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UNRAVELING THE ROOTS OF OUR
VALUES: A JOURNEY THROUGH
NIETZSCHE’S ON THE
GENEALOGY OF MORALS

Few philosophical works have the power
to  unsettle,  provoke,  and  ultimately
transform  a  reader’s  understanding  of
good  and  evil  quite  like  Friedrich
Nietzsche’s  On  The  Genealogy  Of
Morals .  Publ ished  in  1887  as  a
supplement to his earlier work Beyond

Good and Evil,  this  slim yet  explosive
volume  is  arguably  Nietzsche’s  most
systematic  and  penetrating  critique  of
morality itself. It is not a simple history
of ethics, but a radical psychological and
philological  investigation  into  the  very
origins  of  our  moral  prejudices.  In  its
pages,  Nietzsche  dismantles  the
comfortable assumptions we hold about
right  and wrong,  revealing a  complex,
often  brutal,  and  deeply  human  story
behind the values we take for granted.
For  anyone seeking to  understand not
just what we believe, but why we believe
it, this text remains an indispensable, if
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unsettling,  guide.  It  challenges  us  to
move beyond a surface-level acceptance
of  moral  codes  and  to  question  the
hidden, often dark, psychological drives
that shape our judgments,  making the
study of On The Genealogy Of Morals
a vital exercise in self-awareness.

THE CONTEXT AND STRUCTURE
OF A POLEMIC MASTERPIECE

To fully appreciate the depth of On The
Genealogy Of Morals,  it  is  crucial  to
understand  its  context.  Nietzsche  was
writing  at  the  tail  end  of  the  19th
century, at a time when faith in religion
was  waning,  yet  the  moral  structures
derived from that faith remained largely
intact.  He  saw  the  prevailing  English
utilitarian and Darwinian ethical theories,
which traced morality to simple utility or

evolved social instincts, as shallow and
psychologically naive. These theories, in
his  view,  failed  to  grasp the complex,
power-laden dynamics that gave birth to
our moral concepts.
The  work  itself  is  structured  as  three
distinct but interconnected essays, each
a masterclass of polemical insight. The
first  essay,  “'Good  and  Evil,'  'Good  and
Bad,'”  is  a  thrilling  re-narration  of
history,  contrasting  the  values  of  a
noble, master class with the values of a
resentful, slave class. The second essay,
“'Guilt,' 'Bad Conscience,' and the Like,”
offers  a  pioneering  theory  of
consciousness,  memory,  and  the
internalization of cruelty. The final essay,
“What is the Meaning of Ascetic Ideals?”
takes a sweeping and critical look at the
philosopher,  the  priest,  and  the  saint,
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exposing  the  underlying  will  to  power
that drives even the most self-denying
lifestyles.  Throughout  this  journey,  the
reader is forced to confront the idea that
our  most  cherished  moral  distinctions
are  not  divinely  ordained  or  naturally
given, but are the products of a specific,
historical, and often bloody conflict.

ESSAY ONE: THE CLASH OF TWO
MORAL SYSTEMS

The central and most famous argument
in On The Genealogy Of Morals is the
distinction  between  “master  morality”
and “slave morality.” This is not merely
a historical curiosity; Nietzsche uses this
dichotomy  as  a  tool  to  diagnose  the
psychological  state  of  modern  Europe.
Master  mora l i ty ,  as  N ie tzsche
reconstructs it, was the morality of the

ancient Greek and Roman aristocracies,
the warrior-kings. In this value system,
“good”  was  synonymous  with  “noble,”
“strong,”  “powerful,”  “wealthy,”  and
“truthful.”  These qualities  were affirmed
spontaneously,  as  an  overflowing  of  life
and power. “Bad,” in this system, simply
referred to the common, the weak, the
cowardly, the base. It was a feeling of
contempt, not of resentment.

The Birth of
Ressentiment
Then came the slave revolt in morality.
Nietzsche argues that the oppressed, the
weak, and the disenfranchised could not
openly  fight  their  aristocratic  masters.
Instead, they developed a psychological
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w e a p o n  o f  i m m e n s e  p o w e r :
ressentiment .  Th is  i s  not  just
resentment; it is a deep, festering, and
creative form of hatred that revalues the
values  of  the  masters.  Unable  to  be
strong,  they  called  strength  “evil.”
Unable to be powerful, they called power
“violence.” Unable to be wealthy, they
called  wealth  “corrupt.”  They  inverted
the master’s values, proclaiming that the
qual it ies  of  the  weak—humil ity,
meekness, pity, patience—were “good,”
while the qualities of the strong—pride,
assertiveness,  cruelty,  ambition—were
“evil.”
This  revaluation  has  been  incredibly
successful.  Nietzsche  argues  that  the
slave  morality  of  Christianity,  with  its
emphasis on the poor in spirit, the meek,
and  the  peacemakers,  represents  the

