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The following was originally written as the result of an invitation to 

contribute to a collection of articles on Professor Nussbaum, one of 

which was to be by her, replying to what the other contributors had 

said about her. The book was never published. Ed.  

   

Martha Nussbaum’s ‘Getting the 
Judgements Right’: “liable to strange 

outbreaks, belated uncanny clutches at the 
unusual, the ideal”  

   

   

   

        

And a man who is emotionally educated is rare as a 

phoenix  

(D. H. Lawrence, John Galsworthy, Phoenix, p.539, 

Penguin)  

 

Not difficulties – those of penetration, exploration, 

interpretation, those, in the world that says everything, of 

appreciation – are the approved field of criticism, but the 

very forefront of the obvious and the palpable, where we 

may go round and round like holiday-makers on hobby-

horses at the turning of a crank. (Henry James, “The 

Tempest”, p. 439, The Critical Muse: Selected Liteary 

Criticism, ed. Roger Gard, Penguin, 1987)  

 

. . . this would mean that a therapeutic philosophy will 

always have a job to do: exposing these various self-

deceptive projects, showing their underlying kinship and 

their strange consequences, and pointing to the parts of 

life that they cover or deny. (Martha Nussbaum, p.283, 

Love’s Knowledge, OUP, 1990)  

        

*  

From the first page of the preliminary material attached to Martha C. 

Nussbaum’s Upheavals of Thought (Cambridge) we learn that she is:  

        

Ernst Freund Distinguished Service Professor of Law and 

Ethics at the University of Chicago, appointed in the 

Philosophy Department, the Law School, the Divinity 

School, and the College. She is an Associate in the 
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Classics Department, an Affiliate of the Committee for the 

Southern Asian Studies, and a member of the Board of the 

Committee on Gender Studies.  

Were I to add up the various cross-deployments of all the members 

of my department, I suspect this Martha Stewart of the academic 

world would have out-produced our combined efforts. And I suppose 

the product has been found “a good thing”. What am I to do about 

this range of concerns when my own experience bears little to no 

correspondence to Professor Nussbaum’s and worse still a 

disconcerting resemblance to Roderick Hudson’s educational 

adventures in “a small college”, “where, I’m afraid, [he] had given a 

good deal more attention to novels and billiards than to mathematics 

and Greek”. (Roderick Hudson, ch.2, p.37, Harper) While I did 

manage to give up billiards, reluctantly, I make no apologies for 

devoting several decades of my life to the study of the novel. I 

cannot however claim to have tackled the Greeks, nor can I pretend 

to the barest competence in a number of scholarly areas Nussbaum 

routinely publishes in. I worry the matter since Nussbaum appears to 

think of reading as if it was a matter of identifying with, relating to, 

sympathizing with or imagining a character or a writer as yourself or 

very like. I don’t. All I can manage to imagine is our common 

interest in the novel as a form of thought.  

      As a young graduate student I decided Lawrence was right: the 

novel was the “one bright book of life”. After fleeing one doctoral 

program for another, I spent a whole year reading the complete 

works of a number of nineteenth and early twentieth century 

novelists, when I should have been writing my dissertation. The 

novel sustained me then, and for three decades since has helped to 

make lecturing in the university an honourable way to make a living. 

I start with D.H. Lawrence because he covers a lot of Nussbaum’s 

territory in a lively colloquial manner. Most academic criticism 

sounds bland beside it.  

     Nussbaum appears to think the manner or the form matters so I 

must say I find hers too much like that of an obedient graduate 

student following the rules for a PhD thesis—rules which require 

readers to be led, through chapter after chapter, by the nose. In most 

of her books you get, in an introductory chapter, a very lengthy 

summary of what is to come. Most chapters tell you what you have 

to do next and (in case you’re one of less gifted of the seven dwarfs) 

end with another summary of what you've just been told. The format 

of the so-called “ascent tradition” (see Upheavals of Thought) is 

even less appealing. Dante and St. Augustine are measured on a 

scale of political correctness embodied in a sort of report card, 

student evaluation form, application for a job in the civil service 

form or professional performance evaluation form from the Dean’s 

office.  

      But to get back to Lawrence, he has poems of the sort Nussbaum 

is fond of quoting. Here is one of my favourites:  
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Thought  

Thought, I love thought.  

But not the jiggling and twisting of already existent ideas  

I despise that self-important game.  

Thought is the welling up of unknown life into 

consciousness,  

Thought is the testing of statements on the touchstone of 

the conscience,  

Thought is gazing on to the face of life, and reading what 

can be read,  

Thought is pondering over experience, and coming to a 

conclusion.  

Thought is not a trick, or an exercise, or set of dodges,  

Thought is a man in his wholeness wholly attending.  

