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Abstract: Interpretations of Nietzsche as a virtue theorist have proliferated in recent years, although these accounts 

typically avoid his trenchant criticisms of both the desirability of virtue and the stability of character. In this article, 

I argue that these criticisms must be tackled head-on in order to understand Nietzsche’s own character-based ethics. 

After examining Nietzsche’s criticisms of the egoistical dimensions of so-called “moral virtues”, along with his 

genealogical account of their development, we propose that a Nietzschean virtue ethics can only be developed by 

acknowledging his intellectual debt to Machiavelli’s notion of virtù. While both countenance a resolutely non-moral 

notion of virtue, one which applies self-knowledge and character excellences in the service of practical goals, their 

accounts diverge insofar as Nietzsche views virtue as integral to individual self-overcoming in a way that the more 

politically minded Machiavelli does not. 
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‘Ce que le monde nomme vertu n'est d'ordinaire qu'un fantôme formé par nos passions à qui 

on donne un nom honnête pour faire impunément ce qu'on veut’1 

Nietzsche quotes La Rochefoucauld’s above maxim approvingly in Human All-Too-Human §36 in 

what is often taken to capture his own cynical stance towards the possibility of the virtuous life. 

The impression of cynicism about the possibility of virtue, which both these thinkers express, is 

reinforced by the fact that Nietzsche often writes at length as if he regards any talk of virtue as 

mere dissembling, a cloak that covers the real power dynamics that underlie so-called moral 

1 La Rochefoucauld, “What the world calls ‘virtue’ is often just a phantom of our passions, which we give an honest 
name so we can do what we like with impunity” (HH, §36). Nietzsche misquotes this aphorism of La Rochefoucauld’s 
Réflexions ou sentences et maximes morales. The original sentence reads: «Ce que nous prenons pour des vertus n'est souvent qu'un 
assemblage de diverses actions et de divers intérêts, que la fortune ou notre industrie savent arranger »; we can translate this as, ‘‘So-
called ‘virtues’ are often only a combination of acts and interests, which chance, or our own industry, has arranged’’, 
La Rochefoucauld, Réflexions ou sentences et maximes morales, p. 7. 
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behaviour. Virtue, for Nietzsche, sometimes seems to be – in the words of La Rochefoucauld – 

precisely a nom honnête, one with which we disguise our underlying desires and passions so that we 

can satisfy them with impunity; those that claim otherwise are merely deluding themselves or 

others, deliberately or otherwise. In sections 2 and 3 of this article I explore Nietzsche’s explicit 

criticism of the notion of virtue, criticisms which sit in tension with much of the recent literature 

that not only argues that Nietzschean virtues exist, but that also speculates which character traits 

he views as admirable. In contrast to the starting assumptions of this literature, I argue that 

Nietzsche is deeply suspicious primarily of these character traits’ evaluative aspect that renders the 

project of incorporating him into the virtue-ethical canon difficult in the extreme. Nevertheless, 

this difficulty need not be insurmountable. In sections 4 and 5 I show how a Nietzschean notion 

of virtue can be rehabilitated by understanding the similarities it shares with Machiavelli’s account 

of virtù. Understanding Nietzsche’s influential connection to Machiavelli on this topic shows how 

his own account of virtue is distinctive, while also displaying the strictly limited parameters that 

any Nietzschean virtue ethics must work within.   

Puzzles for a Nietzschean Virtue Ethics 

Some studies2 on Nietzsche and virtue start from the assumption that he is working with a notion 

of character excellence that is at least comparable to the familiar readings of this concept. Surveying 

the literature from the 2015 special issue on “Nietzsche and Virtue” in the Journal of Value Inquiry 

(Volume 49, issue 3) reveals that most contributors simply posit new character excellences as 

Nietzschean virtues. For Christine Daigle ‘authenticity’ is Nietzsche’s chief or cardinal virtue; for 

Rebecca Bamford it is ‘life-affirmation’; for Aaron Harper it is ‘honesty’; for Matthew Pinalto it is 

‘patience’. Only Jessica Berry and Bernard Reginster diverge from this trend. Berry disputes that 

Nietzsche can be considered a virtue theorist at all; whereas Reginster countenances the idea that 

Nietzsche values unorthodox character excellences related to ‘proficiency’. In what follows, I will 

discuss the readings of the latter two theorists in detail. For now, however, I can say that the 

problem with most commentators on Nietzsche’s virtue ethics is that they take a surprisingly 

traditional – and strikingly un-Nietzschean – view that a virtue is an excellence of character that is 

deeply entrenched in the possessor: one which makes one act, think, value, feel and desire in certain 

specific ways. We must distinguish between two connected claims involved in this definition. First, 

the presence of virtue requires the existence of a character, since virtue is a reliable expression of 

2 See especially C. Swanton, The Virtue Ethics of Hume and Nietzsche. West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 2015 as well as her 
earlier articles that deal with Nietzsche as a virtue ethicist specifically. 
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character, not just a passing mood.3 Second, a virtue is an excellence that we admire, one which 

we consider exemplary and worth having, one which plays an integral part in a worthwhile life.4 

We will call the first the ontological requirement and the second the evaluative requirement. In 

addition to this, virtues must be distinguished from mere habits, performed without much 

conscious awareness and that become routinized. Virtue is a lasting trait that is active, develops 

and is attuned to new situations by allowing us to respond to them in a satisfactory manner. This 

has led theorists, inspired by discussions of virtue going back as far as Plato and Aristotle, to 

compare it to practical skill or wisdom and to emphasize the importance of experience of life for 

understanding the context, foreseeing the consequences of one’s actions and recognizing 

appropriate behaviour.5 

Nietzsche’s apparent endorsement of La Rochefoucauld’s deeply cynical account of virtue is 

closely reflected by one of his first significant comments on the subject in his published work. 

Here, in Schopenhauer as Educator §2, Nietzsche connects the very concept of virtue with hypocrisy, 

complaining that the pedagogues of his day no longer devote any time to moral education, and 

noting that they can no longer do this because the central term of their lexicon – virtue – has now 

lost its currency: 

Thus it has come about that our schools and teachers simply abstain from an 

education in morality or make do with mere formalities: and virtue is a word that 

no longer means anything to our teachers or pupils, an old-fashioned word that 

makes one smile – and it is worse if one does not smile, for then one is being a 

hypocrite.6 

As we will see in sections 4 and 5, Nietzsche devotes more attention to rehabilitating the concept 

of virtue in his middle- and later-period published works, yet many of his unpublished notes from 

both these periods share a similar tenor and tone with La Rochefoucauld’s maxim and the above 

passage of Schopenhauer as Educator. Nietzsche claims to scent hypocrisy, either with self-professed 

teachers of virtue or with the very term itself. In a note as late as 1885, for example, he argues that 

3 J. Annas, Intelligent Virtue (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 4, 9–10.  
4 Annas, 2. 
5 Annas, 12–15. 
6 This idea is further developed in a concomitant unpublished fragment. In NF-1873, 29[133], Nietzsche again complains 
that: “The word ‘virtue’ is old-fashioned in Germany rusted and become a little ridiculous”, explaining that this is 
because it now “recalls none of its connotations of the rigor of self-discipline, of the categorical imperative, and a 
deliberate morality” [Das Wort “Tugend” ist in Deutschland altmodisch verrostet und ein wenig lächerlich geworden: man merkt aber 
auch praktisch nichts mehr von der Strenge der Selbstzucht, von dem kategorischen Imperativ und einer bewussten Moralität]. While 
Nietzsche’s reference to the categorical imperative is puzzling, the message seems to be that virtue now remains 
discredited in the modern world. 
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those who champion the intellectual virtues of “honesty, truthfulness, and love of wisdom” 

[Redlichkeit, Wahrhaftigkeit, und Liebe zur Weisheit] are in fact hypocrites, as these so-called virtues 

invariably disguise much less high-minded motives.7 In a similar vein, a posthumously published 

aphorism tells us that we should in fact honour the “instincts” [Instinkte] that have been “hidden 

for so long beneath hypocritical names of virtue” [längste Zeit unter heuchlerischen Tugendnamen versteckt 

wurden].8 Talk of underlying instincts or hidden motivations that masquerade as virtues seems to 

fit well with the model of virtue proposed by La Rochefoucauld – just as the latter contends that 

we use the term virtue to explain away our cupidity in public, so too Nietzsche seems to believe 

that we appeal to our so-called ‘virtues’ simply to conceal or justify our baser motives.  

