
58 59

JENNIFER YOON AN INTERVIEW

AN INTERVIEW WITH MARTHA NUSSBAUM

Fall 2004
University of Chicago 

Each year The Dualist includes an interview with a modern philosopher chosen by 

by The Dualist and the Stanford Philosophy Department. Professor Nussbaum’s 

capabilities. Her most recent book is
the Law Frontiers of Justice: 

Harvard University Press.

David Hills:

most honestly and comprehensively faced—both these things connect you to a 

stream of thought is noticeably more hostile than you yourself are to efforts to 

the capacities and vulnerabilities that go to make up our shared human nature. It 
views welfare economics and general theories of justice as dangerously utopian. 
Indeed it often agrees with Machiavelli and Hobbes that the most we can sensibly 

do you view the overall shape of your debts to and departures from this modern 

Because I believe that it is very important to distinguish ethical from 
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is

comprehensive ethical doctrine as a basis for political choice in a pluralistic 

Hills:
In Love’s Knowledge and again in 

drama is best understood in educational terms: tragedy offers its audience a kind of 
on-the-job-training in feeling pity and fear under circumstances that genuinely call for 

especially interested in your thoughts about the relation between Aristotle’s deployment 
of the concept of catharsis and Freud’s—and your thoughts about the relation between 
Lear’s deployment of the concept of acknowledgement and Cavell’s. 
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acknowledging
educate: for 

tragedies are part of a political environment that forms personalities that 

Hills:
In your work with Amartya Sen you helped to pioneer an approach to the 

are based on a background account of our rational capacities and creaturely 

you remark that thinkers approaching the question from various other intellectual 
traditions could arrive at strikingly similar lists. How much moral psychology of 

one of those special areas of political life where we can hope for agreement about 

Sen originally conceived his talk of capabilities as an improvement upon and 
replacement for Rawls’s talk of primary social goods
attempts to assign capabilities and primary social goods separate and complementary 
roles in a single account of distributive justice. What is your present view of these 

I mean developed opportunities for functioning that are necessary for a life in 

account of central human goals that could be endorsed by people from all sorts 

on constitutionalism and on the Indian Constitution in particular has closely 

should

of Justice

Hills:
In Patriotism and Cosmopolitanism

cosmopolitanism
a matter of how we educate one another (and how we conceive the aims of education in 
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Samuel Huntington are urging Americans to adopt and cultivate ever more specious 
and ever more exclusionist conceptions of their precious national essence. 

But I’m puzzled about precisely how and why you oppose this project of 
yours to the cultivation of pride in and love of one’s own country that Richard Rorty 
has been urging on the American left over the last few years. At least part of what 
Rorty means by patriotism is a renewed commitment to collaboration with one’s 
fellow Americans in the pursuit of an admittedly local common good we could share 
in as Americans---a commitment which needn’t come at the expense of cosmopolitan 

absence of a credible national project with which we Americans can be rationally 

whatever limited popular accountability they may still possess. The result would be 

Globalization is producing a world economy in which an attempt by any 
one country to prevent the immiseration of its workers may result only in depriving 
them of employment. This world economy will soon be owned by a cosmopolitan 
upper class which has no more sense of community with any workers anywhere 
than the great American capitalists of the year 1900 had with the immigrants who 
manned their enterprises. The increasing dependence of American universities on 

American economy on foreign sales of Treasury bonds are examples of the tendencies 
which are at work.

places. But this newly acquired cultural cosmopolitanism is limited to the richest 

steadily shrinking. We are likely to wind up with an America divided into hereditary 
social classes... (
America

actually muster the pride in America he urges me to cultivate. But his worries make 
sense to me nevertheless.

I’m tempted to put them in a way owing more to Rousseau than to Rorty’s 

and respect requires democratic political institutions. And however benevolent 

country pursue a common good as the object of their shared general will. But unless 
there continues to be some serious sense in which I have cast my lot with my fellow 

or internationally.

to the 

decent minimum of life opportunities is a different thought from the thought 
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Randall Harp:
I want to ask you two questions on either side of the relationship between 

have written extensively on the role that philosophy can and should play for other 

part because of the obscurity of philosophical arguments to the layperson.  Do you 

can have
Harp:

You have suggested that novels can serve as valuable sources of information 

novels can give us information about the good life.  Do you think novels function 
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Lael Weis:

theme of your work in moral and legal philosophy.  I agree with your general 
point in this article about the need for a perspective of equity and mercy in legal 

remains unclear to me why what you call the “literary imagination”—especially 

poetry is more philosophical than history because history simply says that 

History

as I do for music in 

Please expand a bit on the relations between your earlier thoughts on the 

emphasis on the importance of our perception of the emotionally and evaluative 

of cognitive judgments about those situations.  Your more recent theory of the 
emotions seems to place more emphasis on the role of evaluative judgments in 
emotional life.  How do you see the relation between these two strands in your 

 contains a cognitive conception of the 

that I need retract anything in 
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