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It is without question that Friedrich Nietzsche is a staunch critic of the way morality has
been established, and it would seem on the surface as if he were a moral nihilist.
However, he justifies these ideals by showing that they are conducive to what could be
considered a state of flourishing; some sort of better state of existence for human beings.
This is evident in his general outlook of overcoming the sick condition of human nature,
the value of “life,” and so forth. The problem is that Nietzsche can easily be read as
rejecting ethics in general, when in fact he could just as well be read as rejecting only the
traditional systems of ethics; those which are action-based. This paves the way for him to
be a proponent of a more character-based, or virtue ethics. Traditionally, Nietzsche’s
theories are seen as incompatible with the Aristotelian model of virtue ethics for a
number of reasons. However, I believe there is substantial insight to gain by comparing
the views of Nietzsche to something from outside of the traditional Western sphere.
Mencius, or Mengzi, gives an account of a virtue ethic as described by Philip J. Ivanhoe,
and I believe an analysis of Nietzsche’s potential outlook on Mengzi’s theories can
provide substantial support for considering Nietzsche and Aristotle more compatible.
That is the central thesis that I will defend in this paper.
In the first section I will outline the primary elements of virtue ethics and suggest
that Nietzsche can be read as a proponent of such in general. This includes his critical
work of traditional systems, and how virtue ethics can evade the scope of his criticism.
The second section will outline the primary elements of Mengzi’s Virtue Ethics of
Flourishing (VEF) and I will argue that Nietzsche can be read as a proponent of such.
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The third section will include implications of this comparison to support of the view that
Nietzsche is a proponent of Aristotle, followed by a defense against criticisms of this
view, many of which are provided by Nietzsche himself.

I. Reading Nietzsche as a Virtue Ethicist

In more recent generations the method of thinking used when considering
questions of morality made right action more central or explanatorily basic than
character, as is the case for the two theories predominant in the 20th century,
consequentialism and rule deontology. By contrast, virtue ethics sees character as
explanatorily prior to right action. If a certain act is right (i.e., feeling and showing
compassion for a friend in need), it is by virtue of the fact that it is benevolent, or what a
benevolent person would do, or what a phronimos or sage would do. Act-centered
theories like deontology reverse the explanatory order. Act-centered theorists say good
character is whatever is most conducive to right action (and consequentialists add that
right action is whatever produces the most good).
The following discussion of character traits demands a closer look at what
character traits really are. For now, I will keep to a very simple form which I will
elaborate on and develop throughout this paper. Character traits are the result of human
beings normally developing their nature within a healthy environment. A key component
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in these theories is the idea that these virtuous character traits can only develop when the
conditions are healthy, and with that we want to rule out certain character traits that
develop in unhealthy conditions. For example, in any given society it is assumed that we
want the society to be a healthy place for people to live in, and to do so the participants
need to have adequate social skills. If someone has developed, for reasons pertaining to
unhealthy conditions, very strong egoism or sadism, we want to be able to say that these
do not represent the sorts of character traits that are desirable because of the inherent
problems that will arise from this individual’s inability to properly interact with society.
By his own admission, Nietzsche’s use of a very aphoristic style leaves a great
deal of room for interpretation. The fact that he does not present his arguments in a more
structured way is done on purpose, because he is trying to approach values in a different
way than the conventional one. Since those with power throughout history have shaped
the meaning of moral terms such as ‘good,’ the concept has developed into an artificial
truth and whatever ‘true’ meaning the term may have has been lost to custom. With this
in mind, it allows one to take on a different perspective when considering the value of
just about anything. So, on the surface a statement he makes could appear very clear, as
his denunciations of morality in general carry with them a very noticeable sting of
malice. In Daybreak, he writes, “Thus I deny morality as I deny alchemy, that is, I deny
their premises.”1 To place all of morality in the same category as alchemy is a very firm

1Nietzsche, Friedrich W. “Daybreak: Thoughts on the Prejudices of Morality.” eds. Maudemarie Clark,
Brian Leiter, and R J. Hollingdale. Cambridge, U.K: Cambridge University Press, 1997. [103]
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disapproval, to say the least. In Twilight o f the Idols he claims that “My demand upon the
philosopher is known, that he take his stand beyond good and evil and leave the illusion
of moral judgment beneath himself. This demand follows from an insight which I was the
first to formulate: that there are no moral facts. Moral judgments agree with religious
ones in believing in realities which are no realities.”2 However, these statements are by
definition taken out of context, and the way they are written can be confusing in the sense
that there is a lingering feeling of there being more than meets the eye. For example, in
Daybreak he adds, “In comparison with the mode of life of whole millennia of mankind
we present-day men live in a very immoral age: the power of custom is astonishingly
enfeebled and the moral sense to rarefied and lofty that it may be described as having
more or less evaporated.”3 This carries strong implications that Nietzsche sees us as
having had some kind of moral sense, but it having been distorted by the overwhelming
influence of custom, and thus today what is called ‘morality’ is something very immoral.
Sarcasm plays a huge role in Nietzsche’s descriptions, and it is here where we can see the
boundary become unclear as to exactly how positively or negatively Nietzsche values
things. However, that is sort of the point.
I believe that Nietzsche can be seen as a proponent of virtue ethics on many
different levels. For one thing, there is his extensive work involving specifically the

2 Nietzsche, Friedrich W. “The Portable Nietzsche.” ed. Walter A. Kaufmann. Penguin Books, 1982. p. 501
3 Nietzsche, Friedrich W. “Daybreak: Thoughts on the Prejudices of Morality.” eds. Maudemarie Clark,
Brian Leiter, and R J. Hollingdale. Cambridge, U.K: Cambridge University Press, 1997. [9]
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rejection of utilitarian (which is to say consequentialist) and Kantian (which is to say
rule-deontological) views of morality - a project that he shares with contemporary virtue
ethicists.
For consequentialists, the outcome of an action determines its moral value. For
Nietzsche, consequentialism is faulty because the ultimate end result of any action is
completely unknowable. The causal chain of events that can stem from any given action
theoretically go on for all of eternity and is virtually unpredictable. An action that seems
good could turn out very bad, and vice versa. “.A ny action at all, it is and remains
impenetrable; that our opinions about ‘good’ and ‘noble’ and ‘great’ can never be proved
true by our actions because every action is unknowable.”4 Granted, this is an issue that
must be addressed by all of the aforementioned theorists, but it clearly illustrates
Nietzsche's critical stance against consequentialism. There is also an inherent formalism
in traditional ethics that is troubling for Nietzsche. Utilitarians have set values according
to how a good is defined, in most cases - happiness. Increasing happiness is moral, and
decreasing it is immoral. This places the consequences of actions at the center, because
the outcome of an action can provide either positive or negative (or neutral) utility.
According to Nietzsche (perhaps somewhat misleadingly), this leads to a long process of
calculating which actions and their following consequences will have the most moral
value. This is not to suggest that any action is permitted because of the possibility that it

