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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT
Devin Robinson Fitzpatrick
Doctor of Philosophy
Department of Philosophy
June 2022

Title: Ethics for the Depressed: A Value Ethics of Engagement

I argue that depressed persons suffer from “existential guilt,” which amounts to a
two-part compulsion: 1) the compulsive assertion or sense of a vague and all-
encompassing or absolute threat that disrupts action and intention formation, and 2) the
compulsive taking of such disruption to be a reason for inaction. I develop in response an
“ethics for the depressed,” an ethical theory directed to those suffering from existential
guilt.

The first part of this dissertation, comprising Chapters 2 through 4, largely
concerns the first aspect of existential guilt: it is a metaethics for the depressed, or “ethics
as a reliable guide” as a response to “demoralization” and “hypermoralized deliberation.”
There I challenge what I call the Stocker-Smith account of depressive loss of motivation
as being a loss of desires and argue instead that it involves the defeating presence of what
the phenomenologist Matthew Ratcliffe calls “pre-intentional” mental states, a category
that I redefine and expand to include second-order “quasi-beliefs” and habits of feeling,
that interfere with intention formation and action despite the persistence of desire.

The second part of this dissertation, comprising Chapters 5 and 6, largely
concerns the second aspect of existential guilt: it is a normative ethics for the depressed,

or a “value ethics of engagement” premised on “contingent value ranking.” After
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demonstrating in the first part that depressed persons may retain their desires and values
in depression, [ premise a value ethics upon what I call the consistent desire for a “sense
of stability” in response to experiences of precarity and isolation. From the
phenomenology of value, I develop a concept of the heart as the set of “felt values” or
intuitive value paradigms that are themselves pre-intentional states or dispositions.

I thus attempt to structure a complete ethical theory, integrating plural
philosophical traditions and founded on the phenomenological category of pre-intentional
mental states, in response to the presence of existential guilt and its component
compulsions as experienced by an otherwise reasonable interlocutor. I put an orthodox
style of philosophy in service of an unorthodox agent: one who is “aspiringly

autonomous.”
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION

“It is a mighty heritage, it is the human heritage,
and it is all there is to trust. And I learned this through descending,
as it were, into the eyes of my father and my mother.”
James Baldwin (2008, 60)
One symptom of depression is to find it difficult to begin. Another, or maybe a
more nuanced interpretation of the same, is to find it difficult to see what one is doing as
beginning. It’s not strange to feel unworthy of a task, and it’s not impossible to take on or
complete a task of which one feels unworthy. But for a depressed or anxious person, not
only is feeling oneself to be deeply unworthy a constant condition, that felt unworthiness
seems to make every task impossible. It doesn’t help that these tasks can be ambitious.
After all, given how deep this unworthiness feels, only the highest possible ambitions
promise redemption from it. And if those ambitions are impossibly high, then that suits,
even justifies, the sense that the task, like every task, is impossible. If it is impossible,
then every beginning is unworthy of it. To see oneself as beginning, then, already means
to see what one is doing as unworthy, which is a single quick step, or slip, from being
struck by one’s own unworthiness. All this makes it difficult to begin. But, as you can
see, even with an ambitious task, that difficulty is surmountable. The trick is in going on.
This work, the task of writing before me and reading before you, is ambitious. It
attempts to justify an ethical theory that advocates beginning ethical deliberation with
intuitions about what is valuable, even though such intuitions are unreliable. It critiques a
dominant alternative, procedural ethics, and the ideal of objectivity to which such ethics

tend to aspire. It is about what makes an ethical theory credible, and so it is about the all-

too-often imaginary audience ethical theory tends to be for: those who are rationally



persuadable, skeptics or egoists, and not those who suffer from compulsive thinking that
is resistant to argument, like the anxious or the depressed. It is an ethical theory for
depressed persons, not the skeptic or egoist, and so it is about the problems distinct to
excessive concern with ethical worthiness and the nature of all-encompassing guilt. It
generalizes from the case of depressed persons to draw broader lessons about
demoralization, the nature of ethical motivation, and how improperly structured ethical
thinking — including theories — can cause pain to the depressed and demoralized. And, in
being for depressed persons, it takes exhortation, not just explanation and justification, to
be central to its success as a theory: it seeks not only to tell you how you are permitted to
go on, but to induce you to feel able to go on. Even so, it seeks to avoid conflating theory
with therapy, while reflecting on how best to incorporate therapeutic goals into ethical
theory and the implications for evaluating ethical theories.

These matters seem too big to approach from the front, so I will approach them
from the side. To introduce the terms with which I would present this ethical theory, the
context from which it emerges, and the significance of both, I start with an example not

of depression but of alienation: the case of a professional ethicist’s complaint.

1. Personal and Impersonal Ethics

“There’s a kind of thinking that we do when we are trying to prove something,”
Michael Sigrist writes, “and then a kind of thinking we do when we are trying to do
something or become a certain kind of person—when we are trying to forgive someone,
or be more understanding, or become more confident in ourselves.” The quote is taken

from Sigrist’s 2019 American Philosophy Association blog post “Why Aren’t Ethicists
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More Ethical?,” in which he reflects on Eric Schwitzgebel’s provocative 2011 paper
claiming that professional ethicists are no more ethical than average.' Sigrist glosses the
usual objections to, or justifications for dismissing, Schwitzgebel’s claims: that morality
cannot be measured or, if it could be, we’d first have to know the proper object of
measurement — intentions, consequences, character — about which deontologists and
consequentialists and virtue ethicists all disagree. The “findings ring true to me,” Sigrist
instead emphasizes, and “[1]t’s the truth of this claim—not how it is established—that
bothers me.” Sigrist’s conclusion is that this truth lies in the different kinds of thinking
involved in ethical theory and in practical efforts to live more ethically: where the former
is “impersonal,” the latter is “personal.” At stake in the effort to define these categories is
which kind of ethics should characterize professional philosophy — and what it would
mean to professionalize a “personal” approach to ethics.

The impersonality of ethical theory, as Sigrist puts it, arises from what others
might take to be its primary value: that its topics are those about which reasonable
persons may disagree. He recites a litany of typical subjects for professional ethicists --
“abortion, torture, charity, meat eating, prostitution, organ markets, climate change,

poverty, gun control, procreation, reproductive rights, and so forth” — as a prelude to his

!'Schwitzgebel and Rust (2014) examine the “self-reported moral attitudes and moral behavior of 198
ethics professors, 208 non-ethicist philosophers, and 167 professors in departments other than philosophy
on eight moral issues: society membership, voting, staying in touch with one’s mother, vegetarianism,
organ and blood donation, responsiveness to student emails, charitable giving, and honesty in responding to
survey questionnaires” (293). Although ethicists held more demanding moral views regarding “organ and
blood donation, charitable donation, and especially vegetarianism” (319), they were no more likely than
others to pay dues, be honest on surveys, or respond to a charity incentive, and were less likely than non-
philosophers to keep in contact with their mothers. Philosophers who gave two or more “suspicious” survey
responses were more likely to rate survey dishonesty as morally worse, showing less “attitude-behavior
consistency” than non-philosophers (311). The authors note that women were more likely to respond to the
survey and less likely to be philosophers and thus that “gender could potentially have played a confounding
role” (316). “It remains to be shown,” they conclude, “that even a lifetime’s worth of philosophical moral
reflection has any influence upon one’s real-world moral behavior” (320).
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point: “being right” about these topics “does not make you good even when you have all
the right opinions and act on them perfectly.” It may be good to be right about these
matters, he concedes, but right beliefs about them and right action in accord with those
beliefs does not “make you good.” One reason for this, Sigrist argues, is that most of
these topics pertain to dilemmas few people will encounter frequently in their daily lives.
I find this unconvincing: his claim that “[e]ven decisions about procreation and abortion
are made at most a few times in life, if at all,” might have benefitted from some
workshopping with those who more frequently navigate the politics and responsibilities
of birth control. More plausible, I think, is his next point: even the topics more applicable
to everyday life — “climate change, vegetarianism, and poverty,” in his estimation — are
“mainly issues of public, not personal, concern.”