        

I hope Nussbaum would respect that and grant it equal status with 

some of the Whitman poetizing she favours. Lawrence I gather is a 

bit of a problem for her because he doesn’t belong in the liberal 

camp. She does allow him to peek over the fence now and again. I 

know this from her unqualified admiration of Booth’s irksome, self-

laudatory piece on re-considering Lawrence. They both suspect him 

of belonging to the sort of race that is given to being “judgemental”. 

      Lawrence shares with Nussbaum a decided disposition to think 

of the novel’s bearing on other forms of thought like philosophy. 

Take this lovely bit for instance:  

        

Plato’s Dialogues are queer little novels. It seems to me it 

was the greatest pity in the world, when philosophy and 

fiction got split. They used to be one, right from the days 

of myth. Then they went and parted, like a nagging 

married couple, with Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas and 

that beastly Kant. So the novel went sloppy, and 

philosophy went abstractly-dry. The two should come 

together again – in the novel. (“Surgery for the Novel – Or 

A Bomb”, Phoenix, p.517)  

        

Of course she couldn’t be expected to swallow this whole but at least 

she could have the decency and courage to notice that he was 

roaming the fields (floating like a butterfly and stinging like bee) that 

she turns into ology and ism projects and research areas. Lawrence’s 

bringing together isn’t quite a marriage of equals, more like a 

friendly take-over. Nussbaum pretends she is writing in a spirit of 

reciprocity (one of the vital criteria for measuring the trajectory of 

the ascent) when she talks of the “conversation” between “literature” 

and moral philosophy but in truth she is just engaged in adding some 

novels to supplement the philosophy side of the equation.  

      If you really passionately desire a conversation, or marriage, why 

not fall back on Mathew Arnold’s insistence on using the “large 
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word” literature in the inclusive manner he proposes in his debate 

with Huxley? (“Literature and Science”, p.255, Literary Criticism of 

Matthew Arnold, eds B. Crick & M. DiSanto, Brynmill Press, 2004) 

But you are not going to bring this about by accepting his view, as 

Nussbaum does, whether she knows it or not, in “The Function of 

Criticism at the Present Time”:  

        

… for creative literary genius does not principally show 

itself in discovering new ideas; that is rather the business 

of the philosopher. The grand work of literary genius is a 

work of synthesis and exposition, not of analysis and 

discovery; its gift lies in the faculty of being happily 

inspired by a certain intellectual and spiritual atmosphere, 

by a certain order of ideas, when it finds itself in them; of 

dealing divinely with these ideas, presenting them in the 

most effective and attractive combinations, – making 

beautiful works with them in short. (Literary Criticism of 

Mathew Arnold, p.16)  

        

Now isn’t that nice of the philosophers to do so much of the work for 

the creative literary geniuses! But do we, then, need English 

departments or only creative writing professors? I don’t think the 

Philosophy department would cross-deploy a real critic even as a 

higher navvy. All Nussbaum’s talk about form and content splits in 

just this way. The content is philosophic and the form is literary. She 

just isn’t quite as embarrassing in her expression of the relationship 

as Arnold. 

      To return to Lawrence again. Anyone who had written the great 

short stories he revised for the Prussian Officer collection—“Odour 

of Chrysanthemums” and the “Daughters of the Vicar”—and The 

Rainbow and Women in Love (none of which Nussbaum thinks 

worth serious attention in her many essays on love) might have 

allowed himself a full blooded burst of bravado such as this:  

        

I am man alive. For this reason I am a novelist. And being 

a novelist, I consider myself superior to the saint, the 

scientist, the philosopher, and the poet, who are all great 

masters of different bits of man alive, but never get the 

whole hog. (“Why the Novel Matters”, Phoenix, p.535)  

        

When I read Kierkegaard and Nietzsche it never crosses my mind to 

wish they were as good as a novelist. (Unless otherwise stated, 

references below to Kierkegaard are to Fear and Trembling, to 

Nietzsche to The Anti-Christ.) They offer us every bit as much of the 

hog as Lawrence, who ought to be reminded here of “what happened 

to the pig who had too much cheek”, to quote Inspector Bucket from 

Bleak House. No one reads Shakespeare’s poetic drama as an 

inferior form of literature.  

      I enjoy these few short essays of Lawrence’s more than the 
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whole gigantic output from Nussbaum. When I was asked to write 

this paper, I was told Nussbaum would have the last word. She 

would comment on the collection. I have no idea whether this is still 

the case. [It isn’t. See headnote. Ed.] If I pretended we were having a 

conversation I would say—“Aren’t there things to be learned from 

this? Aren’t all our great novelists, not just Henry James, first-rate 

critics, engaged in thought? And by ‘thought’ I don’t mean just 

evoking sympathy for human suffering.” What a lame notion it is to 

attribute no more than feeling with cognitive implications to these 

writers. How patronizing. 

