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Brief Lives is an eccentric collection of biographical anecdotes and
fictional vignettes in which famous figures such as Goethe, Petrarch
and Antonin Artaud rub shoulders with impecunious aristocrats, actors
and art historians as well as a range of fictional characters caught amid
the daily chaos of their lives. Here a dead man recounts his experiences
as a Jesus impersonator. A wife reflects on the unhappiness of holidays.
A doctor conducts altitude experiments on prisoners. Lott loses his
mother's ashes in Amsterdam, and Nietzsche dances naked round a
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stove in Turin. These small, curiou
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Everyone wants to be virtuous, but recent psychological investigations
suggest that this may not be possible. Mark Alfano challenges this
theory and asks, not whether character is empirically adequate, but
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what characters human beings could have and develop. Although
psychology suggests that most people do not have robust character
traits such as courage, honesty and open-mindedness, Alfano argues
that we have reason to attribute these virtues to people because such
attributions function as self-fulfilling prophecies - children become
more studious if they are told that they are hard-working and adults
become more generous if they are told that they are generous. He
argues that we should think of virtue and character as social
constructs: there is no such thing as virtue without social
reinforcement. His original and provocative book will interest a wide
range of readers in contemporary ethics, epistemology, moral
psychology and empirically informed philosophy.