4 Nietzsche, Friedrich W. “The Gay Science: With a Prelude in Rhymes and an Appendix of Songs.” ed.
Walter A. Kaufmann. New York: Vintage Books, 1974. [335]
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could ultimately turn out to be consequentially positive, or that because actions are not
accurate indicators we must assume that moral value does not exist, but instead it is a
specific criticism of the notion that the result of an action is the correct way to determine
moral value. This distinction allows for the possibility that Nietzsche does not reject
ethics completely, but rather sees it differently.
Nietzsche believes there is an over-reliance on rule models of moral choice. He
does not believe that moral opposites exist - that moral principles presuppose notions of
good and evil. There is nothing about theft that makes it inherently bad, but rather the
concepts of ‘bad’ and ‘theft’ have been connected by a long tradition of assuming that
whatever the dislike is about theft must be associated with evil. “Between good and evil
actions there is no difference in kind, but at the most one of degree. Good actions are
sublimated evil ones; evil actions are coarsened, brutalized good ones.”5 The concept of
acting from a sense of duty does not sit well with Nietzsche or virtue ethicists - the
problem is that this morality does not include another significant aspects of our decision
making process, mainly, the emotional or non-rational states. These accounts of morality
tend to paint an overly rationalistic view of the human condition, and it is without
question that Nietzsche does not see humans as particularly rational beings. “Nietzsche
does reject rule models. His ethics of creativity argues that one must create values for
oneself and not rely on any external (transcendent) rule. Nietzsche also fiercely rejects

5 Nietzsche, Friedrich W. “Human, All Too Human.” ed. R J. Hollingdale. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1996. [107]
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the rationalistic account of moral agency. He struggles to rehabilitate the repressed parts
of human nature, claiming that reason is but a very small part of ourselves.”6 Once again,
this is not to suggest that there are no such things as good and evil, and thus anything
goes, but instead it is a complete reexamination of the way we consider morality, in a
way that allows for Nietzsche to be a proponent of virtue ethics. Regardless of the flavor,
all of these objections are centered around action-based theories.
I believe this to be more than enough evidence in support of the idea that
Nietzsche specifically rejects traditional ethical thinking, and not morality completely,
however there needs to be a distinction as to why he would not also be rejecting any sort
of virtue ethic as well. I mentioned before that virtue ethics differs in that it focuses more
on the character of the person engaged in action, rather than the action itself. I will
describe how exactly virtue ethics differs from the traditional accounts, as well as why I
believe Nietzsche would support this view.
I do not wish to enter a long discussion about it, but I will take sides with those
who believe that an ethics of virtue appropriately responds to the majority of the concerns
raised against the traditional ethical systems without completely disallowing the
possibility of a positive moral theory. It is an alternative affirmative morality - an
understanding of morality that focuses on character, not principles of action. Aristotle
presented his view as an ethics offlourishing. When agent flourishes, the agent acts

6 Daigle, Christine. “Virtue Ethics... Virtue Politics?” Journal o f Nietzsche Studies, No. 32,2006. p. 7
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correctly with the correct motives and emotional states, but it’s because of those actions,
motives, and emotions themselves that the action is correct, nor because of the
consequences they bring about, but rather because they stem from a person with the
correct character. Traditional examples of virtues are compassion, courage, honesty, and
so forth. Thus, an act is virtuously courageous not simply because the person acting has,
for example, courageous ‘reasons,’ or that there are certain properties of the action that
qualify it as ‘courage,’ but rather because the person has the virtue of bravery and the
correct reasons and properties of the action are expressions of that virtue.
The so-called ‘pure’ virtue ethics is best presented by Gregory Trianosky. It is a
form of virtue ethics that “holds that only judgments about virtue are basic in morality,
and that the rightness of actions is always somehow derivative from the virtuousness of
traits... for the pure ethic of virtue the moral goodness of traits is always both
independent of the rightness of actions and in some way originative of it as well.”7 The
word ‘virtue’ appears quite often, yet it also needs to be clearly defined. Christine
Swanton writes that “A virtue is a good quality of character, more specifically a
disposition to respond to, or acknowledge, items within its field or fields in an excellent
or good enough way.”8 Obviously this carries with it a great deal of room for
interpretation, but the point still centers around the fact that the focus remains on the

7 Trianosky, Gregory. “What is Virtue Ethics All about?” American Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. 27, No.
4, 1990. p. 336
8 Swanton, Christine. “Virtue Ethics: A Pluralistic View.” Oxford University Press, 2003. p. 19
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character of the individual, and something about the relationship of this character with the
action is key in determining its morality.
Thomas Brobjer points out that the word ‘ethics’ comes from the Greek word
‘ethos,’ which means character. For him, ideal figures and personalities are stronger than
principles. “Nietzsche, like the Greeks, wanted to set up a personality, character, or “the
most successful exemplars” as ideals and these ideals were to him much more important
and related to life than any abstract principles.”9 Brobjer argues for a Nietzschean ethics
of character based on a ‘who not what’ system, that is, the questions that are asked by
traditional ethics are related to ‘what’ must be done, whereas the focus of the questions
that Nietzsche presents are much more of the ‘who’ fashion. He points out that Nietzsche
makes use of a lot of ad hominem arguments, or attacks on the character of those making
claims. This is evidence of how important Nietzsche considers character to be in terms of
moral value; “This leads Nietzsche to analyze, for example, a book not primarily in terms
of truth, actions, beliefs, but in terms of character. This could be done within the
framework of the text, i.e., to analyze and discuss what the text actually says, if it is
consistent and without self-contradictions and what effect it might have on character.”10
The argument is that Nietzsche believes human nature or character to be fundamentally
difficult to change, that this character is tied closely to the beliefs and values of the

