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At the outset of their extended attempt to develop a sociologically 

viable version of what it is to be conscious, i. e. the state they depict as 

managing to act self-reflectively, Alan Blum and Peter McHugh identify 

a surprising affinity, one between Edmund Husserl and Karl Marx. 

 

Husserl’s critique of the kind of scientific consciousness that arose with 

Galileo locates Galileo’s root problem as abstraction: 

 

Galileo abstracts from the subjects as persons leading a 

personal life: he abstracts from all that is in any way spiritual, 

from all cultural properties that are attributed to things in 

human praxis. The result of this abstraction is the things purely 

as bodies; but these are taken as concrete real objects, the 

totality of which becomes the subject matter of research. (Blum 

and McHugh, 16, quoting Husserl, 60) 

 

This abstraction has, writes Husserl, a troubling consequence: 

 

Clearly the way is thus prepared for dualism…the 

conceptions of the new idea of ‘nature’ as an encapsulated, 

really and theoretically self-enclosed world of bodies soon 

splits, so to speak, into two worlds: nature and the psychic 

world. (Blum and McHugh, 16-17, quoting Husserl, 60) 

 

By dualism, Husserl means a world in the psychic world 

(consciousness, mind) is split from the so-called objective world 

(things, bodies).  

 

 

As Blum and McHugh point out: 

 

Marx had already distinguished two types of philosophers, 

empiricists and idealists, as perfect examples of those who 

sunder the relationship of consciousness to life. (Blum and 

McHugh, 15) 

 



And, as with Husserl, in this case too the split, the recognizing of  ‘one 

part of this relationship-the relationship of consciousness to life-at the 

expense of the whole’ is produced by abstraction.  Thus, idealism: 

 

     treats this actor “abstractly”, as if his relationship to the world 

     is formal and asocial. (Blum and McHugh, 15, referencing Marx and  

     Engels, 1947) 

 

And materialism, while obviously different, is equally abstract. Thus, 

even the best materialist, Feuerbach, is guilty of abstraction by treating: 

 

   The thing, reality…only in the form of the object…but not as 

   sensuous human activity. (Blum and McHugh, 15, referencing Marx 

   and Engels, 651-63) 

 

Again, then, the material world, objects, is split from the ‘subjective” 

world of thought. 

 

Later in Blum and McHugh’s book, a much more recent theorist, Jurgen 

Habermas, is seen as further perpetuating a split into two worlds that 

cannot be related to each other and, once again, the cause is the 

theorist’s abstraction. Habermas has attempted to develop a version of 

what can liberate us that avoids the problems of previous Marxist 

theory and to do so, he settles on the liberating potential of what he calls 

communicative action. His theory advocates renouncing ‘the 

contemplative claims of theories constructed in monological form’ and 

thus promoting ‘dialogue.’ (Blum and McHugh, 91) 

 

However, write Blum and McHugh, Habermas’ interest in dialogue 

proves to be abstract: 

 

  If the renunciation is to be something other than an abstract 

  critique of the failure of others, it must occur and show itself 

  in the dialogue of Habermas…this embodiment is difficult to 

  discern in Habermas’ own writings, however… (91) 

 

The abstraction in this case is that ‘the repudiation of monologue is not 

embodied’. (92) So here we have abstraction as resulting in another 

version of the split, now as a split between a theorist’s idea and his own 

behavioural practices, how he embodies (or fails to embody) his own 

theory. If we accept that the notion of a body can be extended to include 

not just persons’ bodies but the whole idea of embodiment, e. g. of one’s 



theory, again we have abstraction as a disconnect, of mind (now theory) 

and body (now that theory in practice). 

