
Nietzsche's Virtues:
A Personal Inquiry

ROBERT C. SOLOMON

Give style to your character, a great and rare art.
Nietzsche, Gay Science (290)

What are we to make of Nietzsche? There has been an explosion of
scholarship over the past twenty years, much of it revealing and
insightful, a good deal of it controversial if not polemical. The con-
troversy and polemics are for the most part straight from Nietzsche,
of course, and the scholarly disputes over what he * really' meant are
rather innocuous and often academic compared with what
Nietzsche meant (or might have meant) with his conscientiously
inflammatory rhetoric and hyperbole. We have been treated to
extended debates about Nietzsche's politics, his attacks on
Christianity and morality, his famed notion of the ubermensch and
his less lampooned (but more edifying) doctrine of the 'eternal
recurrence'. We have recently heard Nietzsche reinterpreted as an
analytic philosopher, as a deconstructionist, as a feminist, even as a
closet Christian and a liberal. Stephen Aschheim suggests in his
recent book1 that Nietzsche provides us with something like a
Rorschach test, inviting readers with amazingly different commit-
ments and ideologies to 'make their own Nietzsche' (as a Times
Literary Supplement review bluntly put it). But there is another
approach to Nietzsche, something quite different from interpreting
him in terms of his various 'theses' and positions, unpacking his
'system' or repeating unhelpfully that he displayed no such coher-
ence and consistency, something more than finding out 'who'
Nietzsche is as opposed to what we have made out of him. The sim-
plest way of getting at this alternative approach might be to ask,
what Nietzsche would make of us? I grant that this is a bit cryptic,
and it invites a variety of unflattering answers. But I think it is very
much in the spirit of what he (and his spokesman Zarathustra) are
all about. It is an intimately personal approach to Nietzsche, an
approach that will, no doubt, be somewhat different for each and
every one of us. But that, too, of course, is just what Nietzsche (and
Zarathustra) would have demanded.

1 Stephen Aschheim, The Nietzsche Legacy in Germany, 1890-1990
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992).
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Friedrich Nietzsche: historical figure, moral advisor

Despite his various complaints about being 'untimely', his self-con-
scious solitude and voluntary exile, and his often deprecating
remarks about his philosophical and artistic predecessors (some of
whom, we surmise, he had not read), Nietzsche fits neatly and pro-
foundly into the philosophical and cultural history of Germany in
the century following Kant. Much of his moral philosophy can be
read as an attack on Kant's influential ethics, and his epistemology,
fragmentary as it is, can be viewed in the context of nineteenth cen-
tury experimentalism, positivism and the philosophy of science. His
relationship with Wagner, of course, was one of the pivotal issues of
both his own career and the history of German cultural aesthetics,
but all of this I leave to my distinguished colleague Michael Tanner
to elaborate in elegant detail. My aim here is rather to treat
Nietzsche - as I think he often intended to be treated himself - as
something of a contemporary, not a nineteenth century philosopher
in Germany but a moral philosopher with a great deal to say to us, a
'moral advisor', if you will, a description Nietzsche no doubt would
have despised. But given the considerable body of recent literature
that denies to Nietzsche any such status - indeed, denies to him any
substantive assertions or prescriptions whatever, not to mention the
still enduring portrait of Nietzsche as a jack-booted amoral monster
- I believe that an understanding of Nietzsche as a benign and quite
thoroughly moral prescriptivist - not quite to say a 'moralist' -
might be quite enlightening as well as therapeutic.

Nietzsche did not see himself as just another philosopher, social
or culture critic, analyst or diagnostician. Nietzsche intended to
change lives, a somewhat arrogant pretence according to a great
many distinguished philosophers today.2 But let me give you a very
personal example. It has to do with Nietzsche's doctrine of eternal
recurrence, the thesis that whatever happens, whatever we do, what-
ever we suffer, has and will repeat itself (in sequence) an innumer-
able number of times. Despite the few passages and short schrift
Nietzsche gives to this thesis, an enormous amount of ink has been
spilled or bubbled out of computer printers concerning its meaning.
As a physical hypothesis, I am rather willing to dismiss the thesis
out of hand as a combination of out-dated physics and too-casual
calculation. (Afterall, those were only 'notes'.3) As a serious ethical

2 See, for example, Bernard Williams review and critique of Martha
Nussbaum's Therapy of Desire, her analysis and praise of the Stoics pre-
cisely in terms of their providing such 'moral advice'.

3 Collected and printed in The Will to Power, trans, and ed., Walter
Kaufmann (New York: Random House, 1969). The status of Nietzsche's
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proposal, say, along the lines of Kant's 'Categorical Imperative', it
is readily obvious that Nietzsche's 'test' is too subjective and per-
sonal while Kant intends his ethics to be thoroughly objective (that
is, rational and impersonal). Moreover, its says nothing whatever
about the content of one's life, its ambitions, pleasures and pains,
achievements and failures, much less about the person, except, of
course, for his or her (momentary) attitude toward that content. As
a subjective or psychological thought-experiment (Gedanken-
versuch)y there may be much to be said and debated (for instance,
the scope of the 'moments' to be affirmed in the light of the thesis),
but I find little reason to lean toward one or another such interpre-
tation on the basis of the barebones sketch in Nietzsche's texts. And
yet, when I first read and heard about the doctrine of eternal recur-
rence, while auditing Frithjof Bergmann's 'Philosophy in
Literature' class at the University of Michigan several decades ago,
it provided me with the philosophical resolve to take a close look at
my life (I w7as an unhappy first year medical student at the time),
apply what I then clearly conceived to be the personal 'test' of the
idea of recurrence, and fifteen minutes later (more or less) I
resigned from the medical school and entered into a life of philoso-
phy, a decision I have never regretted.

Now, it might be the case that my life has been based on a mis-
understanding of Nietzsche, a somewhat cruel suggestion but,
nevertheless, one to which my response would certainly be the
Vonnegutian retort, 'so it goes'. I do not know exactly what
Nietzsche had in mind by what Bernd Magnus has nicely called his
'Existential Imperative', but the idea of eternal recurrence certainly
has had a dramatic effect, on me at least. I actually tend to doubt
that Nietzsche had anything very precise in mind, despite his occa-
sional enthusiasm and now the precision of several recent, excellent
commentaries about eternal return.4 I certainly doubt that he ever

unpublished notes (Nachlass) has been exhaustively debated and no
doubt commented upon by virtually every commentator on Nietzsche.
The best policy, it seems to me, is to trust Nietzsche's notes only when
they are confirmed by (and thus reiterate, occasionally in more striking
language) Nietzsche's published statements. In the case of external
recurrence as a physical hypothesis, no such statements exist are to be
found.

4 For example, the Magnus book already mentioned, Nietzsche's
Existential Imperative (Indiana University Press, 1978) Alexander
Nehamas, Nietzsche: Life as Literature (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1985), Kathleen M. Higgins, Nietzsche's Zarathustra
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1987), Julian Young, Nietzsche's
Theory of Art (Cambridge University Press, 1992), Maudemarie Clark,
Nietzsche on Truth and Philosophy (Cambridge University Press, 1990).
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conceived of the idea of eternal recurrence as a device to precipitate
an end to wrong-headed professional career ambitions. I am con-
fident, however, that what did interest him was (in some very qual-
ified sense) the transformation of his readers by way of his writings,
through intensive self-scrutiny, the pun-ful 'going under' (under-
going) that pervades the early fragments of Zarathustra. In that case
- in my case - he certainly succeeded.

There is a substantial body of writing in his many books which
can only be understood, I would argue, as what might be called
'moral advice'. To be sure, it is often oracular advice, as mischie-
vously equivocal and ironic as those ancient voices that sent kings
(and philosophers) to their deaths (and worse). But it has been
strongly suggested, by Bernd Magnus and Alexander Nehamas, for
example, that Nietzsche had nothing of the sort to offer. Indeed, it
can readily be shown on the basis of any number of his texts that he
rejected the very idea of moral advice on the ground that one must
'find one's own way'. Such an insistence permeates Zarathustra: 'If
you would go high, use your own legs', for example.5 One might say
that Nietzsche, like Socrates, did not believe that Virtue could be
taught'. Any view to the contrary, that philosophy cannot only stim-
ulate but in some sense teach virtue, is to make Nietzsche out to be
'some sort of sublime philosophical Ann Landers', as Magnus has
rather unkindly put it.6 And yet, that is precisely the Nietzsche
whom I want to explore here.

