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Abstract:  In this paper, I first suggest that Nietzsche and James, two otherwise very different thinkers, 
both endorse the controversial constructivist view that human representational practices bring all material 
objects into existence. I then explore their views concerning why and how constructivism can play a vital 
role in helping us find reality and our lives valuable. 
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Nietzsche and James are not commonly thought to endorse any particular metaphysical view of material 
objects. In fact, they are sometimes not thought to have any substantive metaphysical commitments at all.1  
They are both much more interested in existential issues concerning the various ways in which we find 
reality and our lives valuable. But, I suggest, Nietzsche and James do endorse a particular view of objects. 
And, remarkably, their positions are nearly identical. As I read them, they both endorse the constructivist 
view that human representational practices, which organize the world in experience, bring objects into 
existence.2 Although neither Nietzsche nor James use the term ‘constructivism’, they both accept the 
view—a convergence which is striking. After all, James never read much of Nietzsche, and the radical 
nature of constructivism makes it a rare position to hold. But their shared commitment to constructivism 
is interesting for a much different reason—one that has been largely overlooked in the literature.3 As I read 
them, both Nietzsche and James believe that constructivism has positive existential consequences because 
it plays a vital role in helping us find reality and our lives valuable. This paper focuses on examining some 
key elements of the value of constructivism in these two thinkers.

Here is the plan. In the first section, I lay out the constructivist views found in Nietzsche and James. I am 
not concerned with their particular arguments for constructivism, or how they might respond to objections 

1 For instance, Berry argues that Nietzsche has no substantive metaphysical commitments. See Berry, Nietzsche and the Ancient 
Skeptical Tradition. And Seigfried contends that pragmatists such as James should jettison terms like ‘metaphysics’ when 
referring to their own positions. See Seigfried, “Pragmatist Metaphysics? Why Terminology Matters.”
2 The fact that Nietzsche and James have nearly identical views of material objects is most likely due to the revival of Kant 
and the influence of neo-Kantianism in the 19th century. For a discussion of Kantian themes in James, see Carlson, “James and 
the Kantian Tradition.” Unfortunately, Carlson does not address James’s Kantian take on material object metaphysics, and 
instead focuses on James’s Kantian epistemology. See Carlson, “James and the Kantian Tradition,” 366-372. Pihlström correctly 
identifies Kantian themes in James’s metaphysics, but nonetheless claims that for James human practices “do not, of course, 
construct the world (only a very radical pragmatist would claim they do)” (Pihlström, “Metaphysics with a Human Face,” 
11). I give reason below to suggest that James is very much this kind of “radical pragmatist” (see also Schwartz, Rethinking 
Pragmatism, 124-139). For a discussion of how Kantian themes play a crucial role in Nietzsche’s view of material objects, see 
Remhof, Nietzsche’s Constructivism, 1-16. 
3 For instance, most general accounts of James’s philosophy neither address his constructivism nor the value he finds in 
constructivism, despite the fact that James dedicates an entire lecture of Pragmatism to the topic (see, e.g., Bird, William James; 
Cooper, The Unity of William James’s Thought; Gale, The Philosophy of William James). Schwartz offers a nice account of James’s 
constructivism, but does not address why James finds constructivism valuable. See Schwartz, Rethinking Pragmatism, 124-139. 
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to the heterodox position. I have addressed these issues elsewhere.4 My aim is to introduce their views in 
order to understand the value they find in constructivism, which I develop in the second and third sections 
of the paper. After describing Nietzsche’s position, I argue that he leaves key issues concerning the value 
of constructivism unresolved, and I turn to James for a more fulfilling account. I finish by showing that 
Nietzsche accepts the reasons that James offers for finding constructivism valuable, and I suggest that we 
get a better understanding of Nietzsche’s account when we read him through the lens of James. The result 
should be an informative picture of how Nietzsche and James, two otherwise very different philosophers, 
come together when approaching the nature and value of constructing objects.

