
My theme in this essay can be indicated by the following
passage, which was the nucleus from which its crystaliza-
tion began in my mind:

“The error of free will.  We no longer have any sym-
pathy today for the concept of ‘free will’: we know
only too well what it is - the most infamous of all the
arts of the theologian for making mankind ‘account-
able’ in his sense of the word, that is to say for making
mankind dependent on him ...  I give here only the psy-
chology of making men accountable.  Everywhere ac-
countability is sought, it is usually the instinct for
punishing and judging which seeks it.  One has de-
prived becoming of its innocence if being in this or
that state is traced back to will, to intentions, to ac-
countable acts: the doctrine of will has been invented
essentially for the purpose of punishment, that is, of
finding guilty. The whole of the old-style psychology,
the psychology of will, has as its precondition the
desire of its authors, the priests at the head of the
ancient communities, to create for themselves a right

to ordain punishment - or their desire to create for God
a right to do so.  Men were thought of as ‘free’ so that
they could become guilty: consequently, every action
had to be thought of as willed, the origin of every ac-
tion as lying in the consciousness (whereby the most
fundamental falsification in psychologicis was made
into the very principle of psychology) ...  Today, when
we have started to reverse direction, when we immoral-
ists especially are trying with all our might to remove
the concept of guilt and the concept of punishment
from the world and to purge psychology, history, na-
ture, the social institutions and sanctions of them, there
is in our eyes no more radical opposition than that of
the theologians, who continue to infect the innocence
of becoming with ‘punishment’ and ‘guilt’ by means of
the concept of the ‘moral world-order’. Christianity is a
hangman’s metaphysics ...”1

Certainly, in writing this passage, Nietzsche was rejecting
neither the necessity of evaluation nor the power of man to
engage in meaningful choice; the central theme of his work
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was the need for men who could create a new scheme of
valuation appropriate to a greater power of choice than had
previously existed.  What, then, did he mean by it?

KANTIAN  MORALITY

The beginning of an interpretation can be found by consid-
ering the notion of “punishment”.  What precisely is punish-
ment?  In essence, it is the infliction of harm on a man in
response to his violation of a rule.  The basic application of
the concept of “free will”, in Nietzsche’s analysis, is a
moral judgement.  A morality which demands punishment is
one which holds that certain actions, which neither harm the
man who performs them nor inflict harm on other men
which he can be compelled to repair, are nevertheless de-
serving of bad consequences, which are to be created by
human beings who are acting as agents of moral law.  This
infliction of harm may be performed by the rule-violator
himself, as penance, or by other men, as penalty.

In corollary, such a morality must entail the separation of
the concept of good from the natural consequences of men’s
actions; otherwise men would be free to enjoy the rewards
of their activity, without threat of imposed punishment.  A
crystallization of this idea can be seen in Kant’s argument
that “good will”, apart from any consequences, is an end in
itself.  In other words, the desire to adhere to morality is
thought to be a primary, which may not legitimately be criti-
cized or rejected, regardless of any justification of action
which the course of nature might reveal. Good and evil
alike are held to be facts outside of nature, experience, and
induct- ive judgement.  The evaluative transactions of the
organism with its environment are simply irrelevant to mat-
ters of good and evil.  The need for punishment is based on
the imper- ative of treating men as members of an extra-
natural realm, with its own consequences for actions; the
same applies to the demand that firm adherence to moral
absolutes be given honor.

A further understanding of this can be gained by looking at
the idea of guilt.  Guilt is, in essence, the psychological
state of mind which wills to follow a standard of duty, but
which finds itself choosing conduct incompatible with this
standard.  Alternatively, it is a condition attributed to a man
by other men, who believe such a standard to be valid,
when he violates it - this is the legal version, as contrasted
with the theological and moral versions.  In either case, it
demands that the natural rewards for such deviation from
duty can be cancelled by punishment, whether imposed in-
ternally or externally.  Also, it demands that the offender be
shown to still occupy a place within the sphere of moral
law.  The psychological assumption, here, is that the will is
a sort of supreme commander of the armies of the soul,
sworn to suppress any rebellion against its moral constitu-
tion.  When it fails to do so, the validity of the constitution
must be reasserted by taking away whatever was gained by
the breach.  The will, here, is seen as an entity apart from
the rest of the mind, whose duty is to rule over it and
preserve its adherence to goodness.

Knowledge of this sort of goodness will take the form of
abstractly prescribed norms.  These norms will be based on
no experience whatever, nor subject to any refutation by
such experience.  Moral knowledge is held to be innate in
every human being.  Were this not so, men could hardly be
punished for their immorality, since they could plead ignor-
ance of the moral law.