So what motivates Nietzsche’s mistrust or suspicion about virtue? We must now show how it is 

based on two key arguments: the first aims to uncover the hidden, egoistic, motivations that 

underlie the supposedly selfless virtues; the second is the genealogical story that Nietzsche offers 

for the unlikely provenance of so-called ‘other-regarding’ or cooperative virtues. 9  This story 

purports to explain how these virtues were formed through the historical exigencies of primitive 

societies. While we will treat these arguments separately, they are clearly closely connected: the 

egoistic account helps to explain what drove those contingent historical process that gave rise to 

the cardinal virtues; the genealogical account contributes to an explanation of how the 

philosophical tradition has systematically concealed the unflattering origins of these virtues. In 

what follows, we will see that versions of Nietzsche’s egoistic account feature throughout his work, 

whereas his genealogical account is mainly found starting with the provisional sketches for GM in 

the middle period. 

 

Egoistic Accounts of Virtue 

Versions of Nietzsche’s egoistic account of virtue are scattered throughout his work. These 

arguments are similar to La Rochefoucauld’s insofar as they suggest that what we call virtue can 

be reduced to our egoistic motivations, although they also diverge from and complicate the La 

Rochefoucauld’s account in important ways. Perhaps the most significant of these is Nietzsche’s 

argument for the egoistic motivations that support the institution of virtue itself. This is more far-

reaching than La Rochefoucauld’s own argument that so-called virtuous actions are often 

                                                           
7 NF-1885, 41[9]. 
8 NF-1887 10[45]. 
9  Nietzsche designates various virtuous as cooperative. In BGE §199 he lists “public-spiritedness, goodwill, 
consideration, industry, moderation, modesty, clemency, and pity”, whereas in GS §21 he lists “industriousness, 
obedience, chastity, filial piety, and justice” (cited below). 

https://www.monash.edu/arts/philosophical-historical-international-studies/eras


5 
 

Eras Journal | Edition 22 | Number 1  
https://www.monash.edu/arts/philosophical-historical-international-studies/eras  

egoistically motivated, since Nietzsche’s point is that the very reason that we laud certain character 

traits as virtues is because they benefit society as a whole. GS §21 provides a typical example of 

this.10 Here Nietzsche notes that:  

A person’s virtues are called good depending on their probable consequences not 

for him but for us and society [Gesellschaft]: the praise of virtues has always been 

far from “selfless” [selbstlos], far from “unegoistic” [unegoistisch]. Otherwise one 

would have had to notice that virtues (like industriousness, obedience, chastity, 

filial piety, and justice) are usually harmful for those who possess them, being 

drives that dominate them too violently and covetously and resist the efforts of 

reason to keep them in balance with their other drives.  

The vital distinction in this passage is between the interests of society and those of the individual. 

Nietzsche points to a disparity between these two sets of interests, claiming they are often mutually 

exclusive. What is good for society is different to what is good for the individual, despite society’s 

claim that its virtues and those of the individual share a common good. ‘Virtue’ is what we 

encourage others to do, so that we are saved from doing it ourselves, and praising virtue is just a 

rhetorical strategy which goads others to do a greater share of the collective work. In this scenario, 

it is society and its interests that are primordial. Humans are encouraged to cultivate certain virtues 

only in order to act as a part or function of a whole, that is, society, and not in order to promote 

their own interests. Public utility becomes central in a logic that makes humans strive for more 

riches or honour only in order to pursue even more riches and honour. While this kind of activity 

can be a highly effective antidote against boredom or the passions, it is extremely dangerous in 

that it conditions the individual to behave in a way that makes her forget herself and reduces her 

to a merely instrumental role. Refinement, personal development, originality and freshness of spirit, 

Nietzsche warns us, are jeopardized in the process.  

We observe here an important divergence from la Rochefoucauld’s claim: for Nietzsche the egoism 

that stands behind virtues is the self-interest of society rather than that of the individual. This 

explains the divergence between individual and societal interests as well as the fact that obscuring 

                                                           
10 Many versions of this idea can be found throughout Nietzsche’s work. In an early unpublished aphorism, for 
example, he asks of an imaginary interlocutor what “came to the aid of their virtue?”, and after asking counterfactually 
whether this might be “The voice of conscience?”, tells us that this equates to the “voice of the neighbour” [was kam 
ihrer Tugend zu Hülfe? Die Stimme des Gewissens? – O nein, die Stimme der Nachbarin] (NF-1876,19[42]).  
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the nature of personal advantage and its link to society is detrimental to the individual. This brings 

us to the problem of “harm” that Nietzsche chooses to highlight.  

Christian morality, as Nietzsche sees it, has a major flaw: it presents its own ideals as absolute, as 

principles that need to be obeyed unconditionally, irrespective of circumstances and of the 

specificity of each individual. The unconditional nature of certain moral tenets, shared, according 

to Nietzsche, by moralities as diverse as Platonism or Kant’s categorical imperative, have the 

unwanted effect that they encourage us to educate individuals to pursue certain virtues, especially 

the supposedly selfless ones, beyond what is reasonable. The blind drive that, Nietzsche believes, 

animates every virtue, is therefore encouraged to dominate individuals “violently and covetously” 

and therefore resists all efforts on the part of reason to keep it in check, in “balance with […] other 

drives”. The deleteriousness of the tyranny of one drive, of one virtue, is elaborated upon in the 

following: 

When you have a virtue, a real, whole virtue (and not merely a mini-instinct for 

some virtue), you are its victim. But your neighbour praises your virtue precisely 

on that account. One praises the industrious even though they harm their eyesight 

or the spontaneity and freshness of their spirit. One honours and feels sorry for 

the youth who has worked himself into the ground because one thinks: “For 

society as a whole the loss of even the best individual is merely a small sacrifice. 

Too bad that such sacrifices are needed!” 

This adds an important new dimension to Nietzsche’s position: virtue does not just benefit society 

instead of the individual, it is actually deleterious for individuals themselves. While the earlier 

passage shows that what is good for society often diverges from what is good for the individual, 

this quote stresses that these goods are not just divergent but that the former comes at direct cost 

to the latter. The satisfaction of the tyrannical drive that presents itself as virtue is likely to lead to 

the ruin of precisely the most virtuous among individuals. They pursue virtue to such an extent 

that they become its prey. They invest all their strength in acting according to certain ideals and 

habits that do not suit their specific nature, their individuality. In such a case people may even feel 

sorry for the person who sacrifices herself for the sake of virtue, but only because a “devoted tool” 

has been lost. Perhaps it would have been better for the individual in question not to be so 

negligent with herself and to preserve herself longer. Nevertheless, this is so only because they 

could have been useful to society for longer, they could have been a “devoted tool” to an event 

greater extent. The praise of virtues is, ultimately, the best means to “deprive a human being of his 

noblest selfishness and of the strength for the highest form of self-protection”. The root of this 
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harm is the lack of understanding on the part of the individual of where her advantage lies and of 

how it differs from that of society.  