Here “public” is meant in two senses: first, that what matters is not so much
individual decisions as “collective patterns of individual decisions over time,” and
second, that the commitments arise not from the “substance of a particular person’s life,
but from principles that purport to hold true for anyone.” The first, though it may
presume a consequentialist framing on the part of the moral agent, is intuitive if “not
personal” is taken to mean something like “not likely to be experienced as my
accomplishment”: there can be an alienating or dispiriting aspect to pursuing public
goods for which individual decisions serve as merely drops in an ocean of action

involved in accomplishing the goal.? The second involves understanding “not personal”

2 Sigrist does not question this framing of the “public” as “not personal” or consider if it may be a symptom
of, say, a specific political formation lacking in solidarity or the particular condition of an individual whose
“personal matters” are rarely litigated in the public sphere rather than a general truth of the categories.
However, I take it as reasonable to suppose that no matter the political formation, not every act in pursuit of
a broad good like “ending poverty” will have the personal character of, say, a face-to-face act of charity.
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differently, as “not taking into account my actually held values and commitments.” What
Sigrist rejects here is a formalist ethical ideal: that the purpose of morality is to produce
universal principles, justified on an objective basis, that do not depend on and even
override personal commitments. The general term “personal,” by implication, unites
these two themes: it is what arises from one’s unique circumstances as relevant to ethical
deliberation — purposes, values, projects and commitments — and in so arising, is
necessarily experienced as “mine,” as both relevant to and expressive of a singular
person. The “impersonal,” then, covers matters relevant to ethical deliberation that may
be detached from such circumstances — including, say, beliefs that many rational persons
from various backgrounds might accept — and so are not necessarily experienced in any
particular way.

One need not agree with Sigrist’s rejection of this formalist ideal to follow his
main points: that there are impersonal and personal kinds of ethical thinking — that which
“aims to be public and impersonal” and that which “arises from the substance and
particularity of an individual’s real life” — and that professional ethics done by and
written for academic philosophers is dominated by the former. Sigrist unfortunately does
not explore the possible advantages of impersonal ethical thinking. Whereas what is
personal, precisely because of its unique or sensitive conditions of emergence, may not
be a matter for others to properly evaluate or criticize, what is impersonal may be an
accessible topic of debate for persons from widely diverse backgrounds. Put differently,
debating what counts as a justified belief — it is supported by true premises, it does not
involve self-contradiction, etc. — is not inherently fraught if it proceeds respectfully;

debating if someone is personally committed to the right values and projects is almost



certain to be sensitive.? Perhaps at worst, the impersonal concerns no one — like a thought
experiment with a hundred hypotheticals, a “what if?”” in a void, it relates to no one’s
experience or values — but at best, it concerns everyone, or as many as it possibly could.

To concern everyone, I would say, is another way of defining this ideal of
formalist ethics and its universal principles or procedures. For a successful system of
formalist ethics that has justified both the universal applicability of its principles to moral
agents and the overridingness of those principles over those agents’ merely prudential or
self-interested concerns, impersonality is the advantage. An impersonal ethics that is
“impartial” is one in which an agent may not justify making an exception for themselves
from the moral measure that they apply to everyone else just because of their claim to
unique personal concerns, commitments, or feelings. For an impartial ethics, it is
impermissible to take, as William James puts it, a “moral holiday” (2018, 29).

Even if one is not a strict Kantian or utilitarian, or otherwise lacks such formalist
ambitions, there may be intellectual and pedagogical benefits to an emphasis in
philosophical literature and research on “public and impersonal” matters.* Sigrist focuses
instead on what may be lost in the neglect of the personal in professional ethics. He
contrasts abstract questions of the morality of procreation — say, if it is “morally

permissible to create another human being” — with the lived experience of his and his

3 Perhaps the interlocutors will not agree on what constitutes a justified belief, on standards of discourse, or
even the appropriate system of logic. But if so, it remains possible for a conversation to then proceed,
perhaps awkwardly or fitfully, to debate these topics. It is possible to take standards of discourse, or logic
itself, very personally. But I do not think such formal considerations are “personal” in the manner of the
values, projects, and commitments that shape what strikes one as salient: such considerations are, at most,
personal insofar as they reflect those values.

41 don’t think this categorical distinction between “personal” and “impersonal” is likely to be broadly
useful in pedagogy: for one, it’s obviously possible to engage on a strong “personal” level with topics that,
by Sigrist’s definition, count as “impersonal.” But it’s at least provisionally helpful in showing the
difference between, for example, teaching virtue ethics (1) as a set of claims on which students are tested
via essays or exams or (2) by asking students to practice virtues and reflect in writing on their efforts.
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wife’s decisions to have children and the necessity of thinking from “the specific
circumstances of unique individual lives:” for example, of questioning their own
motivations, asking if they were driven by desires to please their parents or mimic their
friends, or asking if that mattered. The contrast, Sigrist claims, is that the latter, personal
kind of ethical thinking “cannot but alter your attitudes and behavior.” It requires
reflecting on, and often making a deliberate effort to transform, one’s own “feelings,
desires, motivations, [and] values” in a way that impersonal ethical thinking does not.
What Sigrist ultimately objects to is the presumption that personal ethical thinking is
“beyond the business of academic philosophy.” Sigrist thus takes Schwitzgebel’s
concerns in a different direction. The problem, as Sigrist sees it, is not that professional
ethicists are settling for a form of moral mediocrity determined by impersonal parameters
— say, percentage of income donated to charity — of moral excellence; the problem is
evaluating moral excellence primarily in terms of impersonal parameters. “Being good,”
he concludes, “is mainly about things like showing compassion to a difficult colleague,
finding affection for one’s spouse even when they let you down, knowing how to care
less about what is less important, guarding against destructive anger, learning to forgive,
and so on.” It is, echoing Aristotle, “about personal wisdom,” which he thinks we have
not “moved beyond” but rather “forgotten.”>

My project — this work — is a new attempt at reintroducing the personal to

professional scholarship in ethics. I mean this in at least two senses. It is, first, an ethical

