures bring with them new
desires for their perpetuation and reproduction, and therefore fresh
possibilities for frustration. The experience of a new pleasure I cannot
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reproduce would make my life appear “lacking” or “dissatisfying” for
missing it. A pleasure not known, by contrast, is a pleasure not missed.
Schopenhauer offers a relevant observation along these lines: “In pro-
portion as enjoyments and pleasures increase, susceptibility to them
decreases; that to which we are accustomed is no longer felt as a plea-
sure. But in precisely this way is the susceptibility to suffering increased;
for the cessation of that to which we are accustomed is felt painfully.
Thus the measure of what is necessary increases through possession,
and thereby the capacity to feel pain” (WWR, II ch. XLVI, p. 575).

More serious difficulties arise when we consider the case of pain.
Suppose I experience a state as painful. This means (given Schopen-
hauer’s commitment to the view that pain implies desire) that I have a
desire for that state to end. In the present view, the frustration of this
desire is painful not just because it means that the painful state I desire
to eliminate endures, but also because this desire alone brings with it
a fresh kind of displeasure.

What does it mean to say that desire alone, regardless of its origin,
is a source of displeasure? It means that the sole frustration of a desire
is a cause of displeasure, independently of what the subject is deprived
of. According to the argument of origin, the frustration of a desire is
a source of pain because it implies that the need causing the pain, itself
causing the desire, remains unfulfilled. According to the argument of
affective dissonance, this frustration is a source of displeasure in its
own right.

Schopenhauer does not clearly distinguish between the two argu-
ments because he takes all desires to be born from pain, and so to aim
at its elimination. But he seems nonetheless committed to the distinc-
tion between two kinds of displeasure. Suppose I experience pain. This
means that I have a desire for that pain to end. The frustration of that
desire generates two kinds of displeasure. There is, first, the persistence
of the pain I desire to eliminate; but there is also, second, the frustration
I experience at not getting what I want, regardless of what that is. For
example, I could suffer both from the pain of a burn and from the
frustration of my desire to get rid of it.

He tends to call “suffering [Leiden]” the displeasure caused by the
sole frustration of a desire: “all suffering is simply nothing but unful-
filled and thwarted willing” (WWR, I 65, p. 363). And by “pain
[Schmerz],” he tends to refer to the type of displeasure that comes
unbidden, in the sense that it is not caused by the frustration of some
pre-existing desire, but constitutionally involves a new desire. Other
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types of displeasure can be understood either as resulting from a pre-
existing desire, or simply constitutionally involving one. As we shall
see shortly, for example, Schopenhauer conceives of “boredom” as a
kind of suffering.

Suffering, which results from resistance to the satisfaction of pre-
existing desires, is therefore only one variety of displeasure among
others. Nevertheless, Schopenhauer accords it a privileged position: he
defines happiness, which requires the elimination of all forms of dis-
pleasure, in specific contrast to suffering. “We call its [the will’s] hin-
drance through an obstacle placed between it and its temporary goal,
suffering [Leiden]; its attainment of the goal, on the other hand, we
call satisfaction [Befriedigung], well-being, happiness” (WWR, I 56,
p. 309, cf. 65, p. 363). This is not surprising: even though suffering is
not identical with displeasure in general, the elimination of suffering
implies the elimination of displeasure in general. For the elimination of
suffering implies the satisfaction of all desires, and there can be no
displeasure of any variety unless some desire remains unsatisfied.

4. The Negative Character of Happiness

Pessimism is the view that happiness, understood as the permanent
absence of pain, is impossible. It must therefore rest on metaphysical
rather than merely empirical grounds, which would at best show hap-
piness to be highly unlikely. Thus, producing a large number of “def-
inite instances” of unhappiness would not suffice, as “such a descrip-
tion might easily be regarded as a mere declamation on human misery
[ . . . ], and as such it might be charged with partiality, because it
started with particular facts” (WWR, I 59, p. 323). For this reason,
Schopenhauer wants to seek a “philosophical demonstration” of pes-
simism “at the very foundation of the nature of life.”

In particular, he finds in the very nature of the human will the ele-
ments of two main arguments for pessimism. Each argument follows
a very different strategy. The first argument, which I will consider in
this section, does not deny that all of our desires can be satisfied but
aims to show that the pleasure we take at this satisfaction cannot be
permanent. The second argument, which I shall consider in a later sec-
tion, will actually show that the satisfaction of all of our desires is
impossible. Each argument, moreover, draws on an important feature
of human willing.

The first argument is based on what Schopenhauer calls the “nega-
tive” character of pleasure or happiness: “all happiness is only of a
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negative, and not a positive nature, and [ . . . ] for this reason it cannot
be lasting satisfaction and gratification, but always delivers us only
from pain or lack” (WWR, I 58, p. 320, my emphasis). To appreciate
this argument, we must start with two opening observations.

The first concerns an ambiguity in the notion of satisfaction [Befrie-
digung]. On the one hand, satisfaction simply designates securing pos-
session of the object of desire. On the other hand, it is the pleasure
that derives from the possession of this object (in which case Schopen-
hauer tends to use terms like “gratification [Beglückung]” or “happi-
ness [Glück]” or “contentment [Zufriedenheit, Genügen]”). This leads
us to the second observation. It is clear that happiness, for Schopen-
hauer, is a kind of experience, and so must consist of satisfaction in
the second sense, which is the pleasure derived from the possession of
the object of desire. This distinction has one important implication. In
denying the possibility of happiness in this first argument, Schopen-
hauer actually does not deny that we can secure possession of the ob-
jects of our desires, but he does deny that such possession can give us
permanent pleasure or gratification. This assumption is crucial to a
proper appreciation of his first argument for the claim that happiness
is impossible—it is a denial of the possibility of permanent gratifica-
tion. Let us examine how he infers this claim from the negative char-
acter of pleasure or happiness.

Happiness is negative in the following sense: “All satisfaction [Be-
friedigung], or what is commonly called happiness, is really and es-
sentially always negative only, and never positive. It is not a gratifi-
cation [Beglückung] which comes to us sui generis [ursprünglich] and
of itself (von selbst), but it must always be the satisfaction of a desire”
(WWR, I 58, p. 319; cf. 67, p. 375). Given the ambiguity of the no-
tion of satisfaction I just noted, this claim admits of two possible in-
terpretations. If we define satisfaction as securing possession of the
object of one’s desire, then it is negative insofar as the point of ac-
quiring the object is simply the “deliverance from a pain, from a need
[for this object].” There is no “positive” benefit to possessing this ob-
ject beyond the elimination of the need for it. If, by contrast, we define
satisfaction as gratification, then it is negative insofar as it is not ex-
perienced directly and “of itself,” but only as the absence of pain. The
same goes, mutatis mutandis, for the notion of a “positive” satisfac-
tion. Satisfaction in the first sense would be positive insofar as the
point of acquiring the object of one’s desire is grounded in the object
itself (its intrinsic value), rather than in its removing a need. And sat-
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isfaction in the second sense is positive insofar as the enjoyment of
the possession of an intrinsically valuable object “comes to us sui ge-
neris and of itself”: it does not have to result from the removal of a
pre-existing pain.

Since Schopenhauer defines happiness in terms of pleasure or grati-
fication, we should understand accordingly his claim that all satisfac-
tion is only negative. For the sake of clarity, I will restrict my use of
the term satisfaction to designate the possession of the object of a de-
sire, and will use the term gratification to refer to the enjoyment derived
from that possession. With all these definitions and distinctions in
place, we may now turn to Schopenhauer’s inference from the negative
character of happiness to the view that it is impossible.

Gratification cannot be lasting because it consists only of the expe-
rience of the absence of pain: “For desire, that is to say, lack, is the
precedent condition of every pleasure; but with the satisfaction, the
desire and therefore the pleasure cease; and so the satisfaction or grat-
ification can never be more than deliverance from a pain, from a need”
(WWR, I 58, p. 319). This argument looks simple enough: desire is a
condition of the possibility of gratification; as soon as the desire is
satisfied, it disappears and, with it, gratification itself. Hence happiness,
which consists of such a gratification, is fleeting at best. The whole
argument hinges on the claim that desire (and so pain) is the “precedent
condition of every pleasure.” Initially, Schopenhauer relies on his thirst
and hunger analogy. Drinking, for example, never gives pleasure “of
itself”: it does so only for someone who is thirsty. So soon as thirst is
quenched, drinking no longer provides any pleasure.11 Hence, thirst is
a condition of taking pleasure in drinking.

The case of thirst, however, provides merely an intuitively compelling
illustration of this claim, not an explanation for it. Schopenhauer even-
tually recognizes this difficulty and proposes the following explana-
tion:

We feel pain, but not painlessness; worry, but not freedom from worry;
fear, but not safety and security. We feel the desire as we feel hunger and
thirst; but as soon as it has been satisfied, it is like the mouthful of food
which has been taken, and which ceases to exist for our feelings the mo-
ment it is swallowed. We painfully feel the loss of pleasures and enjoy-
ments, as soon as they fail to appear, but when pains cease even after
being present for a long time, their absence is not directly felt, but at most
they are thought of intentionally by means of reflection. For only pain
and lack can be felt positively, and therefore they proclaim themselves
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[kündigen daher sich selbst an]; well-being, on the contrary, is merely
negative. (WWR, II ch. XLVI, p. 575; cf. PP, 149, pp. 291–292)

In this passage, Schopenhauer attempts to make his case by appealing
to a peculiar asymmetry between the experience of pleasure and the
experience of pain. Whereas the pains from which our desires spring
are felt directly and “positively” (“they proclaim themselves”), pleasure
is experienced only “negatively” as the elimination or the absence of
pain. Thus, we become aware of our well-being only when it is gone
and we feel pain again, or when we remember the pain that preceded
it. For this reason, gratification cannot be the object of a “direct
feeling,” but merely of a “thought,” namely, the “reflective” recogni-
tion that we are not in pain. The peculiar nature of the experience of
pleasure, which Schopenhauer calls its “negative” character, therefore
explains why the experience of pain is a condition of its very possibility.
Moreover, it also explains why happiness, as lasting gratification or
contentment, is impossible. The experience of pleasure depends indeed
on the memory of the pain that is now removed. This memory is bound
to fade, as happy times go on, and with it the experience of gratification
on which it depends. This experience can therefore not be permanent
but on the contrary must be disturbed time and again in order to be
possible at all.

Two natural objections arise against this argument. First, granting
the relativity of pain and pleasure, we might object that it is equally
plausible to argue that the asymmetry goes the other way: pleasure is
the “positive” feeling, of which pain is simply the “negation.” But such
a view would have some troubling implications. If we take pain to be
relative to pleasure in the way Schopenhauer takes pleasure to be rel-
ative to pain, then the feeling of pain would presumably fade at the
same rate as the memory of the pleasure it negated. This seems im-
plausible: pain, in Schopenhauer’s words, would continue to “proclaim
itself” even if the memory of pleasure had completely evaporated.
Moreover, in the alternative view now under consideration, pain would
not be the object of a direct feeling, but only of a reflective apprehen-
sion, the recognition that pleasure is no longer felt. But this is also
implausible, since pain appears to be the very paradigm of a direct
feeling.12

The second objection to Schopenhauer’s account consists in denying
the relativity of pleasure and pain. Both can be the objects of a direct
feeling, and both can be experienced “positively,” independently of
each other. It is crucial to Schopenhauer’s theory that pleasure cannot
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be experienced “positively.” Consider again the case in which a plea-
sure is experienced even though no apparent pain is removed. I can be
pleasantly surprised by a beautiful scenery, a delicious dish, or a rec-
reational drug, even if there is no prior pain which these experiences
eliminate.