9 Brobjer, Thomas H. “Nietzsche’s Affirmative Morality: An Ethics of Virtue.” Journal o f Nietzsche
Studies, No. 26, 2003. p. 67
10 Brobjer, Thomas H. “Nietzsche’s Affirmative Morality: An Ethics of Virtue.” Journal o f Nietzsche
Studies, No. 26, 2003. p. 73
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person in question, and that influence in the direction from character to belief is much
stronger than from belief to character. This gives him reason to consider character more
important for questions of morality, because it has the stronger influence on beliefs and
values. From Nietzsche’s apparent support for viewing morality in terms of a person’s
character, along with his clear use of ad hominem arguments, Brobjer concludes that
Nietzsche is indeed a proponent of virtue ethics.
Christine Daigle argues for a more naturalistic view of Nietzsche’s virtue ethics,
claiming that Nietzsche’s criticisms of traditional ethics revolve around the fact that
traditional ethics fails to take into account human nature. “It does not look at the
individual as he is and aim to embrace what he is but, rather, aims to impose a model on
him that has no ground in the reality of the human. This model is of transcendent nature
and does not fit the immanent nature of the human being.”11 Traditional ethics claims that
individuals are neatly divided between reason and instinct, and tries to provide us with
objective models which prescribe how to make a decision when the two disagree.
Nietzsche thinks division is illusory, that the two are combined in a ‘social structure of
the instincts and passions.’12 This is to say that what would otherwise be considered our
‘reason’ and our ‘instinct’ is combined in the soul of a social creature. Nietzsche is wellknown for supporting the idea of humans being more in touch with their true ‘animalistic’

11 Daigle, Christine. Virtue Ethics... Virtue Politics? Journal of Nietzsche Studies, No. 32, 2006. p. 7
12 Nietzsche, Friedrich W. “Beyond Good and Evil: Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future.” ed. Walter A.
Kaufmann. New York: Random House, 1989. [12]

nature, but the question is about whether or not any morality is in our nature.
Finally, Christine Swanton gives an account of flourishing as developing the traits
which promote and are expressive of non-mediocrity. The human condition is to be sick,
and sickness is normal. Mediocrity is our greatest danger and ideal individuals strive to
overcome this condition. In essence, Swanton argues that virtue is the relationship
between some trait and a further valuable state of affairs, viz., the absence of mediocrity
or the mitigation of tendencies to mediocrity. The concern is that a virtue ethicist might
consider a virtuous trait without any closer scrutiny, as it could turn out to be a sort of
false virtue because of the motive. Zarathustra felt he had gathered too much honey and
needed to share his wisdom, but this trait of generosity was disguising painful mediocrity
in his loneliness. “What is important then for Nietzsche are not the reasons which the
agent rehearses to herself and to others, but the nature of the deeper desires expressing
strength or weakness which are the real springs of her actions.”13 The surface account is
realistically anything that can be seen or felt about the action, such as utterances (saying
you want to give) and actual gestures (physically presenting a gift) and even the repeat
occurrence of such events. “We do not say that an action is virtuous because it is aimed at
or intended to promote or produce some suitable amount of value. That is the surface
account of the ‘origin’ of an act. Rather, we must establish what deeper
valuable/disvaluable states in the agent are expressed by the action.”14

13 Swanton, Christine. “Virtue Ethics: A Pluralistic View.” Oxford University Press, 2003. p. 32
14 Swanton, Christine. “Virtue Ethics: A Pluralistic View.” Oxford University Press, 2003. p. 32
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I have presented what I believe to be compelling evidence of Nietzsche’s
compatibility with virtue ethics. The project will continue as I reinforce this idea by
looking at Nietzsche’s relationship with Mengzi’s Virtue Ethics of Flourishing, and the
further implications of this when then comparing Nietzsche’s theories to those of
Aristotle, in order to strengthen the possibility of their compatibility.

II. Nietzsche and Mengzi

I believe that the nature of Mengzi’s Virtue Ethics of Flourishing (VEF) is very
compatible with Nietzsche’s apparent virtue ethics model. The elements of human nature,
of cultivation, and of flourishing all coincide with each other in a way that strengthens a
later case that Nietzsche is in fact a proponent of at least some form of Aristotelian
eudaimonia. I believe I have already established some compelling evidence that
Nietzsche indeed favors a more character-based ethics, as opposed to a complete
abandonment of any ethical system at all, and in this section will outline the principles of
VEF as presented by Philip J. Ivanhoe, describe the nature of character and its
development, and explain why I think these characteristics are consistent with the views
of Nietzsche.
VEF, as it is attributed to Mengzi, has two primary characteristics that can be
translated into Aristotelian theory: (1) that well-being is grounded in human nature and
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(2) that flourishing is expressed in terms of an ideal agent. Ivanhoe argues that this in
itself is the foundation of how Mengzi is consistent with Aristotle, a connection I intend
to use to bridge Nietzsche and Aristotle. Mengzi sees human nature as being good, and
while not everyone achieves this state of being, there are certain sensibilities that incline
people to become virtuous. “All humans have an equal capacity for moral development;
that such development, while natural, requires human attention and effort, and that
barring differences in environment, influence, attention, and effort people all will tend
toward a common moral end.”15 What I believe to be a key factor is the distinction that
being ‘good’ means having the moral sensibilities at all. Regardless of what level the
sensibilities begin at or ultimately develop into, the fact that they are present is enough to
qualify as good nature, because they can be developed. What comes to mind is the
common association of infants and innocence; that their sensibilities are so new, pure and
have not had time to develop incorrectly, thus harboring the theoretical potential for
flawless cultivation, an outlook that is rarely extended to adults. Being ‘good natured’
does not carry with it the traditional meaning that has developed for the term ‘good,’
which is exactly the aspect that Nietzsche would criticize. More specifically, the
sensibilities are described as four sprouts: compassion, disdain, deference, and
approval/disapproval. These can be cultivated into full-blown virtues of benevolence,
righteousness, ritual propriety and wisdom, respectively. While Mengzi may not place a

