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The Fragility of Goodness

This book is a study of ancient views about “moral luck.” It examines the funda-
mental ethical problem that many of the valued constituents of a well-lived life are
vulnerable to factors outside a person’s control and asks how this affects our
appraisal of persons and their lives. The Greeks made a profound contribution to
these questions, yet ncither the problems nor the Greek views of them have
received the attention they deserve. This book thus recovers a central dimension
of Greek thought and addresses major issues in contemporary ethical theory. One
of its most original aspects is its interrelated treatment of both literary and philo-
sophical texts.

The Fragility of Goodness has proven to be important reading for philosophers and
classicists, and its nontechnical style makes it accessiblc to any educated person
interested in the difficult problems it tackles. This new edition features an eatirely
new preface by Martha Nussbaum.

Martha C. Nussbaum is Emst Freund Distinguished Service Professor of Law and
Ethics at the Univessity of Chicago.
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This book is a study of ancient views about “moral luck” It examines the fundamental
ethical problem that many of the valued constituents of a well-lived life are vulnerable
to factors outside a person’s controf and asks how this affects our appraisal of persons
and their lives. The Greeks made a profound contribution to these questions, yet

» neither the problems nor the Greek views of them have received the attention they
deserve. This book thus recovers a central dimension of Greek thought and addresses
major issues in contemporary ethical theory. One of its most original aspects is its
interrelated treatment of both literary and philosophical texts.

The Fragility of Goodness has proven to be important reading for philosophers
and classicists, and its nontechnijcal style makes it accessible to any educated person
interested in the difficult problems it tackles. This new cdition features an entirely new
preface by Martha Nussbaum.

Martha Nussbaum is Ernst Frcund Distinguished Service Professor of Law and
Ethics at the University of Chicago.

“This is an immensely rich and stimulating book. This is partly because the author com-
bines to a rare degree qualitics not often found together: a scholar’s understanding of
the text with rigour of argument, and these together with an imaginative grasp of moral
questions. But it is also because she has chosen to write a very ambitious book, to grap-
ple with some fundamental, perennial issues. . . And unlike most philosophy books, it is
a delight to read. It should change the tenour of debate in more than one field”

- Charles Taylor in Canadian Journal of Philosopby

“...intellectually demanding and richly rewarding...required reading for anyone inter-
csted in Greek philosophy or literature. . .”

-Bernard Knox in The New York Review of Books

“The Fragility of Goodness is 2 marvelous book. It is alert to the fabric of human eth-
ical experience in a way that is rare in our contemporary philosophical tradition. It is
a gifted reaffirmation of the truth that there is, in our Greek inheritance, a quality of eth-
ical reflection that is unsurpassed, and which is itsclf richly responsive to sensitive
exploration of the kind which Nussbaum provides. ... No one with an interest in Greek
ethics can afford to miss this book, and no one who pursues moral philosophy will fail
to profit from it. . . a powerfully persuasive book”

- Derek Browne in Australasian Journal of Philosopby

“This is an engrossing account and an important book. Its scope is very wide, in a
world where it has become sadly unusual for a scholar to tackle both tragedy and phi-
losophy in a single work” - Jasper Griffin in The Times Literary Supplement

“There are not many books which leave the reader with the sense of having had his
perception of the subject altered. This is one of them.” - Christopher Taylor in Mind
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Some pray for gold, others for boundless land.
I pray to delight my fellow citizens

until my limbs are wrapped in earth — 2 man
who praised what deserves praise

and sowed blame for wrong-doers.

But human excellence

grows like a vine tree

fed by the green dew

raised up, among wise men and just,

to the liquid sky.

We have all kinds of needs for those we love ~
most of all in hardships, but joy, too,

strains to track down eyes that it can trust.