      If you want to understand “sympathy”—which is about the only 

thing faintly like an idea most students in first year university bring 

to the table, unless the political correctness (“Everything’s sexism, 

racism and class”) mantra might be considered one—read the 

novelists. Don’t waste time on second-rate philosophy, like Adam 

Smith on moral sentiments. If you do, you will probably never break 

the ingrained habit of reading even those terrible psychology texts 

looking for something that resembles yourself. Sympathy without 

judgement is just emotional rot. Two passages of Lawrence that 

show us the predicament: sympathy against—sympathy for:  

        

The people in the serious novels [shall we nominate 

Proust?] are so absorbedly concerned with themselves and 

what they feel and don’t feel, and how they react to every 

mortal button; and their audience as frenzied absorbed in 

the application of the author’s discoveries to their own 

reactions: ’That’s me! That’s it! I’m just finding myself in 

this book’! Why, this is more than death-bed, it is almost 

post-mortem behaviour.(“Surgery For The Novel – Or A 

Bomb”, Phoenix, p. 518)  

        

In contradistinction take this passage from a novel which is of course 

also a piece of literary criticism:  

        

After all, one may hear the most private affairs of other 

people, but in a spirit of respect for the struggling, 

battered thing which any human soul is, and in the spirit 

of fine, discriminative sympathy. It is the way our 

sympathy flows and recoils that really determines our 

lives. And here lies the vast importance of the novel, 

properly handled. It can inform and lead into new places 

of life; for it is the passional secret places of life, above all 

the tide of sensitive awareness needs to ebb and flow, 

cleansing and refreshing. (D.H. Lawrence, Lady 

Chatterley’s Lover, ch.9, p.118, Penguin)  

        

      George Eliot’s reliance on sympathy as the conceptual ground 

bass of her fiction derives from her identification with Wordsworth’s 

poetry. Her most Wordsworthian of novels, Adam Bede sports an 
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obtrusive lump of critical commentary in which she virtually 

identifies the faithful representation of English working folk with 

showing them “delicious sympathy”, “deep human sympathy’, and 

the fibre of sympathy. (George Eliot, Adam Bede, ch.17, pp.181-2, 

Holt, Rhinehart and Winston) Alas, George Eliot’s show of sincerity 

isn’t born out by the novel as a whole. You might want to read this 

chapter as a Browning monologue rather than the pronouncement of 

an omniscient narrator. What if a reader just happened to recall the 

following, revealing passage from an essay she had published just 

four years earlier?  

        

The inhabitants seemed to us to have more than the usual 

heaviness of Germanity; even their stare was slow, like 

that of herbivorous quadrupeds. We set out with the 

intention of exploring the town, and at every other turn we 

came into a street which took us out of town, or else into 

one that led back to the market from which we set out. 

One’s feeling was, How could Goethe live here in this 

dull, lifeless village? (“Three Months in Weimar”, p.84, 

Essays of George Eliot, ed. Thomas Pinney, Columbia 

University Press, 1963)  

        

      I suppose “one’s first feeling” might be that them “rustics” ain’t 

ours so it isn’t class feeling but good old English jingoism. “Fellow 

feeling” and “sympathy”— whatever the modifier you choose to 

attach to it—is indeed “a mixed and entangled affair” (Adam Bede, 

ch.17, p.179), to borrow one of George Eliot’s own phrases from this 

statement of her fictional credo. Nussbaum’s decision to dismiss her 

from critical consideration because of her penchant for the 

“omniscient author” convention is utterly misguided. Anyone who 

knows the novels of Henry James at all well cannot help but realize 

how time and again he adapts, twists and competes with her, how 

much he has her in mind. 

      Shakespeare, being our greatest writer and thus our best critic, 

ought to act as a warning against sympathy understood as 

identification. Most of the material granted a prominent place in 

Nussbaum’s latest run though the novel makes the homosexuality 

and/or Jewishness of the author and/or major characters a principle 

of selection. But look at the opening of The Merchant of Venice. The 

play opens with the Nietzschean problematic—“self-knowledge”—

which Nietzsche battled Socrates over from first to last. Shakespeare 

deftly combines with that the question of why we suffer. Here is 

Antonio’s speech:  

        

In sooth I know not why I am so sad,  

It wearies me, you say it wearies you;  

But how caught it, found it, or came by it,  

What stuff ’tis made of, whereof it is born,  

I am to learn:  
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And such a want-wit sadness makes of me, That I have 

much ado to know myself.  

(Merchant of Venice, Ii,1-7)  

     Tossed into a conversation already in progress, we too “want-wit” 

to know the answer. At least on first reading, we are little better off 

than Sol. and Sal. a vaudeville team who like so many people today 

respond with an automatic “No problem” to whatever situation they 

encounter. All you need to do is apply the proposition, if I were you 

then the answer would be—love or money. It never occurs to them 

that he is different or other, a distinct self. They pay no attention to 

Antonio’s response, “Believe me, no.” (Ii, 41) The matter is settled. 

