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The use of tragedy

‘Aeschylus, then, shows us not so much a ‘solution’ to the ‘problem of 
practical conflict’ as the richness and depth of the problem itself … 
Aeschylus has indicated to us that the only thing remotely like a 
solution here is, in fact, to describe and see the conflict clearly and to 
acknowledge that there is no way out’

‘… We have not fully understood the ‘tragic view’ if we have not 
understood why it has been found intolerably painful by certain 
ambitious rational beings.’ (49-50)

The problem of tuche (luck)







The challenge

‘If human beings cannot make themselves entirely safe against such 
rare bad luck, at least they can structure their lives and commitments 
so that in the ordinary course of events they will be able to stay clear of 
serious conflicts.

One obvious way to do this is to simplify the structure of one’s value-
commitments, refusing to attach oneself to concerns that frequently, or 
even infrequently, generate conflicting demands.

The avoidance of practical conflict at this level has frequently been 
thought to be a criterion of rationality…’





Sophocles’ Antigone

• Antigone wishes to bury her dead brother Polynices, but Creon, King 
of Thebes, forbids this as undermining civic law

• Conflict follows, with devastating consequences for both

• This play ‘examines two different attempts to close off the prospect of 
conflict and tension by simplifying the structure of the agent’s 
commitments and loves. It asks what motivates such attempts; what 
becomes of them in a tragic crisis

• … The Antigone is a play about practical reason and the ways in which 
practical reason orders or sees the world.’ (51)







Conflicting values
• Deinon – strange, out of place, out of kilter with expectations

• ‘There are many deinon things; but not one of them is more deinon than 
the human being’

• ‘The audience would, then, expect to find in Creon an extremely painful 
tension between these two roles and requirements.’ Instead, ‘to their 
surprise … a complete absence of tension or conflict, secured by a ‘healthy’ 
rearrangement of evaluations’

• Just interchangeable with ‘well-disposed to this city’ (and the ship)

• ‘Creon’s use of this image as an argument for a single-ended conception of 
value is more than a little strange. He might just as well have told us that 
the fact that I cannot live without a heart shows that my only friends 
should be specialists in the health of this single organ, entirely dedicated to 
its welfare’ (59)





Antigone’s fight

• She follows duty to a divine law above a human one. She pursues her own 
virtue, and injures no-one else in the process

• ‘Duty to the family dead is the supreme law and the supreme passion. And 
Antigone structures her entire life and her vision of the world in 
accordance with this simple, self-contained system of duties.’ (64)

• ‘Antigone shows a deeper understanding of the community and its values 
than Creon does when she argues that the obligation to bury the dead is an 
unwritten law, which cannot be set aside by the decree of a particular ruler. 
The belief that not all values are utility-relative, that there are certain 
claims whose neglect will prove deeply destructive of communal 
attunement and individual character, is a part of Antigone's position left 
untouched by the play's implicit criticism of her single-mindedness.’ (66)



Over to you

• Why is it that Creon’s vision of 
the just city and just person is 
so inadequate?

• What do you see as the ethical 
instruction that can arise from 
studying Antigone?



O errors of my ill-reasoning reason
unyielding and bringing death.
O you, who look on the killer and the kin he killed.
O how impoverished my deliberations were.
O son, you were young, you died young.
You have died, you have gone away,
through my bad deliberations, not your own. (Creon, 62)



Creon’s vision
• ‘What would it take to make such a strategy work? First, the final good 

must itself be single or simple: it must not contain conflicts or oppositions 
within itself. If oppositions between conflicting claims are present within 
the welfare of the city, properly conceived, then Creon's strategy will have 
solved nothing.

• … The play is about Creon's failure. It ends with his abandonment of this 
strategy and his recognition of a more complicated deliberative world’

• ‘A city is a complex whole, composed of individuals and families, with all 
the disparate, messy, often conflicting concerns that individuals and 
families have, including their religious practices, their concern for the burial 
of kin. A plan that makes the city the supreme good cannot so easily deny 
the intrinsic value of the religious goods that are valued by the people who 
compose it.’ (60)



‘It is, in short, the harmony of these spheres 
[the family and the city], and the concordant 
action within the bounds of their realized 
content, which constitute the perfected 
reality of the moral life
... The true course of dramatic development 
consists in the annulment of contradictions 
viewed as such, in the reconciliation of the 
forces of human action, which alternately 
strive to negate each other in their conflict.’



Think on both sides

‘We reflect on an incident not by subsuming it under a general rule, not 
by assimilating its features to the terms of an elegant scientific 
procedure, but by burrowing down into the depths of the particular, 
finding images and connections that will permit us to see it more truly, 
describe it more richly; 

… The Platonic soul will be directed, in its singleness and purity, to 
ethical objects that are single-natured and unmixed, themselves by 
themselves. The Sophoclean soul is more like Heraclitus’s image of 
psuche: a spider sitting in the middle of its web, able to feel and 
respond to any tug in any part of the complicated structure’



‘they confront us with a further, higher-
order conflict concerning conflict itself. 
For we must choose, it seems, between 
active harmonizing or ordering and 
open responsiveness, between being 
the makers of a consistent conflict-free 
world of value and being receptive to 
the rich plurality of values that exist in 
the world of nature and of history. 

