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LITERATURE AND ETHICAL THEORY:
ALLIES OR ADVERSARIES?
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Martha C. Nussbaum

Nowadays, explicit discussion of literary authossdiverse as Sophocles
and Coetzee, Wordsworth and Dostoyevsky, mightydaesifound on the
program of any mainstream meeting in the area dfbpbphical ethics.
What, however, is the contribution that literatureakes to our under-
standing of ethical matters? On one account, cartabrks of literature
are valuable allies of ethical theorizing, helping understand issues
having to do with moral perception and moral emotio a way that we
could not do well without turning to such texts. i, however, some
philosophers have adopted an anti-theoretical p@sta ethics. To such
anti-theorists, literature provides an alternatiteethical theory.

In this article Martha Nussbaum examines the protaléc relation-
ship between literature and ethical theory. Insgitey reaction against
the ascendancy of reductive theory, especially atiwa theory deriving
from economics, she shows that literature is mbenta handmaid of
ethical theory, claiming that novels not simplynegent ethical delibera-
tion, but incite it. Nussbaum wishes to offer ancamt that goes beyond
the narrow and excessively rationalistic accourftsvbat moral philoso-
phy includes in claiming that the fluidity of theral life is well captured
in works of literature. The other way round, shesskterature as in need
of a partnership with theory, so that we will reaitically. In short, liter-
ature is needed as a supplement to the theoretiotrprise of ethics;
literature and ethics are allies, not adversaries.

Maggie Verver watches. She watches her friend Gttarlwhose high

quavering voice, as she conducts a tour of theegalbetrays, like “the

shriek of a soul in pain,” the anguish of her almmdent (James 1985:
526). She watches her father, as, “with stranges ti@shis own eyes,” “the

shame, the pity, the better knowledge, the smothgretest, the divined
anguish even, so overcame him that, blushing teyes, he turned short
away” (ibid., 527). Above all, and constantly, Maggvatches her hus-
band Amerigo, as he wanders through the “closellydu®ms from place

to place,” or reclines on unused sofas and stafsdohim, “liking better

than anything in the world just now to be alonehwiis own thoughts”

(ibid., 528). At last, however, Maggie closes hggse
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She sank to her knees with her arm on the ledgeoivindow-seat, where
she blinded her eyes from the full glare of se¢ireg his idea could only be
to wait, whatever might come, at her side. It wakér buried face that she
thus for a long time felt him draw nearest; thowadter a while, when the
strange wail of the gallery began to repeat itsitable echo, she was con-
scious of how that brought out his pale hard grindibid., 529)

What do these dense, elliptical sentences — intwihie silence of the un-
stated is as heavy a presence as their weighthafimus statement, strain-
ing toward the adequate — have to do with mordbpbphy? And if such

sentences, and the novels in which they are embledidemake, as | be-
lieve, a distinctive contribution to ethical undargding, is it one that

complements and enriches the enterprise of philisaptheorizing about

ethics, or one that subverts that enterprise aod:sit to be bankrupt?

A merciful closing of the eyes

In 1980, when | first delivered a paper on Henrgndsa's The Golden
Bowl at the American Philosophical Associatfothis seemed to be a
somewhat peculiar thing for a young philosopheddo The reigning ap-
proaches to ethics were the Kantian and the Utdita And although both
types of ethical theory in fact contain a largecepfor the study of virtues
of conduct, and thus for detailed exploration dfgras of virtue in action,
including the inner psychology of these patterhesé parts were not the
parts on which philosophers typically focused. Kaitoctrine of Virtue
Mill's essay on Coleridge, and the rich moral psyogy of his_The Sub-
jection of Women- these texts were relatively little studied imdwate
courses. Even the revival of serious philosophstadly of ancient Greek
philosophy, which ultimately contributed so muchtie revival of the
study of virtue and moral psychologyyas at that time relatively limited
in its ethical scope, focusing more on accounttheffunction of moral
language than on the tradition’s richly detailebtantive inquiries into
virtue and love.

It was not as if no leading philosophers in themsieam of the sub-
ject had spoken of these topics, or turned toditee for illumination
when they did. Iris Murdoch’s The Sovereignty of Goodas already
widely read work, although its lessons were notrelyt taken to heart.

! The paper was ‘Flawed Crystals: James’'s The GoRl@nl and Literature as Moral
Philosophy’, published itNew Literary Historyl983, and then in miyove’s Knowledge:
Essays on Philosophy and Literatyidussbaum 1990).

2 See my ‘Virtue Revived’ (Nussbaum 1992).

% For much more extensive discussion of all theisekéins and the unfolding of different types
of “virtue ethics”, see my ‘Virtue Ethics: A Misldang Category?’ (Nussbaum 1999a).
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Daring and original thinkers such as Stanley Caamdl Richard Wollheim
(whom | was fortunate to have as my commentatdnetAPA session |
have mentioned) wrote about literary works and warkthe other arts
with a rich sense of their possible contributionthe ethical. And neo-
Aristotelian thinkers such as David Wiggins and nidlicDowell were
already pressing toward an ethical approach thkastenoral perception to
be a central category and holds that complex fafragtention in the in-
ner world are among the primary ingredients of gethical deliberatiof.
But novels, though widely taught in introductoriies courses as ways of
inducing undergraduates to take an interest irsthmgect, were still not
considered central and respectable parts of oaipliise at its higher lev-
els. Even the more literary among the recognizedhhphilosophers were
likely to be either neglected utterly (Kierkegaamt) approached with se-
lective attention to the less literary aspectsheirtoeuvre (Plato, Nietz-
sche, Sartre).