We might of course reply that, in such cases, the pleasure brings into
sharp relief a pain of which the agent had only a dim awareness. The
feeling of pleasure makes the agent own up to the misery of her exis-
tence, and it is to be explained by the contrast with this misery. My
unexpected enjoyment of beautiful scenery would be nothing over and
above the realization of what I had been missing. This reply may seem
suspiciously ad hoc, but it fits in well with Schopenhauer’s conception
of aesthetic pleasure, for example. Aesthetic pleasures can come un-
bidden, insofar as they do not result from the satisfaction of some pre-
existing desire. But they still constitute a relief from desires, which here
consists of a detachment from desires in general (see WWR, I 38).

5. The Nature of Human Willing

This first argument for pessimism gives some important clues to Scho-
penhauer’s metaphysics of the human will. In accordance with his
method, we must ask the following question: What property must we
assign to human willing to account for the essentially negative char-
acter of gratification, and the resulting impossibility of happiness? To
understand the conception of human willing presupposed in Schopen-
hauer’s negative conception of happiness, we should draw a distinction
between two kinds of desire: object-based desires are based on a rec-
ognition of the intrinsic desirability of their object; need-based desires
are based on an endogenous need—they do not depend on the desir-
ability of their object, which, on the contrary, depends on them. The
negative conception of happiness presupposes that all desires are need-
based. Schopenhauer presents thirst and hunger as paradigms of human
desire. I do not become thirsty because I recognize that drinking water
is intrinsically desirable. Rather, drinking water becomes desirable only
because I am thirsty.

This distinction implies a difference in the desirability of the objects
of the two kinds of desire. The object of a need-based desire is desirable
insofar as it is needed, whereas the object of an object-based motivated
desire is desirable intrinsically. As a consequence, the desirability of the
object of a need-based desire is relative to the presence of the relevant
need (for example, drinking has no appeal if I am not thirsty), but the
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object of an object-based desire remains desirable even once its pos-
session is secured (owning and enjoying an intrinsically valuable object
will not take away its appeal).

Finally, the distinction between two kinds of desire implies another
difference, crucial for Schopenhauer’s purposes, concerning the condi-
tions of their satisfaction. Since the desirability of the object of a need-
based desire lies entirely in its being desired, the pursuit of the need-
based desire can only aim at the elimination of the pain associated with
it, and not at the possession of its object as such. For the possession
of the object has no point other than eliminating that pain. This im-
plication is crucial because it opens up the possibility that the elimi-
nation of pain, which is the ultimate aim of the pursuit of need-based
desires, could be achieved in some other way than through securing
possession of their object. Thus, as Schopenhauer will argue (see
Chapter 4), detaching oneself from the desire not only does succeed in
eliminating the pain associated with it, it is in fact the only way to do
so once and for all. If I can manage to disarm my desire to eliminate
the pain, then, since pain implies desire, the pain will vanish. The same
does not go for object-based desires, however: since we desire these
objects because they are intrinsically desirable, there is no way to get
what we want in pursuing them other than through securing their pos-
session. In other words, for object-based desires there is no acceptable
alternative to satisfaction.

Schopenhauer points to this last feature of need-based desires when
he observes that their satisfaction can only be “negative,” or the “de-
liverance from a pain, from a lack.” The conception of desires as
object-based, by contrast, would imply a “positive” notion of satisfac-
tion. Since the object of desire has value independently of its being
desired by the subject, its possession would gratify the subject, whether
or not he actually had a prior desire for it.

Schopenhauer believes that the “willing and striving” that defines
human life ought to be understood on the model of a “thirst” or
“hunger,” that is to say, as need-based desire. He favors such a con-
ception not because he believes that is the right analysis of our concept
of desire, but because he believes that it is required to account for the
negative character of the experience of pleasure and ultimately for the
impossibility of a lasting happiness.13
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6. The Argument from Boredom

We may now turn to Schopenhauer’s second argument for pessimism.
This argument follows a different strategy. The first argument essen-
tially argued that even if we concede that all of our desires could be
satisfied, we still could not derive permanent gratification from that,
for the very possibility of gratification depends on periodical bouts of
pain. The second argument rejects the concession granted by the first:
happiness is impossible because the satisfaction of all our desires is
impossible. The essentials of this argument are sketched out in the fol-
lowing passage:

Willing and striving are [life’s] whole essence, and can be fully compared
to an unquenchable thirst. The basis of all willing, however, is need [Be-
dürftigkeit], lack [Mangel], and hence pain [Schmerz], and by its very
nature and origin, it is therefore destined to pain. If, on the other hand,
it lacks objects of willing, because it is at once deprived of them again by
too easy a satisfaction, a fearful emptiness and boredom come over it; in
other words, its being and its existence itself become an intolerable burden
for it. Hence its life swings like a pendulum to and fro between pain and
boredom, and these two are in fact its ultimate constituents. This had
been expressed very quaintly by saying that, after man had placed all pains
and torments in hell, there was nothing left for heaven but boredom.
(WWR, I 57; p. 312; cf. 38; p. 196)

Schopenhauer first notes that human beings have all kinds of desires,
which are painful so long as they remain unsatisfied. He evidently takes
this to be uncontroversial. The crux of the argument lies in a second
claim, namely that human beings are susceptible to boredom, and in
the related view that human life “swings like a pendulum to and fro
between pain and boredom.” To appreciate the significance of this
claim, we must ask what kind of state boredom is, and what our sus-
ceptibility to it shows about us.14

Schopenhauer’s analysis of boredom begins with three important ob-
servations. He first remarks that boredom sets in when all our occur-
rent determinate desires are satisfied, and no new desire “appears on
the scene” (WWR, I 57; p. 314). Second, he insists that boredom is a
singularly unpleasant state, which we are prepared to go to great
lengths to escape: “Boredom is anything but an evil to be thought of
lightly; ultimately it depicts on the countenance real despair” (WWR,
57, p. 313). Third, he points out that the distinctive displeasure we
experience when we are bored is one of frustration: we feel as though
something is still lacking, or left to be desired.15 Thus, he describes
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boredom as an “empty longing [leeres Sehnen]” (WWR, I 58, p. 320),
by which he means a “longing without a determinate object [Sehnen
ohne bestimmtes Objekt]” (WWR, I 29, p. 164), or “the pressure of
will itself, without recognized motive [der Willensdrang selbst, auch
ohne erkanntes Motiv]” (WWR, I 65, p. 364).

This last observation circumscribes the central difficulty the analysis
of boredom must confront. If boredom sets in when all occurrent de-
terminate desires have been satisfied, and no new desire has yet oc-
curred and demanded satisfaction, how could the displeasure charac-
teristic of it result from the frustration of a desire? As Schopenhauer
describes it, boredom is a state in which the agent, having achieved
some particular goal, continues to will, this time without any deter-
minate intentional focus. It is as though the satisfaction of the deter-
minate desire(s) is somehow unsatisfying. And this raises the following
question: Why does the attainment of a determinate goal not suffice to
fulfill the will, so that it persists in the form of an “empty longing”?
He proposes the following answer: “The goal was only apparent; pos-
session takes away its charm” (WWR, I 57, pp. 313–314). The attain-
ment of a goal is not satisfying, and leaves us bored, because the goal
was “only apparent.” This lapidary answer is ambiguous. So, we
should begin by contrasting two possible interpretations of it.

I might, for example, be convinced that I really want to earn a med-
ical degree, but then experience a feeling of diffuse dissatisfaction or
“emptiness” when I actually reach that goal. A natural, if complex,
explanation for this feeling goes as follows: earning the medical degree
is not what I really wanted after all, it was not my “real” goal. My
real goal, let us suppose, was to secure the esteem of my parents. This
goal, however, is unconscious: I could not admit it to myself, for ex-
ample, because it would mean acknowledging the distressing fact that
I did not have the esteem of my parents already. And this is an ac-
knowledgment that my strong need for this esteem might motivate me
to avoid. If earning the medical degree leaves my parents indifferent, I
will find little satisfaction in it because my parents’ esteem, not the
degree itself, is my real goal. But, unaware as I am that it is my real
goal, my dissatisfaction will remain diffuse and unintelligible to me.

This reading is afflicted with two shortcomings. First, it does not rule
out the possibility that certain goals are “real” (in the example above,
securing my parents’ esteem would be my real goal). And if some
goals are real in this sense, then one could achieve a gratification that
would not be followed by boredom, a possibility Schopenhauer denies.
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Second, and more significantly, the feeling of “emptiness” described in
this example is not plausibly characterized as boredom. The two states
are, I think, phenomenologically distinct. The diffuse dissatisfaction I
experience at obtaining the medical degree when this does not secure
my parents’ esteem involves a sense that something is still lacking, but
something of a determinate, if unknown, nature. In contrast, when I
am bored, I have all the determinate objects I wanted, and although I
have the sense that something is lacking, it is not the sense that some-
thing determinate is lacking.

An adequate account of boredom, then, must explain this sense that
something indeterminate is lacking. Schopenhauer offers the following
proposal: “The will dispenses entirely with an ultimate aim and object.
It always strives, because striving is its sole nature, to which no attained
goal can put an end. Such striving is therefore incapable of final sat-
isfaction; it can be checked only by hindrance, but in itself it goes on
forever” (WWR, I 56, p. 308). The will goes on pressing, even after a
determinate goal has been attained, because it is ultimately aimless, so
that no determinate goal can ever satisfy it. The determinate goal it
realizes is “only apparent” not because another determinate goal is its
real goal, but because it has no goal at all.

I believe that this view is misleading, however, for it conflicts with
Schopenhauer’s claim that human willing (or desiring) is an essentially
intentional state and therefore requires an intentional object. Indeed,
the idea of a willing without an object makes no sense: “When a man
wills, he wills something; his will is always directed to an object and
can be thought of only in relation to an object” (FW, p. 14; cf. WWR,
I 29, p. 163). But how, then, are we to make sense of the idea of an
“aimless striving” (WWR, I 29, p. 164)? Consider that the notion Scho-
penhauer introduces to characterize this blind, aimless willing is the
“will to live.” This notion merits our attention. For you might recall
that Schopenhauer defines life in terms of willing: “Willing and striving
are its whole essence” (WWR, I 57, p. 312). The “will to live,”
therefore, is a will to will. This idea is also intimated in the passage I
am considering at present. In declaring that the will “strives because
striving is its sole nature,” Schopenhauer suggests that the will simply
wants to will—it is, so to speak, a desire to desire. Boredom results
from the frustration of this peculiar desire. We are bored, he in fact
declares, when we “lack objects of willing.” When we are bored, we
are not lacking the determinate objects of particular desires, but we are
rather lacking objects to desire.
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This account of boredom is borne out by the distinctive phenome-
nology of this state. A bored individual will complain that “he has
nothing to do.” Obviously, he does not mean that he is under no ob-
ligation to do anything: this would be leisure, not boredom. He means
rather that he has no inclination or desire to do anything. Nothing
arouses his interest; nothing engages his will. As Schopenhauer says,
he “lacks objects of willing.” The bored individual, moreover, does not
desire anything determinate: he merely desires something to desire, but
nothing in particular. Any fresh desire will do. Boredom is a desire in
search of an object, a desire to desire again: this is why it arises only
when occurrent determinate desires have been satisfied.