One way to think about this passage would be to think of Nietzsche’s position in terms of the 

ancient debate on whether virtue contributes to the good life. As is well known, Plato claims that 

virtue is necessary and sufficient for the good life, whereas Aristotle believes it is necessary but not 

sufficient as it must come with other external goods (health, wealth, successful progeny).11 Here 

Nietzsche’s position seems to be that virtue is often inimical to our own good, although it is often 

conducive to the good of others. 

So far, then, we have seen how much more far-reaching Nietzsche’s mistrust of virtue is compared 

to that of La Rochefoucauld. Not only does Nietzsche think that many so-called virtuous actions 

have self-interested motives, à la the Frenchman, he argues that we praise virtue so that others take 

on a greater share of the collective work. Furthermore, he also thinks that acting virtuously harms 

those who are virtuous, as they exchange their own interests for those of the community and the 

interest of other individuals of which the community is composed. In addition to this, however, 

there seems to be another important sense that Nietzsche and La Rochefoucauld part company. 

In Nachlass (NF-1886 7[65]), Nietzsche writes:  

The Christian gloominess in La Rochefoucauld which extracted it [egoism] 

from everything and thought he had thereby reduced the value of things and 

of virtues (Tugenden)! To counter that, I at first sought to prove that there could 

not be anything other than egoism (Egoismus) – that in men whose ego is weak 

and thin the power of great love also grows weak – that the greatest lovers are 

so from the strength of their ego – that love is an expression of egoism, etc.12 

Nietzsche is busy here formulating a diagnosis of La Rochefoucald’s evaluation of virtues. He 

argues that the Frenchman is correct in tracing virtues, as well as all other human behaviour, back 

to egoism, but that the further move of criticising virtues on this count is mistaken. Egoism is not 

to be blamed, not to be morally condemned, but to be appreciated as, sometimes, a source of 

strength. The mistake that La Rochefoucald makes stems from his “Christian gloominess” 

[christliche Verdüsterung], a type of morality that condemns egoism and encourages selflessness. 

11 We should remember, however, that the virtues Plato and Aristotle espouse are different to those of Nietzsche, and 
this may explain how their accounts of how virtue contributes to the good life differ. Plato and Aristotle are only 
committed to the idea that the cardinal virtues (justice, temperance, prudence, and moderation) are necessarily 
involved in the good life (or, for Plato, necessary and sufficient for it), and would not consider most of the virtues 
that Nietzsche lists as virtues at all.  
12 Nachlass (NF-1886 7[65]).  
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While Nietzsche is suspicious of the accounts of virtue given so far, his stance should not be 

confused with La Rochefoucauld’s cynicism: the latter involves a moral, Christian, condemnation 

of egoism that Nietzsche does not wish to endorse.13 This fragment emphasizes the real aim of 

Nietzsche’s critique of morality/moralities, virtue included: he is interested in the way we evaluate 

certain values or virtues, not simply in endorsing or condemning them. What matters most is to 

inquire into the kind of egoism that drives various virtues, and to question its value. Nevertheless, 

before we discuss this revaluation of virtue, we need to understand how Nietzsche believes that it 

has been shaped historically.  

Genealogical Accounts of Virtue 

From his middle period onwards, Nietzsche begins offering genealogical accounts of virtues, 

which comprise speculative stories about the historical genesis of moral notions in general, as well 

as more concrete ones about how specific virtues developed. He tells us that some character traits 

have changed their status as virtues or vices, and suggests that a genealogical account of such 

developments should encourage us to be suspicious of widespread and longstanding agreement 

about the nature of virtues. So how does Nietzsche think that the character traits we regard as 

virtues have changed? In Dawn §18, for example, he claims that during the “decisive eras of history 

which determined the character of mankind”, our virtues and vices used to be strikingly different: 

cooperative virtues were counted as vices (‘well-being’, ‘desire for knowledge’, ‘peace’, ‘pity’, 

‘work’), whereas cooperative vices were counted as virtues (‘cruelty’, ‘dissembling’, ‘revenge’, 

‘denial of reason’).14 With the advent of large-scale communities, cooperative virtues came to 

dominate, agreement on which traits were virtues and which were vices became fixed, and the 

reasons why these traits had initially been chosen was disguised. But despite Nietzsche’s tone in 

this passage, we should not interpret him as endorsing non-cooperative virtues at the expense of 

the cooperative ones – rather, he is primarily writing to challenge what he sees as the current 

hegemony of cooperative virtues by stressing their historical contingency. As he notes when 

reflecting on this in 1886, his complaint is that cooperative virtues – those that make us “tame, 

13 Nietzsche had made the connection between La Rochefoucauld and Christianity in terms of their alleged cynicism 
before, albeit in a less damning way. In Nachlass (NF-1876 18[21]), for example, he notes that: “Christianity and La 
Rochefoucauld are useful insofar as they suspect the motives of human action: since they see the radical injustice of 
each action”. Similarly, in a note dated the previous year, Nietzsche complains that La Rochefoucauld follows 
Christianity in leading the “vaunted human virtues back on low and base motives” [die gerühmten menschlichen Tugenden 
auf geringe und unedle Beweggründe zurück], adding that this leads to the same “verdict of Christianity” [der Satz des 
Christenthums].  
14 Nietzsche repeats this section verbatim six years later, in GM III §9. 
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easy-going and useful to the herd” – are treated exclusively as the ‘true human virtues’, to such a 

degree that we can no longer countenance that the virtues could be anything else.15 As we have 

seen, Nietzsche’s egoistic account of virtue similarly challenged the cooperative virtues by 

questioning their underlying motivations; his genealogical account complements this by showing 

why certain virtues now retain a privileged status. The implication of both these accounts is that 

we should be mistrustful that the cooperative virtues, those we have culturally inherited from the 

Platonic and Christian traditions, are the only ones available to us – and perhaps, as we shall see, 

that such suspicion ought to motivate us to revaluate the character traits we consider to be virtues. 

So what kind of genealogical account does Nietzsche give of the cooperative virtues? And can this 

help us understand why he regards these virtues so suspiciously? Wanderer and His Shadow §190 is 

a useful place to start. Here Nietzsche offers a genealogical account of the formation of the virtue 

of unselfishness [Uneigennützigkeit], illustrating the account with an imaginative story showing how 

unselfishness arose and subsequently became regarded as a virtue in a situation where warring 

tribes realised that the material benefits of cooperating with their rivals outweighed those of 

fighting. After this realization was jointly acted on and publicly ratified – “painted on the wall in 

large letters legible to the whole community”, as Nietzsche puts it – unselfishness finally gained 

the status of a virtue.16 Thinking back to his egoistic account of virtue that I examined in part 2, 

we can say – paradoxically enough – that the tribe’s motivation for acting unselfishly was because 

this virtue was in its interests. Nevertheless, after unselfishness became regarded as a virtue, the 

antecedent reasons why it gained this status were never publicly acknowledged – rather the 

connection between a specific virtue and the community’s interests is overlooked and replaced 

with a fictitious story. Nietzsche tells us:    

The moral qualities are recognized as virtues, accorded value and an honoured 

name, and recommended for acquisition only from the moment when they have 

visibly determined the fate and fortune of whole societies: for then height of 

feeling and excitation of the inner creative energies has become so great in many 

that each brings the best he has and bestows it upon this quality: the serious man 

lays his seriousness at its feet, the dignified man his dignity, the women their 

gentleness, the young all the hopefulness and future-directedness of their nature; 

the poet lends it words and names, inserts it in the round-dance of other beings 

15 BGE §199. 
16 Interestingly, Nietzsche tells us that “[unselfishness] might, of course, have been practised often on a small scale in 
private” but it only became a virtue once it became publicly ratified. Such public ratification, then, is clearly a necessary 
process of a character trait becoming a fully-fledged virtue.  
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like it, accords it a pedigree and, as is the way with artists, at last worships the 

creature of his fantasy as a new divinity – he teaches worship of it. 

