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__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Abstract: The will to live is anchored at the core of both Schopenhauer’s and Nietzsche’s 

philosophies with a myriad of thoughts and discussions pivoting on it. In Schopenhauer’s 

philosophy, the will to live is likened to a pendulum oscillating between the pursuit of 

unobtainable desire and the hollowness after satiation, while Nietzsche considers it as 

continuous creation of power. Based on the knowledge and analysis of the two views of the will 

to live, a further multi-dimensional contrast between them serves well to comprehend the two 

philosophers’ ideologies and the will to live itself, and more importantly enlighten individuals 

on the value of life and rationality of will. 
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__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

1. SCHOPENHAUER’S PHILOSOPHICAL PESSIMISM AND NIETZSCHE’S IDEA 

OF THE WILL TO POWER  

1.1 Schopenhauer’s philosophical Pessimistic View of the Will to Live 

Schopenhauer demonstrates the inevitability of painful life from two dimensions. On one hand, 

human beings are blessed with highly developed cognitive system. The existence of human 

body is essentially the proof of the existence of the primitive animality, and the most basic 

needs of all animals are "food" and "sex". Then, advanced animals have a process of 

continuous evolution and meeting their own needs. Just as Maslow’s hierarchy of needs argues, 

from the pursuit of the most basic physiological needs, to security needs, social needs, to the 

highest self-fulfillment needs. The inclusive consciousness of autonomy distinguishes humans 

from lower animals and makes humans superior to lower animals, whereupon humans are more 

prone to perceive and experience pain under the influence of highly developed neural system 

and faculty of thinking. On the other hand, human beings exhibit the existence of the intangible 

spirit. They will be tortured if their desires for what they lack and hope for cannot be satisfied; 

contrarily, if satisfied, they will be overwhelmed with the subsequent emptiness, hollowness 

and even numbness that arrive at the heels of gratification. It is a lull during which the soul 

seems to be adrift and the flesh borders on the illusion of being rootless; then, rational ones will 

crave for a new object of higher hierarchy, thereby a brand new desire emerging. Thus, pains 
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always arrive in quick succession and pile up in perpetual moves. Although Schopenhauer 

acknowledges that the satisfaction of desire may produce instant happiness, he emphasizes the 

instantaneous nature of this emotion. 

In Schopenhauer’s opinion, the major manifestation of power consciousness is exactly the will 

to live which is not only the keen eagerness for survival but also the instinctive impulse that is 

unable to be curbed. That is why will is always starving for more intake even though it is 

consuming itself at the meantime. Judging from the downward“scarcity-possession-weariness” 

process of the will to live, Schopenhauer’s view of life will is pessimistic. 

1.2 Nietzsche’s Idea of the Will to Power 

In Nietzsche’s philosophy, tragedy originates from the opposition and conflicts between 

“Apollonianism” and “Dionysianism” etched into human nature. Apollo, as the god of the sun, 

represents rational thinking and order. Dionysus, as the god of wine and dance, is the very 

incarnation of uncontrolled emotions, standing for revel, desire and demand, destruction and 

rebirth, symbolizing the endless creativity of life. The "Apollonianism" impulse is the impulse 

of self-affirmation by the appearance of the illusion. The "Dionysianism" impulse is the 

impulse to self-negative, dismantle the individualization and return to the world. “Tragedy 

spirit” comes into being when rationality and freedom clash, and when suppression of desire 

and creativity of life collide, which justifies that the essence of tragedy is unfolded through 

destruction, rebirth and creation of life. Hence, tragedy is thought by Nietzsche to be the 

“catalyst” of the will to live. Tragedy will exert its impacts on the “surplus-spillover-creation” 

process of life. 

Nietzsche holds a positive attitude towards life and describes life circle as a loop of 

“life-creation-superman-eternal return”. In Nietzsche's, the will to power is a powerful impulse 

that can inspire people's life instincts and continuously create the possibility of human life. The 

will is the internal driving force of the existence value of life. It has the ability of 

self-domination and self-transcendence. It seeks strength, expansion, creativity and 

self-creation. “Power” symbolizes the driving force that dictates the track of life, and “will” 

signifies the potential and infinite power of creation from which prodigious creation wells up; 

substantive characteristics of the will to power are the quest for mighty energy and the quest for 

excellence. He reckons that there is no termination but eternal return of life. The keynote is 

stressed on the eternity of life. The value of soul accrues via bouts of transmigration. Generally 

speaking, Nietzsche’s view of life will is optimistic. 