In philosophy, such knowledge is referred to by the term a
priori.  This refers to any claim to conceptual knowledge of
reality which is not dependent on induction from experience
for either its origin or its validity.  Epistemologically, the a
priori is an attempt to bypass the emergence of concepts
from observation, by treating certain concepts as “self- evi-
dent” and deducing everything else from them through logic
alone.

The faculty involved in gaining such knowledge is known
by such names as “intellectual intuition” and “pure Reason”.
This faculty is closely related to that of will; its function is
to know the a priori, the function of will to compel obed-
ience to it.  Both are regarded as separate from the pro-
cesses by which the organism grasps the character of its en-
viron- ment; man is seen as their unique possessor,
separated from all other life by an unbridgeable gulf, sole
inhabitant of the realm of intellectual and moral law.  Rea-
son and will, in this view, are more a special implantation or
outgrowth in man than a greater development of certain
powers already present in some degree in the higher ani-
mals.  And, in man, they are to rule and impulse is to obey.

If the a priori is to be valid, then there must be some aspect
of reality apart from that which is known to perception, of
which reason has direct knowledge.  This realm may be, as
it were submerged in perceived reality and parallel to it, or
outside of it and copied by it, absolutely dissimilar to it -
depending on whether one follows Aristotle, Plato, or Kant.
In any case, it sets up a realm of essences or universals
which exist on their own, outside of nature.  Will, also, is
held to be outside of nature.  Since it is governed by univer-
sals, it must not be dependent on the causal context set by
perception and the internal structure of the organism; it must
be causally reducible.  It is not merely that a man chooses
his actions, and that his choosing is his will, for then the
causal basis of choosing could be investigated; it is rather
that choice is hypostatized into a causa sui, a miniature god-
head within man.

Now, the extra-natural has one major flaw: it cannot be
demonstrated by science - observation, induction, explan-
ation - to exist.  For science operates by Strato’s presump-
tion that explanation is to be sought only within nature; and
it demands the evidence of perception or of reflection.  But
the only basis for any claim about the alleged extra-natural
realm is that its proponents believe that it exists, and stead-
fastly refuse to consider other possibilities - which could
serve as the ground for any psychopathic delusion equally
well.  Even if science could prove the existence of such a
realm, the advocate of moral law would have to find this
inadequate, for it would make morality rest on grounds sub-
ject to doubt and revision, which is ex hypothesi excluded
by moral certainty.  The very method of cognition followed
by the scientist is alien to the method of such certainties.
Nor are their intellectual results similar; one produces ever-
improving summations and analyses of an open series of ob-
servations, the other claims to produce final truths, valid for
all time.

KANTIAN  MORALITY  VERSUS  LIFE

Beyond this, the claims of the moral a priori must be seen
as involving a perversion of the biological functions of cog-
nition and evaluation.  Let Nietzsche state this point:
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“A word against Kant as moralist.  A virtue has to be
our invention, our most personal defense and necessity:
in any other sense it is merely a danger.  What does not
condition our life harms it: a virtue merely from a feel-
ing of respect for the concept ‘virtue’ as Kant desired
it, is harmful.  ‘Virtue’, ‘duty’, ‘good in itself’, imper-
sonal and universal - phantoms, expressions of decline,
of the final exhaustion of life, of Koenigsbergian Chi-
nadom.  The profoundest laws of preservation and
growth demand the reverse of this: that each one of us
should devise his own virtue, his own categorical im-
perative ...  Nothing works more profound ruin than
any ‘impersonal’ duty, any sacrifice to the Moloch of
abstraction.  Kant’s categorical imperative should have
been felt as mortally dangerous ...  The theologian in-
stinct alone took it under its protection!  An action
compelled by the instinct of life as in the joy of perfor-
ming it the proof it is a right action: and every nihilist
with Christian-dogmatic bowels understands joy as an
objection ...  What destroys more quickly than to work,
to think, to feel without inner necessity, without a deep
personal choice, without joy? as an automaton of
‘duty’?  It is virtually a recipe for decadence, even for
idiocy ...”2

Cognition and evaluation serve to guide action toward ex-
tended life, Nietzshe says; any morality of duty is a perver-
sion of this aim.  The personal function they serve is to
enable man to attain joy; duty is opposed to this.  The only
function served by abstract ‘will’, biologically, is the de-
struction of whatever is spontaneously good, strong, lovely,
joyous, in the life of the man who is ruled by it.

NIHILISM  AS  A  CONSEQUENCE  OF
KANTIAN  MORALITY

Further, Nietzsche views nihilism - or in Rand’s term,
‘whim-worship’ - as a derivative of this perversion.  The ni-
hilist has first accepted the need for an absolute, external
morality as a basis for integrated purposefulness, for cert-
ainty, and destroyed his own natural balance of impulses by
doing so; and he has then rejected will itself, but without
rejecting the ban on creating his own purposes under which
he has placed himself.  Epistemologically, he is a skeptic: he
shares the dogmatist’s view that only fixed, final knowl-
edge, independent of perception, can be valid, but he re-
gards such knowledge as impossible, and therefore can
discover or create no order or structure or purpose in his
own life.  This approach is no more valid than the one it
seeks to counter.