1  Nietzsche and James on constructivism
Let me begin by introducing the constructivist views in Nietzsche and James. In The Gay Science, Nietzsche 
asserts that it is “enough to create new names […] in order to create new ‘things’”5. The thought is that 
creating “names”—or better, concepts—can create objects. “A ‘thing’ is the sum of its effects,” Nietzsche 
writes, “synthetically united by a concept”6. To identify an object with “effects” is to identify it with 
perceivable properties. This position comes from Roger Boscovich, an 18th century physicist. Boscovich 
anticipates modern point particle physics by arguing that reality is fundamentally comprised of forces, 
rather than Newtonian matter, such that all properties of the macroscopic world can be accounted for by 
relations among basic forces. Nietzsche follows Boscovich in taking the properties that constitute objects to 
be ultimately the perceivable effects of microscopic interactions of forces. 

In the passage above, Nietzsche adds that objects are “synthetically united” groups of properties and that 
unification occurs by the application of concepts. Objects are conceptually unified groups of properties. Take 
terrestrial planets like Earth or Mars, for example. Terrestrial planets are just particular groups of properties, 
e.g. being an astronomical object, orbiting the sun, being mostly rock, and so on, which are brought together 
under the concept <terrestrial planet>. On Nietzsche’s account, the properties that constitute material objects 
like terrestrial planets are empirical. Indeed, he holds that object construction is constrained by what we 
can encounter in sensory experience.7 In experience, Nietzsche contends, we encounter various clusters 
of properties, but no cluster is a fully unified organization apart from our practices. Such unity occurs in 
accordance with our needs, interests, and values: “A thing = its qualities; but these equal everything which 
matters to us about that thing; a unity under which we collect the relations that may be of some account to 
us”8. Altogether, then, Nietzsche embraces the view that objects are unified groups of empirical properties, 
which are the effects of force relations we encounter in experience, and that unification occurs through the 
application of concepts relative to our needs, interests, and values. In this sense, objects are constructed.9

James holds a similar position. In Pragmatism10, he explains that constructivism is a consequence 
of the “humanist” view that truth is “man-made”11. For James, we make truth because “we create the 

4 See Remhof, “Defending Nietzsche’s Constructivism about Objects.” Note also that this article develops themes first 
introduced in Remhof, Nietzsche’s Constructivism, 128-132. 
5 Nietzsche, The Gay Science, 58, see also 301. Note that all references to Nietzsche’s works refer to section numbers.
6 Nietzsche, Kritische Studienausgabe, 13:14[98].
7 Nietzsche believes that what exists is what can in principle affect us in sensory experience (see Kritische Studienausgabe, 
11:5[19]), and that sensory information constrains inquiry that leads to truth (see Beyond Good and Evil, 134; Twilight of the 
Idols, “Reason” 3).
8 Nietzsche, Kritische Studienausgabe, 12:2[77], cf. The Gay Science, 58.
9 Not everyone agrees that Nietzsche is a constructivist about objects. For three different accounts, see Clark, Nietzsche on 
Truth and Philosophy; Nola, “Nietzsche’s Naturalism”; Hales and Welshon, Nietzsche’s Perspectivism. See Remhof, Nietzsche’s 
Constructivism, 17-47, for arguments against these readings. 
10 I will not be discussing James’s view of constructivism in relation to his radical empiricism, but instead his pragmatism, 
primarily the material in Lecture VII of Pragmatism, where constructivism takes center stage. Importantly, James writes, “there 
is no logical connection between pragmatism [and] … ‘radical empiricism’. The latter stands on its own feet. One may entirely 
reject it and still be a pragmatist” (cited in Schwartz, Rethinking Pragmatism, 6).
11 James, Pragmatism, 110.
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subjects of our true as well as of our false propositions”12. The “subjects” we construct are objects that 
render propositions truth-evaluable. For it to be true or false that there are four terrestrial planets in our 
solar system, for instance, we must establish which properties constitute terrestrial planets. James writes 
that “a thing” is something that we “carve out […] to suit our human purposes”13. He illustrates this idea 
by pointing to constellations. We construct constellations by deciding that some set of stars, rather than 
another, constitutes a constellation. For James, this selective process applies to all objects of experience. 
Our representations of the heavens, for instance, also determine the specific identity conditions of what 
constitutes the stars that make up constellations. According to James, we “carve out everything” like we 
“carve out constellations” in order to utter true statements about the objects of experience14. 

