Nietzsche & Nihilism; handout on Nietzsche on punishment, guilt, and responsibility
Grammatical note:

1. “Conscience” is a noun, and refers to the silent voice in your mind telling you that something is the right or, especially, the wrong thing to do.  We therefore speak of a “bad conscience,” or a “guilty conscience”; when I have this, I believe that I’m doing the wrong thing.

2. The adjectival form of “conscience” is (more or less) “conscientious.”  Someone is conscientious if he or she acts conscientiously, i.e., according to his or her conscience.

3. “Consciousness” is a noun, meaning “awareness.”

4. “Conscious” is an adjective, meaning “aware.”  (Please note its difference from “conscience”; there’s no such thing as a “bad conscious.”)

Nietzsche does not hold the view that all punishment is motivated by the resentment of the powerless of those in power.  This is Eugen Dühring’s view, criticized by Nietzsche at BWN 509ff.
I. Master morality:

A. Crime and punishment (in all human societies, and many animal ones):

1. Powerful nobles determine the law
: 
a. law = a socially-sanctioned distinction of permissible and impermissible actions.  The original purpose of law is to partially restrict the will to power of individuals “as a means of creating greater units of power” (BWN 512) for society, especially its nobles.
b. justice = actions conforming to law, including the punishment of impermissible actions.

c. punishment = imposition of a negative sanction (e.g., ostracism, payment) on the perpetrator of an unjust act.  Originally, punishment did not serve to awaken in the criminal the sting of conscience, feeling of guilt, bad conscience, or consciousness of himself as a “guilty person”.  Rather, the criminal was treated merely as “an instigator of harm…, an irresponsible piece of fate” (BWN 518).  The two basic functions of punishment were
i. recompense: if party A unjustly takes property P from party B, then A is legally obligated to repay P to B;
and

ii. deterrence: punishment for unjust actions serves as an example that can prevent the perpetration of future unjust actions.
2. “Mnemo-technics”: production (through painful punishment) of the memory of painful punishments for perpetrating unjust acts.

3. Normalization (French philosopher Michel Foucault’s [1926-1984] term in his 1975 Discipline and Punish): the production of a population whose actions are calculable, predictable, regular, and reliable; and whose individuals have internalized these norms so as to “police,” “survey,” or “discipline” themselves.

4. Conscience: what’s distinctive about an autonomous, independent, and responsible sovereign individual who is credible, i.e., who has the right to make promises. 

(The healthiest societies can afford to allow certain individual unjust acts to go unpunished; they are strong enough to withstand them.  Thus the healthiest societies prevent the harmful effects of vendetta by protecting the criminal from the excesses of the revenge of those whom he has harmed [cf. BWN 517].)

B. Debtors and creditors (in all human societies, and perhaps those of such higher apes as chimpanzees and bonobos):

1. Commerce requires the social recognition of debts and credits as undertaken by parties (i.e., legal subjects) in contractual exchanges, in which debtors who do not repay what they owe are punished; “everything has its price; all things can be paid for” (BWN 506); “everything is dischargeable, everything must be discharged” (BWN 508f).
2. The most indigent debtor can give nothing to his creditor than “a kind of pleasure – the pleasure of being allowed to vent his power freely upon one who is powerless” (BWN 501) as the creditor makes the debtor suffer by inflicting pain upon him (cruelty as a joyful and festive spectacle).  (Nietzsche appears to hold that the fact that inflicting pain is pleasurable to follow from the fact that the essence of life is the will to power.)
(Wealthy creditors can afford to allow certain individual debts to go unrepaid; they are strong enough to literally forget the debts.)
II. Slave morality:
A. Poor creditors:

1. The poor resent the wealthy, since they are oppressed by them and desire to be powerful like them.
2. For poor creditors, inflicting pain on debtors is virtually their own source of their feeling of power.

3. Poor creditors (unlike wealthy ones) thus cannot afford to allow any debts to go unrepaid; they demand that every debt be repaid with the infliction of pain and suffering.
B. Bad conscience, i.e., consciousness of guilt:
1. The connection for the poor between suffering and committing an unjust act eventually becomes so strong that they come to believe that someone (ought to) suffer(s) if and only if someone has committed an unjust act.
2. This leaves us with 2 options.  The sufferers perceive their suffering as caused by something either
a. external (e.g., Adam, nature, or even existence in general), in which case the sufferers blame this external source, come to resent it, and desire to see it suffer as punishment for making them suffer.  This gives rise to 

i. the notion of forgiveness of sins.  This offers the forgiver the feeling of being like the nobles (who can afford to forgive debts), and thus the feeling of power over those whom one forgives;
and

ii. the notion of Hell as a place where God makes the “evil” – i.e., those whom the sufferers believe inflict pain on them – suffer.  This offers the sufferer the pleasure in inflicting pain – but projects it upon God as the impartial judge who punishes.
or

b. internal, in which case the sufferers assume they owe some debt (i.e., have committed some “sin” with an invisible part of themselves: their “free will”) and are being punished by an invisible God.  
i. This gives rise to bad conscience, i.e., the feeling that I am ultimately to blame for my own suffering.  
ii. Like forgiving sins and belief in Hell, bad conscience gives someone the feeling of power – since one (what Sigmund Freud calls the “superego”, or “over-I”) is still punishing someone, namely oneself (what Freud calls the “I”, or “ego”).  
iii. Similarly, bad conscience disguises the role of one’s own will to power – by projecting oneself as punisher upon something outside oneself: God.
� Note also the importance of sacrifice to the ancestors: the notion that we owe something of value to them.  This results in the infliction of pain or death in human sacrifice – something initiated by the nobles, usually on the powerless.


� Note also the fact that the poor can help alleviate their suffering by banding together into a communal “herd,” in which they support each other in blaming the evil for their own suffering.
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