15 Ivanhoe, Philip J. “Virtue Ethics and the Confucian Tradition,” in Daniel Russell, ed., Cambridge
Companion to Virtue Ethics, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013: p. 7
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heavy demand on the actual development and implementation of these sensibilities, the
importance is that they are present at all, which is the first step towards developing
virtues.
In relation to Mengzi’s first point about human well-being grounded in human
nature, it would once again seem on the surface that Nietzsche would reject this view, as
human nature is beastly and morality is a false truth. However, the beastly nature is
meant to be overcome, and the state of the Ubermensch resembling flourishing, as well as
the presence of an ultimate well-being both indicate that Nietzsche at least sees the
natural human state as one with potential. Character traits like a bunch of un-cultivated
sprouts. Does morality come naturally to us? Nietzsche seems to think that all people are
capable of reaching something of a virtuous state, and in this state the well-being of the
person, as well as the morality of his actions, are of a higher, better state than the default
beastly position, let alone in the grasp of the rules of the traditional moral game. These
tendencies do not come ‘naturally’ in the sense that we can express them without effort,
but in fact they need to be developed to be considered part of the person’s character. This
view is very consistent with Mengzi, who believes that there are indeed the roots of these
tendencies within all people, and that they need to be cultivated to become actual
characteristics, or virtues.
To look back at our definition of character traits, we now have a clearer picture of
how they are developed and what they are meant to look like. In normal conditions these
traits will develop at a certain rate, and depending on the conditions in which they are
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being developed, they may or may not reach (or even exceed) a certain level. Take for
example generosity; it is not uncommon to have small children, despite their lack of
social development, to demonstrate acts of kindness that have to specifically do with
them making some sort of sacrifice to benefit someone else; be it sharing a piece of candy
or letting someone else take a turn, these sorts of examples are not hard to find, and what
is more is that they seem to be natural. However, as their development continues,
depending on the conditions that they are in, their sense of generosity may become
stunted to the point that they will not even consider sharing candy, or it may have
overdeveloped into an overly generous person who makes a huge effort to win the
approval of those around, as the result of some kind of deep insecurity. The bottom line is
that character traits are naturally present and develop naturally, but depending on whether
or not they develop in healthy conditions will speak to their desirability.
The agricultural analogy is used quite extensively in Mengzi’s work. He likens
the cultivation of sprouts to caring for barley plants; for the plant to grow is a natural
development, but it takes effort and attention to produce a high yield. It is the same with
humans; if the conditions are right, and the proper effort is put in, we will all yield a
similar moral result. “In fact, Mengzi offers one of the clearest examples of an ethic of
human flourishing as his agricultural metaphors consistently invoke or imply the notion
that moral self-cultivation seeks to facilitate the blossoming of human nature, which (no
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pun avoided) is the root sense of “to flourish” (latin florere).”16 I believe that Nietzsche
would support this sort of agricultural analogy, because it not only adheres to a real life
experience as opposed to some abstract principles, this process is one that is found in
nature and thus has direct ties with our natural, beastly existence.
A key component of Nietzsche’s virtue ethic is ‘self-love,’ a certain level of
respect or admiration for oneself that enables virtuous traits to flourish. It is in essence
the expression of one’s strength, and doing so without any underlying characteristics that
would otherwise be debilitating. It has also been known as the ‘will to power,’ and with it
comes certain distinctions. “A living being desires above all to vent its strength - life as
such is will to power.”17 It is not to be necessarily associated with the sort of power that
in this world that tends to be associated with some kind of authoritative position. We
often associate these ideas with someone who tirelessly works to gain political, financial,
and/or cultural influence simply for the sake of being some kind of dominant entity, or
the desire to impose a particular vision. A self-loving expression of power may include
such circumstances, but the main idea is that self-love is the reflection of a human being’s
natural tendency to grow, develop, and actively grow ‘stronger,’ so to speak, as opposed
to simply grazing in the endless fields of pleasure which our society has instilled upon us.
To be virtuous is to be active in a way that plays to one’s strengths to the highest level

16 Ivanhoe, Philip J. “Virtue Ethics and the Confucian Tradition,” in Daniel Russell, ed., Cambridge
Companion to Virtue Ethics, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013: p. 56
17 Nietzsche, Friedrich W. “Beyond Good and Evil: Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future,” ed. Walter A.
Kaufmann, 1989. [13]
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possible without becoming distorted by contemptuous values.
I believe that this notion of self-love fits very well with Mengzi’s agricultural
model, because the proper cultivation of plants demands attention to details related to the
appropriately expressing power. Let us look a bit more closely at the aforementioned
Bonsai master, because his work is literally to promote the flourishing of what was once a
sprout. The master’s main objective is to cultivate the tree as well as possible, because a
simple mistake can lead to years of damage if not an effect more permanent. For
example, if the master happens to be distorted by impatience, repotting the tree a week
too early in the spring could lead to damage in the root system, meaning the tree might
take three or more years to recover. Cultivation at this level requires focus, determination,
clear thinking, and many other attributes that mirror the abilities required express one’s
power, according to Nietzsche. It is critical that a Bonsai master not water the trees too
often, or that they are not given too many nutrients, because the tree might develop root
rot or some other disease, just like a virtuous agent must not overindulge in the actions
that are creative, life-affirming, and expressive of power, or else the agent may once
again become sick with the mediocrity of contempt or self-devaluation.
If the agricultural model is to be taken as a very revealing metaphor, then I
believe there are many aspects which can help bridge a link between these seemingly
tight moral restraints and the looser, creative model that Nietzsche provides. The caring
for crops can be a delicate process with many different variables that can be faulty either
in excess or in deficiency, such as nutrients, hydration, sunlight, and so forth. What’s key
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is that the end results can vary between different farmers; some perhaps will produce a
larger harvest of smaller crops, while others produce a smaller harvest of larger crops. I
believe that this model fits very well with Nietzsche’s developmental ethic, because he
clearly supports the idea of individual morality to the extent that people can flourish in
different ways at different levels. Person A with an excellent gift-giving virtue may
perhaps give large sums of money infrequently, while person B gives small amounts
more frequently. The brilliance is that neither one is necessarily the objectively correct
example of an excellent gift-giving virtue, but rather it is based on the capabilities of the
individual. Person C may give more money more frequently than A and B combined, but
it doesn’t necessarily make him more virtuous; perhaps he is steering him and his family
towards crippling debt, or stealing from a company he holds disdain for and giving it
away because of some revenge-driven motives. As for the farmer, he could overplant and
produce the largest harvest of healthy crops in the land, but his failure to rotate would
leave his soil barren for years. On the other hand, a different farmer who has a much
smaller plot of land produces a crop one tenth of the size, but the crop is healthy and he
properly rotates to produce a steady harvest for a lifetime. This is an excellent example of
Nietzsche’s idea of not being virtuous beyond your own strength; gifting more than you
yourself can afford, or pushing your land past the boundaries of what is can produce, are
ways of distorting what would otherwise be considered a virtuous trait.
At this stage it is worth taking a closer look at the sprouts themselves and the
virtues that they are supposed to grow into. The virtue of benevolence is meant to be our
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caring, at least on some level, for the well-being of the other living things around us. This
cannot be a universal caring that leads to self-sacrifice, because on the agricultural model
it is obvious that the appropriate level of neglect will disallow the possibility for the crops
to flourish. If the farmer gives too much of his water away to those in need, his crops own
will inevitably wilt. This sort of benevolence fits with Nietzsche’s idea of self-love; that
there needs to be at least some level of respect, depending on the situation, for both the
agent in question and those around. For example, it is impossible, for Nietzsche, that the
world’s greatest healer is so primarily because of the goal to prove someone wrong; this
shows a lack of self-respect, lack of respect for the party that is to be proved wrong, and
lack of respect for the very patients being healed.
The virtue of righteousness is the result of our natural tendency towards disdain;
either disliking certain actions or events that occur to us, or feeling shame about certain
things that we do. On the surface this quickly produces ideas of primitive morality; not
liking it when someone steals from us, or feeling guilty about hurting someone else.
However, when it comes to disliking our own actions or states, we can also dislike our
own failures and shortcomings, particularly we can dislike our own feeling of
worthlessness or undeserving. Here I find a parallel in Nietzsche’s ressentiment; the
strong dislike of one’s own inferiority projected onto an external scapegoat. This is a key
trait of Nietzsche’s philosophy, that we find ourselves in a sickened state of mediocrity,
and the ultimate goal that we as humans have is to break free from this state and develop
into virtuous, flourishing beings. While it would seem that Mengzi’s agent would carry
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this sense as it develops, I believe that this is fits very well with Nietzsche’s ideas,
because, in a way, Nietzsche also wants us to develop a strong dislike for our mediocrity,
in the same sense Mengzi ultimately views a sage as someone who has overcome the
primitive feelings of worthlessness and channeled them into positive strength.
Righteousness is certainly not the theological concept that has been adapted by the JudeoChristian tradition, rather, it is more a sense of confidence in one’s convictions and
abilities, to the extent that they are able to effectively control them in a virtuous way.
The virtue of propriety causes the most trouble for me, because it almost directly
conflicts with a key aspect of Nietzsche’s philosophy. While Mengzi believes the
virtuous sage will adhere to the customs and traditions of society, Nietzsche is calling for
us to do almost the exact opposite; to re-evaluate every value that we have grown
accustomed to and create our own meaning. However, it is not the case that Mengzi
would have the sages blindly following the customs of society without reflection, just like
Nietzsche does not necessarily endorse rule-breaking just because they are rules.
Situations can vary and depending on the circumstances, for example, in certain countries
it is rude to overtip, but a sage will figure out in what circumstances over tipping is
appropriate, and in turn a sage can figure out when not to tip in a society that has almost
obligatory tipping. Though there is a lack of propriety towards the customs regarding
tipping, there is a higher propriety towards the general societal custom of being respectful
towards others. An important fact is that sages are often the ones who shape our moral
values, so it is difficult for them to adhere to the norms of society while also shaping
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them. There are many historical figures who defied the customs of their societies and in
the end were proven to be in some way correct, such that we re-shaped our society.
Neither Nietzsche nor Mengzi would care to strip these individuals of any claim to
flourishing, and certainly not on grounds that they lacked in propriety.
The final virtue is wisdom, and it stems from our initial capacities of approval and
disapproval. Wisdom can manifest itself in many different ways, and in some sense it is
secondary to the previously mentioned virtues because part of wisdom is maintaining
focus on their proper application. As an example, Mengzi tells the story of the sage Boli
Xi, who acted virtuously in attempting to save his city from what he believed were
devastating consequences from unnecessary concessions. “Boli Xi thus manifests four
aspects of wisdom: being a good judge of the character of others, skill at means-end
reasoning, an understanding of and commitment to the other virtues, and prudence.”18 For
Nietzsche, being able to read other people and being skilled at finding the best means to
an end are more than plausible tools of someone who is successfully expressing their
power, however the commitment to the other virtues and especially prudence seem lessso. However, I believe that when put into context, they fit into his theory adequately.
Proper commitment to the other virtues, is essential to flourishing. If someone wants to
be a strong leader in any community, they must have a certain level of wisdom that
allows them to effectively accomplish their goals, however in doing so they cannot