' Pindar, Nemean viit.37—44

He will see it as being itself by itself with itself, eternal and unitary,
and see all the other beautifuls as partaking of it in such a manner
that, when the others come to be and are destroyed, it never comes
to be any more or less, nor suffers any alteration. . .In this place, my
dear Socrates, if anywhere, life is livable for a human being — the
place where he contemplates the beautiful itself. .. Do you think life
would be miserable for a person who looked out there and
contemplated it in an appropriate way and was with it? Or don’t
you understand that there alone, where he sees the beautiful with
that faculty to which it is visible, it will be possible fof him to give
birth not to simulacra of excellence, since it is no simulacrum he is
grasping, but to true excellence, since he is grasping truth? And as
he brings forth true excellence and nourishes it, he will become
god-loved, and, if ever a human being can, immortal?

Plato, Symposium 2118—212A

socrATES: Well, then, what is 2 human being?
ALCIBIADEs: I don’t know what to say.
Plato, Akibiades 1, 1295
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Preface to the revised edition

Preface
Acknowledgements
Abbreviatsons

Chapter 1 Luck and cthics

Ap pation of Greek ethical thought: the good human life is dependent
on things that human beings do not control. The search for self-sufficiency
through reason; its limits. Why these questions, important for us, are seldom
treated in modern ethical writing. Three sub-problems: vulnerable
components of the good life; contingent conflict of values; the ungoverned
elements of the personality. Sketch of the argument. Why works of literarure
are an indispensable part of a philosophical inquiry intc these questions.

Part I Tragedy: fragility and ambition

Chapter 2 Aeschylus and practical conflict

Greek tragedy’s depiction of pmetical dil as serious and not resolvabl
without remainder: the charge that this is a sign of primitive and illogical
thought.

1 A sketch of the problem. Factors we usually consider important in the
assessment of these cases. Reasons for not making the moral/non-moral
distinction central to our discussion.

11 Some philosophical ‘solutions’ to the prob)

1l Two cases of tragic conflict in Aeschylus: Agamemnon at Aulis, Bteocles
before the gates,

1V The plays’ implicit view of prop P in such cases. What it mecans
to say that these experiences might give leatning.

V' This tragic view confronted with the theories of the philosophers of
Section II. The positive achievement of the Aeschylean account.

Chapter 3 Sophocles’ Antigone: conflict, vision, and
simplification

Could a rational person plan a life so a3 to avoid the situations of Chapter 2 as
far as possible? One way of doing this would be to simplify and narrow the
scope of one’s commitments.

1 The guard: an example of ordinary practical reason, tom and conflicted.

11 Creon. Tensi g values precluded by recognizing only one value.
His clever redefinitions; strange es for love and religion. The

1

motivation for this strategy; its failure.
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IV Hegel’s suggestion that the play points to a synthesis in which justice is
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The Danae ode: its pessimism about our relation to contingency. A
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Conclusion to Part I
Tragedy on the vulnerability of individual values.

Part Il Plato: goodness without fragility ?

Introduction
The continuity of Plato’s thought with tragedy. Two methodological
problems: philosophical development over time, the dialogue form.

Chapter 4 The Protagoras: a science of practical reasoning
The antithesis between fuch? and techné (art or science) and mythic stories of
the saving power of fechai: a hope for human progress.

1 The dramatic setting: problems of fxché.

11 The general concept of sechni in Pre-Platonic Greek science,

HI Protagoras’s story of human progress over saché. What zechni does he
teach, and how docs it make progress with our problems?

IV The science of measurement: what motivates it, what progress it could
make. The akrasia argument: the role of pleasuze as standard of choice. How
commensurability of values works to eliminate abrasia.

VA Socratic conclusion to Protagoras’s myth,

Interlude 1 Plato’s anti-tragic theater

The philosophical dialogue as a new kind of writing. The absence of any
anteccdent distinction between the philosophical and the literary. The poet as
ethical teachet. The dialogue’s positive debt to and repudiation of tragedy:
Plato’s stylistic break expresses a profound moral criticism.

Chapter 5 The Repablic: true value and the standpoint of
perfection

The dialogue’s opening: a question about what is truly worth pursuing.