They have done their business and are shuffled off having committed 

the cardinal sin in reading Shakespeare—sympathy as identifying 

with or relating to. The little colloquial phrases, “if I were you” or 

“just like me” will do for you every time in Shakespeare’s “strange 

and questionable” universe. If you want an education in sympathy 

then by all means figure out how you are going to manage sympathy 

for Jew and homosexual alike in this so-called problem play. Forget 

about Adam Smith’s bag of dry and mouldy porridge.  

      From time to time the names Leavis and Trilling pop up in 

Nussbaum’s writing as though they were joined at the hip, or were 

members of the same law firm. They are ethical critics we are 

informed, predecessors in her chosen field. They are not 

philosophers so they are never given anything like the attention she 

lavishes on Adam Smith. This, from her point of view, is a pity, as 

Conrad explores questions of sympathy and identification, and 

Leavis’s essay on his “The Secret Sharer” has things to say about 

them that are worth considering, as illustrating, I believe, what can 

go wrong with criticism when the critic is too ‘sympathetic’. 

     The sudden appearance of a shadowy “headless” figure 

clambering up a “rope ladder” confronts the young captain with one 

of those terribly complicated (I am paraphrasing Leavis here, in 

‘Anna Karenina’ and Other Essays, p.113, Simon and Schuster) 

problems of “moral responsibility” Conrad made his own. By an act 

of “immediate intuition” (Leavis again, p.114) the young captain is 

said to recognize a kindred spirit—“completely self-reliant and fully 

human individual(s)”. (p.114) The instant judgement made in the 

newcomer’s favour—he cannot be the murdering chief his own 

captain charges him with being—Leavis explicitly labels “something 

like self-identification”. (p.115) I admire Leavis but I don’t think 

he’s right here to endorse the young captain's judgement. I cannot 

persuade myself that the story supports it. That isn’t to say that 

Leavis can be disposed of as simply wrong. I think the story as a 

whole doesn’t allow us to reach an assured moral conclusion. In the 

end I find myself caught between trust and suspicion. To opt for one 

or the other puts us in the wrong. Marlow’s response to Jim is of a 

piece with this sense of picking your way by cross lights. All 

Marlow can do is oscillate between defending him as if his own life 

depended upon getting him off and striking out in anger for having 
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his trust betrayed.  

      If literature really tries our souls then we are most at risk when 

we are seduced by sympathetic identification. I think Leavis himself 

identifies with “what a Conway boy ought to be”, “the completely 

self-reliant, courageous and responsible individual”, (p.115) and thus 

sees only the truth he wants to see. It is, no doubt, something we all 

do, even great critics like Leavis and Kiekegaard and Nietzsche. 

When Nietzsche admires Christ for not “reacting”, he makes Jesus 

over in his own self-image. There is, as Kierkegaard has insisted so 

adamantly, only one knight of faith and presenting him absolutely 

mustn’t become a matter of the narrator or author projecting his own 

predicament onto Abraham. 

     Nussbaum could learn something about criticism from “The 

Nigger of the Narcissus” and The Secret Agent too.  

      In the closing part of my argument I intend to restrict my 

commentary to Professor Nussbaum’s detailed analysis of three 

novels: David Copperfield, The Golden Bowl and Wuthering 

Heights. I hope the reader will accept the selection without serious 

demurral as representative of her work on fiction. Given the 

foregoing objections to how Nussbaum reads, it would be odd if I 

didn’t have serious reservations about her understanding of 

individual texts.  

     My earliest memories of David Copperfield, that wonderful 

evocation of time past, derive from childhood. On several occasions 

at Christmas my father took it upon himself to read the novel to me. 

It struck me as strange because he usually left that job to my mother 

or, as I preferred, let me get on with it myself. I suspect it was an 

English working-class emigrant’s home-sickness. Dickens 

represented England for him. I have come to think of having my 

father read Copperfield to me as something itself quintessentially 

Dickensian. What made it so sentimental and hilarious was that the 

text he read from was written in shorthand. Of course it was not until 

many years later that I learned what shorthand meant to Dickens, the 

young reporter in England. My father, unlike Dickens, had allowed 

his clerical skills to rust, and the narration of the opening page 

bogged down in repetition and long pauses. My kind and well-

meaning father, once a year, grew irritated when his interpretation of 

the mysterious ciphering collapsed; and I fear my boredom and 

amusement didn’t help.  

