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“I… I have… these feelings. Like they’re gonna explode out of
my… my eyes, my teeth. And the burning… concentrates it. And

then I… I feel better. Like a release.”†

Nietzsche characterizes the Third Essay of On the Genealogy of Morality as “of-
fer[ing] the answer to the question whence the ascetic ideal […] derives its tremen-
dous power although it is the harmful ideal par excellence” (EH GM).1 What draws
people to ideals of self-denial and self-punishment? In short, I will argue, according
to Nietzsche, the same as what draws many to physical self-harm: to stop feeling
like you’re going to burst out of your skin.2

“The ascetic ideal,” in Nietzsche’s sense, is an ideal of categorically denying
certain desires (instincts, impulses, etc.).3 What distinguishes this type of ideal is a
certain “valuation[al]” (GM III:11) stance—a stance of condemnation (demoniza-
tion, mistrust) of certain of one’s desires, and correspondingly of oneself for having
them or “giving in” to them (cf. III:8, 10). Perhaps one feels a pang of guilt at the
first glimpse of ill-will or unforgiveness in oneself. Or one is moved in confession
to include simply that one “felt lust,” jealousy, anger. Merely having the desire is
treated as problematic, something to feel bad about, reason for punishment.

*Draft of September 2021. Thanks to the audience at the University of Manchester for discussion.
Apologies to my undergrad Nietzsche class.
†Ginny & Georgia, S1E9.
1I use the following standard abbreviations for Nietzsche’s texts: The Antichrist (A); Beyond Good
and Evil (BGE); Daybreak (D); Digitale Kritische Gesamtausgabe Werke und Briefe (eKGWB); Ecce Homo
(EH);On the Genealogy of Morality (GM); The Gay Science (GS);Human, All Too Human (HH); Twilight
of the Idols (TI); The Will to Power (WP). I use Roman numerals for major parts and chapters (if there
are any), and Arabic numerals for sections. A variety of English translations are consulted.
2 “(speaking crudely,” that is, “which does not mean that I want to be heard crudely or understood
crudely…)” (GM III:17)
3Hereafter I will use ‘desire’ as a cover term for the range of broadly motivational attitudes.



Being “ascetic,” or having “a certain asceticism” (GM III:9; cf. III:8, A 57), in the
colloquial sense, is neither necessary nor sufficient for expressing the ascetic ideal.4

It isn’t necessary since not all our desires are “animalistic” or about “getting more.” It
isn’t sufficient since one can promote self-discipline in ways that regard one’s desires
as things to be regulated and channelled in constructive ways. Deciding never to
act on or entertain a certain desire is, likewise, insufficient. Suppose someone is
a recovering alcoholic. They might think, “I know myself, and I know that I won’t
be able to control my drinking if I feed the desire even a little. There’s nothing
intrinsically wrong with it; if I was able to drink in moderation, I might be able to
let myself think about alcohol. But, for me, for now, it’s just not a desire I can allow
myself to entertain.” When they find themself wanting alcohol, they acknowledge it
and, when possible, try to do something else, maybe go for a run, call their sponsor,
or help at a place they volunteer. Such a stance isn’t an expression of the ascetic
ideal. In the ascetic ideal, one’s desire is simply not to be had—not “on occasion,” “in
certain circumstances,” “given what I’m like now.” Period. Perhaps, upon finding
oneself wanting alcohol, one’s blood pressure rises, one’s face clenches, and one
says to oneself, “Stop it! What is wrong with you?” Even acknowledging the desire
brings guilt or shame.

Nietzsche’s question is why such ideals of self-denial and self-punishment would
be so widely accepted across cultures and throughout history. Why would “so
monstrous a mode of valuation stan[d] inscribed in the history of humanity5 not as
an exception and curiosity, but as one of the most widespread and enduring of all
phenomena” (GM III:11)? Asceticism might be “an exception and curiosity” among
human beings. Most people don’t make a practice of going on multi-day fasts or
renouncing material possessions. The ascetic ideal, in Nietzsche’s sense, however—
the type of (possibly implicit) stance toward oneself and certain of one’s desires—

4Cf. May 1999: ch. 5, Owen 2007: 113–114. In discussing the role of the ascetic ideal for philoso-
phers, Nietzsche writes that its “three great slogans [Prunkworte] […] are familiar: poverty, humility,
chastity” (GM III:8). But, as becomes evident, these are just that: “slogans” (“catchphrases,” “show-
words”); the practices themselves fail to distinguish the general type of evaluative perspective—an
“ascetic scruple or hatred of the senses,” and “suspicio[n]” toward one’s desires (III:8, 10)—centrally
at issue. (Cf.: “one is deceived every time one expects ‘progress’ from an ideal […] all these big words
have value […] not as realities but as show words [Prunkworte] for something quite different (indeed,
opposite!)” (WP 80, eKGWB 1887:11[135]).) Part of the task is to reconstruct an understanding
of the type of ideal that captures the range of Nietzsche’s comments about it. We will return to the
ascetic ideal’s “more elusive” (GM III:25) expressions in §§1, 3.
5I use ‘humanity’ for Nietzsche’s Mensch/Menschen, as a gender-neutral variant of kind-level uses
of ‘man’/‘mankind’ (cf. Richardson 2020: 161–162). I use ‘it’ or (singular) ‘they’ for coreferential
pronouns, depending on the context.
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stands a better chance of having the historical significance Nietzsche claims. Perhaps
one is a workaholic, and one remains just a bit tensed up while watching TV because
“I could be working more.” One might not even be aware that one is so disposed.
Even a profligate mobster may see impulses for weakness or disloyalty as simply out
of bounds, off limits, worthy of being beaten out of oneself.