The above quote from Zarathustra, for instance, 'If you would go
high, use your own legs', can be interpreted as a rejection of advice,
but it can also be construed as itself a piece of advice, indeed one of
many versions of Nietzsche's most pervasive words of advice,
'become who you are'.7 It is my contention that Nietzsche's works
are filled with such advice, not along the lines of 'don't lie' and
'change your underwear daily', perhaps, but rather by way of being
purposively provocative, provoking self-scrutiny in specific direc-
tions and along certain dimensions, not to mention his many little
lessons and suggestions about such matters as love, friendship, diet
and weightier matters such as war and gossip. A quick glance at
Daybreak or Human-All-to-Human, for instance, reveals hundreds
of such titbits as 'The best means of coming to the aid of people
who suffer greatly from embarrassment and of calming them down

5 Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, trans by R. J.
Hollingdale (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1973), IV §10.

6 Magnus, Stewart and Miller, Nietzsche's Case (New York: Routledge,
1995) with reference to Maudemarie Clark's (excellent) discussion of a
similar thesis.

7 As has often been noted, the phrase conies from Pindar.
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is to single them out for praise'.8 That is advice, plain and simple,
though perhaps more appropriate to Judith Martin ('Miss
Manners') than Ann Landers. We should hardly call it 'sublime'.

Often, Nietzsche's advice has to be scooped out of a context in
which it is not clearly asserted. For example, in the first two books
of Zarathustra, Nietzsche's (Zarathustra's) views are often posed in
the form of questions, quotations or by way of his reactions to the
usually odd or grotesque characters he meets along the way. For
instance:

Yet Zarathustra did not come to say to all these liars and fools:
'What do you know of virtue? What could you know of virtue?'
Rather, that you, my friends, might grow weary of the old words

you have learned from the fools and liars.
Weary of the words: reward, retribution, punishment and

revenge in justice.
Weary of saying: what makes an act good is that it is unselfish.
Oh, my friends, that your self be in your deed as the mother is in

her child — let that be your word concerning virtue!9

This is a rich condensation of a number of central Nietzschean
themes, and it is hard to see how they could be construed as other
than the giving of (profound) moral advice. But there is no simple
imperative to be found here, indeed, it is not at all clear who is being
addressed (who are the 'friends' — the same liars and fools, or are we
the friends — or the liars and fools?). Indeed, it is not at all clear what
sort of utterance follows the 'rather'. This much is clear: much of the
message is negative, 'words to be weary of, though the point is not
just about 'words' to be sure. And yet, the imagery is undeniably
positive. It is an incitement to virtue. (And one might note here, as
elsewhere, Nietzsche's use of an unusually saccharine philosophical
metaphor, the maternal metaphor.10) Nietzsche's advice is often
embedded in sarcasm, encased in the words of an imaginary or pro-
jected speaker ('You will be quick to insist that . . . ' ) . It is often
expressed in exaggerated or opaque metaphors ('that your self be in
your deed as the mother is in her child'). It is sometimes hidden in a
long historical or sociological description. (I would read virtually the
whole of On the Genealogy of Morals this way, for example.) Some
post-modern readers, like those earlier twentieth-century readers
who declared Nietzsche 'the great destroyer', insist that Nietzsche
'has nothing to say', that is, nothing instructive much less impera-

8 Friedrich Nietzsche, Human, All Too Human, trans by R. J.
Hollingdale (Cambridge University Press, 1986), §301.

9 Nietzsche, Zarathustra II 'On the Virtuous'.
10 Kelly Oliver, Womanizing Nietzsche (New York: Routledge, 1995).
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tive, nothing remotely by way of advice, much less a 'moral [nor-
mative] theory'. Indeed, it is now a matter of routine for philoso-
phers to compare Nietzsche's strident criticism with 'deconstruc-
tion', suggesting that neither Nietzsche nor deconstruction presents
(or can, by its own lights, present) any such thesis. I would say this
is wrong on at least two counts, since both deconstructionists and
Nietzsche are capable of making and make many more moral com-
mitments.11 I will not defend the former here, nor would I encour-
age the already tired comparison between them. But to say
Nietzsche's writing is descriptive, purely destructive or merely non-
assertive 'play' is surely indefensible.

Nietzsche (like Socrates) gave 'moral advice'. It was what he was
all about. His whole philosophy, too, is aimed at provoking self-
examination and self 'undergoing', to 'know thyself, to cultivate
the virtues and, ultimately, to 'become who you are'. Nevertheless,
like Socrates, Nietzsche's criticisms are far more trenchant than the
concrete implications of his moral advice. (Socrates' constant
reminders - as he devastates his interlocutors' arguments - that we
should always cultivate our virtues and care for our souls hardly
entails any specific behaviour, indeed, including his own.) To make
matters more difficult, any account of Nietzsche's philosophy, even
a 'personal' one, must make allowances for the multiple inconsis-
tencies in his texts, including his inconsistencies in giving advice
and refusing to do so. (Again, the comparison with Socrates, or
rather with Plato's various dialogues, is obvious, but this is already
wearing a bit thin.12) But this does not mean that Nietzsche had
nothing of the sort to say. Rather, he had too much of the sort to say,
or, rather, he didn't have it all straight in his own mind, or, at least,
he changed his mind, sometimes within the frame of a single work.
There's lots of advice, too much advice, too many different hints,
winks, suggestions and arguments, often competing and allowing
very different interpretations. Perhaps it is true, as Aschheim's
sobering study of Nietzsche's reception reminds us, that we all
'make our own Nietzsche', whether by design or by mistake, no
matter how good and careful the scholarship, no matter how

11 This is certainly true of Jacques Derrida, who recently has emerged
from his own web of obscurantism to make it amply clear that deconstruc-
tion as he practices it is rich with 'political* implications (see, e.g., his recent
The Specter of Marx (New York: Routledge, 1994) and Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak (introduction to her translation of Jacques Derrida's Of
Grammatology (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976), who has
always made her political commitments (if not her prose) quite explicit.

12 Not that the topic itself is thin. See Nehamas on Nietzsche and Socrates
in The Art of Living (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998).
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thorough the reading. Perhaps there is no Veal Nietzsche'. And, of
course, one can always add the now standard Nietzschean dis-
claimer, 'this too is only an interpretation'. But isn't that often just
another bit of post-modern hypocrisy, a deflection of any possible
disagreement and a disavowal of any responsibility? The
Nietzschean question that should follow and then be pursued, how-
ever, is 'but what, then, does that interpretation do for you? What
will it make of you?' That is a personal, even intrusive question that
is too rarely, if ever, approached in the voluminous and too often
impersonal Nietzsche literature.

Nietzsche's Ethical Imperative: 'Become Who You Are!'

Man's character is his fate. Heraclitus

'Become who you are!' Nietzsche says to us, again and again. What
does that mean? It seems to presume a theory (or, at any rate, a con-
ception) of the self, a self that is (in some sense) already present, as
potential, as not only a possibility but something of an obligation.
It presents itself as an ethic, a series of 'oughts', even if those
oughts are in everyone's case individually determined. It is also,
despite its tautology-like appearance, an aggressive attack on a mul-
titude of popular ethical pretensions. Nietzsche's targets include
'the improvers of mankind', those who would ignore or deny actual
human natures in pursuit of (usually impossible) ideals or models,
moralists who would oppose 'principles of practical reason' to the
natural inclinations, educators who would strait-jacket children and
young people into the banal, conformist images of 'the good
citizen', and Christians, especially, who insist on the importance of
a future 'other-worldly' existence at the expense of our 'this-
worldly' one, the importance of one's inner soul-pellet as opposed
to the rich wholeness of one's life. But 'become who you are' also
implies and demands an 'examined life', a life subjected to scrutiny
and reflection along with the rejection of many of the values accept-
ed unthinkingly by hoi poloi, and their replacement with new ones.
It thus becomes, despite its seeming banality, a radical imperative.

