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FOREWORD

As we continue to move through the new social regulations and adjustments of
this historical moment, the behavior and authenticity of performance come to the
fore. Public health parameters shape our ability to interact with others, translating
our performative conventions into a new virtual and distanced dimension. With
ongoing discussion and legislation around critical race theory and LGBTQ+
sexual education, the impact and intersection of positionality remain ever-present
in this context, affecting how one takes up physical and intellectual space. While we
continue to investigate the different ways people engage with their environment,
we have yet to explicate all facets of interpersonal and conscious performance.
Only through a holistic, interdisciplinary approach can we do such critical and
timely work.
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Interview with Danielle Bainbridge

Danielle Bainbridge is a professor of theater, African American
Studies, and Performance Studies at Northwestern University.
Her background is in theater, English, African American Studies,
and American Studies. She completed her undergraduate degree
at the University of Pennsylvania in 2012 in English and Theatre
Arts and completed her PhD in African American Studies and
American Studies—cultural history—in 2018 from Yale.

Interview has been edited for clarity.

JPPE: Il start by asking you to introduce yourself, your background, and your research, as
well as the questions you find most interesting or important to explore at the moment.

Bainbridge: Right now, my most important questions or areas of inquiry are
thinking about the intersections of race, disability, gender, sexuality—like, how do
we perform difference on stage? As well as thinking about the important role than
performance and theatre and art have played in the establishment of new nations

or nationalism.

To that end, I'm working on two projects. The first one is called Refinements of Cru-
elty, and I'm collaborating with NYU press at the moment hopefully to place the
book there. The book is about 19" and early 20" century sideshow and freak show
performers who were born with physical disabilities and also born into slavery,
and the process through which they were doubly subjected to systems of oppres-
sion, both as disabled people and also as enslaved Black people. So that book is my
primary project.

My secondary project is a general history book that’s called How to Make a New Na-
tion. It’s about the performances of nationalism in early postcolonial nation-states.
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So I'm curious about how things like the professionalization of the Olympics, early
TV politics, radio broadcasts, who gets put on the money, and the building of
monuments. How these performative objects were used to establish the idea of
nation and to recognize nation on an international scale. So those are the kind of
questions that I'm thinking about right now.

JPPE: Our journal is focused on interdisciplinary scholarship, and I know that what you
do is very interdisciplinary as well. I'm curious how your work has benefited from interdis-
ciplinary practices.

Bainbridge: My background in every phase of my academic career has been
very interdisciplinary. As a double major in college, I was always thinking of the
intersections of history, literary analysis, theatrical history, theatrical performance
studies, and performance practice. That was where I started to ask these questions
and when I was introduced to scholars who were also thinking through that crit-
ical lens. And then when I went to graduate school, I was in an interdisciplinary
PhD program because African American Studies is a field that encompasses lots of
other disciplines. So you think through political science, anthropology, sociology,
and history, and you’re thinking about all of these questions at the same time. And
American Studies was similarly oriented, even though it was a degree that really
focused on cultural history. So, I think that interdisciplinary work became really
interesting to me at an early phase of my career. When I was an undergrad, I
didn’t think of'it as a career, I just thought of it as college. But by the time I started
thinking about wanting to be a professor and wanting to teach at the undergradu-
ate and graduate level, I was really curious about how I can bring different kinds
of media and different kinds of inquiry in different fields together.

Some of that was also influenced by the fact that I'm a practitioner—I'm an artist.
I do creative scholarship, digital media work, and digital storytelling like my PBS
series Origin of Everything. 1 have also done some docuseries work with Youtubers
and PBS. And I'm currently working on a couple different shows, like some of the
Crash Course series through Complexly, which is a company that focuses on making
educational media for young people. Right now, I'm really invested in how schol-
arship can be brought to larger audiences outside of the academy through digital
media in a democratic way, where it’s not necessarily about how much you can

afford but more about your natural curiosity and desire to learn.
I am also a writer. I write for theater, and I'm working on my first documentary

that just got funded. I'm always trying to look for new ways to interpret informa-
tion and translate it for different audiences.
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It’s appealing to me to think about interdisciplinary work as something that com-
bines disparate fields. I think that sometimes, when we say interdisciplinary, we
mean fields that are adjacent to each other, that are touching. But for me, combin-
ing theater, digital media, performance, documentary, and mashing these things
together makes me excited because it stretches me as a scholar to think about the
ways that I could actually benefit people and the way that my work travels through
the world. Sometimes when you think in strict disciplinary lines, your work has a
narrower reach. And I'm really interested in how I can reach people. I really want
them to learn and be excited about the things I present, so I'm always looking for
interdisciplinary ways to bring stuff to new audiences.

JPPE: What’s the relationship between the scholar and the artist, and what’s the impor-
tance of that relationship?

Bainbridge: It wasn’t always the smoothest transition. When you enter a Ph.D.
program, you’re really there to commit to doing book-length and article-length
research. That’s the discipline; that’s what’s expected of you. And I think it’s really
important stuff, I mean, I wouldn’t be able to do any of the public-facing work I
do if folks weren’t writing books and articles about it because I'm not an expert
in everything that I make videos about. And I think that at the heart of our fields,
book projects and articles are really the foundation. But I think because I had
a background in theater and then went to grad school for more cultural history
and African American Studies, it became important to me to continue to express
myself.

I always say that the difference for me between being an artist and a scholar is that
I try to let every project express itself as what it wants to be. If I have an idea for
something and I think, “This would be a really fun script,” or, “This really wants
to be an essay,” or “T'his really needs to be in my book,” I try to make those deci-
sions very consciously, about what’s the best way for this information to be shared
with a larger audience and what does this piece of information demand of me as a
maker, as a creator. There are plenty of things that I think, “Oh, this would make
a great 12-minute online video, really punchy, good graphics, and people will
be into the question,” and that’s a good primer for folks who are thinking about
gender, race, sexuality, ethnicity, international politics, or whatever. Sometimes [
have ideas like that, and then sometimes I have ideas like my documentary that I
think, “Oh, this really demands a longer look and a more intense focus.” So it all
depends on what the archive and that object I'm studying or the subject I'm study-
ing demands, and how best to translate that for people to learn from it.
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JPPE: What is the subject of your documentary?

Bainbridge: I am working on a documentary right now called Curio. In 2018, 1
was Artist in Residence and also a facilitator and writer of a piece called Curio: A
Cabinet of Curiosity, which was based on the research for my book Refinements of
Cruelty. It is focusing specifically on the lives of Millie and Christine McKoy who
were two conjoined twins born in 1851 in North Carolina, who were touring the
world and became international celebrities as freak show performers. So, they
would sing and dance and there was also a heavy amount of exploitation and med-
icalization in their archive. The McKoy twins were who I started researching in
grad school when I decided to work on freakshows and the intersections of slavery
and disability. So, I am really intimately acquainted with their archive, and I made
this performance piece out of it that a group of undergraduate students at the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania staged. I loved working with those students, I think that
they were really game to do a lot of weird stuff with me. I had them learning the
handbell, I had them singing songs from the 19th century, they were tied together
in a conjoined dress, and they were doing all sorts of really weird and experimental
stuff with me. I learned a lot from that process, and I always wanted to rewrite and
then restage it.

So, in my early days at Northwestern—I came here in fall of 2018 as a postdoc
right after the play had opened—I did spend some time with the piece thinking
about revamping it. And then, you know, the world turning upside down the next
academic year because it was 2019-2020 and COVID happened and all theaters
went dark, and there was no opportunity to rethink the work, except in my own
head. So I started thinking, wouldn’t it be great if I can make a documentary,
because it combined my interest in digital media and my experience making these
explainer videos and docuseries. It would be great to do a documentary that
combines some of the creative elements of music from the play with traditional
documentary storytelling. So, I started working on that idea and thinking it'd be
great to do it, especially because it was funny that I started to see this explosion of
digital theater overnight since there weren’t any opportunities to perform except
on Zoom or through recorded stuff. And I just wanted an opportunity to combine
my arcas of interest under this same topic, so I pitched it to Northwestern for a
research grant and I got some funding. And now I'm going to be working on that
for the next year and a half or so, making maybe a 20- to 30-minute documentary
that combined some of the elements from the stage production that I thought were
really successful along with traditional documentary storytelling, like interviewing
the McKoy descendents, looking at archival footage, and you know, figuring out
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ways to bring that story to life and to a larger audience.

JPPE: Theater and performativity is in a rudimentary sense acted and therefore fictitious,
but in recent years I think we’ve had a wider awareness that it isn’t that simple. So, how does
the theory that you study translate into real world politics, representation, and change? And
can you speak about this in relation to your Refinements of Cruelty?

Bainbridge: It’s interesting because I've always been interested in the work of
people like Moisés Kaufman, Anna Deavere Smith—people who do documentary
theatre, just because it offers something really insightful and interesting, especially
Anna Deavere Smith, I'm a big admirer of her work. So I think, when I write and
when I create stuff, I do know where the line between reality and fiction is, I think
that’s the first step, but I am also really interested in ways that theater could impact
and bring about empathetic and lasting political and social change. I do think that
the pieces that we make and things we put into the world have an impact on the
way we view representation, on the way we view politics, on the way we view peo-
ple from groups that aren’t our own. And so, when I'm teaching my students, it’s
not just that I want them to be good storytellers, or good creators of fiction. I also
want them to be good people, good global citizens, good people who think about
the world in really critical and crucial ways.

And I think there’s so much to be said for performance in general. Not only the
creation of it, but the consumption of it is this huge engine for empathy and huge
engine for understanding. So, when I'm making work or when I'm thinking about
theater or writing criticism, I’'m thinking about it in those ways—specifically about
how we can create lasting and sustained social and political change through the

creation of art.

And I don’t think every piece is for every person. But I do think that there’s a lot
that can be done. And a lot of artists are thinking really critically, especially as
we're starting to see new generations of artists making work that’s really critically
looking at race and gender, not that these things are new, but that they’re really
important questions that are being brought up. I do think there is a history of work

making new social movements or new social possibilities for people.

JPPE: What is the most impactful example of art that has created or propelled lasting
change or social movements?

Bainbridge: One of the things I teach is a course on African American theater
history that starts in the 19" century and ends with A Raisin in the Sun. And I think
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most of my students who are young, Gen Z, savvy, politically active folks think
of Raisin in the Sun as that old-fashioned play from the 50s that they had to read
in high school or early college. And the thing for me about why I staged the class
this way that ends with Raisin is that we have all of this activity of Black theatrical
innovation and genius that comes before it. We have plays from Black artists in the
19" century, we studied things like slave narratives, we study Frederick Douglass’s
oratory, we look at W.E.B. DuBois’s theories of artist propaganda, we look at some
of the darker aspects of the representation of Black people like blackface minstrel-
sy, Vaudeville—you know, performance of minstrelsy as well as early instances of
Black people performing in blackface. So we also see some of that as well in this
time period.

But what I want to chart for my students is the slow progress that we start to see in
Black representation from the mid-19" century to the mid-20™ century. We start
to see improvements in realism, improvements in domestic drama, and then we
have this revolutionary moment with A Raisin in the Sun, where it’s this big criti-
cal success, but it’s also one of the first plays that we see by a queer, radical Black
woman that represents Black people as people and fully human. And so by the
time my students arrive at A Raisin in the Sun, you can see that they’re excited, that
they say, “Oh my god, finally something that looks like real people, fully fleshed
out people.”

And I think oftentimes, Hansberry’s work gets read as conservative because it
comes from a particular historical moment, but actually, it was this radical revela-
tion in the representation of Blackness on popular stages. And it represents early
emerging Pan-African identities through the character of Beneatha, it talks about
the role of gender through characters like Ruth and Mama Younger and Walter.
We see early integration politics that represent Black desire as not a desire for in-
tegration because they want to be in proximity to whiteness or close to whiteness,
but because they want greater opportunity for themselves and their children.

That subtlety and that keen hand that Hansberry has was so revelatory, and I re-
ally like having it at the end of the quarter so that students can finally put it in its
context and say, “Oh, this really was a lot different than what came before it. This
really is espousing something radical and fresh when you think about what came
before it.” So that’s one of my favorite examples, and then I also teach the second
half of that course, which is A Raisin in the Sun to contemporary theater.

JPPE: What has been your research methodology on the Refinement of Cruelty project, and
what has surprised you or not surprised you the most about the process?
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Bainbridge: As a writer, I write a lot of creative nonfiction, as well. And I was re-
ally surprised by what the archive demanded of me in terms of ethics. I'm looking
at this archive of people who were exploited, essentially, in multiple ways. And I'm
trying to make sense of this story while I'm also having complicated and complex
feelings as a Black woman, as someone who has experienced the trials and tribula-
tions of the American healthcare system, and medicalization and fetish, and all of
these other things. And so, you know, when I first started the project, it was 2012.
So it’s been, like 10 years. So that’s overwhelming. But I think when I first started
the project, I was just surprised by how hard it was for me to look at the material,
because I primarily before then had been studying feminist theatre from Jamaica
in the 1980s. So it was more celebratory and more self-fashioning, because these
women were creating their own stories and writing their own work, deciding what

went into the archive.

Things about the performers I study largely when they’re either against their
will or without their consent, at the very least. And so methodologically, I started
thinking through two primary questions. The first was, what does it mean to enter
something into the archive? What does it mean, to put something on the official
record? And the second question was, what are the ethics or responsibility that I
have as a Black queer woman telling this story? What do I need to do to make this
feel okay?

The first question I kind of answered with what I'm theorizing is the future perfect
tense of historical recording. The future perfect is a tense that you see in romance
languages, like Latin and Spanish, which is the past tense of the future. So it’s, “it
will have been.” I started to fool around with that idea because I thought, when
you are entering something into the record as a historical actor, as someone who
is concerned with history—so say, I have things that I think are historically signifi-
cant, I entered into an archive—I'm concerned with how history is going to be told
10 years from now, and 15 years from now and 100 years from now, that’s why I
put it in the archive. I wanted to trace sort of what those impulses were, and why
people began to think through those terms. And I thought the archive that I was
engaging in, especially because a lot of it is ephemera, and sort of freak show stuff,
and things that people think of as lowbrow culture, I was thinking, why would
someone enter this in an archive? What’s the impetus? And why are they thinking
that historians 100 years from now should be able to view this? They put this in a
protected place for a reason.

And then the second question methodologically, I'm answering was what I'm call-
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ing an ethnography of the archive. So it’s a lot of auto-ethnographic writing that I
do about archival ethics, essentially. And I put that in the project itself and fold it
into it itself because I think one of the things that felt unsatisfying to me was speak-
ing in the sort of disembodied historian’s third-person voice. I wanted it to feel as
if I was considering the questions of what the archive is demanding of me and my
own subject position as a descendant of slaves. And I started doing that writing
mostly in grad school to satisfy myself. It wasn’t something that I thought would
really end up in the project. And then when I saw that people were responsive
to it, and that the questions being asked by this ethnography of the archive were
leading me somewhere methodologically, I started writing more and more and
more and more. So I think you really have to consider what the archive demands
of you before you start working. Because if I was working on another archive, or a
completely different subject, I don’t think I would have the same questions.

JPPE: Right, so really considering positionality.
Bainbridge: Yes.

JPPE: What are the cultural and economic legacies of the freakshow and performance ar-
chive that you’ve found?

Bainbridge: There are some interesting economic quirks of these archives. In one
chapter of my manuscript, I call it the “Alternative Ledgers of Enslaved Labor.”
That’s where the economic angle of this archive really becomes most evident. The
chapter itself focuses on this really long ledger kept by Chang and Eng Bunker,
who are two other subjects in my study. Chang and Eng were conjoined twins,
just like the McKoys. They spent most of their life in North Carolina, just like the
McKoys, but they were actually born in Thailand, or then known as Siam. They
are the twins around which the phrase “Siamese twins” was established, so they
are the original so-called “Siamese twins.”

This ledger is interesting to me particularly because they are included in my study
not because they were enslaved, but actually because they were racialized, BIPOC
people who were slave owners. When they retired from the freakshow stage, they
invested their money in buying two adjacent plantations, they married two white
sisters—each married to one sister—and they divided their time between these two
plantations, they owned a few dozen slaves, and they invested all their money in
Confederate currency. So ultimately, we all know the historical outcome of this,
that Confederate current went defunct. It became valueless after the war ended,
and they were forced to re-enter the freakshow stage as performers, essentially to
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support their family and to support themselves.

I’'m interested in this ledger, particularly because it’s so detailed and so nitty gritty,
but it doesn’t recount any of the expenses of all of the enslaved souls that lived on
these plantations. So it doesn’t have a lot of information about the women and
men that they enslaved, but it has things like, “gave daughter five cents to repair
her gloves,” “25 cents in postage for publicity, five flyers,” I'm sifting through this
ledger primarily to think about ways that performance labor is recorded, but slave
labor is erased. And I’'m also curious about how we think about performance labor
through these enslaved performers. So folks, not like the Bunkers, but more like
the McKoys and Blond Tom Wiggins and Joice Heth, who are other people who
are in my study.

I'm interested in how we could reconfigure this as not just performance practices,
but thinking about labor because at its heart, slavery is a labor system. It is an
economic system—to live in a slave society is an economic system. So I'm thinking
through scholars like historian Stephanie Smallwood’s Saltwater Slavery, I'm think-
ing through things like Jennifer Morgan’s Laboring Women, where they think really
intimately about the connection between finance and enslavement and what it
means, particularly for Black women. I'm curious about how all these things could
be read through performance, where we’re not necessarily seeing these performers
do things like pick cotton, or perform housework, or take care of children because
they were presumed to be valueless, essentially, because of their physical disabil-
ity. But many of them ended up becoming the prize of their master’s plantation
because their performance labor actually netted more money than they could do
any of those domestic tasks or fieldwork. So I'm curious about that relationship
and how it can be explicated.