Why? Whywould people be compelled by ideals that seem to present themselves
as “against life” (GM P:5; cf. III:13), enjoining additional physical or psychological
pain? What role do they play—what is their function, what basic human need(s)
do they address— that might explain their “tremendous power” and influence for
people across time, place, class, religion, background, culture? Nietzsche’s strategy
is to posit that this type of ideal provides a distinctively effective response to a com-
parably powerful and potentially devastating human problem. The ascetic ideal’s
function in addressing it would thus help explain people’s attraction to the ideal
despite its apparent harms. What is this problem?

1 Existential crisis interpretations
It’s common in the literature to emphasize existential aspects of the problem (e.g.,
Danto 1965/2005, 1986, Leiter 2002/2015, Janaway 2007, Owen 2007, Conway
2008, Hatab 2008a,b, Gardner 2009). The final section of the Essay ostensibly
characterizes the issue in such a way:

“Humanity was surrounded by a fearful void—they did not know how to
justify, to account for, to affirm themself; they suffered from the problem of
their meaning. They also suffered otherwise […]: but their problem was
not suffering itself, but that there was no answer to the crying question,
‘why do I suffer?’ ” (GM III:28)

The key feature of the ascetic ideal, on this line, is that it answers this existential
‘why’ question. “The meaninglessness of suffering […] was the curse that lay over
humankind so far— and the ascetic ideal offered humanity a meaning!” (III:28). Less
colorfully:

“[T]he human animal was compelled to ask after the very meaning of its
painfully aimless existence. An existential crisis ensued […] In response
to this crisis, life devised the ascetic ideal, which […] persuaded these
sickly animals to continue to live.” (Conway 2008: 148)

How so? “[B]y providing them with a meaningful interpretation of their suffering:
they suffered because they deserved to suffer” (Conway 2008: 148).
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“[T]he sufferer […] is taught that he himself is the cause of his own
suffering”; “one suffers […] as punishment for failure to live up to the
ascetic ideal.” “[The sufferer] discharges his emotions against himself, in
turn, by lacerating himself with feelings of guilt. Although the latter is,
itself, a cause of additional suffering, this is now suffering with a meaning,
hence bearable.” (Leiter 2002/2015: 208, 209)

So, on this interpretation, the essential “life-preserving” (GM III:13) function of
the ascetic ideal—what explains its “tremendous power” and influence — is that
it addresses the following problem: that suffering for no reason or purpose would
be unbearable for human beings. And it addresses this problem by interpreting
suffering “as a punishment” (III:20). You are to blame for your suffering.

Such an interpretation obscures the content and focus of much of the Third
Essay. Several choice soundbites aside, most of the developments following the
initial “brief formulation of the facts of the matter” in §13 seem out of place.6 Con-
sider, first, the discussion of modern secular scholarship in §§23–27. The practice of
“science today” is treated as “the latest expression of the ascetic ideal” (GM III:23),
by assuming that the pursuit of truth is unconditionally valuable.

“All this expresses, broadly speaking, as much ascetic virtue as any denial
of sensuality […] That which constrains these men, however, that uncon-
ditional will to truth, is faith in the ascetic ideal itself […] It is the faith in
[…] the absolute value of truth, sanctioned and guaranteed by this ideal
alone.” (GM III:24)

One can assume that knowledge is unconditionally valuable and that truth is always,
in any circumstance, to be pursued, without having any views on the meaning of
suffering.

One might respond that not all instances of the ascetic ideal need succeed in its
function of giving meaning to suffering. What makes something count as an instance
of the ascetic ideal is the stance of categorically denying certain desires. And assum-
ing an unconditional value of truth categorically denies our “will to deception” (GM
III:25)—our need for simplifications and falsifications of ourselves and the world.7

Fair enough. But why think that the type instantiated by the latter ideal, and by an

6The preceding sections consider functions of ascetic ideals for particular types of people. §13 (“But
let us return to our problem…”) transitions to the function of the ascetic ideal for people in general,
to explain its widespread appeal. We will return to Nietzsche’s “brief formulation” shortly.
7See, e.g., BT P:5, GS 107, BGE 2–4, 25, 229, WP 583. For discussion see Clark 1990, May 1999,
Leiter 2002/2015, Janaway 2007.
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ideal that (say) demonizes one’s natural instincts as inherently sinful against God, is
explanatorily interesting? Presumably because of a general, even if non-universal,
connection between accepting an ideal of categorically denying certain desires and
interpreting suffering as a punishment (thereby realizing the ideal’s alleged function
of making suffering bearable by giving it a meaning). But—and here is the second
worry— there isn’t one.

People don’t in general interpret bad things that happen to them as punishment
for wrongdoings. The belief that “I myself caused and am responsible for all the
pain and suffering that befalls me” is an anomaly. If anything, people are often
disposed to blame others. (“I got fired because my boss is an idiot,” or “because
the universe is against me”; “My crops were destroyed because there must be a
witch,” or “because the devil is tempting me to doubt God”; “I was born with a
birth defect because of my ancestors’ sins”; etc.) Even in the case of original sin—a
favorite target of Nietzsche’s—one has to jump through a lot of theological hoops
to recover a sense in which I was “in Adam” (cf. Romans 5:12) in such a way that I
partly caused the Fallen, non-Edenic causal order which has led to all (my) pain and
suffering. Nietzsche was not unaware.8 An existential crisis over the remaining non-
self-caused “meaningless” suffering— that is, the majority of people’s suffering—
would be in the offing.

Or would it? Most people, at most times are not on the verge of an existential
crisis—and not because of the ascetic ideal. It’s hard to believe Nietzsche would
have thought “the majority of mortals” (GM III:1) were, or could afford to be, that
reflective.