Like Nietzsche, James holds that objects are constructed from information provided by the senses. 
James explains that “we break the flux of sensible reality into things”15. Sensory information constrains 
construction, but such information is not uniquely constraining. James declares, “Now however fixed these 
elements of reality may be, we still have a certain freedom in our dealings with them. Take our sensations. 
That they are is undoubtedly beyond our control; but which we attend to, note, and make emphatic in our 
conclusions depends on our interests”16. We have no control over the fact that we are affected in experience, 
but our concerns dictate which sensations we pay attention to, and this contributes to determining which 
objects are constructed. James remarks, “The that of [reality] is its own; but the what depends on the which, 
and the which depends on us”17. Applying the demonstrative ‘that’ does not identify what there is, or what 
objects there are. Identifying what there is, or what objects there are, requires attending to some portion 
of experience the boundaries of which are drawn using concepts like <terrestrial planet>, <constellation>, 
and <star>. Reality is “something resisting,” or that which offers resistance, but nonetheless “malleable,” 
or able to be constructed in various ways18. 

2  The value of constructivism
I have provided evidence for thinking that Nietzsche and James are constructivists. Now I want to consider 
what value constructivism holds for these thinkers. The issue is important because Nietzsche and James do 
not typically evaluate metaphysical positions merely by determining whether those positions correspond 
to the way the world is. What is at stake is the value metaphysical positions have for us—why we posit 
them, and what they do for us. Of course, the fact that some metaphysical position is true matters. But, 
it will emerge below, James identifies the truth of a position with what that position can do for us, and 
Nietzsche denies that truth is the only important evaluative standard in inquiry. Nietzsche even holds that 
we should experiment with depreciating the value of truth, since there are times when other standards, like 
aesthetic ones, are more appropriate19. What should emerge in the next two sections, then, is an account of 
why embracing constructivism is valuable beyond the fact that it might best reflect the nature of material 
objects.

12 Ibid., 114. I have argued elsewhere that Nietzsche also embraces this humanist view of truth. See Remhof, “Nietzsche’s 
Conception of Truth.” For another reading that connects James and Nietzsche on truth, in part by way of what I call 
constructivism, see Fabbrichesi, “Nietzsche and James.”
13 James, Pragmatism, 114.
14 Ibid.
15 Ibid.
16 Ibid., 111.
17  Ibid.
18  Ibid., 115.
19 See Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, III: 24; The Gay Science 373, 344.
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3  Nietzsche on the value of constructivism
To understand Nietzsche’s view of the value of constructivism, we need to introduce what worries him 
most: the advent of nihilism. He writes, “For some time now, our whole European culture has been moving 
as toward a catastrophe”20. The catastrophe is nihilism, the position that life is meaningless because the 
“highest values” that we have used to assess life have become devalued.21 To say that our highest values 
have become devalued is to say that our highest values cannot be realized in the conditions of this world.22 
That is, what we value most in this world is unattainable, perhaps because realizing such values requires 
some other world, like heaven. Following Reginster23, we can say that the devaluation of our highest values 
leads to nihilistic despair. Nietzsche names three values, or “categories,” that cannot be realized in this 
world: (i) life has an overall purpose; (ii) there is an ultimate unity to reality; and (iii) there exists a “true 
world of being,” that is, some world ontologically independent of the empirical world which typically 
illuminates the true nature and meaning of the empirical world.24 On Nietzsche’s account, embracing any 
of these leads to nihilistic despair.