Every human forming of a scheme of 
value seems to involve a balancing of 
these two values, which have been 
explored throughout the play’



Schopenhauer

‘The purpose of this highest poetical achievement is the description of 
the terrible side of life. The unspeakable pain, the wretchedness and 
misery of mankind, the triumph of wickedness, the scornful mastery of 
chance, and the irretrievable fall of the good and the innocent are all 
here presented to us; and here is to be found a significant hint as to the 
nature of the world and of existence... 

The motives that were previously so powerful now lose their force, and 
instead of them the complete knowledge of the real nature of the 
world, acting as a quieter of the will, produces resignation, the giving 
up not merely of life, but of the whole will-to-live itself’ (79)





Aristotle vs Plato

The plant versus the gem versus the ship…

‘A plant has a definite nature; it is this and not that; it requires, 'cares for', 
responds to, this and not that. It is vulnerable and needy; but it also has its own 
appropriate ends and, to put it somewhat metaphorically, its own sense of value. 
The ship, too, is a definite conveyance that takes people somewhere to pursue 
certain characteristic aims and ends. It does not and cannot simply go with every 
current and every wind that bears upon it; it has its own orderly way and its own 
course. 

… is important, in pursuit of one's human ends, to remain open to the claims and 
pulls of the external, to cultivate flexible responsiveness, rather than rigid 
hardness’

Aristotle: responsive practical wisdom, accommodating itself to the complexities of our 
natural lives (e.g. 80) 



The strife of care
Heraclitus: ‘justice really is strife’. The ‘tensions that permit this sort of strife to arise 

are also, at the same time, partly constitutive of the values themselves’ 

If, for example, we could ever see clearly and be moved by the value of each unique 

person in the world, we could never without intolerable pain and guilt be able to act so 

as to benefit any one of them rather than any other – as love, or justice, might in some 

cases require. (81)

‘As we turn to Plato and Plato's Socrates, we might think about the following story. 

Diogenes Laertius reports that Socrates once attended a play of Euripides in which a 

character, speaking about practical excellence, spoke the lines: It is best to let these 

things go as they will, without management.' Hearing this, Socrates got up and left the 

theater, saying that it was absurd to... let excellence perish in this way’ (84)





Nussbaum’s Aristotelianism (chs 8-12)

The good life must involve friendship/love (philia)

Whereas Plato and others considered self-sufficiency and rationality as 

cultivated through a solitary life, Aristotle rejects this

The sort of self-sufficiency that characterizes the best human life is a communal 

and not a solitary self-sufficiency. ‘The complete good seems to be self-

sufficient. But by self-sufficient we mean not a life for the individual alone, living 

a solitary life, but for parents as well and children and wife and in general philoi

and fellow citizens, since the human being is by nature political.’ (344-345)

Instrumental benefits: good character and aspiration

Intrinsic benefits: motivation, moral development, emulation



Over to you

Can love and its constant vulnerability to loss 
be a sufficient basis for the good life? Does 
Nussbaum overplay or leave out any other 
vital factors? 
Or is this inherently, practically, wise?

‘By ascribing value to philia in a conception of the 
good life, we make ourselves more vulnerable to 
loss. And we can add one further point: we also, 
through our attachments, make ourselves 
susceptible to losses that are not, properly speaking, 
our own. A person with no strong attachments has 
only his or her own health, virtue, and success to 
worry about. A person who loves another will be 
grieved or made anxious by a double number of 
events and becomes doubly susceptible to luck, 
'being pleased together by good things and grieved 
together by painful things, for no other reason than 
on account of the philos himself’ (361)





Euripides’ Hecuba

In this bleak tragedy, Hecuba, former queen of Troy, endures the sacrifice of her 
daughter and murder of her son by a friend she had trusted. She takes violent revenge

A good character pushed over the edge, with Hecuba punished by becoming a dog

‘This play shows us that the person of noble character is, if anything, more open to this 
corrosion than the base person, because it is the noble person, not the base, who has 
unsuspiciously staked a world on the faith and care of others. ... she must have 
revenge against human life itself and the very conditions of virtue in the world’ (417-8)

Conclusion of Fragility of Goodness: as human beings we long to live in a simpler, purer 
world, but that is not possible – without also losing the ‘richness and fullness of life’ 
(421) – in our relationships with others





Next week… Love’s Knowledge

• We’ll move onto a collection of Nussbaum’s essays and talks, rewritten for a more 
general audience – Love’s Knowledge (1990)

• Nussbaum delves further into the connections between literature and philosophy 
and how each nourishes the other

• She discusses Henry James, Dickens and Proust, and takes a literary, reflective 
style (e.g. sitting on Great Yarmouth’s beach with her daughter…)

• I’d like us to look at Chapter 11, called “Love’s Knowledge”. I’ve also added short 
excerpts from earlier and later, bookending the chapter

• On one level, it’s about Proust’s In Search of Lost Time, but there’s no need for 
prior familiarity. The discussion is about different forms of love and loving, why 
we love, and what love’s knowledge might be

• Questions and thoughts to Dan.Taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk

mailto:Dan.Taylor@marywardcentre.ac.uk

