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Nussbaum, Aristotle, and the Problem of 
Anthropocentrism 

Charlotta Weigelt 
 
“Nothing feebler does earth nurture than man, of all things that 
on earth breathe and move.”1 This is Odysseus speaking to 
Amphinomus, a man whom he is about to kill, since Amphi-
nomus belongs to the party of suitors that has been besieging his 
home during his absence. In view of Odysseus’ immediate plans, 
it is a particularly appropriate time for him to remind Amphi-
nomous of the fragility of human life: that our fortune can 
change at any moment. I do not know whether Nussbaum ever 
cites this passage from the Odyssey (given her immense produc-
tivity, it is practically impossible to tell), but I think it aptly cap-
tures one of the more central convictions behind her ethical 
project, not to say of her philosophical outlook as a whole. In 
The Fragility of Goodness from 1986,2 her first major work after 
her doctoral dissertation on Aristotle’s De Motu Animalium,3 
Nussbaum argues at great length that the good life essentially 
involves an ability to affirm one’s own finitude and vulnerability, 

 
1 Homer, Odyssey, trans. A. T. Murray, rev. George E. Dimock (Cambridge, 
MA.: Harvard University Press, 2004, 2. ed.), 18.130-131. 
2 Martha Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness: Luck and Ethics in Greek 
Tragedy and Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986). 
3 Nussbaum, Aristotle’s De Motu Animalium: Text with Translation, Com-
mentary, and Interpretive Essays (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978).  
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as opposed to wanting to master the human condition, in the 
sense of trying to find protection from the external and uncon-
trollable forces that by necessity shape the life of every human 
being. Striving for autonomy in that sense amounts to nothing 
less than denying exactly what makes us human. And it is by and 
large the conviction that Aristotle is an exemplary thinker in this 
respect, that is to say, that his ethics is founded on an insight into 
the fragility of human luck and happiness, that makes Nussbaum 
turn to Aristotle as her most important philosophical compatriot 
in several of her works.  

Nussbaum’s ethical stance also has an important epistemo-
logical dimension. A recurrent assumption in her work is that we 
have no option but to search for the criteria for the good life 
within the human realm itself, among our extant norms and 
beliefs. “Our questions about the good life must, like any ques-
tion whatever, be asked and answered within the appearances.”4 
Indeed, we are mistaken if we believe that ethics even would gain 
anything by the existence of an objective measure that tran-
scends the human condition. In Nussbaum’s view, one of the 
merits of Aristotle’s ethics is precisely that it refrains from posi-
ting any absolute values that would govern our lives from out-
side, so to speak. For this reason, it may rightfully be called an 
anthropocentric ethics. Another reason for labeling Aristotle’s 
ethics as anthropocentric is that his notion of good is species-
relative, as Nussbaum calls it: it deals with precisely the human 
good, and nothing else, guided by the conviction that the good, 
to agathon, is not a unified concept to begin with.5 

As can be seen already in her work on De Motu Animalium, 
however, Nussbaum also wants to make the stronger claim that 
Aristotle’s entire work is anthropocentric in the sense that even 
his more scientifically oriented philosophy, not just his ethics, is 
guided by the conviction that the truth about the world must be 

 
4 Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, p. 291. 
5 Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, pp. 291-292. 
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sought within the framework of man’s various interpretations of 
that world.6 So even when we do not deal with a specifically 
human phenomenon, we remain within the confines of human 
intelligibility. In one of the essays contained in her book on De 
Motu Animalium that is dedicated to Aristotle’s methodology, 
Nussbaum spells out the implications of his position as follows: 

There is no sharp line between the “scientific” and the “meta-
physical,” between what can be demonstrated and that of which 
we simply say “let it underlie”; it is neither helpful nor wise to 
separate the “scientific” questions from those that rest on our 
intuitions and interpretations. The scientific depends on what 
appears, and what looks most solid is so not because it is free 
from interpretation, but because it is based on the most uni-
versal and fundamental interpretations.7  

Nussbaum is far from the only contemporary thinker who has 
wanted to rehabilitate Aristotle’s methodology in order to acquire 
an ally in an attempt to come to grips with some of the major 
philosophical challenges of today. Nor is she alone in thinking 
that the Nicomachean Ethics is a good place to start in this pursuit, 
due to the belief that Aristotle here shows us the way out of certain 
philosophical impasses, offering us an alternative to, or a position 
in between, scientism and irrationalism, and also in between com-
munitarianism and liberalism, to just mention two of the most 
debated issues in contemporary philosophy in which Aristotle has 
made his mark. In the Anglo-Saxon or analytic philosophical 
tradition, to which Nussbaum herself belongs, people like Hilary 
Putnam, Alasdair MacIntyre and John McDowell have turned to 
Aristotle for similar reasons.8 In the so-called Continental tradi-
 