Nietzsche’s assessment of (i) and (ii) does not concern us here, since the value of constructivism emerges 
in relation to the value of (iii): the true world. And, importantly, Nietzsche believes the true world to be the 
most dangerous nihilistic value.25 From Plato’s Forms to Kant’s things in themselves, the true world is the value 
humanity has most often used to find life meaningful. Plato believes knowledge of the Forms is necessary for 
the good life, for example, and Kant believes that things in themselves enable faith in God, freedom, and 
morality. Notice that the world of the Forms and things in themselves, like other true worlds, refer to realities 
that are constitutively mind-independent. For this reason, Nietzsche holds that even those who dedicate their 
lives to science and philosophy value the true world, in the sense that they regard the empirical world as 
having a nature that is ontologically independent of human practices.26 Scientists and philosophers commonly 
believe that our best theories should be those that, at least in part, represent constitutively mind-independent 
objects. This belief is especially dominant in contemporary analytic material object metaphysics,27 and it has 
recently become popular in continental philosophy, primarily due to the influence of the “speculative realism” 
and “new realism” movements.28 The meaningfulness of our scientific and philosophical pursuits concerning 
the nature of the objects largely depends on the value of the true world. 

But for Nietzsche, such a value is unattainable. If we constitute which properties objects have by virtue 
of conceptual organization, then our best theories cannot represent objects with a constitutively mind-
independent nature. Coming to recognize the truth of constructivism therefore enables us to understand 
that a longstanding goal of scientific and philosophical pursuits cannot be realized in the conditions of this 
world. Nietzsche writes, “Nihilism, then, is the recognition of the long waste of strength, the agony of the 
‘in vain’ […] as if one had deceived oneself all too long”29. The traditional aim of revealing a true world is a 
“long waste of strength,” a project undertaken “in vain” that we have been “deceived” about for a long time. 
Commitment to constructivism helps uncover this deception, and in doing so helps us revalue the aims of 
scientific and philosophical inquiry.

20 Nietzsche, Kritische Studienausgabe, 13:11[411].
21 Ibid., 12:9[35], see also 13:11[411]. When discussing nihilism, Nietzsche uses meaningless [sinnlos] and valueless [werthlos] 
interchangeably (see, e.g., Kritische Studienausgabe, 13:11[99]). In what follows, then, I make no distinction.
22 See Kritische Studienausgabe 12:9[60], see also 13:11[61], 13:14[9]; On the Genealogy of Morals, II: 24; Antichrist, 6, 7, 20.
23 Reginster, The Affirmation of Life, 28.
24 Nietzsche, Kritische Studienausgabe, 13:11[99].
25 See Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols, “Reason” 6; Antichrist, 2, 17; Ecce Homo, P: 2, “Destiny” 8; Kritische Studienausgabe, 
12:9[35], 12:9[41], 13:11[99], 13:11[72], 13:14[103]. 
26 See Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, III: 24, 25, 11.
27 For two accounts that widely disagree with one another but share this basic aim, see Sider, Writing the Book of the World; 
Thomasson, Ontology Made Easy.
28 For speculative realism, see Harman, “The Current State of Speculative Realism”; Grant, Philosophies of Nature After 
Schelling. For new realism, see Ferraris, Manifesto of New Realism, Introduction to New Realism; Gabriel, Fields of Sense.
29 Nietzsche, Kritische Studienausgabe, 13:11[99].
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This analysis shows that Nietzsche believes constructivism is valuable for overcoming nihilism in 
two ways. First, recognizing that objects are constructed enables us to understand that the true world 
has infected our best scientific and philosophical goals. The value of the true world must be exposed and 
denounced. But this is not enough for overcoming the influence of the value of the true world. We also need 
a new aim. This can be supplied by constructivism. The constructivist holds that our best theories should 
attempt to understand the nature of objects as they gain determinate structure in the course of our attempts 
to understand the world in experience by virtue of representational organization. Embracing constructivism 
enables scientific and philosophical work to proceed without deception concerning the objects of inquiry. 
Nietzsche’s view of objects not only pushes us to reject the true world, then, it also rejuvenates our cognitive 
pursuits with new meaning in the wake of that rejection.

I now want to introduce an objection. I think Nietzsche’s insight into the value of constructivism for 
overcoming nihilism needs to go further—and I think he would have to agree. The roles constructivism plays 
in overcoming nihilism turn on affirming the way the world is. Indeed, Nietzsche remarks, “A nihilist is a 
man who judges of the world as it is that it ought not to be, and of the world as it ought to be that it does 
not exist”30. Denying constructivism amounts to holding that the way the world is ought not to be, which 
leads to nihilistic despair. Non-constructivist conceptions of objects cannot be realized in the conditions of 
this world. 