      David Copperfield also appears to evoke memories, but of a 

rather different sort, for Professor Nussbaum. On the first page of 

“Steerforth’s Arm: Love and the Moral point of View” we get this 

burst of emotion:  

 

        

I felt a wind on my face and an excitement in my heart, a 

sensuous delight in the fresh presence of each thing that 

seemed to be connected, somehow, with the vividness of 

the chapters, with the power, above all, of Steerforth’s 

presence. I felt my heart quite suddenly take itself off, 
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rushing happily from the firmness of judgement into the 

eager volatility of desire.(Love’s Knowledge, ch.14, 

p.335)  

      If you have been attending carefully to the whole collection of 

papers that make up Love’s Knowledge you should link this passage 

to her recollection of life away at school. The whole 

“philosophical/literary project” we are told can be traced back to,  

        

The fact that, like David Copperfield, I was a child whose 

best friends were, on the whole novels – a serious and, for 

long time, a solitary child. I can recall sitting for hours in 

the brown and silent attic, or in the tall grass of any field 

that was left unaltered by the chilly opulence that Bryn 

Mawr in general offered – reading with love, and thinking 

about many questions. Taking enormous delight at being 

in an open field, bewildered, reading, with the wind 

blowing round my shoulders. (Love’s Knowledge, ch.1, 

p.10)  

        

      I think even the most generous of readers is likely to find 

accepting these sentiments as adequate grounds for such an 

ambitious undertaking a bit of a stretch. I suspect most would feel an 

impulse to mock, even if the issue was just how to read David 

Copperfield: Nussbaum loves to read, so does David. They both read 

for life. Nussbaum identifies with and loves Daisy. (She finds Henry 

James’s Hyacinth very attractive too). David loves Steerforth, so 

Nussbaum, who has identified with David, does too. Moreover, 

Nussbaum’s daughter loves Steerforth, and she loves her daughter, 

and so on and so on … . I guess you get the point.  

      How can you register an objection to this Proustian whirligig 

without trying to make a “skill of offence” like Shakespeare’s Henry 

V? If I was mummy, I would have said to my love-stricken daughter, 

“Please read Chapter 30, ‘Steerforth’s Home’ and then tell me why 

you find him so charming that you want me to welcome him to our 

home.” The visual images of arms that Nussbaum makes such a fuss 

over (presumably she has heard that literature is largely a question of 

thinking in images) might just as easily remind the open-minded 

reader that it was his arm that threw the hammer at Miss Dartle and 

split her face open from lip to chin. My objection to Nussbaum’s 

reading is that she doesn’t—anything like—consider all the relevant 

evidence. I don’t propose to gather all the evidence of her failure to 

consider all the evidence but I do think she and her daughter might 

show some respect, for instance, for Mowcher’s testimony against 

Steerforth. Mowcher is both a sharp and a tender woman.  

      For sake of brevity, the “Steeforth’s Home” chapter also shows 

us how little David wants to face the implications of Steerforth’s 

cruelty. Steerforth is to be loved, and the unpleasant implications of 

Rosa’s double-edged questions are just evidence of ill-nature—hers 

not Steerforth’s. Steerforth loves David and wishes he were like him, 

so how could David not reciprocate?. There is much that David 

doesn’t want to know, so much that Nussbaum’s disposition to think 
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him capable of writing this novel is nothing more than a “generous 

fantasy”. Dickens doesn’t even attempt to show us a David mature 

enough to write a real novel. Only the most blind trust could 

entertain the idea. Unfortunately, Nussbaum has convinced herself 

(see Upheavals of Thought) that blind trust is pretty much what 

ethical valuations of novels comprises.  

      I don’t believe for a moment that any reader who hasn’t got a 

crush on Steerforth is going to see him as central to the novel, unless 

of course gay studies fix upon his relations with David. As for 

thinking you can defend the more dubious qualities of this boy-man 

by playing him off against the character no one has ever been able to 

stomach, Hagness Wickfield, is just a cheap dodge. ‘Ethical critics’ 

always need a moralizer to act as a strawman to deflect criticism 

from the run-of-the-mill hyperbolic sceptic. Dickens shaped this 

novel, his favourite child, out of a deep psychological preoccupation 

with growing up. It presents a number of families for us to compare 

and evaluate. Steerforth is but one of these. The core issue is a 

ticklish problem for a man of Dickens’s particular sensibility. How 

do we tell childishness from childlikeness or from the wonder of 

childhood we may carry with us over into adulthood? The 

professional psychological stuff Nussbaum has written about in 

Upheavals of Thought isn’t any more reconcilable with Dickens on 

this subject than Hard Times is with J. S. Mill. It is just one half of 

her dissociation of sensibility. She reads philosophy as an adult but 

novels just bring out the girl in the professor. I can’t help shouting 

all through the chapter on David Copperfield—“Oh grow up!” 