6 See also Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, pp. 242-243. 
7 Nussbaum, “Essay 2: the De Motu Animalium and Aristotle’s Scientific 
Method”, Aristotle’s De Motu Animalium, p. 137. 
8 See Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory (London: 
Duckworth, 1981) and John McDowell, Mind and World (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1996). Among Hilary Putnam’s many works, 
especially relevant in this connection is the article he co-authored with 
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tion, the most well-known readers of Aristotle in this respect are 
Martin Heidegger, Hannah Arendt and Hans-Georg Gadamer.9  

One of the major lessons of the Nicomachean Ethics is that, 
on the one hand, we will distort the essential characteristics of 
the life of action if we try to judge it by the yardstick given to us 
by science, believing that this life obeys rules and principles 
which could be made completely transparent, but that, on the 
other hand, this predicament does not entail that human mora-
lity is simply a matter of discretion, without any rational basis at 
all. Aristotle’s concept of phronēsis, the power of judgment in 
practical matters, has attracted particular attention among his 
modern readers because it is thought to make clear how it is 
indeed possible to attain knowledge of particulars, albeit not 
scientific knowledge, which concerns the universal. Rather, the 
kind of knowledge that is the province of phronēsis is an appli-
cation of universal moral principles onto the particular situation 
of action, in such a way that the former, the universal dimension 
of morality, is shown to acquire sense and concretion only as it is 
realized in the particular situation.10 What Aristotle has achieved, 
in other words, is a solution to Plato’s problem of methexis: he 

 
Nussbaum, which is a defense of what the authors label as Aristotle’s func-
tionalism with respect to the mind-body problem; see “Changing Aristotle’s 
Mind”, Essays on Aristotle’s De Anima, eds. M. C. Nussbaum & A. Oksenberg 
Rorty (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), pp. 27-56. An informative sur-
vey of contemporary Aristotelian thinkers, with a focus on analytic philo-
sophy, is John R. Wallach, “Contemporary Aristotelianism”, Political Theory 
20:4 (1992), pp. 613-641. See also Thomas Gutschker, Aristotelische Diskur-
se: Aristoteles in der politischen Philosophie des 20. Jahrhunderts (Stuttgart: 
Metzler, 2002), which deals with the reception of Aristotle in both the 
analytic and the Continental tradition. 
9 During the 1920s, Heidegger devoted several courses to Aristotle, but see 
in particular Plato’s Sophist, trans. R. Rojcewicz & A. Schuwer (Blooming-
ton: Indiana University Press, 1997) for his interpretation of Aristotle’s 
ethics. See also Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (Chicago: The Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1998) and Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and 
Method, trans. J. Weinsheimer & D. G. Marshall (London & New York: 
Continuum, 2004). 
10 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics VI.5 and 1141b14-22. 
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has shown that the application of “ideas” onto the realm of change 
is not to be construed in terms of distortion and simulacrum but 
as adaptation in a positive sense. The mediation between universal 
and particular simply is a constitutive aspect of man’s interpre-
tation of his world, not just of the ethical realm.11  

One way of describing the reason behind the turn to Aristotle 
in 20th century philosophy, which moreover continues to this 
day, is that he seems to hold out a promise for a cure to that 
disease which Nietzsche predicted would fall upon man with the 
death of God, that is to say, with the loss of absolute values and, 
more broadly speaking, of a transcendent measure for human 
morality, that is, the contagion of nihilism. Against this dark 
diagnosis, Aristotle shows that there is still something to be said 
on the question concerning right and wrong, namely that we are 
not only obliged to, but actually can justify our courses of action 
in a rational way. 

To claim, in the manner of Nussbaum and others, that Aris-
totle, the father of empirical science, in fact does not endorse 
metaphysical realism and, thus, does not believe that reality simply 
is what it is “in itself”, independent of human theories and inter-
pretations, is still controversial.12 Considering that Aristotle does 
not play a particularly insignificant role in the history of philo-
sophy and science, to say the least, this kind of reinterpretation 
of his work is hardly merely a concern for historians. Rather, it is 
a struggle about our tradition that concerns the nature and scope 
of its legacy. As such, it is also a struggle about our own age. 
What drives Nussbaum and other “Neo-Aristotelians” is at least 
in part the prospect of being able to give historical weight to 