 

By pointing to the serious consequences of abstraction and yet by 

supplying only a small number of examples, Blum and McHugh leave us 

with much room further to explore this phenomenon. In what follows, I 

will be doing so with material from a novel by Iris Murdoch. (Murdoch, 

2001) One feature of this material is we will witness abstraction, not 

just in formal theory, but in the kind of theorizing that persons can 

attempt in their ways of formulating their lives. 
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As the novel begins, the main character, Martin, who is married to 

Antonia, is concealing his affair with Georgie. He is shocked when he 

learns that Antonia is having an affair with, and wants a divorce so she 

can marry, Palmer Anderson who, as it happens, is both Antonia’s 

therapist and Martin’s best friend. In the scene where Antonia 

announces her intentions to him, Martin does not reveal his own 

adultery. Nor does he plan to react by marrying Georgie. When Palmer 

Anderson and Antonia do learn of Martin’s affair they are not only 

shocked but also disappointed in Martin for not telling them, as if this is 

some sort of failure on his part. 

 

What will be relevant for our purposes is how these characters and also 

more minor figures in the book formulate these various events. To 

anticipate, I will suggest that all of their reactions take the form of 

examples of abstraction and so they can serve to further illuminate this 

phenomenon. 

 

Here are the examples: 

 

Before they have heard of Martin’s affair, Palmer is explaining how he 

and Antonia envision their future relationship with Martin: 

 

    It is not at all our idea that you should leave us. In a strange  

   and rather wonderful way we can’t do without you. We shall 

   hold on to you, we shall look after you. (29) 

 

Antonia on what she still expects of Martin: 

 

     We must still be able to touch each other. (48) 



 

In the scene where Antonia ‘confronts’ Martin about his affair. 

seemingly now oblivious to her own previous bombshell : 

 

     Martin, I can’t tell you how it hurts, said Antonia, still in 

     a voice of tears, looking at the floor and twisting the damp 

     handkerchief. (76) 

 

Martin, contemplating his attitude toward his mistress, after he knows 

about Antonia’s plans and Antonia knows about Georgie: 

 

    There were times when I wondered whether my love for 

    Georgie was strong enough to support the sheer weight of 

    mess and muddle under which I felt it now laboured… 

    It was odd that I felt no urgency about seeing her. What 

    I really wanted was to put Georgie in cold storage. (121) 

 

Martin’s sister, trying to make him feel better at the point when 

the circumstances are forcing him to vacate his exquisite home, 

commenting on the apartment his wife (of all people) or soon to be ex 

wife has found for him: 

 

  Antonia has been telling me about your flat. Heavenly view… (46) 

 

Antonia, casually informing Martin about an overnight she and Palmer 

are planning: 

 

  We thought we would stay at the Compleat Angler…It’s such 

  a nice warm hotel…Poor Anderson is so overtired. I thought the little 

 change would do him good.  (60) 

 

Then Martin tells us: 

 

 I had introduced Antonia to the Compleat Angler. It had been one of     

our haunts in he early days of our marriage. (60) 

 

I suggest that there is something odd that collects all of these bits of 

dialogue but the challenge is to do a precise formulation of what makes 

for the oddity. As a start, the essential components of any normal human 

being are a mind and a body. These characters quite visibly have minds. 

Indeed, they seem very intelligent. They are certainly not short of ideas, 

ideas for example of how they can relate to each other in the future or 



how one might treat one’s mistress once there is no longer any obstacle 

to marriage. Equally, they most certainly have bodies as witness their 

capacity for sex, touching, also satisfying their senses with warm hotels 

or even a room with a view. 

 

What seems odd is not their minds per se or their bodies but they way 

they manage or, better fail to manage, to relate, link, connect the two. 

What their minds invent seems impossible to carry through. Or to use 

the term Blum and McHugh use in their criticism of Habermas, what 

their minds invent cannot be embodied. Their ideas can’t really be 

practiced, made, real, so utterly impractical do they seem. Thus, can the 

friend who has stolen one’s wife really continue to ‘hold on to you’ or 

‘look after you’? Or can a woman really be able to keep touching not just 

her current husband but her ex as well? 

 

The abstract person, as of course has been said before, invents ideas 

that cannot be made real, cannot actually be embodied. But these 

passages also show what has not been so clearly noticed, the other side 

of the coin. There are real things here, conceivable events, physical 

practices, where the jarring oddity is that they do not work as 

acceptable ideas. One could put one’s mistress into cold storage, even 

literally, or certainly figuratively as Martin wants to do, but how 

acceptable is that on the level of ideas? Or one could stay at a hotel with 

a new lover that has fond memories for the person one is replacing him 

with but could it ever be a good idea to reveal that plan to the now 

rejected one merely in the guise of communicating one’s whereabouts? 