Genealogically speaking, then, virtues such as unselfishness are created when they are recognised 

as benefiting the community (affecting its “fate and fortune”). When this occurs, the community 

abstracts from individual character traits (“the dignified man his dignity, the women their 

gentleness”, etc.) to form the idea of a virtue, which is subsequently given a mythological status by 

artists (“the poet lends it words and names [..] accords it a pedigree”, etc.). Of course, a prime 

example of a mythologized account of a virtue such as unselfishness is the Christian story, which 

presents it as grounding the theological virtues. Compared to the Christian account of the virtue 

of unselfishness, Nietzsche’s account seeks to disclose – at least in outline – the unlovely nature 

of this virtue’s true historical antecedents. 

Writing around eighteen months later, Nietzsche applies a similar genealogical story to the Socratic 

or Cardinal Virtues in Dawn §26. These virtues, he argues, were also formed in response to the 

needs of a specific historical community, and their antecedent conditions have also been 

fictionalized.17 In a similar way to the formation of other cooperative virtues, certain character 

traits are endorsed as virtues – in this case the Socratic Virtues – when the community realizes that 

these character traits further its interests. This text, titled Animals and morality, not only buttresses 

our earlier claims, but adds a new, essential dimension to Nietzsche’s discussion, namely the 

naturalization of morality:  

The beginnings of justice, as of prudence, moderation, bravery – in short, of all we 

designate as the Socratic virtues, are animal: a consequence of that drive which teaches us to 

seek food and elude enemies. 

The source of Socratic or Cardinal Virtues is not transcendent, but rather in the very mundane 

drives and instincts of our animal nature. Just like animals, Nietzsche argues, we adapt, master 

ourselves and even know ourselves in order to survive. Animals adapt themselves to their 

environment, to members of their own species, learn to constrain themselves and strive to avoid 

being deceived in order to survive. In a similar manner, humans adapt themselves to society, to 

“the general concept ‘man’” and learn to be prudent and do what is expected of them in order to 

17 This idea is at least implicitly reflected in many of Nietzsche’s comments on virtue. See: WS §64 “The noblest virtue. 
– In the first era of higher humanity bravery is accounted the noblest of the virtues, in the second justice, in the third
moderation, in the fourth wisdom. In which era do we live? In which do you live?” And GS §159 “Every virtue has its
age. – Whoever is unyielding these days will often have pangs of conscience because of his candour; for unyieldingness
and candour are virtues that belongs to different ages.”
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survive in a community. The difference between humans and animals is not one of nature but 

resides in the fact that “even the highest human being has only become more elevated and subtle 

in the nature of his food and in his conception of what is inimical to him”. The genealogical 

account of virtues goes hand in hand with the project of naturalizing moral values by uncovering 

their natural origins and nature. Virtues are not a specifically human phenomenon, but are 

generated by the egoistic motivations that animate both human and non-human animals. They 

spur us on to renounce war against members of a certain species and cultivate peaceful and 

conciliatory intentions, even if this may come at a cost to ourselves. 

But how about the formation of virtues that do not directly benefit the community? Nietzsche’s 

genealogical account of the cooperative virtues as having been positively reinforced through social 

pressure might seem plausible, but can it do justice to the panoply of character traits that we 

currently regard as virtues – especially to those traits that do not seem to benefit the community 

at all. It is worth asking these questions, as they allow us to start adding crucial caveats to 

Nietzsche’s apparent cynicism about virtues, as well as shedding much-needed light on the kind 

of virtues he privileges. Wanderer and His Shadow §34 tackles the problem of how non-cooperative 

virtues were formed directly:  

As members of society we believe we ought not to practice certain virtues 

from which as private persons we acquire the highest honor and a certain 

satisfaction, for example mercy and consideration for transgressors of all kinds 

– in general any action by which the interests of society would suffer through 

our virtue. No bench of judges may conscientiously practice mercy: this 

privilege is reserved to the king as an individual; one rejoices when he makes use 

of it, as proof that one would like to be merciful, even though as a society one 

absolutely cannot be. Society thus recognizes only those virtues that are 

advantageous, or at least not harmful to it (those that can be practiced without 

its incurring loss, for example justice). Those virtues that incur loss cannot, 

consequently, have come into existence within society, since even now there is 

opposition to them within every society, however circumscribed.  

Nietzsche’s emphases in this passage are worth attending to carefully. The first, stressing that 

certain virtues only apply to those who are free from the constraints of society (“the king as an 

individual”), connects with the second which tells us that such virtues “cannot have come into 

existence within society”, which leads to his conclusion that non-cooperative virtues warrant a 

different type of genealogical explanation. In the example, if the virtue of mercy is less collectively 
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useful than justice and therefore cannot have come about through social pressure to act in the 

community’s interests, then what kind of genealogical story will explain mercy? Nietzsche answers 

this question by proposing that virtues such as mercy arise due to the differences in power of the 

members of the virtue-forming community: 

They are thus virtues belonging among non-equals, devised by the superior, the 

individual; they are the virtues of rulers bearing the sense: “I am sufficiently 

powerful to put up with a palpable loss, this is a proof of my power” – and are 

thus virtues related to pride. 

Character traits such as mercy become virtues when they are exhibited by an individual whose 

interests do not match the community’s, either on account of their natural capacities (say, physical 

strength) or their material advantages (say, wealth), as both ensure relative independence. Mercy 

arises instead of justice precisely because the individual who exhibits it is immune to the kinds of 

underlying concerns that compel a society to demand justice.18  

So far we have examined two genealogical sketches (Dawn §26 and Wanderer and His Shadow §190) 

which purport to explain historically how certain character traits gained the status of virtues once 

they became aligned with the interests of the community. Interestingly, these sketches cover the 

kinds of virtue that have been most influential in the virtue tradition: the Socratic or Cardinal 

Virtues which provided the main framework for discussions of this topic in the ancient world (and 

still do in contemporary virtue ethics); and the Theological Virtues of faith, hope, and love which 

remain an integral part of Thomist-inspired moral philosophy. In contrast to the typical 

philosophical or theological stories that purport to explain and justify these virtues, Nietzsche 

explains them purely in terms of self-interest – the cooperative virtues arose because they were in 

the interests of the community as a whole, not for more high-minded or disinterested reasons. As 

we have also seen, however, some character traits that are outside society’s interests still became 

virtues on account of inherent differences in power between individuals. Explaining these virtues 

of course gives Nietzsche’s genealogical account greater breadth, allowing him to account for what 

he calls “pride-related” virtues such as mercy, and perhaps even for those virtues that he attributes 

                                                           
18 Virtues that are of no benefit to society have a special status for Nietzsche. There seem to be two main reasons for 
this: first, his own virtues tend to be self-regarding virtues; second, his own account of virtue connects it with qualities 
that are incompatible with the cooperative virtues that we have looked at above. See, for example, NF-1887 10(109): 
“Virtue has all the instincts of the average man against it: it is unprofitable, imprudent, it isolates; it is related to passion 
and not very accessible to reason; it spoils the character, the head, the mind-according to the standards of mediocre 
men; it rouses to enmity toward order, toward the lies that are concealed in every order, institution, actuality – it is the 
worst of vices, if one judges it by its harmful effect upon others.” 

https://www.monash.edu/arts/philosophical-historical-international-studies/eras


13 

Eras Journal | Edition 22 | Number 1  
https://www.monash.edu/arts/philosophical-historical-international-studies/eras 

to the “nobles” in The Genealogy of Morality.19 While these virtues are also subject to genealogy, 

Nietzsche believes that this kind of explanation does not detract from them, because they have 

not embellished or falsified their origin. In fact, as we saw Nietzsche suggesting in Wanderer and 

His Shadow §34, the virtue of mercy can be underwritten by the admission: “I am sufficiently 

powerful to put up with a palpable loss, this is a proof of my power.” This admission on the part 

of the merciful individual, then, does not differ from the genealogical account of mercy, as it freely 

attributes mercy to differences in power between individuals.  