JPPE: Switching over to your project on nation and how the nation is imagined and born,
what is the relation between literature and performance and the idea of nationhood? How
do postcolonialism and Black Feminist Theory interact with, shape, or reflect these ideas and
Jforces?

Bainbridge: I first became interested in this topic because I was teaching a class
which used to be called State-Funded Theater of the Americas and now is called
State-Funded Theater of the US and Caribbean, which looks at state-funded the-
ater from the 20™ century after postcolonial movements have started to emerge in
the 1930s until about the 1970s. It is concerned with why and how so many states,
these newly formed independent nations, as they were entering the postcolonial
period, why they were funding theater. That was my initial question that started
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the idea for the book. What is it about theater or these plays—you know, they’re
funding plays by Dereck Walcott about the Haitian Revolution, they’re funding
plays by Sylvia Winter, they’re funding plays by lesser-known playwrights and
we’re seeing this explosion of work from really important folks who would later be-
come important poets, playwrights, postcolonial theorists, and they’re essentially
being put to work by these states making theater?

And then at the same time, in the US during the Great Depression, we start to see
things like the Works Progress Administration and the Federal Theater Project,
which are funding what they’re calling “Negro Units,” in the parlance of the day,
of all-Black theater companies that are doing this really interesting work. I was
introduced to a book by a scholar named Stephanie Batiste, who wrote a book
called Darkening Mirrors. The book is about how these Negro Units of the Federal
Theater Project were also thinking about US imperialism and internationalism in
their performances because they often staged things like a production of Macbeth
that’s set in Haiti or a version of The Mikado that’s set in the Pacific. And they’re
doing these really interesting internationalist works, and I was also really taken
in by a book called Sachmo Blows up the World which thinks about how Black jazz
artists were sent around the world during the Cold War essentially as ambassadors
of American identity.

I became interested in all of these questions around the same time, which is: why
1s it important to use art to express national identity or a nationalist identity? I
really started thinking about how these works could be connected, and I started to
find other examples of how these places, these newly formed nations were thinking
about their own national identities.

Then the second thing I became really interested in was the professionalization
of the Olympics, which sounds completely disparate and sounds like it has noth-
ing to do with it, but basically I wanted to know how the Olympics went from
being what was considered an amateur event—so, one of the requirements of the
Olympics prior to, I want to say the 1970s or earlier, was that folks had to be
amateur athletes, so they couldn’t be making money, either from sponsorship or
they couldn’t be involved in professional leagues. And this was supposed to be a
leveling of the playing field, but also was a big hallmark of the Olympic Games. As
that transitioned to becoming this multibillion-dollar industry with TV ads and
Coca-Cola sponsorships and all this other stuff, we start to see some of these newly
independent nations start to get this greater recognition beyond the scope of their
political impact. So we start to see places like my family’s home country of Jamaica
become really famous for track and field, even though on the international politics
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scale, they weren’t considered a necessarily huge player by other nations because
of global anti-Blackness and general disregard for Caribbean politics. So, we see
smaller nations get this chance to now be considered competitors of larger nations.

Those are the two archives that I started digging around in that made me want to
ask these questions, and as I got more and more into thinking about these things,
I just started pulling that thread and saying, “What are other instances of ways
that nations perform their own identity?” I started thinking about monuments
because we were in this endless news cycle of Confederate monuments being torn
down and colonial monuments being torn down around the world. And then I
started thinking, “Well, what’s another performance that’s supposed to signify
something?” And I started looking into the performance and writing of national
anthems, who gets put on money, who becomes a national hero, who’s considered
an emblem of the nation?

And I think all of these questions come because I am a scholar who’s deeply in-
vested in Black Feminist Theory. They come from a Black Feminist perspective
because I'm not just concerned with how we perform masculine leadership in new
nations. 'm concerned with how all of these disparate things come together, but
I'm also curious about the performance of nationalism or the performance of the
nation-state particularly because I just haven’t had as many satisfying answers. I
have a rule, basically: if I'm in a meeting and I have an idea, I have to be willing to
do the thing that I'm suggesting, or else I don’t suggest it, because I hate being that
person who says, “It’d be great if someone...would do this.” I have a similar thing
with my scholarship, which is: if I have a question and it needs answering, I should
probably write it down and write the answer because I can’t wait on someone else
to do the project or do the thing.

The question of nationhood became really interesting to me, not because I'm so
much invested in the idea of the nation-state, but because these early independent
countries as they’re starting to formulate their own idea of themselves, are turning
to things like parades, and festivals, and literature, and theater, and are funding
it at an incredibly high rate in comparison to what we see today. I mean, now
it’s hard to get money out of a government to do anything artistic because other
things are considered more practical. But it’s curious to me that so many nations
are experiencing that same impulse at the same time—theyre saying “Oh, it’s
important for us to have anthem, it’s important for us to have a national team
at the Olympics, it’s important for us to put on plays and give people a sense of
cultural heritage and pride.” It just seemed like too many coincidences not to be
something, and that’s really where the idea came from.
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JPPE: How has the relationship between nationhood and culture and performance in liter-
ature or literary methods shifted over time and geography? How have different power systems
influenced this?

Bainbridge: I'rom what I've done in terms of preliminary research and writing
the proposal, in the early days of these postcolonial movements, there was a lot of
effort made to put a good face on independence. There was a sense of celebration,
liberation, where we start to see things like emerging Pan-Africanism, Black Na-
tionalism, a sort of international perspective that’s thinking of people of color and
oppressed people as in league with each other, as having shared destinies. And I
think that’s really, really fascinating.

I also think that as time goes on, and we start to see some of the hangover of post-
colonial excitement, we start to see less and less of these performances, at least in
my early stages of research for this second project. While there’s this big boom at
the beginning of, “we need to have plays and pageantry and all this stuff to cele-
brate postcolonial identity,” it starts to slowly wane, not necessarily because I think
the interest in promoting cultural identity goes away, but because other emerg-
ing issues of forming an independent nation come to the fore, things like being
recognized internationally, economic downturn, the strength of the dollar—these
become more prevalent at the front. As many nations became sort of undermined
by the international community, we just see less and less of it. That’s the trajec-
tory that I'm tracing now. Why is there this period of just explosion of creativity?
And then the creativity doesn’t go away, the creation doesn’t go away, but some
of the funding goes away, and when people are less inclined to put money behind
something;, it becomes less visible. And now, my work as a historian is to trace what
became less visible.

JPPE: Did the burst of creativity also come during independence movements?

Bainbridge: Yeah, so we start to see them in the line with a lot of independence
movements. I start the book with Aimé Césaire’s and others’ formulation of Négri-
tude in the 1930s, which is interesting because Césaire himself'is a politician, poet,
theorist, global citizen—you know, he’s doing all this stuff. So I start with that,
and then I think as time goes on—Ilike anything, creativity is a plant, it needs
water to grow, it needs funding to grow, it needs support to grow—we start to see
people investing, especially because a lot of these early politicians had a sense of
culture and literature that was more acute. They’re reading Marx, they’re reading
cultural theory, they’re exchanging ideas, they’re organizing festivals and things
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together. There’s a lot of shared destiny in their thinking. But I think, because the
idea of nation-state often gets framed, especially from a Western perspective, as
individualistic—there’s the idea that you have to support and protect the bound-
aries and borders and we hear that rhetoric all the time here in the US—we start
to see that it doesn’t disappear, people are still engaging and writing and making
the stuff, but we just see a shift in focus, and I think that’s really where art reaches
its limit a little bit.

JPPE: How can theory and literature help us understand modern imperialism and the con-
tinuing legacies of past imperialism?

Bainbridge: That’s really a great question. I'll reference again Stephanie Batiste’s
book because I think she does an excellent and really articulate job of discussing
the connection between imperialism and performance. I do think that the work
we make in any given historical moment is informed by what’s happening around
us. Even if you set a sci-fi thriller in the year 3500, it’s informed by the moment
you write it in. We know that implicitly as people who study literature and study
performance, but I think it’s also curious as we start to see work now take up that
charge but in a commercial sense. The work that I study was primarily funded by
governments, and I'm interested in that aspect of things, but I was teaching the
Swing Mikado (or the all-Black cast of the Mikado) to my students a couple weeks
ago, and one of them brought up—so I can’t take credit for this—they brought up
that it’s really interesting to see that this moment is so concerned with US milita-
rism and involvement around the world, and we’re coming off the wake of World
War I, launching right into World War II, and then the Korean War and Vietnam,
and we’re seeing all these things. And they made an analogy between the Swing
Mikado or the all-Black cast of the Mikado and Hamilton, and how those two things
speak to each other. They were saying that if the question of the moment when
Swing Mikado came out in the 1930s was emerging US military involvement and
imperialism, then the question of Hamilton is the hangover and wake of multicul-
turalism and what moment we’re in now as a society.

And there’s lots to be said about Hamilton, I don’t know if I necessarily need to go
down that rabbit-hole, but one thing that I find fascinating about it—and I didn’t
see a live production, I saw the Disney Plus recording of the stage version—is that
I think the music is actually quite good but I think that what it’s doing in terms
of cross-racial casting is actually really confusing and not necessarily as successful
as people think. So, I'm curious about that connection because, if the question
of that moment was emerging imperialism, the question of this moment is now
entrenched imperialism coupled with the hangover of 90s and early 2000s multi-
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culturalism, and the promise of that moment. When I was a kid in the 90s, multi-
culturalism was everywhere. There was this idea that if we just put people forward
enough, if we just represent people enough, if we just have enough TV shows with
diverse casts, that will solve the problem of race or solve the problem of classism
or xenophobia. And now, many years later, we see the failings of that. But I think
the hopefulness of something like Hamilton is directly linked to that movement and
that moment.
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Authenticating Authenticity: Authenticity as
Commitment, Temporally Extended Agency, and
Practical Identity

Kimberly Ramos

The everyday concept of authenticity presupposes the existence
of an underlying, unchanging self to which to be authentic. How-
ever, with the rise of bundle theories in philosophy of mind and
neuroscience, it is unlikely that we have an essence of self to which
to be authentic. In this case, should we abandon the concept of
authenticity entirely or formulate a new account of it? I argue that
authenticity is still important to one’s everyday life, particularly
when making difficult decisions about one’s identity in terms of
morals, goals, and values. Rather than being true to an objective
essence of self, I argue that we can be true to the self as a construct
(a self-concept). We create this self-concept with consistency and
steadfastness in our commitments, as well as our ability to be an
agent that fulfills those commitments. Thus, authenticity and self-
hood are more about undertaking important projects and a cre-
ative process of becoming rather than unearthing and expressing
an essence of self.

Just be yourself. Embrace your most authentic life. Or, if you like, “To thine own
self be true.” We often encounter such pithy aphorisms. Some of us might find
such advice to be helpful because it pushes us to pursue a career or life path that
brings out the best version of ourselves. On the other hand, such advice could also
induce anger because of its irrationality and emptiness. The self, as others of us
might point out, is just a construct, so what is there to be “true” to? Or perhaps the
whole concept of authenticity is simply confusing. We might agree that it is good to
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be authentic to one’s self but find it confusing as to what sort of identity this means
for our own lives. We might, like philosopher Elisabeth Camp, pose this question:
“What is my true self, such that I should pursue and cultivate it?”

The everyday, common view of authenticity assumes that (1) we possess a “true”
self, and (2) we ought to embrace this “true” self. But as more is learned about the
mind and brain, it seems increasingly unlikely that a true, underlying self exists.
Dr. Christian Jarrett, a writer for the British Psychological Society, mentions a
study conducted by Strohminger et al. Strohminger and her colleagues observed
that belief in an underlying “true” self is common across cultures, and inherent in
this belief is the concept of authenticity. However, they are skeptical that this true
self actually exists because such a self would be “radically subjective.”! We see this
sort of radical subjectivity in a study conducted by Quoidbach et al. The study
found that people tend to underestimate the amount of change they will undergo
in the future. They believe that their personality, core values, and preferences will
be preserved over time, even though these attributes have already changed from
the past to the present.? The belief in the consistency of the self and its preferences
is radically subjective in that it is based on feeling alone—it is not based on objec-
tive fact or essence. If at least some personality traits and values can and do change
over the course of one’s life, then the common view of authenticity does not seem
plausible. There is no true and essential self to which to be authentic because the
self is not immune to change. An action which is authentic to me today might not
be authentic to me in ten years. If this is the case, then how am I to decide what is
most authentic: my past values, my current values, or my future values?

In rejecting true and essential self, philosophers of mind, psychologists, and neu-
roscientists including Douglas Hoftstader, Thomas Metzinger, and Daniel Den-
nett have turned to bundle theories. David Hume, one of the first bundle theorists,
expresses the general sentiment of bundle theories in viewing the self as a series
of “bundled” perceptions that change from moment to moment.” As such, bundle
theorists declare there is no rational reason to believe in an enduring self over time.
Under their view, a new self exists each moment. If no enduring and underlying
self exists, then pursuing the everyday view of authenticity seems somewhat futile.
Authenticity would only be possible to a given self at the singular moment it exists,
which does not secem satisfying given that, from a practical standpoint, we view
the self as a consistent entity, at least on a day-to-day basis. This paper is dedicated
to redefining the way we commonly think about authenticity and the self. Is there

1 Christian Jarrett, “There Is No Such Thing as the True Self, but It’s Still a Useful
Psychological Concept,” 2017. https://digest.bps.org.uk/2017/08/22/there-is-no-such-
thing-as-the-true-self-but-its-still-a-useful-psychological-concept/

2 Jordi Quoidbach, et al., “The End of History Illusion,” Science, vol. 339, (2013), 98.

3 David Hume, 4 Treatise of Human Nature, (Oxford: 1896), 134).
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even a “true” self to be authentic to? And why should we desire authenticity at all?

Three Cases: Authenticity as a Common Concern

Before discussing more of the practical reasons for desiring authenticity at
length, I will begin with a few “real world” examples to illustrate authenticity as a
common concern within one’s daily life.

(a) Neryssa and Her Corporate Job: Neryssa dislikes her current job as a human
resources manager at a large corporation that manufactures soda. Though she en-
joys working with people, the corporation’s product and mission don’t align with
her personal values. She desires a job that feels more representative of the person
she takes herself to be, but she isn’t sure if her job should even matter in terms of
her sense of identity and values.

(b) Rowan and Their College Major: Rowan needs to decide between a major in
English or in History. On the one hand, they love literary analysis, especially as
it applies to the fantasy genre. On the other hand, they also enjoy detangling and
reconstructing historical narratives. When they think about the job prospects of
each, they find each option to be about equal. Rowan wants to pick the major that
“fits” them best, but at this juncture, both choices seem equally well-fitting. Which
should they choose?

(c) Julia and Her State Senate Campaign: Julia is running for election to the state
senate. Her platform emphasizes environmental consciousness, especially in con-
trast with her opposition, who takes donations from large corporations that con-
tribute to the climate crisis. Julia’s team suggests that she run a slander ad that,
while not conveying outright lies, strongly insinuates that the opposition is cheat-
ing on his partner. While the ad would help Julia win the election and implement
environmentally sustainable legislature, Julia isn’t sure that she can condone the
ad. She takes herself to be someone who “plays by the rules” and holds herself to
high moral standards. What should she do?

In each of these three examples, authenticity plays a role in the decision making
process of the individual involved.* In (a), Neryssa desires a job that feels more au-
thentic to her person. A job which represents her values is important to Neryssa,
and thus, authenticity is relevant to her creating a life she enjoys. In (b), Rowan
wants to know which of two options is more authentic of them to choose. Like
Neryssa, they want to make a choice that will lead to a fulfilled and enjoyable life.

4 There are other considerations at play in each scenario. For instance, in (c), there are
also considerations of ethics. In (a) and (b), there are considerations of practicality and
utility in regards to selecting a job and a college major. Still, authenticity plays a role in
what the agent chooses and how they decide to value considerations of ethics, practicality,
and utility, so each scenario will involve authenticity in some way, although authenticity
might not be the only deciding factor.
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In (c), Julia must choose between becoming a state senator and her morals. An
understanding of authenticity might help her decide between these two options.
I would wager that we, like Neryssa, Rowan, and Julia, have come up against
similarly difficult decisions that challenge who we take ourselves to be and leave us
wondering what decision is most authentic. I would also wager that the simple ad-
vice “Just be yourself!”would not help much in the situations described above. The
purpose of this paper, then, is to provide a novel account of authenticity that (1)
takes into account the lack of an underlying “true” self in light of bundle theories,
and (2) helps us confront difficult decisions in which one’s identity is in question.
Ultimately, I will propose a commitment-based account of authenticity, in which
the personated, socially-constructed self and the commitments it makes are the
basis for determining authentic action.