 

That these characters have minds and bodies but cannot manage to put 

them into any sort of adequate relationship with one another, what I 

formulate as their abstraction, is expressed by Iris Murdoch in the 

metaphor that forms the title of her book. It is called A Severed Head. 

Severed heads—abstraction as I now see it—will produce ideas but only 

ideas that can’t be realized and conceivable realities that can never be 

proposed as good ideas. 

 

What we must also address is what it would it be like to not have a 

severed head.  While Murdoch’s novel does not supply any characters 

who, in this regard, can be role models, still it is possible to use the 

material she provides to attempt an answer.  To have a head that is 

connected to a body is to imagine a person whose head—mind—is 

strongly informed by what his/her body tells them. At the same time, 



she/he’s body would be strongly informed by what their mind can tell 

them. 

 

But can we be more precise about what, from each perspective, the form 

of the information would take? The realm of the body is the realm of the 

possible. The body, then, can show the limits of what is possible.  

Knowing the limit of what is possible is important for the mind to take 

in because the mind has the capacity to imagine all sorts of things, 

including all sorts of things that seem good if they actually were 

possible. For example being able to care equally for both one’s current 

and one’s ex husband would certainly be good if it were possible. Then 

Antonia and Palmer would not even have to make a choice. Being willing 

to listen to the lessons of the body protects the mind from what we can 

call the abstractly good. 

 

But at the same time that the mind can dream up all sorts of things that 

only seem good, there is also a limit that it too has. Not every thing that 

it can dream up can pass the test of morality. And, while it is certainly  

true that what is moral can be contestable, it is also certainly true that 

some things are indisputably immoral. Thus, there are things that it 

would actually be ridiculous to claim as moral. This is important 

because no matter how ridiculous it may be to claim that X is moral, this 

is emphatically not necessarily to be able to claim that it is physically 

impossible. The realm of the body is the only realm where the limits of 

the possible are on show. Certain things can be imagined but they quite 

simply cannot be done. What is definitely possible but also clearly 

immoral is what the connected head can inform the body should not be 

done. Keeping one’s mistress in cold storage by expecting her to stay on 

hold while one deals with other ‘more pressing things’ can serve as a 

signature example of what can be embodied but what cannot be a good 

(moral) idea just as touching with equal affection one’s current and ex 

lovers can stand as a signature example of what might be a good idea if 

only one could do it. We can credit Iris Murdoch with being able to put 

her signature to both of these examples. 
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Here we further analyse how moral consciousness can limit bodily 

actions and vice versa. There are a huge number of things that not just 

seem possible but are possible. When, then, is to stop us from doing 

them? A resource for resistance is that, no matter how hard we try, we 

simply cannot manage to see these things as good to do in the sense 



that they are moral. In the work of Emmanuel Levinas, this is how he 

analyses the recognition we attach to the possibility of murdering a 

fellow human being. This is a prime example of something that is all too 

possible yet is simply immoral. While Levinas says that only once we 

have achieved this recognition are we fully conscious human beings, he 

also says that this recognition does not happen naturally. It takes the 

form of a revelation. He borrows his depiction of the key moments from 

the bible. Either when we hear the commandment: ‘Thou shalt not kill’ 

or, even earlier, when Cain learns (to his surprise, according to 

Levinas) that he is his brother’s keeper does the revelation, moral 

consciousness that it is wrong to murder, arise in us. (Levinas, 1969, 

197-201) 

 

That Levinas style moral consciousness extends even to most people in 

our secular society is perhaps best shown by the way the debate over 

abortion is currently conducted. There continues to be huge 

disagreement about the rights and wrongs of abortion, but with only 

marginal exceptions, both sides agree that murder is very wrong, 

confining their disagreement to the particular issue of whether killing a 

foetus is murder. That murder is immoral is then a limit that almost all 

people accept. 

