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Abstract

This paper asks whether an agent can have integrity only if she is willing to
die for her core commitments. I draw from literary, film, and historical exam-
ples to argue that an agent who violates the requirements of her core commit-
ments suffers a practical death: a severe fracture of her agency characterized
by psychological crisis, diminished capacity for instrumental reasoning, and
undermined autonomy. I argue that practical death should inform how we
think about integrity—that integrity consists (at least in part) in living up to
the requirements of our core commitments, even to the point of death. How-
ever, I offer some reasons for thinking that agents who suffer practical death
can reconstitute their agency and their integrity.

1 Introduction

Paragons of integrity are often thought to exhibit remarkable steadfastness in the
face of imminent harm and even death. After Martin Luther nailed his "heretical"
Ninety-Five Theses to the door of the Wittenberg Church, the Pope ordered Luther
to travel to Rome to recant his writings. Luther famously refused the Pope’s
demand and stood by his criticisms of the Catholic Church, saying, "Here I stand,
I can do no other." Oskar Schindler was a German businessman who risked arrest,
destitution, and death to save the lives of over a thousand Jews in Poland during
the Holocaust by employing them in his enamelware and ammunitions factories.
After the war, he was asked why he acted as he did, to which he responded, "I
had to help them. There was no choice." In 2007, Ragheed Aziz Ganni, an Iraqi
Catholic priest, was murdered after he refused to close his church and convert to
Islam. Held at gunpoint, Ganni was asked to explain his refusal; he answered,
"How can I close the house of God?"

The idea that integrity is bound up with a readiness to die for one’s com-
mitments is reflected in many familiar adages. In an oft-quoted passage from
Plato’s Apology, Socrates says that "the unexamined life is not worth living"—that
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he would prefer to die than live without engaging in philosophical inquiry. Mar-
itime tradition dictates that a true captain go down with the ship; if a ship is
sinking, the captain must ensure the safety of everyone on board or die trying.
Consider, too, the official motto of New Hampshire embossed on the state’s li-
cense plates: "Live Free or Die." The motto originated in the postscript of a letter
written by American Revolutionary General John Stark (1860); the full postscript
reads "Live free or die: Death is not the worst of evils" (p. 21). (The French
version of the motto, "Vivre Libre ou Mourir," was widely used during the French
Revolution.)2

Death is not the worst of evils. For each of the speakers in the examples
above, there is something worse than death. For John Stark (and the proud New
Hampshirite), it is a life without freedom; for Luther and Ganni, betraying their
religious beliefs; for Schindler, standing by while innocent people are murdered;
for Socrates, a life deprived of philosophical reflection; and for the ship captain,
failing to take responsibility for her vessel and the lives aboard it.

I and most of the people reading this will probably never be forced to
choose between preserving their lives and honoring their most deeply held com-
mitments. It is unlikely that we will ever be threatened to renounce the things we
hold most dear. (I am, however, becoming less and less sure of this. As I write
this, racial justice activists across the country are protesting and facing violent
responses from police. More than ever in recent history, it seems as though many
of us are at risk of persecution and even death for upholding our beliefs.) It is,
nevertheless, hard not to wonder: if we were forced to choose between our lives
and our most deeply held commitments, would we choose as Luther, Ganni, and
Schindler did? Or would we save ourselves instead?

Here is another way of putting the question. People who choose to die
rather than violate their deepest commitments frequently describe their choices as
a matter of necessity. (Think of Luther who could "do no other" and of Schindler
for whom "there was no choice.") The necessity at issue here is practical, not logical

2 A small side note: strictly speaking, the English translation of "Vivre Libre ou Mourir" is not "Live
Free or Die," but "To Live Free or to Die"—the French phrase is written in the infinitival form,
not the imperative. Expressing commitments as infinitivals has a different effect than expressing
them as imperatives. When Star Trekkers aboard the Enterprise say "To boldly go where no man
has gone before," they are expressing their commitment to exploration without instructing others
to share it. In any case, my point in introducing these examples is simply to show that there is
a tendency to express one’s commitment to a project by communicating one’s willingness to die
for it. Thanks to Brian Weatherson for bringing this point to my attention.
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or metaphysical. Luther could not recant, not because doing so would have been
a logical contradiction or a violation of the laws of nature, but because he could
not will himself to do so. According to Harry Frankfurt (1988, pp. 181-184), for
Luther, recanting was "unthinkable." His commitments made it so that recanting
was "off the table" for him.