From this we can say that genealogical suspicion about virtues only applies to certain virtues – 

those whose real motivations or historical provenance have been falsified. Nietzsche’s genealogies, 

then, have two main targets: first, they target what he regards as the hegemony of the cooperative 

virtues, the fact that these virtues are widely taken to be synonymous with the term ‘virtue’ and 

how they dominate discussion of the term in moral philosophy; second, more importantly, they 

target the philosophical and religious narratives that present the cooperative virtues as arising a-

temporally and essentially independently of self-interest. Given the elaborate narratives that both 

the Socratic and Christian traditions invoke to explain the cooperative virtues – especially how 

strikingly they differ from Nietzsche’s own genealogical explanations – it seems fair to regard these 

traditions as his explicit target. By revealing the real historical motivations behind ‘unselfishness’ 

and other cooperative virtues, the genealogies show us that our traditional accounts of these virtues 

are not what they claim to be.  

But while both Nietzsche’s egoistic and genealogical accounts of the virtues are both clearly 

suspicious of the kinds of narratives that seek to explain the cooperative virtues – think back to 

his withering attack on ‘industriousness’ that we looked at in section 1 (Gay Science §21) – we should 

remember that it is not the cooperative virtues themselves which are his target. As he remarks in 

Wanderer and His Shadow §212: 

Now that minds are becoming freer and less narrow, it is certain that morality 

(inherited, handed down, instinctual acting in accordance with moral feelings) is on the 

decline: but the individual virtues, moderation, justice, repose of soul, are not – for 

when the conscious mind has attained its highest degree of freedom it is 

involuntarily led to them and comes to recognize how useful they are. 

19 See especially §7 and 11.   
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Here we witness Nietzsche explicitly endorsing the cooperative Socratic Virtues on account of 

their utility, despite the fact that in Dawn20 he will go on to account for the very same virtues 

genealogically. It is, therefore, Plato’s rarefied explanations of why the character traits of ‘justice’, 

‘moderation’, etc., are virtues that the genealogical analysis targets – not the virtues themselves. 

Nietzsche agrees that what Socrates calls ‘virtues’ may well be useful character traits, but he claims 

that the explanations Socrates gives for why these traits have the status of virtues are spurious; 

instead, we should seek such explanations in terms of the utility such virtues have. 

We can now see how Nietzsche’s egoistic and genealogical accounts of virtue provide much 

theoretical support for his mistrust and numerous remarks on the hypocrisy which we examined 

in section 1. We can also say that his egoistic account corroborates and historically situates his 

more provocative genealogical one. Both accounts aim to show that the egoistic motivations we 

have for adopting virtues are always primary, despite the connotations of disinterestedness that 

virtue has today. Also, in contrast to the moral psychology underlying accounts of virtue in the 

Platonic and Christian traditions, Nietzsche – following La Rochefoucauld – insists that human 

behaviour is always self-interested, suggesting that we should therefore seek to understand virtue 

in terms of self-interest and ignore the connotations of selflessness that the term carries. Finally, 

we have seen that the suspicion of Nietzsche’s genealogies is primarily directed towards those 

religious and philosophical stories that supposedly explain the cooperative virtues, either with 

respect to underlying egoistic motivations which these stories conceal or their factual history. It is 

not, then, virtue that Nietzsche is distrustful about, nor is it even a subset of virtues – the 

cooperative virtues, say – but rather he is suspicious of the narratives that purport to support them. 

Given that Nietzsche is not suspicious about virtue itself, then, and that he sometimes even 

acknowledges that cooperative virtues are useful, does he have a conception of virtue? And, if so, 

what would such a conception look like? 

Rehabilitating a Nietzschean Virtue Ethics 

Are we harming virtue, we immoralists? – Just as little as anarchists harm princes. 

Princes sit securely on their thrones only after they've been shot at.21 

20  Dawn §26. 
21 TI “Maxims” §36. See also: “Ob ich damit der Tugend geschadet habe? […] Eben so wenig, als die Anarchisten den 
Fürsten: erst seitdem sie angeschossen werden, sitzen sie wieder fest auf ihrem Throne […] Denn so stand es immer 
und wird es stehen: man kann einer Sache nicht besser nützen als indem man sie verfolgt und mit allen Hunden hetzt 
[…] Dies – habe ich gethan” (NF-1887 10[107]). 
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So far I have discussed two strategies that Nietzsche uses in order to undermine our faith in various 

kinds of virtues and the support they are given in traditional narratives that advocate them. We 

have seen how he criticizes many of them for being against our self-interest and for being grounded 

in fictitious stories on their origin and values. Nevertheless, we have also seen that he does not 

wish to abandon morality or virtues.22 In other words, Nietzsche’s attacks have been focused on 

the evaluative claims involved with virtue, and not on the ontological claim that there are reliable 

traits of character beyond passing moods. Nietzsche does not deny that moral behaviour exists, 

he only criticizes its justifications and effects. A critic may point out here that there are some 

passages that seem to directly contradict this thesis. Human All-Too-Human §56 is a typical example 

of this. After describing his own intellectual trajectory and those of his followers – hence the 

collective ‘we’ – Nietzsche’s writes that “we then come to recognize that there is no such thing as 

sin in the metaphysical sense” adding that, “in the same sense, [there is] no such thing as virtue 

either” [Wir erkennen dann, dass es keine Sünden im metaphysischen Sinne giebt; aber, im gleichen Sinne, auch 

keine Tugenden]. This thought seems persistent, as Nietzsche repeats it almost verbatim in a Nachlass 

note three years later, reiterating to himself that “I must not only give up the doctrine of sin, but 

also the merits of (Virtue)” [Ich muß nicht nur die Lehre von der Sünde, sondern auch die vom Verdienste 

(Tugend) aufgeben].23 It would, however, be wrong to conclude that Nietzsche does not believe in 

the existence of virtues. The point is rather that they do not exist in the “metaphysical sense”, that 

is, there is no objective and transcendent ground for the normative, viz. moral, claims, that certain 

virtues are excellent or valuable in themselves. The task of the philosopher, as Nietzsche sees it, is 

precisely to inquire into the possibility of other grounds for virtue, and for other aims that they 

can serve, aims that differ from hitherto accepted norms and goals.  

In a recent contribution to the topic of Nietzschean virtue, Jessica Berry argues that Nietzsche 

cannot be a virtue theorist. First, she emphasizes that we cannot find in Nietzsche an affirmative 

morality, that is, a systematic account of the concepts that most contemporary proponents of 

virtue ethics regard as central to a successful theory. Attempts to do so have distorted Nietzsche’s 

view to an unacceptable degree by, for example, maintaining the conceptual separation between 

agent and motive and arguing that virtuous action depends on the virtuousness of conscious 

motives or intentions. Furthermore, she questions the very possibility of knowledge of identifiable 

traits of character according to Nietzsche.24 Second, she argues that Nietzsche’s ‘immoralism’ has 

                                                           
22 D §103 is also a good example, where Nietzsche proclaims he wants us to “think differently” and, perhaps, also 
“feel differently” about morality, but without denying the usefulness and importance of many actions called “moral” 
and the harmful nature of many immoral actions. 
23 NF-1881, 11[88]). 
24 J. Berry, “Is Nietzsche a Virtue Theorist?” The Journal of Value Inquiry, 49, no. 3 (2015): 370–2. 
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not been sufficiently taken into account. Given that Nietzsche openly declares his aim to be to 

“criticize morality itself, to regard morality as a problem”, it is questionable in the extreme to read 

him as giving us another kind of morality to follow.25 Towards the end of her paper, Berry argues 

that we should avoid the false dichotomy of seeing Nietzsche as either embracing an affirmative 

morality or being a nihilist. The fact that he refuses to give us moral guidelines does not mean he 

leaves us with nothing. His ‘immoralism’ should encourage us to try to understand the nature of, 

and engage in, “valuing and disvaluing” without trying to search for an overarching moral theory.26 

We agree with Berry’s claims that Nietzsche does not offer any systematic morality and that taking 

his ‘immoralism’ into account allows us to see that his interests lie first and foremost with 

questioning the value of our valuations without a commitment to universal, absolute moral values 

and theories. The fact that Nietzsche does not offer any clear account of an affirmative morality 

does indeed imply that he cannot be a virtue ethicist, that is, someone who wants to argue that 

virtue must be the central concept of a clear and systematic normative account. It does not entail, 

however, that he is not a kind of virtue theorist, namely someone who discusses virtues as character 

traits or patterns of behaviour that require philosophical explanation. A virtue theorist need not 

be someone who designs a clear-cut normative theory, but someone who believes that we can 

meaningfully discuss virtues and that these can play a significant role in an account of normativity. 