By now, things have to some extent changed. It dvdod totally
commonplace to find discussions of the literaryea$p of historical phi-
losophers on the program of an APA meeting, anch ewere common-
place to find discussions of love, anger, moralception, and other
themes that reflection about fiction might well anbe. Explicit discus-
sion of literary authors as diverse as SophocldsGoetzee, Wordsworth
and Dostoyevsky, Henry James and Knut Hamsen, reagity be found
on the program of any mainstream meeting in tha afephilosophical
ethics. And at least many of the leading moralqsftuphers would be will-
ing to state that such works make a valuable dmrtiaon to philosophical
understanding. It is a sign of the times that veealered recently, in my
own Philosophy Department, that our graduate offgrfor next year con-
tained courses on both Kierkegaard and Proustelssone on Seneca’s
letters, but no course devoted to a traditionalnstatam topic in ethical
theory. (I quickly postponed Proust in favor of Mil

What, however, is the contribution that literatorakes to our under-
standing of ethical matters? On one account, tleetlogit | have advanced
and still believe, certain works of literattir@re valuable allies of ethical
theorizing, helping us understand issues havirgdptaith moral percep-
tion and moral emotion in a way that we could rowekll without turning
to such texts. The nature of the understandingetliesary works convey
is non-neutral, inclining us toward some philosgphiaccounts of these

4 See especially McDowell (1979); Wiggins (1975-1p76

° Here as elsewhere, | try to avoid any global ctambout “literature” as such, or even
“novels” as such; | speak only of a few works thiamve, and others works that may share
relevant properties with them.
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matters and not others. Thus literature helps uslgarer about debated
issues in ethical theory.

This account, which | shall call the “alliance” acoit, does not por-
tray literature as valuable only to those who havénterest in ethical the-
ory. For it holds that the specified literary wodantribute to ethical the-
ory, insofar as they do, by inviting the readepésform ethically signifi-
cant acts of perception and attention, acts thattlz@mselves part of a
well-lived ethical life. In that sense, such wogtso make a valuable con-
tribution to the moral life more generally: bothilpeophers and non-phi-
losophers will expand their moral sensibilitiesdmgepting the invitations
of such works to perception and, at times, to acifhérclosing of the
eyes. Thus one might on this account commend tlitesary works as
morally valuable even when one is not studying oting ethical theory —
as a “cultivation of humanity” valuable for all iziéns® The “alliance”
account, then, is not reductive: it does not mékeature simply a hand-
maid of ethical theory. But it does preserve a &ble role for ethical the-
ory in the moral life, and it sees theories of b&dter sort as providing
insight that is actually quite helpful to the lowrliterature herself, and a
valuable aid to the type of moral cultivation simvisages. Thus the ap-
proach does not see literature as displacing therétical enterprise, and
indeed is inclined to think of literature as in degf a partnership with
theory, if the richest and best human insight ibeéattained.

By now, however, the “alliance” approach has alri@ame fine phi-
losophers, while continuing in some sense to va#tghilosophers, have
adopted an anti-theoretical posture in ethics, ihglthat the entire enter-
prise of doing ethical theory is seriously misguigend a distraction from
the important work we need to do when we try tokhbetter about the
moral life. To such anti-theorists, literature pd®s an alternative to ethi-
cal theory: an expansion and cultivation of the ahsensibilities (a) that
we cannot derive from ethical theory at all, angtfiat we should prefer
to, and substitute for, ethical theory. While (apim be agreed to by the
“alliance” camp, (b) would not be. The “adversdrizamp sees literature
as offering us philosophers a challenge and a ehgiw on doing things in
the old theoretical way, or turn to literature awdithings in an (allegedly)
more adequate, rich, and humane way. Or perhaps ewd the bad old
way, and then don’t do anything at all.

The “adversarial” posture is sometimes connectdid avimore all-out
assault on philosophy as a whole, as it is in thigngs of Richard Rorty,

® See myCultivating Humanity: A Classical Defense of RefdmmLiberal Education
(Nussbaum 1997), chapter 3; a@ndetic Justice: The Literary Imagination and Pulilite
(Nussbaum 1996).
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or, in a related way, the Wittgensteinian anti-tie¢ical writings of Cora

Diamond. Sometimes, however, the position is adedmoerely locally,

as it would appear to be by Bernard Williams, whmés the relevance of
philosophical theorizing in political thought andea in the law, while

doubting its value in the personal ethical dom@ihcourse it is to some
extent an accident that the anti-theorists on wives this debate about
ethical theory has focused are the ones who arertly active in profes-
sional philosophy; that very combination makes themndoubt, anoma-
lous. We should imagine that there are many otivbis share their anti-
theoretical view who, for that very reason, did gotinto professional
philosophy in the first place, or who left it ifetr did’

The debate between the two camps is bound up,\clesith the
whole debate between theory and anti-theory irophjhical ethics. Else-
where | have described and in detail criticizeddh#-theory approaches
that have been most influential; | shall not rebeahose arguments hére.
Instead | shall simply offer as clear a statement @an of the claims of
the “alliance” camp, try to identify where the “adsgarial” camp departs
from them in its suspiciousness of ethical theanyd, finally, reply to
these critcisms on behalf of the “alliance” caimp.