In what follows, I might seem to be trying to contribute to that
pretentious Nietzschean effort called the 'revaluation of values'.13 I
am not sure, especially in Nietzschean terms, what this would mean.
The attempt sounds as if it aspires to step outside of all values - out-
side of every 'perspective' - to value all values, or to value 'value'

13 The phrase is a title briefly considered by Nietzsche for his last several
works, but he wisely rejected it, I presume because even he found it too
pretentious.
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itself. This is nonsense, and it is doubly nonsense on a Nietzschean
reading. Indeed, I have often questioned even Nietzsche's seemingly
more perspectival (but no more modest) insistence that we 'create
new values', invent a new perspective. But it is by no means clear
that what Nietzsche encourages is anything 'new'. Indeed, the val-
ues he defends are in general very old — pre-Christian, pagan, often
heroic virtues (though these were deeply woven into the fabric of
nineteenth-century romantic culture as well). He defends courage,
honesty, courtesy. Hardly 'new values'! (And if he did invent a new
value, how would we recognise it? How would we evaluate it?) What
Nietzsche does, I think I can say somewhat safely, is to defend a
conception of ethics that has not (and had not) been adequately
appreciated, either in contemporary ethics or in nineteenth-century
German philosophy. In its current clumsy but readily handy phrase,
this conception is 'virtue ethics', a view of ethics that focuses not on
rational rules or principles, not on utility or the public good, not on
social contracts or individual rights but on personal character.™ And
in defending this concept of the virtues, he defends several virtues
that are at odds with current moral norms, and no doubt they were
much more so when he first presented them.

Nietzsche was not, whatever else he may have been, 'sublime'. He
was often subtle - indeed, much too much so - but he was the most
brutally and often rudely moralistic of philosophers. He despised,
he disdained, he was repulsed and disgusted. Such visceral
metaphors permeate his philosophy. Perhaps it is the continuing
exclusion of such visceral notions from the eviscerated vocabulary
of ethics and morals that persuades more well-mannered moralists
that Nietzsche is not interested in ethics.15 To be disgusted, after all,
is much more than merely 'disapproving', and, from a rational point
of view, much less. Perhaps it is because of the playful prevalence of
more disgusting visceral (especially genital and excretory) imagery
in recent post-modernist writing16 that Nietzsche's current readers

14 The interpretation of Nietzsche's philosophy as an ethics of virtue has
been prosecuted at length by Lester Hunt in his Nietzsche and the Origins
of Virtue (Routledge, 1991). I first defended this interpretation in 'A More
Severe Morality: Nietzsche's Affirmative Ethics' in Nietzsche as affirma-
tive thinker, papers presented at the Fifth Jerusalem Philosophical
Encounter, ed. Y. Yovel, 1983 (Dordrecht: M. Nijhoff, 1986), reprinted in
From Hegel to Existentialism (New York: Oxford, 1988).

15 William Miller has suggested that disgust is the most basic moral emo-
tion. See his The Anatomy of Disgust (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1996).

16 E.g. Arthur Kroker to take one example of many, in The Postmodern
Scene: Excremental Culture and Hyper-aesthetics (New York: St. Martin's
Press, 1986).
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are dulled to those far from playful responses in Nietzsche.
Nietzsche called himself an 'immoralist' (although it is doubtful
that he ever did anything truly immoral in his life), and his rejection
of what was typically called 'morality' was certainly caustic and
contemptuous. Judao-Christian morality and even the ethics of
Socrates he declared 'decadent' at best. Kant's second Critique and
Metaphysics of Morals he considered something of a subtle 'joke',
and utilitarianism was simply Vulgar'. But, today, the direction of
ethics has shifted away from the Kantian rational willing subject
(which Nietzsche clearly rejected) and the utilitarian attention to
hedonistic consequences ('Man does not live for pleasure, only the
Englishman does'.). What has taken their place is renewed attention
to the character and integrity of the individual, his or her virtues.
What is ultimately good, according to this viewpoint, is a good per-
son, a person with good character, a person with the right virtues.
(Even Kant and Mill have been brought into the act.17) Thus the
central questions of ethics become - what kind of character? which
virtues? How, in other words, would Nietzsche have wanted us?
(Let's skip over the unflattering reply that we are merely
Nietzschean clowns, precisely the pupils that horrified Zarathustra,
and Nietzsche would not have 'wanted us' in any sense at all.)

That is the question that I want to approach here, 'how would
Nietzsche want us?' The answer, as I have indicated, should be
couched in terms of the virtues, those traits of personal character
that are particularly admirable. But admirable to whom? And
according to what standard? It is not as if Nietzsche gave us a sim-
ple prescription or 'list' of virtues nor does there seem to be any sin-
gle pattern to the multitude of virtues he praises (a good night's
sleep, keeping our friends, being strong, do not universalise but
'legislate values'). And then there are the familiar dead-ends: I do
not expect much of anything from Zarathustra's attention-getting
concept of the ilbermensch, nor will I try to squeeze more meaning
than I have already suggested from the also much-discussed idea of
eternal recurrence or the rather unfortunate and greatly overplayed
notion of the 'will to power'. But between those much-talked about
phantoms in Nietzsche's philosophy, there is a great deal of mater-
ial to be drawn in particular from what I would consider the more
'morally absorbed' books of Nietzsche's 'middle' creative period,

17 Kant has been turned into an 'agent-based' virtue ethicist, for exam-
ple, by Steve Darwall (see his The British Moralists and the Internal 'Ought'
1640-1740 (Cambridge University Press, 1995). John Stuart Mill betrays
his Aristotelian secrets in chapter V of Utilitarianism (Indiannapolis:
Hackett Publishing Company, 1979).

89

Cambridge Books Online © Cambridge University Press, 2009of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511524110.007
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Cambridge University Main, on 24 Jan 2019 at 10:04:05, subject to the Cambridge Core terms

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511524110.007
https://www.cambridge.org/core


Robert C. Solomon

that is, from Human-all-to-Hnman and Daybreak to Beyond Good
and Evil and the Genealogy. The theses I will be employing are
rarely so exciting as the (empty) promise of the ubermensch, but they
constitute, taken together, a recognisable if not entirely consistent
philosophy of life, a philosophy of virtue that might best be sum-
marised in the good advice 'to give style to one's character'.

Quite the contrary to viewing Nietzsche as an iconoclastic
immoralist, I think that we would be well advised to see him as part
of a long ethical tradition. Aristotle, in particular, developed what is
now called a Virtue ethics' twenty-five hundred years ago, before
the antithetical views of Christianity, Kant and the utilitarians were
around to provide a dramatic contrast. Aristotle's Nicomachean
Ethics is essentially a theory of virtue. A theory of just those traits
and habits must be cultivated to make one a 'flourishing (eudaimon)
person' and have a good character. As everyone knows, Aristotle
defined the virtues as states of character that were 'the mean
between the extremes'. Aristotle further offered us a neat little list
of virtues as well as this supposedly precise criterion (never mind
that the list and the criterion do not fit together, giving the whole
project an overtone of the ad hoc). But the entire Ethics is essen-
tially the fleshing out of this list (Courage, Temperance, Liberality,
Magnificence, Pride, Good temperament, Friendliness,
Truthfulness, Wittiness, Shame [a 'quasi-virtue'], Justice and the
various virtues of practical reasoning and intellectual life). Aquinas,
too, gave us a series of formulaic neo-Aristotelian lists (in particu-
lar the lists of Cardinal Sins and Virtues, e.g., prudence, fortitude,
temperance, justice), and, just to make sure we do not get overly
ethnocentric, Confucius and the Upanishads, on the other side of
the world, had their more or less concise conceptions of the virtues
as well. There was a time, it seems, when virtue ethics was about the
only game in town. (A qualified exception was the ancient Hebrews,
whose tribal ethics was a fascinating combination of virtue and The
Law, thus setting up the scenario that Nietzsche so polemically
exploits in his Genealogy.)

Nietzsche himself offers us two short lists, one in Daybreak 556
(honesty, courage, generosity, politeness), the other in Beyond Good
& Evil 284 (courage, insight, sympathy, solitude). We should not be
surprised that they are not consistent (with each other or with what
he says elsewhere in his work) and it is hardly clear how serious he
may have been. He further insists that the virtues should not be
'named' (for that would make them 'common') and he several times
insists that each of us has 'unique' virtues, which would make any
discussion of the 'right' or 'best' virtues seemingly impossible.
Nevertheless, there is more than enough in Nietzsche's various
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musings, polemics, pronouncements and attacks on the character of
others to convince me that the project has significance, both practi-
cal and philosophical. Nietzsche provokes in us an image of our-
selves, often a most unflattering image, in order to prompt us to
reconsider ourselves. Or, sometimes it is an image for which we have
been searching (as in the adolescent fascination with the iiber-
mensch), perhaps without knowing it. As Nietzsche often points out,
our ignorance of our own ideals may well be based on the fact that
we so often seek others' virtues and not our own.