 
11 Gadamer is particularly clear about this; see Truth and Method, pp. 310-
321. 
12 The question concerning the tenability of this interpretation of Aristotle is 
one I will not pursue here. For an extensive criticism of Nussbaum on this 
point, see Jack D. Davidson, “Appearances, Antirealism, and Aristotle”, 
Philosophical Studies: An International Journal for Philosophy in the Analytic 
Tradition 63:2 (1991), pp. 147-166. See also Gutschker, Aristotelische Dis-
kurse, p. 437. 
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their own thinking, also in order to show that they themselves 
belong to the right camp. And at least in the case of Nussbaum, it 
is perfectly clear who is the major representative of the rival 
camp, namely Plato. His philosophy is the origin of the scientism 
that haunts the present age. More precisely, Plato introduced the 
hope that it would be possible to find a technē, a craft or a tech-
nique, with the aid of which the vulnerability of human life could 
be possible to master. In The Fragility of Goodness, Nussbaum 
argues that Plato’s thought is continuous with that of his tragic 
predecessors in so far as he too saw the human predicament for 
what it was, namely, being exposed to tuchē: to luck, contingency 
and fate.13 But there the continuity ends. In his ethical ref-
lections, Plato develops the distinction between tuchē and technē 
into an ideal of a self-sufficient human life, where technē gets the 
upper hand on tuchē.14 

In Plato, as Nussbaum reads him, the capability to act is not 
so much a capability to respond to the particular challenges and 
needs of life but rather the capacity to avoid the confrontation 
with them to begin with, thanks to the controlling powers of 
technē. We may note in passing that Nussbaum’s emphasis on 
technē as a key concept in Plato’s ethics is not particularly con-
troversial in itself. Especially in the supposedly early, so-called 
Socratic dialogues, Socrates constantly employs analogies with 
the crafts, such as carpentry, horse breeding and medicine, when 
discussing the nature of virtue, aretē. What makes Nussbaum’s 
interpretation stand out in this context is her dismissive attitude 
toward the Platonic project of taking rational control over our 
moral lives.15 As already indicated, in her view, Plato’s ethics 
turns away from what is distinctively human, and this move has 

 
13 The Greek word tuchē can take on all these meanings. Nussbaum trans-
lates it for the most part as “luck”. 
14 Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, pp. 89, 97. 
15 For a diametrically opposed evaluation of the role of technē in the early 
dialogues, see Daniel W. Graham, “Socrates, the Craft Analogy, and Science”, 
Apeiron 24:1 (1991), pp. 1-24. 
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bearings for his understanding of knowledge in general. Both 
practical and theoretical knowledge aim at mastery by subduing 
the human perspective: “The ability to go outside of shared 
human conceptions and beliefs is here […] made a necessary 
condition of access to the real truth about our lives. The perfect 
god’s-eye standpoint is the only reliable one from which to make 
adequate and reliably true judgments.”16 

Nussbaum thus retrieves the old conflict between Plato and 
Aristotle in order to be able to deal with the present situation, 
where the major challenge, as she sees it, consists in finding a 
middle way between objectivism and subjectivism, that is to say, 
to demonstrate the possibility of a rational (non-relativistic) dis-
course on ethical matters that does not seek justification in any-
thing that is external to or beyond the confines of human eva-
luation.17 Her reply to that challenge is precisely anthropocent-
rism, not only in the sense of affirming the point of view from 
within, but also as an attempt to base ethics on an idea of what is 
characteristic of human nature, as we shall soon see. Nussbaum’s 
position has been criticized on the grounds that it is itself a form 
of subjectivism or relativism.18 As far as I can see, however, the 
critique stems at least in part from an inability, which charac-

 
16 Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, p. 242. Nussbaum’s verdict on Plato 
comes pretty close to that pronounced by Arendt, who similarly regards the 
theory of ideas as an attempt to deprive man of the power to judge in ethical 
and political matters, by introducing a set of absolute values that makes such 
judgment not only superfluous but also impossible. To Arendt, however, it 
is important to distinguish this Platonic move from the Socratic ethics of the 
early dialogues. See “Socrates”, The Promise of Politics, ed. Jerome Kohn 
(New York: Schocken Books, 2005), pp. 5-39. 
17 Nussbaum gives different formulations of this contrast. In Aristotle’s De 
Motu Animalium, she explains that Aristotle has circumscribed “a middle 
ground between sophistic relativism and scientific deductivism”, p. 219. In 
another context, she introduces her own essentialism as an alternative to 
both metaphysical realism and subjectivism; “Human Functioning and 
Social justice: In Defense of Aristotelian Essentialism”, Political Theory 20:2 
(1992), p. 209. 
18 Gutschker, Aristotelische Diskurse, pp. 439-440; Davidson, “Appearances, 
Antirealism, and Aristotle”. 
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terizes much analytic philosophy, to realize how an acknow-
ledgement of the human subject’s participation in the givenness 
of the world could lead to anything but to an abandonment of 
the notion of objectivity as such, and therewith also of the very 
idea of a single, common world.19  

To many people, “anthropocentrism” has a decidedly nega-
tive connotation: it is associated with a notion of being trapped 
inside the human sphere, which is problematic both in an ethical 
sense (one looks upon man as the peak of creation) and episte-
mologically (one assumes that the human perspective is the only 
correct one). In short, one makes man into the measure of all 
things, as the great sophist Protagoras, one of Plato’s contempo-
raries, is believed to have held. Nussbaum herself would in all like-
lihood not be prepared to admit that she is vulnerable to this kind 
of objections, but I shall suggest at the end of this article that she 
has at least not refuted them in an altogether satisfactory way.  