A “True” Self? A Foray Into Bundle Theories and a Postmodern Ac-
count of Authenticity

Discussions about the self often turn to psychology and the brain. Following
John Locke and his discussion of substance in An Essay Concerning Human Under-
standing, the view of the self shifted from one of body or spirit to one of psycholog-
ical substance, particularly consciousness.” But, as philosopher David Hume later
pointed out, the brain and its associated consciousness do not have a substance of
self. In more modern terminology, this means that there is no lobe or neural center
that constitutes an essence of self, which is an inherent entity upon which one’s
identity is founded. Rather, the self is the “bundle” of thoughts and impressions
present at any moment.® These bundles pass away and give rise to new thoughts
and impressions. Thus an entirely new self arises that bears no necessary or logical
connection to the previous self. To support his argument, Hume asks us to turn

mwards and observe the contents of consciousness:

For my part, when I enter most intimately into what I call myself, I al-
ways stumble on some particular perception or other, of heat or cold, light
or shade, love or hatred, pain or pleasure. I never can catch myself at
any time without a perception, and never can observe any thing but the
perception. When my perceptions are remov’d for any time, as by sound
sleep; so long am I insensible of myself, and may truly be said not to exist.”

If we look inwards, we can find only perception. We can also find memories, but

5 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding Book I1I: Ideas, 118.
6 Hume, 4 Tieatise of Human Nature, 134.
7 Ibid.
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these are the revival of past perceptions.? We do not find any singular thing that
we could call an essence of self. Hume does not completely negate the existence of
the self. There is certainly something that perceives. But, Hume argues that given
the evidence, we cannot extrapolate beyond this fairly minimal conception of the
self—what Elisabeth Camp more recently calls a “bare skeletal ego.” Again, the
self just is perception. Science writer and neuroscientist David Eagleman offers an
updated view of how bundle theories apply to the biology of the brain and thus
supports bundle theories originating from Hume:

So who you are at any given moment depends on the detailed rhythms
of your neuronal firing. During the day, the conscious you emerges from
that integrated neural complexity. At night, when the interaction of your
neurons changes just a bit, you disappear...the meaning of something to
you 1s all about your webs of associations, based on the whole history of
your life experiences.’

Like Locke, Eagleman locates the self in consciousness, which he describes as
“detailed rhythms of neuronal firing.” And when this neuronal firing shuts down
perception during sleep you “disappear,” reflecting Hume’s claim that when we
are “insensible” of perceptions we do not really exist.'” The self is perception and
neuronal firing, and this neuronal firing impacts the way we experience and inter-
pret the world.

Hume’s description of the self is the foundation for most modern bundle the-
ories. Thomas Metzinger, a German philosopher, similarly undermines belief in
an essence or substance of self: “There is no such thing as a substantial self (as
a distinct ontological entity, which could in principle exist by itself), but only a
dynamic, ongoing process creating very specific representational and functional
properties.”!" Like Hume, modern bundle theorists doubt an underlying self that
exists over time and endows one with a sense of “I,” which is closely tied to one’s
perceived personal identity and autonomy. While bundle theorists claim we do not
have any rational reason to believe in a sense of “L,” they do admit its practical ne-
cessity, as well as the human inability to abandon it. Douglas Hofstadter expresses
the utility of the sense of “I” in / Am a Strange Loop: “Cieasing to believe altogether
in the ‘T’ is in fact impossible, because it is indispensable for survival. Like it or not,
we humans are stuck for good with this myth” (294). It is natural and practical for
an individual to construct a sense of “I”” to navigate the world, make future plans,

8 Ibid, 11.

9 David Eagleman, The Brain: The Story of You, (New York: Vintage Books, 2015), 34-35.
10 Hume, 4 Tieatise of Human Nature, 134.

11 Thomas Metzinger, “Self Models,” Scholarpedia, 2007.
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and distinguish herself from others. As Hofstadter states, a sense of “I” is thus nec-
essary to survive in and engage with the world.

If there is an objectively existing self; it is momentary and fleeting. And, in being
solely composed of processes and perceptions, it is not an entity we can be perfect-
ly authentic to over time. Nor is there an essence of self that we can stake personal
identity upon. Instead, our sense of “I”” comes from the temporally and subjectively
existing selves we construct as useful “myths.”'? Let us call this subjectively existing
entity the “self-concept” for the sake of clarity. The common view of authenticity,
however, assumes that there is “true” underlying self to which to be authentic to.
Under this view, authenticity is the expression of one’s “real” self. But, as bundle
theorists have stated, there is not an underlying, temporally-extended self to em-
brace! How can we be authentic to something that isn’t objectively real, if at all?
Beyond proclaiming that personal identity is a construct, bundle theorists do not
offer us any answers about authenticity. Still, I think bundle theorists would likely
embrace what Varga and Guigon call a “postmodern” view of authenticity. This
account of authenticity abandons an essential self and embraces a more minimal

construction of self and authenticity:

Postmodern thought raises questions about the existence of an underly-
ing subject with essential properties accessible through introspection. The
whole idea of the authentic as that which is “original”, “essential”, “prop-
er”, and so forth now seems doubtful. If we are self-constituting beings
who make ourselves up from one moment to the next, it appears that the
term “authenticity” can refer only to whatever feels right at some partic-

ular moment."

The bundle theorist, in viewing the objectively existing self as a continual and
ever-changing process, would endorse the idea of a “self-constituting being” that
makes itself up from “one moment to the next.”"* Thus postmodern authenticity is
merely whatever feels right at some particular moment. And if we reject an essen-
tial, underlying self—which, given the psychological evidence from Strohminger,
Quoidbach, and bundle theorists, I think we should—it seems we are left to em-
brace the postmodern account of authenticity.

However, I do not find the postmodern conception of authenticity satisfying
because we do not view ourselves as beings that make themselves up from one

moment to the next. Rather, we wake up each day believing that we are more or

12 Douglas Hofstadter, I Am a Strange Loop, (Basic Books: 2007), 294.

13 Somogy Varga and Charles Guignon, “Authenticity,” Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy, 2020.

14 Ibid.
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less the same person we were the day before, with the same projects and goals, so-
cial relationships, and values. In our three “real world” examples, the postmodern
view of authenticity gives Neryssa, Rowan, and Julia no direction as to what sorts
of values or projects they ought to pursue to feel personally fulfilled. It may be true
that they are just bare Humean selves from a purely objective standpoint, but they
don’t view themselves as such. Consider if, in virtue of the postmodern account of
authenticity, we were to tell them, “Well, just do what feels right in the moment.”
They would probably respond along the lines of, “The problem is I don’t know
what feels right in the moment, and the choice I make will impact my future.
I don’t want to make the wrong choice!” They view themselves as people who
are concerned about their futures, their well-being, and their personal projects.
Neryssa, Rowan, and Julia all regard themselves as selves that exist over time with
relatively consistent attributes. I think it is likely that most humans view themselves
as selves that exist throughout time with somewhat consistent attributes, too. For
instance, if I go to sleep liking the song “Piano Man” by Billy Joel and having a
desire to learn the song on the guitar, I expect to wake up the next morning with
the same sort of preferences and goals. And in taking myself to be a person with
specific aspirations, I necessarily find myself interested in my future and what it
holds for me. On the pain of speaking for a reader, I find it probable that they
conceive of themselves in this manner, too.

Elisabeth Camp offers further practical reasons for embracing a sense of “I”” con-
cerned with authenticity beyond the bare Humean ego. She argues that the sense
of “I” allows an individual to make sense of and evaluate her life given her values
and goals, to select relevant characteristics of selfhood and thus form a meaningful
identity through which to understand herself, and to create and carry out future
plans based on the self-concept she wants to create or maintain.” Camp’s three
listed benefits of a sense of “I”” point to authenticity: we want to know who we are,
if we have lived up to what we want to be, and how to best preserve a sense of self.
In the service of self-understanding and pursuing a fulfilling life, we ought to care
about a sense of “I”” along with authenticity and its application to our lives.

For an account of authenticity to be useful, then, it should take into consider-
ation our perceived existence as temporally-existing selves with an eye to the future
and the values and projects we hope to fulfill. In other words, a more satistying
and practical account of authenticity should work alongside our intuition of hav-
ing a “true self,” even if the true self turns out to be more of a construct than an

objectively existing entity. This new account of authenticity seems to be related to

15 E Camp, “Wordsworth’s Prelude, Poetic Autobiography, and Narrative Constructions
of the Self)” Retrieved 2021, from https://nonsite.org/wordsworths-prelude-poetic-
autobiography-and-narrative-constructions-of-the-self].
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being loyal to a constructed self-concept. To restate, this account should (1) take
into account the lack of an underlying “true” self in light of bundle theories, and
(2) provide us with some direction in confronting difficult decisions in which one’s
identity is in question or at stake.

The Self-Concept and Concerns of Self-Deception

In this section, I will define the self-concept and discuss some difficulties self-de-
ception poses to the self-concept, though ultimately I think we can table such dif-
ficulties. Before we address the wider question of how one might be authentic to
the somewhat subjective self-concept, we need to first define the self-concept. Here
I will draw from Elisabeth Camp’s character model of self. This model describes
the objective self as possessing “a distinctive way in which a particular ‘T" inhabits,
interprets, and engages with the world—a particular nexus of dispositions, mem-
ories, interests, and commitments.”'® These dispositions, memories, and interests,
fit in with our earlier discussion of a psychological, Humean ego if we view them
at a singular point in time. The self, as Camp defines it, i3 not so much a unified
identity that endows one with a sense of “I.” Rather, it is a particular way of ex-
periencing and interpreting the world. Here, it is worthwhile to note that these in-
terests and dispositions constitute a “something” that makes up the bare, Humean
ego. I do not wish to misrepresent Hume or bundle theorists in saying that there is
no self whatsoever. Instead, we should recognize that the bare Humean ego is an
existing self, an underlying “something” that makes up an individual. The prob-
lem regarding authenticity we find with the Humean ego is its impermanence and
lack of a unified, temporally existing identity. The underlying Hueman ego is not
an essence or substance of self that can endow us with a sense of “I”” and a lasting
identity. The bare Humean ego allows us to say “I exist,” or “Something that is
me is here having experiences,” or perhaps even, “At this current moment, I would
like to have a glass of lemonade,” but it would not allow us to say anything about
the kind of person we are, especially if the statement has to do with a characteristic
or commitment that is meant to describe us over time—perhaps something to the
effect of, “I am the type of person to pursue graduate study.” So the Humean ego
endows one with momentary consciousness but not a sense of self or identity.

Camp believes that an individual comes to an understanding of herself when
she posits a “self-interpretation,” and thus forms the meaningful identity the bare
Humean ego lacks. Camp compares a self-interpretation to a theory, as both
create a coherent pattern or explanation “by electing and structuring a coher-
ent unity out of [a] teeming multiplicity [of evidence]|.” Camp remarks that we
can evaluate the effectiveness of a self-interpretation in the same way we would

16 Ibid.
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evaluate a theory. The more disparate elements it unites, the stronger the theory
and related self-interpretation. Just as many theories can be equally probable or
valid, so too can multiple self-interpretations. Likewise, when interpreting a body
of data, there are clearly some interpretations that are better than others. While
many interpretations may be on a par in strength, we can still distinguish between
“bad” theories, which are not much grounded in the evidence nor realistic, and
“good” theories, which take into account the available body of evidence for realis-
tic interpretations. Let us say that the self-concept is the self-interpretation an indi-
vidual embraces as the “best” explanatory theory for themselves given the current
evidence. The self-concept is one’s understanding of their experience of the world.
It is also the constructed identity that unifies one’s dispositions, memories, and in-
terests. Thus, it is the self-concept that endows one with a sense of self and identity.
I want to emphasize that even though one’s self-concept is subjective, there are
limitations to its construction. The self-concept relies on objective evidence: the
particular dispositions, interests, and memories held by an individual. This evi-
dence is publicly accessible, too. Irish philosopher Philip Pettit remarks that an
individual is a “figure in the public world, characterized by public properties.”!”
The dispositions and interests held by an individual influence her behavior, ac-
tions, and statements. As such, the evidence becomes accessible to the public and
available for use in forming a self-interpretation. Though the interpretation itself
is subjective in how one decides to connect evidence and organize it into a mean-
ingful pattern, an individual’s dispositions and interests remain objective because
they exist without any given meaning. For example, say that Cassandra has an
interest in almost every genre of music: country, hip hop, indie, classical—she likes
it all. Before interpretation, this is simply an objective fact. Cassandra’s friend,
Russel, believes that Cassandra likes many different genres of music because she is
an open-minded person. Cassandra, on the other hand, believes that she likes so
many genres because she had friends with varied music tastes growing up. Cas-
sandra and Russel take an objective fact and then attribute meaning to it through
interpretation. I would compare this sort of interpretation to the construction of
historical narratives. Historians share the same set of facts about a historical event,
but how they choose to connect them and endow them with meaning will vary.
Given the objective nature of these public properties, we can blame an individu-
al for a particularly self-deluding interpretation. For instance, a man who believes
he is Napoleon might point to some evidence as reasons for him forming such a
self-concept—perhaps he has a talent for tactical strategy and horseback riding—
while ignoring glaringly contradictory evidence such as the fact that he is not
French and he was not born in 1769. But this is a quite obvious case of self-delu-

17 Philip Pettit, “My Three Selves,” Philosophy, vol. 95, no. 3, 2020, 6.
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sion. What about more ambiguous, “real life” cases?

I do not want to venture too far into this topic, but I would like to put forth a
general means of avoiding, or at least living, with self-delusion. Firstly, we ought
to approach self-concepts with the understanding that we are constructing theo-
ries, and like theories, self-interpretations are provisional. They can and should
be replaced when new evidence comes to light, and if we are individuals that are
dedicated to self-understanding and epistemic respectability, we ought to undergo
regular introspection to uncover new evidence or re-contextualize old evidence.
I think it is likely that we do so already. As fairly self-centered creatures, we like
to talk about our lives with our acquaintances. Much of the time, this naturally
incorporates interpretation of the self. Perhaps you spend some time talking with
a friend over lunch about why you like horror movies. That evening, you discuss
with your partner why they feel unfulfilled by their current job. Before bed, you
silently think about whether you are the sort of person who would be happy adopt-
ing a child.

With our recognition of self-concepts as provisional comes a sense of what Lau-
rie Paul calls “epistemic humility.” We can be wrong about the sort of person we
think we are, and so we must approach the self-concept knowing that we will likely
get quite a few things wrong. Perhaps you thought you were the sort of person who
values their career over family, but once you were faced with the actual choice to
stay home and raise children or accept a promotion, you found that your priorities
lay with family. What is most authentic for us to do is not always represented by the
current self-concept, and this only comes to light when we encounter a choice that
tests our self-concept. These choices are an integral part of self-discovery. Once
again invoking epistemic humility, it seems that we are never fully done defining
the self-concept. There will always be additional evidence generated or uncovered
through events that test or reveal one’s character. Thus, we should accept that the
self-concept is a provisional entity which we must continually discover and refine.

Authenticity as Commitment, Temporally Extended Agency, and Prac-
tical Identity

An Existing Definition of Authenticity

Charles and Guigon pose this question in their entry on authenticity in the
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy: “What is it to be oneself, at one with one-
self, or truly representing one’s self?”” They contrast this more complicated view of
authenticity of self with the authenticity of objects, in which the latter is defined
as the state of being “faithful to an original” or a “reliable, accurate representa-
tion.”"® While I agree that the authenticity of a self is more complicated than that

18 Varga and Guignon, “Authenticity.”
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of objects, I see no need to generate an alternative definition of authenticity if we
can produce a “standard” to which an individual might be faithful. The existing
thing being judged for authenticity in terms of faithfulness to an original or reli-
ability in representation is a particular self-concept. Our account of authenticity
will need to explain how we can temporally extend the self-concept and thus create
a standard to be faithful to over time.

The next natural question has to do with what it means to say that a person is a
“reliable, accurate representation” of themselves." To form a “reliable, accurate,
representation” of oneself, there are two primary “keys”: commitment and tempo-
rally-extended agency, both of which I will discuss in the remainder of this section.

The Personated Self, Commitment, and Agency

The first key to a new account of authenticity lies in commitment. Here I will
make use of Philip Pettit’s discussion of commitment and selthood. Though Pettit
primarily focuses on selfhood and identity in his article “My Three Selves,” I be-
lieve we can extend his conclusions to our current discussion of authenticity. Ac-
cording to Pettit, a person is defined as an “agent with the capacity to personate,”
where personation is the act of presenting a persona and “inviting[ing] others to
adopt [this] picture of who you are.”® For instance, say that my friend asks me
to keep a promise and I agree to do so. In doing so, I am making a claim about
myself and a commitment to that claim: I will keep my friend’s promise. If I want
my personated self to be relied upon, I ought to do as I said I would and keep the
promise. If I do not, my earlier claim is compromised in its assertion as the truth.
An individual must “live up to their words in practice: they act as the attitudes
communicated would warrant.”?! In effect, the individual treats their personated
self as real and, in living up to their personated self, invites others to do the same.
In doing as I said I would, I fulfill the persona I set forth, thus endowing it with a
sense of provisional reality.

Here we come up against an objection. In making commitments or endorsing a
particular self-interpretation, it would seem that an agent must be almost narcissit-
ically focused on the creation of the self-concept at any given moment. Pettit’s own
view is in tension with this sort of narcissism: “’To return to a point made earlier,
however, this self is not a construct that I intend to create as such... That claim
ties personhood, implausibly, to a highly intellectualized form of reflection and a
pattern of self-scripting that sounds downright narcissistic, as critics have suggest-

19 Ibid.

20  Philip Pettit, “Philip Pettit: My Three Selves. Royal Institute of Philosophy Annual
Lecture 2019,” YouTube, uploaded by RoylntPhilosophy, 2019, www.youtube.com/
watch?v=DUzuNVuEIYA.