The questions to be asked, then, are: what is the underlying
reality which is distorted by these views, and what is the
premise in which it differs from both?  Why are men so giv-
en to this misrepresentation?  What would men be like who
had gotten beyond it?

FOUNDATIONS  OF  A  NON-KANTIAN  MORALITY

The first thing to observe is that, in any of a wide range of
contexts, men are capable of meaningful choice.  Choosing
may be described as follows: a man observes a situation and
projects a range of possible outcomes which are at least in
part dependent on how he exercises his own powers; he
ranks these outcomes on some scale, against some standard
of appropriateness; he programs himself to perform the act-
ions which lead to the optimum range of outcomes, within

the limits of his knowledge.  Thus a man’s choices do cause
his actions.  But his choices, in turn, depend on his methods
of analysis and evaluation, and on the data available to him,
both of which are simply the result of his past actions and
the causal development of his surroundings; in other words,
his choices are necessitated by the causal context in which
they occur.  Knowledge, evolved by abstracting from and
integrating his perceptions, in his guide in these choices.

The important point about this analysis is its emphasis on
contextuality. Man does not choose from some pre-estab-
lished range of absolutes, inherently present in every mind;
he chooses within a range whose extent varies from moment
to moment.  Rational choice can be defined as that which
occurs when there are no barriers to recognition and integra-
tion of significant data; but rationality is not a Platonic
universal, but is more like a direction.  A baby is generally
entirely rational at first, but he has no knowledge of the
concept “rationality” and needs none until later.  Men do not
choose on an absolute scale from rationality to irrationality;
they choose among various alternatives presented to them
by their immediate contexts, which can be seen as appropri-
ate or inappropriate.  Choice arises out of context.  If ration-
ality is taken to mean making valid choices in the context of
any set of date, then it is obvious that no single definition of
precedure can ever specify rational conduct completely,
since the validity of definitions is always contextual, de-
pending on what entities they serve to discriminate among.

The simplest level of choice is that made wholly on the per-
ceptual level, as by a young child.  This is in effect a limit-
ing case of “choice”.  All standards and projections, here,
are applied on the basis of the data of the immediate mom-
ent.  The term by which Nietzsche refers to an organism’s
innate positive response to those situations which aid its
correct functioning is “will to power”; he emphasizes that
this is not to be taken as equivalent to the usual senses of
“will”.  Related ideas can be seen in the biophysical theory
that life is characterized by concentrating in itself “negative
entropy”, that is, by its continually more ordered relation-
ship with its surroundings; and in Branden’s suggestion that
every conscious being necessarily values its own physical
pleasure and its own efficacy.  This sense of efficacy or will
to power is the innate activity of the organism shaped by its
spontaneous drive toward perceiving its environment in cer-
tain valued ways.

Over the course of time, men learn to weigh future as well
as present enjoyment; to analyze long chains of causal rel-
ations; to pursue courses of action over long spans of time,
and to value certain objects, powers, and relations as means
to ultimate enjoyment.  In a word, men become purposeful.
The relation of purposes to values is the same as the relation
of concepts to percepts.  Here, too, the idea of “rationality”
becomes significant, since a man may very well ignore rele-
vant data in considering a long-term plan of action.  In
Nietzsche’s terminology, men go through a process of sub-
limation, i.e., of acting on an increasingly long-range view.
Here, still, choice is linked to the organism’s needs and
powers.

PURPOSE,  CHOICE  AND  ETHICS

As a man pursues increasingly long-term aims, he must
weigh more and more considerations in each decision.
Thus, it becomes necessary for him to be able to resolve
conflicts among his purposes.  At first, such resolutions will
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be ad hoc; gradually it will become systematized.  Such sys-
tematization produces ethical codes: sets of long-term pur-
poses whose content is that he shall be purposeful in a
certain way and according to certain criteria.  Action ac-
cord- ing to such a purpose is a virtue.  In other words, an
ethical system and the motives leading to adherence to it
can be built up spontaneously out of experience by induc-
tion.