Yet, identifying the value of constructivism with the fact that it reflects the true nature of reality runs 
into a problem. As I mentioned above, Nietzsche believes that truth alone does not exhaust the value 
of metaphysical positions. He thinks that we often need to go beyond mere appeal to truth and falsity—
he even claims that we should “value more than truth the force that forms, simplifies, shapes, [and] 
invents”31. Nietzsche holds that a view should be evaluated in relation “to what extent it is life-promoting, 
life-preserving, species-preserving, perhaps even species-cultivating”32. So, he owes us an account of 
why embracing constructivism might be “life-promoting” or “species-cultivating” beyond the fact that it 
supplies a correct account of the nature of objects. But it is not obvious that he provides such an account. 
This weakens the value he finds in constructivism for overcoming nihilism. But the cause is not lost. I 
suggest that we can turn to James to help resolve the worry. 

4  James on the value of constructivism
James introduces the value of constructivism by contrasting constructivism with the view that “reality […] 
stands ready-made and complete, and our intellects supervene with the one simple duty of describing 
it as it is already”33. Constructivism denies that reality is “ready-made and complete,” or determinately 
structured apart from our representational practices. Our representations do not merely describe reality “as 
it is already,” but are rather “important additions to reality”34. Our descriptions add to reality because they 
organize the sensory manifold into objects. James then asks, “The great question is: does [reality], with our 
additions, rise or fall in value? Are the additions worthy or un-worthy?”35. How might constructivism add 
value to reality?

The most important way, which we have seen above, is that constructing objects is essential for 
establishing truth. By constructing the objects of reference of true propositions, “man engenders truths 
upon [the world]”36. Reality gains value by constructing objects because it gains structure that can be 
assessed as true and false. Truth, of course, is a valuable standard for assessing reality, and James famously 
holds the pragmatist position that truth is valuable because it enables successful cognition and action. True 

30 Nietzsche, Kritische Studienausgabe, 12:9[60].
31 Ibid., 11:25[505].
32 Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, 4.
33 James, Pragmatism, 115.
34 Ibid.
35 Ibid.
36 Ibid.
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beliefs help us effectively navigate complex experience—truths “lead to consistency, stability and flowing 
human intercourse”37. The structure provided by constructing objects therefore contributes to grounding 
successful cognition and action. Reality rises in value when we have the ability to successfully navigate 
our environment by grasping truths about it, and it falls in value when we lack this ability. Creating objects 
enhances the value of reality when the process contributes to helping us understand true things about it. 

The value reality gains by constructing objects arises within significant constraints. Truth is not 
something that turns on satisfying mere personal preference, for instance. According to James, sensory 
information provides an important constraint on construction, and the current body of accepted belief 
adds another. James holds the conservativist view that we should remain committed to previously accepted 
beliefs and take caution when altering those beliefs by conceptualizing the world in different ways38. 
And conservativism provides another way constructivism adds value to reality. James writes, “And may 
not previous reality itself be there […] for the very purpose of stimulating our minds to such additions 
as shall enhance the universe’s total value”39. Previously accepted beliefs concerning what exists provide 
the necessary background context for understanding the creation of new objects—creation is not ex nihilo, 
but rather a particular reconstruction of previous constructions. Important here is the recognition that our 
creative nature functions to “enhance the universe’s total value”40. James believes that reality increases in 
value by virtue of our creative efforts because it gains determinate structure by way of those efforts. The 
nature of reality, according to James, is constitutively dependent on our creative abilities: “In our cognitive 
as well as in our active life we are creative. We add, both to the subject and to the predicate part of reality”41. 
“Reality,” he remarks, “is still in the making”42. Our creative practices, which construct objects within 
constraints, bring value to the world.