21 Pettit, “My Three Selves,” 7-8.

39



Philosophy

ed.”? Relying on a “highly intellectualized form of reflection” poses a problem
because it would require us to undergo a good deal of reflective agony about the
person we take ourselves to be every time we make a commitment. Furthermore, it
is entirely possible for an individual to possess a rich identity without undertaking
highly intellectualized reflection. I think that we can still be quite conscious and
aware of the commitments we endorse without being overly focused, or even high-
ly aware of, the personated self we are creating in most cases.

The following example will help us overcome this objection. Say that you ask
me to drive you to the mechanic to pick up your car. I will likely say yes barring
a major inconvenience. When I agree to drive you to the mechanic, I do not fully
conceptualize the person that I believe myself to be. Rather, I feel as a matter of
good will that I should help you out. If you were to ask me why I drove you, I could
come up with the answer upon momentary reflection: I agreed because I take my-
self to be the sort of person to help out a friend in a bind. But I don’t take the com-
mitment itself to be constitutive of my self-concept unless prompted by some out-
side inquiry or internal reflection. Furthermore, in such moments of self-reflection
I do not focus on a singular commitment but a larger collection of commitments
that I attempt to arrange into a meaningful pattern, thus forming a self-concept.
Pettit echoes this sort of intermittent reflection, writing, “...it is important that it
may take effort to achieve a full knowledge of who and how in this sense I am...
Thus, it may take time and trouble for me to develop such a sense of where I am
committed.”” In other words, the personated self is something we make somewhat
unconsciously through conscious commitments, and it is only later, through ade-
quate reflection, that we develop a “sense of where we are committed,” and thus a
self-concept to which to be faithful to.**

Now we can return to the initial example of my promissory commitment to my
friend. In keeping my promise to my friend, I find that I have been faithful to my

22 Ihid, 18.

23 Ibid, 19.

24  Three more brief notes. (1) It is possible that the first time I make a commitment to
be a certain sort of person that the commitment does require substantive reflection and
narcissistic intellectualization. But hereafter, the fulfilling of the commitment is somewhat
automatic as a matter of policy. If I find no difficulties in fulfilling my commitment (say,
a competing commitment), it should be easy for me to do so with little reflection. (2)
Some decisions concerning commitments do require substantive reflection and narcissistic
intellectualization, along with an awareness of both. However, these sorts of commitments
are likely “tests of character” or life-changing decisions, so they warrant such agonizing
and reflection. I have in mind the decision to marry someone, to have a child, to go to war,
to change careers, etc. (3) Here we can easily see how “taking stock” of one’s life might
prompt a series of new commitments and the abandonment of old ones. We look back on
the commitments we have made and decide, through the gradual making and fulfilling
of new commitments, to form a new self-concept. In instances of conscious change, we
would be aware of the new commitments we make—we would be more “mindful” of the
personated self being created than we naturally find ourselves to be.
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commitment in this particular instance. If I expand this promissory commitment
to be constitutive of my self-concept and thus the sort of person that I take myself
to be, I will as a matter of principle continue to fulfill my promises. If I successful-
ly keep such commitments, my actions, behaviors, and claims will accurately and
reliably represent my self-concept. My friend will accept that I am the sort of person
to keep a promise, given that I continue to keep promises when called upon to do
so. So authenticity relies on the fulfillment of the commitments one sets forth as
constituting their self-concept (or at least, a sincere attempt to fulfill such commit-
ments).

With commitment comes the second key: temporally extended agency. As Pettit
suggests in his definition of a person, persons are a particular sort of agent—an
individual or entity that undertakes or performs an action.” When we make com-
mitments, we become agents concerned with values, goals, and policies that are
enacted over time. American philosopher Michael Bratman uses the goal of writ-
ing a paper as an example of temporally extended agency:

I'see my activity of] say, writing a paper, as something I do over an extend-
ed period of time. I see myself as beginning the project, developing it over
time, and (finally!) completing it. I see the agent of these various activities
as one and the same agent-namely, me. In the middle of the project I see
myself as the agent who began the project and (I hope) the agent who will
complete it. Upon completion I take pride in the fact that I began, worked
on, and completed this essay. Of course, there is a sense in which when 1
act at a particular time; but in acting I do not see myself, the agent of the
act, as simply a time-slice agent. I see my action at that time as the action
of the same agent as he who has acted in the past and (it is to be hoped)
will act in the future.?

Similarly, an individual can make a commitment to be a particular sort of per-
son that acts in a particular sort of way, and then carry this commitment over
time. The individual does not view their self-concept and associated commitments
as a “time-slice agent,” even if the Humean self changes from moment to mo-
ment.” Rather, commitments connect both the personated self and the self-con-
cept through time. Harry Frankfurt, another American philosopher, similarly
argues that the individual makes plans and acts in virtue of the commitments

25  Pettit, “My Three Selves,” 7.

26 Michael Bratman, “Reflection, Planning, and Temporally Extended Agency,” The
Philosophical

Review, vol. 109, no. 1, 2000, 43.

27 Ibid.
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which she cares about, and thus becomes “inherently prospective; that is, [she]
necessarily considers [herself] as having a future.”* So too do such plans entail a
“notion of guidance” along with a “certain consistency or steadfastness of behavior;
and this presupposes some degree of persistence.”” To re-emphasize my point,
though we may objectively be bare Humean selves, on the basis of forming com-
mitments and endorsing them over time, we create a provisional sort of self that
1s temporally extended in terms of agency and identity. Even if the objective self
shifts from moment to moment, the commitments we endorse remain somewhat
consistent and thus so does the self-concept. Furthermore, for our self-constituting
commitments to have a real impact on who we take ourselves to be and how other
people perceive us, they must be somewhat consistent. Like a theory, a self-concept
should accurately “predict” future behavior and actions—if a self-concept were not
consistent, it would not have much credibility or trustworthiness for those around
us. Nor would it be a source of guidance and meaning for the individual.

To sum, a personated self arises out of one’s commitments (and more generally,
one’s intent to act/actions). A personated self is temporally extended into a more
unified identity when one is faithful to their commitments, though a reflective
understanding of this identity is not yet present. To construct the self-concept and
achieve a level of self-understanding, the collection of commitments are arranged
into a meaningful pattern as if to say, “I am this sort of person because I have
made several commitments of this kind in the past, and I would like to continue
doing so.” The self-concept, though subjective, gives us a standard to which to be
authentic and guides our future actions in the service of preserving authenticity.
We decide who we are and who we want to be, and then we do our best to fulfill
the self-concept we conceive. At the core of authenticity, we find a steadfastness
and consistency towards one’s commitments.

I also believe that the required degree of faithfulness to a commitment is nor-
mative. I cannot give a full account here, but if we accept Quoidbach’s conclusion
that core values, personality traits, and preferences change over time, then we
should also allow commitments and authenticity to shift over time. An individual
should be required to uphold her commitments for as long as they accurately rep-
resent the person she takes herself to be at present. In this manner, our novel ac-
count of authenticity occupies a median position between that of bundle theorists
and a true and essential self. The self-concept is stable from moment to moment
unlike the self put forth by bundle theories. However, the self-concept is revised
as one undergoes self-discovery and changes as a person, so it does not rely on

28 Harry Frankfurt, “The Importance of What We Care About,” Synthese, vol. 53, no.
2, (1982), 260.
29 Ibid, 161.
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consistent and core personality traits like the essential self. What is authentic to me
today might not be authentic to me in ten years, though our account of authen-
ticity allows for gradual changes over the course of one’s life. We are held to our
commitments, but only to a point. Authenticity is, then, a moving target.

How Commitments Originate

Commitments and the behaviors and actions they endorse may seem arbitrari-
ly chosen, especially if one does not have a given reason to endorse a particular
self-concept over others. Here I will discuss how commitments originate and what
reasons they are based on.

First, I wish to introduce the concepts of fixed traits and free traits. According
to personality psychologist Brian Little, a fixed trait is an inborn or “culturally en-
dowed” personality trait such as introversion or conscientiousness.” A fixed trait
1s “fixed” in virtue of its givenness. I cannot wake up and decide, as a matter of
will, to no longer be an introvert. Free traits, on the other hand, are “tendencies
expressed by individual choice,” such as cultivating an interest in soccer.”’ How-
ever, Little also believes that fixed traits and free traits can coexist, particularly in
how an individual chooses to modify fixed traits to fulfill a goal. In the spirit of
our earlier discussion of temporally extended agency, Little states that we must
“extend personality temporally,” because over time, particular personality traits are
emphasized or downplayed based on one’s core projects.*? A core project is defined
as “meaningful goals, both small and large, that can range from ‘put out the cat,
quickly,” to ‘transform Western thought, slowly.””** Importantly, a longstanding
core project related to one’s life work and identity resembles Pettit’s definition of
commitments. Little uses himself as an example: as an introvert, he dislikes public
speaking. However, he also values being a professor and sharing knowledge, and
thus pushes himself out of his comfort zone during lectures and speeches.** His
commitment to teaching and imparting knowledge allows him to take a fixed trait
and disposition, introversion, and treat it as a free trait for a limited amount of
time to work towards his core project. Though it may not be authentic of Little to
become a professional public speaker, it is still authentic of him to undergo public
speaking engagements due to his commitments. Little’s self-concept might be the
following: “I take myself to be an introvert, but if I have a cause I really care about,
I'm willing to talk in front of a crowd and thus act as if I were an extrovert.” Little’s

30 Susan Cain, Quiet, (New York: Crown Publishers, 2012), 209.

31 Craig Lambert, “Introversion Unbound,” Harvard Magazine, July 2003, www.
harvardmagazine.com/2003/07/introversion-unbound.html.

32 Ibid.

33 Ibid.

34 Cain, Quiet, 209-210.

43



Philosophy

acting like an extrovert does not make him one, but rather invites others to view
him as someone who can successfully engage a crowd with a speech regardless of
introversion or extroversion.

Therefore, commitments are based upon inborn and culturally endowed be-
havior, dispositions, and interests, although we might have some control over if
and how we enact such traits. In his paper “The Importance of What We Care
About,” Harry Frankfurt offers support for the necessity of given traits. He writes,
“While what is antecedently important to the person may be alterable, it must
not be subject to his own immediate voluntary control. If it is to provide him
with a genuine basis for evaluations of importance, the fact that he cares about
it cannot be dependent simply upon his own decision or choice.”* We must start
with some given and objective behaviors, dispositions, and interests, lest our entire
constitution be entirely arbitrary. Though we cannot choose our given traits, |
believe we still have a degree of freedom in which traits cultivate and express. We
can, as Millgram argues, “take an interest in something, in the hope of finding it
interesting” because we are curious and will ourselves to look into a new interest.™
The same sort of curiosity and flexibility applies to behaviors and dispositions. We
cannot fundamentally change these characteristics, but perhaps we can be curious
enough to see how flexible they are in our expression of them. Like Little, we can
undertake a project that pushes us outside of our comfort zone. This allows us to
observe how freely we can manipulate a fixed trait.

There is a balance between commitments we undertake knowing that we will
have to alter fixed traits and commitments which we accept because we acknowl-
edge we have particular fixed traits. Thus, another consideration of authenticity
1s understanding how far and for how long we can push ourselves past fixed traits
until we experience what Little calls “burnout.”* We might also find that there are
behaviors and interests that we simply cannot enact or adopt, try as we might. A
few years ago, I tried to cultivate an interest in ornithology. Though I was curious,
I could not adopt or sustain the interest, and eventually abandoned my attempts at
doing so because it did not bring me any pleasure and I had no other strong rea-
sons to keep trying. On the other hand, there are behaviors and interests that we
simply cannot abandon or downplay. While I cannot bring myself to be interested
in ornithology, I find it difficult to remain uninterested in 7he Bachelor when it airs.
Perhaps my lack of interest in ornithology and my inability to abandon interest in
The Bachelor are the result of my not trying hard enough. To this sort of objection,

35  Frankfurt,“Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person,” Journal of Philosophy,
Inc., vol. 68, no. 1, (1971), 18.

36 Elijah Millgram, “On Being Bored Out of Your Mind,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian
Society, vol. 104, (2004), 179.

37 Lambert, “Introversion Unbound.”
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I reply that I have no reason to try harder, nor a further interest in doing so. I
might try harder to develop an interest in ornithology if I had a commitment or
core project that related to it, such as spending more time with a friend who likes
bird watching. I might also try harder to abandon my interest in The Bachelor if
I read a scientific article about the detriment of reality TV to the human brain,
which would be in tension with my greater commitment to intellectual health. As
it stands, I don’t have any further interest or relevant commitments that would
have me try harder to mold these traits. Thus, part of living authentically might
be realizing which of our traits are involuntary and which of our traits are volun-
tary—in other words, which traits are decidedly fixed and which traits are some-
what mutable. Living authentically is a balance of acceptance and choice in terms
of forming and fulfilling commitments, as well as discovering what commitments
we can and cannot enact.

Our account of authenticity has arguably come to resemble Harry Frankfurt’s
account of freedom of will. Frankfurt argues that freedom of will relies on the hi-
erarchical ordering and endorsement of desires and volitions.* Likewise, I believe
authenticity relates to ordering one’s commitments by their strength, especially
when we are faced with two competing commitments. Authenticity comes from
the commitments we endorse, and one commitment, such as the inborn tendency
to be introverted, can be overridden by a stronger commitment and accompanying
desire such as the commitment to be a professor that engages in public speaking
with the desire of imparting knowledge. Therefore, another aspect of authenticity
is reflecting upon what one cares about, and then determining, either by an act of
will or an acceptance of one’s nature, which of these values “overrides” the others.

Our new account of authenticity also bears relation to Christine’s Korsgaard’s
description of practical identity. In deciding which commitments to make, we cre-
ate policies or “laws” which dictate future actions: “When you deliberate, it is as if
there were something over and above all of your desires, something that is you, and
that chooses which desire to act on. This means that the principle or law by which
you determine your actions is one that you regard as being expressive of yourself.”*’
Korsgaard further supports my assertion that commitments are expressions of the
self-concept. Making commitments builds what Korsgaard calls one’s “practical
identity,” which is “a description under which you find your life to be worth living
and your actions to be worth undertaking.”* Where the personated self focuses
on the making of commitments to present a self to others, the practical identity
emphasizes making commitments to define and justify the actions of a self. Indeed,

38 Frankfurt, “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person,” 15.

39 Christine Korsgaard, The Sources of Normativity, (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1996), 83.
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Korsgaard’s description of integrity might as well be discussing authenticity:

Etymologically, integrity is oneness, integration is what makes something
one. To be a thing, one thing, a unity, an entity; to be anything at all: in
the metaphysical sense, that is what it means to have integrity. But we use
the term for someone who lives up to his own standards. And that is be-
cause we think that living up to them is what makes him one, and so what

makes him a person at all.*!

Along with authenticity and practical identity comes a sense of “integration” or
“oneness” of self. The commitments, values, interests, and actions of an individual
come together under the self-concept to form a rational pattern. Korsgaard addi-
tionally indicates another consideration in our search for authenticity: we should
attempt to form commitments that exist in harmony with each other rather than
in tension. In doing so, we form a self-concept better equipped for consistency and
steadfastness.

Practical and Existential Reasons for Commiting

Once you have made a commitment, why should you keep it? Let’s return to
our earlier example: I tell my friend that I'm the sort of person to keep a promise,
and he asks me to promise that I will attend his jazz concert tomorrow evening.
What are the consequences of my failure to show up and fulfill my promise? Pettit
offers three excuses that I might use in such a situation, which we will apply to our
discussion of authenticity.

The first is an excuse of circumstance.* Say that I call my friend after the con-
cert and profusely apologize for missing the event. However, I have a relevant
excuse for the context. At the last minute, a family member of mine was admitted
to the hospital and my presence was needed. With this excuse (as long as it is true),
my friend excuses me from living up to my earlier promissory commitment. In
fact, I could use an excuse of circumstance as many times as necessary, though
it 1s unlikely that I would be able to genuinely use such excuses unless I were an
incredibly unlucky person. We can regard ourselves as acting authentically in this
situation because, although we had two competing commitments, we fulfilled the
commitment we felt was stronger. If my friend understands my self-concept and
rationally approaches the situation, he will likely understand why I valued my
commitment to aiding my family in an emergency over attending his jazz concert.
In this context I suffer little to no consequences for failing to uphold my promissory

41 Ibid, 84.
42 Pettit, “My Three Selves,” 17.
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commitment.

The other two excuses are less so the product of uncontrollable circumstances
but of mental states or events. They result in interpersonal consequences. The
first 1s an appeal to being misled by one’s mind. Say that I tell my friend that I
truly thought I could make a promise to go to his concert, but when the occasion
arose, I found that I simply could not keep it. Perhaps I remembered that I don’t
like crowds, and therefore could not attend the concert. My initial willingness was
an instance of self-delusion, or at the very least, a lack of self-knowledge.** If T use
this excuse, my friend would begin to sece me as easily misled and too quick to
form self-judgments. What kind of person, he might ask, forgets that they dislike
crowds? Certainly not a person who is properly introspective. My friend would
regard me as untrustworthy when it comes to my statements about commitments,
and thus would disbelieve elements of my self-concept. If my self-concept does
not match up with my personated self and its actions, then I have failed to act
authentically. I will suggest that authenticity is an attractive quality in a friend and
necessary for a steady relationship. If I continue to be inauthentic, then I might
destroy our relationship.