ultimate  triumph  of  this  Jewish-Roman
slave  revolt.  The  concept  of  a  “good”
God who judges the proud and exalts the
humble  is,  in  Nietzsche’s  view,  the
ultimate  expression  of  this  revenge
fantasy. The key takeaway from this first
essay  is  that  our  modern,  egalitarian,
and compassionate morality is not a sign
of moral progress, but rather the victory
of  a  specific  psychological  type  over
another.  I t  is  a  moral i ty  born  of
weakness,  not  of  strength.

ESSAY TWO: THE
INTERNALIZATION OF CRUELTY
AND THE BIRTH OF GUILT

T h e  s e c o n d  e s s a y  o f  O n  T h e
Genealogy  Of  Morals  is  perhaps  its
most  psychological ly  profound.
Nietzsche  turns  his  attention  to  the
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origins  of  guilt ,  conscience,  and
punishment.  He  rejects  the  idea  that
punishment  was  invented  because
people were judged “guilty.” Instead, he
proposes  that  the  feeling  of  guilt
(Schuld,  which  in  German  also  means
“debt”) originated in the most basic of
commercial  relationships:  the  creditor-
debtor relationship.

The Memory of
the Will
How does society create a human being
who  can  make  and  keep  a  promise?
Nietzsche  argues  that  this  requires  a
memory  of  the  will,  a  capacity  to
forget most things but to hold a single
intention in mind. This “mnemotechnics”

was  not  achieved  through  gentle
persuasion but  through the application
of pain. The debtor who failed to repay a
debt would be punished, and the creditor
would receive a form of  compensation
through the pleasure of inflicting cruelty.
Punishment, in its earliest form, was not
about justice or rehabilitation; it was a
festival  of  cruelty.  The  formula  was
simple:  “I  suffer,  therefore  you  must
suffer; I inflict pain, and thus the debt is
paid.”

Bad Conscience:
The Soul Turned



6

6 On The Genealogy Of Morals 2024-11-12

Inward
This  brings us  to  the most  fascinating
concept  i n  the  essay :  the  bad
conscience .  As  human  societies
became more stable and organized, the
raw, outward expression of cruelty was
repressed .  The  s ta te ,  w i th  i t s
overwhelming  power,  prevented  the
individual  from venting his  instincts  of
aggression,  violence,  and  domination
outward.  But  these  instincts,  which
Nietzsche calls the “pathos of distance,”
did  not  disappear.  They  were  turned
inward. Since the animal “man” could no
longer  discharge  his  wild,  natural
instincts  onto  others,  he  discharged
them  onto  himself.
This,  Nietzsche argues, is the origin of

the  soul.  The internalization  of  cruelty
created a cavernous inner world of self-
doubt, self-loathing, and self-torture. The
“bad conscience” became an “illness,”
but a necessary one. It is the price we
pay for civilization. The feeling of guilt is
not a sign of a transcendent moral order;
it is the sensation of our own instincts
being  dammed up  and  turned  against
us.  The  priest  then  takes  this  raw,
painful feeling and gives it a direction:
“You are guilty,” he says, “not because
you broke a rule, but because you are
fundamentally  a  sinner.  Your  guilt  is
directed at God.” In this way, the priest
masters  the  herd,  using  the  bad
conscience to create a sense of universal
debt that can never be fully repaid—a
debt that ensures the priest’s own power
over the flock.
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ESSAY THREE: THE ASCETIC
IDEAL AND THE WILL TO
NOTHINGNESS

The  final,  and  most  complex,  essay  of
On The Genealogy Of Morals  takes
aim at the ascetic ideal. This ideal is the
driving force behind the philosopher, the
priest, and the saint. It is the paradox of
a life dedicated to the denial of life—a
will  to  nothingness.  The  ascetic  ideal
hates the senses, hates the body, hates
sexuality, and hates life itself. Yet, this
hatred is still a form of will. As Nietzsche
famously puts it, “man would rather will
nothingness than not will.”