 

Furthermore, it is worth noting that even a rare thinker who advocates 

doing some things that he is so bold as to call evil, still commits to 

moral limits, albeit not the ones that are most prevalent in 

conventional society. While George Bataille insists on the ‘fascination’ 

(1985, 57) of a kind of evil, by which he means the forms of eroticism in 

which a transgressive element serves as at least part of the point, it can 

be seen that even Bataiile draws a line which preserves morality as 

having identifiable limits. Thus he writes that: “a ‘foul’ criminal deed is 

contrary to a ‘passionate’ one” (29-30), and while he can approve of 

some examples of the latter, never would he endorse any examples of 

the former. 

 

That murders are not just possible but, alas, not all that infrequent, 

suggests that developing a moral consciousness is no fool proof 

protection against the action and yet morality still has some force, 

even, I suggest, in the case of almost all murderers. A person with 

moral consciousness can still murder someone but not without an 

accompanying awareness that they are doing something wrong, 

something, in Bataille’s terms, ‘foul.’. As Levinas puts it, they cannot 

avoid the recognition that they are treating a fellow human being as if 



she/he were a thing. In our example, if Martin puts Georgie in cold 

storage certainly literally, but even metaphorically, treating her as a 

thing is exactly what he would be doing. 

 

One’s consciousness of what would be moral, then, forms an effective 

barrier to doing certain things that are quite possible and, let’s face it, 

on occasion even tempting. But what of the other side of the coin: how 

the limits of the body can make one conscious of what, no matter how 

good, even in the sense of moral, something can seem, it would not 

really be good to do because, actually, it is not possible? 

 

The examples chosen in part 2, where essentially pretentious London 

and Oxbridge-centric types are fantasizing that that they can still do 

things like ‘care for’ the person they have just cuckolded may well be 

distracting us from the broader point. Macro examples, where we 

return to the notion of the body as including the idea of embodiment, 

should help more. What to make of well-known utopias such as the 

republic as imagined by Plato or Marx and Engel’s communist society? 

Though many have tried, I would suggest that it is a fallacy to argue 

that their visions do not even seem good. The very fact that these 

visions have been inspiring demonstrates that, certainly to many 

people and probably especially to many moral people, the sort of things 

that Marx and Plato propose do seem very good. For example, isn’t it 

their respective moral persuasiveness that best differentiates Marxism 

and Naziism? Imagine trying to argue that Naziism is a good idea. I say, 

then, that, as an idea, communism seems moral.  

 

But something can seem very good but still fail to actually be good 

because it is simply not possible, meaning now not capable of being 

successfully embodied. For our era, communism, alas, is still probably 

the best example. As its history has shown, it has not been possible for 

any of its various manifestations to be adequately practiced, thereby 

demonstrating that it seems a lot better than it is. As is often said, 

communism is the God that has failed. 

 

If we can see that practicing it amounts to attempting to embody it, I 

suggest that what we see here is another case of the limits imposed by 

the body, how there can be things that really do seem good until one 

tests them by trying to live them, i. e. make them into existing bodies. 

On the micro level, then, Palmer and Antonia’s abstraction is like 

utopianism; they invent something that seems really good-caring 



equally for themselves and Martin-but is not really good because no 

one will be able to succeed at actually doing it. 

 

A further issue that now emerges is how one might respond to the 

lessons of the body, i. e. when the body’s limits are what furnish the 

constraint. A common mistake would be to blame the body. Arguably, 

Plato, for example, never quite freed himself from the sense that if only 

we were not so interested in pleasure, we would be much better 

persons. Instead: the absence of making a sufficient place for pleasure 

is probably the most reliable sign that an idea that on the face of it 

seems good is not really good because it cannot be embodied. It seems 

to me that, of theorists with a commitment to morality, only Blum and 

McHugh have clearly made this point.1 See here their claim: 

 

    that the life-world (should) leave a place for an actor who can 

    enjoy what he does (117) 

 

Or, among numerous examples, Blum’s version of Plato’s republic in 

which he insists that spice plays a positive role. (Blum, 2011, 86-7) 

In my terms, Blum and McHugh are insisting that the pleasures of the 

body are a necessary feature of any desirable, i. e. not abstract, theory. 