18 Mengzi. “Mengzi: With Selections from Traditional Commentaries.” ed. Van Norden, Brain W. Hackett
Publishing Company, 2008. [487]
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abandon their original premise of caring for the community. On the other hand, they
cannot allow the caring to take too much precedent as they then can become lesseffective in producing an end result. Someone who fails to strike this balance could still
perhaps be a good leader, but of course the discussion is about maximizing one’s
potential, a discussion that both Nietzsche and Mengzi share. I believe that prudence is
also consistent because what is described is not the sort of cautiousness that is associated
with being timid or weak, but rather the sort of caring for oneself that both philosophers
agree is required on at least some level for successful flourishing. Obviously, anything
that strays into the realm of timidness, arrogance, self-pity, and so forth would be a
disease in this particular plant. Prudence is the appropriate level of cautiousness that
allows a sage to flourish without compromising any of the primary virtues. There’s an old
proverb, that discretion is the better part of valour, and there is strong indication in both
Nietzsche and Mengzi that they want virtuous characteristics, including courage, to have
a proper balance because a virtue such as courage can be accompanied by something like
recklessness, thus diminishing the strength of the virtue.
Another important parallel between the theories is the nature of cultivation. A
common sort of objection to these types of theories is that they seem to limit access to the
very highest states of virtuousness to those who have some kind of seemingly special
abilities, despite the human condition providing everyone with the potential to develop
virtuous traits. However, a very key feature is that both theories are very individualistic
and thus the results of virtuous cultivation can vary from person to person. Different
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species of plants require different conditions and different methods of care to ensure their
ultimate flourishing. Mengzi makes use of the agricultural metaphor to describe his
cultivation, though clearly he sees many literal parallels, as agriculture was (and still is) a
very key component to the health of the society. Nietzsche on the other hand uses a
different sort of metaphor which is much more abstract, yet I believe there are parallels
we can draw between the two images.
Nietzsche provides a description of what he considers a proper transformation in
the Three Metamorphoses19 which one must go through in order to overcome man and
become the overman. The first stage is that of the camel, and like Mengzi’s cultivation,
the camel represents an acknowledgement that the task is difficult and requires great
endurance. Several descriptions of the camel’s hardships fit the VEF model; “...feeding
on the acorns and grass of knowledge and, for the sake of the truth, suffering hunger in
one’s soul... loving those who despise us and offering a hand to the ghost that would
frighten us?” Here we can make comparisons with the sprouts; for example, I would
argue that the camel represents a level of compassion for oneself and for others that is
required to take on the task of transforming into a stronger entity, and that it can also
contain the disdain of your own abilities or the way that your are being affected by the
world around you. Any combination of these states is exactly the sort of burden that the
camel will be enduring. Nevertheless, the first stage of the metamorphoses represents a