The possession of the objects of these determinate desires takes away
their charm, on this view, not because these objects were not suited to
satisfy those desires, but because their possession eliminates the desire.
In other words, the appeal of the object of a determinate desire has
two distinct sources: it is appealing by virtue of its ability to fulfill a
certain need, and it is also appealing by virtue of arousing desire. In
this latter case, we might say that it is appealing by virtue of being
appealing. Once its possession is secured, the object does not lose its
first appeal—it continues to fulfill a certain need. But in fulfilling this
need, it eliminates the desire and so loses its second appeal.16

From Schopenhauer’s reflections on the susceptibility to boredom
emerges the following picture of human willing. Human beings obvi-
ously have many first-order desires for determinate objects (for in-
stance, fame, wealth, food and shelter, and so on). But their suscepti-
bility to boredom reveals that they also have a second-order desire, a
desire whose object is (or includes) a desire.17 This structure of human
willing in first- and second-order desires shows why a final and com-
plete satisfaction of all desires (happiness) is impossible. The satisfac-
tion of first-order desires for determinate objects, which eliminates or-
dinary pain, necessarily implies the frustration of the second-order
desire to have (and pursue) (first-order) desires, and therefore boredom,
and vice versa. (In fact, the desire to desire is a desire for both pain
and frustration. The desire to desire is a desire for pain, since all desire
comes from pain. Moreover, the desire to desire is also a desire for
obstacles to satisfaction, since the desire necessarily disappears as soon
as it is satisfied.) Since both kinds of desire can never be satisfied to-
gether, human life “swings like a pendulum to and fro between pain
and boredom.”

Copyright © The President and Fellows of Harvard College



124 • The Will to Power

II. What Is the Will to Power?

1. The Critique of Schopenhauer

Nietzsche explicitly presents his concept of will to power as an alter-
native to the will to live, which he finds implausible: “Indeed the truth
was not hit by him who shot at it with the word of the ‘will to exis-
tence’: that will does not exist. For, what does not exist cannot will;
but what is in existence, how could that still want existence? Only
where there is life is there also will: not will to life but—thus I teach
you—will to power” (Z, II 12). At first glance, the objection is too
facile to be persuasive. Surely, those targeted by Nietzsche’s critique did
not mean that something that does not exist actually wills its own
existence; rather, they meant that something that does already exist
wills its continued existence, its self-preservation. As a consequence,
Nietzsche’s proposal to replace the will to live with the will to power
seems premature.

The second part of the passage suggests a different objection, one that
applies precisely to this qualified view. Nietzsche challenges the received
idea that all living beings, including human beings, aim to preserve and
perpetuate their own existence. He invokes the empirical fact that some
of the time at least, human beings seem to esteem something more highly
than their own survival (including that of their species), and are indeed
prepared to risk their life “for the sake of power.” Thus, he remarks:
“The wish to preserve oneself is the symptom of a condition of distress,
of a limitation of the really fundamental instinct of life which aims at
the expansion of power, and, wishing for that frequently risks and even
sacrifices self-preservation” (GS 349; cf. WP 688).18

It is unclear whether these passages, and the notion of “will to life
[Wille zum Leben]” to which they allude, concern Schopenhauer. They
could be read with at least equal plausibility as a critique of a certain
version of Spinozism (BGE 13) or of a (misleading) interpretation of
Darwinism (TI, IX 14), according to which the driving biological force
is the instinct for self-preservation. A closer link between Schopen-
hauer’s “will to live” and Nietzsche’s will to power may be, in my view,
found elsewhere.

The conception of the “will to live” in terms of a second-order desire
is only adumbrated by Schopenhauer. It is Nietzsche himself who
makes this second-order structure fully explicit in his appropriation of
Schopenhauer’s idea. Thus, of the world described, in very Schopen-
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hauerian terms, “as a becoming that knows no satiety, no disgust, no
weariness,” he declares: “This, my Dionysian world of the eternally
self-creating, the eternally self-destroying [ . . . ], without goal, unless
the joy of circle is itself a goal; without will, unless a ring feels good
will toward itself—do you want a name for this world? A solution for
its riddles? [ . . . ]—This world is the will to power—and nothing else!”
(WP 1067). Although it was eventually discarded, this note provides a
crucial clue to Nietzsche’s appropriation of Schopenhauer’s conception
of the will. It is, he tells us, “without goal, unless the joy of circle is
itself a goal”: supposing that the idea of “circle” refers to the cycle of
desires and satisfactions, the “goal” of the will to power is, in the last
analysis, willing itself (see Z, III 12[19]). It has, in other words, the
basic structure of a second-order desire.

Moreover, Nietzsche also develops and refines the idea of a second-
order desire to desire in crucial respects. Although he does not himself
apply his notion of will to power to the explanation of boredom, we
may get an initial grip on some of the refinements he proposes by
returning to it. To begin with, the bare desire to have desires, on which
Schopenhauer’s own account relies, does not adequately explain our
susceptibility to boredom. We can be bored even when we have a de-
terminate desire: for example, we can be bored while we are locked up
in a jail cell, even though we very much want to get out. When we are
bored, we do not complain that we have nothing to desire, but rather
that we have nothing to do. The desire whose frustration is a source
of boredom is therefore more specifically a desire not just to have, but
also to pursue desires. We want desires, in other words, because they
give us something to do. And our desire to get out of jail has precisely
become unable to give us something to do, since there is nothing we
can do to satisfy it.

We can also be bored, moreover, even when we are engaged in the
pursuit of desires, namely, when this pursuit consists only of unchal-
lenging activities. And so the desire on which the susceptibility to
boredom depends is a desire to confront challenges, or resistance, in
the pursuit of a determinate desire. The sole presence of obstacles or
resistance will not suffice to dispel boredom, arguably, if we do not
really have the desires with the satisfaction of which they interfere.
Hence, we must actually have the desires whose satisfaction is chal-
lenging.

To these qualifications, Nietzsche adds a final one, which is no longer
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related to the explanation of boredom but is of the first importance.
Although we might occasionally want desires we are powerless to sat-
isfy, most commonly we want not only to confront resistance, but also
to overcome it. Since power is what we experience in the successful
overcoming of resistance, Nietzsche calls “will to power” this desire
for the overcoming of resistance in the pursuit of determinate desires.

2. The Nature of the Will to Power

What, then, is the will to power? In his published writings, Nietzsche
describes it in deliberately provocative terms: “Life itself is essentially
appropriation, injury, overpowering of what is alien and weaker; sup-
pression, hardness, imposition of one’s own forms, incorporation and
at least, at its mildest, exploitation—but why should one always use
those words in which a slanderous intent has been imprinted for ages?
[ . . . ] ‘Exploitation’ does not belong to a corrupt or imperfect or prim-
itive society: it belongs to the essence of what lives, as a basic organic
function; it is a consequence of the will to power, which is after all the
will of life” (BGE 259). Note first that “appropriation, injury, over-
powering of what is alien and weaker,” and so on are here described
as “consequences” of the pursuit of the will to power, which suggests
that they might not be what that pursuit consists of. And indeed, in
explicating these terms in his notes, Nietzsche explicitly emphasizes the
idea of overcoming resistance, which he presents as their common de-
fining feature: “But all expansion, incorporation, growth is striving
against something that resists; movement is essentially tied up with
states of displeasure; that which is here the driving force must in any
event desire something else [than happiness] if it desires displeasure in
this way and continually looks for it.—”(WP 704). “Expansion, in-
corporation, growth,” Nietzsche suggests, “is striving against some-
thing that resists.” The will to power is therefore the will to “striving
against something that resists.” Since striving against is an effort to
overcome, we might say that the will to power is the will to overcoming
resistance.

In the last passage, Nietzsche explicitly distinguishes the will to
power from the will to happiness. This suggests that the resistance to
overcome is resistance against the satisfaction of desires and that the
will to power is not a will to the state in which resistance has been
overcome (a state in which desires have been satisfied), which is “hap-
piness” in the sense presupposed by Schopenhauer’s pessimism. Fur-
thermore, the will to power is not simply a will to resistance, the desire
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for a condition in which some determinate desire is perpetually frus-
trated by resistance or obstacles to its fulfillment. There would be no
“expansion, incorporation, growth” unless the striving was eventually
successful. The will to power, in the last analysis, is a will to the very
activity of overcoming resistance—“the will’s forward thrust and again
and again becoming master over that which stands in its way” (WP
696), or “the game of resistance and victory,” which consists of “a
little hindrance that is overcome and immediately followed by another
little hindrance that is again overcome” (WP 699).

Thanks to this initial characterization, we can begin to sort out the
complexities of Nietzsche’s concept of the will to power. Two important
ideas need to be brought out, the first of which is the paradoxical claim
that the will to power “desires displeasure.” To understand this idea,
however, we must examine more closely the structure of the will to
power. The distinctive structure of this will most clearly comes out of
a consideration of its relation to other desires or drives. I begin by
examining five different conceptions of this relation, all of which are
ultimately unsatisfactory, and then propose my own view.

First, Nietzsche’s claim that the will to power is the “essence” of life
has seemed to some to suggest that the doctrine should be understood
as a form of reductionism, according to which all human drives19 may
be reduced to forms of the will to power. Some of his own writings
encourage the reductionist reading. For example, he describes the sex
drive as “a lust for possession” (GS 14). He presents hunger as “an
application of the original will to become stronger” (WP 702). And we
are told that “the so-called drive to knowledge can be traced back to
a drive to appropriate and conquer” (WP 423), or to “appropriate the
foreign” (BGE 230). The implication of this reductionism is that the
will to power could not be distinguished from other drives since they
all are, ultimately, its own manifestations (see WP 675).

But Nietzsche does distinguish between the will to power and other
drives. For example, he describes it as the Greeks’ “strongest instinct”
(TI, X 3), or the “strongest, most life-affirming drive” (GM, III 18)
and often speaks of the “lust for power” as one among many desires
(see HH, I 142; EH, IV 4). This suggests a second view, namely, that
the will to power is merely one drive among others. This view, however,
is belied by Nietzsche’s insistence that it is an essential human moti-
vation, which raises the question of how the will to power could at
once be one drive among others and occupy a privileged position in
human psychology.
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The third view, developed by Maudemarie Clark, proposes to answer
this question by inviting us to conceive the will to power “as a second-
order desire for the ability to satisfy one’s other, or first-order de-
sires.”20 If it is a second-order desire, the will to power requires the
existence of other, first-order, desires for the sake of which power can
be sought. This interpretation nicely explains the privileged position of
will to power in comparison with other drives. Different human beings
could have different drives, but they will all have the will to power,
simply by virtue of having drives, because the occurrence of a certain
desire will naturally spawn a desire for the “power” to satisfy it.