In any case, what Nussbaum is aiming at for her own part is a 
position that is also labeled “internalism”, as opposed to “exter-
nalism”. One of Nussbaum’s philosophical compatriots, Hilary 
Putnam, introduced the expression “internal realism” so as to 
emphasize that the implication of the internalist position is not 
some version or other of metaphysical idealism (according to 
which the world is the product of subjectivity). Rather, it is based 
on the conviction that what is real has its sense of reality only in 
relation to subjective experience, or in other words: reality is not 
something that lies beyond possible experience, and in that sense 
it is not anything external in relation to us that would affect us 

 
19 Gottlob Frege, the father of analytic philosophy, was no doubt decisive in 
this respect, when he declared that sense (Sinn), even though it is the mode 
of givenness (Art des Gegebenseins) of the object, is not in any way con-
stituted by the subject’s conception of the object, which Frege identifies with 
the internal and subjective image of the world studied by psychology (as 
opposed to philosophy and logic). See “Sense and Reference”, The Philo-
sophical Review 57:3 (1948), pp. 209-230. 
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behind our backs, so to speak.20 Occasionally, Nussbaum des-
cribes her view of human nature as an “internal essentialism”,21 
and I shall return to it shortly. 

At the time Nussbaum wrote The Fragility of Goodness, she 
did not use this label to characterize Aristotle’s position, but it is 
clear, as was also indicated above, that she reads him as an inter-
nal realist.22 Here she sums up Aristotle’s position as follows:  

Appearances and truth are not opposed, as Plato believed they 
were. We can have truth only inside the circle of the appearan-
ces, because only there can we communicate, even refer at all. 
This, then – if we may characterize it for ourselves using lan-
guage not known to Aristotle himself – is a kind of realism, 
neither idealism of any sort nor skepticism. […] It is a realism, 
however, that articulates very carefully the limits within which 
any realism must live.23  

It is fairly obvious that Aristotle is a kind of internalist at least in 
his ethics. In the Nicomachean Ethics he repeatedly states that 
the horizon of his inquiry into morality is provided by the 
human perception of morality, rather than by some absolute 
standard, such as Plato’s idea of the good.24 The measure (met-
ron) and the precept (kanōn), more precisely, are the good man, 

 
20 See Putnam, “Two philosophical perspectives”, Reason, Truth, and History 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), pp. 49-74. Eventually, how-
ever, Putnam abandoned his own version of internal realism, coming to the 
conclusion that, after all, it entails precisely idealism. See The Threefold 
Cord: Mind, Body, and World (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), 
pp. 13, 17-18. 
21 Nussbaum, “Human Functioning and Social Justice”, p. 208; “Aristotle, 
Politics, and Human Capabilities: A Response to Antony, Arneson, Charles-
worth, and Mulgan”, Ethics 111:1 (2000), p. 119. 
22 In an article written only a few years later, Nussbaum refers in a note to 
chapter 8 of The Fragility of Goodness, “Saving Aristotle’s appearances”, with 
the comment “on Aristotle’s ‘internal realism’, see Nussbaum, Fragility, 
chap. 8”. See “Non-Relative Virtues: An Aristotelian Approach”, Midwest 
Studies in Philosophy XIII (1988), p. 52, n. 30. 
23 Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, p. 257. 
24 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics I.6. 
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not the good as such.25 There is one passage in the Nicomachean 
Ethics related to this issue that Nussbaum cites on several 
occasions, apparently a favorite of hers. Here Aristotle is discus-
sing our emotional life, and especially lack of self-restraint, 
akrasia, and adds a reflection concerning his own method:  

We must, as in all other cases, set the phenomena before us and, 
after first discussing the difficulties, go on to prove, if possible, 
the truth of all the reputable opinions (ta endoxa) about these 
affections or, failing this, of the greater number and the most 
authoritative; for if we both resolve the difficulties and leave the 
reputable opinions undisturbed, we shall have proved the case 
sufficiently. (1145b2-7)26 

Here Aristotle thus establishes commonly accepted opinions, 
endoxa, as a measure within the space of norms. In connection 
with ethical questions, this might seem like a completely reason-
able, not to say obvious line of approach: where else should we 
turn to learn about good and evil in human conduct, if not to the 
human context? On the other hand, though, if all we have by way 
of measure is different opinions about the good life, how can we 
rationally argue that one opinion is better in the sense of more 
justified than another? As Nussbaum knows very well, Aristotle’s 
“good” man did not hesitate to keep slaves, and he believed that 
the Greeks were superior to all other people and that the proper 
place for women was the household.27 In Nussbaum’s view, this 
 