19 Nietzsche, Friedrich W. “The Portable Nietzsche.” ed. Walter A. Kaufmann. Penguin Books, 1982. p.
137-140
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willingness to take on the burdens of change; it is like plowing and fertilizing the land
before you sow the first seeds. To just cast them about would result in scarce, withered
crops. Of course, the task of plowing is in itself difficult and grueling; in fact, a camel
would be very useful for this.
The next stage of the metamorphosis is that of the lion, who is capable of
defeating the dragon covered in golden scales of ‘thou shalts’ with a defiant ‘no.’ The
description of this stage also fits with the agricultural model in the sense that cultivation
of virtue often entails alienating oneself from from what may be considered the
‘traditional’ characteristics that are valued. Well-cultivated sprouts must be able to
withstand the outside pressures that would otherwise stunt their development. The sprouts
of approval/disapproval and deference in particular deal with this issue. Wisdom of
course deals in discretion, and the actions of the lion speak directly to this sort of ability;
knowing when to resist the outside influences that would otherwise hinder your
development. However, in dealing with deference, it would seem that the lion is acting
directly opposite the the notion of ‘obeying the rules’ that a higher level of ritual
propriety implies. Propriety combined with wisdom at an excellent level is the ability to
work within the confines that the conventions of society impose without being hindered
by the ones that are malicious, unjust, or in some other way detrimental to the proper
expression of strength. The lion is fighting to the resist the ‘commands’ of the
establishment with the aim of diminishing the strength of the lion - Mengzi was also
concerned about this particular condition within people, and it speaks to the issue of true
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virtuousness being an exclusive achievement; “In Mengzi’s era as in our own, many
people either denied that they were capable of virtue or opposed to virtue as naive.”20
People often believe that they are unable to truly be good, or that good is so abstract and
subjective that there’s no reason to make any real effort. So the lion is resisting these and
other notions, just like a good farmer must resist the bad information that comes from a
foolish neighbor, or the misleading conditions that force him into a lapse of judgement.
Regardless of the farmer’s ability to resist outside influences, there must still be some
deference to the customs of the surrounding world or else any efforts will result in failure.
If the farmer ignores the changing of the seasons and starts planting seeds in late October,
or starts planting crops in land that belongs to the state, there will be consequences that
will hinder any progress.
The final part of the transformation is that of becoming a child, capable of
creating new values from a new beginning; the sacred “yes.” Once the sprouts have
grown, the crop can be harvested, so to speak, that the sage can enjoy the benefits of
being in a virtuous state, and overtly live a morally positive life. Naturally they must be
cultivated properly throughout the years, but the sage is creative like the child in the
sense that the sage creates excellent solutions to situations without following any pre
conceived guidelines that somehow provide an objective answer. A farmer will encounter
a vast variety of problems and situations in a lifetime, and someone with well cultivated

20 Mengzi. “Mengzi: With Selections from Traditional Commentaries.” ed. Van Norden, Brain W. Hackett
Publishing Company, 2008. [498]
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sprouts will be able to create solutions to those problems or run the risk of perishing.
In regards to the aspect of VEF that has to do with flourishing as being expressed
in terms of an ideal agent, there is a very distinguishable example in Nietzsche’s
Ubermensch. It is Nietzsche’s thought that a moral system would be much better
expressed in terms of an ideal agent. For Mengzi, these agents are sages - those who have
properly cultivated their sprouts into virtues. “Mengzi relies directly and explicitly upon
numerous examples of actual sages and worthies in order to craft his account of the moral
ideal... This exemplifies an important feature of most versions of virtue ethics: they rely
upon thick descriptions of the virtues and this often leads virtue ethicists to invoke the
lives of actual historical individuals as part of their explanation of what the virtues are.”21
Once again, I think Nietzsche would be strongly in favor of this sort of practice because
of its connection with reality - the idea that a moral individual can exist outside of the
otherwise abstract principles to which no one can realistically adhere. Many of history’s
moral heroes were not followers of any existing system, but rather acted almost
thoughtlessly based on their character traits, be they for the caring of others or for seeking
enlightenment. Only after that did others try and apply principles to their success with the
hope of systemizing the process for being moral. Whether or not Nietzsche truly believes
that an Overman has existed or can exist, it should be noted that his relationship with
composer Richard Wagner definitely inspired him to consider the possibility that his

21 Ivanhoe, Philip J. “Virtue Ethics and the Confucian Tradition,” in Daniel Russell, ed., Cambridge
Companion to Virtue Ethics, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013: p. 9
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friend and idol had indeed overcome the beastly human nature, despite ultimately
denouncing many of Wagner’s life choices as being religiously biased. Still, just the
consideration alone would fit with the idea that virtue ethicists often look to real-life
examples when trying to provide a positive description of how their theories could pan
out. “It follows naturally from this ethics of character-perspective that Nietzsche’s
concept of the Ubermensch in one sense is a modern version of the Greek gods and in
another sense is merely an example and an ideal, i.e., a natural extension of his ethics of
character.”22 In Zarathustra’s prologue, he immediately lays out the possibility of a better
state of being when he arrives at the town. “I teach you the overman. Man is something
that shall be overcome. What have you done to overcome him?”23 He views all people as
animals, but with the possibility of overcoming man, which is to create meaning in an
abyss. “Verily, a polluted stream is man. One must be a sea to be able to receive a
polluted stream without becoming unclean.”24
However, what is key about the Overman is that it is not a final ‘thing’ someone
can become, rather, it is an ongoing process, an ongoing effort to overcome the beastly
nature of being man. “Man is a rope tied between beast and overman - a rope over an
abyss... What is great in man is that he is a bridge and not an end: what can be loved in

22 Brobjer, Thomas H. “Nietzsche’s Affirmative Morality: An Ethics of Virtue.” Journal o f Nietzsche
Studies, No. 26, 2003. p. 67
23 Nietzsche, Friedrich W. “The Portable Nietzsche.” ed. Walter A. Kaufmann. Penguin Books, 1982. p.
124
24 Nietzsche, Friedrich W. “The Portable Nietzsche.” ed. Walter A. Kaufmann. Penguin Books, 1982. p.
125
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man is that he is an overture and a going under.”25 For Mengzi, it is plausible to suggest
that the ideal agent is also not an ‘end product’ in terms of something that one can
achieve and then remain, but it is something that requires constant work. To take the
agricultural analogy, farmers must plant and harvest every year, homeowners must cut
the grass every week, and bonsai masters must check the conditions of their trees almost
daily. It is not as if you cultivate your garden, watch it flourish, only to then leave it to
it’s own devices? Surely this would result in the collapse of the garden. Plants, like
Mengzi’s virtues, like Zarathustra’s overman, need constant attention and maintenance.
To enjoy it for a lifetime, it must be maintained for a lifetime.
Mengzi’s views about the nature of the sprouts are consistent with Nietzsche’s
description of our psychology - namely, that we are not rational beings trying to combat
our emotions and desires with reason, but rather we are social creatures in whom reason
and desire are one thing constantly transforming. Both philosophers heavily imply that
both a balance must be struck between the different aspects of the virtues such that
nothing is distorted, and they also agree that measuring and applying these different
aspects will vary depending on the situation and the individuals involved. That is to say,
there are certainly no universal rules that can be used to describe the situations, but what
is universal is that those who are flourishing will get it right, and they will do so with
excellence. In life, people take shortcuts and while it may seem that they have

25 Nietzsche, Friedrich W. “The Portable Nietzsche.” ed. Walter A. Kaufmann. Penguin Books, 1982. p.
126-127
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successfully expressed their own strength, any deeper examination will reveal flaws and
distortions that would demonstrate certain underlying weaknesses. In agriculture, if a
farmer takes shortcuts, there will be consequences. They may not always be visible, and
sometimes perhaps even too subtle to notice or render any real effects, but they will still
be there and the garden will be less than flourishing. Only the proper kind of cultivation
will produce top-level results.