3 Despite gestures in the direction of Aristotelian ideas like phronesis, Sigrist does not discuss Neo-
Aristotelianism, active scholarship in Confucian virtue ethics, or the rise of feminist care ethics, all of
which would fairly be called “personal” ethics by his definition. Since his concerns focus on the topics of
professional ethics, however, I understand him to be arguing that even when such ethical traditions
intervene in academic literature, they do so to weigh in on “impersonal” topics and so remain subordinate.
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theory that emphasizes the personal over the impersonal, that begins with personal values
and commitments and dissents from the formalist ideal of a morality with overriding
obligations and universal applicability. But it is also an ethics that emerges self-
consciously from my personal life, my unique circumstances, and seeks to be relevant to
others precisely through that. I suspect that Nietzsche was right to say that all “great
philosophy” has been “the personal confession of its author” (1966, 13) — and less great
philosophy too. Still, in the ostensibly impersonal context of professional philosophy,
what is supposed to matter is not the origin of a philosophy but the reasons given to
support it. And I will be justifying my arguments by giving reasons that I think others
who do not share my circumstances may accept, not merely by appealing to the
experiences that have shaped me and led me to develop my claims. That should go
without saying. But I want to be very clear. The personal must not serve as a shelter from
critique. The point of personalizing philosophy should be to reach out to and draw in
those alienated by the impersonal. It must not be an excuse to squirm away from
criticism, sound and given in good faith, of the reasons one has given for one’s views. I
think that accountability, more so even than clarity or coherence in argument, is the
essence of philosophical rigor. Or: if rigor is understood primarily in terms of
accountability, and clarity and coherence in argument are valuable insofar as they
facilitate accountability, then it may be possible to do philosophy that is “rigorous”

because it is accountable even if it is not strictly argumentative or always clear or



coherent in the way that arguments should be. Instead of theorizing this vision of

philosophy further, I will try to put it into practice first.®

2. On Being for the Depressed

In titling my project “Ethics for the Depressed,” I make both my intended
audience and my intended purpose explicit from the first phrase: my project is for a
distinct group, “the Depressed,” though who falls under that distinction has yet to be
defined. That is, it is “for” this group in the sense of intending them as a primary
audience — the title written to call out to those who see the word “Depressed” and think
“That’s me!” — and in the sense of being for their sake, intended to be somehow of

service to them in particular, to whatever extent that is possible. All ethical theory is for

6 Rather, my project is not to theorize this vision of philosophy, so I won’t pursue that further in the main
text, but here I’ll at least partly unpack the terms “rigor” and “accountability” as I’ve used them. “Rigor”
evokes high and exacting standards of performance. In a professional philosophical context, “rigor” also
can evoke the expectation and the pride philosophers have of and in high and exacting standards of
argumentation. By loosening the association between “rigor” and “clarity,” the byword of much
professional (analytic) philosophy, I wish to reorient both the expectations and the pride (and social
prestige which feelings of pride reflect) of professional philosophers. I use the term “accountability” here
because the term is loaded to excess: it evokes both a narrower legalistic-ethical sense of contract-
fulfillment (being literally held to account) and a broader care-ethical sense of openness or vulnerability
(being figuratively held to account); its objects (accountable to whom?) may include other professionals,
non-professionals specifically, other persons generally, one’s own goals or personal standards, or some
concept of truth or inquiry. Each of these aspects of “accountability” likely functions so differently that the
term may only be useful when trying to capture them all at once, like I am here. But in a way, that’s the
point. To conceive of rigor as accountability would mean constantly asking oneself what counts as rigor
(e.g., simplicity or complexity? insisting on coherence or entertaining incommensurable claims?) given to
whom and in what sense one is “accountable” in a specific context. This would resemble the “culture of
praxis” as defined by Kristie Dotson: “(1) Value placed on seeking issues and circumstances pertinent to
our living, where one maintains a healthy appreciation for the differing issues that will emerge as pertinent
among different populations and (2) Recognition and encouragement of multiple canons and multiple ways
of understanding disclipinary validation.” She continues: “What the initial valuing of ‘live’ issues and
actual contribution ensures ... is an encouragement of multiple canons and a fragmentation of justifying
norms (including new and developing justifying norms)” (2013, 17). The problem for Dotson with the
existing “culture of justification” is not norms of justification per se but the presumption of their being
univocal and overridingly important: we assume that philosophy is legitimate insofar as it is justified, that
we always know what justification looks like, and that it always matters if philosophy is legitimate. Surely
such legitimacy matters sometimes, or even most times. But asking “when?” is itself legitimate.

9



someone: all rational moral agents, perhaps. But, likely because of its presumed
universality of application, it rarely centers its audience. This ethical theory, what I call a
“value ethics of engagement,” is distinct from many ethical theories in three general
respects. First, an ethics of engagement begins deliberation with an agent’s starting
ethical intuitions or what I will call “felt values,” not a procedure: that is, it begins with
the way in which someone is “engaged” with the world in terms of ethical significance.
Second, it takes the cultivation of “engagement,” the sense of ethical dilemmas or
demands as personal rather than impersonal problems — problems for you, for me, for us —
as a central theme rather than incidental to the theory’s concerns or success. And third, it
seeks itself to “engage” by centering its audience, by being for someone. These goals are
linked, but I take the third to be foundational. The most important difference of this
version of personal ethics, compared to other ethical theories, is its imagined interlocutor:
that is, whom it is trying to convince.

I think that impersonal approaches to ethics tend to envision as their hypothetical
interlocutor an egoist: that is, a rational but self-interested agent who is not yet convinced
that moral obligations might override their prudential concerns. There are alternative
interlocutors that also suit an impersonal approach of ethics — the skeptic, the subjectivist,
the relativist, the amoralist (however variously these may all be understood) — insofar as
these are all characters who reject some ethical considerations but in principle are
susceptible to rational arguments for accepting those considerations. I take the egoist to
be the most believable of these characters, one who may be opposed to the altruist in a

contest that Bernard Williams takes to be the heart of ethical considerations in general.

10



This opposition is presented by Williams in “Egoism and altruism” in Problems of
the Self (1973) and many of these interlocutors are discussed in the context of Plato’s
writings in Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (2006). In the former, Williams does not
distinguish between “ethics” and “morality” as he does in the latter, where ethics is
concerned with the Socratic question of how one should live and broadly “relates to us
and our actions the demands, needs, claims, desires, and, generally, the lives of other
people” (12) and morality more narrowly defines ethical considerations in terms of purely
voluntary acts and overriding obligations. As he later remarks, “it is a mistake of morality
to try to make everything into obligations” (180). This is a mistake of depression, too.

But the egoist in particular is relevant to an ethics for the depressed, because the
egoist and the depressed person are similar in an interesting respect: even if they accept
reasonable standards for evaluating the moral status and obligations of others, they tend
to make exceptions to those standards for themselves. The egoist makes their own ethical
life unacceptably easy. The depressed person makes it excruciatingly, bafflingly hard.”