Some things are worth dying for—this is indisputable. The question that
concerns me is not whether we can rationally choose to die for something we care
about, but whether we truly count as being committed to something if we are
unwilling to die for it. If we were in Luther’s position, forced to choose between
our lives and our deepest commitments, we wish that we, too, would choose the
latter, that the former would be "off the table" for us. But for most of us, I suspect
that the former would be very much on the table. Death may not be the worst of
all evils, but it does seem (to me, at least) like a worse evil than dying for some
causes I care about—even some causes I care very deeply about. Does the fact
that I would prioritize my life over my core commitments—or even just entertain
the idea of it—threaten my integrity? To have integrity, must there be actions that
are unthinkable to me, actions that I would not perform under any circumstance,
even if it cost me my life?

***

This paper addresses three central questions. First: why do agents violate the
requirements of their core commitments? Because one’s core commitments are
the projects that one finds most important, projects that give one’s life meaning
and make one’s life worth living, it can be puzzling why one would choose to
violate one’s core commitments, especially if one isn’t facing a threat of death.
Throughout the paper, I will introduce case studies that will offer insight into
why people violate their core commitments.

Second: what happens when we violate the requirements of our core com-
mitments? I show that a person who violates the requirements of her core com-
mitments suffers a practical death: a severe fracture of her agency characterized by
psychological crisis, diminished capacity for instrumental reasoning, and under-
mined autonomy. I draw on literary, film, and historical examples to develop this
phenomenological profile of practical death.

Third: in order for an agent to have integrity, must she be willing to die
for her core commitments? Must she have a "bottom line" that she is unwilling to
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cross, even in the face of death? I argue that the experience of practical death that
agents have when they compromise their core commitments should inform how
we think about integrity—that integrity consists (at least in part) in living up to
the requirements of our core commitments, in staying practically alive. Therefore,
integrity does require that an agent be willing to die for her core commitments.
However, I offer some reasons for thinking that agents who suffer practical death
can reconstitute their agency and their integrity.

The paper proceeds as follows. I begin by providing in §2 an account of
core commitments as the projects that are fundamental to who an agent is and
give her a reason for living and in §3 an account of integrity as living up to
the standards dictated by one’s commitments. In §4, I answer the three central
questions of the paper. I conclude in §5 with some musings about the idea of
"practical mortality."

2 Core Commitments

My focus in this paper is on the consequences of violating our core commitments:
the projects in our lives that are most fundamental to who we are and that give
us a reason for living. I wish to distinguish core commitments from mere commit-
ments—projects that we are committed to and that are important to us, but that
we don’t regard as fundamental to who we are. The qualification that these are
"mere" commitments isn’t meant to suggest that they are frivolous or insignificant
(though many of them, like my commitment to keep up with reality dating shows,
may be), but to emphasize the centrality of our core commitments to who we are
and what makes our lives worth living.

Suppose, for instance, that Andrew is a graduate student in a philosophy
program and dreams of one day becoming an academic. A few years into his pro-
gram, his father becomes ill. If Andrew were to return home to care for him, he
would need to drop out of his graduate program. Faced with the choice between
caring for his father and completing his degree, Andrew immediately chooses the
first option. There is no question for him that leaving his graduate program is the
right thing for him to do. He thinks that if he didn’t leave his program and return
home for him, he would not recognize himself. This shouldn’t suggest that philoso-
phy is unimportant to Andrew. He may grieve the loss of his dream of becoming
an academic even though the choice to abandon it is a no-brainer. However, on
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my view, Andrew’s commitment to being an academic is a mere commitment. Be-
cause he recognizes himself in the choice to violate the requirements of being an
academic, being an academic is not fundamental to who he is.