Clark’s proposal is eminently sensible, but precisely this might al-
ready be thought to constitute an exegetical weakness. If the will to
power is just the (second-order) desire for the capacity to gratify one’s
(first-order) desires, it is difficult to understand how Nietzsche could
have claimed so much importance and originality for this notion. This
proposal is also afflicted by more serious problems. For instance, it
cannot make sense of Nietzsche’s insistence that the will to power is,
by its very nature, an indefinite striving, or a perpetual growth or self-
overcoming (WP 125, 689, 1067). If all we want in wanting power is
the ability to satisfy our desires, we could in principle come to a point
where our will to power is completely fulfilled, namely, when we have
actually secured sufficient means to satisfy our given desires. It is, of
course, possible that the satisfaction of some desires requires an indef-
inite striving for power. But then, indefiniteness is only an accidental
feature of the pursuit of power, a function of the particular desires it
is made to serve, and not, as Nietzsche clearly thinks, an essential fea-
ture of it. Furthermore, it is hard to see how, on this instrumental
interpretation, the will to power could provide the principle or the core
value of a new ethics (see A 2). The capacity to satisfy one’s desires
would not possess any value unless the objects of at least some of these
desires were independently valuable, and so the value assigned to this
capacity derives from the value granted to those objects. In fact, Nietz-
sche goes so far as to declare that when the will to power is considered
a mere “means” to something else, it is thereby “debased” (WP 707;
cf. 751).21

A fourth possible view of the relation between the drives and the
will to power consists simply in inversing the instrumental relation I
just discussed. Each drive has its own distinctive specific end, which
defines it as the particular drive it is. Power no longer designates the
means necessary to achieve a drive’s specific end, but it now is the
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generic end of each drive, to which the achievement of its specific end
is merely a means. For example, knowledge is not a form of power,
and power is not just the capacity to acquire knowledge, but knowl-
edge would be a means to secure power.

In this view, power is a determinate end that can be characterized
without reference to any of the specific ends of drives, such as knowl-
edge, the achievement of which is only a means to it. Presumably,
power is here to be conceived as a relation that obtains between a
dominating agency and a dominated agency. An agency is dominated
when its specific ends and activities are either suppressed or subordi-
nated by the dominating agency. But such a characterization of power
remains purely formal, and here lies the problem: what precisely is that
power to which the pursuit of knowledge, or of the specific end of any
other drive, would be a mere means? That knowledge can be a means
to secure power seems obvious enough: my knowledge of you might
give me some power over you, in the sense that it might enable me to
influence your behavior. But what is here the recipient of the power
achieved by means of knowledge, and in what does that power consist?
It is plausible to suppose that it is another drive of mine, say the drive
to seduce, which my knowledge of your character enables me to gratify
more effectively. By hypothesis, however, power cannot be character-
ized in terms of successful seduction, since like the specific ends of all
other drives, seduction is supposed to be only a means to power, and
power is itself a condition whose determinate content must be describ-
able without any reference to it. As a consequence, it becomes difficult
to see how power could be characterized if it is not by reference to
other drives and their specific ends.

This very difficulty inspires the last account of power and its rela-
tions to other drives I wish to consider here. We owe it to John Rich-
ardson, who has offered the most suggestive and illuminating interpre-
tation of the will to power in recent literature. According to this
interpretation, each particular drive has its own specific end, and each
drive also wills power. The will to power is not, however, the tendency
built into every drive to secure the necessary means to achieve its spe-
cific end. And it is not the ultimate motivation of every drive, the final
end for the sake of which it pursues its specific end. Rather, the will to
power designates something about the manner in which it pursues its
specific end.22 What does it mean for a drive, like the drive to knowl-
edge, to pursue power in connection with the pursuit of its own end?
Richardson distinguishes between two possible answers to this ques-
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tion. A drive can will power either as the maximal achievement of its
specific end, or as the development of that end (and of the specific
pattern of activity involved in pursuing it).

The drive to knowledge aims at maximal achievement when it aims
at acquiring as much knowledge as possible. Richardson rejects the
conception of power as maximal achievement of a drive’s specific end
apparently on the ground that it assumes that there could be a final
state of achievement, and therefore a final satisfaction of the will to
power, which Nietzsche explicitly denies: the pursuit of the will to
power has the form of an indefinite growth (see WP 125, 689). Rich-
ardson accordingly favors a conception of power as development.

The development of the specific end (and distinctive activity) of a
drive consists essentially of its mastery over other drives (BGE 6; WP
481). The chief characteristic of mastery (in contrast to another form
of domination that Nietzsche calls “tyranny”) is that the mastering
drive does not deprive the mastered drives of their own ends and ac-
tivities, but rather integrates them into the pursuit of its end. This in-
tegration is such, moreover, that the specific end of the dominant drive
may become modified accordingly, by becoming enriched or refined
with the ends of the mastered drives. For example, the desire to seduce
might enroll the desire to know and the desire to please to the service
of its end, which might then cease to be merely the end of seduction
and become the end of seduction through knowledge and aesthetic
appeal. And mere seduction, which does not marshall the activities of
inquiry and artistic creation, would then lose its appeal. Along these
lines, Nietzsche remarks that the specific ends of drives can be “subli-
mated” or “spiritualized” in still more far-reaching ways (see BGE 189;
GM, I 8; TI, V 1; WP 312).

Richardson’s account is very suggestive, but it is not without its
shortcomings. In particular, it leaves out a claim Nietzsche makes ex-
plicitly and repeatedly about the will to power and which my own
account emphasizes, namely, that the will to power seeks resistance.
For instance, he declares that for those who possess the strength to
satisfy it, the will to power is manifested as “a desire to overcome, a
desire to throw down, a desire to become master, a thirst for enemies
and resistances and triumphs” (GM, I 13; cf. WP 656, 702–704; my
emphasis). This omission has an important, if subtle, implication.

On Richardson’s account, a drive’s “desire to become master” simply
is a tendency to develop its distinctive activity or its specific end, and
this involves mastering other drives. The pursuit of this mastery may
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encounter resistance, and indeed it necessarily will since other drives
also desire to be master. Its will to power therefore compels the drive
to overcome resistance, but overcoming this resistance is here only an
instrumental requirement of development: if the drive could achieve a
higher level of development without having to overcome such resis-
tance, its will to power would still be equally satisfied. Nietzsche’s claim
that the will to power is a “thirst” for resistance clearly suggests, how-
ever, that the will to power cannot be satisfied unless it confronts and
overcomes resistance. Richardson’s account explains why its will to
power requires that a drive (and the agent whose drive it is) should be
prepared to confront and overcome resistance in order to achieve a
higher level of development, but it does not explain why it would ac-
tually induce the drive (or the agent) to “thirst” for such resistance in
order to confront and overcome it. In other words, Richardson fails to
note a crucial ambiguity in the notion of a “desire to become master.”
It could designate a desire to the satisfaction of which overcoming re-
sistance is a necessary means. Or it could designate a desire for the
overcoming of resistance itself. In the first case, which is Richardson’s
view, pursuing the desire requires being prepared to overcome whatever
resistance presents itself, but certainly not deliberately seeking it. In the
second case, which is the view I think we should favor, pursuing the
desire requires actually and deliberately seeking resistance to overcome.

Moreover, there is little unambiguous textual evidence that Nietz-
sche’s talk of “power,” “growth,” or “incorporation” can be inter-
preted in terms of Richardson’s concept of development. It is not clear,
for example, that “mastery” and “incorporation” as he understands
them are ultimate ends themselves, instead of simply more effective
instruments of sheer domination than “tyranny” and “suppression.” It
is, by contrast, quite explicitly that he characterizes power in terms of
overcoming resistance. I do not deny that a drive, or an agent, may
undergo the kind of development of which Richardson speaks, but it
will only be a by-product, or consequence of the activity of overcoming
resistance, in which the nature of power ultimately resides. Finally, it
is worth noting that when Nietzsche puts forth the will to power as
the basis for his revaluation of life-negating values, it is the definition
of power as overcoming of resistance that he explicitly invokes (see A
2). And we shall see later that the claim that this particular concept of
power is the object of an important human aspiration supplies the key
to his strategy for overcoming nihilistic despair.

In my view, then, the will to power is the will to the overcoming of
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resistance. This definition dictates a particular conception of the rela-
tion between it and other drives. So defined, the concept of power is,
in and of itself, devoid of any determinate content. It gets a determinate
content only from its relation to some determinate desire or drive.
Something constitutes a resistance only in relation to a determinate end
one desires to realize. For example, a recalcitrant puzzle is an obstacle
to the desire to understand, and the strength of an opposing player is
resistance against the desire to win. Accordingly, the will to power
cannot be satisfied unless the agent has a desire for something else than
power. This is the view I favor. The will to power therefore has the
structure of a second-order desire: it is a desire whose object includes
another (first-order) desire. It is, specifically, a desire for the overcoming
of resistance in the pursuit of some determinate first-order desire.

This conception of the will to power explains why it cannot be the
only drive, but it does not make quite clear (as Clark’s account did)
why it should be the “essence” of life, or at least an essential fixture
of human psychology. As I mentioned at the beginning of the chapter,
Clark’s view is rather complex. She maintains, on the one hand, that
the will to power is an essential fixture of human psychology, insofar
as any particular first-order desire spawns the second-order desire for
the power to satisfy it. On the other hand, she also argues finely that
Nietzsche’s claims that “life” or “the world” is essentially will to power
must be expressions of his values rather than of his beliefs about the
nature of reality. But she does not specify why this latter claim should
not apply to Nietzsche’s view of human psychology as well, why, that
is to say, his claim that the will to power is an essential human moti-
vation is not itself “a vision of life from the viewpoint of his values.”23

This could be chalked up to the fact that her analysis of the will to
power allows for a plausible account of its centrality in human psy-
chology. Since I disagree precisely with this analysis, I am inclined to
propose the following qualification.

Nietzsche certainly considers that the will to power is an important
motivation that is necessary to explain a significant range of psycho-
logical phenomena that appear distinctively human. I have already in-
dicated how the notion explains the susceptibility to boredom, and I
will show, at the end of this chapter, how it is also necessary to account
for cruelty and asceticism and their surprisingly multifarious manifes-
tations in human behavior. I would like to suggest that, when he pre-
sents the will to power as the essential human motivation—the moti-
vation that defines what it is to be human—Nietzsche actually turns
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psychology into an expression of his values. Thus, it is a psychological
fact that human beings want power, but it is an ethical view that
wanting power is what is most important (“essential”) about them.