My project does not involve attempting to persuade a hypothetical egoist: I do not
accept that moral obligations are universally overriding of prudential concerns, or even
that there is a clear moral-prudential distinction; I think that committed egoists
susceptible to rational argument are rare; and if I had to persuade one to behave ethically,
I would settle for appealing to instrumental values like being able to maintain

relationships or hold down a job. But these points are all incidental to the impersonal

7 There are more nuanced understandings of ethical egoism: an egoist might not make an exception for
themselves and instead be committed to the claim that nobody’s moral obligations override their prudential
interests. But notoriously, this view tends not to be in the egoist’s interest, insofar as the egoist relies on
others keeping their promises, etc. So, I operate here with the more conventional figure of a selfish person.
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ethicist. The impersonal ethicist just wants the best possible justifications for their ethical
positions, and the egoist stands in as a figure who would only be persuaded by such
justifications, which, ideally, are ultimate justifications, where to deny them would mean
to disavow one’s own rationality. As Williams observes, this amounts to the rejection of
moral luck, which is the problem of a moral agent being justifiably responsible for what
is beyond their control. For example, if solely an act’s consequences determine the
apportionment of moral credit or blame, then unforeseeable events legitimately affect this
apportionment. The act of some X who successfully donates money online to charity is
justifiably called morally better than the act of some Y who attempts to do so but, due to
an unprecedented computer error, finds that their money has vanished. The consequences
of X’s act may be morally better that those of Y’s, but to say that Y’s act is justifiably
less praiseworthy, despite the identical intentions, due to unforeseeable events might
make the moral system itself seem unfair. X was just morally lucky compared to Y.

The problem with turning to evaluating moral acts based on intentions, however,
is that one’s character or will may also be the product of luck. Imagine that I am a
neurotic or thin-skinned person because I grew up in a family environment where |
acquired the habit of being hypervigilant about the prospect of conflict or threats to
secrecy or social status. I may be more likely to retaliate to perceived threats out of what I
feel to be justified or proportionate defensiveness but which others are likely to perceive
as unwarranted aggression. It may be fair to say that my acts arise from a traumatic
psychological injury, of which I may not be aware. But I am intentionally and
deliberately choosing to act “defensively,” or at least rationalizing my behavior in a

manner that I take to be deliberation, so it probably seems fair to hold me responsible in

12



some way for the impact of my actions. But am I to blame? Should my actions accrue
more blame and less praise than someone who happened not to be traumatized in the
past? Is that fair?

Now ethics is in trouble. Whose actions or dispositions have not been shaped by
the “luck” of their upbringing? Which actions can be fairly praised or blamed and how do
we know without a deep, perhaps impossibly deep, dive into every agent’s psyche?
Perhaps we attempt to dispense with the notion of justified praise or blame. Is there such
a thing as social responsibility without praise or blame? What would it mean to hold
someone responsible for their actions without justifiably praising or blaming them?

An impartial and impersonal ethics aims not just to justify being fair, but to be fair
as an ethics. It aims to develop an absolute measure for how to apportion responsibility,
or praise and blame, so that we may know who deserves praise or blame and for what, so
that we may make sure that they get it. It aims to correct mistaken notions about who is
responsible for what. No theory can make people fair. But a theory can define and justify
what it means to be fair, and argumentatively challenge flawed justifications for mistaken
notions about responsibility. The success of such a theory relies on its own fairness, that
is, its resolution of the problem of moral luck.

I believe that the impartial and impersonal project of developing absolute or
ultimate justifications for ethical positions cannot succeed. For reasons that I will explain,
I assume that the elimination of moral luck is impossible. Even if I am right, that does not
make developing formal theories like Kantian ethics somehow futile — it’s possible to
reach true conclusions from false premises, and certainly to reach interesting ones — or

mean that I think philosophers should cease to pursue such projects. What concerns me is
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what I take to most concern Sigrist: that the personal is largely neglected by professional
ethicists. I hope not to afflict this neglect upon other philosophers but simply to alleviate
it, and I think this requires showing what the personal has to do with the professional:
that is, not merely showing that it is possible to both give good arguments and discuss
one’s personal values and commitments, but showing what role the latter plays in ethics.
So, my imagined interlocutor is not the egoist or any impersonal alternative.
Instead, I imagine an ethics that serves a depressed person, or anyone susceptible to a
condition I call “demoralization.” To be demoralized is to feel that it is impossible to “be
good,” or to feel that one is essentially unworthy and to feel powerless to do anything
about it. In more philosophically technical terms, to be demoralized is to compulsively
apprehend one’s own ethical status as lowered or inadequate such that no ethical act can
seem to restore it, thus producing a sense of inhibited ethical agency or loss of
motivation. When demoralized, it may be possible to imagine that other people are or can
be good, that is, ethically worthy or fulfilling ethical obligations to an acceptable degree.
But the criteria that apply to others do not apply to the demoralized person: perhaps they
think that they have gained something that sets them apart — a special knowledge of the
impossibility of their being good — or they think that they have lost something that others
do not even know they have, or they think that both are true at once. What the
demoralized person needs is not to be persuaded that moral obligations are overriding of
their prudential interests: if anything matters to this person, it is moral obligations; they
may feel lucky to have any interests left. What the demoralized person needs, I think, is
to be persuaded that it is possible to “go on:” that some acceptable form of ethical status

is attainable for them, that they may live as they should, that ethics — meeting ethical
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obligations, fulfilling ethical values, ethical life — is possible for them at all.® Before I
elaborate on the distinction between depression and demoralization, I will say more about
this “sense” of one’s own ethical status and why it should serve as a starting point for an
ethical theory.

In describing the “existential guilt” of depressed persons, the feeling of being
deeply and irrevocably guilty for no specific reason and before no specific person,
Matthew Ratcliffe emphasizes “a focus on past deeds, recognition that effects of one’s
deeds are unchangeable, an awareness of estrangement from others, a sense of having
done wrong or of being intrinsically flawed, and an anticipation of being harmed or
punished” (2015, 134). Such experiences of existential guilt “cause considerable
suffering and are sometimes singled out as the most troubling symptom” of depression
(135). In having no clear reason or object, existential guilt also lacks an important futural
dimension of conventional guilt, the prospect of eventual forgiveness, and so may

preclude, or seem to preclude, hope.” Knowing this, we may work backwards to what it

8 Though there are many useful parallels to demoralization in other scholarship, I take one especially strong
parallel to be “moral distress” (Fourie 2017) in nursing ethics. Ed Yong (2021) describes it as “the anguish
of being unable to take the course of action that you know is right.” He writes in the context of the COVID-
19 pandemic: “Health-care workers aren’t quitting because they can’t handle their jobs. They’re quitting
because they can’t handle being unable to do their jobs. Even before COVID-19, many of them struggled to
bridge the gap between the noble ideals of their profession and the realities of its business. The pandemic
simply pushed them past the limits of that compromise.”