Two concepts that are trying to get at the same idea that I am with core
commitments are Christine Korsgaard’s "practical identity" and Bernard Williams’
"ground projects." (In what follows, notice how, strikingly, both authors invoke
death in their descriptions of the concepts.) For Korsgaard (1996), practical iden-
tity is "a description under which you value yourself, a description under which
you find your life to be worth living and your actions worth undertaking" (p. 101).
Most people will value themselves under a jumble of descriptions—as parents,
friends, philosophers, members of a religion, etc.—and their practical identity will
therefore be multifaceted. Crucially, on Korsgaard’s view, our practical identities
are the sources of our reasons and our obligations; for her, our obligations spring
from what our practical identities prohibit. And when an identity is especially im-
portant to us, it gives rise to unconditional obligations. Both Andrew’s commitment
to scholarship and to being a good son factor into his practical identity; both give
rise to reasons and obligations for him. However, only the obligations stemming
from the latter commitment are unconditional for Andrew. Korsgaard writes:

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 integrity and
so your identity, and no longer to be who you are. [...] That is to be for all
practical purposes dead or worse than dead. When an action cannot be performed
without loss of some fundamental part of one’s identity, and an agent would
rather be dead, then the obligation not to do it is unconditional and complete
(p. 102, emphasis added).

Many people I speak to find Korsgaard’s claim that to act against one’s practical
identity is to be "for all practical purposes dead or worse than dead" unacceptably
hypberbolic. But this criticism stems from a misreading of Korsgaard’s argument.
Only in violating the requirements stemming from the conceptions of ourselves that
are most important to us do we experience a death of the self. My distinction be-
tween core and mere commitments is intended to capture the idea that concep-
tions of ourselves can be more or less important to us, and I will argue that it is
no hyperbole to say that in violating the requirements of our core commitments
we suffer practical death.

Another concept that gets at the same idea as core commitments is Bernard
Williams’ notion of ground projects. For Williams (1981), a person’s ground
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project is one that is "closely related to his existence," "to a significant degree
give[s] a meaning to his life," and whose pursuit is "a condition of his having
any interest in being around in [the] world at all" (pp. 12, 14). Like Korsgaard,
Williams invokes death to explain the idea of a ground project:

For a project to play this ground role, it does not have to be true that if it
were frustrated or in any of various ways he lost it, he would have to commit
suicide, nor does he have to think that. Other things, or the mere hope of
other things, may keep him going. But he may feel in those circumstances that he
might as well have died (p. 13, emphasis added).

An agent’s core commitments are her ground projects. Williams’ specification that
an agent’s ground projects are a prerequisite for his interest in living allows us to
rule out as core commitments projects like Andrew’s interest in being a scholar:
projects that an agent finds valuable but that are not devastating for him to give
up.

But I do wish to elaborate on the idea of core commitments beyond what
Korsgaard and Williams offer in their accounts. Although an agent’s core com-
mitments are, as Williams says, a prerequisite for his interest in living, a core
commitment need not be explicitly endorsed. Sometimes, we do not realize that
we could not live with ourselves if we did something until we do it and expe-
rience its grave consequences. With perfect self-understanding, we would know
which of our commitments were most important to us. But most of us do not have
perfect self-understanding, and a project can be a core commitment in the sense I
am interested in even if we fail to recognize its centrality to our lives.