Although Nietzsche is deeply critical of the normative or evaluative aspects of virtues, especially 

in the Platonic and Christian tradition, we have seen that he does not claim that they do not exist. 

It is simply that we are mistaken about how we should understand them and what claims they 

make on us. Nietzsche’s criticisms of virtue may well have caused Berry to abandon the prospects 

of a Nietzschean virtue ethics. Nevertheless, are there reasons to believe that virtue is an important 

notion in his practical philosophy? 

In the previous section we saw that Nietzsche accepts that cooperative virtues can be ‘useful’. 

Nevertheless, much of Nietzsche’s thinking is not directed at promoting utility, or even self-

interest, but at the broader goal of ‘growth’ or ‘self-overcoming’. In order to understand this better, 

as well as what role virtues may play here, we need to consider Nietzsche’s account of the 

development of the individual. In Beyond Good and Evil §262 Nietzsche explains the appearance of 

the individual from the species, that is, the arising of variation, of diversity, through the slackening 

of the “constant unfavorable conditions” that have shaped species over long periods of time. Various 

new “advantages, excesses, and protections” have allowed the appearance of individuals that differ 

from types that are “sturdy and hard” and therefore able to survive the struggle against difficult 

25 Berry, “Is Nietzsche a Virtue Theorist?”, 378. 
26 Berry, 82, 84. 

https://www.monash.edu/arts/philosophical-historical-international-studies/eras


17 

Eras Journal | Edition 22 | Number 1  
https://www.monash.edu/arts/philosophical-historical-international-studies/eras 

conditions. This transformation, while able to bring forth magnificent growth, comes at a cost: the 

old morality that created sturdy types is no longer applicable. Instead of shared formulas, we now 

have competition between individuals and their “wild egoism”. The demand for new laws, that the 

individual gives itself for its own “self-preservation, self-enhancement, self-redemption”, is 

accompanied by the risk that individuals might not be able to accomplish this task. How might 

humans be able to avoid the risk of being “hopelessly mediocre”, that is, failing at this task of growth 

and self-enhancement? The contribution of this paper in tackling this very broad question will be 

limited to Nietzsche’s discussion of virtue. 

Despite Nietzsche’s criticisms of virtue examined above, there are many times that he tells us that 

it is a vital concept – perhaps even the central one – in his moral philosophy. Instances of this 

proliferate. We may recall his extensive redefinition of the virtue of ‘justice’ in Human All-Too-

Human §92, the numerous aphorisms devoted to explicating specific virtues (Redlichkeit in Beyond 

Good and Evil §227, for instance), or the lists of virtues that he regards as ‘cardinal’ in Dawn §556 

and Beyond Good and Evil §284. Similarly, we might think of the chapter on virtue in BGE, entitled 

“Our Virtues”, which precedes another chapter-length discussion of the subject in “What is 

Noble?”. While all these places suggest that Nietzsche is committed to his own notion of virtue 

because he employs it frequently, it is perhaps when he reflects on the subject in his unpublished 

notes and posthumously published works that gives us the clearest idea of how this notion operates. 

Nachlass fragment NF-1887 10[110] is a good example of this. Here Nietzsche tells us: 

[O]nly by exhibiting virtue as a form of immorality do we again justify it – it is

classified and compared with reference to its fundamental significance, it is part of

the fundamental immorality of all existence – as a form of luxury of the first order,

the haughtiest, dearest and rarest form of vice.27

On this account, then, Nietzsche seems to propose a non-moral conception of virtue – virtue as a 

“form of immorality” – which he asks that we understand as a special kind of “vice”. Of course, 

the reasons why he thinks this are not obvious from the fragment, but thinking back to his critique 

of the accounts of virtue offered by the Platonic and Christian traditions provides a clue. As we 

saw in 2 and 3, Nietzsche’s core criticism of both these traditions is that they understand virtue as 

linked to disinterestedness, a claim that both his egoistic and genealogical arguments deny. One 

way to understand Nietzsche’s 'immoral' conception of virtue, then, would be to think that it has 

27 NF-1887 10[110]. The unpublished passage continues to include TI “Maxims” §36, used as the epigraph to this 
section.   
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this status because it readily incorporates self-interest. His conception of virtue could be said to be 

‘immoral’, insofar as self-interestedness is central to it and insofar as egoism is valued differently, 

in marked distinction to the conceptions at work in philosophical and religious traditions he 

criticizes. In these traditions, the presence of self-interest turns virtue into vice. So where else can 

we find evidence of Nietzsche’s own conception of virtue? And can this evidence clarify the 

connection he sees between his conception of virtue and immoralism, and perhaps also self-

interest? 

Virtue or Virtù? 

Rather than looking at Nietzsche’s accounts of specific virtues, one way to clarify his conception 

of virtue is to look at where he explains it abstractly, especially where he relates it to what he 

regards as synonymous concepts. As with other terms, Nietzsche rarely explains what he means 

by virtue, but there are two important places he does so in his posthumously published work. In 

the first – from his corrected proof of Anti-Christ – he proposes that we should seek ‘excellence’ 

[Tüchtigkeit] over ‘virtue’ [Tugend], adding in parenthesis that virtue is only worth seeking if we 

understand it as ‘virtù’, that is, “virtue in the Renaissance style”.28 In the second – from the final 

proof of Ecce Homo completed two months later – he returns to the idea of virtù, rhetorically asking: 

“what do you nourish [ernähren] yourself with in order to achieve the 

maximum of strength [Kraft], of virtú in the style of the Renaissance, of 

moraline-free virtue?”29 

From these two notes we can see that when Nietzsche endorses the term Tugend, he intends it to 

be understood as a loose synonym for both virtù and Tüchtigkeit.30 The Ecce Homo reference relates 

virtù to strength [Kraft] – following Machiavelli’s use of the term, which we will explore below – 

28 “Not contentment, but more power; not peace at any price, but war; not virtue but excellence (virtú in the style of 
the Renaissance, moraline-free virtue)” [Nicht Zufriedenheit, sondern mehr Macht; nicht Friede überhaupt, sondern Krieg; nicht 
Tugend, sondern Tüchtigkeit (Tugend im Renaissance-Stile, virtù, moralinfreie Tugend)] (AC §2). 
29 EH, “Clever” §1. 
30 Nietzsche also stresses the interrelation between Tugend, Tüchtigkeit, and virtù in his unpublished work. While the 
notes written concomitantly with those time the terms appear in his published work often only reiterate that he 
understands them as synonyms (NF-1887 10[2]; NF-1887 10[45] [WP 327]; NF-1887 10[109]; NF-1887,11[110]), some 
are more informative. One example of this is NF-1887 9 [87], where Nietzsche begins by bemoaning the “suppressed 
and selective heresy in moral concepts” [unterdrückte und ausgewischte Häresie in der Moral Begriffe], before explicitly relating 
virtù to what he approvingly calls “master-morality” [Herren-Moral: virtù], a term he often uses to his ethical ideal. 
Another example is in NF-1887 10[50], where Nietzsche notes that “In the age of the Renaissance the criminal thrived 
and acquired for himself his own kind of virtue – virtue in the Renaissance style, to be sure, virtù, moraline-free virtue” 
[in der Zeit der Renaissance gedieh der Verbrecher und erwarb sich seine eigne Art von Tugend – Tugend im Renaissancestile freilich, 
virtù, moralinfreie Tugend]. 
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and stresses that this kind of virtue must be understood as “moraline-free” [moralinfreier]. We 

should, therefore, understand Nietzsche’s use of the term Tugend as shorthand for virtù and 

Tüchtigkeit, and interpret it with all the etymological connotations that are carried by both these 

terms. So what are these connotations?  