? Fyodor Dostoevsky’s novel The Brothers Karamazov (2002) expresses a similar theme: “each of us is
guilty in everything before everyone, and I most of all ... verily each of us is guilty before everyone, for
everyone and everything” (289). I take existential guilt to lead compulsively to a series of errors: first, a
mistaken sense of one’s being ethically inadequate or unworthy; then mistaken conventional guilt, e.g., 1
must be wronging X in Y way,” as though this sense of unworthiness, in being subsumed under the form of
guilt, searches out in memory and so mistakes its own cause; then, since guilt which arises from no wrong
cannot be redressed, a mistaken sense of powerlessness to alleviate this sense of unworthiness. It is possible
that existential guilt might reveal a truth, that we really are guilty before everyone for everything. I think it
is best to discount existential guilt entirely as a source of truths, given its propensity to produce
misattributions of its own cause, i.e., mistaken senses of conventional guilt. But such an idea is reminiscent
of (though not equivalent to) the Christian concept of original sin and, separately, Levinas’s ethics of
alterity. A key difference is that existential guilt is not alleviated by any redemptive act of willing, whereas
original sin might be redeemed through faith. I will further discuss Levinas in Chapters 5 and 6.
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would mean to the depressed person to at last “be good”: it would be whatever amounts
to the alleviation of their existential guilt.

For an ethical theorist, this may seem like a bad place to start. The depressed
person is not guilty of anything. Their experience has the form of guilt, minus its hopeful
future. “Being good,” so conceived, is defined by an involuntary or compulsive negative
self-evaluation that seems severed from any typical conception of moral status. Also, if it
is likely that depressed persons have mistaken intuitions about their ethical status due to
an excessive sense of their ethical obligations, it may seem perverse to construct an ethics
that defines their actual obligations, and thus what will count for that ethical theory as
“mistaken,” by beginning with those intuitions. (If we end up agreeing with a depressed
person that they really are unworthy, we’ve gone very wrong.) Even so, I want to start
here, and not just because I’'m depressed. Michael Cholbi argues that a depressed
person’s indifference or “listlessness™ is not an ethical hazard because depressed people
are more, not less, likely to be concerned with others’ well-being and with their own
moral adequacy (2011, 38). On his reading, depressed persons become numb to their own
prudential interests, not their ethical considerations or obligations, with which they might
even be excessively concerned. Even if an ethics for the depressed will not sustain a strict
distinction between the prudential and the ethical, I take Cholbi’s point: depressed
persons perceive themselves, not others, as unworthy. Even if they mistake existential
guilt for the conventional, they look outwards for what feels like forgiveness.

All this is to say: I predict that beginning an ethical theory with the question
“What will alleviate a depressed person’s existential guilt?”” will lead to a prescriptive

answer that will also satisfy questions like “What is ethically good and why?”’ even for a
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person who is not depressed; but beginning with the latter question will not satisfy the
former and, for a depressed person, may exacerbate the pain associated with the absence
of that answer. And I predict that a depressed person does not simply retain most ethical
considerations despite existential guilt; instead, what will be generally recognizable as
ethical considerations may follow from existential guilt and the pursuit of its alleviation.
These predictions anchor my response to a strong fundamental objection to my
project: that this interlocutor, depressed or demoralized or whatever, needs therapy, not
philosophy. “The depressed person is compulsively mistaken about their own ethical
status in a manner resistant to rational argument,” this objection goes, “and philosophy is
characterized by rational argument. This makes for a poor fit. Even if philosophy may be
therapeutic, centering an ethical theory on achieving a therapeutic goal will at best set up
an uphill battle and at worst twist philosophy into something unrecognizable to
philosophers. If a depressed person wants a philosophical theory to solve a therapeutic
problem — for example, to justify their own ethical status as adequate and so ‘correct’
their compulsive mistake — rather than go along with them, we should say that their
problem will not likely be responsive to theory and that they are thus sadly mistaken
about what will actually help.” I agree with this objection that philosophy, and ethical
theory as a subspecies, is and should be characterized by argument, and that compulsive
thinking or behavior is generally unresponsive to argumentative reasoning. But I ask that
those who support this objection follow me long enough to see if my two predictions hold
up. My depressed interlocutor is, I think, driven to seek the consolation of philosophy. By

assuming that philosophy has something to offer them, without pretending to substitute
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philosophy for therapy, we will see what possibilities philosophy has neglected thus far,
to the disappointment of the depressed.

Thus, while I follow Bernard Williams in my understanding of ethics, I diverge
from him but in my goals for ethical theory. This is best illustrated by considering
Williams’s brief discussion of ethical conviction in Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy.
Based on his claim that reflection can destroy ethical knowledge by undermining “thick”
concepts (which have both evaluative and factual dimensions), Williams understands
ethical conviction not in terms of knowledge or certainty but “confidence,” the capacity
of one to both maintain and question one’s ethical attitudes and concepts, which he
regards as more dependent on social context than argumentation. But argument has its
place: “Social states can be affected, one way or another, by rational argument.
Moreover, if we try to generate confidence without rational argument or by suppressing
it, we are quite likely to fail, but, besides that, we shall be sacrificing other goods™ (170).
Considering his doubt that “ethical thought is made more rational by deploying ethical
theory” (xii), I take Williams to be saying that ethical arguments are unnecessary and
insufficient for instilling ethical confidence but still significant in avoiding the
weaknesses of dogmatism. This contrasts with moralists who may, consistent with their
views on volition and obligation, presume mistakenly that conviction will arise from
argument, which is to say that theoretical justification will contribute to practical resolve.

I think such moralism, what I call “the strictness of the depressed,” is tempting to
a depressed person who turns to philosophy in search of answers. And I am attempting to
develop an ethical theory that takes instilling “confidence” as its highest goal. But I

believe I follow Williams in thinking that we can get from ethical considerations broadly,

18



in his sense, to a better sort of ethical theory than what he calls “morality.” What I have
done that Williams has not is take the figure of the depressed person seriously as a
philosophical interlocutor. When in Morality (2015) Williams considers the question
“Why should I do anything?” as someone’s “expression of despair or hopelessness,” he
rightly says that it is unlikely that “we could argue him into caring about something ...
What he needs is help, or hope, not reasonings” (3). He is also right to say that it is not “a
defeat for reason or rationality that it had no power against this man’s state” (4). But this
question, even when it is primarily an expression of hopelessness, is not just that: it takes
the form of a request for reasons.

I think that Williams interprets the depressed inquirer as only appearing to seek
reasons or argument but as actually just seeking exhortation or encouragement. But there
is a peculiar way that the depressed inquirer seeks a blend of both, a blend for which my
vision of ethical theory aims. Williams’s fundamental oversight here is to presume that
persons are either autonomous, as in responsive to reasons, or not. But there is a middle
ground between those who are autonomous and those who are not. Depressed persons
inquire from that middle ground. They are who I call the “aspiringly autonomous”: they
are responsive to at least some reasons and, more importantly, they want to be responsive
to more reasons. When faced with such an interlocutor, it would be a mistake for
philosophy to either proceed as usual or turn away. The question becomes what a
correlate “middle ground” for philosophy would be.