Suppose, now, that a man is placed in a situation in which
he will undergo drastic loss if he does not perform a certain
routine.  In this situation, he will ignore his spontaneous im-
pulses to action, seeking not to gain values but to prevent
deprivation.  His existential purpose will be to perform ac-
tions within a fixed pattern of constraints; his meta-purpose
- the virtue by which he will seek to live - will be single-
minded devotion to the task.  He will suppress all other im-
pulses other than those which go into his performing the
acts required, until he is no longer aware of them.  For a
time, a man might pursue such a course of action without
harm, but, in time, he would become unable to remember
how to function in other contexts, and would feel insecure
without the prescribed duties of his station.  When he had
the chance to act more freely, he would probably either let
himself run wild, seeking to drown his remaining insecurity
in immediate sensation, or else remain paralyzed.  Still, he
might recover in time.  The nucleus of such a recovery
would then be those experiences outside of the limits of his
prescribed task which he remembered, which would let him
know there were values other than escape from damage to
pursue, and give him courage to free himself.  But what if
the restraint began when he was a small child, with almost
no such experiences?  I am supposing, in other words, that
from the start he was confronted with the threat of depriva-
tion by his parents or others, seldom left free to pursue his
own interests and desires.  In this case, recovery would be
far harder; he might continue for life in the pattern to which
Maslow referred as psychology of Deprivation, as con-
trasted with psychology of Being.  This is especially true
because children naturally take their parents as models of
efficacy.  Already, then, one of the features of absolute will
becomes apparent: its separation from enjoyment.

It is entirely plausible that a person who had grown up
under such a regime would feel frightened at the chance to
adopt a richer mode of life, and seek to retreat into already-
known routine for greater security.  The prospect of modif-
ying his approach to life would terrify him; he would
naturally seek to avoid it, and to go on acting in the mode
with which he was familiar.  Given time, he would abstract
from this a fixed metapurpose: the suppression of any
awareness which tended to produce impulses outside of his
self-imposed limits.  Ultimately, he would treat this fixed
pattern of action simply as a constant, and as self-evident,
and would seek to give up all memories of any time before
he had adopted it.  This accounts for the adherence to a
priori truths which is associated with this type of ethic.
When he did feel impulses to some other range of activity,
they would connote to him the destruction of his own se-
curity and insofar as he could not suppress them they would
make him feel helpless and self-mistrustful: this is the origin
of guilt.  Since he would be motivated toward the things
which led to his feelings of guilt by the expectation of en-
joyment, he would seek either to be treated as securely in-
volved in the niche he occupied despite his sins - the

function of forgiveness - or to destroy his enjoyment - the
function of penalties.

The key to any morality of duty is its restriction of exper-
ience and of thought.  Duty requires that awareness be limit-
ed to that range which is conducive to continued adherence
to duty.  This is implicitly a confession that it is invalid,
since it would break down in certain contexts.  A morality
which can only be adhered to by ignoring the real world
accessible to perception is seriously flawed.

NON-KANTIAN  MORALITY

This provides a criterion by which patterns of ethical devel-
opment can be judged to be adequate or inadequate.  The
characteristic of an adequate system is openness to change
on the basis of new data.

In such a system, the human body, sense, and impulses will
be positively valued, rather than feared and mistrusted.
While the adherent of such an ethic may recognize that
some impulses would disrupt his pursuit of more important
ends, he will not attempt to prevent any impulse from enter-
ing his awareness, nor will he avoid any potentially pleasur-
able act- ivity which does not disrupt his long-range
purposes.  He will not try to force his consciousness to
enjoy or to dislike any experience, but will leave a large
part of his time open to being shaped by impulses.  He will
constantly seek out new experiences of kinds relevant to his
purposes.

His purposes themselves will undergo constant revision.  He
will not hold himself to any concern which he has ceased to
gain value from; he will regard purposefulness not as an
absolute, but as a constant process of discovery.  He will
retain at all times his awareness that his identity is his own
creation, which he can change when the need arises.

His ethical convictions, also, will be subject to change.  He
will treat ethics as a science, or as a process of personal dis-
covery and creativity. He will recognize at all times the
need to check his own premises, to hold only those ethical
beliefs which actually bring him freedom from conflict.  If
he is involved in a conflict of motives, he will recognize the
need to change his standards of ethical behaviour to resolve
the conflict; and he will at any time give some adherence to
each of several formulations of ethics, shifting from one to
another according to their demonstrated power to free him
from conflict.  Put briefly, he will be ethically creative.

Such a man’s self-experience will be radically different
from that which is common in this culture.  The core of this
diff- erence can be indicated by pointing out that the dicho-
tomy of will and impulse will not apply to him.  Impulse
will be strong, vivid, and delightful, without damaging long-
term purposefulness or occasioning guilt (the response to
such a clash would not be penance and atonement, but with-
drawal and creativity leading to new self-comprehension);
purposefulness will be deep, lasting, and logically coherent,
without denying self-awareness or pleasure.

NOTES

1. Friedrich Wilhelm von Nietzsche, The Twilight of the Idols, “The Four
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