The interpretation renders Nietzsche’s argument implausible. The explanandum
is the widespread attraction to the ascetic ideal. The explanation is that this type of
ideal addresses a comparably widespread human problem. The requisite assump-
tions about the extent of the problem and the acceptance of the ascetic ideal become
unlikely at best. We should prefer an interpretation that doesn’t imply that Nietzsche
was evidently mistaken about the phenomenon to be explained or the explanatory
role of the ascetic ideal.

Third, consider the Essay’s preoccupation with strategies used for affect regula-
tion (§§15–21). What is at issue is the “principal” “means employed” by particular
ascetic ideals “in the struggle against displeasure” (GM III:17, 19)—e.g.,

“the general muting of the feeling of life, mechanical activity, the small
pleasure, above all ‘love of one’s neighbor,’ herd organization, the awak-
ening of the communal feeling of power through which the individual’s

8Cf. HH 45, 135; D 32–33, 252; BGE 21; GM I, II:7, III:15; TI VI:6, IX:34; WP 347, 765.
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discontent with themself is drowned in his pleasure in the prosperity of the
community,” or “some kind of an excess of feeling—employed as the most
effectivemeans of deadening dull, paralyzing, protracted pain.” (GM III:19)

Such practices needn’t have anything to do with giving suffering meaning. Indeed
the result is “mere affect medication” (III:16; cf. I:6). Even for the case of philoso-
phers such as Schopenhauer, the “first indication” of the role of the ascetic ideal is
treated as being “to gain release from a torture” not from the apparent meaningless-
ness of suffering, but from “ ‘the vile urgency of the will’ ” (III:6).

Leiter’s interpretation incorporates the role of expressing strong emotions (“ex-
cesses of feeling”) in the following way:

“In sum, the ascetic priest […] concot[s] a fictional explanation for [our]
suffering: we suffer because we violate the ascetic ideal. Now our suf-
fering has a meaning, and the suicidal nihilism which would result from
meaningless suffering and undischargeable ressentiment is thwarted, since
this ressentiment is now discharged against the agent himself in the form
of powerful feelings of guilt, which then deaden the pain associated with
the original suffering.” (Leiter 2002/2015: 210)

The point about the “anesthetic effect” (2002/2015: 209) of expressing strong emo-
tions against oneself is well taken (and it will be important in what follows). Yet
the interpretation faces a dilemma. The “excesses of feeling” in question are treated
as functioning to discharge (otherwise “undischargeable”) pent-up negative atti-
tudes that arise in response to suffering. Either the requisite strong emotions are
necessarily from feeling guilty for transgressions that one thinks caused (all) one’s
suffering, or they aren’t. (i) If they are, then Nietzsche’s argument again becomes
implausible. Most people, at most times don’t lacerate themselves with guilt for
transgressions that they think caused (all) their suffering. (ii) If they aren’t, then
the putative existential crisis and answer to it— that “we suffer because we violated
the ascetic ideal” (Leiter 2002/2015: 210)—become dispensable. One can feel a
need to deaden pain without being on the verge of an existential crisis. And one can
feel guilty for things—and, more generally, deaden one’s pain—without thinking
that one is to blame for all one’s suffering. That is the usual case. Which brings us
to a final worry: why, then, isn’t the ascetic ideal more of “an exception” throughout
“the history of humanity” (GM III:11)?

The “Answer” to the question of the ascetic ideal’s influence, Nietzsche says, is:
“faute de mieux—because it was the only ideal so far, because it had no rival […]—
Above all, a counterideal was lacking— until Zarathustra” (EH GM). Nietzsche’s
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response is characteristically cryptic. Of course there have been other types of ideals.
The idea, I take it, is that there hasn’t been an alternative ideal that has provided
a comparably effective response to “[humanity’s] problem” (GM III:28), hence a
“rival.” But what about ideals positing that one’s suffering is due to an evil force or
being (spirit, devil, god), or even the sins of others such as one’s ancestors? (And
means of deadening pain that don’t involve guilt and thinking that one caused all
one’s suffering?) Such alternatives weren’t unknown to Nietzsche. Indeed Nietzsche
mentions the Greeks, and their panoply of gods, in anticipating the alternative
“antinihilist” ideal embodied in Zarathustra at the end of the Second Essay (GM
II:23–25; cf. BT 3). Why would proponents of such ideals still be compelled by the
ascetic ideal? One might wonder why the ascetic ideal wouldn’t be one idiosyncratic
response among others.

Upshots: The “curse that lay over humankind” (GM III:28) isn’t fundamentally a
sort of existential crisis. The basic function of the ascetic ideal isn’t to answer “why
do I suffer?” (“what is at all for?” “how can I justify my existence?”). And whatever
the ascetic ideal’s function, the benefits afforded don’t require thinking that one is
to blame for one’s suffering.

Then what is “humanity’s problem”? And how might ideals of self-denial and
self-punishment address it?