 

How does Palmer and Antonia’s mini-utopia clearly fail precisely by not 

making a sufficient place for pleasure? Simply, for one thing, because 

they are going to have to force themselves to care equally for Martin 

while maintaining their affair, it will be stretching their capacity, in this 

instance for affection, beyond its limits. For another thing, it will also 

stretch Martin’s capacity beyond its limits, by expecting him gratefully 

to welcome something that, understandably, he is unlikely to continue 

to want. In other words, the problem with their continuing affection, a 

problem they are blind to because it seems such a good idea, is that it 

actually won’t please him. In both cases, then, the problem is that the 

body will balk at what the mind is expecting of it. 
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Being good and being possible both have their attractions. If both are 

separate things, i. e. if being good and being possible are not the same, 

and if, furthermore, as I have claimed, both have their own firm limits, 

                                                        
1 Bataille might be mentioned here as well except that he does not have as clear an 

interest in the moral as Blum and McHugh. 



we should expect persons, being all too human, to seek to pretend that 

x is good when all they have really established is that it is possible and 

pretend that y is possible when all they have really established is how 

good it would be. Like all efforts that seek to overcome limits that are 

obstinately there, such efforts would be comic. 

 

One place where the comic effort to pretend that what is possible is 

also good is on show is in Martha Nussbaum’s book, The Fragility of 

Goodness (2001), the work that first established her now considerable 

reputation. Her book offers several compelling criticisms of Plato but 

perhaps the most controversial is her attempt to attack Plato’s idea that 

the good has firm limits to it by refuting what, to all appearances, Plato 

has successfully demonstrated as early as Book I of The Republic, 

namely that revenge cannot be good. Most commentators have 

conceded that, whatever else Socrates has accomplished in The 

Republic, he has successfully refuted Thrasymachus’ and Polemarchus’ 

claim that vengeance is a good thing. 

 

As Nussbaum’s supposedly clinching example, she cites Euripides’ play 

Hecuba. Hecuba is the victim of all manner of tribulations, notably the 

unjust death of one child and then the callous murder of another child. 

When Hecuba learns what has happened to the second child, she 

decides to take revenge on the person who betrayed her trust by 

callously murdering, and for no good reason, this son of hers. Her 

revenge consists of murdering this person’s children plus gouging out 

his eyes. 

 

Nussbaum rightly understands that if she could show this act is good, 

she would be refuting Plato’s argument that one clear limit to good 

things is that revenge cannot be one of them. But what does 

Nussbaum’s interpretation of Hecuba’s action actually show? What we 

must examine is what, in the end, as it affects its goodness, Nussbaum 

manages to make of the act. She writes: 

 

     Surely it is important that we see Hecuba’s actions as in some 

     sense justified, at the very least extenuated, by the circum- 

     stances, not as simply expressing a murderous character. (418) 

 

If Hecuba was ‘simply’ murderous, there is no way her act could be 

good. So Nussbaum will need to give her more credit than that. And I 

concede that she succeeds in doing so. Though it has to be said that ‘in 

some sense’ is vague, there is clearly some justification for what she 



does. Thus, it can hardly be said that there has been no provocation. 

However, it seems that the only thing Nussbaum can argue with full 

confidence (‘at the very least’) is that there are extenuating 

circumstances. That there are such circumstances is some distance 

from even claiming that what she did is a good thing. 

 

And now Nussbaum goes on to say something even more revealing. The 

extenuating circumstance, i. e. betrayal, not withstanding, she has no 

ability to say that, at least ‘in the Euripedean way’ what Hecuba did 

actually is good: 

 

     But the encounter with betrayal brings a risk of defilement: 

     the risk of ceasing to look at the world with the child’s free and 

     generous looks, of ceasing, in the Euripidean way, to be good. (419) 

 

Of course, Plato knew that revenge was possible, but judging from 

Nussbaum, we are unable to do more than pretend that it is also good, i. 

e. by watering down our versions of good, here by making ‘good’ into in 

some sense justified, or into what can be extenuated, or into what in 

some unspecified denied even by the author you chose as your example 

way might be good. We gather that the good is not quite as fragile as 

Nussbaum wants us to believe. 