Theory and anti-theory

What, then, does the “alliance” camp claim aboatdbntribution of cer-
tain novels to ethical theory? Sticking to my owaimms, | begin with a
rough story about what moral philosophy is and pess which | take to
command broad, though not universal, agreemenieast, although this
account is drawn from Aristotle, it commands theesagent not only of
many Aristotelians in ethics, but also of somehaf most prominent neo-
Kantians (John Rawls), and Utilitarians (Henry Swidk).*° This account

7 One example of such a person is Richard Posnes, hals written extensively about
literature, in connection with his dismissive wids about ethical theory: see Hike
Problematics of Moral and Legal Theoffposner 1999). For my own response to Posner on
literature, see ‘Exactly and Responsibly: A Defevfdethical Criticism’ (Nussbaum 1998 [a])
and for my response to his attack on ethical thesmg ‘Still Worthy of Praise: A Response
to Richard A. PosneThe Problematics of Moral and Legal Thedijyussbaum 1998 [b]).

8 See ‘Why Practice Needs Ethical Theory: Parti¢sitay Perception, and Bad Behavior’
(Nussbaum 2000a); and also in Hooker & Little 200 authors | discuss on the anti-theory
side include Williams, Baier, and Diamond.

9 When | say “camp,” whom do | have in mind? Othalidnce” philosophers, | believe, are
Richard Wollheim, Patrick Gardiner, and Iris Murtothe views of David Wiggins and John
McDowell make them natural allies of this positiaithough they do not write directly about
literature.

10 See my remarks about justificationWomen and Human Development: The Capabilities
Approach(Nussbaum 2000b), chapter 2, discussing John Raadsount of the procedure
of scrutiny leading to reflective equilibriumMTheory of JusticéRawls 1971) anBolitical

10
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holds that we begin ethical inquiry with our corsigdd convictions and
the theories that are known to us from our culfared, as | would add,
other cultures as well). Convictions and theoriess af course, not en-
tirely separate: our convictions are informed (aftdn deformed) by the-
ories, and theories are themselves built uponioectanvictions. We then
engage in a Socratic process, testing our consldemavictions against
the theories we encounter, and testing the theagamst the convictions,
seeking coherence and fit in our judgments takea aole. (But how
much coherence and overall harmony we seek if iseissue up for
grabs inside the holistic process of sorting thanvisage?) If we were
following this procedure for political purposes, weuld need to build in
additional constraints about agreement; but | imador the present that
we are following it in the domain of the persongdieal life. One of the
most important things we must do, if we follow thi®cess well, is to ex-
plore the major contending theories in their bestions — looking, for
example, at Kant’s own complex version of his tlyeoather than at some
simplified or watered-down version of Kantianishi/tilitarianism in the
versions put forward by Mill and Sidgwick, rathkah simplified versions
on the contemporary scene.

| now argue that there is a distinctive type ofieththeory be-
gqueathed to us by Aristotle, in which the itemailtiinate value are held
to be plural and non-commensurable by any singéntipative measure;
in which the fine-tuned perception of particuladitygs a special place; in
which the whole mode and course of life of the &gamd not merely iso-
lated moments of choice, is the focus of the theang in which moral
emotions are seen to make an important contributionthical under-
standing. In assessing the merits of this typdebty, given its particular
stress on extended patterns of choice, and onnvesiol emotion as as-
pects of good choice, we probably cannot see alhthrits of the theory
by confining ourselves to abstract theoreticalimg$. We need to turn to
works that show us in detail the ethical contribntof the inner life of
vision, imagination, and emotion; that explore lilies of characters over
time, and show the importance of traits of charatttat extend and de-
velop over time. | argue that the novels of Heraynds are among the
texts that help us assess the merits of an Arlgattheory because of the

Liberalism(Rawls 1993); see also the more detailed discussidtawls in ‘Equilibrium:
Skepticism and Immersion in Political DeliberatigRawls 1999).

1 See Richardson (1994) for an eloquent discusditiissue.

2 See the eEditors’ account of John Rawls’s owngutace in teaching and writing about the
history of ethics irReclaiming the History of Ethics: Essays For JolawR (Reath, Herman
& Korsgaard 1998), and my review-article, ‘ConvagWith the Tradition: John Rawls and
the History of Ethics’ (Nussbaum 1999b).

11
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way in which they display the merits of Aristotl&syptic dictum that “the
discernment rests with perception.” Although thguanents in favor of
perception that Aristotle, and Aristotelians sushVdiggins, McDowell,
and Richardson, give us, point us in the right gaindirection, a close
study of The Golden Bowbr The Ambassadomshows us far more clearly
how difficult it is to do justice to all the compidties of an ethical situa-
tion, how indispensable, in such situations, anelfi developed faculties
of perception and feeling. Maggie Verver has nacstmanual telling her
what is salient and what is not, how to “read” gemple around her and
how not. She must grope and “place”; she mustkeedn actress who has
to improvise her role, or an acrobat on a high viitas sense of the diffi-
culty and danger of ethical vision is crucial toyathical account that is
going to put our moral lives on a good footing invarld where moral
blindness and obtuseness are the reigning conslitibthe spirit.