      Wuthering Heights doesn’t belong in her “ascent tradition” at all, 

but that isn’t going to get in her way; she’s going to have it there all 

the same. Imagine, Heathcliff, of all the characters in classic English 

fiction, given a make-over—a bizarre sanitization, a cleansing by 

feminization and political liberalization. I bet there isn’t a specialist 

in nineteenth-century English fiction anywhere who would guess 

that “the suspiciously soft and sensuous” figure “of ambiguous 

gender or sexuality”( Upheavals of Thought, p.594) is Heathcliff. 

The description “dark complexion” or “dark outsider” I can accept, 

but to turn Heathcliff into “a female” because “he defies 

conventional norms of manly control” and because he is Cathy’s 

“double” (p.595) is downright ludicrous. This is plainly a case of an 

author with a socio-political agenda who isn’t going to let the text 

get in her way. If you want to assimilate the gypsy outsider into the 

loosely associated talk of the soft and dark and warm and wet and so 

on that runs through Nussbaum’s treatment of Jewish and 

homosexual characters, you must ignore Catherine’s words, as 

Isabella does:  

        

Tell her what Heathcliff is, an unreclaimed creature, 

without refinement, without cultivation; an arid 

wilderness of furze and whinstone. I’d as soon put that 

little canary into the park on a winter’s day as recommend 

you to bestow your heart on him! It is deplorable 

ignorance of his character, child, and nothing else, which 
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makes that dream enter your head. (Wuthering Heights, 

ch.10, p.89)  

It is hard to turn “furze and whinstone” into metaphors for the soft, 

sensuous female body, as Miss Linton soon found out.  

      Only a complacency that accompanies the possession of a 

distinguished academic reputation can explain the unmitigated gall 

of using the pronoun “we” in the sentence, “We must begin with two 

features of the novel that are likely to be forgotten by readers who 

read the novel years ago, or whose memory is colored by the 

Hollywood film version.” (Upheavals of Thought, ch.13, p.596) Isn’t 

that just insulting of the literary-critical colleagues she’s supposed to 

be collaborating with? She doesn’t appear to know anything herself 

about the large body of criticism written on the novel, and doesn’t 

expect her readers to either. As a matter of fact, none of her essays 

on major novelists reveal anything faintly resembling a detailed 

knowledge of the relevant literary critical scholarship. Presumably 

her audience in Philosophy departments has never objected or felt 

the want.* Nor, I might as well add, does she appear to know much 

about Brontë’s relation to Scott or to the Romantic poets. (Forget all 

that; settle for Mahler.)  

      Her unpromising invitation to get beyond Hollywood and 

romantic recollections of adolescent reading leads our instructress to 

the breath-takingly wrong-headed conclusion that the narrator, 

Lockwood, and her female version of Heathcliff are not just 

opposites, as many a simple minded reader has assumed (me 

included) but identical. A complex novel indeed if he is Catherine 

and Lockwood to boot. (Now I think ‘Nietzschean antipodal’ is more 

like it.) But I can see how Nussbaum and Lockwood can be so 

construed. She trots him out at every opportunity (p.669 for instance) 

as the impotent male who feminist critics of all colours have 

identified as frightened by passionate women. Poor Richard Ellman 

is spotted for an academic descendant of the Lockwood type for 

wanting to limit the number of sexual acts of infidelity committed by 

Molly Bloom. (Upheavals of Thought, pp.704-5) Nussbaum, his 

opposite, spends as much time in bed with Molly and Bloom, her 

“soft, sensuous, unaggressive” mate (Upheavals of Thought, p.595) 

as space allows. The desirable husband isn’t capable of straight sex 

and his oral performance isn’t what it might be. The moral maybe? A 

good man is hard to find!  

      I don’t think Nusbaum pays anything like enough attention to the 

highly complicated narrative design of Wuthering Heights. The 

involved temporal sequence, the artful use of frame story convention 

and the multiple narrative perspectives are all given short shrift. 

Lockwood as narrator strikes me as a compulsive identifier, 

sympathizer and relater. He might have learned to read by taking 

Nussbaum’s courses on philosophy and the novel. He tries it on with 

Heathcliff on the very first page of the novel but soon drops the 

pretence, only to repeat the mistake, with a bit of encouragement 

from Nelly, as she shows him the master’s portrait. (Wuthering 

Heights, ch.8, p.61) “Can you make that out”? (p.61) is not just 
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Nelly’s question but Emily Brontë’s sardonic challenge. Lockwood, 

not just the narrator but the auditor, gets Nelly’s remarks on 

Catherine’s relative feelings for Heathcliff and Edgar Linton 

backwards. What else can you expect when you read that way? 

Lockwood isn’t Heathcliff’s opposite and double but Nussbaum’s 

own. Do you get what Emily Brontë has to teach us? Once you get 

the habit of identifying though it is hard to shake.  

      Heathcliff is a cruel, hard man: he doesn’t belong with 

Nussbaum’s feminized males. He belongs on the other side—the 

fierce and austere judges of, and in, passion, in Nietzsche’s world 

perhaps. Kiekegaard on Abraham’s suffering might be a comparison. 