3. The Paradox of Will to Power

Let me now turn to the paradoxical claim that the will to power “de-
sires displeasure” or “suffering.”24 To make sense of this strange view,
it will help to consider it against the backdrop of Schopenhauer’s con-
ception of suffering in terms of resistance to satisfaction: “We call its
[the will’s] hindrance through an obstacle placed between it and its
temporary goal, suffering (Leiden)” (WWR, I 56, p. 309). As our ex-
amination of Schopenhauerian pessimism revealed, the aspiration to
happiness ultimately amounts to the aspiration to eliminate all suf-
fering. This is where Nietzsche radically departs from Schopenhauer:
“Human beings do not seek pleasure and avoid displeasure. [ . . . ]
What human beings want, what every smallest organism wants, is an
increase of power; driven by that will they seek resistance, they need
something that opposes it—Displeasure, as an obstacle to their will to
power, is therefore a normal fact [ . . . ]; human beings do not avoid
it, they are rather in continual need of it [ . . . ]” (WP 702; cf. 656).
The will to power, insofar as it is a will to the overcoming of resistance,
must necessarily also will the resistance to overcome. Since suffering is
defined in terms of resistance, then the will to power indeed “desires
displeasure.”

We can find in Nietzsche’s writings two possible justifications of the
claim that the satisfaction of the will to power requires dissatisfaction.
Most commonly, the will to power involves a desire for resistance by
virtue of being a desire for power, which requires actively seeking re-
sistance to overcome. But on some occasions, Nietzsche also suggests
that the will to power involves a desire for resistance simply by virtue
of being a second-order desire, or a desire to desire. In this view, the
will to power would be, in part, a desire to be moved or stirred by a
desire, and being so moved requires that the latter desire remain, if
only for a moment, unsatisfied. To have (and experience the pull of) a
desire, in other words, requires resistance to its satisfaction for, as
Nietzsche remarks, “wanting to have always comes to an end with
having” (GS 363).

In either case, however, one might be tempted to think that this dis-
satisfaction need not cause displeasure, or a feeling of dissatisfaction.
For example, Kierkegaard’s seducer simply wants to enjoy the stirrings
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of his desire for Cordelia, but he does not particularly care to satisfy
this desire. Indeed, he defers gratification for as long as possible and
seems rather disappointed when it can no longer be postponed. The
seducer thus seems able to fulfill his desire to desire and be thoroughly
contented by it.25

This superficial interpretation of the seducer’s predicament is con-
fused. For it assumes that it is possible simply to desire to have desires
without also desiring to be moved to pursue their determinate objects.
The confusion bears on the nature of what it is to have a desire. To
have a desire just is to be moved to satisfy it. I cannot have a desire
for some determinate object and be indifferent to its possession. In
other words, I cannot have a desire and not suffer from its frustration.
Hence, the desire to desire cannot be satisfied without causing the agent
significant displeasure, for its satisfaction requires that the agent have
an unsatisfied desire.

Nietzsche is fond of bringing out certain sorts of difficult ideas in
short, aphoristic statements. By urging his readers to read his apho-
risms very “slowly,” and “ruminate” them (D, Preface 5; GM, Preface
8), he invites them to consider that their surface meaning might conceal
a deeper, often more perplexing one. In one such aphorism, he declares:
“In the end one loves one’s desire and not what is desired” (BGE 175).
On the face of it, the statement is rather straightforward: we ultimately
want the stirrings of desire, not what the desires are for. On further
reflection, however, it appears that this claim cannot, strictly speaking,
be true. The desire to have desires (the “love” of desires) is the desire
to be stirred by some desire. But one cannot be stirred by a desire unless
one actually cares about (one might say “loves”) its determinate object.
As a consequence, one cannot “love one’s desire” without also loving
“what is desired.”

The two features of the will to power I have been describing—that
its satisfaction requires that the agent desire something else than power,
and that its satisfaction requires displeasure—combine to give it a com-
plex, indeed paradoxical, structure, of which Nietzsche is keenly aware.
The will to power is a will to the overcoming of resistance. Since re-
sistance is always defined in relation to determinate ends, the desire for
resistance to overcome cannot be satisfied unless the agent also desires
these determinate ends. For obstacles to the realization of these ends
will not count as resistance for the agent, and so will not cause him
suffering, unless he actually desires these ends. Yet, in willing power,
he must also desire resistance to their realization. And so the agent

Copyright © The President and Fellows of Harvard College



The Will to Power • 135

who wills power must want both certain determinate ends and resis-
tance to their realization: “That I must be struggle and a becoming and
an end and an opposition to ends26—ah, whoever guesses what is my
will should also guess on what crooked paths it must proceed. What-
ever I create and however much I love it, soon I must oppose it and
my love; thus my will wills it” (Z, II 12; first emphasis mine).

A passage from the notebooks articulates an even more radical ver-
sion of the paradox and also alludes to the opposition to Schopen-
hauer: “It is not the satisfaction of the will [die Befriedigung des Wil-
lens] that causes pleasure (I want to fight this superficial theory—the
absurd psychological counterfeiting of the nearest things—), but rather
the will’s forward thrust and again and again becoming master over
that which stands in its way. The feeling of pleasure lies precisely in
the dissatisfaction of the will, in the fact that the will is never satisfied
unless it has opponents and resistance” (WP 696; cf. 656; GS 56).

If we assume that Nietzsche defines pleasure here, like Schopenhauer,
in terms of desire satisfaction,27 then the central claim of this passage
is, I believe, clear enough: the will is not satisfied unless it is dissatisfied
(“unless it has opponents and resistance”). By contraposition, the claim
is that the satisfaction of the will implies dissatisfaction. In attempting
to elucidate the significance of this paradox, we ought to proceed care-
fully. We should begin by distinguishing two versions of the paradox.
In the weaker version, the claim is that the satisfaction of the will to
power implies some dissatisfaction in the agent (though not necessarily
dissatisfaction of the will to power itself). On the stronger version, the
claim is that the satisfaction of the will to power implies its own dis-
satisfaction.

Consider the weaker version of the paradox: the satisfaction of the
will to power implies some dissatisfaction. This follows from the def-
inition of the will to power as the will to the overcoming of resistance
that I discussed earlier. Willing power implies willing to have deter-
minate desires and resistance to their satisfaction. Thus, an agent’s will
to power is satisfied when he has determinate desires that are dissat-
isfied (when there is resistance against their satisfaction). On this
reading, the paradox involved in the claim that “the satisfaction of the
will implies dissatisfaction” is resolved simply by assuming that the
terms in opposition have different referents. Thus, we assume that, in
the first instance, “satisfaction” is of the second-order desire to pursue
determinate first-order desires (the will to power), while in the second
instance, “dissatisfaction” is of some determinate first-order desire. Al-
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though this weaker reading is supported by other texts in Nietzsche,
the present passage clearly invites the stronger reading: the satisfaction
of the will to power implies its own dissatisfaction. How might we
make sense of this stronger version of the paradox?

To do so, we must first remember that the will to power is not a
bare desire to desire, which would amount to a desire for some deter-
minate end and for resistance to its realization. The will to power is,
rather, the desire for the overcoming of resistance in the pursuit of a
determinate desire. The will to power will not be satisfied unless three
conditions are met: there is some first-order desire for a determinate
end, there is resistance to the realization of this determinate end, and
there is actual success in overcoming this resistance. But then, the con-
ditions of the satisfaction of the will to power do indeed imply its
dissatisfaction. The overcoming of resistance eliminates it, but the pres-
ence of such resistance is a necessary condition of satisfaction of the
will to power. Hence, the satisfaction of the will to power implies its
own dissatisfaction, in the sense that it necessarily brings it about.

I may put the same point in yet another way. Power, for Nietzsche,
is not a state or a condition, but an activity, the activity of confronting
and overcoming resistance. Now, we may distinguish between the de-
sire for the activity of pursuing a determinate end and the desire for
the determinate end of that activity. Nietzsche apparently believes that
to be genuinely engaged in an activity one must actually care about
realizing its determinate end. So, the desire for the activity is, at least
in part, a desire to desire its end. Hence, the desire for activity will not
be satisfied unless the agent also is moved by a desire to achieve its
end, and this implies that the agent will strive to achieve this end and
will not be satisfied until it is achieved. But the achievement of its end
also brings the activity to a close. Hence, the pursuit of the desire for
activity implies a pursuit of the end of this activity which, when suc-
cessful, brings the activity to a close, and so frustrates, as it were, the
very desire that motivated it in the first place.

Some of Nietzsche’s favorite metaphors to describe the pursuit of
power nicely illustrate this distinctive character of the pursuit of power.
They include, most notably, the Greek “agon (contest)” (KSA, I
pp. 783–792; cf. D 38; TI, II 8, IX 23) and “war” (Z, I 10; TI, IX 38;
EH, I 7; A 2). Consider now what Nietzsche urges on those who pursue
power in the case of war: “You should love peace as a means to new
wars—and the short peace more than the long. [ . . . ] Let your work
be a struggle. Let your peace be a victory!” (Z, I 10).28 Let us interpret
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this claim in terms of the more general analogy with competitive games,
which is common to both metaphors.29

In the passage I just quoted, Nietzsche points to a peculiar paradox
that affects playing competitive games. To bring out this paradox, we
might imagine that Nietzsche would subscribe to the Olympic motto,
“It is not the winning, it is the taking part that counts”—provided,
however, we treat it as one of his aphorisms, whose surface meaning
conceals a different one. On the face of it, the statement is straightfor-
ward enough: all that matters, or all that should matter, is the taking
part, the playing. From another viewpoint, however, the statement is
false. For one cannot really “take part” or compete unless one actually
cares about winning—that is, unless winning matters to one. Nietz-
sche’s conception of the pursuit of power therefore requires a distinc-
tion of viewpoints. For the agent who contemplates playing a game, it
may well be that all that matters is participation. But for the agent who
is engaged in the game, winning must matter, since having this moti-
vational focus is precisely what constitutes his engagement in the game.
Protagonists do not really play, therefore, unless they do everything
they can to achieve victory. But in achieving victory they also deprive
themselves of a game, frustrating thereby their desire to play: “Alas,
who was not vanquished in his victory?” (Z, III 12[30]). So, since those
who desire to play must necessarily care about winning, they should
also want their victory to be short lived and to be an opportunity for
new games.

What is the implication of this full-blown paradox for the pursuit of
power? Nietzsche describes it in the following terms: “Whatever I
create and however much I love it—soon I must oppose it and my love;
thus my will wills it” (Z, II 12). He also characterizes the pursuit of
power as a perpetual cycle of “creation” and “destruction” (see Z, I
17, II 2, III 12; WP 1067). He who wills power must not, strictly
speaking, destroy what he has created, or hate what he loved. Rather,
he must “overcome” what he loved or created. His will to power soon
induces him to find any given creative achievement, any attained object
of a determinate desire, no longer satisfying, no longer enough. The
agent in pursuit of power does not seek achievements, so to speak, but
achieving. But he cannot simply undo what he has done and do it
again: since the resistance to doing it has been overcome already, over-
coming it again would no longer count as genuine achieving. Living
according to the will to power is not living the life of a Sisyphus. What
he needs are fresh, new, perhaps greater challenges. And this explains
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why the pursuit of power assumes the form of growth, or self-
overcoming. Life, Nietzsche frequently tells us, is will to power, and of
life he says: “To have and to want to have more—growth, in one
word—that is life itself” (WP 125; cf. 704). “And life itself,” he has
Zarathustra proclaim, “confided this secret to me: ‘Behold,’ it said, ‘I
am that which must always overcome itself” (Z, II 12).30

Consider one of Nietzsche’s most common examples: the will to
power as it relates to the desire to know. It requires the overcoming of
resistance to knowledge and understanding, as in the actual resolution
of problems and discovery of new worlds. But such achievements will
ultimately leave the will to power dissatisfied and looking for more
resistance to overcome. Obviously, it would hardly satisfy the will to
power to go over problems that have already been solved, or travel
again through worlds already discovered. What it needs, rather, is new
problems to solve and worlds as yet unknown to discover. Thus, the
satisfaction of the will to power in the pursuit of knowledge necessarily
produces a continuous growth in knowledge. It is also a perpetual
“self-overcoming,” where self-overcoming must be understood not as
overcoming of the self31 but as overcoming of the overcoming itself,
the movement whereby the individual in pursuit of power, having at-
tained a certain level of achievement, proceeds to outdo itself.