My contention is, then, that James is an ally aétbtle and Aristote-
lians, helping us see why we may want to opt foA&stotelian type of
ethical theory. Any other type of theory, to hdlsld¢laim on us, will have
to show that it can accommodate these insightshow that they are not,
after all, important insights. But my more genesiaim is that whether
one is a Kantian, a Utilitarian, or an Aristoteligmovided that one thinks
it is important to pursue ethical understandinthandialectical way | have
described (drawing on Rawls and Sidgwick), one He@son to incorpo-
rate novels into one’s inquiry. Only in that wayhaane be fair to one of
the contending views.

But at the same time, of course, such a claimliginele does not sub-
ordinate James's text to Aristotle’s, or see Jaasethe mere working out
of fine details in the larger enterprise of Ariglicdn theory. For | claim
that in reading and responding to a novel of Janeeare developing and
exercising moral faculties of perception and enrotibhe text in this way
does not simply represent ethical deliberatiomgites it; and the reader’s
acts are valuable sorts of moral activity. Of ceutise moral activity is
valuable only if moral activity is something likenat Aristotle says it is:
in this sense the theory always lurks in the bamlmgd, in the form of
moral commitments shared by Aristotle and Jamesomitted Utilitar-
ian thus has no theory-independent reasons fommito James’s novels
for ethical understanding; she will be likely toysaith Mr. Gradgrind,
that all we find here is misunderstanding. Nonetbg| people who have
no interest in ethical theory one way or anothey ffirad here good rea-
sons to turn to the novels of James, reasons teabasome extent inde-
pendent of their ever coming to have any interesthical theory. By at-
tending to, and, for a time, exemplifying, MaggierVer’s struggle to per-
ceive accurately and responsibly — and her relegedgnition that love

12



LITERATURE AND ETHICAL THEORY: ALLIES OR
ADVERSARIES?

requires us not to see too much — we exemplifyiggtof astuteness, and
of mercy, that we may then at least aim at in tloeendifficult (because
biased) struggles of our own ethical lives.

If one has such a view of the moral faculties arelrtexercise, then
one may well want to insist, as | have, that nowél¢he sort | analyze
should be a big part of the education of citizemd public servants: for
they both represent and cultivate moral activigésigh value, activities
that are too often simplified or debased by thesguees of a type of for-
mal theorizing in economics or social policy. Tlprgserve a sense of the
humane spaciousness of the ethical life, and thelily of the distinct
ends it contains. Such ideas are fragile, in a tihen the lure of science
and pseudo-science makes ever more of our giftadgyoitizens turn to-
ward theories that, while elegant, simplify andueelhuman life. There is
a natural alliance between my proposals for the odlliterature and the
arts in higher education (Nussbaum 1997: chaptan@8)the plural-valued
approach to public policy making represented by d¢hpabilities ap-
proach’® along with its close relatives, the Human Develeptrindex:*

It seems fair to say that much of the neo-Aristatelvork in ethics that
takes an interest in literature is inspired by tieacagainst the ascendancy
of reductive theory, especially normative theoryideg from econom-
ics!®

In dignity of being we ascend

The “alliance” approach preserves, then, a serstenth are pursuing the
best theory and trying to find one that best setsbur considered convic-
tions after we have worked through all the theoedtalternatives. The
“adversarial” approach questions the value ofwisle enterprise. It is at
this point difficult to proceed, because each ekthanti-theoretical think-
ers is complex in his or her own right, and we canpossibly investigate
all the particular arguments. It would be espegidifficult to grapple

with the thought of Bernard Williams, given the qaexity of his attack

13 See the discussion of capabilitiesPioetic Justicechapter 4 (Nussbaum 1996), and in
Women and Human Developmé@Ntissbaum 2000b), chapter 1.

4 See the annuaéuman Development Repartdnited Nations Development Programme,
New York.

5 This is a central motif in the work of Wiggins aRithardson; see also Richardson’s fine
critique of cost-benefit analysis in tdeurnal of Legal Studie@ichardson 2000); and see
my ‘The Costs of Tragedy: Some Moral Limits of GB&nefit Analysis’, in the same issue
(Nussbaum 2000c).
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on ethical theory, and | shall not attempt thiseli&iNor shall | engage

directly with the views of Richard Rorty, who dissés philosophical the-
orizing so globally, and on the basis of such galnewnsiderations, that it
is difficult to relate what he says to my conceabsut ethics and litera-
ture. Instead, | shall focus on the type of Witgemian skepticism about
ethical theory that | find in the writings of CoEdamond, a particularly

subtle and eloquent thinker about these mattedspaa who has engaged
in detail with the arguments of the “alliance” cathp

First of all, Diamond points out that my own accbofithe enterprise
of moral philosophy is disputed, and would not beepted by all ethical
theorists'® She gives some instructive examples of narronexedssively
rationalistic accounts of what moral philosophyliies, and she is right
to say that such accounts have had a persistdunemte on the subject,
especially in twentieth century analytic philosop®ften | feel that Dia-
mond is so exercised at the deficiencies of herediate generational
predecessors, whether it be Frankena, or Ayer,.dp.[Raphael who is
her target of the moment, that she neglects thetgréreadth that is char-
acteristic of most of the really distinguished #ers on the subject, from
Plato and Aristotle to Dewey and Rawils. | think tverk suffers from its
focus on inferior targets. | am happy to grant thataccount | offer will
be disputed by some narrow analytic philosophessgtheless, the fact
that the account is acceptable to both Rawls adgv®tk shows that | am
making a case for the inclusion of literature thas a real (and distin-
guished) audience; and this is the audience wheruld hope to per-
suade.