2 Physiological foundations
It would be surprising if Nietzsche—who appended the First Essay of the Genealogy
with a Note that “every table of values, every ‘thou shalt’ known to history or eth-
nology, requires first a physiological investigation and interpretation”—would have
then diagnosed the very “mode of valuation” that “stands inscribed in the history
of humanity […] as one of the most widespread and enduring of all phenomena”
(GM III:11) fundamentally in terms of something so reflective and superficial as an
existential crisis (cf. D 119, 542; GS P:2, 11, 333; BGE 187; TI IX:37). Indeed “[his]
purpose” is “to bring to light […] what [the ascetic ideal] means,” in the sense of
“what it indicates; what lies hidden behind it, beneath it, in it; of what it is the provi-
sional, indistinct expression, overlaid with question marks and misunderstandings”
(GM III:23). Nietzsche’s summary statement of the view at the heart of the Third
Essay (§13) is worth quoting at length:

“But let us return to our problem. It will be immediately obvious that such
a self-contradiction as the ascetic appears to represent, ‘life against life,’
is, physiologically considered and not merely psychologically, a simple
absurdity. It can only be apparent […]
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Let us replace it with a brief formulation of the facts of the matter: the
ascetic ideal springs from the protective instinct of a degenerating life which
tries by all means to sustain itself and to fight for its existence; it indicates
a partial physiological obstruction and exhaustion against which the
deepest instincts of life, which have remained intact, continually strug-
gle with new methods and devices. The ascetic ideal is such a method;
[…] life wrestles in it and through it with death and against death; the
ascetic ideal is a trick for the preservation of life.” (GM III:13; bold added)

The “great fact” that explains “such power […] as we find [the ascetic ideal to have]
in history” is deemed “the physiological struggle of humanity against death (more
precisely: against disgust with life, against exhaustion, against the desire for the
‘end’ ” (III:13). The problem across human beings isn’t, fundamentally, something
as context-specific as an existential crisis, but something rooted in our bodily nature.
Even §28 introduces the problem as a problem for “the human animal.”

I will suggest, in §3, that the ascetic ideal serves our “physiological struggle”
in two basic ways: affect regulation, and strengthening active drives (“instincts of
life”). But first, what exactly is the “physiological” dimension of the problem? And
what is its connection to suffering?

Pain and suffering are ubiquitous. We inflict physical and emotional pain on
ourselves and others (cf. GM II); loved ones die; there are pandemics, natural disas-
ters, unjust social structures; we struggle to make sense of ourselves and our place
in the world. Such experiences can cause a spectrum of negative attitudes (anger,
frustration, resentment, bitterness). Yet we aren’t always in a position to express the
strong attitudes that we feel. First, there may be no emotional “trigger”—nothing
that will cause the attitudes to be expressed. Perhaps you “need a good cry,” and
no movies, music, books are doing the trick. Second, there may be no basis for
expressing the attitudes in action—nothing one can take oneself to have reason to
do in order to express them. Maybe a bully keeps messing with you, and you’re too
afraid of the fallout from speaking up for yourself to respond. Or the sound of your
baby’s middle-of-the-night crying is becoming intolerable, and you wouldn’t dare
scream (or worse).

These unexpressed attitudes have the potential to build up and fester. In acting,
we need some way of making sense of what we’re doing, some way of rendering
what we do intelligible to us (D 34, TI VI:4; cf. Velleman 1989, 2000). As Nietzsche
observes, we are “frighteningly willing and inventive in [our] pretexts for painful
emotions”; we “even enjoy […] dwelling on wrongs and imagined slights: [we]
rummage through the bowels of [our] past and present” for “stories,” “wounds,”
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“scars” to rationalize “vent[ing our] emotions” (GM III:15; cf. D 119). Yet there
are limits to our powers of rationalization. Suppose a superior’s repeated passive
aggressive comments are gnawing at you, and you feel like you could scream. Can
you find your child’s snide comment reason enough to yell at them? Or someone’s
laughing as they bump into you as a reason to pick a fight? Or the sound of your
dog’s incessant panting as reason to kick it?

Suppose not. What then? Repeated stifling of the strong attitudes in reaction to
pain and suffering raises the threat of (what Nietzsche calls) ressentiment (GM I)—a
state of festering bitterness, anger, frustration from prolonged suppression of these
attitudes (e.g., Richardson 1996, Leiter 2002/2015). The attitudes can’t build up in-
definitely (cf. GM II:16); we need relief. But what if there wasn’t any? What if, time
and again, there were no “triggers,” or no perceived grounds for doing something
that would express one’s negative attitudes? Perhaps one is away at a boarding
school and effectively tormented day and night. Or one is stuck in lockdown by
oneself. One might not even understand what one is feeling, just a “constantly
accumulating” vague “tormenting, secret pain,” angst, restlessness (III:15). Per-
sisting without an outlet would be unsustainable. The result would be “emotional
explosion” (I:6; cf. III:15) or emotional death—“suicidal nihilism” (III:28), feeling
nothing, lifelessly wishing for “deep sleep” (III:17), never to wake up.

This, I suggest, is the heart of the basic human problem addressed by the ascetic
ideal. The problem is, fundamentally, a problem of coping with the spectrum of
attitudes that can build up in response to pain and suffering. Lacking a sufficient
outlet or means of relief would be unbearable.

Construing the problem in this way avoids the worries with “existential crisis”
interpretations (§1). All people experience pain and suffering. All people face
external and internal constraints on expressing the negative attitudes that arise in
response. And all people require coping mechanisms when no outlet is available.

But do all people regularly lack an outlet, risking a universal “suicidal nihilism”?
Plausibly not. Sometimes The Notebook is on, and one can find oneself sobbing
uncontrollably. Or the gym is open, and one whale on a punching bag. But the
need for an outlet, and the challenge of coping when none seems available, plausibly
is universal—perhaps even “so universal that all the other interests of human exis-
tence seem, when comparedwith it, petty and narrow” (GM III:23). The prominence
of the ascetic ideal will be explained in terms of its relative effectiveness in speaking
to this human problem.
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3 Ascetic ideals
3.1 Basics
The problem is needing a means of managing negative attitudes that can build up
in response to pain and suffering. The solution afforded by the ascetic ideal is an
“available pretext” (GM III:15) for expressing these attitudes. The key feature of
the ascetic ideal is that it demonizes desires which one will inevitably have or act
on. The ideal will always be just that, an ideal—a standard one currently fails to
meet, and toward which to strive. An object to struggle against (namely, the desire)
or punish (namely, oneself) is readily available. Nietzsche’s insight is that doing so
both provides an outlet— staving off emotional explosion—and strengthens active
drives, the very “instincts of life” “wrestl[ing]” against “weariness” and “exhaustion”
(III:13)— staving off emotional death. Expressing certain drives, even if over an-
other part of ourselves or by inflicting physical or psychological pain, itself provides
a kind of pleasure or relief. And doing so via (possibly mental) action strengthens
the will.