III. Nietzsche and Aristotle

It’s important to understand why I believe making this comparison is important.
For one thing, comparing two thinkers like this who come from such differing
backgrounds and lived in such different time periods gives us a great deal of insight into
humanity. It is likely that Nietzsche was aware of Mengzi’s work and it is plausible to
think that it in some way influenced him. Nevertheless, I believe the nature of
Nietzsche’s work to resist the influences of traditional Western thinking means that his
theories are very open to compatibility with morality such as this one. What’s more
important is that it provides a sort of third option to closing the gap between Nietzsche
and the moralities that our society has leaned towards, particularly an Aristotelian model.
When traditionally compared face to face, Nietzsche and Aristotle appear wholly
incompatible; Nietzsche takes an apparently firm stance against Aristotelian theory in
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Beyond Good and Evil; “All these moralities that address themselves to the individual,
for the sake of his ‘happiness,’ as one says - what are they but counsels for behavior in
relation to the degree of dangerousness in which the individual lives with himself.. .”26
However, when one considers the possibility that Nietzsche could be seen as compatible
with the theories of Mengzi, as I have argued here, then the idea that Nietzsche and
Aristotle can be seen as more compatible becomes more plausible.
Some similarities are clear; all three philosophers, for example, believe that we do
have some kind of potential that can be developed into a higher state of existence, that
this potential is a natural part of the human condition, and that we consist of some
combination of passions and reason that play a part in this process. Here we can see an
initial difference; where Aristotle holds reason as being the key to living a life of
flourishing, Mengzi and Nietzsche hold it in a much more secondary sense, relying more
on our non-rational states to dictate the course of development. To answer this charge I
would like to point out that the developmental models are so similar that the means by
which they function become less important, especially considering that the nature of
these theories are very open-ended and individualistic. The path to flourishing is
constantly changing, and depending on the circumstances, different characteristics can be
more crucial than others, and this can change throughout the course of a lifetime. An
agent may require a heightened sense of reason because they are attempting to excel in

26 Nietzsche, Friedrich W. “Beyond Good and Evil: Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future,” ed. Walter A.
Kaufmann, 1989. [198]
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one of the sciences, an issue that perhaps Aristotle would have seen as paramount in his
time. Today, the flourishing of a talented artist would seem to have much less to do with
reason, but it would be flourishing nonetheless. Bonsai trees can virtually be any type of
tree, and depending on the species it requires specific methods of care; just because
Aristotle and Nietzsche disagree about whether to use organic soil or akadama does not
mean that they have incompatible views on what a flourishing plant looks like.
Let’s take a closer look at why the way Nietzsche has set up his morality conflicts
with the apparent values of a traditional virtue ethical system. Self-love is a critical
component in his descriptions of flourishing as expressing strength. To combat the
inferiority complex that an agent will suffer from when comparing their position to those
of seemingly superior stature, a strong element of self-love is required. However, it
would appear that his basic ethical theory of flourishing as expressing strength leaves the
massive possibility that certain people will be inhibited by their own mediocrity and fail
to escape the oppression of those who succeed. What about them? Are they, the herd, so
to speak, doomed to a life of self-loathing? The problem here is that it would appear that
in Nietzsche’s ethical theory, certain individuals fail to possess even the potential for
becoming virtuous, and therefore the claim can be made that Nietzsche’s ethics are
incompatible on the grounds that morality can only be accessed by a select group of
individuals. Nietzsche appears to create a strong distinction between those who are
powerful and those who are not, all the while implying that the former are flourishing and
the latter are just scaffolding upon which the great ones can build their empire.
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A second issue with Nietzsche’s theory concerns the limitations of expressing
power. An agent can self-inflict a great deal of damage in pursuit of greatness. Many
great thinkers throughout history had vices which put limits on (at the very least) their
physical well-being. Nietzsche demands that expressions of strength not contain
underlying premises of weakness, yet those weaknesses had nothing to do with the actual
physical health of the agent. In addition, Nietzsche’s descriptions of expressing strength
carry a very distinct tone of disregard for others, and an ethical theory is desirable only
when it can adequately balance one’s individual needs and the needs of others. Now we
have two major issues: (1) We have examples of people doing things such as providing
aid in disaster zones, volunteering at nursing homes, donating money to charity, and so
forth, which we want to pair with a theory that describes these things as virtuous.
However, they are likely to be dismissed as examples of mediocrity or impotence because
of things such as lack of self respect, foolishness, or guilt. On the other hand, (2) we have
examples of people doing things such as curing diseases, building skyscrapers,
composing symphonies, and other seemingly great expressions of strength that can be
rejected because the doctor didn’t respect his patients, the architect bribed a politician for
the contract, or the musician drew inspiration from a damaging affair. If Nietzsche’s idea
of flourishing as expressing strength has such a lack of respect for the self and indeed for
others, then we either need to reexamine what the conditions are for expressing strength
and for the appropriate amount of love, or we need to reject the possibility that
Nietzsche’s theories are compatible with a contemporary ethics of virtue.
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All three philosophers answer these charges and once again it centers around the
individualistic nature of cultivation. Mengzi and Nietzsche were proponents of people not
overreaching in their efforts at becoming virtuous, as they both knew the dangers of
being corrupted by power. Mengzi described a farmer who physically tried to pull at his
sprouts in an effort to make them grow faster, only to do irreversible damage to their
development. A person does not need to have the most power, or the biggest harvest, in
order to be flourishing; everyone has their appropriate level/plot of land, and there is a
way to maximize its potential. Aristotle was also weary of unfortunate circumstances that
may hinder someone’s development, and in essence his idea of virtue was centered
around excellence, which was very dependent on situations. In any of these theories, if
someone is expressing strength in a way that carries with it distortions, then they are
indeed not flourishing but merely look as if they are flourishing.
It is also important to consider the terminology that Aristotle uses. The term
eudaimonia does not necessarily have to mean ‘happiness’ in the sense that we have
come to know it, but instead should be considered more like ‘well-being’ or ‘flourishing’
in general, just like his use of the word ‘virtue’ is more tied to ‘excellence’ in general
than to any specific characteristics. This would be very consistent with Nietzsche’s
overall philosophy, that the meaning applied to the terms happiness and logic are
problematic because they are the result of customs and slave morality. Swanton argues
that being sick is being unhappy, and that expressing non-mediocrity is a state of
happiness, because it cannot falsely mask a deeper state of misery. It is very possible that,
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for example, Nietzsche regards the state of overcoming our beastly nature and becoming
an instance of the will to power as a state of pure happiness, only that is not the word he
uses. In turn, Aristotle could see happiness as overcoming our beastly nature, as breaking
free of the oppressive nature of being human, only he does not describe it that way. As
the jester in Zarathustra lay broken on the ground, he was undoubtedly ‘unhappy’
because of the immense pain he was feeling both from failure and from his physical state,
but the sense is that he was being praised for having found a truly ‘happy’ state - that he
cultivated some combination of his behavior to be pure in a way that has no false
pretenses. Aristotle’s conception of pride fits both Mengzi and Nietzsche - both as the
satisfaction about one’s decisions and actions as well as the notable hint of egoism
because of the self-involved nature of pride. For Aristotle, this is a ‘greatness of soul,’
which equates to what could be either a sage or an Overman.
To be consistent with his criticisms against traditional morality, Nietzsche’s issue
lies with the fact that it is determined by an illusory division in power. It is not an issue
that it is morally wrong to murder, it is a problem with this is determined by a system
which also produces very problematic and oppressive moral guidelines with the same
process. While Nietzsche may reject happiness as the penultimate aim of the human, the
individualistic nature of this particular brand of character based ethics leaves open the
possibility that, for example, happiness means overcoming the beastly nature of this
particular individual, or that in some way it is a representation of a person’s rational
capacity to develop the characteristics of expressing non-mediocrity. So, I believe that
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Nietzsche can be a proponent of the overall character-based model that Aristotle
employs, while opposing the principles that place happiness and reason at the gateway to
our flourishing. Nietzsche has a strong dislike for overly rational accounts of human
nature, but himself takes into account our rational capacity and would no doubt expect an
Overman to have control over such. Mengzi’s account of human nature as being ‘good,’
in a sense that we possess potential, is for me an excellent description as to where
Nietzsche and Aristotle can find common ground in their descriptions of flourishing.
More specifically, I believe a strong criticism of this view would center around
the question of human nature. I believe that Nietzsche would in a certain sense agree that
we have the capacity to be moral beings, but this does not necessarily mean that we are
moral beings. To clarify this distinction, I will once again turn to Confucian thinkers, this
time bringing in an opponent of Mengzi, Xunzi. If Mengzi’s basic theory held that human
nature is good, Xunzi’s theory held the opposite: that human nature is bad. He believes
that humans are born with no natural moral sense, and that only through rigorous training
can we begin to understand the system of morality that has developed.
I think that this distinction can support a moral human nature for Nietzsche. On
the surface it would seem that Xunzi’s account of human nature is a better fit for
Nietzsche: the beastly nature of man does not presuppose any real moral sensitivity the
way that Mengzi would claim. However, I believe that Nietzsche would outright reject
Xunzi’s account because of the way he proceeds to create a moral individual through
rigorous Confucian training. “Xunzi claims that a proper sense of right and wrong and the
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ability to unwaveringly pursue the former and turn away from the latter can only arise out
of the reflective practice of a particular set of rituals and norms: those of
Confucianism.”27 This sort of practice is similar to the sort of religious influence that
Nietzsche is resisting; a system in which our basic traits are bad and they need to be
suppressed while we train to acquire the correct ones. Mengzi does not quite give the
same blank-slate account, but includes the capacity for achieving a state of greatness on
an individual basis, rather than based on custom and tradition. Daigle called this ‘ethics
of creativity,’ and I believe that Nietzsche and Mengzi are similarly poised to allow
individuals to create a positive morality in an otherwise barren patch of farmland.