The second excuse is a matter of changing one’s mind.** Say that I was not
misled when I made the prior commitment, but I decide I no longer want to
keep my promise. Besides being outrightly rude in changing my mind about this

<

commitment, I also appear “wishy-washy,” or indecisive, to my friend. I make
commitments without thinking about what they entail. My friend would regard
me as unreliable and “flaky.” I would fail to be faithful to my commitments, and
it might cost me my reputation. My friend would be less likely to rely on me and
to let me rely on him in return.* Again, authenticity is necessary for maintaining
stable interpersonal relationships.*®

Beyond potentially losing a meaningful interpersonal relationship, breaking
commitments bears pressing existential implications. Varga and Guigon, in quot-
ing Sartre, express a worry about the “cost” of breaking self-constituting commit-
ments: If an agent acts against her commitments, she risks the “radical transfor-
mation of her being-in-the-world.” If I say that I am the type of person to keep a
promise and then fail to do so, I will have to take this new behavioral evidence into

43 Ibid, 9.

44 Ibid.
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46 By authenticity in relationships, I do not mean “showing your true self.” Many of
our relationships might only exist because we present ourselves in a curated fashion. So
authenticity in relationships might simply be keeping one’s commitments. However, as in
our discussion of free trait theory, there is a limit to which we can keep up an image that
1s in tension with our given traits. Authenticity in a relationship is, once again, a balance
between the person we are for others (free or mutable traits) and the person we cannot help
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account. If I fail to keep a promise multiple times, then my action is not simply
out of character—it is my character. If I avoid deceiving myself, I will have to ad-
mit that I am not the type of person to keep a promise, and thus must change my
self-concept. My personated self, the outward persona which I present to others
through my attitudes and actions, would come apart from my practical identity
and self-concept. I would lose who I take myself to be.

Korsgaard adds to this worry: “Consider the astonishing but familiar ‘I couldn’t
live with myself if I did that.” Clearly there are two selves here, me and the one I
must live with and so must not fail.”*” Here, she elaborates upon the discomfort
of losing who one takes themselves to be. As we have previously seen in the case
of the personated self vs the self-concept, there is a tension between who we take
ourselves to be and who we really are by virtue of our behavior and actions. I
would have to live with the knowledge that I want to be someone who keeps their
promises, but, based on my actions, I can no longer claim this commitment as part
of my self-concept. Again, if I do not delude myself, I have to recognize that I am
not a reliable person nor a good friend when it comes to promises. As Korsgaard
points out, I would have trouble “living” with myself; my self-esteem would suffer.
Indeed, this sort of asymmetry in my personated self versus my self-concept has
some serious consequences if I let it infect too much of my being:

It is the conceptions of ourselves that are most important to us that give
rise to unconditional obligations. For to violate them is to lose your integ-
rity and so your identity, and no longer to be who you are. That is, it is no
longer to be able to think of yourself under the description under which
you value yourself and find your life worth living and your actions worth
undertaking. That is to be for all practical purposes dead or worse than

dead.®®

This is quite the cost. If I value being the sort of person who keeps their promis-
es, then I would find it difficult to exist with the knowledge that I am someone who
does not do so. While I think Korsgaard’s statement here is overly dire in terms
of breaking only a few loose commitments, she illustrates the real and pressing
threat that losing one’s authenticity poses. If I fail to live up to several of my com-
mitments, especially those which I designate as highly integral to my self-concept,
I risk creating a life in which I find no value, meaning, or self-esteem. My person-
ated self would be so far removed from my desired self-=concept that I would feel

47 Korsgaard, The Sources of Normativity, 84.
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the disconnect Korsgaard mentions between “me and the one I must live with.”*’

Such an existential state is likely the source of statements such as, “I am a stranger
to myself,” and “I do not recognize myself any longer.”

Finally, having long-term commitments is part of an enjoyable life and the
avoidance of boredom. Little and Frankfurt concur on this end. Little is quoted
as saying, “Human flourishing is achieved through the sustainable pursuit of one’s
core projects,” which can be reframed as lasting commitments to one’s goals.”
Frankfurt, too, identifies final ends as the driving purpose of one’s life: “If we
had no final ends, it is more than desire that would be empty and vain. It 1s life
itself. For living without goals or purposes is living with nothing to do.””! We need
commitments as final ends in order to build fulfilling and interesting lives. Further-
more, commitments stave off the encroachment of boredom. Boredom, Frankfurt
claims, threatens one’s “psychic survival.”** Besides losing a sense of personhood,
a lack of commitments and the development of boredom would endanger one’s
mental existence and inner life. We can see, from discussing the existential implica-

tions of breaking commitments, even more reasons to pursue authenticity.

Applying Our New Account of Authenticity

Now that we have a new account of authenticity, let’s return to the three cases
we posed earlier. How does our new account of authenticity offer guidance to
Neryssa, Rowan, and Julia?

Tor (a), we would first ask Neryssa how much her job contributes to her sense of
identity, and thus, her self-concept. If she does not stake much of her identity upon
her job, then for the sake of authenticity, she does not need to search for a new
job. If she does take her work to be a large part of her identity, then she will need
to search for a new job because the current job is in tension with her self-concept
and the person she takes herself to be. We would also ask Neryssa how much the
company’s product and mission misalign with her personal values. If she works for
a corporation that espouses anti-LGBTQ+ rhetoric while simultaneously taking
herself to be someone who supports LGBTQ+ rights, she might, as Korsgaard
warns, find it difficult to “live with herself.” Let’s say that Neryssa does stake a fair
amount of her identity on her job. In addition, let’s say that the company’s values
are greatly misaligned with Neryssa’s values. We would say that it is more authen-
tic of Neryssa to leave her current job and search for a job that is representative of

49 Ibid.

50 Lambert, “Introversion Unbound.”

51 Harry Frankfurt, “On the Usefulness of Final Ends.” Iyyun: The Jerusalem Philosophical
Quarterly, vol.

41, (1992), 6-7.

52 Ibid, 12.
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her values and the person she takes herself to be. We might even counsel her and
suggest that, in staying in a job that is in tension with her self-concept, she risks
burnout, the loss of her sense of identity, and general dissatisfaction. Furthermore,
she might find it difficult to even commit to a job that she cannot fully endorse. In
terms of authenticity alone, we would say that it is best for Neryssa to search for a
new job.

In (b), it would be helpful if we suggest that Rowan reframe the question. Instead
of worrying about which major is the most authentic choice, we would remind
Rowan that authenticity is not an expression of an essence of self. Rather, authen-
ticity is a commitment to the self-concept, or, the self they take themselves to be.
Therefore, they should ask themselves which major they would find themselves
most capable of committing to. Can they envision a long-term commitment to ei-
ther history or literature? In reframing the question in this way, we take away the
agony related to the question, “What kind of person am I?” and turn our atten-
tion to a new question: “What kind of person would I /ike to be?” This question is
prospective and forward-looking, and it emphasizes that there is no truly “right”
choice (although some choices might be more “right” than others). We make a
choice “right” by committing to it, given that we have the capability and interest
necessary to commit to it in the first place.

In Rowan’s case, they have the added benefit of being able to change their ma-
jor. Say that Rowan declares an English major, but after a semester of classes,
realizes that they would much prefer life as a history major. They can now change
their commitment and self-concept. Thus, Rowan’s case endows us with a bit of
advice for ourselves. When we can, we might try out a choice or experience before
making a commitment to it and staking our identity upon it. For example, say that
you are interested in becoming a parent. Before committing to parenthood (which,
unlike a college major decision, cannot be reversed once chosen), you might spend
some time taking care of young children and talking to their parents about the
pros and cons of raising a child. While spending time with young children and
talking to parents cannot fully replicate the actual experience of becoming a par-
ent, you would at least have a clearer idea of what parenthood entails.

In (c), we would remind Julia that her decision for or against the attack ad will
become evidence that constitutes her self-concept. This is because decisions of this
nature are “expressive of yourself” (Korsgaard 83). She needs to evaluate which
she values more: the ultimate goal of her campaign, which is to promote environ-
mentally sustainable legislature; or her personal morals and commitment to “play-
ing by the rules.” If she runs the attack ad, she commits to being the sort of person
who values the greater cause over her personal morals. If she decides against the
attack ad, she commits to being the sort of person who values her personal morals
over the greater cause, even if the greater cause is quite worthy. What we are ask-
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ing of Julia is similar to what we asked of Rowan: “What sort of person would you
like to be?” As we did with Neryssa, we would tell Julia to make the commitment
that results in a self-concept she can “live with.” Though running the attack ad
might help Julia win the election, the victory will mean little if she has sacrificed
the self-concept that she wants to embody. Or perhaps Julia determines that she
values the ultimate goal of her campaign more than her personal morals. In doing
s0, she commits to a new self-concept, one that values the greater good over her
personal qualms. What matters in Julia’s case is that she decides in relation to a
self-concept she can endorse and commit to, and thus continue past the decision
with minimal tension between the person she takes herself to be and the person
she acts as. Her self-concept, whatever it ends up being, will also influence how she
reacts to and values future decisions, so it is imperative that she be able to commit
to this new self-concept over time.

I hope these three examples properly illustrate how one would use this new ac-
count of authenticity in real-world situations. I believe authenticity is of greatest
importance when we are faced with difficult, self-constituting decisions. On a day-
to-day basis, we might find it unnecessary to ask whether an egg salad sandwich or
a hamburger is a more authentic lunch choice. However, it is necessary to spend
time reflecting upon the self-concept and authenticity when the choice we face has
clearly life-altering consequences or stands to change the way that we conceive of
ourselves. And though authenticity may be an important factor in how one makes
decisions and conceives of themselves, it is not necessary that authenticity and
steadfast commitments constitute a morally admirable or respectable life. A per-
son could commit to being flaky, to being a nuisance to their friends, or to being a
criminal mastermind all while still being authentic.

On a final note, it may seem as if one cannot help but be authentic if, at the
end of day, authenticity amounts to a sincere commitment to one’s self-constitut-
ing choices. It seems like Neryssa could just as easily authentically embrace the
practicality of keeping her current job as she could embrace the authenticity of
seeking more fulfilling work, as long as she fully commits to her choice. However,
I do not think this new account of authenticity is too weak regarding the tension
between the personated self and the self-concept. Again, I will use the quote from
Korsgaard: “Consider the astonishing but familiar ‘I couldn’t live with myself if I
did that.” Clearly there are two selves here, me and the one I must live with and so
must not fail.”** Sometimes the person we take ourselves to be is markedly different
from the behavior we exhibit and values we espouse. In these situations, we have
two options. One option is to accept a new self-concept in light of new behavioral
evidence. Alternatively, we can change ourselves or our lives, thus pursuing greater

53  Korsgaard, The Sources of Normativity, 84.
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harmony between the person we act as and the person we take ourselves to be.
The discomfort of not being able to live with oneself is what holds us to a stricter
attribution of authenticity.

Conclusion

From the initial doubt that bundle theories cast upon the necessity and nature of
authenticity, we find ourselves with a novel account of authenticity centered upon
steadfastness to the commitments which we take as integral to our self-concept.
It is this self-concept that endows us with a sense of “I” and identity. When the
actions and behavior of the personated self successfully act as a “reliable, accurate
representation” of the person we take ourselves to be, we are authentic to that
sense of identity. When faced with difficult decisions which have the potential to
shape who we take ourselves to be, it may help to ask ourselves not what is most
authentic of some underlying essence of self, but what we would find most natural
to commit to. With this sort of direction, we will hopefully continue to construct
self-concepts which we can “live with” and bring fulfillment and satisfaction to

our lives.

52



Brown JPPE

Works Cited

Bratman, Michael E. “Reflection, Planning, and Temporally Extended Agency.”
The Philosophical Review, vol. 109, no. 1, 2000, pp. 35-61. JSTOR, www.
jstor.org/stable/2693554?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents.

Cain, Susan. Quiet. New York, Crown Publishers, 2012.

Camp, E. (2020, September 17). Wordsworth’s Prelude, Poetic Autobiography, and
Narrative Constructions of the Self. Retrieved February 19, 2021, from
https://nonsite.org/wordsworths-prelude-poetic-autobiography-and-nar-
rative-constructions-of-the-self].

Eagleman, David. The Brain: The Story of You. New York, Vintage Books, 2015.

Frankfurt, Harry G. “Alternate Possibilities and Moral Responsibility.” The Jour-
nal of Philosophy, vol. 66, no. 23, 1969, pp. 829-39. JSTOR, www.jstor.
org/stable/2023833.

Frankfurt, Harry G. “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person.” Jour-
nal of Philosophy, Inc., vol. 68, no. 1, 1971, pp. 5-20. JSTOR, wwwjstor.
org/stable/pdf/2024717.pdf?refreqid=excelsior%3A4fc27219ea9ee0fb-
c13044d020500b1.

Frankfurt, Harry. “On the Usefulness of Final Ends.” Iyyun: The Jerusalem Phil-
osophical Quarterly, vol. 41, 1992, pp. 3-19. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/sta-
ble/23350712?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents.

Frankfurt, Harry. “The Importance of What We Care About.” Synthese, vol.
53, no. 2, 1982, pp. 257-72. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/20115802?se-
g=l#metadata_info_tab_contents.

Hofstadter, Douglas. I Am a Strange Loop. Basic Books, 2007.

Hume, David. 4 Tieatise of Human Nature. Oxford, 1896. The Online Library of Lib-
erty, people.rit.edu/wlrgsh/HumeTreatise.pdf.

Korsgaard, Christine M. The Sources of Normativity. Cambridge, Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1996, doi:10.1017/CB0O9780511554476.

53



Philosophy

Jarrett, Christian. “There Is No Such Thing as the True Self, but It’s Still a Useful
Psychological Concept.” Research Digest, The British Psychological Soci-

ety, 22 Aug. 2017, https://digest.bps.org.uk/2017/08/22/there-is-no-such-
thing-as-the-true-self-but-its-still-a-useful-psychological-concept/.

Lambert, Craig. “Introversion Unbound.” Harvard Magazine, July 2003, www.har-
vardmagazine.com/2003/07/introversion-unbound.html.

Locke, John. An Essay Concerning Human Understanding Book II: Ideas. Edited by

Jonathan Bennett, Jonathan Bennett, 2007, www.earlymoderntexts.com/
assets/pdfs/locke1690book2.pdf.

Melchert, Norman. The Great Conversation: A Historical Introduction to Philosophy.
New York, Oxford UP, 2007.

Metzinger, Thomas. “Self Models.” Scholarpedia, 2007, www.scholarpedia.org/ar-
ticle/Self_models#The_phenomenal_self-model_.28PSM.29.

Millgram, Elijah. “On Being Bored Out of Your Mind.” Proceedings of the Aris-

totelian Society, vol. 104, 2004, pp. 165-86. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/sta-
ble/4545411?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents.

Millgram, Elijah. “On Being Bored Out of Your Mind.” Proceedings of the Aris-

totelian Society, vol. 104, 2004, pp. 165-86. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/sta-
ble/4545411?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents.

Pettit, Philip. “My Three Selves.” Philosophy, vol. 95, no. 3, 2020, pp. 1-27,
doi:10.1017/S0031819120000170.

Pettit, Philip. “Philip Pettit: My Three Selves. Royal Institute of Philosophy Annu-
al Lecture 2019.”

YouTube, uploaded by RoylntPhilosophy, 28 Oct. 2019, www.youtube.com/
watch?v=DUzuNVuEIYA.

Quoidbach, Jordi, et al. “The End of History Illusion.” Science , vol. 339, 4 Jan.

2013, pp. 96-98., doi:https://wjh-www.harvard.edu/~ dtg/Quoidbach%20
et%20al%202013.

Varga, Somogy, and Charles Guignon. “Authenticity.” Stanford Encyclopedia of Phi:

54



Brown JPPE

losophy, Stanford Center for the Study of Language and Information, 20
Feb. 2020, plato.stanford.edu/entries/authenticity.

35



Can Pascal Convert the Libertine?
An Analysis of the Evaluative Commitment En-
tailed by Pascal’s Wager

Neti Linzer

While Pascal’s wager is commonly approached as a stand-alone deci-
sion theoretic problem, there is also a crucial evaluative component to his
argument that adds oft-overlooked complexities. Though we can formulate
a response to these challenges by drawing on other sections of the Pensées,
an examination of an argument from Walter Kaufmann highlights endur-
ing difficulties with this response, leading to the conclusion that Pascal
lacks the resources to convincingly appeal to the libertine’s self-interest.

I. Introduction

Pascal’s wager, an argument due to the 17th-century mathematician and phi-
losopher, Blaise Pascal, is generally analyzed as a self-contained, formalizable
problem, embodying one of the first applications of decision theory.' In short, it
calculates the expected utility of believing in God against that of not believing,
and concludes that, inasmuch as rationality entails maximizing expected utility,
1.e. making the decision that will most likely lead to the most preferable outcome,
it is rational for us to believe in God.? This is a “wager” insofar as we cannot know
with certainty that God exists, and the most we can do is gamble on the fact that

1 This insight is due to Ian Hacking, quoted in: Hdjek, Alan. “Pascal’s Wager.” Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Stanford University, 1 Sept. 2017, plato.stanford.edu/entries/
pascal-wager/.

2 While, as Hajek notes in her article, Pascal actually presents three different wager
arguments, for the purposes of this paper, I will not discuss the correct interpretation/
presentation of the wager. This is because my paper is not so much about the mechanics

of the wager, but about the wager as a general strategy to inspire pragmatic commitment
to God.
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he does.