I The alleged insufficiency of Plato’s arguments to support his ranking of the
contemplative over other lives. A profound, though puzzling argument
concetning need and intrinsic valve, Repablic 1x; parailels from Gorgias,
Pbilebus.

11 A defense of asceticism: how activities that are not truly valuable undercut
those that are. Phaedo and Republic.

I Questions about the standpoint from which truc judgments of value are
reached. Its relevance to acsthetic judgment; to moral education.

1V How harmony among values is achieved.
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V The problem of motivation. Plato’s use of negative and positive
arguments.
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The chasge that Plato neglects-the love of one unique individual for anothes:
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1 The cunstruction of the dialogue. Dramatic dates.
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prospect and its problems.

III Diotima and the ascent of love. Its practical motivations. The enabling
role of judgments of qualitative homogeneity. How the lovet achieves
sclf-sufficiency.

1V The entrance of Alcibiades. His claim that he will tell the truth through
images. The story of 2 particular love; the lover’s desire for knowledge.

V The indictment of Alcibiades. Erés and slavery. A confrontation between
two conceptions of value.

Chapter 7 “This story isn’t true’: madness, reason, and
recantation in the Phaedras )

The apparent distance between the' Phaedrus and the middle dialogues on the
place of love and madness in the good life.

1 Madness: what it is, how it is criticized in other dialogues. The first two
speeches develop certain elements of the position for which Plato has seriously
argued in middle dialogues.

II Socrates® praise of (certain sorts of) mad The non-intellectual el s
as important sources of motivational energy. Their guiding and even cognitive
function in our aspiration towards the good. The interweaving of love and
understanding. Personal passion as an intrinsically valuable part of the best
life. Implications for Plato’s view of the soul and personal identity. The action
of the dialogue in relation t6 its ethical views.

11l Moral psychology in the condemnation of the poets. To what extent
poetic speech is now restored to a place of honor. Philosophy and its style.

IV Motivations for this secantation. The status of its truths.

Part XII  Aristotle: the fragility of the good human life

Introduction
The role of the genemal discussions of method and action.

Chapter 8 Saving Aristotle’s appearances

Aristotle’s announced intention to philosophize within the confines of the
Dbainormena (appearances). Why there is difficulty in reconstructing and
appreciating this view.

1 What phasnomena are. Their connection with language and ordinary belief.
11 How the method wotks. How appearances are gathered and which are
relevant, Puzzies. The return to appearances: the role of the competent judge.
111 The most basic appearances of all. The principle of non-contradiction
defended as necessary for thought and discourse. How refutadon of a
principie can take place within the appearances.

Y The method defended against 2 charge of laziness and conservatism. The
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negative and the positive tasks of Aristotclian philosophy: a contrast with
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for all animal movements,
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Chapter 10 Non-scientific deliberation

Practical wisdom is not scientific understanding; the ctiterion of correct choice
is the person of practical wisdom. The apparent connection of these claims
with Aristotle’s attack on Platonic self-sufficiency.

I The anthropocentrism of the search for the good life.
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the concrete particular.
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Phaedrus compared.

V The person of practical wisdom and an appatent problem of circulariry.

V1 An example of Aristotelian deliberation. How this view leaves the agent
vulnerable to contingency.
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activity and disaster
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Two versions of this position. Aristotle’s attack on the * good-condition’
view: cases of complete or severe impediment to activity.

IV Partial disruption of good activity: the case of Priam. Related tragic cases.
V Damuage to good states of character themselves.

V1 The role of risk and material limitation in constituting the value of certain
important virtues.
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theory. Its intrinsic value. The political management of conflict.
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explores the gap between being good and living well. Why pity and fear are
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writing.

Epilogue Tragedy
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Euripides’ Hecuba

The ghost of 2 murdered child. Rejection of this play by those who believe
good character cannot decline.

1 Hecuba’s speech about the firmness of good character in adversity. Her
position in the nature—convention debate. Connections with Thucydides on
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