IV. Conclusion

In conclusion, I believe that certain key aspects of these three theories create a
perspective that allows for Nietzsche to be considered compatible with a more traditional
virtue-ethic. All three have a system in which humans have natural potential, that this
potential needs to be developed, that this process varies between individuals and their
circumstances, and that ultimately the measure of virtue is whether or not excellence is
being expressed in an excellent way. There are slight variations on the methods and

27 Ivanhoe, Philip J. “Human Nature and Moral Understanding in Xunzi," in T.C. Kline III and Philip J.
Ivanhoe, eds., Virtue, Nature and Agency in the Xunzi (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Company,
2000): p. 240
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descriptions they give for these processes, but ultimately they can either be explained by
the individualistic nature of these moralities, or by the fact that what is important is the
end goal of a properly flourishing being, who has achieved this state through one of the
various methods of proper cultivation.
The developmental process and the concept of different levels of development are
very compatible between these theories, so I believe the key question is to establish
whether or not Nietzsche can be a proponent of virtue ethics is whether or not he can
agree with what Mengzi considers to be the fundamental moral sensibilities. I believe he
does; he has often referred to the ‘Four Socratic Virtues’ which seem eerily similar to
Mengzi’s four sprouts. In Daybreak he describes them: “The good four. Honest with
ourselves and with whatever is friend to us; courageous toward the enemy; generous
toward the vanquished; polite - always: that is how the four cardinal virtues want us.”
Yes, even when reading this out of context I feel a strong sense of sarcasm, especially
when he describes how the virtues ‘want us,’ implying that they are some kind of
imposed sanctions regulating us against our will. However, his use of sarcasm is only
meant to mock what these virtues how come to mean for us - he doesn’t even elaborate
on politeness, he just somewhat carelessly declares that we must be polite ‘always.’ For
me, we can get a solid idea of more specific character traits which he considers to be
virtuous based on his description of a so called ‘lapse in time’ as “an epoch when
suffering was considered as a virtue, cruelty as a virtue, hypocrisy as a virtue, revenge as
a virtue, and the denial of the reason as a virtue, whereas, on the other hand, well-being
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was regarded as a danger, longing for knowledge as a danger, peace as a danger,
compassion as a danger.”28 Notice that he, in the sarcastic way that this is written, implies
that compassion is indeed a key virtue, while with the same tone he mocks how society
has embraced such undesirable traits as virtue. In healthy conditions, cruelty is not
something that is a normal outgrowth of human nature (though some would argue that
humans are by nature, evil). Nietzsche clearly agrees with this, and thus I believe that
Nietzsche can be viewed as a proponent of virtue ethics.

28 Nietzsche, Friedrich W. “Daybreak: Thoughts on the Prejudices of Morality.” eds. Maudemarie Clark,
Brian Leiter, and R J. Hollingdale. Cambridge, U.K: Cambridge University Press, 1997. [27]