First, one accepts that there are certain of one’s desires which one mustn’t feed
or satisfy. These desires provide something one can take oneself to have reason
to struggle against and try to overcome. The act of doing so expresses our “will
to power” (GM III:7; cf. GS 349, BGE 13, TI IX:14, A 6, WP 702)— roughly, a
drive for overcoming resistances (Reginster 2006, Katsafanas 2013), or growth in
control (Richardson 1996, 2020)—which provides relief. Notably, this effect may
not depend on whether one succeeds. Struggling can itself afford an outlet. Perhaps
one’s boss’s asinine comments have been eating away at one all week; and one finds
oneself noticing one’s “lustful eyes” and thoughts about a coworker. Recalling some
“proven strategies for fighting lust,”9 one begins to “say with authority, ‘NO!’ ” when
the lustful thought or inclination comes to mind; one then “moves to offense” by
“turning the mind forcefully” to God (or whatever), and “exerts one’s mind” “with
vehemence” to “fix” one’s attention “firmly” on God, and “hold it and hold it and
hold it and hold it,” for “as long as it takes,” committing to “Fight! For Christ’s sake,
fight till you win!” The mechanism isn’t different in kind from the case of physical
exertion, or how one might no longer feel like one is going to burst out of one’s skin
after, say, doing hill sprints or weightlifting (even if one collapses partway).

Second, one accepts that having, let alone acting on, the relevant desires is
falling short, and reason for punishment. There is thus a ready object on which

9The following quotes are adapted from Piper, “ANTHEM: Strategies for fighting lust”
(desiringgod.org/articles/anthem-strategies-for-fighting-lust).
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one can rationalize expressing negative attitudes: oneself, for violating the ideal
(cf. GM III:15, 20). The act of punishing oneself—psychologically, via guilt or self-
loathing, or physically—expresses the “instinct of cruelty” (EH GM), posited in the
Second Essay. There Nietzsche considers how this (internalized) cruelty can yield a
kind of pleasure: the “pleasure which […] the self-denying, the self-sacrificing feel
[…] belongs to cruelty” (GM II:18; cf. D 18, 113, BGE 229). In the Third Essay we
see its role as an emotional outlet and anaesthetic. What “builds negative ideals”
is “that very instinct for freedom (put into my language: the will to power) […]
vent[ed]” on “precisely humanity themself”; this “venting of their affects represents
the greatest attempt on the part of the suffering at relief” (GM III:18, 15). Perhaps
one has been grieving the death of a loved one; and as the anniversary of their
death approaches, and the underlying “secret pain […] is becoming unendurable”
(III:15), one finds oneself inexplicably overrun with thoughts of self-loathing. One
thinks (perhaps more colorfully),10 “You should have said ‘I love you’ more… You
should have been there for them more… What is wrong with you? Why were you so
selfish?” One might even begin crying uncontrollably. And deep as the pain might
be in the moment, eventually “the narcotic” has its effect and one is spent, one’s body
releases, and the pain is “drive[n] […] out of consciousness”— “at least temporarily”
(III:15). The mechanism isn’t different in kind from the relief one might feel after,
say, snapping at someone, or dominating another in road rage.

The outlets from struggling against one’s desires and from self-punishment are
common to all instances of the ascetic ideal. All that is needed is a desire that one
cannot help but have, and an acceptance that that desire must be resisted, no matter
what. Nietzsche’s remarks that certain ways of practicing science can express the
ascetic ideal (GM III:23–27) fall into place. As noted in §1, pursuing “ ‘truth at any
price’ ” (GS P:4, 344) disregards our need for simplifications and falsifications of
ourselves and the world. Even the “new philosophers” must “at times […] have a
rest from [them]selves” (GS 107), and the task of “being strong enough” to “conceive
reality as it is” (EH IV:5).11

Particular ascetic ideals may gain currency by incorporating existing metaphysi-
cal, religious, and social concepts, values, practices (cf. GM III:16–22). For instance,
concepts of, say, “ ‘guilt,’ ‘sin,’ ‘sinfulness,’ ‘depravity,’ ‘damnation’ ” might provide a
framework in terms of which to make sense of “direct[ing] ressentiment” and “the
bad instincts” “back upon [oneself]” (III:16, 20; cf. II:20–23). First, such resources
may also provide additional (potentially non-ascetic) “means of consolation” (III:17)

10Note the second-person.
11Cf. BT P:5; HH P:1, I:33; D 507; GS 107; Z IV:13; BGE 2–4, 25, 34; WP 583, 853, 1011.
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in response to pain and suffering. The means of affect regulation mentioned in
§1—e.g., expressing strong emotions (positive or negative), “mechanical activity”
and work, general deadening of sensitivity, “small pleasures” such as from helping
others, or pleasures in identifying with the strength of a group (III:17–21)—have
precisely this function. Perhaps one finds oneself weeping in a prayer service at the
thought of God’s forgiveness. Or one starts raking leaves every morning so as to be a
“good steward” of what God has provided; and the mindless activity affords a respite
from thinking about the loved one that died and relieves some of the intolerable
angst. Second, these same “refreshments, palliatives, and narcotics” (III:17) can
also provide future grounds for potentially punishing oneself—and getting the relief
from doing so—when those practices are unavailable. Onemight later feel guilty for
being “vain” about whether others were watching one pray, and cry in repentance.
Or one might reprimand oneself for not working hard enough, or being so pathetic
as to need such an outlet just to get through the day.