Nietzsche’s use of virtù has typically been understood as a direct reference to Machiavelli. While 

Nietzsche never links Machiavelli’s name with the term directly, this connection seems plausible 

as he invariably uses the term virtù in conjunction with the expression “virtue in the Renaissance-

style”. Nietzsche would have also known of the connotations of Machiavelli’s use of the term from 

his readings of Il Principe31, especially the lack of connection with moral goodness. Machiavelli 

understands virtù, following classical authorities, as the ability to withstand the blows of Fortune, 

attract its favours and win glory for oneself while gaining power and security for the government.32 

Virtù means “‘drive’, ‘determination’, ‘courage’, ‘skill’, or ‘ability’ in political or military affairs”33 – 

or, as the Cambridge Italian Dictionary succinctly puts it, “ruthlessness and determination combined 

with exceptional ability to conceive and carry out a plan of action”.34 This lack of connection with 

moral goodness is also present in much of Nietzsche’s source-material on the Renaissance. For 

example, as Émile Gebhart writes in La renaissance italienne et la philosophie de l’histoire:  

[Renaissance] Italians called this achievement of the personality virtù. Virtù has, in 

truth, nothing in common with virtue.35 

In a similar vein, Jakob Burckhardt also strongly emphasizes the difference between virtù and moral 

virtue. In Die Cultur der Renaissance in Italien, which Nietzsche read upon its publication in 1860, 

Burckhardt writes that a “combination of strength and skill [Kraft und Talent] is what Machiavelli 

calls virtù and is thought compatible with scelleratezza [villainy]”.36 Virtù, then, is the ability of an 

individual to excel in a practical and creative sense. It is not connected to the moral domain, but 

to one’s talents and abilities, especially those that foster individual success.  

                                                           
31 In 1862, and possibly in the 1880s. See T. Brobjer, Nietzsche’s Philosophical Context: An Intellectual Biography (Chicago: 
University of Illinois Press, 2008), 44, 104. 
32 Skinner, Machiavelli, 40.   
33 R. Price, “The Senses of Virtú in Machiavelli,” European History Quarterly 3 (1973): 324. 
34 Cambridge Italian Dictionary (1962) (cited by Price, “The Senses of Virtú in Machiavelli”, 324). Neal Wood also gives 
another intriguing connection: “Machiavelli often uses virtù as if it were the Latin virtus, energy of will, manliness, 
excellence”. See N. Wood, “Machiavelli’s Concept of Virtù Reconsidered,” Political Studies 15 (1967): 161. 
35 Italiens ont appellé virtù cet achèvement de la personnalité. La virtù n’a, il est vrai, rien de commun avec la vertue (my translation). 
Nietzsche read and annotated this when it was published in 1887. Cited by Brobjer, Nietzsche’s Philosophical Context, 81. 
36 “Verein von Kraft und Talent ist es, was bei Macchiavell virtù heisst und auch mit scelleratezza verträglich gedacht 
wird”. Jakob Burckhardt in his Die Cultur der Renaissance in Italien 12. See Machiavelli’s own account of the combination 
of “virtù e scelleratezze” in his description of Oliverotto’s bloody rise to power in Il principe, VIII 22–24. 
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Nevertheless, from his direct reading(s) of Il Principe, Nietzsche would have been aware that there 

is more to the notion of virtù. While it is customary to emphasize Machiavelli’s claims that a prince 

must learn “to be able not to be good”, and to act “according to necessity”, not according to 

morality, Machiavelli does not simply dismiss morality, but argues that a prince should act 

virtuously whenever possible.37 Machiavelli’s important point about virtue is that people most 

often misunderstand what it means, and so do not realize that the common good of the community 

is best served by virtù, not by virtue traditionally understood.38 In order to make this point, he 

discusses the canonical list of so-called princely virtues, focusing on three of them (honesty, 

liberality / generosity and mercy), in what is a critical reaction to Christian morality and to the 

tradition of the mirror-for-princes literature going back at least as far as Cicero’s De Officiis.39 For 

example, Machiavelli argues that princes are mistaken when they believe that to be generous means 

to engage in lavish displays. This would entail that a prince can be generous with only a few, but 

at the expense of his many subjects, which would undermine his rule.40 Similarly, with mercy, it is 

more advisable for a prince to execute a few troublemakers in the beginning of his reign than allow 

disorder in the principality to fester and thus, in the long run, hurt both himself and the people 

much more than the execution of a few individuals would.41 These arguments show how the 

distinction between well- and poorly understood virtue depends on a correct understanding of 

their consequences. A prince may be considered generous or merciful by taking little from his 

citizens or by not (often) being cruel to them.42   

Not only is Machiavelli interested in knowledge of the (possible) consequences of our actions, he 

also regards self-knowledge as crucial. The fortune of a prince depends on how he adapts to 

various circumstances, and it is the case that situations sometimes require prudence and patience, 

sometimes impetuosity and violence. Nevertheless, individuals fail to recognise the need to change 

their course of action depending on the times (or are incapable of changing their temperament) 

and so come to ruin. Therefore, Machiavelli recommends that princes should not remain 

“obstinate in their modes”, a tenet that requires that they understand what their usual modi operandi 

are and so what their natural temperament consists in.43 

37 N. Machiavelli, The Prince, trans. Harvey C. Mansfield, Second Edition. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
1998), 61-62. 
38 Q. Skinner, The Foundations of Modern Political Thought. Volume One: The Renaissance (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006), 183. 
39 Skinner, The Foundations of Modern Political Thought, 133–5; Machiavelli, The Prince, 40–2. 
40 Machiavelli, The Prince, 63. 
41 Machiavelli, 65–6. 
42 H. Mansfield, Introduction to The Prince (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1998), XVII. 
43 Machiavelli, The Prince, 99–101. 
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Given that Machiavelli is first and foremost a practical thinker, interested in politics, he places his 

analysis of what well-understood virtue means in the service of political ends. The greatest 

challenge that a prince faces is to confront the vicissitudes of Fortune and the practice of virtù is 

the only help available in this task.44 A prince should be cunning like a fox who can “recognize 

snares”, and ready to act like a lion who can “frighten the wolves”.45 Virtù means being aware of 

oneself and one’s situation, understanding what needs to be done in spite of various moral or 

epistemic illusions, and performing the necessary acts. 