Philosophy Ad Hominem: exemplary virtues (and vices)

A person of superior de [virtue] does not get de,
That is why he has de.

A person of inferior de cannot get de,
That is why he has no de.

Tao Te Ching

Each of us has his or her own virtues. That claim is evident in
Nietzsche, although the sense of 'own-ness' (as unique, as individ-
uating or as merely 'had' by that person) is not altogether clear.
Much of what we are looking for, nevertheless, may be found in
Nietzsche's critical and sometimes scathing portrayals of other
philosophers. I think that it is a mistake to assume that virtues and
vices are opposites (as all of those neat lists made by tea-shop
moralists might imply), but nevertheless, Nietzsche's condemna-
tions of others (or of whole cultures or schools of thought) can give
us considerable insight into what he found valued and what he did
not. It is not unimportant that much of Nietzsche's philosophy con-
sists of attacks on others, attacks on them personally, ad hominem, so
to speak, rather than critical comments on their works or ideas as
such. Nietzsche famously insisted that a philosopher should be,
above all, an example. This already marks a return to ancient 'hero-
ic' ethics, which is exemplary rather than rule-governed or action-
guiding. Ethics, on this archaic model, might be simply summarised
as 'be like him'!18 Examples, accordingly, provide the basis of much
of Nietzsche's moral philosophy.

The positive examples are comparatively few and far between.
The most prominent is Goethe, who is lavishly praised for 'creating
himself and making himself 'into a whole man'. Even Goethe,

18 I owe this insight into the nature of early Greek morality to Julius
Moravscik.
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however is subject to Nietzsche's sharp pen. There are some posi-
tive words about Schopenhauer, Wagner, Socrates, even Jesus, but
they are often drowned out in a chorus of subsequent criticism.
Even heroes turn out to be 'human-all-too-human'. There are occa-
sional good words about Emerson, Heine and Dostoevsky, to name
a few, but the personal details are scant at best. Perhaps such writ-
ers — for they are virtually all writers — enjoyed the anonymity and
safety of distance because Nietzsche never knew — or never both-
ered to know - much about them. Nietzsche often praises himself
(more on that later) but regarding himself too that praise is typical-
ly undermined by ridicule.

The negative examples, on the other hand, are to found through-
out the Nietzschean corpus. 'In his relation to the state', writes
Nietzsche, 'Kant was not great'. He adds, 'German decadence as
philosophy', 'the final exhaustion of life', 'the Chinaman from
Koningsberg'.19) Socrates, of course, is a continuous target for
ridicule, from the fact that he was 'ugly' (for a Greek, already a
'refutation') to the fact that he (personally) 'turned reason into a
tyrant'.20 Euripides gets a drubbing early on, the church fathers get
their worst later. The English are a favourite butt for Nietzsche's
wisecracks, second, perhaps, only to the Germans. 'There is too
much beer in the German intellect', he observes.21 Morality was the
product of servile and herd-like thinking, the morality of slaves, an
expression of ressentiment.22 Priests betray a spectrum of vices, from
hypocrisy to cruelty and philosophers (in general) seem to suffer
from a variety of personal infirmities, self-deception and self-
denial. (A few years later, Freud would diagnose his own view of the
neuroses of philosophers. Taking the German romantics as his
examples, he diagnosed a form of Weltschmerz. Today, given the
methods in favour, he would probably render a diagnosis of anal
compulsiveness.) One can only imagine what harsh words
Nietzsche would add to the contemporary 'Heidegger Crisis',
Heidegger's hardly heroic stance vis-a-vis National Socialism.23

Indeed, one would like to hear his views on some of the movers and
shakers of the American Philosophical Association. But, anyway,

19 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Antichrist in The Portable Nietzsche, trans
and ed. by Walter Kaufmann (New York: Viking, 1954), §11.

20 Friedrich Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols in The Portable Nietzsche,
trans and ed. by Walter Kaufmann (New York: Viking, 1954), 'The
Problem of Socrates', §3.

21 Nietzsche, Twilight 'Germans', §2.
22 Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, trans by Walter

Kaufmann and R. J. Hollingdale (New York: Vintage, 1967), Book I, §10.
23 Hans Sluga, Heidegger's Crisis (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University

Press, 1994).
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the point is that Nietzsche is readily willing to find fault with his fel-
lows, and from these faults we can infer (with caution) some
virtues.24

Philosophy is not just a realm of ideas detached from and only
contingently connected to their promulgators, their world, their cul-
ture, their context and their character. The character of a philoso-
pher, although certainly not the whole story, is certainly part of what
is to be understood, indeed, much more influential than most
philosophers are willing to believe. Ideas may have a life of their
own, but the impact and influence of ideas has a great deal to do with
the position and personality of the promulgator. To be sure, biogra-
phy can be overdone, but tales and gossip about some still-living
Oxbridge philosophers, for example, still circulate freely, long after
their actual works have become all but irrelevant. We should not be
surprised that the biography of, say, Ludwig Wittgenstein has virtu-
ally eclipsed his philosophy. The philosophy may, indeed, still invite
scrutiny, but the character, that tortured, over-heated personality,
those gestures, the Betty Grable compulsion, those hang-ups, now
that is a real example of a philosopher. (How much time does Ray
Monk, the most illustrious of Wittgenstein's biographers, spend on
his actual ideas?25) Recent biographies of Jean-Paul Sartre have all
but fled in terror from the task of trying to comprehend or even
summarise his ideas in their description of the long flow of fights
and friendships, alliances and daliances that now constitute the being
of * Jean-Paul Sartre'. Contemporary academic theorists have already
become classic comedy, even if the names have been changed to pro-
tect from lawsuits, thanks to novelists like David Lodge and
Malcolm Bradbury. Long after 'deconstruction' has been packed
away in the mausoleum of worn-out philosophical jargon, the pre-
tensions of its protagonists will live on as illustrative personal
foibles.

Nietzsche took ad hominem arguments very seriously, which is
why, one might argue, he is fair game for them in return. He placed
both Socrates and Jesus under such intense scrutiny not so much
because of their teachings as such but because of their spectacular
roles as characters in the development of Western thought, roles
which, we can say with some confidence, Nietzsche greatly emulat-
ed and envied.26 Thus he peppered his works with a heavy dose of

24 Again, the opposite of vice is not a virtue. Gossiping is a vice. Not gos-
siping is not a virtue. Indeed, one might argue, it is itself another type of vice.

25 Ray Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein: The Duty of Genius (New York:
Free Press, 1990).

26 No one is more pithy on this point than Nehamas, who works out the
Nietzsche-Socrates connection in great detail.
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ad hominem arguments which, in his hands at least, were not a
species of 'informal fallacy' but a sharp diagnostic tool. (How many
of the 'informal fallacies' are, at least sometimes, perfectly proper as
well as persuasive arguments, e.g., the fallacy of 'appeals to emo-
tion'?) An ad hominem question asks: 'Who was this person (or who
were these people) and why did they believe and insist on that? Yes,
they say this, but what were their virtues and what were their vices?'
Indeed, for all of the emphasis Nietzsche seems to put on 'values',
we should at least ask whether values are rather secondary in his
philosophy, secondary, that is, to the virtues of the characters who
have them. Thus Socrates can be understood. Kant was found out.
The Germans are fair game. 'Every great philosophy', Nietzsche
concludes (in Beyond Good and Evil), 'is nothing but' the personal
confession of its author and a kind of involuntary and unconscious
memoir.27

So considered, what philosophers, which peoples, could possibly
live up to their own ideas as a living exemplar of the philosophy
they preach? Socrates? (A mixed evaluation at best.28) David
Hume? (Depends on your politics.29) Kant? (Unlikely.30)
Schopenhauer? (!31) Heidegger? (apparently the very antithesis32)
Wittgenstein? (Can you measure a role model from his scores of
imitators?33) Bertrand Russell? (What does it suggest about the self-
awareness of a man who, while riding along on a bicycle, 'suddenly'
realises that he does not love his wife?34) Jean-Paul Sartre? (Why did

27 Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, trans by Walter
Kaufmann. (New York: Vintage, 1966).

28 Gregory Vlastos would certainly disagree. But for a brilliant semi-schol-
arly reply see I. F. Stone's Trial of Socrates. (Boston: Little, Brown, 1988).