Having said that, I return to the distinction between “depressed” and
“demoralized.” I take demoralization to be a consequence of the existential guilt that

Ratcliffe finds characteristic of depression: because existential guilt, unlike conventional
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guilt, does not involve a specific wrong committed against anyone in particular, the
existentially guilty person regards themselves as unworthy no matter their actual ethical
status and as essentially so because no forgiveness is possible.!? I write of an “ethics for
the depressed” and not an “ethics for the demoralized” because I think “depressed” is a
term that people more commonly ascribe to themselves, whether or not they have been
medically diagnosed with some form of depressive disorder, and because what [ am
calling demoralization resembles symptoms of depression. In the DSM-5 (American
Psychiatric Association 2013), the diagnostic features of major depressive disorder are
“either depressed mood or the loss of interest or pleasure in nearly all activities” and may
include “changes in appetite or weight, sleep, and psychomotor activity; decreased
energy; feelings of worthlessness or guilt; difficulty thinking, concentrating, or making
decisions; or recurrent thoughts of death” (163). An episode is accompanied “by
clinically significant distress or impairment in social, occupational, or other important
areas of functioning.”

I think that those who think of themselves as depressed are likely to recognize
themselves in the demoralized person and that they will find the philosophical account to
follow especially resonant. But I do not mean to presume in advance a medicalized
context for demoralization or the inclusion of persons diagnosed with depressive
disorders who do not experience demoralization as I have defined it. The DSM-5, in
contrast to the DSM-IV, separates “Depressive Disorders” from “Bipolar and Related

Disorders,” explaining: “The common feature of all these disorders is the presence of sad,

10 Demoralization might arise from feelings or dispositions other than existential guilt, like lowered self-
esteem. In this project, I will focus on developing an account of demoralization as it arises from existential
guilt to retain a consistent focus on a depressed interlocutor, but I do not argue that it necessarily so arises.
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empty, or irritable mood, accompanied by somatic and cognitive changes that
significantly affect the individual’s capacity to function. What differs among them are
issues of duration, timing, or presumed etiology” (155). Like Ratcliffe in Experiences of
Depression (2015), I do not presume to speak for those diagnosed with Bipolar I or other
manic-depressive disorders. This does still raise the question if someone with a manic-
depressive disorder would count as a demoralized person by my definition, and thus if an
“ethics of engagement” would apply or be relevant to them. Someone experiencing a
manic episode likely would not benefit from being or feeling more “engaged,” if that
means “elated.” I aim to attend carefully to the question of the scope of an ethical theory
like mine, that is, whom it obligates, what it is likely to obligate, and on what basis.!!
Similarly, not all those who count as demoralized persons may be depressed if
one distinguishes depression as an “internal” disposition from “external” social or
material features of the world. This of course depends on one’s definition of depression.
But I think it is plausible that someone who, say, otherwise experiences themselves as
personally stable and loved or lovable, rather than as being personally unstable and
unloved or unlovable, may still experience the world as deeply hostile. For example, a
member of a stigmatized or marginalized group may face unjust treatment from, and the

withholding of social and material resources by, members of a higher status group. This

'In Chapter 5, I distinguish between “clation” as “a cluster concept referring to the pleasant sense of
excitement that can accompany activity that seems worthwhile or significant in the moment, including
senses of being present or in the zone” and “engagement” as involving elation plus a “sense of stability,”
which lack the sense of precarity or isolation that may make experiences of elation seem brittle or fragile.
The concept of engagement may remain relevant in the context of manic-depressive disorders insofar as it
is distinguished from simple elation. I also believe that the moral psychological and metaethical claims
about motivation and value, and regarding the viability of a value ethics grounded in attention to felt values
in the present, that underpin the ethics of engagement would be relevant to an interlocutor that must cope
with an oscillation between depressive and manic episodes. However, what it would mean to enhance this
interlocutor’s sense of agency might greatly differ, not just in terms of specific normative requirements but
in the account of ethical deliberation and its emphasis on attentiveness to the present.
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person may feel that it is impossible to “be good” not because they internally assess
themselves as unworthy but because they understand or conclude that they will be seen as
unworthy by members of the higher status group, no matter how much they personally
change or accomplish, and that it is how this higher status group sees them that
determines their worth. The fact that I begin this ethical theory with existential guilt may
limit its application to persons demoralized by systemic injustice. One might even argue
that a political theory that responds to systemic injustice, rather than an ethical theory, is
the more appropriate response to demoralization. But if I am right to later conclude that
existential guilt, in its manifestation as what I call the “call of the other,” is one way of
revealing a more general condition of vulnerability, then an ethics for the depressed may
become an ethics for the demoralized. Still, constructing an ethical theory for the
depressed is my primary goal.

When I use the term “theory” or “philosophy,” I continue to think of it largely in a
“professional” sense, just as Sigrist does: I am interested in that word’s ambiguity. Sigrist
does not define “professional” outright but seems to mean straightforwardly “what is
done by professional ethicists:” that is, the typical content and style of academic research
and instruction. Ideally, the professional is linked to the rigorous, to high and exacting
standards of performance. For professional philosophers, that performance is usually
argument or definition. Even in an ideal case, rigor tends to also mean jargon, esoteric
shorthand that trades accessibility for efficiency. But, setting aside the ideal, to be a
“professional” is also a status symbol, and academia, being competitive and hierarchical,
is rife with markers of status. To be professional is to command some authority. To do

something unorthodox like an “ethics for the depressed” in a “professional” way is to

22



attempt to confer authority on that project. One reason not to simply say that [ want to be
“rigorous,” then, is that I am interested in both authority and accountability. I want to
elevate the status of the demoralized person as an interlocutor for ethical theory; I want to
be held accountable as an ethical theorist; I believe that I must expand the concept of
“rigor” in professional ethics beyond sound argument to do the former but I must not give
up the latter. I want to lend the “seriousness” of the professional to a project that exhorts
the demoralized, therapeutic though that goal may be, and to be justified in doing so. I
want professionals to think of rigor primarily in terms of accountability, and not only to
their peers. And, of course, I am interested in the cliché: that a professional is one who
professes, who gives full expression to a way of being, who practices what they preach.!?
I said that I would explain why I assume that the theoretical elimination of moral
luck is impossible. I do not know for sure that it is impossible, though I currently judge
that there is no good reason to think that it is possible. My real reason is not purely
intellectual but at least partly sentimental. I think that depressed persons are compelled to
seek an absolute measure of moral worth as a form of absolution: if one exists, then it
becomes possible to know when one has achieved moral worth without relying on one’s

own faulty judgment. Impartial ethics promises such a measure and then, to my mind,

12 This move, the critique of the orthodox self-conception of philosophy as part of a turn toward a more
personal way of philosophizing, resembles Pierre Hadot’s (1995) concept of philosophy as bios or way of
life, which takes Western philosophy to have largely spurned its ancient origins as a spiritual practice of
self-transformation, with argument and theory being means to that end. Insofar as I take argument to be one
component of a larger exhortative project, all of which I take to be rightly called philosophical, and I take
professional philosophy to generally and unnecessarily be restricted by its practitioners to argument, I share
this view. However, I would distinguish “transformative” and “therapeutic” goals for philosophy, and I am
more comfortable with the latter than the former. Briefly: I think it may be possible to do ethical theory
well in a way that both argues well for what should be viewed as good and encourages the audience to see
themselves as possibly good, or that helps them to cope if not to change more radically. But I am not sure
how I would make a contemporary (non-ancient) ethical theory align with broader spiritual or existential
practices that help to instill virtue in any further respect, and I would be politely skeptical of efforts to try.
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does not deliver. Every theory has unresolved problems. But to me, the matter of an
absolute measure of moral worth is not just a theoretical problem. Its prospect can never
just be a curiosity to the depressed. It will be experienced as imperative. It is cruel to,
even unintentionally, dangle the prospect before them, ever out of reach. There must be a

better way.