But what I will argue is that the wager argument presupposes a certain evalua-
tive commitment, which Pascal’s targeted audience, the ‘libertine,” notably lacks.?
The libertine is someone who does not believe in God, and whose value system is
instead oriented towards earthly, bodily, happiness. I claim that for someone thus
constituted, Pascal’s wager fails to be convincing. The wager, however, is only one
part of Pascal’s never-finished apologetic project, the preliminary notes of which
are organized in the Pensées, meaning “Thoughts.” I will show that if we examine
some of the other arguments Pascal makes throughout the Pensées, then we can
formulate a response to this objection on Pascal’s behalf.

As Pascal describes her, the libertine is deeply unhappy when she thinks about
the contingencies of the human condition, and she therefore values activities
which entertain her and divert her from these disturbing thoughts. In his descrip-
tion of the libertine’s condition, Pascal performs something of a Nietzschean style
‘revaluation’ of this approach to life: it includes a destructive phase—in which Pascal
argues that the libertine’s values are based on false presuppositions—followed by
a constructive phase—in which Pascal presents the libertine with a more attractive
evaluative framework. Once she is in this new cognitive space, the libertine is pre-
pared to be persuaded by the wager.

I argue, however, that inasmuch as there are alternative ways for the libertine to
revalue her mortality, Pascal fails to make an argument that will necessarily appeal
to her self-interest. Drawing on the work of the 20th-century philosopher Walter
Kaufmann, I argue that the libertine can instead revalue her mortality by embrac-
ing it, by recognizing the way in which the fact of her death is precisely what makes
her life worthwhile. And while Kaufman’s approach certainly might also fail to be
convincing it at least offers a viable alternative, and has two advantages over Pas-
cal’s: (1) it draws on known facts (our mortality) rather than theoretical possibilities
(an immortal soul), and it does not require any kind of wager. The upshot is that,
while the destructive phase of Pascal’s ‘revaluation” may have been successful, the
success of the constructive phase is dubious. As an appeal to the libertine’s self-in-
terest, the wager falls short.

The first section of this paper presents the objection to Pascal’s argument, the
second section develops a response on Pascal’s behalf, and the final section pres-

3 For the purposes of this paper, I adopt Pascal’s use of the term “libertine” to refer to
his intended audience. This is partially for convenience, and partially meant to underscore
that Pascal’s argument is addressed to a specific target audience and is not necessarily
applicable to anyone who does not believe in God. As we will see throughout this paper,
Pascal’s libertine has a very specific set of values and concern, which at times may even
seem unrealistic. Inasmuch as Pascal sees himself as addressing this sort of person, however,
this paper will assume that his observations are accurate, and analyze whether Pascal’s
argument is successful on Pascal’s own terms.
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ents enduring difficulties with Pascal’s argument by introducing Kaufmann’s al-
ternative approach.

II. The Libertine’s Objection to Pascal’s Wager

Crucially, Pascal’s wager is written in a language that the libertine will under-
stand—the language of self-interest. We can summarize Pascal’s argument by say-
ing that the libertine’s current lifestyle can, at most, offer her finite happiness:
“what you are staking is finite.” If she gambles on belief in God, however, then
the libertine opens herself up to the possibility of gaining infinite reward, and, as
Pascal puts it, “all bets are off wherever there is an infinity.” As long as there are
not infinitely greater chances that God doesn’t exist, than that God does exist,
then, Pascal urges the libertine that, “there is no time to hesitate, you must give
everything.” Pascal thereby appeals to the libertine’s instrumental rationality by
identifying what it is that the libertine intrinsically desires—namely, her own “be-

atitude”™*—

and then by arguing that in order to truly satisfy this desire, the liber-
tine must wager on belief in God.”

But there is a catch: the infinite happiness guaranteed by God is incomparable
to any form of finite happiness that the libertine now enjoys. This is certainly true
after the libertine accepts the wager, since belief in God demands that the libertine
radically transform her lifestyle, substituting the dictates of her own will for the
dictates of God’s. But I will argue that choosing to accept the wager requires the
libertine to undergo what is arguably an even more dramatic transformation: she
must transform her value system. This is because the wager does not just prom-
ise the libertine more happiness, but rather, it promises her qualitatively different
happiness. And the wager only works if the libertine values #is sort of happiness.
It is true that Pascal never specifies what he means by “an infinite life of infinite
happiness,” but inasmuch as he believes that it is the result of a life of faith, we can
assume that he is referring to a traditional Catholic conception of heaven.

Consider, then, the following reply in the mouth of Pascal’s libertine: an infinite
life with God sounds absolutely miserable! First of all, inasmuch as my happiness is derived,
at least in part, from the enjoyment of bodily pleasures, I cannot imagine being happy with-
out my body. Happiness means hunting expeditions, games of cards, lavish feasts, and good
company—where can I find those in heaven? Moreover, God promises to unite with believers
in heaven. But why should I want to unite with God? You are offering me something that

4 All quotations in this paragraph come from: Pascal, Blaise, and Roger Ariew. Pensées.
Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Pub. Co., 2005 pg. 212-13 (S680/L418).

5 Pascal actually argues that there are two things that the libertine desires: the true
and the good. However, Pascal argues that we cannot know whether God exists, and
therefore “your reason is no more offended by choosing one rather than the other.” Since
the libertine only stands to gain in the realm of happiness, and not in the realm of truth (or
at least not yet), I focus, for brevity, only on this claim.
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satisfies absolutely none of my desires. My life would not be better if God existed, even, (and
this is crucial), if God rewarded me as a believer!

Pascal’s wager works by presenting the libertine with a gamble: if God exists,
there will be infinite happiness for those who believe and infinite misery for those
who do not. This is because God promises to reward believers by uniting with
them in heaven, and punishing non-believers by burning, or otherwise punish-
ing them, in hell. But from the libertine’s perspective, there is no gamble: the
prospects of heaven and hell are both unattractive, and since we are dealing with
infinite amounts of time, they are both infinitely distressing prospects. There is
therefore nothing worth gambling on.

We might try to assure the libertine that once she is a believer, she will desire
eternal life in heaven. We often persuade people to do something by promising
that they might enjoy it, even if right now they cannot understand why. To take a
mundane example, you might happily follow the recommendation of a friend to
try a new food, even if you cannot imagine what it would be like to eat it. True, the
stakes of this decision are qualitatively lower, but the same epistemic uncertainty
seems to be at play: you cannot know whether you appreciate this food until you
taste it, and you also cannot know whether you value a relationship with God until
you attempt to build one. Inasmuch as wagering on the food does not involve any
sort of evaluative transformation on your part, wagering on God might be the
same way.

But, there is a disanalogy between the two cases. Pascal is presenting the lib-
ertine with a certain decision matrix in which Pascal assigns an infinitely positive
value to heaven and an infinitely negative value to hell.® In order for the libertine
to assign the same values to the given outcomes in the matrix, she must transform
her evaluative framework, so that this-worldly happiness is no longer her highest
value. The case of the new food, however, does not require a transformation of
this sort. You know that you will either like or dislike the food, and you know that
you value eating food that you like and disvalue eating foods that you do not like.
Of course, there is still a gamble involved in trying the food since it is impossible
to know how you will feel about its taste.” But crucially, this puts you in a position

6 This is a simplification. Pascal does not mention exactly how we ought to quantify the
harm that will come to a non-believer if God exists. It is certainly possible that the harm
will be infinite. And since this is the strongest way to formulate Pascal’s wager, I choose to
present it this way.

7 'The case of trying a new food is interesting in its own right. While it is beyond the scope
of this paper to analyze this case, it is worth noting that it 1s unclear /4ow one might weigh
the value of trying a food and disliking it against the value of trying a food and liking it,
since there are also different degrees of liking and disliking a food. But I think it is fair to
assume that, having had the experience of eating foods that you've liked and disliked, you
can have a rough sense of the maximum and minimum amount of pleasure that can be
derived from eating a food. I would venture to say that trying a food that you love more
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that is analogous to the libertine considering Pascal’s wager only provided that she
has already made the necessary evaluative transformation. It does not put you into the
position of a standard libertine, who values her current happiness above all else,
and therefore does not see anything to gamble for.

Let’s describe a case that would be more analogous to the wager. Henrietta is
a principled ascetic, meaning that she values abstention from earthly pleasures to
whatever extent possible. As such, she adheres to a strict diet of only bread and
water. She has sworn off earthly pleasures and adheres to a strict diet of bread
and water. Suppose that her cousin, Henry, a food connoisseur, wants to convince
her to try some caviar. He knows that he has never tasted caviar before, but he
argues that, given her expected utility calculations, those who eat caviar enjoy it so
much that he stands to gain more than lose from trying the caviar. But of course,
even if Henrietta thought that Henry’s calculations were correct, they would be
meaningless to her. As a matter of principle, she does not value the sensual plea-
sure provided by eating delicious food. Therefore, the experience of enjoying the
food might be even more negative for Henrietta than the experience of disliking it,
inasmuch as she has moral disdain for sensual pleasure. Henry’s calculations will
only be persuasive if Henrietta abandons her current ascetic values and adopts
a more hedonistic lifestyle. This is similar to the situation that the libertine finds
herself in when presented with Pascal’s wager. Just as it would be meaningless to
convince Henrietta to eat caviar by convincing her to abandon her ascetic lifestyle,
to suggest that the libertine will desire heaven if she is a believing Christian is to
reformulate the challenge rather than to address it.

By formulating the libertine’s challenge this way, we realize just what Pascal’s
wager requires: before the libertine can decide to wager on God’s existence, she
must first revolutionize her evaluative framework, performing what the philoso-
pher Friedrich Nietzsche would refer to as a “revaluation of values,” i.e. a com-
plete reversal of her normative commitments. At present, a religious lifestyle is not
in the libertine’s self-interest; the libertine’s conception of happiness is tethered to
her physical existence in this world, and therefore she will not be moved by prom-
ises of her soul being rewarded in another world. Now that we have established
that the libertine must be induced to reassess her values before she can be persuad-
ed to wager on God’s existence we must ask: does Pascal present the libertine with

such an argument?

II1. Pascal’s Revaluation

There is an inherent challenge in trying to influence someone to “revalue their

than any food you have ever eaten, is still not a qualitatively different type of pleasure than
eating a food that you really love.
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values”: namely, identifying which values one can appeal to in formulating the
argument. Generally, pragmatic arguments like Pascal’s wager take the agent’s
values as a starting point, and then proceed to demonstrate that a certain action
will do a better job at furthering the agent’s values. But if we use values as a start-
ing point, how can we cogently provide someone with practical reasons to adopt
a wholly new evaluative framework, without invoking the very values that they do
not yet possess?

To see how we might formulate a “revaluation” without recourse to other values,
we can draw inspiration from Friedrich Nietzsche, whose philosophical undertak-
ing was just that: a revaluation of all values. In his work, Nietzsche’s Revaluation of
Values: A Study in Strategies, contemporary Nietzsche scholar, E.E. Sleinis, analyzes
the various strategies that Nietzsche uses to achieve his evaluative revolution. One
strategy that he discusses, “destruction from within,” undermines a certain value
by revealing that it is internally inconsistent.® This undermines the value on its own
terms. There are a few different permutations of this strategy. One, which Sleinis
refers to as “false presuppositions,” aims to show that “the value requires a fact to
obtain that, as it turns out, fails to obtain.” In attacking the factual, rather than
the evaluative component of the value system, Nietzsche is able to undermine it
from within, without recourse to other values. For example, Nietzsche devalues
“disinterested contemplation as the ideal of aesthetic contemplation” by arguing
that humans are simply incapable of disinterested contemplation. We cannot dis-
engage from our passions, emotions, and other interests when we contemplate
works of art. “We can put this point in more graphic terms,” explains Sleinis, by
arguing that “the pure aesthetic contemplator is a fiction.” In what follows, I will
demonstrate how Pascal launches a similar attack on the libertine’s value system
by arguing, in a parallel manner, that the happy libertine is a fiction.

As mentioned, the wager is merely a part of Pascal’s broader apologetic project,
and it is within this broader project that Pascal employs this Nietzschean reval-
uation strategy. There are many notes in the Pensées devoted to bemoaning the
wretchedness of the libertine’s condition, and arguing that man simply cannot be
happy without God. And while we do not know where Pascal would have placed
these ideas (if at all) in his final work, we can still argue that, Pascal’s intentions
aside, they do an excellent job preparing the libertine to be receptive to the wager.
Once Pascal convinces the libertine that her approach to life was premised on a
false presupposition, he is able to urge her to gamble on a new one.

Pascal undermines the libertine’s approach to life—happiness derived from en-

8 Sleinis, E. E. Nietzsche’s Revaluation of Values: A Study in Strategies. Urbana: University of
Illinois Press, 1994, pg. 168.
9 Ibid.
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tertainment or diversionsas the ideal of happiness—in the same way that Nietzsche
undermines disinterested contemplation as the ideal of aesthetic contemplation:
he shows that humans are incapable of achieving happiness through their diver-
sions.'” While traces of this argument are evident throughout the Pensées, Pascal’s
most sustained argument for it appears in his section “Diversions.” After exam-
ining this argument, we will turn to the possibility of an alternative response on
behalf of the libertine in the spirit of philosopher Walter Kaufmann.

Pascal presents us with an imagined dialogue, presumably between a believer
and a libertine, in which the libertine explains her approach to life: “is not happi-
ness the ability to be amused by diversion?”'! For the libertine, to be happy is to be
entertained. We can understand some of the more perplexing behaviors of people
if we realize that their underlying motivation is to divert and entertain themselves:
“those who philosophize about it, and who think people are quite unreasonable
to spend a whole day chasing a hare they would not have bought, scarcely know
our nature.” People do not hunt because they want the kill, but rather, because
hunting provides them with entertainment. Pascal argues that all men, even kings
who are in “the finest position of the world,” are miserable, “if they are without
what is called diversion.”!?

The reason that we value diversion, explains Pascal, is because it allows us to
avoid confronting all of the unpleasant features of our condition. We do not seek
“casy and peaceful lives,” because those would force us to think about “our un-
happy condition.”"” The “unhappy” quality of our condition is delineated in the
believer’s reply to the libertine; the libertine asks whether happiness is not the
ability to be amused by diversions, to which the believer replies, “No, because that
comes from elsewhere and from outside, and thus it is dependent, and subject to
be disturbed by a thousand accidents which cause inevitable distress.”'* All of the
activities with which the libertine happily amuses herself are all highly contingent,
and are made easily inaccessible by any number of factors that are necessarily out
of the libertine’s control.

Moreover, all of the libertine’s amusements are necessarily ephemeral, so that
even if they are miraculously undisturbed by illness or accident, they will inevita-
bly be disturbed by death. 7%is is the primary source of the libertine’s inconsolable
misery in Pascal’s conception—no matter how much happiness she derives from
her activities in this world, her impending death constantly threatens to rob her

10 As Ariew notes in his translation, “the word ‘diversion’suggests entertainment, but to
divert literally means: “to turn away” or to mislead.” By using this word, Pascal makes his
critique implicit from the beginning.

11 Pascal, S165/L132.

12 Quotations in this paragraph come from Pascal, S168/L136.

13 Ibid.

14 Pascal, S165/L132.
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of everything. As Pascal puts it, man “wants to be happy, wants only to be happy,
and cannot want not to be so. But how will he go about it? The best way would
be to render herself immortal, but since he cannot do this, he has decided to pre-
vent himself from thinking about it.”"”> Thoughts of mortality thwart the libertine’s
ability to enjoy the world around, and so the libertine blocks out these thoughts
with diversions. In Pascal’s example, the libertine hunts vigorously for a hare that
he would never buy, because while “the hare does not save us from the sight of
death...the hunt does.”'®

All of this explains how Pascal can argue, in the spirit of Nietzsche, that valuing
the happiness derived from diversions as the ideal of happiness falsely assumes that
humans can find happiness in diversions. Pascal demonstrates that they cannot.
Our diversions are inevitably “subjected to be disturbed by a thousand accidents,
and this causes inevitable distress.”!” Crucially, the distress is inevitable; even if we
spend most of our time completely amused by diversions, the fact that our source
of happiness is external and contingent puts us in a constant state of instability. We
are rendered eternally dependent on factors beyond our control and are therefore
powerless to console ourselves in the face of adversity unless the universe conspires
to offer us diversion.

We might wonder if Pascal’s case is overstated. Couldn’t the libertine seek hap-
piness through something more substantial than a mere “diversion,” like, for ex-
ample, self-fulfillment? I think that for Pascal the answer is no. This is because
death robs any pursuit—even the pursuit of self-fulfillment—of enduring meaning.
As Pascal puts it: “the final act is bloody, however fine the rest of the play. In the
end, they throw some earth over our head, and that is it forever.”'® The libertine
can only be satisfied if she does not think about the “final act” that will under-
mine “the rest of the play,” and because of this, all of her pursuits, even those that
appear most meaningful, are really attempts to distract herself from this sobering
fact. Pascal suggests that if the libertine actually confronted the truth of her condi-
tion, she would desist from all of her pursuits—even her desire for self-fulfillment—
because they would no longer mean anything.

