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Abstract

A Study on the Concept of Suffering in
Nietzsche’s On The Genealogy of Morals

Lee Eunbi
Department of Aesthetics
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This study focused on one of Friedrich Nietzsche’s later works, On the
Genealogy of Morals, to examine his argument that the attitude towards
suffering could serve as a standard to judge an individual and society. Nietzsche
argues that there are two human attitudes towards suffering and that the
hierarchies of individuals differ by which attitude one displays could be
continuously found in many of his early works and later works. Nietzsche
categorized that one could suffer from impoverishment or could suffer from
superabundance and stressed that the attitude towards suffering is determined by
how one culture or individual interprets suffering. His works have numerous
phrases that determine what attitudes each culture and the individual within the
culture show due to different interpretations of suffering. This study argues that
because such interest is presupposed in On the Genealogy of Morals, placing
suffering at the center of the discussion could result in a comprehensive
explanation of the entire design of Nietzsche’s philosophy.

In On the Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche criticizes the Western Christian
morality and metaphysical philosophy in full measure, and points to the ascetic

ideal as a way of thinking that leads to the exhaustion of the Will to Power,
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which is unique to the society and individuals. Ascetic ideal is a conceptual
word Nietzsche uses only in On the Genealogy of Morals to refer to the way
of thinking and assumptions characteristic of the Christian morality and
metaphysical philosophy. The ascetic ideal does not end at using asceticism as
a means to accomplish one’s goal but idealizes asceticism itself. This paper
posits that Nietzsche was critical towards such an approach due to his
understanding and interpretation of suffering. Drawing from the fact that the
ascetic ideal is also a type of interpretation of suffering, this paper finds the
basis of Nietzsche’s criticism towards the ascetic ideal from suffering. In other
words, the ascetic ideal could be defined as the cause of the impoverished
attitude towards suffering and an interpretation of suffering that one should
overcome. Also, by examining how the various types in On the Genealogy of
Morals rely on the ascetic ideal to relate to suffering, this thesis studied how
specific ways to overcome the ascetic ideal could be constructed within
Nietzsche’s philosophical ideas.

For this, this thesis first attempts a categorization by classifying the types of
suffering that appear in Nietzsche’s works. Five types of suffering mainly
appear in Nietzsche’s works. Based on the five types of suffering, this thesis
examines how suffering and its interpretation have been discussed in the
historical context of the book On the Genealogy of Morals. Each suffering can
be converted, intensified, or reduced through interpretation, and such
interpretation could also become a cause of another suffering. Only when we
examine ways to present alternative interpretations to suffering through
Nietzsche’s criticism of the ascetic ideal could we understand the significance
of Nietzsche’s critique of morality in On the Genealogy of Morals and the
design of his philosophical ideas.

keywords : Nietzsche, Suffering, On The Genealogy of Morals, Will to Power,
Ascetic Ideal, Dionysus
Student Number : 2009-20072
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