29 Alasdair Maclntyre, in Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (Notre
Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1988) is far from praising of
his Scots countryman.

30 Heine's account of a clockwork Kant, for instance, may make the man
charming but hardly a hero. {Religion and Philosophy in Germany, trans by
John Snodgrass.) (Boston: Beacon Press, 1959).

31 One does not have to believe Bertrand Russell here, but Schopenhauer's
grumpy hedonism is indeed at odds with the pessimism of his philosophy.
Nietzsche is much more insightful than Russell on this matter, needless to
say. Whereas Russell simply dismissed Schopenhauer, Nietzsche had once
idolised him. Accordingly, Nietzsche is also, at times, more scathing.

32 But see, for a more subtle account, Hans Sluga's admirable Heidegger's
Crisis (op. cit.).

33 The Monk book makes perfectly clear the unenviable sense in which
Wittgenstein was an exemplar of his philosophy, a philosophy of tortured self-
doubts (rather than the mere gestures which are taken up by his students).

34 Russell, My Autobiography (Boston: Little Brown, 1967-1969).
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he stop his account of his life at puberty, to have the story contin-
ued uncensored by his often ill-treated life-time companion
Simone?35) W. V. O. Quine (Have you read his biography?36) More
likely examples are Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Giordano Bruno, who,
like Socrates, literally gave their lives. Does it have to be so dramat-
ic? What about Kierkegaard, who in some sense practised what he
preached (if only by preaching what he practised), or the partly
apocryphal Pyrrho, who is said to have survived his own scepticism
(until the age of ninety) only by the grace of his students? There are
the Stoics, especially Seneca and Marcus Aurelius, and the latter-
day stoic Spinoza. And, more often than one would think, there is
the latter-day college philosophy professor, a real Mr (or just as like-
ly, Ms) Chips, whose visions and ambitions are much more modest
but, nevertheless, consonant with their daily behaviour. Then,
again, is consistency always a virtue, inconsistency always a vice?
Must a philosopher live in accordance with his or her philosophy,
and what follows if he or she does not?

Nietzsche ad hominem: Nietzsche as a paragon of virtue

The inner struggle with his pathologically delicate soul, overflow-
ing with pity, was what led him to preach, 'be hard'!, and to look up
with admiration at those Renaissance men of violence who had
walked stolidly over corpses to reach their goal.

Marie von Bradke
(who knew Nietzsche in Sils Maria, Summer 1886)

One can make too much of biography, and with Nietzsche this is all
too tempting, particularly by those who would like to simply dis-
miss him. (I am thinking, for example, of Ben-Ami Scharfstein's
interesting but wholly reductive portrait of Nietzsche.37) But, of
course, Nietzsche, in an obvious sense, 'asks for it'. He is not one of
those evaporating (sometimes said to be 'dead') post-modernist
authors that Barthes and Foucault talk about. Unlike Malcom
Bradbury's ludicrous example of that phenomenon (Mesonge), dis-
appearing altogether and leaving his works quite literally without an
author, Nietzsche is always 'in your face', not only present in person
but reminding us just who he is.

35 Sartre, Les mots (The Words). Translated by Bernard Frechtman
(Greenwich, CT: Fawcett, 1966).

36 W. V. O. Quine, The Time of My Life: An Autobiography (Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press, 1985).

37 Ben-Ami Scharfstein, The Philosophers: Their Lives and the Nature of
Their Thought (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1980).
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Accordingly, one can and probably should take Nietzsche himself
as a philosophical example.38 It is not at all clear that he would come
off at all well. He was lonely, desperate, occasionally embarrassing in
his behaviour not to mention some of his published writings. He was
incompetent to the point of self-humiliation with women, this great
'seducer'.39 He participated in no great friendships and had no mem-
orable (or even plausible) love affairs. He did no great deeds. Unlike
his imaginary alter ego Zarathustra and his one time mentor Wagner,
he addressed no crowds, turned no heads, confronted no enemies.
Like his near-contemporary in Copenhagen, Soren Kierkegaard, he
did not have much of a life. For Kierkegaard, it was the 'inner life',
'passionate inwardness' that counted. But, we should certainly ask,
can virtues be entirely 'internal', even 'private'? In what sense is a
rich inner life an admirable life, a virtuous life? In Kierkegaard's
case, at least this seems plausible. But not for Nietzsche.

For Nietzsche, a rich inner life could hardly be sufficient. His
warrior and earth-shattering ('dynamite') metaphors cannot plausi-
bly be restricted to thoughts and jottings, and what Kierkegaard
called 'subjectivity' was hardly his favoured domain. Nietzsche's
philosophy is a heroic philosophy, and, if you did not know him, a
philosophy of action. But the sad truth is that it degenerates into an
almost self-help philosophy of health. Two of the favourite quotes
among hoi poloi who have barely read him are, 'that which does not
kill (overcome) me makes me stronger' and 'live dangerously!' The
first, of course, is nonsense. That which does not kill me most
likely leaves me debilitated. And the second? Nietzsche was sickly
all of his life. The celebration of 'health' as a philosophical ideal, by
a chronically unhealthy philosopher, is pathetic, at best. And
Nietzsche died badly, indeed, he was perhaps the worst imaginable
counter-example to his own wise instruction, 'die at the right time'.
He lingered in a virtually vegetative state for a full decade, cared for
by a sister whose views he despised and who ultimately used him to
publicly defend those views. He railed throughout his career against
pity, that pathetic emotion which, according to those who knew him,
was one of the most prominent features of his own personality.40 (His

38 Here is an example of a typical anti-Nietzsche ad hominem argument,
from a logic textbook, no less: 'Don't waste your time studying the philos-
ophy of Nietzsche. Not only was he an atheist but he ended his days in an
insane asylum'. (William H. Halverson A Concise Introduction to
Philosophy (New York: Random House, 1967) p. 58.

39 Dionysus, as Nietzsche well knew, was also considered the great seducer
(e.g. Euripides Bacchus).

40 Cf. the Marie von Bradke quote at the beginning of this section, 'his
pathologically delicate soul, overflowing with pity', (op. cit.).
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final gesture on behalf of animal welfare deserves sincere apprecia-
tion.) As an example, Nietzsche is more plausibly viewed as a play
of opposites, like Rousseau, whose advice might be best understood
as, 'let us admire people most unlike myself'.

Nietzsche's life, insofar as it serves as an example at all, is an
example of a tortured and unhappy spirit who managed, through
his genius and through his suffering, to produce a magnificent
corpus of writings. Thus Alexander Nehamas, in one of the most
ingenious philosophico-biographical reconstructions since Plato
set his sights on his teacher's career, gives us good reason to
ignore the 'miserable little man' named 'Nietzsche' and accept
instead the persona he created, namely Nietzsche.41 One might
counter by insisting that 'life isn't literature',42 but I now think
that this blunt contrast glosses over not only the fascinating inti-
macy between Nietzsche and 'Nietzsche' but also clouds over
some of the most fascinating features of the notion of 'character'
and, thus the nature of both personal identity and ad hominem
arguments in philosophy.

Briefly stated, that intimacy has to do with the complex interac-
tion between a person's thoughts, plans, emotions and self-concep-
tion and what one might (problematically) identify with the bald
'facts' about a person's behaviour, accomplishments, comments and
history. I am concerned here with the familiar distinction in Jean-
Paul Sartre between 'facticity' and 'transcendence' (without getting
into the exponential complications of what he calls 'being-for-
others'). The problem is that how we 'read' a person's behaviour
and the narrative of that history depends to a large extent on the
person's intentions, ambitions and ideals. In Nietzsche's case, the
'events' his life were so minimal and his intentions, ambitions and
ideals were so grand that it is a mistake, as well as unfair, to inter-
pret either without continuous reference to the other. In other
words, what I am trying to do is to clear a path between overly ad
hominem Scharfstein-style psychoanalytic reductionism and Arthur
Danto's old 'Nietzsche as Philosopher' thesis (which Danto himself
has retracted43). The relationship between Nietzsche and

41 Alexander Nehamas, Nietzsche: Life as Literature (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1985).

42 See my comment on Nehamas, 'Nietzsche and Nehamas's Nietzsche',
International Studies in Philosophy (Nietzsche issue) Vol. xxi, no. 2
(Summer, 1989).