Second, Diamond rightly points out that the disagrent about what
ethical theory includes includes a deep disagreemieout what_ethics
itself includes. “[W]e cannot see the moral int¢&diterature unless we
recognize gestures, manners, habits, turns of bpdems of thought,
styles of face as morally expressive” (375), shitesr And if what may
possibly bear ethical significance is itself inglite, this makes my project
of organizing the holistic scrutiny of theories gndgments much more
difficult. Quite right; this terrain is disputedp@ recognizing that it is dis-
puted makes things more difficult. But not impo#sitsurely. One of the
things that we must continually ask, as we worktigh the theories and

16 See my ‘Why Practice Needs Ethical Theory’ foretailed engagement; and see also my
defense of Aristotle’s theory against Williams'saches, in ‘Aristotle on Human Nature and
the Foundations of Ethics’ (Nussbaum 1995).

" See Diamond (1991), especially the essays ‘AngtBiat Argument?’ (291-308); ‘Missing
the Adventure: Reply to Martha Nussbaum’ (309-3H8)d ‘Having a Rough Story about
What Moral Philosophy Is’ (367-382). The last twererboth responses to papers of mine, and
represent close engagements with my arguments.

18 See ‘Having a Rough Story’.
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compare them to our considered judgments, is Wisatniost salient moral
elements of our lives are; we must continually ggipe that the theories
differ about perceptions of salience, as well asualspecific recommen-
dations. But surely such distinguished members ppotative audience
as Rawls and Sidgwick are perfectly aware of tiffecdlty, which is ob-
vious enough once one begins to think about itstAtie already said as
much: we all agree in a way that we are searclingddaimoniabut as

to whateudaimoniamight possible be and include, we have no agreemen
at all. Like Aristotle, | don't think this lack afgreement makes our work
futile, though of course it makes it slippery.

One particular contention Diamond makes in thisaadong with Iris
Murdoch, is that many common styles of doing metalosophy have no
place for the type of adventure represented in aggrver’s struggle to
see clearly: for they do not consider the efforparceive well and de-
scribe truly to be a salient effort in the moré& I° They think it is obvi-
ous enough what the moral facts are; all we haweotoy about is how to
choose, given these facts. In a way, Diamond sayd) philosophers are
like obtuse people in real life, who simply donftderstand how hard it is
to see clearly (Diamond 1991: 316). But they aresenfor their obtuse-
ness is “obtuseness on princip{#vid.): they include in their accounts of
moral rationality the conditions of such obtusenessrather they build
into their accounts an impossibility of distinguigl between ordinary
obtuseness and ordinary perceptiveness, by exgdrhm the terrain of
moral rationality all the adventure of seeing ardalibing that Maggie so
complexly exemplifies. Thus “philosophical blindsdike Frankena’s is
blindness to such [viz. ordinary] blindness” (ibid17).

Once again: right. And there may be some distitguphilosophers
who make a related error, though | think it is retting that Kant almost
certainly does ndf. But we should not allow the fact that some people
make this serious error to cause us to suggeshghyrothat this error in-
fects an entire discipline. It is not clear to whgatent Diamond does mean
to suggest this; as | say, her focus on inferiokiérs is a persistent diffi-
culty for one who would pose this question to feat.t

A further claim made by Diamond in her very inteirgg essay,
“Anything But Argument?” is the claim that even theeference for ratio-
nal argument as a mode of moral persuasion excludeh that the moral
life contains. In particular, it excludes, once iagahe role of love and

19 This is the argument of ‘Missing the AdventureigBond 1991: 309-318); Frankena is its
primary target.

20 See Barbara Herman, ‘The Practice of Moral JudgnfienHerman 1993 [which pages
exactly??]).
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cultivated attention in that life; and thus it exadés much of what an artist
such as Charles Dickens might plausibly be saidotatribute to it. The
view that, as Wordsworth puts it, “We live by adation and by love/And
even as these are well and wisely fixed,/ In digoftbeing we ascend” is
a view that philosophers frequently fail to consideis, she says, all right
for philosophers to dispute such claims. “But wisahot all right is for
philosophers to lay down exclusive ground rules tfar discussion of
moral issues in blithe unconsciousness that theysanply taking for
granted and building into those rules a totallyfediént view of morality
and its relation to human nature” (307). In otherds, the enterprise of
philosophical reflection, if it is to be worthy ofir respect, must include
such views, must take them very seriously and egpleem.