3. Ethics and Exhortation

A professional personal ethics for the demoralized person — or, to borrow a phrase
from William James, “hortatory ethics” (1983, 130), an ethics of exhortation — involves
(1) explanation, (2) argument or justification, and (3) persuasion or exhortation without
dissolving the distinctions between them. I understand explanation as descriptive: for
example, describing the rain cycle in order to explain why it rains. I understand argument
or justification as normative: for example, putting forth reasons why one should believe a
textbook that explains the rain cycle. And I understand persuasion or exhortation as
motivational: for example, rhetoric aimed at inspiring others to become meteorologists.
The differences are important: a good explanation is not necessarily a justification for
anything — just because something happened does not mean that it should have happened
— and a justification should not need to be inspiring to count as acceptable. To argue that
professional ethics may be accountable for attempting all three is not to blur the lines
between these tasks. Rather, when one considers the challenges faced by the demoralized
person, who may believe wholeheartedly that moral obligations override their interests
and desperately wish to be a good person yet feel that it is impossible for them as

individuals, these tasks become linked in specific ways.
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For one, explanation can be exhortative. In “Autonomy and Ethical Treatment in
Depression” (2010), Paul Biegler argues that “the self-knowledge acquired through
psychotherapy assists the person with depression to make more autonomous decisions in
relation to the object, or trigger, of the depressed response” (179). Biegler, following the
Appraisal Theory of psychologist Richard Lazarus, takes emotions to contain or precede
“evaluative judgments about whether given contingencies are likely to benefit or hamper
the individual’s important concerns” (182). If emotions and interest-relevant (or
“material”) factual information combine to “guide behavior aimed at preserving the
significant interests at stake,” then “greater autonomy will likely ensue in cases where
accurate emotional evaluations are viewed as such by the individual, but also in cases
where dubious evaluations are treated with a requisite degree of suspicion.” Under
depression, however, “emotions give rise to false appraisals with much greater frequency
than normal,” and even when depression offers an appraisal function — as a response to
onerous life circumstances, for example — “perceptual biases make it difficult for the
person with depression to glean that information.” For example, the person with
depression “tends to overestimate her role in generating the adverse result, and
underestimate her capacity to rectify it” (183). Depression is not only distressing but also
unconstructive. But what makes it unconstructive, for Biegler, is not just the false
perceptions it involves but a failure to understand how its perceptual biases operate. He
cites studies that conclude “up to one-third of those with depression believe it to be a
primary disorder of brain chemistry that is independent of the effects of external events”
(184), thus obscuring what possibilities might exist for acting to counter depressive

perceptual biases. A proper explanation of how depressive episodes might be triggered
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thus can have an exhortative effect: it not only reveals possibilities for action that might
meaningfully change one’s circumstances but offers them to someone likely struggling
with an oppressive sense of the impossibility of such change. But the exhortative effect of
explanation depends on an attentiveness to context, particularly one’s audience: correct
descriptions are not guaranteed to inspire action. '

For another, practices of justification implicitly rely on some basic level of
motivation to give and accept reasons. This otherwise trivial point — any and all practices
presumably rely on some motivation to participate — becomes significant in the context of
demoralization. The demoralized person is not likely to be less interested in justification.
But two connected factors may change: the emotional character of the interest in
justification and the individual’s standards of acceptability. The interest in justifying a
course of action may turn desperate: the demoralized person may come to think that
having a “good enough” reason or purpose behind acting could lead to overcoming the
inhibiting sense of the impossibility of acting in a way that could modify their ethical
status, that is, counter their perceived unworthiness. Accompanying this desperation may
be more demanding standards of justification, especially when others are willing to take
values in question to be intrinsic. For example, when recommending a course of physical
exercise, claiming that it will be good for one’s health would normally be taken as a
decent justification for the activity. But for the demoralized person, this may only raise
uncomfortable questions as to the value and purpose of health in general or, more likely,

their own health specifically. This very quality of self-exception, in which the

13 An overconfident person with an exaggerated sense of their own power or agency would ideally be made
more circumspect, not be inspired to further action, by a true account of their capacities.
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demoralized person can take a general reason to act as good for others but not good for
themselves, may intensify their sense of isolation. The motivation to participate in
practices of justification, then, comes not from proving to a demoralized person that they
are just like any other person — or that their self-exception is irrational — but by
welcoming the demoralized person by addressing their concerns and perspective in both
substance and style of discourse.

The personal-professional style I am attempting to develop here serves two
purposes. One purpose is, as discussed, meeting the complex challenge of properly
addressing what I have called a demoralized interlocutor. The second may seem more
mundane but is worth noting: some evidence for my claims regarding motivation and
value will rely on my own phenomenological reflection about the structural elements of
experiences I have had. The quality of that evidence may depend to some degree on the
reliability of my testimony about my own experience. It is typically in the interest of
persons giving such testimony to appear “professional,” that is, credible.'* But there is
also a matter of philosophical accountability at stake: when it is necessary to explicitly
give testimony as evidence for a philosophical position, it is possible to draw a line
between when reasons are being given that anyone in principle should be able to accept

and when an account is being offered that must, to some degree, be trusted. I will be, for

14 The fraught history of credibility in philosophy — its racist, sexist, classist, and transphobic connotations
— is implicated in what it means to appear “professional” as a philosopher, especially when discussing
“personal” matters, as much as it would be nice if “professional” is or could just be truthfully identified
with “rigorous.” There is also a separate question of when testimony is required, that is, what set of starting
assumptions is taken for granted. In advocating for taking the perspective of the demoralized person as a
starting point, I must work to render such a person plausible to my reader; that I find the amoralist basically
implausible has not, so far, motivated anyone to try to convince me that they exist and are persuadable. But
this is because the amoralist stands in as a universal interlocutor, a litmus test for justification in general,
and so need not even be rendered explicit as an interlocutor; the demoralized person is particularized.
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example, making phenomenological claims — claims about structural elements of
experience that I evidence by reflecting on claims about my own experience — to show
the inadequacy of preexisting concepts in moral psychology. In that case, where I believe
I have no recourse but testimony, for my argument to succeed it is not enough to trust in
my good faith or examine my reasoning: at the very least, one must find it plausible that
someone could have such experiences. A personal-professional style involves being clear
and specific about when trust is being asked for, to what degree, and to what end.