43 Danto, Nietzsche as Philosopher (New York: Macmillan, 1963). I do
not mean to deny for a moment of course, that Danto's book was one of
the most important events in recent Nietzsche scholarship. Following
Walter Kaufmann's equally important de-Nazification of Nietzsche a few
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4Nietzsche' raises all sorts of tantalising questions, such as whether
good fortune — e.g. the good fortune or good health is indeed (as
Aristotle simply presumed) a presupposition of the virtuous,
eudamimon life or whether (as in Kant) it is morally irrelevant. But
the question of virtue, and the philosopher as example, is first of all
to be sought in the writing itself. The mistake is thinking that ad
hominem arguments ought to look at the personal character instead
of the writing, and this, certainly, is an even bigger mistake than its
converse. It is the philosopher-in-the-philosophy that ought to be
our point of focus. The virtues of the philosopher are those that are
evident in the philosophy.44

Like many philosophers (Plato, Rousseau and Marx come to
mind), Nietzsche created an ideal world - or in his case an identity
- dramatically different from the world of his experience. That
vision becomes, in an important Sartrian sense, an essential part of
the identity of the philosopher. Thus there is another interpretation
of the view that a philosopher should be an example, with some-
what less dramatic requirements. One need not be a world histori-
cal figure. One need not be a hero or happy. One must not be a hyp-
ocrite, of course, and this alone would eliminate a considerable
number of would-be philosophers, including, especially, a rather
large number of philosophy professors. We judge a philosopher -
and not only his or her ideas - by what he or she says, even ironi-
cally (especially ironically). Pleas for 'playfulness' will not get you
off the hook. In writing, in case anyone ever doubted it, one betrays
oneself — pseudonyms, sarcasm, dialogue or scholarly form not-
withstanding. Nietzsche's character, in other words, cannot be
detached from his writings. Nietzsche and 'Nietzsche' cannot so

years earlier, Danto captured Nietzsche's ideas in a form that made
Nietzsche 'respectable' in the then overwhelmingly analytic world of
American professional philosophy. His recognition of the limits of this
approach can be found in several places, among them his presidential
address to the American Philosophical Association in 1983 (Thilosophy
as/and/of Literature', reprinted in The Philosophical Disenfranchisement of
Art New York: Columbia University Press, 1986) and in his essay 'Some
Remarks on the Genealogy of Morals' in Higgins and Solomon, Reading
Nietzsche (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988).

44 It is the demand for integration of philosopher and philosophy that
distinguishes philosophy from most other disciplines, and it is what makes
it so odd when we meet 'philosophers' (almost always philosophy profes-
sors) who keep their philosophical interests wholly compartmentalised and
isolated from the rest of their lives - no matter how exciting or boring, no
matter how admirable or loathsome. This is also what drives the
'Heidegger crisis'. (See Sluga, op. cit.).
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easily be distinguished, nor separated for the purpose of criticism
and interpretation.45

Nietzsche's virtues: Nietzsche's 'List'

What are the Nietzschean virtues? I would not pretend to be able to
isolate a small number of virtues, such as Nietzsche himself (twice)
does in those two short lists (honesty, courage, generosity and
politeness and courage, insight, sympathy, and solitude46), and one
certainly must further distinguish between those virtues Nietzsche
preached and those he exemplified in his writing. But preaching is
itself an indication of a person's character, and disdainful preach-
ing, prophetic preaching, ironic preaching, may be quite distinct
and quite relevant to the question whom [the preacher] is. A
philosopher who ponderously insists on being careful and serious,
let us repeat, careful and serious, careful and serious, and is
extremely careful to say this any number of times, quite seriously,
surely shows us something important not only about his or her thesis
(which will insist on caution and seriousness) but about this (most
cautious and serious) person as well. So, too, when Nietzsche tells
us, with multiple exclamation points and italics, with frequent ref-
erences to the classics and theology, with rhetorical questions and
harsh insults, that Christian morality is a 'slave' morality, we right-
fully conclude not only that he does not think particularly well of
Christian morality but also that he endorses and represents this
intentionally offensive, polemical style. The perspectival view of
history that Nietzsche employs also indicates a distinctive personal-
ity, who clearly emerges from that particular style of presentation.
And if we find many variations of styles in Nietzsche (as when one
reads a handwritten letter in which the style changes with each line
or sentence), this, too, indicates something quite illuminating about
character. (Ask any handwriting analyst.) Nietzsche's virtues are to
be found not only in what he says but in how he says it.

What is a virtue? This, as what follows, is properly postponed for
a much more ambitious work, but let us just say for the moment
(what is trivially agreed by most virtue theorists) that a virtue is an

45 Here I backtrack from my objection to Nehamas's reconstruction of
Nietzsche as 'Nietzsche' in his Nietzsche: Life as Literature and my
'Nietzsche and Nehamas's Nietzsche*, {op. cit.) The issue now seems to me
much more complicated.

46 Friedrich Nietzsche, Daybreak: Thoughts on the Prejudices of
Morality. Translated by R. J. Hollingdale (Cambridge University Press,
1982), §556, Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil §284.
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admirable or desirable state of character. In fact, this says very
little (and what it says can be challenged). But even accepting such
a claim, virtues might be interpreted as interpersonally derived (as
when Hume suggests that they are 'pleasing' to self and others), or
they might be taken to be (in a sense to be refined) good in them-
selves (as in Michael Slote's 'agent-based' virtue ethics47) or they
might be action tendencies that are aimed toward an independently
justified set of values (e.g., Christine Swanton's 'value-centred'
virtue ethics48). One might tie the virtues to specific cultures (as
Alasadair Maclntyre, for example, suggests49) or there might be
'non-relative virtues' (as Martha Nussbaum argues in a fairly well-
known paper and elsewhere50). One might complicate matters by
insisting that Chinese (e.g., Confucian) conceptions of ethics are
not to be simply assimilated to, say, Aristotle's conception of the
virtues, despite some obvious but possibly superficial similarities
(e.g., the doctrine of the mean), and one might, of course, argue
that there is not a single dimension to the virtues any more than
there is a single 'moral' dimension of an act. But all of this for later.
For now, I would like to just suggest a not at all simple list of more
and less plausible candidates for a catalogue of 'Nietzsche's virtues'.
I offer these in three groups, first, what I call 'traditional' virtues,
those that might well appear on almost any respectable list of
virtues. Second a set of peculiarly 'Nietzschean' virtues, although
this list is hardly without its internal conflicts and contradictions.
Finally, a 'problematic' list, a mismatched set of Nietzschean
virtues that require far more discussion and analysis.

To begin with, a somewhat traditional list (that is, pretty much in
accord with Aristotle):

COURAGE
HONESTY
TEMPERANCE
HONOUR/INTEGRITY
JUSTICE
PRIDE (megalopsychos)
COURTESY
FRIENDSHIP
GENEROSITY
47 Michael Slote, From Morality to Virtue (New York: Oxford University

Press, 1992).
48 Christine Swanton 'Profiles of the Virtues' (unpublished paper).
49 Alasdair Maclntyre, After Virtue (Notre Dame University Press,

1981).
50 Martha Nussbaum, 'Non-Relative Virtue' in French et al.y Ethics and

Character: Midwest Studies XIII (Notre Dame University Press, 1988).
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All of these require some commentary, for it should not be
assumed that what Nietzsche means by these virtue names is what
other philosophers mean by them. For example, I will suggest that
courage, for Nietzsche, refers not so much to overcoming fear (the
standard account) or even having 'just the right amount' of fear (the
overly quantitative Aristotelian account), and it certainly does not
mean (the pathological conception of courage) having no fear.
Rather, as in so many of his conceptions of virtue, Nietzsche has a
model of 'over-flowing', in the case of courage, I would suggest,
overflowing with assertiveness, overwhelming (rather than the
bland 'overcoming') fear. One imagines one of Homer's Greek
heroes, surging with patriotism, warrior gusto, machismo (or what-
ever) who, driven by that motive, charges through whatever fear is
surely there. So, too, the most inspired artist or philosopher pursues
his or her ideas despite the dangers of failure and ridicule or, per-
haps worse, being utterly ignored.51

Consider an example that would have been dear to both Aristotle
and Nietzsche, the scene of Achilles revenge in The Iliad.52 Achilles,
enraged by the death of his friend Patroclus, crashes on to the bat-
tlefield outside of Troy with vengeance ('justice') on his mind.
There is no fear. There is no room for fear in the midst of all of that
well-directed murderous fury. To call Achilles 'courageous', in such
a state, would seem rather an understatement, if not absurd. Our
own understanding of courage may or may not be in line with
Aristotle, that is, courage as the amount of resistance or fear that it
has to overcome. But if we view the scene as Nietzsche (and Homer)
did, fear and courage are not complementary but rather opposed,
and it is Achilles who is courageous, not the poor soldier with the
shaking knees who 'forces himself to stand his ground. (The word
'brave' once carried with it this meaning, except insofar as it has also
been infected with the Aristotelian understanding of 'courage'.)
Courage, in other words, is not overcoming emotion (namely, fear).
It is itself constituted by overwhelming and yet skillfully directed
overflowing of emotion, which incorporates rather than excludes

51 But cf. Nietzsche, Daybreak §277 on the 'hot and cold virtues'.
52 Homer, The Iliad, xv. 348-512, Aristotle Nicomachean Ethics Trans.