25 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1113a33, 1166a12, 1176a18. 
26 Trans. W. D. Ross (rev. J. O. Urmson), The Complete Works of Aristotle, 
vol. II, ed. Jonathan Barnes (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995). 
The passage is cited by Nussbaum in The Fragility of Goodness, p. 240; 
“Aristotle on human nature and the foundations of ethics”, World, Mind, 
and Ethics: Essays on the Ethical Philosophy of Bernard Williams, ed. J. E. J. 
Altham & Ross Harrison (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), p. 
102, and in Aristotle’s De Motu Animalium, p. xvi, 105, 134. 
27 See Aristotle, Politics I.1, III.14 and VII.7. Nussbaum touches upon this 
topic in several of her articles on Aristotle, but see in particular “Aristotelian 
Social Democracy”, Liberalism and the Good, eds. R. Bruce Douglass, Gerald 
Mara & Henry Richardson (New York: Routledge, 1990), pp. 203-253. See 
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is just Aristotle making “silly and unfounded judgments about 
barbarians and women”, thus misapplying his own theory.28 
Here, then, “the Aristotelian must depart from Aristotle”.29 But 
even granted that there is nothing intrinsically unacceptable or at 
least problematic with Aristotle’s ethics,30 the question remains: 
if we think that his views on women, slaves and “barbarians” are 
nothing but unfounded prejudices, by what rights do we today 
consider ourselves less prejudiced than Aristotle?  

Nussbaum gives two answers to this question. As already 
indicated, she does not think that the loss of a transcendent 
measure really is a loss at all: 

When we give up the hope of a transcendent metaphysical 
grounding for our evaluative judgments – about the human 
being as about anything else – we are not left with an abyss. We 
have everything that we always had all along: the exchange of 
reasons and arguments by human beings within history, in 
which, for reasons which are historical and human but not the 
worse for that, we hold some things to be good and others bad, 
some arguments to be sound and others not sound.31  

Human discourse is the medium, so to speak, where we can let 
different opinions and norms confront and challenge each other. 
In this way, we get an opportunity to see our own position in the 
light of another, which can put us and our way of life into ques-

 
also “Aristotle on Human Nature and the Foundation of Ethics”, and “Na-
ture, Function and Capability: Aristotle on Political Distribution”, Wider 
Working Papers (Helsinki 1987), pp. 1-50. 
28 Nussbaum, “Aristotle on human nature and the foundations of ethics”, p. 122. 
29 Nussbaum, “Aristotelian Social Democracy”, p. 239. 
30 For a critique of Nussbaum’s project in this respect, see Manuel Knoll, 
Aristokratische oder Demokratische Gerechtigkeit? Die politische Philosophie 
des Aristoteles und Martha Nussbaums egalitaristische Rezeption (Munich: 
Fink, 2009), p. 211.  
31 Nussbaum, “Human Functioning and Social Justice”, pp. 212-213. 



	
CHARLOTTA	WEIGELT	

	

 60 

tion.32 This is, by the way, one reason that Nussbaum gives for 
her own interest in ancient philosophy.33  

In The Fragility of Goodness Nussbaum raises herself the 
objection of circularity in connection with Aristotle’s approach: 
“The standpoint of the person of practical wisdom […] is de-
finitive of value, and this value would not be value but for its 
relation to this human person.” But if this is indeed the case, she 
continues, “how do we characterize this person and his proce-
dures in a way that does not already make reference to the good 
content of his choices?”34 As one might suspect, Nussbaum’s ans-
wer is that there is no non-circular way of characterizing the 
competent ethical judge, for example by reference to supposedly 
value-neutral abilities, like imagination and empathy, as sugges-
ted by John Rawls.35 Aristotle’s intellectual abilities are not value-
neutral, as Nussbaum rightly observes; on the contrary, they are 
virtues, as is clear from the beginning of Nicomachean Ethics VI. 
What Aristotle has at his disposal, however, is a wide range of 
human capacities that do not coincide with ethical competence 
but can be used to throw light on the ethical judge. These are, 
generally speaking, the crafts, favored in the ethical context not 
only by Plato but also by Aristotle, as is clear to every reader of 
the Nicomachean Ethics. In short, the point is that also in the 
crafts we are dealing with one or other conception of the good; 
there is, for example, a difference between a good and a bad 
doctor, and the question raised by both Plato and Aristotle is 
whether or not we can understand virtuous conduct in analogy 
with skill. When drawing upon these other competences, Aris-
totle is at least making the circle more complex and enlarging it, 
Nussbaum remarks.36 In sum, then, the fact that we have to dig 
 
32 See Nussbaum, “Non-Relative Virtues”, p. 47. 
33 Nussbaum, “Aristotle, Politics, and Human Capabilities”, pp. 103-104. 
34 Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, p. 311. 
35 John Rawls, “Outline for a Decision Procedure for Ethics”, Philosophical 
Review 60 (1951), pp. 177-197. Nussbaum refers to Rawls’ article in The 
Fragility of Goodness, p. 311.  
36 Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, p. 312. 
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where we stand does not mean that the digging itself becomes 
meaningless. 

