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Not only novels prove appropriate, because (again, with reference only to these particu-
lar issues and this conception) many serious dramas will be pertinent as well, and some
biographies and histories—so long as these are written in a style that gives sufficient at-
tention to particularity and erotior, and so long as they involve their readers in relevant
activities of searching and feeling, especially feeling concerning their own possibilities as
well as those of the characters . . ..

But the philosopher is likely to be less troubled by these questions of lterary
genre than by a prior question: namely, why a literary work at all? Why can’t we in-
vestigdte everything we want to investigate by nsing complex examples of the sort that
moral philosophers are very good 2t inventing? Tn reply, we must insist that the
philosopher who asks this question cannot have been convinced by the argument
so far about the intimate connection between literary form and ethical content.
Schemnatic philosophers’ examples almost always lack the particularity, the emotive
appeal, the absorbing plottedness, the variety and indeterminacy, of good fiction; they-
lack, too, good feton’s way of making the readér a participant and a friend; and we
have argued that it is precisely in virtue of these structural characteristics that fiction
can play the role it does in our reflective lives. As [novelist, Henry] James says, “The
picture of the exposed and entangled state is what is required.” If the examples do
have these features, they will, themselves, be works of literature. Sometimes a very
brief fiction will prove 2 sufficient vehicle for the investigation of what we are at that
moment investigating; sometimes, as in "Flawed Crystals® (where our question con-
cerns what is likely to happen in the course of a relacively long and corplex life), we
need the length and complexity of 2 novel. in neither case, however, would schematic
examples prove sufficient as a substitute. (This does not mean that they will be totally
dismissed; for they have other sorts of uselulness, especially in connection with other
ethical views.) . .

We can add that examples, setting things up schematically, signal to the readers
what they should notice and find relevant, They hand them the ethically salient deserip-
tion. This means that ruch of the ethical work is already done, the result “cooked.” The
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novels are more open-ended, showing the reader what it is to search for the appropnate "
description and why that search matters. (And yet they are not so open-ended as 10 give -’
no shape 10 the reader’s thought) By showing the mystery and indeterminacy of “our -
actual adventure,” they characterize life more richly and traly—indeed, more pr::ctsely——
than an example lacking those features ever could; and they engender in the re:ader_a type :
of ethical work more appropriate for life. SR

But why not life itself? Why can't we investigate whatever we want to mvesugate n
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by living and reflecting on our lives? Why, if it is the Aristotelian ethical conception we . T
wish to scrutinize, can't we do that without literary texts, without texts at a.ll———or L

rather, with the texis of our own lives set before us? Here, we raust first say that

of course we do this as well, both apart from our reading of the novels and (as [French AT .:

novelist Marcel] Proust insists} in the pracess of reading. In a sense Proust is right "

to see the litexary text as an “optical instrument” through which the reader becomes ;... .

a reader of his or her own heart. But, why do we need, in Lhat case, such optical
instniments? - :

One obvious answer was suggesned already by Aristotler we have': er - live
enough. Our experience is, without fiction, too confined and too parochial. L:Lteratun: ex
tends it, making us reflect and feel about what might otherwise be too distant’ for feeling,

The importance of this for both morals and politics carmot he undere.stlmatc _
Princess Casamassima [1886, a novel by Henry James)—justly, in my view—depicts the
imagination of the novel-reader as a type that is very valuable in the political (as. WEH
the private) life, sympathetic to a wide range of concems, averse to certam 1
hmmanity, It cultwates these syrnpaﬁnes in its readers

side this account, as pieces of “raw” life: they are a close and careful mtarprétauve :
description. Al living is interpreting; all action requires seeing the world as ing, ..
S0 in this sense no life is “raw,” and (as James and Proust insist) Lhroughout'ﬁ i
ate, in a'sense, makers of fictions, The point is that in the activity of literary imagining we
are led 1o imagine and describe with greater precision, focusing our attentionion éach :
word, feeling each event more keenly—whereas much of actual life goes by wlthout that
helgbtened awareness, and is thus, in a certain sense, not fully or thoroughly i:ved Nei-
ther James nor Proust thinks of ordinary life as normative, and the Anstotehzm concep-
tion concurs: too much of it is obtuse, routinized, incompletely sentient. So. Titerarure is
an extension of life not only horizontally, bringing the reader into contact Wlth evems or
locations or persons or problems he or she has not otherwise met, but also. so to speak,
vemca]ly; glving the reader experjence that is deeper, sharper, and. more precise than
much of what takes placc in life, o

Study Questions
L. Is Nussbaum right that phllosoph.xcai examples don't work s well as fictional stories.
when it comes to conveying a moral point? Why or why not? '

2. What does she mean by “no life is ‘raw™?
3. Should her theory include the use of films? Why or why not?