In claiming that the conditions of the satisfaction of the will to power
bring about its dissatisfaction, then, Nietzsche is not saying that the
pursuit of the will to power is self-defeating or self-undermining. It is
plainly possible to satisfy the will to power—one only has to engage
in the successful overcoming of resistance. What I have called the
strong paradox of the will to power is meant to reveal one of its most
distinctive features, namely that it is a kind of desire that does not
allow for permanent (once-and-for-all) satisfaction. Its pursuit, on the
contrary, necessarily assumes the form of an indefinite, perpetually re-
newed striving (see GS 310). Insatiability is an essential feature of the
will to power.

The analysis of the will to power I have just developed explains why
it is tempting, if misleading, to define power either in terms of control
or domination, or in terms of ability or capacity. Increased control or
domination, or developed abilities or capacities, are natural and fre-
quent consequences of the pursuit of power. To be successful, the effort
to overcome resistance will indeed require ever greater abilities and
capacities, and when successful, it will result in some sort of increased
control and domination. But, as I have argued, it would be a mistake
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to see in those common and perhaps necessary consequences of the
pursuit of power its very essence.

4. The Psychology of Will to Power: Two Case Studies

On the Genealogy of Morals is a book ostensibly devoted to exposing
the psychological origins of modern morality. Specifically, Nietzsche
shows how the cardinal phenomena of morality—the distinction be-
tween good and evil, bad conscience, and asceticism—are all rooted in
the will to power. If they are compelling, these “psychological studies,”
as Nietzsche calls them (EH, III “Genealogy of Morals”), should pro-
vide support to the view that the will to power, as I have described it
here, is indeed an important human motivation. Since I discuss Nietz-
sche’s account of the origin of the distinction between good and evil in
Chapter 6, I will focus here on the other two studies, which examine,
respectively, cruelty and asceticism.32 I will argue that each of these
studies may be fruitfully considered as a criticism and improvement of
Schopenhauer’s own account of these phenomena, and that the concept
of the will to power in terms of which Nietzsche explains them is very
precisely the concept I have analyzed in the previous section.

It might be perplexing that Nietzsche should try to establish the im-
portance of the will to power as a human motivation by showing that
it is necessary to explain psychological phenomena that are as appar-
ently marginal as cruelty and asceticism. But he never tires of pointing
out that cruelty and asceticism are, in fact, not marginal phenomena.
On the contrary, they are far more central to our psychological life
than our squeamish sensibilities may be prepared to recognize, and they
assume the most unexpected guises. To mention only one notorious
example, Nietzsche describes the desire to know as a form of cruelty:
“Indeed, any insistence on profundity and thoroughness is a violation,
a desire to hurt the basic will of the spirit which unceasingly strives for
the apparent and superficial—in all desire to know there is a drop of
cruelty” (BGE 230; cf. 231).

I. Cruelty. The phenomenon of cruelty, along with analogous ex-
periences of taking pleasure in the sufferings of another (revenge, Scha-
denfreude [malicious joy at the misfortune of others], and the like)
poses a problem for Schopenhauer’s brand of psychological hedonism.
According to this view, the ultimate motive of all human action is the
avoidance of pain. But it is hard to see, at first glance, how the infliction
of suffering on another could be motivated by the desire to avoid pain
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in oneself. Schopenhauer concedes that making others suffer might be
a necessary means to secure a certain end; for example, I might have
to torment others in order to get something I want from them. But he
insists that these are not cases of cruelty, for in an individual’s cruelty
“the suffering of another is no longer a means for attaining the ends
of his own will, but an end in itself” (WWR, I 65, p. 363; cf. BM 14,
pp. 136 and 145). Thus, the phenomenon of cruelty and associated
phenomena pose a challenge to the explanatory adequacy of psycho-
logical hedonism. Schopenhauer attempts to meet this challenge with
the following suggestion: “Since man is a manifestation of the will
illuminated by the clearest knowledge, he is always measuring and
comparing the actual and felt satisfaction of his will with the merely
possible satisfaction put before him by knowledge. From this springs
envy: every privation [Entbehrung] is infinitely aggravated by the plea-
sure of others, and relieved by the knowledge that others also endure
the same privation. [ . . . ] The calling to mind of sufferings greater than
our own stills their pain; the sight of another’s suffering alleviates our
own” (WWR, I 65, pp. 363–364). According to this suggestion, psy-
chological hedonism can accommodate cruelty and other, comparable
phenomena by appealing to the observation that “the actual and felt
satisfaction of his will” may be affected by a reflective comparison of
it “with the merely possible satisfaction put before him by knowledge.”
Thus, suffering, which is the experience of deprivation, may be aggra-
vated by the sight of the well-being of others. Conversely, the compar-
ison of our own deprivation with the greater deprivations of others
might alleviate our own suffering. In sum, suffering is deprivation, and
deprivation is partly a function of “knowledge” insofar as we feel de-
prived in proportion to what we believe we could have. Hence, the
contemplation of the comparatively greater sufferings of others is a
source of relief since it can make us feel less deprived.

This explanation is adequate for phenomena such as Schadenfreude,
but it seems less convincing for cases like revenge and cruelty, for two
reasons. First, revenge and cruelty consist not just in the contemplation
of the sufferings of others, as does Schadenfreude, but in the inflicting
of suffering upon them (BM 14, p. 136). There is, presumably, enough
misery in the world that we could always find others more miserable
than we are without having to make them miserable ourselves. Of
course, there are also many who are better off than we are and might
constitute painful reminders of our deprivation. We might, accordingly,
want to make them suffer as well. But even this observation will not
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suffice, for Schopenhauer himself remarks that cruelty will not rarely
be found in individuals who are already far better off than most people
(“in the Neros and Domitians, in the African Deys, in Robespierre, and
so on” [WWR, I 65, p. 364]). So, the relief we experience by comparing
our pain with the (greater) pain of others does not convincingly explain
the distinctive pleasure we take at making others suffer, since we can
be tempted to cruelty toward others who already are considerably
worse off than we are.

Second, there is Schopenhauer’s claim that cruelty is a “delight at
the suffering of another which has not sprung from egoism but is dis-
interested.” Cruelty, he declares, is in fact analogous to compassion
insofar as it “too is without self-interest,” and differs from it only
insofar as it “makes its ultimate aim the pain of another,” rather than
his well-being (BM 16, p. 145). He apparently believes that an indi-
vidual bent on cruelty could deliberately thwart his own self-interest
and live a life of misery in order to make others suffer. However plau-
sible we find this suggestion, the fact that Schopenhauer accepts it
weakens even more the explanatory force of his psychological he-
donism. If there is no limit to the amount of pain the cruel individual
is prepared to endure in order to inflict pain on others, then it is hard
to see how his cruelty could be motivated ultimately by the desire to
diminish his own pain by comparing it with the pain of others.

Schopenhauer himself never owns up to these difficulties. But his
explanation of cruelty already acknowledges implicitly the shortcom-
ings of his brand of hedonism. The cruel individual, he writes, “seeks
indirectly the alleviation of which he is incapable directly, in other
words, he tries to mitigate his own suffering by the sight of another’s,
and at the same time recognizes this as an expression of his power”
(WWR, I 65, p. 364). Incapable of alleviating his pain “directly” by
the satisfaction of his desires, the cruel individual attempts to do so
“indirectly” by inflicting greater pain on others. Schopenhauer, how-
ever, feels the need to supplement this explanation with a conjecture,
which he never develops himself, but which Nietzsche takes to point
to a correct account: the cruel individual is ultimately motivated by a
will to power.

Nietzsche’s most thorough analysis of cruelty is located in the con-
text of an investigation of the notion of punishment. He argues that,
at its inception, the idea of punishment was understood as compensa-
tion, analagous to the repayment of a debt. Thus, the inflicting of pain
on the perpetrator of a crime was a form of compensation for the
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victim. He marvels at the strangeness of this idea: “Let us be clear as
to the logic of this form of compensation: it is strange enough. An
equivalence is provided by the creditor’s receiving, in place of a literal
compensation for an injury (thus, in place of money, land, possessions
of any kind), a recompense in the form of a kind of pleasure—the
pleasure of being allowed to vent his power freely upon one who is
powerless, the voluptuous pleasure ‘de faire le mal pour le plaisir de le
faire,’ the enjoyment of violation. [ . . . ] The compensation, then, con-
sists in a warrant for, and title to cruelty” (GM, II 5; cf. 6). There are,
as it turns out, two strange features in this conception of punishment.
One is “the idea that every injury has its equivalent and can actually
be paid back, even if only through the pain of the culprit” (GM, II 4).
In other words, every injury and every compensation may be converted
into the universal currency of pain and pleasure: thus, the loss of pos-
sessions, or of a loved one, has its equivalent in a specifiable amount
of the pleasure we take at making the perpetrator suffer.

The strange feature of cruelty Nietzsche is most anxious to examine
is precisely that which Schopenhauer’s psychological hedonism could
not adequately explain: the idea that we could take pleasure at
“making suffer” (GM, II 6; the emphasis is Nietzsche’s). The conjec-
ture Nietzsche offers, following Schopenhauer’s inadvertent sugges-
tion, is that making others suffer, in contrast to the mere contempla-
tion of their sufferings, increases the feeling of power. To shore up the
connection between cruelty and the will to power, Nietzsche brings
out two interesting observations. First, he remarks: “This enjoyment
will be the greater the lower the creditor stands in the social order,
and can easily appear to him as a most delicious morsel, indeed as a
foretaste of higher rank. In ‘punishing’ the debtor, the creditor partic-
ipates in a right of the masters: at last he, too, may experience for
once the exalted sensation of being allowed to despise and mistreat
someone as ‘beneath’ him” (GM, II 5). Conversely, someone who is
already powerful will find less gratification in making others suffer
and might thus become more inclined to mercy: “it goes without
saying that mercy remains the privilege of the most powerful man”
(GM, II 10). Both of these observations are best explained by the as-
sumption that the pleasure taken in “making suffer” is essentially an
increase of the feeling of power. The increase is greater for those who
are less powerful than those they make suffer, and lower, or perhaps
even nonexistent, in those who already are (or feel) more powerful
(whence their inclination to mercy).
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Cruelty is gratifying, therefore, not just because we merely contem-
plate another’s suffering but because we make him suffer and, in the
process, experience an increase in our feeling of power: “to practice
cruelty is to enjoy the highest gratification of the feeling of power” (D
18). This explanation of cruelty remains compatible with a conception
of power in terms of control or domination. A subtle feature of cruelty
shows why we should rule it out. Why is making another suffer nec-
essary to generate an increase in the feeling of power? Why is seeing
to it that he does something we want him to do (without the infliction
of suffering) not sufficient to shore up our sense of power over him?
The answer, I think, is found in the analysis of the concept of power I
presented in the previous section.