But at the same time, Nussbaum claims that (and this is her 
second answer) if we want to avoid relativism in ethics, we need 
a common point of reference in the form of an idea of human 
nature. How, exactly, we are to conceive of human nature is a 
question that will occupy Nussbaum from the end of the 80’s and 
onwards, but already in The Fragility of Goodness, the idea is 
present that the good life which we are seeking must be attaina-
ble by us as humans. Precisely this conviction drove Aristotle to 
distinguish between distinct forms of good, Nussbaum suggests. 
Since the goal of his ethics is practical, “there is no point to 
talking about the good life in an ethical inquiry insofar as this life 
is not practically attainable by creatures with our capabilities”.37 
This idea is later developed into a more strongly articulated 
conviction that our nature sets limits for our morality.38 Accor-
dingly, ethics must be based on what Nussbaum labels “essential-
ism” and describes as the view that “human life has certain de-
fining features”, adding that the kind of essentialism that she 
wants to defend is “a historically sensitive account of the most 
basic human needs and human functions”.39 And it is Aristotle’s 
view of human nature that she wants to rely upon, for reasons 
that will soon become clear. To want to deduce norms from 
nature, or ought from is, has been regarded with suspicion at 
least since Hume’s days, and Nussbaum has also been criticized 
for this move.40 On the surface, it might look like an attempt to 
provide morality with an objective foundation, not to say subject 
it to a complete naturalization. And it is pretty obvious that there 

 
37 Nussbaum, The Fragility of Goodness, pp. 292-293.  
38 Stated particularly clearly in Nussbaum, “Aristotle on Human Nature and 
the Foundations of Ethics”, p. 91. 
39 Nussbaum, “Human Functioning and Social Justice”, p. 205. 
40 See Louise M. Antony, “Natures and Norms”, Ethics 111:1 (2000), pp. 8-
36, who argues that Nussbaum fails to establish the alleged connection 
between humanity as a biological category and our views of what makes life 
worth living. 
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are several facts about our nature that we are not prepared to set 
up as norms. It might very well be the case that it is in our nature 
to be predators aiming primarily at survival, but that does not 
entail that it is right to eat other animals, pollute the environ-
ment, and so on. But, Nussbaum says, this is not her point. The 
nature she and Aristotle are talking about is not some brute fact 
that delimits us from the outside but is itself a normative con-
cept, that is to say, an assessment of what is important in the life 
of a human being.41 And that is something that all, or at least 
most of us can agree upon, irrespective of differences in, for 
example, gender, ethnicity and religious belief.42 

The Aristotelian background to Nussbaum’s argument is the 
teleological distinction between potentiality and actuality (duna-
mis and energeia), or in the terms used by Nussbaum, between 
capability and functioning. In the first book of the Nicomachean 
Ethics, Aristotle suggests that the question concerning the nature 
of happiness, eudaimonia, might become clearer if we could first 
ascertain the “work” or function (ergon) of man. Thus, he con-
tinues, “for all things that have a function and an activity 
[praxis], the good and the ‘well’ [to eu] is thought to reside in the 
function” (1097b26-27),43 and therefore, the same must apply to 
man, granted that he indeed has a function. Having dismissed 
such features that are common to other organisms, such as life, 
nutrition, growth and perception, Aristotle concludes that the 
ergon of man is “an active life of the element that has a rational 
principle [logos]” (1098a3-4).44 Already in the book on De Motu 
Animalium, Nussbaum devotes an appendix to this passage, 
noting, with approval, that the implication is that, before we 
begin to search for the good life, we must ask ourselves what a 

 
41 Nussbaum, “Human Functioning and Social Justice”, p. 214; “Aristotle, 
Politics, and Human Capabilities”, p. 118; “Aristotle on Human Nature and 
the Foundations of Ethics”, p. 94. 
42 Nussbaum, “Aristotelian Social Democracy”, p. 208. 
43 Trans. Ross (rev. Urmson). 
44 Trans. Ross (rev. Urmson). 
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human being is.45 And she concludes her reflection on the ergon 
passage by stating that: “We want a life that uses all our capac-
ities. Such a life both includes the exercise of reason and requires 
rational direction.”46 