The
Philosopher’s
Subtle
Asceticism
Nietzsche  focuses  a  great  deal  of
attention  on  the  philosopher.  The
p h i l o s o p h e r ’ s  l i f e — s o l i t a r y ,
contemplative, poor, celibate—is a form
of asceticism. But why? Nietzsche argues
that  the  ascetic  ideal  has  been  the
“protective  and nurturing  condition  for
the highest type of intellect.” It allowed
the  philosopher  to  withdraw  from  the
noise  of  the  world,  to  cultivate  a
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suspicion of the senses, and to focus all
his  energy  on  mental  activity.  The
ascetic  priest  is  a  different  creature.  He
is the natural enemy of the healthy and
strong, but he is also the “shepherd” of
the sick herd. He provides meaning for
suffering.  Instead  of  simply  having  their
suffering alleviated, the masses are told
that their suffering is meaningful—it is a
punishment for sin, a test from God, or a
path  to  salvation.  The  ascetic  ideal
makes  suffering  bearable  by  giving  it  a
purpose, thus protecting the herd from
the nihilism of meaningless pain.
The explosive conclusion of the essay is
that  the  ascetic  ideal  has  been  the
dominant ideal in the West for thousands
of  years.  Modern  science,  with  its
commitment to truth and its suspicion of
illusion, is not a refutation of the ascetic

ideal. In fact, Nietzsche sees science as
its most rigorous and final form. Science
worships truth as an absolute, which is
itself  an  ascetic  value.  The  question
Nietzsche  leaves  us  with  is  deeply
unsettling:  what  happens  when  the
ascetic  ideal  loses  its  power?  What
happens  when  the  “will  to  truth”  finally
turns inward and begins to doubt its own
absolute  value?  This  is  the  advent  of
nihi l ism,  the  great  problem  that
Nietzsche saw looming on the horizon of
modernity.

THE LASTING RELEVANCE OF
NIETZSCHE’S GENEALOGY

Why should a 21st-century reader invest
their  time  in  On The  Genealogy  Of
Morals?  The  answer  is  that  its  core
insights are more relevant than ever. In
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our  polarized  and often  performatively
moral  world,  Nietzsche’s  tools  are
invaluable for cutting through cant. His
concept  of  ressentiment  provides  a
powerful  lens  for  understanding  online
outrage culture, political identity politics,
and  the  self-righteous  indignation  that
often  masks  a  deep-seated  sense  of
powerlessness.  When we see someone
passionately  condemning  a  group  as
“evil,” we can ask Nietzsche’s question:
is  this  a  judgment  coming  from  a
position of strength and fullness of life,
or is it a cry of weakness, a desire to tear
down what one cannot attain?
Furthermore,  his  analysis  of  the  bad
conscience offers a profound perspective
on modern anxiety, depression, and the
constant  self-critique  encouraged  by
social media. We are experts at turning

our  instincts  for  cruelty  inward  upon
ourselves. The essay on the ascetic ideal
is a powerful critique of the modern cult
of  “wellness,”  data  worship,  and  the
fanatical pursuit of objectivity in science
and journalism. It challenges us to ask
what deeper need for meaning and self-
denial  these  practices  are  fulfilling.  On
The  Genealogy  Of  Morals  is  not  a
comfortable book, but it  is  a clarifying
one.  It  offers  a  toolkit  for  skepticism
about  our  own  deepest  assumptions,
forcing us to take nothing on moral faith.
It  is  an  education  in  suspicion,  a
masterclass in looking behind the curtain
of our most sacred values.

CONCLUSION: THE COURAGE TO
QUESTION

In  the  end,  On  The  Genealogy  Of
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Morals  is  not  a  work  of  nihil istic
destruction,  but  a  profound  act  of
liberation. Nietzsche does not want us to
abandon morality; he wants us to create
it  anew,  with  full  consciousness  of  its
origins.  He famously  declares  that  the
only way to become a philosopher is to
have a “critical eye for the origin of our
moral prejudices.” By tracing our values
back to their roots in power, cruelty, and
psychological  need,  Nietzsche deprives
them of their  claim to a transcendent,
absolute authority. This is terrifying, but
it  is  also  exhilarating.  It  opens  up  a

space  for  the  creation  of  new values,
values that affirm life,  strength,  and the
future rather than denying them in the
name  of  a  fictional  “beyond.”  To  read
this  book  is  to  undergo  a  form  of
intellectual  therapy,  to  see the hidden
wi r ing  o f  your  own  sou l .  I t  i s  a
demanding journey,  but for  those with
the  courage  to  follow  Nietzsche’s
relentless  questioning,  it  is  the  most
rewarding one a reader can take.  The
task,  as he sets  it  for  us,  remains:  to
become who we are, by understanding
how we became what we are.