Heathcliff tells Catherine the tragic and unmitigated truth when most 

of us would surely lapse into “sympathy”:  

        

You loved me – then what right had you to leave me? . . . 

nothing that God or Satan could inflict could inflict would 

have parted us, you, of your own will, did it. . . . I forgive 

what you have done to me. I love my murderer – but 

yours! How can I? (Wuthering Heights, ch.15, p.135)  

        

All too often the academic world encounters such moments in great 

literature as if its own defining feature was congenital insincerity. 

Don’t tell me you open yourself to this speech in the spirit of … 

“Just like me!” or, as Nussbaum and her Adam Smith would have it, 

by saying we imagine ourselves as such a person. Hypocrite lecteur!  

      When Emily Brontë’s voice comes to you in the middle of the 

night are you going to let her in or are you going to negotiate like 

Nussbaum, and ask her if she has any “positive proposal” 

(Upheavals of Thought, p.612) to make? If that is what ethical 

criticism stands for I’d avoid it. My own recommendation of an apt 

response would be something akin to the spirit of Kierkegaard’s 

admiration, respect and love for Shakespeare:  

        

Men’s thoughts are thin and flimsy like lace, they are 

pitiable like lacemakers. The thoughts of their hearts are 

too paltry to be sinful. … Their lusts are dull and sluggish, 

their passions sleepy.  

     This is the reason my soul always turns back to the old 

Testament and to Shakespeare. I feel those who speak are 

at least human beings: they hate, they love, they murder 

their enemies . . . (“Diapsalmata”, Either/Or, vol.1, p.27, 

Princeton)  

        

      Nussbaum is quite explicit about “the special importance” of her 

essay on David Copperfield to the “overall project” (p. 364) of 

Love’s Knowledge. I don’t detect anything in her Wuthering Heights 

chapter, even by implication, of comparable importance to the 

“ascent tradition” part of Upheavals of Thought. Four chapters out of 

fifteen devoted to Henry James obviously places him at the core of 

her undertaking to give a comprehensive account of love as the 

essential ingredient in human flourishing. My first reservation about 

her admiration for James’s treatment of love is something Nussbaum 

is aware of but isn’t, in my judgement, prepared to explore fully 
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enough. The key passage doesn’t even appear in the chapters 

devoted to James but can be found in section four of the Copperfield 

piece. Here it is:  

        

Love, as James sees it, requires both hiddenness and a 

willful self-blinding , both a turning from the good of 

others and a request that others turn away their eyes. For 

these reasons it threatens a valuable norm of moral 

attention. And I have suggested that it is for this reason 

that strong personal love, in James, occurs only, so to 

speak, in the margins of the novel … (Love’s Knowledge, 

ch.14, p.346)  

        

I accept this observation as just and true but it isn’t operative in the 

sustained way it ought to be in the detailed analyses of The Golden 

Bowl. She may have suggested something but no more than faintly. 

Her stress falls insistently on James’ subtle and profoundly searching 

moral intelligence. When dealing with a comparable problematic in 

Proust (he appears in both of her major books on the novel and moral 

philosophy), Nussbaum addresses the issue less evasively and with a 

degree of critical honesty. The Proustian onanism isn’t reconcilable 

with Nussbaum’s conception of loving knowledge and for once she 

doesn’t attempt to blur the contrast. 

     Inexplicably entangled with this issue is an even more vexed 

issue which I don’t think anyone can claim to have the solution to. 

What is the relation between a James or a Proust and the characters 

they create? How do we decide whether Marcel’s dogmatic assertion 

that “the human being is the being who cannot depart from himself, 

who knows others only in himself, and, if he says the contrary, lies” 

(Nussbaum quotes this passage on p.271 of Love’s Knowledge) is or 

is not endorsed by the author? I have been arguing all along that 

Nussbaum’s advocacy of reading by identification is disturbingly 

close to this Proustian position. The squirming off the hook is tucked 

away in a footnote three pages further on in this discussion:  

        

I therefore ascribe both the simple and the complex 

cataleptic views to the character Marcel without drawing 

any official conclusions about Proust’s overall view, even 

of optimism about knowledge of those we love. But I 

think it fair to say that the novel as a whole discourages 

optimism about knowledge of another within personal 

love and appears to endorse Marcel’s solipsistic 

conclusions. (Love’s Knowledge, ch.11, p.274.)  

        

Negative evidence is allowable? Why? “The modifier “official” is 

just a distracting twitch. I suppose most academic readers from 

English and Philosophy departments accept this as professional tact 

not unease lodged in the consciousness of this particular person and 

writer. Nussbaum has nothing substantial to offer on this crucial 

issue unless one considers her approving summary of Wayne C. 