 

Equally comic are our attempts to pretend that just because something 

would be good, that makes it possible. For example, consider what 

occurs in virtually every bedroom farce. Certainly it could seem good to 

have both a legal partner and a mistress, were there no price to pay,  

but how possible is that, at least over the long run?  

 

A typical physical impossibility that leads one to come acropper in such 

a situation is one’s –our- inability to be two places at once. When, as 

seems inevitable, at least in farces, the legal partner and mistress do 

end up in the same place at the same time, the impossibility of 

pretending that such a situation is possible becomes all too evident. 

Thus, in such situations, one tends to have to pretend that one of the 

two isn’t there, e. g. by hiding her under the bed, in the wardrobe, or, as 

happens in A Severed Head 70-71), shoving her out the back door and 

into the garden.  
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To say that the mind should be limited by the body and vice versa is not 

to propose that what these limits are should be eternally fixed. New, 

unanticipated experiences that prove possible for bodies could revise 

our sense of what is moral and changing morals could revise our sense 

of bodily limits. In this section, first I explore the former with material 

from an author whose body was forced to undergo an unwelcome 

experience. Then I explore the latter with some reflections on how 

currently evolving gender morals impact on the limits that should be 

imposed on our bodies. 

 

Toward the end of his life, the Latin poet, Ovid, had an experience that 

he could not have anticipated, a bolt of lightning he often called it: the 

emperor Augustus sent him into exile. That it is an understatement to 

conclude that this physical-bodily-change affected his mind is best 

shown by what one expert makes of the hypothesis that Ovid’s exile 

poetry was merely a literary device, the poet in reality only pretending 

to have been banished from Rome: 

 

     I should perhaps say at this point that I do not for one 

     moment believe the perverse scholarly thesis…according 

     to which Ovid was not relegated at all, but for some 

     impenetrable reason spent the last decade of his life 

     in Rome playing with the topos of exile…(Green, 2005, xxiii). 

 

What his new physical circumstances stimulate him to revise can be 

described as conventional morality. Here, Ovid quotes a representative 

of such morality, but only to explain how impossible it has now become 

for him to abide by such limits any more: 

 

     ‘Surely better’ you tell me, ‘to bear your sorrows in silence, 

     in silence to dissimulate your woes.’ No screaming under 

     torture? Is that your recommendation? (Ovid, 2005, 85, emphasis     

     in original) 

 

While not exactly screaming, it is certainly true that his exile poetry is 

the poetry of self-pity, of how much he is suffering. Thus: 

 

     Yet if anyone should demand why suffering’s so often 

     my theme, the answer is that I have suffered much. (84, lines 25-   

     26) 

 

Or: 



 

          Yet there’s nothing more excusable in my writing than 

          that…it shares a single theme: cheerful I wrote cheerful 

          verses; sad, I write sad ones. (172, lines 33-35) 

 

And the self pity even extends to traditional periods of celebration: 

 

     My birthday god’s here again, one time—and super- 

     fluous: what good did I get from being born? (61, lines 1-2) 

 

His circumstances have taught him, then, that some level of self- pity is 

not necessarily a bad thing.  So this is one example of a new morality 

produced by new circumstances.  

 

The extent of suffering can also expand moral limits in another way. 

Whereas it is conventional to be polite about one’s place of residence, 

here is Ovid’s contribution to landscape poetry: 

 

     How do you think I feel, lying here in this godforsaken 

     region, surrounded by a pack of Danubian Slavs? 