James also believes that constructivism adds value to our lives as inquirers. He proclaims that “No 
one can deny that such a [constructive] role would add both to our dignity and to our responsibility as 
thinkers”43. For James, successful cognition and action are not the result of representing objects apart from 
us, but of creating and applying the kind of representations that structure experience to help us thrive, 
both theoretically and practically. Since constructivism holds that we are accountable for organizing the 
world in such a way that leads to such success, constructivism not only leads to robust forms of epistemic 
responsibility, but also ontological responsibility.44 On James’s account, we are answerable to, and 
accountable for, the nature and existence of objects that comprise the world. This contributes to our dignity, 
or worth, as inquirers. The sort of dignity manifest in constructing objects is grounded in the possession 
of certain capacities, such as creativity and responsibility, and because these capacities are valuable, 
constructivism adds value to our lives. Our ability to construct objects brings special esteem to how we view 
ourselves in our attempts to understand the world. For this reason, James thinks constructivism “proves a 
most inspiring notion”45. Constructivism not only deepens and enriches the value of reality, then, but also 
enhances our worth as inquirers. 

37  Ibid.,  92.
38 See, e.g., James, Pragmatism, 109, 11-112.
39 James, Pragmatism, 115.
40 Ibid.
41 Ibid.
42 Ibid.
43 Ibid.
44 Virtue epistemologists often address forms of epistemic responsibility (see, e.g. Code, Epistemic Responsibility; Montmarquet, 
Epistemic Virtue and Doxastic Responsibility; Kvanvig, “Virtue Epistemology”), but, most likely due to the fact that constructivism 
about objects is a rare position in contemporary philosophy, what James seems to understand as ontological responsibility has 
been largely overlooked. For an account that comes close by focusing on the methodology behind construction, see Goodman, 
Ways of Worldmaking.
45 James, Pragmatism, 115.
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5  From James to Nietzsche 
I argued above that Nietzsche’s account of the value of constructivism runs into a problem. Embracing 
constructivism should contribute to overcoming nihilism not merely because such a commitment affirms 
the way the world is, but rather because constructivism promotes life and the species. I now contend that 
Nietzsche has the resources to claim that constructivism can play this role because he shares James’s view of 
why constructivism is valuable. Nietzsche, like James, believes that constructivism contributes to bringing 
new value to reality and our lives. 

James holds that constructivism does not just provide a true account of the nature of objects, but that 
having a true account of the nature of objects adds value to the world because it enables us to understand 
the world. Nietzsche agrees. For example, he says that “we can comprehend only a world that we ourselves 
have made”46, and we saw above that successful comprehension of the world contributes to overcoming 
scientific and philosophical commitment to the true world. Nietzsche and James nonetheless differ on what 
they believe constitutes successful comprehension of the world. James thinks such success is constituted 
by grasping truths because truths enable successful thought and action, whereas Nietzsche denies that 
successful comprehension is constituted by gasping truths because he denies that truth always enables 
successful thought and action. For instance, Nietzsche holds that falsehoods, such as employing approximate 
measurements, assuming the existence of perfectly straight lines, and taking there to be exactly identical 
objects, often enable successful thought and action.47 Thus, while James believes constructivism adds value 
to reality because it renders truth possible and truth is always valuable, Nietzsche believes constructivism 
adds value to reality because it renders comprehension possible, but comprehension includes positing 
felicitous falsehoods. Nonetheless, Nietzsche and James agree that constructivism brings value to reality 
because it supplies the requisite path for understanding it. 

Nietzsche also shares with James the view that our creative practices increase reality’s value. For 
Nietzsche, creativity adds value to reality because it leads to the establishment of new ways to find reality 
meaningful. This is vital in the wake of the devaluation of our highest values. We saw above that James 
believes that embracing the constructivist view that our creative efforts bring objects into existence affirms 
our nature as creative beings and shows that our creative practices play a large part in structuring the world. 
Similarly, Nietzsche writes that our ability to “create the world” is “our best power,” and recognizing that 
“we have created the world that concerns human beings” leads us to being more “proud” and “happy”48. The 
creativity manifest in constructivism brings new meaning to the world and our engagement with it. This can 
push back against the meaninglessness associated with nihilistic despair. 