That the libertine seeks to distract herself from the contingency of her condition
with something that is itself contingent, is, I think, sufficient to undermine the
libertine’s approach to life. But Pascal goes even deeper in exposing the problems
with the libertine’s approach. He writes that, “The only thing that consoles us for
our miseries 13 diversion, and yet this is the greatest of our miseries. For it is mainly

what prevents us from thinking about ourselves, leading us imperceptibly to our

15 Pascal, S166/1.134.
16 Pascal, S168/1.136.
17 Pascal, S165/1.132.
18 Pascal S197/L165.
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ruin.”" The libertine’s pursuit of diversions makes genuine self-knowledge impos-
sible—if she 1s always distracting herself, she will never take the time to under-
stand herself and her condition, and search for a more reliable and stable form of
happiness. How can we say that someone is happier the more diverted they are, if
someone who is diverted is also wholly alienated from herself?? It is this consider-
ation that motivates Pascal’s famous observation that, “man’s unhappiness arises

721 As Pascal sees

from one thing alone: that he cannot remain quietly in his room.
it, diversion as source of true happiness—much like Nietzsche’s detached contem-
plation—is, indeed, a fiction.

Pascal has induced a value crisis in the libertine by rendering what she previous-
ly valued—the amusements of earthly life—fundamentally meaningless. So what
now? Left to live without diversion, Pascal explains, “we would be bored, and this
boredom would lead us to seek a more solid means of escape.”®

I will argue that Pascal asking the seeking libertine to consider the possibility
of an immortal soul is, in a certain sense, similar, to Nietzsche’s imagined de-
mon presenting the possibility of eternal recurrence—i.e the doctrine that our live
will be repeated infinitely many times into the future. Nietzsche presents this as a
mere possibility, the consideration of which is nonetheless capable of inspiring an
evaluative transformation in his readers.” Entertaining the possibility of eternal
recurrence hopefully inspires us to seek meaning in the lives that we are living on
carth, rather than placing all of our hopes on a life after death. Analogously, before
the wager, Pascal does not expect the libertine to believe in the immortal soul as
a metaphysical fact, but he nonetheless presents it to her as an attractive possibility,
powerful enough to reorient her life. If the possibility of an immortal soul isn’t even
on her radar, then the wager argument cannot even get off the ground. But Pascal
believes that considering this possibility will induce the libertine to seek God, the
wager will then point out that doing so maximizes her expected utility, and even-
tually she will be certain of God’s existence.”*

What makes the libertine’s condition so unhappy are all of the external threats
that face her at every moment, the most debilitating of which is her own death.”

19 Pascal, S33/L414.

20 The libertine says something in this spirit in Pascal, S165/1.132.

21 Pascal S168/1.136.

22 Pascal, S33/L414.

23 In some interpretations of Nietzsche, the eternal recurrence is actually presented as
a metaphysical truth that we must believe in. Inasmuch as I am looking for an example
that will parallel Pascal, however, I have chosen to discuss the interpretation that sees it as
a pure possibility.

24 Evidence that Pascal believes those who are inspired by the possibility of an immortal
soul and genuinely seek God as a result will come to have sure knowledge of her existence
can be found in S681/1.427.

25  This is not intended to summarize Pascal’s nuanced account of why we are wretched,
but rather to encapsulate what it is that the libertine recognizes as “unhappy” about her
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The libertine’s old approach was to avoid confronting this reality. As Pascal puts
it, “as men are not able to fight against death...they have it into their heads, in
order to be happy, not to think of them at all.” What Pascal offers the libertine
is a solution that is truly sustainable: instead of valuing distractions from our mor-
tality, we can value that which denies it altogether. We can reject that part of us
that gets piled with dirt, since it can only make us unhappy, and instead we can
embrace our immortal soul.” Pascal presents this as a dazzling, metamorphic
possibility, writing that “the immortality of the soul is something so important to
us, something that touches us so profoundly, that we must have lost all feeling to be
indifferent to knowing the facts of the matter.”?” Inspired by the possibility of an
immortal soul, we are primed to be receptive to the wager, which tells us that if we
want to maximize the expected outcome for our soul, we must gamble on God’s
existence.”® If we now believe that it is through taking care of our immortal soul
that we can transcend the misery of our bodily condition, the wager will indeed
have a powerful pull on us.

Inasmuch as the libertine’s challenge is escaping the misery of her contingent
condition, Pascal presents the possibility of the immortal soul as a powerful alter-
native to the use of amusements and diversions. But is this alternative persuasive?
The weakness in Pascal’s argument is noted by Sleinis in his analysis of Nietzsche’s
parallel argument: “pure possibilities may have some capacity to exert pressure
on our choices, but this capacity can in no way be equal to that of known actual-
ities.”® There is, however, a limit to how influential a mere possibility can be. If
you know that a certain consideration that is motivating you to act, is only possibly
true, then you won'’t feel like you have a decisive reason to act. Pascal is confident
that if we take the possibility of an immortal soul seriously, then we will eventually
be led to believe it as an actuality. The problem, however, is whether we can take
it seriously enough for this epistemic transformation to occur. This doesn’t mean
that Pascal’s argument cannot work at all, it just means that its practical success
will likely be limited to libertines with certain psychological constitutions (i.e. it

will be more persuasive to someone with a credulous disposition than to someone

condition: that is, all of the external factors that threaten her ability to enjoy diversions, the
most intractable of which is death.

26 'This might seem almost like a pre-wager-wager: wager on belief in an immortal soul,
since it provides the potential for immortality rather than on the belief in a mortal soul,
since this will lead to a life of misery.

27 Pascal S681/L.427.

28 Of course, it is possible that there are other belief systems which include the notion
of an immortal soul in an equally attractive way. This 1s similar to the well-known “many
Gods objection” to Pascal’s wager, and while addressing it is not the subject of this paper,
it is worth noting its presence. When I argue later on that the argument can work, I mean
that, leaving other considerations such as this objection aside, it can work.

29  Sleinis, pg. 173.
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with a skeptical disposition).

IV. Walter Kaufmann on Our Misery

So far, we have seen that Pascal’s wager requires a certain evaluative shift on the
part of the libertine, and that certain sections of the Pensées can be read as making
an argument for that shift. But there is a weakness to part of this argument, name-
ly, the plausibility that a mere possibility can inspire a dramatic revaluation. What
I would like to consider, therefore, is an alternative response to the libertine’s crisis
of value that would allow her to retain her current theoretical framework, but
nonetheless allow her to transcend the apparent miseries of the human condition.

We can read Kaufmann as addressing the libertine at the same stage that Pascal
is— once she has accepted the futility of her diversions but does not know how else
to cope with her unhappy condition—and arguing that the libertine can embrace
her mortality rather than try to escape from it. Examining Kaufmann’s argument
helps us to appreciate the way in which Pascal’s wager falls short as a straightfor-
ward appeal to the libertine’s self-interest. At most, the wager offers the libertine
one way to escape her misery, but the libertine may find Kaufmann’s ideas more
persuasive.

While for Pascal, the libertine is unhappy if she is left to ponder her mortal con-
dition, Kaufmann argues that this is not so; in fact, it is our mortality that renders
our lives here worthwhile. The libertine considers herself miserable because she
will not live in this world forever, but Kaufmann urges her to consider how miser-
able she would be if she did. It’s true that death is frightening for those who “fritter
their lives away,” but “if one lives intensely, the time comes when sleep seems
bliss.”* Meaning, that if the libertine embraces all that this-life throws at him, then
she will welcome death as a much-needed rest. One cannot live intensely forever.

This argument might seem a bit problematic. After all, it is not clear why a sim-
ple good night’s sleep (or two) would not suffice for the one who lives intensely—
why should she crave eternal sleep? The answer to this lies in the second argument
that Kaufmann makes, namely, that without an eternal deadline we would not be
able to live our lives as meaningfully. Our impending death offers a perspective
that would otherwise be impossible.

Kaufmann describes the way in which the threat of death motivates us to live
vigorously: “the life I want is a life I could not endure in eternity. It is a life of
love and intensity, suffering and creation, that makes life worthwhile and death
welcome.” Death “makes life worthwhile” because it encourages us to carve out
lives that are indeed worthwhile. For example, “love can be deepened and made

30 Kaufmann, Walter, and Immanuel Velikovsky. The Faith of a Heretic. [1st ed.] Garden
City, N.Y: Doubleday, 1961, pg. 386.
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more intense and impassioned by the expectation of impending death,” meaning
that our desire to be with someone we love is made all the more acute by our
knowledge that we cannot be with them forever. When the libertine worries about
the fact that she may one day lose her beloved, she need not retreat from these
thoughts—either by seeking diversion or by entertaining the possibility of an im-
mortal soul—but rather, as Kaufmann advises, she should embrace them. The fact
that she may never see her beloved again is all the more reason for the libertine to
express her love more eloquently and fervently than she ever would have if she was
not worried about losing her beloved. It is not just that such intensity and passion
would be impossible to sustain in an infinite life, but rather that in an infinite life
we could never achieve it in the first place. Death offers a perspective on life that,
contrary to what Pascal argues, makes our lives in this world vibrant and precious.
Pascal writes that, “As men have not been able to cure death, wretchedness, igno-
rance, they have decided, in order to be happy, not to think about those things.”*!
But Kaufmann argues that it is precisely by thinking about her own death that
the libertine can be inspired to live in a way that makes her happy. Perhaps this
is why Ecclesiastes muses that “it is better to go to the house of mourning than to
the house of feasting”—proximity to death provides the living with an invaluable
lesson to truly “take to heart.”*” The libertine desperately avoids confronting her
mortality, when in fact, thinking about death makes her life better right now: “one
lives better” says Kaufmann, “when one expects to die,” and takes advantage of
the time she has.* This is not to deny the tragic reality that death often visits too
carly, but rather, to suggest that inasmuch as this is not always the case, we are, as
philosopher Bernard Williams puts it, “lucky in having the chance to die.””**
Pascal might still counter that even if contemplating our death imbues our lives
with urgency and significance, belief in the Christian afterlife also accomplishes
this inasmuch as our conduct in this life determines how we fare in the next. But
this argument will have no sway over the libertine at the stage of the argument at
which we are now encountering him—when she does not yet believe in God. And
what Kaufmann’s argument has demonstrated is that the libertine does not need
to wager on God’s existence in order to live life meaningfully and passionately.
While the Wager asked the libertine to revalue her values—which, as we have seen,
1s a non-trivial requirement—Kaufmann speaks directly to the evaluative commit-

ments that the libertine already has. In a way, Kaufmann uses mortality in the same

31 Pascal S168.

32 Ecclesiastes 7:2.

33 Quotations in this paragraph come from Kaufmann, pg. 386.

3¢ Williams, Bernard. “The Makropulos Case: Reflections on the Tedium of
Immortality.” Chapter. In Problems of the Self: Philosophical Papers 1956-1972, 82—100.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973.
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way that Pascal uses immortality: to redeem us from our misery by impressing upon
us the urgency and significance of our lives. It’s true that Kaufmann and Williams
don’t consider the possibility of an afterlife that is equally as exciting—if not more
exciting—than earthly existence. There is, after all, no reason to assume that when
we die we lose our ability to exercise agency. But the point is simply that they offer
a way of seeing life on earth as meaningful regardless of what comes afterward. This
1s in sharp contrast with Pascal’s picture in which life on earth is miserable unless
it is redeemed by belief in the afterlife.

This is not to say that Pascal is wrong per sé; it is possible that Kaufmann would
have lived a better life had he sought God and embraced religion. It is possible that
he is currently burning in the depths of hell, wishing his philosophical reasoning
had taken a different turn. But this is of no consequence. What I am arguing is that
Pascal is wrong to assume that the libertine’s mortality leaves her irredeemably
miserable; Kaufmann offers an alternative perspective, whereby the libertine’s
mortality is precisely what redeems her life and makes it worthwhile. Crucially,
Kaufmann’s argument does not ask the libertine to entertain any theoretical pos-
sibilities like Pascal’s does, and it never requires that she make a wager of any sort.
The libertine might still prefer Pascal’s argument, and therefore choose to see “the
final act” as “bloody.” But as we have seen, she might choose to welcome death
as a “blissful sleep.” And if Pascal cannot convince the libertine that mortal life
1s miserable, then he cannot get her into the evaluative mindset to be receptive to
the wager.

V. Conclusion

The success of Pascal’s wager as an appeal to the libertine’s self-interest depends
on his ability to convince the libertine to change her evaluative framework. At least
at the outset, the possibility of an infinite life with God in heaven will repel rather
than attract the libertine, giving her no reason to “wager all she has.”® If we study
the wager against the backdrop of Pascal’s broader apologetic project, however, we
find the resources to persuade the libertine to “revalue her values.”

This argument takes place in two stages. First, Pascal shows the libertine that the
premium she places on amusements and entertainment falsely presupposes that
they can truly make her happy. Pascal argues that they fail to do so, both because
they are external—and therefore “subject to a thousand accidents”—and because
they alienate the libertine from herself, making it impossible for her to discover
what might truly make her happy. With the libertine’s evaluative framework thus
dismantled, the inherent unhappiness of her condition becomes even more acute.
Without diversions, she must confront the miserable fact of her mortality head-on.

35 Pascal, S680/L418.
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It is in this evaluative vacuum that Pascal offers her a new value that can save
her from the misery of mortality: the immortal soul. At this stage of the argument,
the libertine will not believe in the immortality of her soul as a metaphysical fact,
but in considering this marvelous possibility, she will be encouraged to investigate
it. And when Pascal tells her that her soul will fare best if she gambles on God’s
existence, she will eagerly oblige.

But this need not be the only way to save the libertine from the misery of mor-
tality: Kaufmann suggests that the libertine should embrace and cherish her mor-
tality because it is through the prism of her own death that her life becomes ur-
gent and precious. This approach does not require an epistemic leap of faith like
Pascal’s did; it simply requires the libertine to look at the fact of her life in a new
light. The upshot is that for those who find themselves moved by Pascal’s polem-
ic against diversions, but unmoved by her appeal to dubious metaphysical facts,
there might be a more attractive solution.

After he presents the libertine with her wager, Pascal urges that “there is no time

12>

to hesitate!” Irom what we have seen, however, there might be far too much of'it.
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The Growing Incoherence of Our Higher Values

Aash Mukerji

Nihilism 1s perhaps the most commonly misunderstood notion in Friedrich Ni-
etzsche’s writings. Not only do many wrongly believe Nietzsche to advocate for
nihilistic behavior, but many also see nihilism as the loss of all value and syn-
onymous with the belief that everything is meaningless and valueless. In reality,
Nietzsche defines severe nihilism as “the conviction of the absolute untenability
of existence when it comes to the highest values that are acknowledged.”" For Ni-
etzsche, nihilism thus does not necessarily reduce the individual to a living lump of
ennui. Rather than lacking all value judgements, Nietzsche portrays nihilism as a
condition characterized by the absence of justifiable higher values. This supposed
depletion in justification comes from Nietzsche’s infamous assertion of the death
of God; Nietzsche held that modern science has made “belief in the Christian
God unbelievable.” Nietzsche believed that without divine reasons to cherish our
higher values, we would ultimately lose them entirely. Moreover, Nietzsche char-
acterizes nihilism primarily as a cultural phenomenon—the societal loss of higher
values precedes and causes the affective individual symptoms of nihilism.

Nietzsche sees this cultural wave of nihilism as a looming threat; he predicts that
humanity is on the brink of succumbing, to becoming nothing more than a group
of “last men” Last men are characterized by the aforementioned deficiency in
higher values, effectively rendering them incapable of justifying any goals that do

1 Friedrich Nietzsche, et al., Writings from the Late Notebooks, (Cambridge University
Press, 2016), 205.

2 Friedrich Nietzsche and Walter Kaufmann, The Gay Science: With a Prelude in Rhymes
and an Appendix of Songs: Translated, with Commentary by Walter Kaufmann, (Random: 1974),
343.
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not immediately benefit them.? Nietzsche makes the impending nature of nihilism
clear in Zarathustra, where the titular character is confronted by a chorus of indi-
viduals who actually wish to become last men.*

Nietzsche’s assertion of the imminence of nihilism was something of great in-
terest to me as it seems that, even in the last two hundred odd years, our higher
values have not been lost entirely. Nonetheless, I was not ready to entirely discount
Nietzsche’s worries concerning our higher values, and this paper discusses a differ-
ent manner in which our relationship with them may be deteriorating. In the wake
of the death of God, what we are losing may not be our higher values themselves,
but instead the unifying principles that require consistency and soundness among
them. I will argue that we are progressing towards a world where our higher values
are maintained but do not necessitate coherence in order to inform and justify our
actions. Indeed, some incoherent higher values evidently already enjoy primacy
over other kinds of values. I will attempt to demonstrate this by showing that,
though contemporary society has preserved various higher values, individuals and
communities frequently act in ways that conflict with those values without recog-
nizing any logical inconsistency. This implies that what is missing from our higher
values is the necessity for harmony with our actions and the other values we hold.
In this paper, I will discuss some ideologies maintained today that seem to fit the
characterization of higher values but conflict with our day-to-day activities and
other values. I will attempt to supply some explanation for what causes this inco-
herence both through a Nietzschean lens and through the analysis of media cul-
ture within the framework of Jean Baudrillard. I believe both perspectives provide
valuable insight into the mechanics of what is going on. Throughout this paper,
I essentially seek to prove that we have retained our higher values but are losing
their coherence and structure.

First and foremost, we must establish some higher values that have been pre-
served. In my view, the most prevalent ones seem to be the political and social ide-
ologies we subscribe to individually and culturally. For this paper, I will primarily
consider liberalism and conservatism in America as typical instances of these types
of values. To distinguish higher values from other more standard values, I will
make use of the criteria detailed by Katsafanas in his paper, “Fugitive Pleasure and
the Meaningful Life: Nietzsche on Nihilism and Higher Values.” These criteria
include demandingness, tendency to generate tragic conflicts, regular induction
of strong emotions, professedly great import, exclusion of other values, and pro-
pensity for creating communities.” As far as I can tell, political ideologies seem to

3 Iriedrich Nietzsche, et al, Nietzsche: Thus Spoke Zarathustra, (Cambridge University
Press, 2006), 129.

4 Ibid, 130.

5 Paul Katsafanas, “Fugitive Pleasure and the Meaningful Life: Nietzsche on Nihilism
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instantiate all of these criteria.