As Nietzsche is keen to point out, such practices of self-punishment and self-
denial cause additional suffering and fail to address the root of the problem (more
on which shortly).

“ ‘Medication’ of this sort, mere affect-medication, cannot possibly yield a
real cure of the sick in the physiological sense […] It is only the suffering
itself, the discomfort of the sufferer, that [it] combats, not its cause, not
the real sickness: this must constitute our most fundamental objection.”
(GM III:16–17; cf. I:6, III:20)

Inflicting pain might provide a release; or it might give one something to do, to
escape the “exhaustion,” “weariness,” “disgust” with one’s day-to-day (GM III:17,
13). But the relief is only “for a time,” and “has to be paid for afterward” (III:17,
20). One “soothes the pain” while “poison[ing] the wound” (III:15). The negative
attitudes from the self-inflicted pain will themselves need an outlet. And what
constitutes an outlet is unstable. By a familiar feedback mechanism, the feeling
of pleasure— for Nietzsche, a “feeling of power” (e.g., D 113, WP 434, 689)—
strengthens the drives that motivated one to seek the given means that resulted in
that feeling (D 119, TI VI:5, eKGWB 1883:7[120]).12 How intensely does one need
to cry? What does one need to say in criticizing oneself, and for what?

Yet even a temporary (infected) band-aid is better than nothing if one is bleed-
ing out. The negative attitudes in reaction to pain and suffering cannot build up

12See Richardson 2020: ch. 3 for discussion. For relevant empirical work, see Berridge 2004,
Bradbury & Vehrencamp 2011: ch. 10, Seligman et al. 2013.
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indefinitely (§2). At some point, one bursts or comes to stop feeling anything at all.
The principal function of the ascetic ideal lies in averting such emotional explosion
or emotional death. Hence: “this apparent enemy of life […] actually is among the
greatest conserving and yes-creating forces of life” (GM III:13).

First, the acts of struggling against oneself and inflicting (emotional or physical)
pain on oneself provide a much needed outlet. The advocate of the ascetic ideal

“defends his sick herd […] against itself and against […] all which smol-
ders in the herd itself, […] where that most dangerous of all explosives,
ressentiment, continually piles up. His particular trick, and his prime use,
is to detonate this explosive material without blowing up either herd or
herdsman; […] [he] is the direction-changer of ressentiment.” (GM III:15)

Regularly beating one’s breast over one’s sinfulness is better than beating one’s
family. Second, the acts that provide the outlets strengthen active drives, for Ni-
etzsche the essence of life. Even the acts of self-punishment which “poison the
wound” (III:15) strengthen one’s will to overcome, a will necessary, Nietzsche em-
phasizes, for any human excellence and achievement: “even when theywound them-
self […]— the very wound itself afterward compels them to live” (III:13); “the
happiness of […] superiority,” even if over a part of oneself, still “excite[s] […]
the strongest, most life-affirming drive […]—namely, the will to power” (III:18).13
Hence the conclusion of Nietzsche’s “brief formulation of the facts of the matter”
from §2: “the ascetic ideal is an artifice for the preservation of life” (III:13). One
retains ends, a “to-that” (III:28) for one’s drives, and a will to act (even if to punish
oneself); and one would still rather feel pain than nothing at all: “the will itself was
saved,” and with it, “the basic fact of the human will”— that “it will rather will
nothingness than not will” (III:1, 28).

Let’s recap. The fundamental problem addressed by the ascetic ideal, on the
proposed interpretation, is a problem of managing attitudes that can build up in
response to pain and suffering. The ascetic ideal addresses this problem in two basic
ways: by providing one with perceived reasons to struggle to overcome certain of
one’s desires, and to punish oneself for having or satisfying them. The character-
istic results are affect regulation—averting “emotional explosions” (GM I:6), and
“blow[ing] up herd and herdsman” (III:15)—and drive strengthening—averting
emotional death, and “deep depression,” “leaden exhaustion,” “black melancholy”
(III:17). These mechanisms aren’t different in kind from those of, say, punching a

13Cf. D 18, 113; BGE 229; GM II:18–19, III:27; eKGWB 1883:7[120]. For classic discussion see
Kaufmann 1974.
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punching bag, picking a fight, sobbing from a depressing movie, or the like. But—
and herein lies the “genius” (III:17)— the “materials” for the results are internal
and ready to hand. You don’t need a punching bag, someone who’s annoying you,
or a suitable movie in your Netflix queue (compare: “lockdown”). You just need to
find yourself feeling hatred (lust, unforgiveness, etc.), or thinking of some time that
you did. The relief may only be “for a time” (III:17); yet, at least in most cases, one
“preserv[es] life” (III:13) by feeding one’s will to act, feel, pursue, and overcome,
and without bursting against oneself or those in one’s wake.