Constructivism also exemplifies creativity because constructivism itself can be understood as a new 
theoretical value created and posited to help us understand the world. Both Nietzsche and James hold that values 
are created—they are not simply part and parcel of the natural environment. As Nietzsche writes, “Whatever 
has value in the present world has it not in itself, according to its nature—nature is always value-less—but has 
rather been given, granted value, and we were the givers and granters!”49. Giving and granting value to reality 
is imperative for overcoming nihilism. The process creates new structures and possibilities of meaning and 
significance in the wake of losing our highest values. Developing an understanding of how and why objects are 
constructed helps us confront the growing frustration that surfaces from coming to understand that the traditional 
aim of our scientific and philosophical pursuits is bankrupt. By developing a constructivist view of objects, we 
gain a value that gives new meaning to how we understand the world. Against a longstanding tradition, we 
should aim to understand objects as constitutively mind-dependent, not as constitutively mind-independent. 
Constructivism brings value to reality, then, because it illustrates our ability to create new theoretical values that 
contribute to the advancement of scientific and philosophical inquiry.

46 Nietzsche, Kritische Studienausgabe, 11:25[470]; cf. The Gay Science, 301.
47 See, e.g., Nietzsche, Human, All Too Human, I: 9; The Gay Science, 110, 121. For a recent excellent account of how such 
falsehoods can be valuable for understanding the world, see Elgin, True Enough.
48 Nietzsche, The Gay Science, 301.
49 Ibid.
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Finally, Nietzsche can follow James in holding that commitment to constructivism adds value to our 
lives because such a commitment shows the importance of embracing values like epistemic and ontological 
responsibility when doing science and philosophy. Unlike James, however, Nietzsche never openly connects 
the fact that we construct objects with the fact that fruitful construction requires embodying values that add 
to our worth as thinkers. Nonetheless, Nietzsche does embrace certain values that he thinks should guide 
our lives as inquirers, especially after the value of the true world falls away, and I suggest that there is good 
reason to suppose that these values support a commitment to constructivism.

For instance, consider what Nietzsche calls the “intellectual conscience.” The intellectual conscience 
is a habit of mind which involves traits such as open-mindedness, courage, caution, humility, analytical 
autonomy, and practical wisdom50. These traits should be understood as virtues of successful cognizers 
that guide theoretical activities, such as, for instance, organizing data into particular patterns or deciding 
which variables to hold constant when testing hypotheses. Nietzsche holds that a person with an 
intellectual conscience stands back and questions “the whole marvelous uncertainty and ambiguity of 
existence”51, and they do so with the knowledge that our practical activities “continually make something 
that is not yet there,” knowing that our creations are often “translated into flesh and reality”52. Someone 
with an intellectual conscience understands that the world is not determinately structured prior to our 
interaction with it because our efforts constitute such structure. For Nietzsche, then, having an intellectual 
conscience includes having the awareness that we are responsible for organizing the world in the course of 
understanding it, and since having an intellectual conscience brings value to our lives as inquirers, so does 
endorsing constructivism. 

6  Summary and conclusion
Let me summarize and conclude. I have suggested that Nietzsche and James are constructivists and that 
they take commitment to constructivism to have positive existential consequences. Nietzsche believes that 
embracing constructivism can help us respond to nihilism, specifically the meaninglessness of our cognitive 
project once we realize that our best scientific and philosophical theories cannot represent constitutively 
mind-independent objects. Affirming constructivism enables us to understand that clinging to the value of 
the true world leads to nihilistic despair and that our scientific and philosophical pursuits can be perfectly 
successful without such a value. These positive roles turn on affirming reality as it is. But I have argued 
that Nietzsche must hold that overcoming nihilism also involves embracing theoretical positions that add 
value to reality and our lives. James finds such value in constructivism. He holds that constructivism adds 
value to reality because it enables successful thought and action and shows that the world’s structure is 
deeply connected to our creative nature, and constructivism adds value to our lives because it leads to us 
to develop new values, specifically new forms of responsibility and dignity, which enrich our theoretical 
practices. I have suggested that Nietzsche thinks constructivism adds value to reality and our lives in similar 
ways. The reasons that James finds constructivism valuable, then, are reasons that Nietzsche can embrace 
in order to launch a more compelling response to nihilism. There is therefore an uncanny connection not 
only between the constructivist view of objects that Nietzsche and James endorse, but also between the 
value these thinkers find in constructivism.
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