The observation that Aristotle distinguishes man from other 
forms of life by referring to his function (rather than to his bio-
logical make-up), which in its turn is understood as a certain 
capacity (or perhaps rather as a set of capacities) that can be 
exercised in different ways, will later be instrumental to Nuss-
baum’s co-called capabilities approach in both ethics and poli-
tical philosophy. In this respect, it is also important that Aris-
totle’s teleology allows us to demarcate capabilities from their 
various forms of actualization. In Aristotle’s view, all capacities 
that involve some kind of rational element, that is to say, those 
capacities we do not simply possess but can relate to in different 
ways, which include not merely our capacity for thinking but 
also, to some extent, our faculty of sense perception, our emo-
tional life and, not least, our ethical judgment, can be developed 
or realized in different directions for the sake of different pur-
poses.47 As a consequence, Aristotle cannot, strictly speaking, 
refer any single group of people to a fixed task or lot in society 
on the basis of their nature (which is precisely what he appears 
to do in the Politics), for example women to the household, for 
he himself has explained that nature is not deterministic in that 
way. We are born with a definite biological sex (he thinks), but 
that potentiality can be realized in different ways.48 

In spite of her assertion to the contrary, however, Nuss-
baum’s description of human nature is not obviously normative 

 
45 Nussbaum, Aristotle’s De Motu Animalium, pp. 103-104. 
46 Nussbaum, Aristotle’s De Motu Animalium, p. 106. 
47 See Aristotle, Metaphysics IX.5. 
48 This is thus how Nussbaum could answer those who have criticized her 
rehabilitation of Aristotle’s political philosophy, like Knoll, Aristokratische 
oder demokratische Gerechtigkeit?, pp. 222-223, 254, and Richard Mulgan, 
“Was Aristotle an ‘Aristotelian Social Democrat’?”, Ethics 111:1 (2000), pp. 
79-101.  
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at all, which is probably the reason why she has been charged 
with a naturalization of morality. In her own words: 

When I imagine a picture of the good or valuable life, and think 
of wishing it for myself or for another, I ought to get clear about 
the relationship between that valuable life and the conditions of 
my (my friend’s) continued existence. I ought, that is, to ask 
closely whether this imagined life is a life that could be lived by 
such a being as I am – by a being, that is, who shares all those 
characteristics that I consider to be truly constitutive of my (my 
friend’s) identity.49  

When phrased in these terms, the question concerning what 
kind of life is accessible for man looks like an objective question. 
The impression is strengthened by the fact that Nussbaum’s con-
trast in this connection is Socrates, who in the Phaedo welcomes 
death as the separation, and therewith liberation, of his soul from 
the body.50 In Nussbaum’s interpretation, Socrates here desires a 
life without a body, but that is obviously not a human life.51  

Moreover, Nussbaum’s list of capabilities, in terms of which 
she wants to formulate her normative (and Aristotelian) concep-
tion of human nature, mainly looks like a number of basic needs 
that all human beings have, like the need for food, rest, meaning-
ful relations, being recognized as an individual person, and so 
on.52 The question concerning the good life is therewith turned 
into a political program centered on basic human rights. As to 
how one actually leads one’s life on the basis of these so-called 
capabilities, is an issue that Nussbaum does not want to enter into, 
since she thinks this must be a matter of personal choice. In this 
respect Nussbaum’s position obviously differs from Aristotle’s 

 
49 Nussbaum, “Aristotle on Human Nature and the Foundations of Ethics”, p. 91. 
50 Plato, Phaedo 115c-e. 
51 Nussbaum, “Aristotle on Human Nature and the Foundation of Ethics”, p. 93. 
52 Nussbaum’s most systematic exposition of her capabilities approach is 
Women and Human Development: The Capabilities Approach (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
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virtue ethics, as she herself acknowledges.53 In fact, one may won-
der whether anything remains of Aristotle’s idea that the human 
good is the “activity of the soul in conformity with virtue”.54  

But let us return to the question concerning anthropocen-
trism: if that position entails an ambition to found ethics on an 
idea about human nature, which however in its turn is thought 
to be an expression of a normative stance, then the appeal to 
nature does not seem to matter that much, but “human nature” 
only represents a more basic level of the ethical realm about which 
we may hopefully reach agreement. But this line of reasoning just 
throws us back to the question of how we can argue with and 
convince those who do not already share our norms. It is above all 
when agreement is lacking that the difficulty becomes apparent.55 
At this point, the ambiguity of Nussbaum’s internalist anthro-
pocentrism becomes particularly apparent. On the one hand, she 
has emphasized that the point in referring to nature in this context 
is not to obtain a criterion that enables us to settle ethical disputes 
without engaging in any ethical judgment of our own, but only to 
find a basic level of agreement.56 This is to say that her list of 
capabilities is not an absolute one, nor is it intended to be a list of 
external criteria, but it is the expression of an ethical, subjective 
position which others are free to scrutinize in the light of their 
own convictions.57 But on the other hand, she still wants to talk 
about human nature as a foundation of ethics, assuming, it seems, 
that it is only in our nature that we can find something that 
unites us all, as humans, across cultural and other borders. This 
nature, moreover, sets limits for our moral lives, though not in 
the way our biological nature does this, since the latter is of no 