Absolutely. And it was with this idea in mind thhinsisted that
Henry James (or the analogue, to use an Aristotélien of phrase) was
ineliminable from the enterprise of moral theorgiBut how much of the
enterprise does this just observation call intostjoa? In this case, Dia-
mond’s choice of philosophical target causes everendifficulty than
usual. For her negative example is Onora O’Neifjified and subtle phi-
losopher who surely does not hold an excessivaigonaview of ethics,
though perhaps she does not include everythingtizaond would wish.
And Diamond attacks O’Neill for O’Neill's critiquef a book by Stephen
Clark, The Moral Status of Animalibliografisch], in which O'Neill
complains of a deficiency of argument in Clark’spegls to our kinship
with the animals. What makes things tricky herihi it is perfectly obvi-
ous that Clark is neither Dickens nor Henry Jariiée. want of argument
in Clark is not filled by a wonderful type of moarception. He is recog-
nizably a moral philosopher, writing academicatiyai conventional way;
but he is just rather quirky and high-handed, apelsd’t particularly care
to lay out his arguments. When | read Clark | akg O’Neill, quite in-
clined to say, “Where are his arguments?” But ihisot because | deny
that moral philosophy includes “anything but arguteit's because ar-
gument is what | expect, and fail to get, fr@tark. So if there is a deeper
issue here — | think there is, and | shall raige the following section — it
is difficult to extricate from the particularities the example.

At most, then, Diamond has shown that literatuspscial type of
moral contribution has not been sufficiently recagd in some dominant
approaches to moral theory; perhaps, even, thaaxesssive or dispro-
portionate emphasis on argument in philosophy léadard undervaluing
this contribution. But again: if we look at the gtenoral theorists, we do
not find such a disproportionate emphasis. In féiée¢ant and Hume and
Aquinas and Mill and Aristotle are great, as they; & is not because they
lay out their arguments with the tedious explicitheof undergraduate
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teachers of philosophy (and writers aiming at thoedergraduatesy.
Moreover, they include many appeals to the moratibdities that are
very difficult to capture in any formalizing of tihearguments, as anyone
who tries to do that quickly discovers.

One argument suggested by Diamond carries us futtbeit is not
clear that she endorses it. In ‘Having a Roughygt@iamond quotes
literary theorist Wolfgang Iser, who remarks thsg fluidity of the moral
life is well captured in works of literature, aridht literature’s depiction of
that fluidity shows us the inadequacy of all sysitdmaccounts of the
moral life (Diamond 1991: 369). Once again, thiggsloot exactly show
us that theory is without value: for it might beluable and yet incom-
plete. But it does offer a consideration that makes'alliance” | propose
a tricky and unstable one, suggesting, as it dibes,all theory may as
such be distorting of something that literatureuaately conveys. | do not
know whether Diamond endorses Iser’s view; it siriplnot clear from
her text. What | would say about Iser’s conteni®that any good moral
theory ought to build in just as much difficultypsurity, and mystery as
a good account of life gives us: that, indeed,rig of the reasons for
which | so value James’s contribution. In my vidwwever, a good ac-
count of life does not give us a degree of thosmperties that makes all
system inherently distorting. It is always goodréeall that all ways of
“putting” things (literary, I'd say, as well as pdsophical) involve the
imposing of form on experiences that are typicatiyife, far less shapely.
(To demonstrate this, against standard literankeids Beckett's remark-
able contribution.) But | see no reason why thaiutth undermine the
claim of art, whether literary or philosophical,ilominate our lives.

A deep philosophical engagement with literature

Diamond gives us, then, some reasons to rejeabwamays of character-
izing what ethical theory is all about, and alsasens to reject the narrow
pursuits of some contemporary or near-contempatiigal theorists. But

| do not see in her essays any reasons for whatsseebe a larger air of
skepticism about ethical theory that suffuses herkwSo far, it seems
possible that the skepticism is really not morenthgtation with her im-
mediate predecessors.

2L Interestingly, this is true even of philosophetsovare especially famous for the formal
character of their arguments. The late Rodericlskim, for example, frequently passed on
to his students, typically, the narrow tedious rodtbf definition and counter-example — and
not his remarkable metaphysical imagination antbhizal insight. But it was these qualities

that made him distinguished, as we can see if wgpaoe him with these epigones.

17



ARTIKELEN

Suppose, however, we try to press harder on Didadehalf, say-
ing that the friend of fine awareness and cultigtaterception should have
no further need for theory. If we can cultivate oooral faculties, both
understanding the importance of and developingaoetypes of fine at-
tention through our interactions with Henry James ®ickens, why
should we need as well works of ethical theory? Whare do they con-
tribute, and why aren’t they simply poor drab vensi of what novels viv-
idly supply? Let us try to revive the “antagonigt&w in this form, saying
that literary and philosophical works compete tothle same thing, en-
larging the moral faculties: only the literary wertto it much better. What
can the defender of “alliance” say on behalf ofrikeessity of theory?