Power, for Nietzsche, designates a process of overcoming resistance,
and not simply a state in which our will encounters no resistance.
Making others suffer is a form of the will to power insofar as it nec-
essarily involves overcoming the resistance their will is bound to oppose
to the prospect of suffering. If others do what we want them to do
because they happen to want the same thing themselves, they oppose
no resistance, and we experience no increase in the feeling of power.
Cruelty promises such an increase, by contrast, because it promises
resistance to overcome, namely, the will of the other, which necessarily
rebels against the suffering inflicted upon it.33 This may help to explain
why when the powerful are cruel (the Neros, the Domitians, and so
on), they tend to reach for paroxysms of cruelty: already powerful,
they must create greater resistance in others by threatening them with
greater sufferings, in order to derive an increased feeling of power from
the infliction of such sufferings.

II. Asceticism. While cruelty is, from the point of view of Schopen-
hauer’s brand of psychological hedonism, simply hard to explain, as-
ceticism, understood as the voluntary infliction of suffering upon one-
self, is downright incomprehensible. It is difficult enough to see how
making others suffer could be motivated by the desire to avoid or al-
leviate pain in oneself; but it makes absolutely no sense to claim that
making oneself suffer is also motivated by that desire. How could one
derive relief from one’s own suffering by inflicting more of it on one-
self?

Schopenhauer assigns a prominent role to asceticism in his doctrine
of the “denial of the will to live” and resignation. The nature of this
role, however, is left quite unclear. As we shall see in the next chapter,
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resignation is the state in which the will itself has been renounced, and
the satisfaction of the concrete desires that manifest it has become a
matter of indifference. Asceticism, by contrast, is voluntary depriva-
tion, or the deliberate denial of satisfaction of one’s basic needs. On
the one hand, asceticism is “the phenomenon by which this [resigna-
tion] becomes manifest” (WWR, I 68, p. 380), while on the other, prac-
tices like “voluntary and complete chastity” constitute “the first step
in asceticism or the denial of the will to live” (ibid.). Thus, asceticism
is now an expression of resignation, or even resignation itself, and now
a preparation for it.

In the next chapter, I will argue that, in the most compelling inter-
pretation of Schopenhauer’s view, resignation is a state induced di-
rectly by a fully appropriated knowledge of the “essential vanity” and
“contradiction” of the will to live: it does not seem possible for some-
one to be convinced of the vain and conflicted character of the will
and continue to will nevertheless. In the context of this interpretation,
neither of the two views of asceticism I just distinguished makes much
sense. Asceticism cannot be resignation itself, or a manifestation of
it, for the ascetic remains concerned to deny satisfaction to desires
to which the fully resigned individual has become utterly indifferent.
And it is hard to see how voluntary deprivation could induce resig-
nation: how can I become convinced of the impossibility of satisfying
my desires, if I am myself responsible for their continued frustration?
Thus, asceticism is already difficult to explain in Schopenhauer’s own
terms.

Nevertheless, in Human, All Too Human, Nietzsche proposes a “sci-
entific” explanation of asceticism that still borrows its terms from
Schopenhauerian psychological hedonism. Far from aiming at a nega-
tion of the will to live, the “self-torture” to which ascetics subject them-
selves is “a means by which these natures combat the general enerva-
tion of their will to live (their nerves): they employ the most painful
stimulants and cruelties so as, at least for a time, to emerge out of
[ . . . ] boredom and torpor” (HH, I 140; cf. 142). But Nietzsche’s dis-
cussion there is already shot through with allusions to a special mo-
tive—a “lust for power”—underlying asceticism. For example, he
writes: “The most usual means the ascetic and saint employs to make
his life nonetheless endurable and enjoyable consists in occasionally
waging war and the alternation of victory and defeat. To this end, he
requires an opponent, and he finds him in the so-called ‘enemy within.’
He exploits especially his tendency to vanity, to a thirst for honors and
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domination, then his sensual desires, in an attempt to see life as a
continuous battle and himself as a battlefield” (HH, I 141; cf. 138,
142).

To explain how this “continuous battle” staves off boredom and
provides some sort of pleasure or enjoyment, Nietzsche introduces the
peculiar idea of “pleasure in emotion as such” (HH, I 140). Apparently,
he believes that the experience of strong emotions, regardless of their
particular content, is the source of a certain kind of enjoyment. He
contrasts this pleasure with the “boredom” of the individual whose
“enervation” has made him incapable of being moved or engaged by
most “stimulants”: confronted with the dullness of boredom, even
painful emotions eventually look appealing. The “pleasure” we take
even at painful emotions, in other words, lies in the fact that they spare
us the unpleasantness of boredom.

The psychological hypothesis of “pleasure in emotion as such” is
unsatisfactory, however, because it still fails to explain asceticism. The
effort to stave off boredom by means of strong emotions does not
require that these emotions be painful ones, such as the emotions as-
sociated with ascetic self-denial: wounded vanity, humiliation, and the
feelings associated with the frustration of sensual desires. Obviously,
that would merely replace one kind of pain with another, and Scho-
penhauer’s psychological hedonism seems to rule out this particular
strategy: if we are to distract ourselves from the torments of boredom
through the experience of powerful emotions, hedonism only permits
that they be pleasant ones. If the emotions of ascetic self-denial are to
constitute a permissible strategy to avoid boredom, we must suppose
that such emotions are in fact pleasurable. The task, then, becomes
that of explaining why these emotions of self-denial, though undeniably
painful, remain appealing nonetheless.

Eventually, Nietzsche comes to recognize that the creation of conflict,
which he originally interpreted as a means to generate strong emotions,
should in fact be understood as an opportunity for increasing the
feeling of power. The ascetic does not take pleasure at painful emotions
because they are emotions, nor, obviously, because they are painful, but
because in subjecting himself to them, the ascetic overcomes a certain
resistance in himself and increases his feeling of power.

Both Nietzsche and Schopenhauer contrast strictly ascetic self-denial
from a kind of instrumental self-denial. In the latter case, the voluntary
deprivation is simply a means to the achievement of some further end,
whereas in the former, the deprivation is the end itself (WWR, I 68,
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pp. 380–381 and GM, III 8–11). Nietzsche emphasizes the eminently
paradoxical character of ascetic self-denial:

For an ascetic life is a self-contradiction: here rules a ressentiment without
equal, that of an insatiable instinct and power-will that wants to become
master not over something in life but over life itself, over its most pro-
found, powerful, and basic conditions; here an attempt is made to employ
force to block up the wells of force; here physiological well-being itself is
viewed askance, and especially the outward expression of this well-being,
beauty and joy; while pleasure is felt and sought in ill-constitutedness,
decay, pain, mischance, ugliness, voluntary deprivation, self-mortification,
self-flagellation, self-sacrifice. All this is in the highest degree paradoxical:
we stand before a discord that wants to be discordant, that enjoys itself
in this suffering. (GM, III 10; cf. TI, V 3)

Just as cruelty was seeking the suffering of others not as a means but
as an end in itself, asceticism is seeking one’s own suffering not as
means but as an end in itself. There is nothing paradoxical in depriving
oneself of something as a means to get something else; but there is
something “paradoxical in the highest degree” in depriving oneself for
the sake of deprivation.

Asceticism, Nietzsche suggests, is “cruelty towards [oneself]” (GM,
III 10) and offers the same explanation of its appeal as he did for that
of cruelty. The ascetic derives his pleasure not from the pain he inflicts
upon himself but from the inflicting itself. Asceticism is appealing be-
cause it promises an increase in the feeling of power—not through
overcoming the resistance of the will of others, but, this time, through
overcoming the resistance of one’s own will. What is at stake in all the
forms of “cruelty turned against oneself,” Nietzsche declares, is
“growth, in one word—or, more precisely, the feeling of growth, the
feeling of increased power” (BGE 230; cf. D 113). The ascetic enjoys
his self-inflicted suffering not as suffering but as a victory over himself.

Cruelty and asceticism are best explained by the desire to overcome
resistance, but resistance to the achievement of what particular end? In
the Genealogy, Nietzsche does not clearly distinguish between the
formal concept of power as the overcoming of resistance and a sub-
stantive concept of power as the domination of others. One could have
the domination of others as a determinate end and also will the over-
coming of resistance in the pursuit of this end. What matters for my
present purposes is that cruelty (and therefore asceticism) cannot be
explained solely by the desire to dominate others. This desire could
arguably be satisfied without making others suffer. For example, I could

Copyright © The President and Fellows of Harvard College



The Will to Power • 147

establish my domination over others by offering them bread and games.
To make others suffer is to ensure they will oppose resistance to my
desire to subjugate them. Hence, cruelty must be motivated by the de-
sire to have resistance to overcome in the pursuit of domination. Since
I can presumably achieve self-mastery without making myself suffer,
the same goes for asceticism.
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how the pursuit of one desire will quickly come to interfere with the pursuit
of the other, or simply how pursuing both desires concurrently will soon
become difficult. Finally, we can also imagine pairs of desires in which the
pursuit of one neither facilitates nor hinders the pursuit of the other (for
example, the desire to exercise regularly and the desire to develop one’s
appreciation of music).

In the case of complementary desires, pursuing or satisfying one to some
extent promotes or facilitates satisfying the other. One obvious way in which
this happens is when satisfying one desire has consequences that facilitate
the satisfaction of the other (for example, regular exercise will relieve stress
and increase energy, thereby facilitating the pursuit of high scholarly achieve-
ment). Another way in which this happens is when the most consuming
activities of someone in pursuit of two desires will serve both simultaneously
(for example, the desire to write this book and the desire to exercise my
intellectual faculties).

29. This may be why Pippin (2005) thinks that it is impossible to give a prin-
cipled answer to the question of why some new values take, while others
do not, and why the successful creator of values must possess an acute
sensitivity to conditions of life that simply may not be codifiable.

3. The Will to Power

1. Kofman (1972), pp. 133–145, and Nehamas (1985), chapter 3, both attempt
to reconcile the privileged ontological standing of the will to power with
Nietzsche’s perspectivism. Anderson (1994) proposes an elegant, if specu-
lative, resolution of the apparent conflict between the generality and abstrac-
tion of the doctrine and Nietzsche’s empiricism.

2. Cf. Kaufmann (1974), p. 204; Clark (1990), p. 209. Clark admits that
Nietzsche often presents the will to power as the fundamental principle of
biology, or even ontology (e.g., GS 349; Z, II 7, 12; BGE 13, 36, 257; A 6;
WP 1067). But she argues in detail elsewhere (2000) that we should “inter-
pret statements that seem to make such claims as expressions of his values
rather than of his beliefs about the nature of reality” (pp. 119–135). She
also maintains that the will to power is for Nietzsche “the most important
second-order drive and the one that is essential to our constitution and
experience of ourselves as agents” (ibid.), the study of which pertains to
psychology, “the doctrine of the development of will to power” (BGE 23).
I agree with Clark that Nietzsche’s claim that “the will to power is the
essence of life” “gives us a vision of life from the viewpoint of his values”
(see Chapter 4), but I do not see why this should not apply to human psy-
chology as well. I return to this issue later in this chapter.

