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Justice as a Moral Virtue in Nietzsche’s Thought

A Critique of Retributivism

Kota UMEDA

A fundamental idea in Nietzsche’s moral critique is his rejection of vengeance. Nietzsche
consistently criticizes the idea that sinners should be punished for their sins, seeing it as a single gigantic
doxa that has directed the developments of various European morals. In other words, Nietzsche’s ethical
thought as a whole can be organized as a virtue ethic that sees retributivism as a vice and reconciliation
as a virtue. This paper addressed whether we should also read Nietzsche’s argument of justice in this
context, and evaluate it as moral philosophy that aims to restore just relations with others.

Nietzsche’s theory of justice in Menschliches, Allzumenschliches has been interpreted by secondary
literature such as Elgat (2017) as a discourse that points to the “origin of justice” as “justice as an
equilibrium between parties of approximately equal power.” In addition, I focus on the context of
Nietzsche’s critique of morality, where he critically argues that the retributive conception of justice has
been the foundation of various European morals and has directed their developments.

Some previous studies interpret Nietzsche’s notion of justice in Zur Genealogie der Moral as “justice
as a mercy.” In that argument as well, we should emphasize the context of the critique of retributive
justice. Nietzsche claims that we should put aside ressentiment and stop punishing. I interpret Nietzsche’s
argument as a normative claim that we should abandon our desire for punishments, through our pride
in being “strong.” In my view, this is because Nietzsche claims that his notion of “will to power” is
normative (rather than descriptive). He considers having pride in oneself to be a virtuous way of being. In

conclusion, we should read Nietzsche’s argument of justice as a critique of retributivism.
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