     I can’t stand the climate, I haven’t got used to the 

     water, even the landscape somehow gets on my 

     nerves. (44, lines 4-8) 

 

Or:   

 

     Men keep out this aching cold with furs and stitched 

     breeches…Wine stands unbottled, retaining the shape 

     of its vessel, so that what you get to drink isn’t 

     liquor but lumps. (56, lines 19-24) 

 

At least since Aristotle included a chapter on it in his Ethics, friendship 

has been counted as a moral good. While Ovid does not go so far as to 

deny that friendship is a good thing, what his new situation forces him 

to face are the potential downsides of friendship,  

notably fair-weather friends: 

 

     But shame on you if you offer no kind of assistance 

     to an old friend in his distress….shame on you if you desert 

     a sinking ship. (143, lines 19-22) 

 

Or among those from whom he still hopes for loyalty: 



 

 

     Why hasn’t your hand bestirred itself, even to write me  

     a brief line or two? When I’m getting letters from casual 

     acquaintances, why has your loyalty fallen off. (76, lines 3-6 his    

     emphasis) 

 

Evident, then, is a more developed sense of how limited some (most?) 

friendships can be. 

 

And the experience of failed friendship can make the not always 

admired emotion, anger, something he now feels free to express: 

 

     Though you brought me no active, substantial assistance, 

      you might have scribbled me a three-word note. (177, lines-25-6) 

 

Another of Aristotle’s virtues that gets subject to revision is courage: 

 

     Forgive me, I beg you, excuse this excess of terror-a 

     man who’s been shipwrecked will shrink from even the 

     flattest pond. (143, lines 7-9) 

 

Instead of advocating fearlessness, now even superfluous fears are 

seen as very understandable. He has developed an appreciation even of 

irrational fear. 

 

In summary and to be clear, there is nothing offered by the lessons of 

Ovid’s changing physical situation like an outright rejection of what the 

tradition says is good, more an expansion or sometimes a relaxation of 

what is good. In my terms, a bodily experience does changes moral 

limits though, I must stress, it does not, as Nussbaum tried to use 

Hecuba to claim, abolish them.  

 

The editor of these poems expresses how in this new situation of exile, 

Ovid’s head stays attached to his body as follows: 

 

    Thus personal predicament and literary artifice in the exilic 

    poems, far from being (as too many have supposed) mutually 

    exclusive, are rather interdependent, indeed symbiotic. (Green,   

    Notes, 332) 

 



In my terms, Ovid has reacted to a drastic change in circumstances in a 

way that is not abstract. 

 

Now, consider another case where the issue of a revision of limits 

arises. A woman writes that there are: 

 

     Men who see nothing wrong in sexual aggression, nothing wrong 

     In breaking women’s boundaries.  (Anonymous, 2017) 

 

This practice of breaking boundaries, i. e. exceeding limits, must be 

physically possible as otherwise there would be no point in this person 

objecting to it. Furthermore, besides it just being possible we also know 

that it has happened. This woman is reporting a real case of it, a man 

who ‘made it clear that my own boundaries, choices, and autonomy 

were entirely dismissible to him.’ (Anonymous) 

 

Specifically, what she tells us is that he: 

 

     Repeatedly groped me, twisted my neck to forcibly kiss 

     me, ignored any attempt I made to stop him, and refused 

     to ‘let me’ drink non-alcohol. (Anonymous) 

 

But, at least from the man’s point of view, here we have no Ovid-like 

experience of a new physical possibility that revises a conception of 

what is morally acceptable since, as this woman reports, he could see 

nothing wrong in doing these things. 

 

Here, though, I need to reiterate that there is not just the potential for 

new physical experiences to revise our views as to right and wrong. 

There is also the potential for emerging views of right and wrong to 

force a rethink of physical limitations. Even if it is a stretch to expect 

this particular man to adhere to these proposed limits, it is true that 

many or even most men have quite recently been revising their views 

on what is moral in their treatment of women. In particular, there is 

increasing awareness of the need to respect women.  There is reason to 

believe that most men can indeed be convinced to adhere to the limits 

this woman is arguing for since it is very difficult to see how groping, 

forcible kissing or attempting to dictate what a woman should drink 

are valid signs of respect. 

 

Both Ovid and any reformed men are further examples of persons 

whose heads are screwed on to their bodies, in the former case a new 



physical experience managing to expand or relax the mind’s version of 

what can be moral, in the latter a new mental attitude revising a sense 

of the limits on the body. We can also imagine what form a severed 

head would take in each case. There would be persons whose response 

to exile would be mere platitudes and persons who would claim they 

do respect women but yet would persist in behaving in the ways this 

woman is complaining about. 
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