W. D. Ross (London: Oxford University Press, 1925), Book III, Ch. 8
(1116). Ross points out that the quotation more likely resembles
Agamemnon than Hector (op. cit. p. 68), but cf. Aristotle (ibid. 1117)
where he considers: 'passion is sometimes reckoned as courage ... for pas-
sion above all things is eager to rush on danger ... Hence Homer's "put
strength into his passion'". Aristotle goes on to say that men who act from
passion are not truly brave but more akin to beasts. They do not act 'for
honor's sake nor as the rule directs', (ibid.) Nevertheless, he adds, 'they
have something akin to courage'.
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ones sense of honour, which because of its keen focus is too easily
interpreted as calm. It is the power, efficiency and effectiveness of
the passion, not this only apparent calm, that is its virtue.

One can give the same sort of analysis of generosity (which in
Zarathustra is called the 'gift-giving virtue'). It is not mere giving,
nor the habit of giving. Consider generosity in the context of one
current charity demand which insists 'give 'til it hurts!' One can
imagine the donor, struggling against the pain of his or her own
miserliness, weighing the burden of conscience against the bottle of
Chateau le Poeuf that is on sale at the wine store down the street.
Finally, generosity overcomes resistance, and the virtue is admirably
displayed. But, notice, first of all, that the more one has to struggle
to give, the less virtuous one is. Thus Aristotle insists that, with all
virtues, their performance is actually pleasurable, not painful, and
this itself is a test of one's virtuousness. Suppose, however, that
one's generosity consisted of what one might simply call ones 'over-
flowing' nature. This is the way, I hear, that Mick Jagger behaves on
tour. Having more money than he (or anyone) could know how to
spend, Jagger simply allows it to flow freely, somewhat indiscrimi-
nately, to recipients and causes both just and frivolous. Now this
abandon and lack of concern, one might argue, is true generosity,
not the struggle against personal deprivation but an indifference
that can only come with great wealth. So, too, the other virtues
emerge as 'overflow' of a great-souled spirit, of one who has an
abundance. To object that the virtues are not this, but rather the
sense of duty in contrast to self-interest and personal need, is to fall
back into what Nietzsche would consider a pathetic model of the
virtues, the model that emerges in Kant and in Christianity, where
it is the poor and not the rich in spirit who become the focus.
Aristotle, writing for the aristocracy, would have fallen somewhere
in between. But, indeed, what constitutes a Nietzschean virtue is
first of all a kind of fullness, a sense of oneself on top of the world.
One need not get hung up on money, prestige and power to adopt
such an ethic. Nietzsche himself, impoverished, passed over by his
intellectual peers and poor in health, might serve as just such an
example. Indeed, even temperance (the most tempting counter
example to this account) represents a kind of fullness, a sense of
buoyant self-discipline. Consider Nietzsche's many Californische
comments on diet, good health and creative well-being.

Nietzsche's virtues are not proper 'balance' or 'means between
the extremes'. A virtue is an excess, and overwhelming, an over-
flowing. It is not merely withstanding or enduring (as in all of those
made-for-TV movies about 'heroes' and 'heroines' who suffer
through horrible diseases). This is only a sketch, of course, but it is
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a model that I think Nietzsche endorses throughout his philosophy,
from Birth of Tragedy to Ecce Homo, as opposed to the more 'ratio-
nal' models of the virtues one finds, for example, in most philoso-
phers and moralists. So, too, it is easy to understand generosity not
as a mere overcoming of miserliness but as a quite literal overflow-
ing. One might think of honesty as an 'overflowing' of the truth or,
more cautiously, one's most heartfelt opinions. This is obviously
much more than Aristotle's 'truthfulness', and it is radically differ-
ent from any prohibition against lying that might be derived from
the 'categorical imperative'. Telling the truth is not so much an
obligation as it is a powerful 'inclination'. And needless to say, it has
little to do with the 'greatest good for the greatest number'.

Reading Nietzsche's letters (not to mention his embarrassing
marriage proposals) we also get the sense that his conception of
friendship was far from a calm amiability. It was rather an explosion
of desperate affection. (No one, except perhaps Hume, insisted that
the virtues were easy to live with.) Integrity is a virtue (or a way of
integrating the virtues) that is highly prized by Nietzsche, for
example, in his elaborate praise of Goethe.53 Pride requires special
attention as one of the traditionally controversial virtues, one of the
'seven deadly sins' in Christianity but something more like 'self-
respect' in heroic society. (Thus David Hume, a self-proclaimed
'pagan', took pride to be a virtue as opposed to its 'Monkish' oppo-
site, humility.) Nietzsche talks about pride as an ultimate motive,
e.g., in Daybreak 32, where he analyses pride as the basis of moral-
ity and asks, in closing, whether a new understanding of morality
{viz. his own) will require 'more pride? A new pride?'.

Justice, finally, requires considerable attention as well. Today, few
philosophers would consider justice to be a personal virtue, as Plato
and Aristotle did (even given the much broader meaning that dike
had in Greek). Bernard Williams, for example, has argued explicitly
against it, and most other philosophers seem simply oblivious (or
contemptuous) of the possibility. Justice is a rational scheme, a
virtue of societies, not individuals. But justice for Nietzsche is very
much a personal virtue, not a virtue of proportion (as in Aristotle)
nor even 'giving each his due' (as in Plato), although Nietzsche
often makes comments that could be so construed. For one thing,
Nietzsche seems far less concerned with 'distributive' justice than
either the ancient or contemporary philosophers. In fact, his phi-
losophy is virtually devoid of any suggestions - much less a theory
- concerning the equitable distribution of material goods and hon-
ours in distributive justice. But he is greatly concerned with what is

53 Michael Tanner, Nietzsche (Oxford University Press, 1994).
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sometimes called 'retributive' justice, that is, essentially, the prob-
lems of punishment. In short, Nietzsche is against punishment. He
finds it demeaning, essentially based on resentment, a sign of weak-
ness, a traditional form of decrepitude. This may surprise those
who are particularly struck by Nietzsche's frequent discussion -
sometimes bordering on an excuse if not a justification - of cruelty.
But justice for Nietzsche - which is tightly tied to the equally prob-
lematic concept of mercy - is first of all the overcoming of the
desire to punish, not the usual interpretation of that virtue, to be
sure.

Second, I want to suggest a list of distinctively 'Nietzschean'
virtues:

EXUBERANCE
'STYLE'
'DEPTH'
DYNAMISM
RISK
FATALISM (AMOR FATI)
PLAYFULNESS
AESTHETICISM
SOLITUDE

Exuberance, I would want to argue, is not only a virtue in itself (in
contrast to such traditional virtues as apatheia and ataraxia - 'peace
of mind') but the core of virtually all of Nietzsche's virtues.
Overflowing, according to this view, is a metaphor that is derivative
of Nietzsche's celebration of energy, very much in line, not coinci-
dentally, with the new conception of physics that had become very
much in vogue toward the end of the nineteenth century.
Exuberance is hardly the same as 'effervescence', needless to say,
and Nietzsche would have nothing but utter contempt for those per-
sonalities that, particularly in the United States, are characterised as
'bubbly' or 'outgoing'. Like most virtues, exuberance cannot be
taken out of context, that is, the context of the other virtues (how-
ever true it may be to say that everyone has his or her own [set of]
virtues). Nietzsche denies that the virtues 'fit' together in any uni-
fied way — a direct rejection of one of Aristotle's most perplexing
theses. The virtue of exuberance, in particular, depends upon what
it is that is 'overflowing'. (One can think of all sorts of unacceptable
candidates.) It also depends on the discipline with which it is
expressed, or, one might say, the style of its expression. Except that
I'm also tempted to say that style, for Nietzsche, is exuberance
(though not the other way round).