 
53 See Nussbaum, “Human Functioning and Social Justice”, p. 225; “Aristo-
telian Social Democracy”, p. 217; “Aristotle, Politics, and Human Capab-
ilities”, p. 124. 
54 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1098a16-17. 
55 For a critical assessment of Nussbaum on this point, see Gutschker, Aris-
totelische Diskurse, pp. 434-440. 
56 Nussbaum, “Aristotle, Politics, and Human Capabilities”, p. 120. 
57 See Nussbaum, “Aristotelian Social Democracy”, p. 219. 
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ethical consequence. Instead, it must be our nature such as it is 
lived from within, and this nature, Nussbaum apparently thinks, 
is intrinsically normative. Nussbaum thus identifies the internal 
with the normative, which is hardly uncontroversial.58 In this 
way, she tries to achieve a delimitation of the scope and nature of 
ethics from both the inside and the outside as it were, so that 
“what a being who stands apart from our experiences and ways 
of life thinks seems to matter little, if at all”.59 

As a consequence, Nussbaum’s internalist or anthropocentric 
position seems, after all, to be a matter of recognizing that we 
have no option but to navigate within those basic norms within 
which we all are captured as humans (because that is our na-
ture).60 But as I see it, the point of internalism, rightly under-
stood, is that the very distinction over against externalism col-
lapses. We do not have to get out of our skins in order to be able 
to confront something that challenges us, because that kind of 
friction is a basic ingredient in our subjective experience. This 
was, by the way, precisely Plato’s point: if we search within our-
selves, in our own opinions about right and wrong, we will 
eventually realize that they point toward something else, the 
ideas, which are not our creation but whose very sense for us lies 
in them transcending us. It is we who grant to the ideas their 
status of transcendent measure precisely as we observe how the 
significance of, for example, the idea of the good can never be 
exhausted by a single good act. I take the fact that Nussbaum is 
unable to read Plato in this way as a sign to the effect that she has 
some problems with transcendence. After all, there are those 
who have criticized Aristotle’s ethics for having given up on the 
theory of forms, precisely on the basis of the question con-

 
58 See Nussbaum, “Aristotle on Human Nature and the Foundations of 
Ethics”, pp. 88, 102. See also Antony, “Nature and Norms”, p. 20. 
59 Nussbaum, “Aristotle on Human Nature and the Foundations of Ethics”, 
p. 121. 
60 See Nussbaum, “Appendix on the function of man”, Aristotle’s De Motu 
Animalium, pp. 100-106. 
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cerning what he has to offer by way of replacement.61 I think, 
however, that Aristotle is more or less in agreement with Plato 
on this point, and one can see this if one turns to the last book of 
the Nicomachean Ethics, which many of Aristotle’s adherents, 
not least Nussbaum, have difficulties with, because here he aban-
dons his focus on the life of action in polis, guided by phronēsis. 
If one really has the ability to see what is good for oneself (which 
is the mark of phronēsis), Aristotle remarks, then one will choose 
the life of contemplation (bios theōrētikos), since man is not the 
best thing in the cosmos (1141a33-b1).62 Knowing oneself thus 
involves wanting to transcend oneself, namely, towards the 
divine and the eternal. Nussbaum is known to quote Aristotle in 
a misleading way, and on one occasion, when she is looking for 
support for her view that ethics is about what is specifically 
human, she cites the last book of the Nicomachean Ethics, where 
Aristotle says that “it would be strange if one were to choose, not 
one’s own life but that of another” (1178a3-4). But what Aristotle 
is describing as one’s own life is exactly that which is dedicated 
to nurturing what is alien, one’s reason, which is the divine 
element in man. The latter is, thus, both what is most alien and 
most proper to man; and it is only by pursuing this element that 
one can become perfect as a human being, even though this life, 
as Aristotle puts it, strictly speaking is “too much for man” 
(1177b26-27).  

In this respect, Aristotle’s ethics is clearly not anthropo-
centric: it sets out from the human realm, only to find that the 
human itself is not purely human but contains within itself a 
tendency toward that which transgresses us, as a more perfect 
existence which we should to everything to resemble. In this 
way, Aristotle spells out the implications of Plato’s “god’s-eye 
standpoint”, to use Nussbaum’s expression. To occupy the inter-

 
61 Franz Dirlmeier, Aristoteles, Nikomachische Ethik (Berlin: Akademie 
Verlag, 1956), p. 284. 
62 For Aristotle’s view that the life of contemplation is the best life, see in 
particular the Nicomachean Ethics X.8. 
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nal position, or to stay within the circle of appearances, is not the 
same thing as being confined to what is human, nor, for that 
matter, to the normative realm, as Nussbaum occasionally seems 
to think. Rather, it is to be able to “reach out” to something that 
is, somewhat paradoxically, already immanent to us. If anything, 
human nature is precisely this transcendence. 
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