3.2 Next steps
Not all instances of the ascetic ideal will be equally effective or compelling. We
noted above how particular ideals may afford additional means of affect regula-
tion. Moreover, even if the general “curse that lay over humanity” (GM III:28) isn’t
essentially a sort of “existential crisis” (Conway 2008: 148), existential questions
can of course cause profound pain—“ ‘why do I suffer?’ ” (GM III:28), “what is
my purpose?”, etc. “Why do bad things happen to good people?” doesn’t get 150k
Google results for no reason.14 Other things equal, we should expect ideals that
speak to the broader spectrum of physiological, psychological, existential sources
of pain and suffering to be more compelling, in general and for particular types of
people, at particular times. And they are. Roughly speaking, the more types of
(strong, recurring) desires demonized by a given ideal, and the more resources to
rationalize relevant affect-regulating practices (e.g., guilt, communal repentance,
fasting, work), the more “effective” the ideal. Committing to pursue “ ‘truth at any
price’ ” (GS P:4) in science may not have quite the same impact as, say, weeping,
“Lord, I come […] Dear savior image for sinners!” [1861]15 at the thought of “God
himself sacrific[ing] himself for the guilt of humanity […] out of love” (GM II:21),
and “firmly resolv[ing] to dedicate myself to his service forever” [1858].16

Yet, as discussed above, an ideal’s success qua ascetic ideal comes at a cost.
The “pain management” techniques (so to speak) not only aren’t “a real cure” (GM
III:16); they ultimately make us “sicker” (III:20, 21; cf. I:6). Hence it might not
be surprising for Nietzsche to call out the vestigial ascetic baggage implicit in his
contemporary’s “finest scholars” (III:23). Ridding oneself of “God, the beyond, and
the virtues of denial” (III:23) needn’t rid one of an unhealthy stance toward oneself
and one’s desires. Likewise, though a religious conceptual scheme isn’t necessary

14In fairness to Nietzsche, “why do I suffer?” gets 4x that.
15From Nietzsche’s 1861 poem, “You have called—Lord, I come” (in Grundlehner 1986: 32–34)
16From Nietzsche’s 1858 autobiography, “From my life” (thenietzschechannel.com/works-
unpub/youth/1858-fmlg.htm)
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(or arguably sufficient) for an ascetic ideal, it might not be surprising for Nietzsche
to focus on what he regards as its paradigm, less “elusive” (III:25) expression in
Christianity to underscore the trajectory and “grea[t] danger” (III:14; cf. II:24) of
such a stance. Consider the rhetorical climax of the Second Essay:

“This human of bad conscience […] seize[s] on religious presupposition
so as to drive their self-torture to its most gruesome pitch of severity
and rigor […] They apprehend in ‘God’ the ultimate antithesis of their
own ineluctable animal instincts; they reinterpret these animal instincts
themselves as a form of guilt before God […]

In this psychical cruelty there resides a madness of the will which is abso-
lutely unexampled: the will […] to find themself guilty and reprehensible
to a degree that can never be atoned for; their will to think themself
punished without any possibility of the punishment becoming equal to
the guilt […]; their will to erect an ideal […] and in the face of it to feel
the palpable certainty of their own absolute unworthiness.” (GM II:22)

This “madness of the will,” we see in the Third Essay, is in fact a sign of life. One’s
religious concepts are used as yet another “expedien[t] and devic[e]” by which “the
deepest instincts of life” “continually struggle” against “physiological obstruction
and exhaustion” “for the preservation of life” (III:13; cf. D 113). The latter ideal isn’t
different in kind, for Nietzsche, from, say, cutting. Indeed, contemporary empirical
research indicates that the primary function of non-suicidal self-injury is generally
affect regulation (e.g., Klonsky 2007, 2009, Jacobson & Batejan 2014).

If prominent instances of the ascetic ideal are comparable to practices of self-
harm, the force of Nietzsche’s rhetoric may seem less extreme. ConsiderDaybreak 77:

“We tremble at the mere idea of a torment which could be inflicted on
a human or an animal, and suffer quite dreadfully when we hear of a
definitely attested fact of this kind. But we are still far from feeling so
decisively and with such unanimity in regard to torments of the soul
and how dreadful it is to inflict them […] Even today humanity regards
[…] spiritual torture and instruments of torture, with the same anxious
toleration and indecision as it formerly did the cruelties inflicted on the
bodies of humans and animals.” (D 77)

In the physical case, we investigate what factors encourage self-harm, and how
similar results—e.g., alleviating negative affect and arousal— can be promoted in
healthier, more constructive ways. So, too, we might ask how we can promote
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the results afforded by the ascetic ideal without self-punishment. How might we
inculcate a stance toward pain and suffering that keeps ressentiment from building
up, while continuing to feel and live? How might we express the array of attitudes,
and motives for power and cruelty, in a psychologically sustainable way without
harming ourselves or others? How might we use and develop material resources,
social practices, relationships, concepts, values in the service of doing so?

The latter is essentially Nietzsche’s positive project: to construct a “counterideal”
(EH GM; cf. GM III:24) that integrates our drives and affects into a structured
hierarchy, affirming and channelling them to better ourselves and others; to revise
evaluatively relevant concepts (e.g., of bad vs. evil, suffering, the self, freedom) in
light of facts about our biology and psychology to promote healthier patterns of
thinking;17 and to develop symbols, attitudes, practices to help us internalize new
life-affirming meanings and values (e.g., eternal recurrence, amor fati; BT 3, BGE
56, GM II:23–25, EH II:9–10)— that is, to address the physiological, psychological,
and existential dimensions of the problem in a way that “redeems humanity” and
“this reality” from “the will to nothingness, nihilism” (GM I:12, II:24). The goal is
a healthy, sustainable overall perspective in response to— indeed in overcoming—
the spectrum of pain and suffering: a “courage and […] excess of strength” for “the
highest affirmation, born of fullness, of overfull-ness, a Yes-saying without reserva-
tion, even to suffering, […] this ultimate, most joyous, most wantonly extravagant
Yes to life” (EH BT:2).