Here are two examples to illustrate this point. (These examples will also
serve as preliminary case studies of the phenomenon of practical death, which I
will develop further in §4.) In the film Indecent Proposal, David and Diana (played
by Woody Harrelson and Demi Moore, respectively) are a young married couple
caught in the fallout of a bad investment and an economic recession. One day, a
mysterious billionaire (played by Robert Redford) offers David one million dollars
in exchange for a night with his wife. David discusses the offer with Diana, and
together they agree that the money is too enticing to pass up. But as soon as
Diana leaves for her night with the billionaire, David regrets the decision. The
couple tries to stay together, but David, consumed by jealousy and self-doubt,
goes out of his mind. After he and Diana separate, David performs a series of
impulsive, desperate actions that include harassing Diana at work, restaurants,
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and social gatherings. In this case, we might say that David did not recognize
how important his commitment to fidelity was until he violated that commitment
and reckoned with its effects on his psychology.

Here is a more challenging case. In Dostoyevsky’s novel Crime and Pun-
ishment, Raskolnikov is an impoverished student living in Saint Petersburg who,
thinking himself a kind of Nietzschean Übermensch above the moral law, kills a
local pawnbroker for her money. After he kills her (and her half-sister, an unfore-
seen witness to the crime), he becomes manic: he hallucinates, falls in and out
of uneasy bouts of sleep, and behaves so erratically that he draws suspicion from
the local detective working on the case. He eventually confesses to his crime, but
does not regret committing it or recognize how it caused his agency to fracture
until much later, when he is serving his sentence at a Siberian labor camp. In
this case, Raskolnikov didn’t realize that something like "moral decency" was a
core commitment for him immediately after he murdered the pawnbroker. It took
him years to realize that his crime left him broken. The character of Raskolnikov
demonstrates that we can be self-deceived about how important a project is to
us even long after we have compromised it. (Aptly, in Russian "raskol" means
"schism." He is in every sense a man divided.)

I have introduced David and Raskolnikov as examples of agents who are
mistaken about what their core commitments are, as they fail to realize that a
project is a core commitment for them. There is another way one can be mistaken
about what one’s core commitments are: one might incorrectly believe that a
project is a core commitment when it is not. Suppose a lawyer devotes all her
time to being the very best at her profession. Her work is her life, and she (thinks
that she) loves it. One day she is forced to give up her work, and when she does,
she realizes that her career didn’t matter to her at all. She easily fills up her life
with new projects and doesn’t experience any agential fracture. This is a case
where an agent doesn’t realize how unimportant a project is to her until after it is
compromised.

There is more to be said about what core commitments are and the role
they play in our practical reasoning. Due to space constraints, I will only provide
a brief sketch here. At a minimum, we care about our core commitments. Caring,
as David Shoemaker (2003) points out, has emotional, desiderative, and evaluative
elements. When you care about something, your emotions are tied to the fate of
that thing; you are vulnerable to "emotional ups and downs" corresponding to the
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up-and-down fortunes of it (p. 91). Additionally, when you care about something,
you desire what promotes or preserves that thing, and you are disposed to evaluate
that thing positively.

Certainly we cannot be committed to something unless we care about it.
But care doesn’t tell the whole story about core commitments for the same reason
that practical identity did not. Andrew cares about his studies: his emotions are
tied to his successes and failures as an academic, he desires what promotes his
work, and he is disposed to evaluate academia as a worthwhile enterprise. Yet,
on my account, scholarship is not a core commitment for Andrew. Here, we need
to qualify that our core commitments are those projects we care about most. If
an agent has good self-understanding, her core commitments are the cares she is
inclined to prioritize over others and weight most heavily in her reasoning. We
can see that Andrew cares about being a good son more than being an academic
because he recognizes himself as a non-academic, but not as a bad son, and he
gives the requirements of being a good son more weight than the requirements of
being an academic in his practical deliberation.

One question motivating this paper is the relationship between one’s "bot-
tom line"—actions that one would not be willing to perform in any circumstance—
and one’s integrity. With the idea of core commitments in mind, we are in a posi-
tion to see what a bottom line amounts to. An agent’s bottom line consists in those
actions that would compromise her core commitments. If any actions are off the
table for an agent, it ought to be the ones that, if performed, would compromise
the projects she cares most about and that give her a reason for living.