2. CONTRAST BETWEEN THESE TWO VIEWS AND REFLECTION ON THEM 

2.1 Differences Between the Two Views on Life Will 

2.1.1 Difference in Explaining the Function of “Tragedy” 

Schopenhauer compares tragedy to a sort of clear-headed dosage or tranquilizer prescribed for 

the will to live. I personally interpret his metaphor as the following. Schopenhauer conceives 

that life by its nature is a sort of unlimited desire and pain derives from scarcity brought by 

unmet desire and emptiness after attaining what has been pined for. Strings of pains consist of 
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tragedy. To thoroughly eliminate tragedy is to get rid of will, to hold back instinct desires, to 

dilute emotions, to make hearts peace and quiet, to get into the state free from worldly cares 

and demands, and finally to keep the will to live sober. Conversely, Nietzsche compares 

tragedy to exhilarant prescribed for the will to live. He deems that individual pain and 

destruction are caused by conflicts which lead life to new creation of power and breed floods of 

power of will to nurture the soul. All the creatures spare no effort to grow and strive not for self 

preservation, because they aim at amplifying and disseminating individual value. Furthermore, 

Tragedy confirms its role of exhilarant in the will to live for the power of creativity it sparks 

off. 

2.1.2 Difference in Understanding Power Consciousness and the Logic of Vital Power 

Schopenhauer defines consciousness of power as the will to live. Will, from this aspect, refers 

to the instinct desire to flounder blindly, the negative power that is being absorbed, and the 

unavailable happiness that is usually set as goal. His logic of vital power falls into the mode of 

“scarcity-possession-weariness”, based on the belief. However, Nietzsche would rather 

formulate his theory of will to power. In accordance with his theory, will is the endless power 

of creativity targeting rebirth, force and generation. His logic is “surplus-spillover-creation”. 

2.1.3 Difference in Proposing Ways of Extrication Concerning with Termination of Life 

Schopenhauer claims to seek shelter from arts and religion to keep will and desire at bay. He 

advocates seeking a path to liberation through the promotion of moral cultivation, the care of 

the arts, and the freedom of religion. In the final analysis, art emphasizes more emphasis on 

people's spiritual care, and enhances spirit and morality in order to forget material desires. 

Absolute negation of will and suppression of all desires are ascetic methods of casting off will 

completely to obtain everlasting happiness. Although Nietzsche agrees with Schopenhauer that 

there is no so-called termination of life, he advocates his proposition of the eternal return. In his 

proposition, all things grow and develop under the will of strong will, and will not perish. He 

illuminates that powered by the will to power; life is in the timeless rotation of cause and effect. 

2.2 Evaluation and Reflection 

Schopenhauer's view of the will to live is full of pessimism, Nietzsche emphasized the positive 

significance of life. These differences are closely related to their respective life experiences, 

social backgrounds, and knowledge backgrounds. 

2.2.1 One-Sidedness of the Argumentation of Schopenhauer’s Philosophical Pessimism 

For one thing, Schopenhauer observes only on the scarcity and emptiness of life rather than the 

creativity of life; for another, his focus is weighted to the consequence instead of the process of 

life. I entertain a viewpoint different from his. I attach more importance to the creativity and 

vitality, think highly of the sense of fulfillment after realizing a certain goal, and strive for the 

actualization of values belonging to higher hierarchies. 

Schopenhauer acknowledges that desire is a prerequisite for happinessalso. He expounds that 

the neural system of body and the impact from spirit make pain perceptible to the subject who 

bears them. Nonetheless, organs are designed to experience happiness as well as pain. If they 

can sense the feeling of being painful, they can also discern the feeling of happiness as long as 
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it is triggered. In a broader sense, human organs are the result of survival of the fittest, they are 

products of adaptation to the outside environment out of self-protection and self- development, 

which is actually an evolutionary and physical expression of pursuing well-being. 

2.2.2 The View of the Will to Live to My Mind 

Look at the life of these two great philosophers, although Schopenhauer claimed that life is an 

unsatisfiable appetite, life will be tragic, but his life is rich and prosperous. Nietzsche's life was 

destitute and tragic. However, he always maintained an optimistic attitude towards life. This is 

actually worthy of our study and respect. 

Although Nietzsche’s will also has one-sidedness and exaggerated the will of the will, I am still 

more willing to regard life will as a positive and progressive process, as an active outlook on 

life and life attitude. All things are always expressing their own concept of life will in different 

ways. Different groups of people express their values of life with their own unique culture. 

Each type of explicit life expression has its deep will. From my perspective, the will to live is 

the externalization of innate true life, revealing itself in the form of positive attitudes toward 

life and vigorous vital power. Accordingly to sustain life is to create and to keep chasing. It is 

creativity and vitality that make life fruitful and prolific. To be more specific, the will to live 

can be practiced via facing up to the social reality and going for social equity and justice. What 

I prefer as wills to live are staying concentrated on livelihood and true life and embodying the 

value of subject of life. 
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