First of all, we notice that for Diamond as for ntilee propositions
regarding moral perception and the moral relevarfitiee inner world that
lead us both to literature are controversial prdjms. Diamond says that
she has no quarrel with philosophers who dispumih insist that a good
dialectical process of scrutimught todispute them. But to dispute them
and sift them fully, we ought to turn to theoriésittdo not build in the
same place for them that an Aristotelian theoryldioidven if it should be
granted that we could grasp the Aristotelian thesmufficiently through
reading James — and, as we shall see, | shallrant this — we would still
need to study Kant, and Bentham, and Aquinas, ar/rathers, in order
to get clear about where we are. And for theseristsp the novels of
James do not figure as allies as they do (so m}ldor Aristotle. Of
course when we look at Bentham'’s theory one othiegs we will ask is
whether he can account for the insights we havedom James; but
Bentham might also cause us to dispute those itssighwe are attached
enough to the type of impartialism that his formugifitarianism brings
with it. We don’t want to foreclose this possilyiljirematurely.

Second, we cannot fully understand James’s owrribaitibn, | con-
tend, without setting it in such a dialectical eaf£? We might be dimly
aware that James is no Utilitarian; but only thpliekness of theorizing
will permit us to state with full clarity the exteof his disagreement with
forms of Utilitarian thought that currently domieatuch of our public
life. So we would not get the most out of our regdof James if we did
not have explicit theorizing — both Aristoteliandaitilitarian — to argue
the issues of incommensurability and the pluralityalue. Theory gives
us something we can hold onto and go to bat fonplsi reading James
gives us the general impression that our pubkcrifght possibly be lack-
ing something.

22 See myLove's Knowledge(Nussbaum 1990), especially ‘Love’s Knowledge' and
‘Perceptive Equilibrium’.
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Third, and closely related, we cannot hope to ouprthe sadly re-
duced state of our public and to some extent pafstiscourse without
explicit theory, because theory is there alreadyunlives, in the form of
crude perceptions deriving from economic thought ather less scien-
tific forms of popular thought (astrology, new aggigion, patriarchal
sexism, and many others). The mistake Wittgensteinsometimes make
is to suppose that ordinary life is theory-freeq #imen philosophy comes
along bearing theory. Take the theory away, thgasiipn is, and we are
left with fine-tuned everyday judgments. Not at alidinary “thinking” is
a tissue of half-baked theories, whether they cinoen convention or
from religion or from pseudo-science. We need t&erthe counter-the-
ory explicit if we are to show up the inadequadyerent in these crude
and reductive theories. This is a strategic p@intelegant reading dhe
Golden Bowlwon't go down well at the World Bank, without sotieo-
retical commentary telling us why we need it. Bus ialso a point of prin-
ciple: we don't have a correct account of the reteghip of philosophy to
ordinary life until we understand that ordinarelis crudely theoretical
through and through, and that fine-tuned percepsi@m achievement, not
a default position. This achievement needs thexaketillies, allies who
will state clearly and unambiguously the loss iman value that comes of
reducing all values to a single value, and who trjlito show connections
between this bad mode of valuation and an expie@attitude to people.
All this is in Dickens — in a way. But one couldaceDickens for enjoy-
ment and miss it completely. We need the theodetitato help the liter-
ary imagination prevail over what James called ‘tbastant force that
makes for muddlement.”

Fourth, and this is in some ways the most impormémll, ordinary
experience is often profoundly corrupt. Literatasn help us to under-
stand some of these corruptions; but it can ald@ad abet them. Literary
works can, as Diamond shows, help us see humahiyenwve had previ-
ously not seen it; but other literary works cardles to deny humanity
where we had previously seen it. Because Diamodd &mcus on James
and Dickens, this point can easily be missed. Baifpint is that to select
among the literary works that compete for our ditenwe need to have
some theoretical principles — even inchoate onatsvile shall test against
the work as well as testing the work by them — heeave must be ready
to criticize what we love. Our loves are not enobghthemselves, be-
cause our loves are infected — by racism and seXigra disdain for ani-
mals and nature, and so forth. For every person evhbraces the men-
tally handicapped because she has read Faulkiizickens, there will be
dozens who will embrace crude stereotypes of thetatig handicapped
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in other works of fiction, and be reinforced in ithebtuseness. So we
need good ethical theory as a partner to our rgadm that we will read
critically and not passively.

A critical ethical theory will do little for us Mve are corrupt through
and through. (So much is also true of novels.) &@n if we have basi-
cally good characters, we may easily diverge fram lzest selves when
our own interests are at stake, indulging in a typspecial pleading and
rationalizing that the call to consistency inherangood philosophical
argument can at least help to unmask. Kant ptistway, defending the
importance of ethical theory even when ordinary ahonderstanding is
reasonably good:

Innocence is indeed a glorious thing; but, unfaatety, it does not keep
very well and is easily led astray. Consequenthgnewisdom — which con-
sists more in doing and not doing than in knowingeeds science, not in
order to learn from it, but in order that wisdorpi®cepts may gain accep-
tance and permanence...Thus is ordinary humanmdasmed to go outside
its sphere and take a step into the field of pcatihilosophy, not by any
need for speculation (which never befalls suchaeas long as it is content
to be mere sound reason) but on practical groumelmgelves...Thus when
ordinary practical reason cultivates itself, thanperceptibly arises in it a
dialectic which compels it to seek help in philospp(Groundwork Akad.
p. 405, trans. Ellington)