Style, rightly represented as in some sense the heart of
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Nietzsche's 'new' values, should also be conceived as the expression
of exuberance. Style is not just a way of 'dressing' oneself, a way of
'coming on'. It reflects an essential 'inner' drive, sometimes
expressed by Nietzsche in terms of the instincts, an obvious carry-
over of Schopenhauer's biologism (but without the metaphysical
baggage of 'the Will'). Thus the metaphors of 'depth' that perme-
ate Nietzsche's writings (that is, when he is not being sarcastic,
referring to a phony profundity), and the virtue of playfulness,
which should not be understood in the current rather anaemic sense
of intellectual self-indulgence (hardly unknown in Nietzsche) but in
terms of the rich, buoyant enthusiasm of a child. (The child
metaphor in Zarathustra's 'Three Metamorphoses', I would sug-
gest, represents not so much newness as this exuberant playfulness.
Nietzsche was not a fan of innocence as such.) Style, on Nietzsche's
account, involves careful cultivation and experience (although, in
some sense, it is the development or realisation of an already exist-
ing inner template of the virtues).

Aestheticism is a virtue that is certainly most pronounced in
Nietzsche's early works, but I think that it would be a mistake to
conclude (with Nietzsche, in one of his [unpublished] prefaces to
HATH, in 1886) that he rejected this perspective (along with meta-
physics). What he rejected, I believe, was Schopenhauer's pes-
simism, and along with this his metaphysics of the Will (obviously,
incompletely) and his view that art provides a unique escape from
the meaninglessness of life. But the ideal of beauty is one that
Nietzsche (like Plato) held on to far more obstinately than most
philosophers. He talks about beauty (and its antithesis, the ugly) in
all sorts of different ways. Indeed, one would not go wrong in sug-
gesting that it remains one of the primary non-moral evaluative cat-
egories of his philosophy. But aestheticism, too, requires cultivation
and experience. Nietzsche continually praises the aesthetic virtues
of refinement and taste (and uses startling metaphors to suggest
their absence). To see the world as beautiful, despite suffering, even
because of suffering, remains one of his explicit aspirations
throughout his philosophy. His attack on Socrates as 'ugly', by con-
trast, goes hand in hand with Socrates' attempted 'escape' through
reason.

Finally, it is worth at least a note to point out Nietzsche's repeated
emphasis on solitude (and not only by way of Zarathustra's exam-
ple). The virtues are often conceived (e.g., by Aristotle, Hume and
Maclntyre) as social functions. In Nietzsche, I want to suggest,
they are better understood in an extremely individual context.
Indeed, many of his traditional virtues (e.g., courtesy) rather
painfully reflect the necessity of acting properly in the presence of
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other people. Most of Nietzsche's distinctive virtues, by contrast, are
exemplified in solitude, and, sometimes, only in solitude. This is
true, I would suggest, even of virtues that might more usually be
taken as obviously social virtues. The image of a dancing
Zarathustra, for example, is not set in a ballroom. The virtues exem-
plified by dancing are, to the contrary, very much the virtues of a
hermit, dancing alone. (Of course, it is not clear that Zarathustra
ever actually dances. He rather praises dancing, talks about dancing,
and * walks like a dancer'. Nevertheless, one can safely assume that,
were he to dance, he would not be dancing the tango.)

It is, perhaps, one of the most personally troublesome problems
of Nietzsche's philosophy, this continuous suggestion (and some-
times more than that) of a deep misanthropy. 'Hatred' of humanity
and being 'weary of man' are not only other people's symptoms of
decadence and sickness. Nietzsche betrays them all too frequently.
But, then, his account of the virtues, like his example, Zarathustra,
shows an uncomfortable bias towards the solitary. Perhaps this is
what appeals to a good many of Nietzsche's most admiring follow-
ers, but I hesitate to follow them. 'Herd'-like behaviour is possible
in isolated individuals as well as in mobs and what are usually called
(in non-Nietzschean contexts) 'communities'. Indeed, that is where
it becomes least a virtue, free of what Nietzsche sometimes refers to
as custom and tradition, free, in other words, to follow a path that is
least one's own under the illusion that one is following nothing but
'oneself.

Finally, there are the problematic virtues. The problem is not
their frequency of mention in Nietzsche but their status as virtues,
for various reasons:

HEALTH
STRENGTH
'PRESENCE'
'THE FEMININE'
'HARDNESS'
EGOISM
EXISTENTIALISM

Health, of course, is one of the pervasive themes of Nietzsche's
philosophy (not to mention his personal life). The question, of
course, is whether good health can sensibly be called a virtue. (I take
it that this question turns, in part, on the degree to which one
believes that he or she is responsible for one's good health, and, even
then, the health itself might well be understood as the result of cer-
tain virtues rather than constitutive of them.) Strength, too, is a
pervasive theme, but the same sorts of questions apply. This is
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made more confused, of course, by some of Nietzsche's comments
about 'natural' strength, as in his brilliant but discomforting lambs
and eagles parable in the Genealogy. And then there are Nietzsche's
obsessive references to the will to power. It is not at all clear to what
extent strength and the will to power are correlated, and Nietzsche
presents all sorts of conflicting views about this. His suggestion that
'increase in power' is the ultimate motivation (for all things, not to
mention his sometimes quoted note to the effect that everything is
nothing but the will to power) makes it somewhat unclear to what
extent we are talking about a state of character in any sense.
Nevertheless, if strength is taken to be a virtue (and we have not
even broached the question, what is strength?), it is clear enough
why Nietzsche would take it to be such, given his repeated accusa-
tions of 'weakness' in virtually everything he opposes. The contrast
to Christianity ('the meek shall inherit the earth') is obvious, but the
virtue of strength presents us with far more problems than answers.

'Presence', of course, makes no sense except as an interpersonal
phenomenon.54 (Nietzsche is certainly not consistent in this.) But he
does seem to admire those with that je'ne sais qua that we all recog-
nise in certain people who command (not just 'attract') attention.
He suggests that Zarathustra has it, despite his failure to command
much attention on his entrance to the marketplace. Goethe certain-
ly had it, but here, again, there are difficult questions about whether
or not 'presence' can be cultivated and, before that, a more basic
reopening of the question, what is a virtue? Indeed, if health,
strength and presence are considered virtues (and not just 'excel-
lences') then perhaps the whole discussion of the virtues, as carried
on since Aristotle, has to be reconsidered.

The idea of 'the feminine' as a virtue involves much more dis-
cussion than I can possibly afford here, but it is a suggestion that I
think is often overshadowed by the (unfortunate) emphasis on
Nietzsche's well-known misogynist comments. His 'hardness', too,
is, I think, typically misunderstood, typically as part of his dubious
campaign against compassion and pity (Midleid). I think a better
interpretation would involve only Nietzsche's exaggerated (but not
unGerman) emphasis on self-discipline. (A Buddhist proverb: "if a
man were to conquer in battle a thousand times a thousand men,
and another conquer one, himself, he indeed is the greatest of con-
querors". Dhammapada.55) Egoism, too, is a theme that requires a

54 cf Robert Nozick on people with an 'aura' (emphatically not the New
Age sense) in his Philosophical Explanations (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1981).

55 Quoted in Freny Mistry, Nietzsche and Buddhism (Berlin: De Gruyter,
1981), p. 3.
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long discussion. Suffice it to say that, for Nietzsche, it is not a vice
but a virtue, but it must be egoism properly understood, not 'self-
ishness'56 and not mere self-aggrandisement. 'Existentialism',
finally, refers to the complex sense in which Nietzsche properly
belongs to that group of philosophers with whom he so often
taught, for whom non-self-deceptive individual choice is an essen-
tial ingredient in 'authentic' existence. But Nietzsche expresses
more than his share of skepticism about many of the conceptual
presuppositions of autonomy and free choice, not to mention the
complications he adds to the idea of self-deception. How this
important conflict can be resolved must, again, wait for a more pro-
tracted study, as must the further elaboration of the theses suggested
here.57

56 As in Ayn Rand's derivative Virtue of selfishness' (in The Virtue of
Selfishness, New York: American Library, 1964).

57 This piece will appear in slightly different form in a book edited by
Richard Schacht, also for Cambridge University Press, of essays on
Nietzsche for Nietzsche's 150th birthday.
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