In the content and style of my writing, I hope that I have successfully transcended
the scholarly divide between analytic and continental philosophy and so enacted a
philosophical pluralism that clarifies and solves an otherwise obscure and stubborn
problem. What I have thought I could make beautiful, I have tried to make beautiful, and
what I have thought I could not, I have tried to at least make clear. I hope also that I have
done all this in a way that does not call attention to itself and seems natural, even
effortless. It was not effortless. I worked very hard and, sometimes, I felt very alone. If in
places I seem embittered, it may be because I reel at the senselessness of a world in
which this project seems to me to be made so difficult to complete. '

What will follow in my account of an ethics of engagement are many
explanations and arguments meant to be taken on their own merits, regardless of the
trustworthiness of the one putting them forward. But the success of this project, to my
mind, does not depend on their success: it depends on just one reader taking just one

more step. It would be better in the long term if that step were in the right direction, so to

15 One of the best accounts of this senselessness that I have read is Kevin Birmingham’s 2017 Truman
Capote Award acceptance speech, “The Great Shame of Our Profession.”
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speak, and if [ were to be right about what that right direction was. The point is not to
broadly prize action over truth, which to me smacks of a fascistic sort of nihilism, but to
frame rigor, as a set of habits which tend toward truth, as ultimately in service of
improved exhortations to act.'® I would like to encourage more philosophers to think in
this way, and to think of thinking in this way as properly philosophical.

If that were to happen, I think I would feel more at home in philosophy. I want to
write philosophy in the style that [ have always wanted to read it, rigorous and resonant,
written for someone like me. I have come this far in pursuing philosophy while feeling
almost constantly that most of it has been written for someone else: someone who either
takes for granted what I most question — that what counts as a good reason for others to
act counts a good reason for me — or seems to misunderstand this question as coming
from the egoist’s place of self-interested self-exception, or something along those lines,
and thus merely as a problem to be overcome. I do think of demoralization as a problem,
but it is not only a problem: for me, it is the origin and the motive of any philosophical
reflection whatsoever, so urgent and all-consuming that it subverts or annihilates
intellectual curiosity. I have learned to admire philosophy that comes from a different
place than mine, but that admiration is no antidote to my loneliness. The project of
writing this is an exhortation to myself — an insistence that it is possible, in general and
for me, for philosophical rigor to meaningfully serve in personal struggles — and it cannot
succeed at that unless I am able to believe it may also serve as an exhortation to others. I

struggle to imagine an egoist so stubborn or relentless as the questions that possess me.

16 Musashi Miyamoto writes in the Book of the Void, the final chapter of The Book of Five Rings (1974):
“In the void is virtue, and no evil” (95). I creatively misinterpret this phrase: for a deeply demoralized
person, who takes neither beliefs or desires as reasons or motives to act, to act purposefully is to affirm life.
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Why exist if not to be good? And why should being good, even if it is possible for others,

be possible for me?

4. Biographical Note

Nora Hidmaéldinen begins Descriptive Ethics (2016) with refreshing bluntness:
“Academic writing is, with good reason, governed by an ideal of impersonality. We
report the end product, the scholarship and polished reasoning. The authors’ struggles are
not interesting” (ix). I love these lines. In what follows, I ignore them.

My mother, who separated from my father before I was born, was an academic
and an alcoholic. Children of addicts tend to develop an exaggerated sense of personal
responsibility, blaming themselves for their parents’ problems, and in that regard, ’'m no
different.!” But my mother’s brilliance, her towering intellect and her struggle for its
recognition, and her expectations for me lent my sense of familial obligation a peculiar
valence: the path to solving our problems led through study. I believed that I could save
her just by being smart. This wasn’t my invention. I would dread being sat down for the
regular recitations of my elementary school report cards, where every “Meets
Expectations” became, in her words, a “C” and every “Needs Improvement” became an
“F,” when she would repeat to me that if my grades got worse, we would — somehow —

lose our house. I accepted this readily, and not only because I was impressionable. I

17 In “Risk Factors Among Adult Children of Alcoholics” (2007), Hall and Webster summarize the research
on this topic: “Responsibility in the alcoholic household becomes a central issue ... Children growing up in
this environment may take on a sense of hyper-responsibility where they believe they are responsible for
anything bad that happens in their family” (497). Assuming the role of caretaker for the family “is very
attractive because it creates the illusion of feeling powerful and being important and needed. The opposite
side of the coin, however, is that there is very little or no control over events. The child feels responsible for
the behavior of the alcoholic parent but does not have any real influence or power to change the behaviors
of the parent or the family dynamics.”
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believed that I was a member of an elect. What was impossible for others was, should,
must be possible for me, because I was special, because I am her son.

I was defined by a singular purpose: to save one person from herself. And so |
was defined, really, by the struggle to cope with the impossibility of fulfilling my
singular purpose. A person subject to this persistent stress — this trauma — experiences a
foreshortening of the future: only the present, painful or pleasant, threatening or safe,

feels real.'®

Growing up, I thought about leaving home or my future only fleetingly and
in the vaguest terms: a life not defined by my mother — my mission — seemed
unimaginable. Even now, I cannot think of my future self as another person whom I
might benefit, whose path I might clear for him, by present prudent acts: as soon as I try
to imagine him, he feels irrelevant to me, a stranger without a face. Self-motivation
becomes a cruel and constant dilemma when your future self is someone else. The only
way through that I’ve found so far is a more careful attention to my present self, to the
subtle tenor of my drives and motives and what I can gauge of their underlying
conditions within and without me, as though my being were a throughline of feeling. All
this has led me to believe that it is possible to dissociate even from desire, that it is not

enough just to want and to believe that what one wants is good, that the very possibility

of motivation cuts deeper than that.

18 Ratcliffe, Ruddell, and Smith (2014) refer to the “sense of foreshortened future” defined as a symptom of
post-traumatic stress disorder in the DSM-IV (American Psychiatric Association 2000, 468). The authors
understand this foreshortening not as a “cluster of interrelated judgments” about the content of what the
future holds — career, family — but rather a more fundamental change in “the experience of time,” an
“altered sense of temporal passage.” They write: “When the person looks ahead, the future lacks structure;
it is not ordered in terms of meaningful projects, and so a coherent sense of long-term duration is absent.
Hence the all-enveloping dread she feels before some inchoate threat is not situated in relation to a wider
pattern of meaningful temporal events There is nothing meaningful between now and its actualization, and
so it seems imminent.”
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I remember the day that I, to my mind, became a person. When I was 16, I chose
to leave my mother. She had been compelled to seek treatment — graduate students had
complained — and then left it against doctors’ advice: I had lived with my father for a year
but returned to her, where I felt I was needed. But that feeling had begun to ebb and leave
a hollow. A DUI verdict required her to attend Alcoholics Anonymous meetings; I
discovered that she would go out drinking during the allotted times. The deeper her lies,
the clearer my powerlessness became. That day, leaving home for an aimless walk, I met
her out front returning with wine. The strongest person I knew wouldn’t meet my gaze. |
understood, finally, that nothing I did would make a difference. Yet I felt that if I allowed
her to walk past me without acknowledgment, I would entirely disappear. I stepped in
front of her and reached into the bag. I wrested a bottle from her — carefully, not wanting
to hurt her — and she shouted for help as though I were a stranger. I walked to the storm
drain and knelt to crack the glass — carefully, not wanting to make a mess — against the
curb, watching the wine flow into the darkness. When I looked up, she was already
walking away, back to get more. I left the next day. She died by suicide.

How am I supposed to live? I must choose a purpose for 