Booth’s position settles the issue once and for all. (See Love’s 

Knowledge—the footnote on p.9 and, on pp. 230-44, the review, 

“Reading for Life”, of Booth’s The Company We Keep—and 
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Upheavals of Thought, pp. 242 and 251-2.) 

     The corresponding moment in her commentary on James is also 

found in a footnote. In this case Nussbaum lets others carry the ball:  

        

Both Leon Edel in his biography … and Stephen Spender 

in his essay on the novel have suggested that this passage 

indicates a new acceptance, on the part of James himself, 

of the fact of physical intimacy. Spender writes that we 

see in the author “a person who, profoundly with his 

whole being, after overcoming great inhibitions, has 

accepted the idea of people loving … . ”(Love’s 

Knowledge, ch.4, p.129)  

        

But I think Edel and Spender are dead wrong. In one of the climactic 

moments of the novel, the heroine, Maggie discovers her husband’s 

infidelity. At the moment of this shocking revelation the guilty 

husband just happens to saunter into the room. His response to being 

exposed is that of the instinctive ladies man—he is after all an Italian 

Prince—he tries his utmost to exert his physical, sexual 

attractiveness. The innocent heroine, we are assured, feels the 

powerful charm of his intimate approach but resists. He is sent to his 

room for months on end or, if you prefer, hundreds of pages and 

then, at the very end of the novel, James re-stages the scene. The 

forgiven husband grasps his wife’s shoulders and she closes her eyes 

out of “pity and dread” for what she might see in his. (The Golden 

Bowl, ch.42, p.542, Grove Press) Was the love between a married 

couple ever so perversely attenuated? No one but James would have 

ever thought of married passion like that.  

     If you are, as Nussbaum insistently claims she is, “reading for 

life”, there isn’t much to be gratified about there. But I don’t protest 

against Henry James’s queaziness because I prefer the recent movie 

treatments of his novels or of Jane Austen’s. The films of The 

Portrait of a Lady and Mansfield Park are a toxic blend of the worst 

things that the marriage of pop-culture and the university-educated 

directors could beget. When the TV warns potential viewers of the-

program-about-to-be-aired to exercise discrimination, we are not in 

the presence of moral philosophy but advertizing.  

     But my disagreement with Nussbaum over the claims to be made 

for James on the subject of love should not take precedence over the 

perplexing and bewildering question of how authors are engaged in 

their work. They too write from and for life. Booth’s timid solution 

won’t do the trick. (See reference above.) And I don’t think 

philosophers have sorted things out any better than literary critics.  

     How are we to read Ecce Homo, say? Is it an autobiography or 

not? The introduction to my copy of Stages on Life’s Way warns me 

against reading this strange book as if it were “an exercise in 

biography” (“Introduction”, p.xiv, Søren Kierkegaard, Stages on 

Life’s Way, Princeton), and then I start reading the text only to find 

literally dozens of footnotes pointing out the correspondences 

between the narrative and Kiekegaard’s relations to the woman he 

was engaged to. Do philosophers think the pseudonyms settle the 

matter or that Kierkegaard’s essay, “The Point of View for my Work 
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as an Author” conclusively sets us free?  

     Nussbaum is fond of citing remarks from James’s New York 

Prefaces as if they were conclusively and officially his. If I were to 

quote a passage from the preface to The Portrait of a Lady in which 

James speaks of his heroine Isobel Archer in the very idiom he 

employs in the novel to expose the nature of the villain Gilbert 

Osmond’s feelings for her, what would, what could, Nussbaum say?  

     In my judgement, Nussbaum, and lots of other academic high 

flyers like her, are mostly just symptoms, products and/or victims of 

the industrialization or businessification of reading. They are urged 

to publish at every turn, and what can it be but difficult to say no? 

Nussbaum’s idea or ideal of literary criticism appears to be a long 

review-article by Charles Taylor of her book, The Fragility of 

Goodness. (Love’s Knowledge, ch.15, p.368) Taylor provided her 

with questions that prompted the writing of part of Upheavals of 

Thought. What, in contrast, could she see my own views as but “a 

peculiar misdescription”? (p. 368) Why should she listen to someone 

telling her to give it a rest, and to write less, when she is so 

accustomed to adulation?  

  

Brian Crick 

   

And off he wandered into the woods quietly humming a fragment 

from Schumann’s “Scenes of Childhood” only, suddenly and 

unpredictably, to burst out raucously—as only a Canadian of 

English extraction is entitled to—into the strains of Monty Python’s, 

“I’m a lumberjack and I’m okay.” Ed. 

   

* I can’t see that the ‘English’ side is much bothered, or as put out 

as Brian Crick seems to think it ought to be, either. Isn’t Martha 

Nussbaum’s Brontë essay included in the latest Norton Critical 

Edition? Doesn’t that give it the stamp of more or less official 

approval, in North America anyway? Ed.  

 