3. Stern (1979) offers a representative statement of this interpretation (esp.
pp. 114–125).

4. Löwith (1997).
5. Kaufmann (1974), pp. 213–216.
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6. Richardson (1996), esp. p. 28–35.
7. Clark (1990), pp. 211ff.
8. As Schopenhauer understands it, a priori knowledge includes not just the

sort of metaphysics Kant rejects (the science of the supra-sensible), but also
the sort of metaphysics he accepts (a transcendental investigation into the
conditions of the possibility of experience). For an account of the role of
Schopenhauer’s method in his rejection of the latter, see Guyer (1999),
pp. 93–137.

9. Such observations are articulated in statements of inductive generalizations,
akin to those encapsulated in so-called popular wisdom (for example, “An
apple a day keeps the doctor away” or “Money does not buy happiness”).
The appeal to this kind of experience is not new in philosophy. Aristotle,
for example, is sometimes thought to depend on it.

10. Cartwright (1988) briefly discusses and criticizes this account of the pain-
fulness of desire (esp. pp. 57–58).

11. At least, I will assume (as does Schopenhauer) that this is so in the “normal”
case. I shall leave aside the complications created by the fact that, for hu-
mans at least, food and the eating of it come to assume a large variety of
symbolic roles that imply that eating food can afford pleasure even to some-
one who is not hungry.

12. This is debatable. For example, one could become so accustomed to certain
forms of lasting discomfort as to lose awareness of them and be made aware
of them again only by their removal. Note, however, that this is arguably
possible only if the discomfort is fairly minor.

13. For some standard objections to Schopenhauer’s account of the will, and its
relation to his pessimism, see Janaway (1999), pp. 318–343. I think that the
force of some of these objections can at least be blunted once we remark
that Schopenhauer’s metaphysics is intended as an “understanding” of gen-
eral lessons of experience.

14. For more on the importance of boredom in Schopenhauer’s philosophy, see
Raymond (1979). Young (1987) also briefly notes the importance of
boredom in the argument for pessimism, but he does not develop this re-
mark (esp. p. 59).

15. I should note that Schopenhauer appears to offer a different account of
boredom in a later work, according to which it is the recognition that the
objects of our desires are devoid of intrinsic worth: “Their satisfaction [of
needs and wants] is hard to attain and yet affords him nothing but a painless
state in which he is still abandoned to boredom. This, then, is positive proof
that, in itself, existence has no value; for boredom is just that feeling of its
emptiness” (PP 146, p. 287). The value of the objects we desire is extrinsic
insofar as it lies in their ability to extinguish the pain inherent in the desire
for them. They accordingly lose their value the moment the desire is elimi-
nated. This is why they cease to be interesting to us soon after we assume
possession of them. But it is harder to see why, on this account, we should
experience the subsequent loss of interest as boredom, which is an un-
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pleasant state, unless we suppose, as Schopenhauer himself does in his ear-
lier account, that we actually want to be interested.

16. I owe this distinction to Jorge Fernandez. In general, my construal of Scho-
penhauer’s argument from boredom has much benefited from conversations
with Fernandez.

17. Migotti (1995) characterizes the two notions of willing in Schopenhauer in
terms of “empirical” and “transcendental” willing, but he does not specify
clearly what this distinction amounts to, nor what relation the two types of
willing bear to one another (esp. p. 647).

18. Elsewhere, Nietzsche offers a more ambitious argument against the doctrine
of self-preservation: “Physiologists should think before putting down the
instinct of self-preservation as the cardinal instinct of an organic being. A
living thing seeks above all to discharge its strength—life itself is will to
power; self-preservation is only one of the indirect and most frequent results.
In short, here as everywhere else, let us beware of superfluous teleological
principles—one of which is the instinct of self-preservation (we owe it to
Spinoza’s inconsistency). Thus method, which must be essentially economy
of principles, demands it” (BGE 13).

In the first part of the passage, Nietzsche invokes the fact of experience
mentioned previously to support his contention that life is will to power,
and not to self-preservation. Since the “discharge” of one’s strength (the
expression or exercise of “power”) often results in firming up one’s position
in one’s environment, and so improves one’s survival chances, it is easy to
fall prey to the error that it was somehow intended to do so. It is, in other
words, an instance of “the error of mistaking cause for consequence” (TI,
V 1). Positing a fundamental will to self-preservation is such an error, Nietz-
sche argues, for two reasons. One of these reasons is implicit, and it refers
back to the argument from Thus Spoke Zarathustra. Self-preservation looks
to be fundamental because it is a “frequent” but not inevitable result of the
will to power: experience shows that human beings are, at least sometimes,
motivated to do things in spite of the threat to their self-preservation. The
other reason is essentially methodological, and it might be thought to be
related to the first. Given that self-preservation does not seem to be the only
motive force of human behavior, we might wonder whether we should not
favor an explanation in terms of will to power on grounds of explanatory
economy: this principle underlies an account not only for the phenomena
hitherto explained by appeal to “an instinct of self-preservation,” but also
for those phenomena that cannot be so explained. For a discussion of this
and other arguments against the primacy of self-preservation, see Schacht
(1983), pp. 239–242, and Anderson (1994).

19. Not all desires are “drives” for Nietzsche. Drives are, rather, generic desires,
such as the desires for food, sex, knowledge, and so on. The pursuit of a
generic desire, such as the desire to know, will typically induce specific de-
sires, such as the desire to read some particular book. But these specific
desires are not appropriately characterized as “drives.”
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20. Clark (1990), p. 211.
21. It is worth noting that in Clark’s interpretation, it seems possible to desire

power independently of its relation to any particular first-order desire, as
when we seek to increase our control over the environment and to develop
our capacities generally. But her interpretation remains “instrumental” in-
sofar as it maintains that the desire for power makes no sense if we consider
it independently of its relation to first-order desires in general.

22. Richardson (1996), pp. 21ff.
23. Clark (2000), p. 119.
24. Nietzsche appears to be even less rigorous than Schopenhauer in his use of

terms: I will assume, in the remainder of this discussion, that he uses “dis-
pleasure [Unlust]” and “suffering [Leiden]” interchangeably.

25. Kierkegaard (1987), p. 301ff. The seducer’s conception of love bears a
strong analogy to the medieval ideal of “courtly love” (see Hunt [1994],
pp. 131–144). We also find clear echoes of it in some of Nietzsche’s own
musings about romantic love (GS 363).

26. The term Widerspruch used here usually denotes a conceptual or rational
contradiction. It thus differs from the term Widerstand, which Nietzsche
uses to denote the resistance to the realization of an end. In the present
passage, then, Nietzsche appears to claim that willing power implies en-
dorsing an end and rejecting it at the same time—instead of desiring both
the end and obstacles to its realization. Note, however, that willing both an
end and obstacles to its realization is tantamount to endorsing the end and
rejecting it, for one cannot coherently endorse an end and will opposition
to its realization. Thus, using the example of a competitive game, I want to
win the game, but at the same time, I want strong opponents who will
jeopardize my ability to win the game, and this latter want may seem to
contradict the first.

27. Nietzsche sometimes proposes to redefine pleasure in terms of the “feeling
of power” and argues that pleasure and displeasure are not opposites:
“ ‘Pleasure’—as a feeling of power (presupposing displeasure)” (WP 657;
cf. 661, 699, 1023). This definition fits in well with Schopenhauer’s con-
ception of pleasure in terms of desire satisfaction. For example, I take plea-
sure in drinking water because I am thirsty. As soon as my thirst is
quenched, however, I can no longer enjoy drinking. In this sense, the feeling
of pleasure “presupposes displeasure.” Moreover, as I have defined the term
here, power is the overcoming of resistance to the satisfaction of some de-
terminate desire. Drinking when I am thirsty is overcoming resistance
(however much there may be) to the satisfaction of that desire, so that it
makes sense to associate pleasure with the feeling of power. However, Nietz-
sche’s view remains peculiar in one respect: unlike Schopenhauer, he argues
that pleasure consists not in the removal of displeasure but in feeling one’s
power in successfully removing displeasure. This claim is of course conten-
tious, but my use of the doctrine of the will to power does not ride on it.

28. It is worth noting that, as the rest of the section makes clear, Nietzsche has
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in mind here wars waged for thought and knowledge, or wars of the spirit,
rather than the bloodbaths the word customarily evokes.

29. Hatab (1998) recognizes the value of the analogy with competitive sport
but seems to think of the value of competition (i.e., of the pursuit of power)
in instrumental terms (e.g., it sharpens useful skills).

30. Heidegger (1979) also emphasizes this feature of the will to power (p. 60).
See also Granier (1966) for a development of the Heidegerrian interpreta-
tion. Granier in particular has the merit of insisting that the will to power
is not to be understood as a will to domination, but a will to “self-
overcoming” (see pp. 389ff.) But his presentation remains a paraphrase,
rather than an explanation, of Nietzsche’s texts. And he presents self-
overcoming as the goal of the pursuit of the will to power, whereas I see it
as the shape this pursuit must necessarily assume.

31. Kaufmann’s blandly moralistic interpretation of self-overcoming in terms of
the restraint of unbridled passions is an instance of this interpretation. See
Kaufmann (1974), pp. 213–216.

32. Soll (1994) argues that Nietzsche’s analysis of cruelty and asceticism in the
second and third essays of the Genealogy may be understood as attempts
to demonstrate the shortcomings of psychological hedonism and the supe-
riority of a psychology of the will to power. I agree with the negative part
of Soll’s claim: if Nietzsche’s analyses are plausible, then psychological he-
donism must be false, since not all human motives reduce to seeking pleasure
and avoiding pain. In contrast to Soll, I place Nietzsche’s analyses in the
specific context of his critique of Schopenhauer, and I take them to illustrate
the motivational importance of the will to power in the particular concep-
tion of it I articulate in the present chapter.

33. Nietzsche appears to anticipate this sort of point in the following passage:
“Benefiting and hurting others are ways of exercising one’s power upon
others; that is all one desires in such cases. One hurts those whom one wants
to feel one’s power, for pain is a much more efficient means to that end than
pleasure; pain always raises the question about its origin while pleasure is
inclined to stop with itself, without looking back” (GS 13; my emphasis).
Pain is more likely than pleasure to make the individual who suffers it at-
tempt to determine its origin, presumably, because it is essentially something
that goes against his will. This early observation does not constitute Nietz-
sche’s ultimate view, however, perhaps because it is plagued by two prob-
lems. First, it is not evident that the individual who experiences pleasure
would not have a reason to identify its origin precisely because it satisfies
his will. Second, it is not clear why the acknowledgment of others is nec-
essary for my enjoyment of an increased feeling of power: the behind-the-
scenes manipulator enjoys such an increased feeling of power, presumably,
without the acknowledgment of others.

4. Overcoming Despair

1. This is, for example, how Sleinis (1994) describes the problem (pp. xiii–xxi).
2. Larmore (1996) offers a particularly crisp statement of this view (pp. 79–
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