4 Taking stock
We started with Nietzsche’s characterization of the task of the Third Essay of the
Genealogy: to explain “whence the ascetic ideal derives its tremendous power al-
though it is the harmful ideal par excellence” (EH GM). Why would such diverse
types of people, from different walks of life, across history be compelled by ideals
that enjoin categorically denying certain desires and punishing oneself for having
them? Nietzsche’s strategy, I have argued, is to explain the prominence of this
type of ideal in terms of its function in addressing a comparably prominent human
problem: the problem of managing negative attitudes that can build up in response
to pain and suffering. The ascetic ideal addresses this problem by providing one
with (subjectively compelling) reasons to strive to overcome certain of one’s desires,

17Cf., e.g., D 76: “Is it not dreadful to make necessary and regularly recurring sensations into a source
of inner misery and in this way to want to make inner misery a necessary and regularly recurring
phenomenon in every human being! […] Must everything that one has to combat, that one has to
keep within bounds or on occasion banish totally from one’s mind, always have to be called evil!”
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and to punish oneself for having or acting on them. Such acts afford an outlet,
strengthen active drives (“instincts of life”), and reinforce means and ends for their
expression. Given the inevitability of the desires and one’s categorical rejection
of them, these results are comparatively available. The process, while it involves
harming oneself and causing new negative attitudes, is sustainable and preserves
the will. The proposed interpretation assimilates the workings of the ascetic ideal
to familiar types of coping mechanisms, and coheres with empirical research on
the functions of non-suicidal physical self-harm. And it helps situate Nietzsche’s
positive project: to develop an evaluative perspective and stance toward suffering
that promotes psychic unity, health, and human flourishing.

The proposed interpretation raises various questions. In closing I consider three.
First, the interpretation avoids the worries with prominent “existential crisis” inter-
pretations (§1): it avoids over-intellectualizing the basic human problem addressed
by the ascetic ideal; and it captures the content and focus of the sections (GM
III:13–27) developing Nietzsche’s positive explanation. Whence, then, Nietzsche’s
characterizations of the issue in existential terms—e.g., that “humanity’s problem
was […] the meaninglessness of suffering,” “that there was no answer to the cry-
ing question, ‘why do I suffer?’,” “and the ascetic ideal offered humanity meaning!”
(III:28)? In short, for the same reason that Nietzsche does all-too-many things: who
would remember it otherwise? Concluding the book (III:28) with a soundbite on
the problem of “the meaninglessness of suffering” would likely stay in the memory
and get more cultural currency than one on, say, “affect regulation”; and having “all
the feels” doesn’t quite fit with the general Nietzsche vibe. Such a rhetorical device
is common for Nietzsche (“slave morality,” “master morality,” “amor fati,” “bad con-
science,” etc.; cf. BT P:6).18 The remaining existential-crisis-friendly passages occur
in provisional formulations (e.g., III:15) and contexts focusing on specific types of
religious ideals (e.g., III:20). The passages explicitly signposted as summarizing
the account (III:13) and outlining the discussion (III:19, 25) are exclusively on the
“physiological” mechanisms.

18Adapting a point from Leiter in another context: “nothing has misled readers more often about
Nietzsche’s […] view than the volume of his rhetoric” (2019: 45). Nietzsche’s own remarks
“regarding expression” and “intention” in the Genealogy aren’t encouraging: “Every time a beginning
that is calculated to mislead: […] deliberately foreground, deliberately holding off. Gradually more
unrest; sporadic lightning […] In the end, in the midst of perfectly gruesome detonations, a new
truth becomes visible every time among thick clouds” (EH GM). The warnings on “the requisite art
of reading” (GM P:8) are fitting: “this art […] teaches to read well, that is to say, to read slowly,
deeply, looking cautiously before and aft, with reservations, with doors left open, with delicate eyes
and fingers […] My patient friends, this book desires for itself only perfect readers and philologists:
learn to read me well!” (D P:5).
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Second, in §3 we noted how particular ideals may vary in how effectively they
address different problems of suffering in particular contexts, and we considered
the case of certain practices of religion (cf. GM III:16–22) and secular scholarship
(cf. III:23–27). Broadening the scope of the type of ideal under investigation runs
an explanatory risk. The interactions with religion and diverse social, cultural,
historical phenomena raise confounding factors. One might wonder whether there
is a common underlying mechanism. Does the account, then, end up explaining
“whence the ascetic ideal […] derives its tremendous power” (EHGM)? I don’t know.
But consider a different (way of putting Nietzsche’s) question: what is the primary
function of practices of self-punishment? Nietzsche’s answer: affect regulation, and
strengthening of the will. Observation: ideals that promote such practices can serve
such needs. It’s here, I suggest, that we locate Nietzsche’s central insight.

Third, the interpretation avoids assuming that people accept that they are gen-
erally to blame for their suffering (cf. §1). The act of lacerating oneself with guilt
can provide an outlet even if you blame other people for everything (else) bad that
happens to you. That is: Suppose one has an attitude A toward x, and the attitude
isn’t expressed. Sometimes, it’s possible for some of the “energies” from that attitude
to be discharged by a later act or behavior A* even if A* isn’t directed toward x.
Suppose you’re frustrated about how your calls with customer service keep getting
disconnected. Snapping at a friend who interrupts to ask you a question might
provide relief, so you no longer feel like you’re going to burst out of your skin. Yet
there are limits. If you’re starving, likely only food will suffice. Our psychologies
aren’t hydraulic systems (n. 12). Nietzsche’s account assumes that sufficiently many
cases of acting on ascetic ideals are of the former kind. How exactly does the
mechanism work, and what account of drives and affects best explains it? Are some
instances of suffering, say a grief from acute loss, such that “suicidal nihilism” is
inevitable? Engagement with contemporary empirical research on the neurophys-
iology and psychology may illuminate healthier (physical, emotional, intellectual)
responses.
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