What Kant is saying is that ordinary judgment aagéiently become baf-
fled by the claims of self-regard. For this reasorndinary judgment
reaches beyond itself to seek the help of philogopkking to have the
good thoughts laid out perspicuously and systemifiticso that it will be
clear ahead of time exactly what they entail in diféerent areas of life.
This way we steal a march on ourselves, buildindgpuivarks in thought
against our all-too-pressing tendencies to sligbtdignity of others. We
get something to cling to, to look to when we ampted. From theories
that connect and systematize the good thoughtsamgdjudgment, Kant
concludes, derives “information and clear instruttiegarding the source
of its own principles...so that reason may escape fthe perplexity of
opposite claims and may avoid the risk of losingyahuine moral princi-
ples through the ambiguity into which it easilyldl

How does theory do this? First, it makes the gdamlights clearer
and more explicit, so we can't delude ourselves thinking, say, that
asking for sexual favors in the workplace is realhynpatible with equal
treatment. Kant thinks, plausibly, that self-degaptis frequently in-
volved in bad behavior, and that theory's claritysclike a knife through
that sort of error. Second, it gives us an accofietror itself, showing us
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what our habits and conventions are and how thgpnincorporate bad
cultural material, or other types of bad tendendieshows us what we
have to watch out for in ourselves. Finally, it sugs the good thoughts
into areas we might not have thought about mucheif’e thought about
human dignity but not about foreigners and whay tieserve, a good the-
ory will force us to ask this question, connectimge thought with another.
In this way too it puts us on our guard againstawn selfish tendencies.

This is extremely important to the argument betwB@amond and
O’Neill. For O’'Neill's work, throughout her careehas concerned the
needs and dignity of distant human beings, humamgbavhom we are in
the habit of slighting in our ordinary moral deoisimaking. | think that
O’Neill wants to say that we cannot simply relyaur imaginations at this
point, because imagination is all too likely todmerupt; in particular, it is
likely to be particularistic, linking us to our oveontext and distancing us
from what we have not seen. For this reason, we agkeory of universal
human dignity that will give us an account of tlasis of our moral obli-
gations, putting us on our guard against the unes&nof our everyday
judgments. When we move from recognition of distamhans to the rec-
ognition of moral obligations to other species, me=d some further ac-
count of what the basis of those obligations isaerount, for example, of
our common sentience and our shared capacitiendoy types of valu-
able life-activity. She fears that Clark, lackifgst will lack a crucial
component in the expansion of the moral sensiditiTo this Diamond
replies, reasonably enough, that sometimes a r@arein fact get us to
consider the distant with an expanded moral sditgibOn behalf of
O’'Neill, however, | would now respond that noveds re uneven in their
attention; we usually are drawn to characters tikeselves, and we can
easily be led to neglect the claims of those wrensenlike ourselves.
Moreover, the novel is itself a relatively parodtaaltural form; it is not
clear that it is ideally suited to nourish an eqegard for all human life.
So at the very least novels need theories as ,aéismg us the basis of
our concern and criticizing an uneven regard.

One device theory uses in pursuit of this projedhat of estrange-
ment or defamiliarization. Our judgments frequeridgl so natural to us
that it is hard for us to doubt them. And of coutfsese intuitions are one
part of the data that good theory will take seripuBut by asking us to
look at the logical form of our judgments, and bginog us to describe
them in an unfamiliar theoretical language, theaffgrs us a perspective
on them that can be very valuable as we ask to extaint we have been
engaging in self-interested rationalization. JusBaecht famously urged
the theatrical spectator to suspend identificatih the theatrical charac-
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ters and their lives, in order to scrutinize theresented situation from a
critical practical perspective, so good philosoplften gets us to do this
with ourselves and our own lives. We look at therall form of our judg-
ments in ways we frequently don’t, and we use tifaniliar language of
“the kingdom of ends” or “the categorical imperatito test reactions we
usually don't even scrutinize. Often this can hefpovercome our ten-
dency to rationalize by getting us to see relatigpssthat had eluded us in
our daily thinking. Thus the very detachment anchateness in theory
that anti-theorists find problematic can serve laafale practical function.
Diamond is surely right to think that this sortdaf-familiarization should
not be pushed to excess, and that more immersednauitive descrip-
tions are also important. One good way of gettingsé more immersed
descriptions while still maintaining a wise distarfoom our own immedi-
ate situation is, in fact, the turn to literatuhatt Diamond recommends.
But we should see that even what strikes us asaraldorbidding in Soc-
rates, or Aristotle, or Kant may be of significanactical value.

Finally, we may point out that often our practideliberations have a
political dimension. In the political realm we nesxplicit theories, so that
we can debate them and see where all citizens stdindegard to them.
That is part of what it is to respect one’s felloitizens: to be willing to
lay out the grounds of one’s judgment before them.

All'in all, then, though | believe that Diamond ath@ other anti-the-
orists have made some excellent arguments on befelieep philosoph-
ical engagement with literature, | think that heosger arguments sup-
port the alliance position, not the adversarialifms | see no reason to
accept the adversarial position, and a number i§f sttong reasons why
we should not do so. Maggie’s vision, and her lface, should con-
tinue to haunt our imaginations; but theory, taas b valuable role to play
in our ethical lives.
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