They are certainly demanding; liberals and conservatives both generally see
their chosen credo as the “correct” way to live and believe that it is immune to
any sort of compromise. For either group, their ideology does not (in theory) allow
them to be frivolous with their moral and political choices or to deviate from the
prescribed guidelines is often perceived as a violation of some sort of ethical code.

When conflict between our political ideologies and other higher values is ac-
knowledged, such discord is often seen as tragic. For instance, nearly everyone
has heard of individuals that have experienced, or have themselves experienced,
intense strife with family members due to political disagreements. Family, as a
general construct, is widely treated as a higher value. Familial bonds are demand-
ing insofar as compromising them is seen as betrayal of the highest degree, they
induce powerful emotions, acting for the sake of one’s family 1s seen as sufficient
to explain most actions, family is often presented as taking priority over all other
pursuits in life (to the point of being exclusionary), and family, of course, instanti-
ates strong communities. So, when we experience conflicts between our political
ideology and our family, such conflicts are nothing short of agonizing. Is it mor-
ally permissible to cut off one’s family members because they are conservative or
liberal or libertarian? Is the gap in ideology something so forceful that it ought to
trump deep familial bonds? Such questions are not easy to answer (for most) and
the dilemma one finds oneself in when faced with them is most definitely viewed
as a tragic one. Even if one is not sold on the status of family as a higher value,
there are numerous others that can be substituted to illustrate my point. Here I
will include a brief clarification that will prove important further on in this paper:
The conflict between higher values must be acknowledged. My characterization of
political ideology as a higher value relies partially on the notion that if one identi-
fies a conflict between one’s political ideology and another higher value, then such
conflict will be viewed as tragic. However, should one have an unrecognized logi-
cal conflict between one’s ideology and another higher value for whatever reason
(for instance due to growing incoherence in our higher values), then this trait does
not go unfulfilled merely because such a conflict goes unnoticed.

Elicitation of strong emotions when it comes to political ideology needs no
lengthy justification. One merely needs to survey the landscape of almost any so-
cial media platform to witness the masses loving, hating, condemning, and wor-
shiping political figures.

Likewise, it seems obvious that we believe political ideology is more important
than the vast majority of things in our lives. At their core, ideologies such as liber-

and Higher Values: Journal of the American Philosophical Association,” Cambridge Core,
(Cambridge University Press, 2015), 9-11.

73



Philosophy

alism and conservatism exist to function as banners of the things we value most in
life. For the strong liberal or strong conservative, the very essence of what it means
to live a good life is often synonymous with their dogma.

Lastly, it is needless to say that political ideology has become exclusionary in
nature and is prone to instantiate powerful communities. This phenomenon is
represented best by the American political system where, by being part of one
community, you are by default excluded (and often even looked down upon) by
rivaling groups. As people increasingly and overwhelmingly define themselves and
others based on their choices in politics, one’s ideology is commonly seen as cen-
tral to one’s character. The intense political polarization that has resulted from
this 13 testament to just how exclusionary political ideology has become and how
robust the coalitions formed based on such ideology can truly be.

Thus far, I have endeavored to establish political ideologies as common exam-
ples of higher values that are still held by people today. From here, I aim to show
that such higher values are not being lost, but rather becoming increasingly in-
coherent. To this end, I would invite my reader to consider how party politics
works in America. Generally speaking, the Democratic Party is meant to model
liberalism and represent liberal people, and, conversely, the Republican Party is
supposed to model conservatism in action. But can we confidently say that those
values are the basis upon which each party unerringly acts? I have instead found
their condition to be best described by the ideas of Baudrillard, whose framework
I will use to illustrate what is going on. Of contemporary society, Baudrillard says:

“Abstraction is no longer that of the map, the double, the mirror, or the
concept. Simulation is no longer that of a territory, a referential being, or a
substance. It is the generation by models of a real without origin or reality:
a hyperreal. The territory no longer precedes the map, nor does it survive
it. It is nevertheless the map that precedes the territory - precession of

simulacra.”®

In short, rather than our values and ideals informing the models we use to struc-
ture society, the models have begun to determine our values. In this case, instead
of political parties typifying our liberal or conservative ideals, it seems increasingly
true that the parties are influencing and warping our values. If we accept this
Baudrillardian understanding, it seems evident that what retains vital importance
in modern society is not our higher values themselves but the models that now
precede them.

6 Jean Baudrillard and Sheila Faria Glaser, Simulacra and Simulation, (University of
Michigan Press, 2019), 2.
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This account also explains why incoherence of higher values seems to be on the
rise; we still perceive our higher values to be what drives our society forward, even
though this is not the case, which causes a disconnect between the individual and
the weight of their own values. In addition, because our models have started to
inform our values, we are no longer able to distinguish which actions we take on
behalf of a higher value and which we take on behalf of a mere imitation of one.
Even worse, the solution is no longer as simple as critically analyzing our values
in order to discriminate between which ones are legitimate and which ones are
mere simulacra; our genuine higher values have started to emulate the misshapen
versions of them embodied by our models.

The Baudrillardian fall from grace notably has two distinct steps: First, the
models of our values (in this case our political parties) seem to operate completely
independently from, and often in contradiction with, our actual values. Second, in
a more sinister fashion, our values themselves are altered in a manner that breeds
incoherence and an inability to grasp the inconsistencies in our beliefs. This trans-
mutation occurs, on Baudrillard’s account, through media culture.” This fits nicely
with my argument, as it seems overwhelmingly obvious that the media is now
inextricably entwined with politics, meaning our political ideology is especially
susceptible to modification by mass media. For those readers who are skeptical
about the weight Baudrillard and I are assigning to media culture, I will justify this
further on in this paper. For now, however, I will provide some evidence that the
process I have just described is in fact reflective of our society.

First, consider America’s involvement in the ongoing conflict between Israel and
Palestine. For the fiscal year 2021, the Trump Administration sought $3.8 billion
to support Israel’s military spending.®? Theoretically, this should be a big concern
for Republicans. Since the reduction of taxes and minimization of governmental
scope are undoubtedly two of the main goals of conservatism, and purportedly
the Republican Party, it seems as though the Party ought to support decreasing
tax-funded aid to Israel. And yet, studies show that the vast majority of Republi-
cans believe that Trump has “struck the right balance” in dealing with the Israe-
li-Palestinian conflict.” As we can see, even if reducing our financial assistance to
Israel is in the best interests of conservatism, self-identified conservatives consis-

tently act contrary to this because that is what their party leaders convey to them.

7 Glenn Yefleth, Taking the Red Pill: Science, Philosophy, and Religion in the Matrix, (Benbella
Books, 2003), 74.

8 U.S. Foreign Aid to Israel, Congressional Research Service, 2020, fas.org/sgp/crs/mideast/
RL33222.pdf.

9  “U.S. Public Has Favorable View of Israel’s People, but Is Less Positive Toward Its
Government,” Pew Research Center - U.S. Politics & Policy, 2020, www.pewresearch.org/
politics/2019/04/24/u-s-public-has-favorable-view-of-israels-people-but-is-less-positive-
toward-its-government/.
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A Republican might object to this characterization, on the grounds that America
has a responsibility to intervene in areas where it has deemed human rights viola-
tions are occurring. But if that is the case, then how can the Republican simulta-
neously support the construction of a border wall designed to prevent persecuted
Latin Americans from fleeing for their lives?'” The significance of all this is that the
status of our higher values, in relation to their models, becomes dubious. This issue
seems to mimic the first step quite clearly in our Baudrillardian process. The U.S.
support of Israel is but one example of this phenomenon wherein actions resulting
from our models are completely separate from the actions that would normally be
dictated by our higher values.

Next, let’s discuss an example of the second step of the Baudrillardian frame-
work. Firearm legislation is another controversial issue in America at the moment,
with various groups holding drastically different positions on whether one has the
right to bear arms. Through this issue, I hope to demonstrate the ways in which
the incoherence of higher values can lead to illogical stances on both ends of the
political spectrum. When it comes to gun control, conservatives are generally in
favor of fewer restrictions. This 1s largely consistent with core conservative beliefs,
such as minimizing government input on private lives and preserving the liberties
provided by the second Amendment. As a matter of fact, widespread gun owner-
ship is not only morally permissible but even necessary, many conservatives say, in
case the state ever decides to infringe on the rights of its citizens or coerce them
without due cause. For the conservative, guns are thus a mode through which the
individual can retain power over the state. So far, nothing seems wrong. But issues
arise when other beliefs, supposedly in line with the same brand of conservatism,
are added to the mix. While retaining this belief in the need, and indeed the moral
right, to protect oneself from an unjust state as one sees fit, conservatives in America
today are also associated with the position that it is unpatriotic and morally rep-
rehensible to kneel during the anthem or otherwise protest the brutality and vio-
lence that occurs through the arm of the state, 1.e., the police. It seems to me that
simultaneously holding these two beliefs is something that is very difficult, if not
impossible, to maintain. And yet, these are often considered standard conservative
and Republican positions in our society.

Contemporary liberals do not fare much better when their higher values are
analyzed in this context. For the liberal, government institutions in America have
a long history of systemic racism and oppression of minorities and lower classes.
Such institutions thus ought to be overhauled or rectified, the logic goes, in order

10 Suzanne Gamboa, et al., “Why Are so Many Migrants Crossing the U.S. Border?
It Often Starts with an Escape from Violence in Central America,” NBCNews.com, 2018,
www.nbcnews.com/storyline/immigration-border-crisis/central-america-s-violence-
turmoil-keeps-driving-families-u-s-n884956.
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to form a society that reflects more liberal values. Yet at the same time, there is a
common liberal view that guns are instruments of death and should be withheld
from all except government employees who require them for their job, such as
police officers and military personnel. But this view seems to remove an oppor-
tunity for the individuals oppressed by the state to gain power, and instead places
that power squarely in the hands of the oppressors. The liberal cannot have their
cake and eat it too; to believe that the police should be defunded because of their
routine violence against the people they ought to be protecting, and simultane-
ously believe that the state should have full authority and exclusive control over
all firearms, seems problematic at best. Even if the liberal attempts to avert this
problem by going even further and asserting that nobody should own a gun, then
a similar problem arises. It is still the same oppressive and racist state that takes
guns away from people. It is still the same state that ultimately retains the power
in this scenario.

These are just some ways in which our higher values have begun to show signs
of incoherence. Unlike our first step, this second step is no longer just a matter of
us acting in line with our models while wrongly believing that they are reflections
of what we ultimately value. If we could stop after the first step, there would still be
a dim hope of redemption. If one can be shown the inconsistencies between their
values and the actions of their party, it seems as though they can revise their mode
of life. But the incoherence of the second step is far more deadly. Our higher values
themselves are being changed; they are becoming muddled and losing intelligibil-
ity rapidly. Recommitting oneself to one’s values when faced with inconsistency
is already exceptionally difficult but refashioning one’s values when faced with
complete incoherence is even more demanding. Gun control is just one example
of this, but these types of discussions all beg the same question: Are conservatives
and liberals determining what their party stands for, or is it their parties that are
deciding what the ideology stands for? It may be, in the words of Baudrillard, “no
longer a question of imitation, nor duplication, nor even parody. It is a question of
substituting the signs of the real for the real.”!!

This Baudrillardian diagnosis of society is explained by many factors, but pri-
mary among them is the rise of media culture. Overwhelmingly, the types of me-
dia we consume has come to define what it means to be social in our culture. The
interactions we have with friends, family members, significant others, strangers, all
are determined by the media we absorb. Take romantic encounters, for instance.
The ways in which we decide how we ought to act towards our partners, what sort
of romantic gestures are considered socially acceptable, what kind of boundaries
we set, are all largely, if not entirely, defined by what we have seen in social media,

11 Baudrillard andGlaser, Simulacra and Simulation, 2.
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films, television, advertisements, and so on. One need look no further, Baudrillard
says, than to observe that, “whoever is underexposed to the media is desocialized
or virtually asocial.”'? Such a state of affairs would be fine, of course, if most forms
of media faithfully represented and depicted our higher values, but the opposite
seems to be the case.

Consider the social phenomena commonly referred to as “virtue signaling” or
“performative activism.” In particular, let us contemplate the cases in which one
virtue signals without actually doing much to pursue that virtue. In cases like
these, many remain unaware of their hypocrisy and nonetheless believe that they
act virtuously when, in fact, they are merely presenting the facade of virtue. The
mere posting of a black square on one’s Instagram account without any further
action to support African American communities comes to mind as a relevant
example of this. One might say that all individuals who engage in such signaling
do so consciously—they are aware that they are “faking it” in order to achieve
popularity, acceptance into a social group, or something of this nature. But this
seems like an overly pessimistic claim, and I would characterize the phenomenolo-
gy of such individuals differently. I would argue that most people that act in these
ways genuinely believe that they are pursuing their ideal of a virtuous life. They
do not recognize that their virtues (which are closely related to, if not synonymous
with, their higher values) are not informing their actions. Rather, they are acting
according to the media-warped model of what it means to instantiate that virtue.

To make this more concrete, take the notion of equality to be a higher value or
virtue that one strives towards. If equality was truly what was informing the behav-
ior of the virtue signaling person, then such a person would seemingly recognize
that their actions are not satisfying that higher value. Thus, it seems much more
likely that what the virtue signaler is motivated by is not the pure higher value
of equality, but rather an incoherent version of it altered by media culture. The
people who post black squares on their Instagram and then go about their daily
life feeling excellent about their stand against police brutality and institutionalized
racism certainly feel as if they have higher values (e.g., equality, liberalism), but
such values have been rendered incoherent. The proof of this incoherence is of
course that their higher values are (even partially) satisfied by trivial actions that
provide no substantive change in one’s way of life or the world. In addition, as
referenced earlier, such people do not experience the tragic feelings that are meant
to accompany conflict between higher values because they do not recognize that
such conflict exists in the first place. We can perhaps judge from the outside that
there seems to be an objective disconnect between these people’s purported higher
values and their actions, but the growing incoherence of their values prevents the

12 Ibid, 55.
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perpetrators themselves from coming to the same conclusion.

At this juncture, one might object that if our higher values have become so vac-
uous that they can be fulfilled by such superficial action, then it is likely that they
are not higher values at all anymore. In this regard, it would seem that we have
ultimately returned to Nietzsche’s hypothesis and lost our higher values entirely.
To this I would reply that these incoherent higher values may very well be vacuous,
but they retain their status, nonetheless. Political ideology, for instance, still instan-
tiates all the higher value criteria, as I have discussed. What this shows is that our
immediate societal condition is distinct from that of the last man. We still have the
capacity to cherish things in all the right ways and set goals for ourselves beyond
immediate gratification, it is just that the things we cherish and the goals we set
may be severely distorted.

Now that we have touched on how our current situation is different from the
last man, a question naturally arises: What would Nietzsche say about the state of
our political ideology? When it comes to politics, Nietzsche is remarkably silent.
Try as one might, it is rare to find Nietzsche discussing political ideology at great
length. Though he is often found criticizing democracy as a “conspiracy of the
whole herd against [its] shepherd,” this does not amount to much in the form of
a distinct political structure.' We also get some cryptic allusions to the merits of
a natural order-based caste system in 7he Antichrist, but this discussion seems less
about the desirability of the castes and more about how even this sort of ideolo-
gy is preferable to the life-negating belief system that characterizes Christianity."
Rather than focusing on political structures in service of the many, it seems like Ni-
etzsche was more interested in particular individuals that could serve as paragons
of vice or virtue. Napoleon is an oft-cited example of someone Nietzsche admired
very much, going so far as to name him one of the “profound and largeminded
men of [the] century.””” But Nietzsche’s view of Napoleon as a higher man could
justify an entire paper by itself, and such analysis 1s not particularly relevant to
our discussion of higher values. Rather than present Nietzsche’s (scarce) ideas on
political ideology, it seems more fruitful to examine how concepts like the death of
God might have led to our current predicament.

Nietzsche, of course, saw the loss of higher values as a direct result of the absence
of a divine entity able to furnish our choices and goals with meaning. But what
may be more potent than the loss of objective meaning is the loss of the structure
installed by that divinity. Organized religion generally aims to provide a clear
system concerning the fulfillment of our higher values. It lays out, for instance,

13 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Antichrist, (Auckland, NZ: Floating Press, 2010), 67.

14 Ibid, 57.

15 Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, (New York, NY: Dover Publications, 1998),
256.
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what constitutes a sin, how to worship properly, and so on. Ergo, religion serves to
enforce a uniformity between our actions and our values. It is fundamentally de-
signed not to allow individuals to both violate their own higher values and escape
with a morally sound conscience. But without religion, this necessity for consisten-
cy between our higher values and our behavior is damaged. There is no eternal
damnation, no divine punishment, no karmic justice to threaten us to maintain
such cohesion, and so we lose it.

What all of these topics have in common, from virtue signaling to contradictory
stances on gun control, is the apparent inconsistency in the higher values that al-
low such behaviors to take place. Ultimately, I would suggest that the path the indi-
vidual in contemporary American society has taken is distinct from the condition
of the last man that Nietzsche fears. Higher values persist, as I have endeavored
to show, but the logical consistency r