The connotations of virtù share some intriguing similarities to those of Tüchtigkeit, to which we 

now turn. Nietzsche’s translators often translate Tüchtigkeit as ‘fitness’ or ‘efficiency’,46 although it 

could also be translated as ‘excellence’, so long as we understand it to be a character excellence of 

some kind. As we have seen, virtù can also be understood as a similar kind of excellence, one 

relating to one’s Kraft or Talent, rather than one’s moral acumen, so translating Tüchtigkeit in this 

way reinforces its connection with virtù which Nietzsche asks that we draw. Also, in a similar way 

to virtù, Tüchtigkeit has no connotation of moral goodness – it is simply an excellence of one’s 

abilities, as Nietzsche makes plain when directly comparing it to virtù in an unpublished note from 

1885: 

An excellent craftsman [tüchtiger Handwerker] or scholar cuts a fine figure when he 

takes pride in his art and looks on life content and satisfied. But nothing looks more 

wretched than when a shoemaker or schoolmaster gives us to understand with a 

suffering mien that he was really born for something better [Besseres]. There is 

nothing better [Besseres] than what is good [Gute]! And that is having some excellence 

[Tüchtigkeit] and using that to create. In other words, virtù in the Italian Renaissance 

sense.47  

By reading Tüchtigkeit for Tugend, therefore, Nietzsche is again asking us to see through the latter 

term’s customary connection with moral goodness, encouraging us to understand it as involving 

an exceptional ability of some kind – one analogous to the skill of a tüchtiger Handwerker. As we saw 

in NF-1887 10[110], the term virtue only has philosophical currency – can only be ‘justified’, as 

Nietzsche puts it – if we understand it non-morally, which we argued derives from a conception 

44 Machiavelli, 98. 
45 Machiavelli, 69. 
46 W. Kaufmann translates the term as ‘fitness’ in W. Kaufmann, The Portable Nietzsche (New York: Penguin Classics, 
1994), 570; whereas A. M. Ludovici translates it as ‘efficiency’ in A. M. Ludovici, The Antichrist (Amherst, N.Y.: 
Prometheus Books, 2000), 5. 
47 NF-1885 34[161]. 
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of virtue that requires a revaluation of self-interestedness. From this we can see why Nietzsche 

understands Tüchtigkeit and virtù to be synonymous with his own sense of Tugend: all these terms 

refer to some kind of excellence of character – and while none specifies the precise domain of 

such excellence, the connotations of Tüchtigkeit and virtù suggest that we should understand this to 

be excellence in the practical or creative sphere as opposed to the moral one.    

The reference to Machiavelli is particularly fruitful for our analysis of Nietzschean virtue because 

it reveals how much of the emphasis falls on carefully understanding what virtue entails and how 

it can contribute to practical goals. In a similar way to Machiavelli, Nietzsche argues that we do 

not know our own interest and that without this self-knowledge we cannot hope to undertake the 

task of self-overcoming. This helps to explain Nietzsche’s interest in the egoistic and genealogical 

accounts of virtue that avoid the mystifications characteristic of explanations of virtue that 

supposedly ground their normative force in transcendence. Similarly, we saw that Machiavelli’s 

conception of virtù involves a break with the moral domain. Virtù, for Machiavelli, refers to a skill 

or talent that allows the individual to thrive in a creative or practical sense. The comparison shows 

how this epistemic aspect of virtue is closely connected to practical goals, and how knowledge 

supports the pursuit of growth and empowerment. Nevertheless, our discussion of Machiavelli 

also helps us signal one important contrast. While both are profoundly practical thinkers, 

Machiavelli is focused on political thinking in a way Nietzsche is not. The growing literature on 

Nietzsche’s politics notwithstanding, we must acknowledge that Nietzsche’s practical interests are 

much broader, in that the cultivation of the self, in various forms, plays a much more prominent 

role than with the Florentine thinker. The task of self-cultivation, understood as growth and self-

overcoming, must be promoted by the existence of virtues. Without delving here into this 

extremely broad topic, we want to signal that, in light of the texts quoted in the beginning of this 

section, the exercise of virtue, understood as creative and performative excellence based on the 

pursuit of (self-) knowledge, takes a much more individually focused turn in Nietzsche than it does 

in Machiavelli. 

The point about the importance of (self-)knowledge is at the centre of Nietzsche’s discussions of 

(cooperative or altruistic) virtues considered in the first two sections of this paper, but it also allows 

us to refer to a recent contribution by Bernard Reginster on the topic of virtue. Reginster stresses 

the role that the 'feeling of power' plays as the goal of will to power, of effective agency, and thus 

as the key element of what he calls the pivotal “virtue of proficiency” in Nietzsche.48 The exercise 

48 B. Reginster, “Nietzsche, Proficiency, and the (New) Spirit of Capitalism.” Journal of Value Inquiry 49, no. 3 (2015): 
461.
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of will to power, which strives for satisfaction in the confrontation and overcoming of resistance, 

does not simply aim for power but for the 'feeling of power' on this account. The objection we 

want to make is that even if we accept that successful exercise of will to power will generate a 

feeling of power, there is no guarantee that the reverse is true. One may have the feeling of power 

without exercising power or by exercising it in a manner Nietzsche is deeply critical of (for example, 

the ascetic priest, or the slaves of the slave morality). The joy that it produces may be a seductive 

feeling of which we should be deeply sceptical. The ‘feeling of power’ is by no means a sufficient 

condition for empowerment or affirmation, unless it is informed by ‘intellectual’ virtues that detect 

when it is not based on mystification or life-negation. Only then can we hope that it is a faithful 

indicator of creative activity and striving.  

Conclusion 

Nietzsche cannot be read as a virtue theorist of the kind that is interested in giving us a list of 

virtues, or any affirmative morality that includes a clear, systematic and comprehensive set of 

practical imperatives or guidelines. He is, however, deeply concerned with the notion of virtue and 

considers it an important topic of philosophical investigation. This is not only in order to criticize 

previous accounts of virtue, but to make us think of the role that virtues can play in the task of 

self-overcoming, in the creative self-transformation involved in growth. This requires practical 

excellence, but also a sound basis in ‘intellectual’ virtues, that is, striving to understand ourselves 

against various transcendent and moral illusions. This, and only this, may allow for the revaluation 

of values. We have seen why Nietzsche regards Tüchtigkeit and virtù as synonymous with his own 

sense of Tugend: each refers to non-moral excellence, pertaining instead to excellence of character. 

This enables us to make sense of his critique of virtue in his egoistic and genealogical arguments, 

although we have shown that these arguments must be interpreted as attacks on existing accounts 

of the cooperative, selfless virtues, rather than attacks on the notion of virtue itself. This explains 

why Nietzsche can regard virtue as central to his moral philosophy, while being influenced by La 

Rochefoucauld’s cynicism and adducing further arguments to show that virtue is rarely what it 

seems. Understanding the historical and philosophical connotations of Nietzsche’s own use of 

'virtue' leads us to see how dissimilar his conception is to those in the dominant philosophical and 

religious traditions.49  

49 I’d like to acknowledge and thank Razvan Ioan for his insightful comments and additions in writing this article. I’d 
also like to thank an anonymous reviewer.  
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Abbreviations 

The titles of Nietzsche’s works are abbreviated as follows:  

AC, The Antichrist, trans. W. Kaufmann. New York: Viking, 1954;  

BGE, Beyond Good and Evil, trans. W. Kaufmann. New York: Modern Library, 1968;  

D, Daybreak, trans. R.J. Hollingdale. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982;  

EH, Ecce Homo, trans. W. Kaufmann. New York: Modern Library, 1968;  

GM, On the Genealogy of Morality, trans. W. Kaufmann. New York: Modern Library, 1968;  

FEI, On the Future of Our Educational Institutions, trans. O. Levy. New York: Zhingoora Books, 2014; 

GS, The Gay Science, trans. W. Kaufmann. New York: Vintage, 1974;  

HH, Human, All Too Human, trans. R. J. Hollingdale. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1986;  

TI, Twilight of the Idols, trans. W. Kaufmann. New York: Viking, 1954;  

UM, Untimely Meditations, trans. R. J. Hollingdale. New York: Cambridge, 1997;  

WP, The Will to Power, trans. W. Kaufmann and R. J. Hollingdale. New York: Vintage, 1967; 

TSZ, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, trans. W. Kaufmann. New York: Viking, 1954.  
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