***

It may appear as though I have taken for granted up to this point that all agents
have core commitments. But is that really the case?3 It is possible to imagine an
agent whose pursuits matter to her and give her a reason to live even though she
regards all of them as trivial—an agent who would be just as happy if her com-
mitments were replaced with a completely different set of commitments.4 Such
3 Thanks to Jim Joyce for pushing me on this point.
4 An agent who would be just as happy if her commitments were replaced with a different set of

commitments is different from an agent who would be just as happy if her commitments had
been different to begin with. I am committed to my dog, Tuukka, and would be crushed if for
some reason I had to give him up. However, if my life had gone differently and I had never met
Tuukka—if my commitment to him had never existed—I know I could be just as happy with
another commitment (or no commitment at all) in his place.
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an agent would not have any core commitments. I will address discuss the im-
plications of my view for agents with no core commitments in §5. But for now,
I want to offer some reasons for thinking that agents with no core commitments
are rarer than one might expect.

The examples of practical death I discuss throughout this paper are "neat,"
in an important sense: they involve agents who have a single commitment that,
if compromised, would ruin them. But for most of us, our reason for living does
not hinge on one single commitment. A person’s core commitments might consist
in a group of mere commitments, any one of which she could bear to lose, but
that together give her a reason for living.5 (Indeed, the picture I offer in this
paper explains why it can be beneficial, practically speaking, to "diversify your
life’s meaning portfolio." In doing so, you ensure that no one misfortune can be
the end of you.) An agent’s core commitments might consist in a single core
commitment, a group of core commitments, a group of mere commitments, or
some combination of core and mere commitments. I believe there is value in
beginning a study on practical death with neat, simple cases, where agents have
single core commitments, since it paves the way for more challenging cases. But I
do not mean for my focus on neat cases to suggest that cases like these are typical.

3 Integrity

What does it mean for a person to have integrity? On one popular view, an
agent has integrity to the extent that she integrates the various aspects of herself—
her desires, projects, attitudes, actions, etc.—into a coherent whole.6 According
to Alfred Archer (2017, p. 437), integrity on this view is to be contrasted with
fragmentation: a person with integrity makes herself coherent, while a fragmented
person is ridden with internal conflict.

One way that agents integrate the various aspects of their identities is by
living up to the standards dictated by their commitments. (Agents with integrity
"walk the talk," as the saying goes.) Korsgaard (1996) grounds this feature of
integrity in the word’s etymology:
5 Here, I follow Williams (1981), who writes, "Of course, in general a man does not have one

separable project which plays this ground role: rather, there is a nexus of projects, related to his
conditions of life, and it would be the loss of all or most of them that would remove meaning"
(p. 13).

6 For discussion of the view that integrity is an integrated self, see Archer (2017), Cottingham
(2010), Pianalto (2012), and Taylor (1981).
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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 because
we think that living up to them is what makes him one, and so what makes
him a person at all (p. 102).

The view that integrity is self-integration may appear to need complicating.
On this view, integrity is a formal relation to the self; integrity boils down to mere
consistency. It therefore leaves open the apparently counterintuitive possibility
that a person with deeply immoral or self-destructive commitments could have
integrity.7 An unwavering misogynist who diminishes and demeans women can
have integrity in this sense, as long as he lives up to his standards about how men
ought to treat women. While writing this paper, I spoke to two dear friends who
earlier in their lives battled eating disorders—though, by one friend’s account, her
battle was not so much against the eating disorder, but the people who tried to
stop the eating disorder from taking over her life. "Starving was easy. The days
my mom and my doctors made me eat were the hard ones," she said. My other
friend remarked that she had never felt as unified—as integrated—as she did
while she had an eating disorder; everything she did served her goal of being thin
and in control of her body. It wasn’t until she started recovery that she felt aimless
and confused, her agency fractured.8 If integrity is about behaving in a way that
is consistent with one’s standards, then agents with immoral or self-destructive
aims may have integrity—they may, indeed, be paragons of integrity—since on
this view, the moral legitimacy of an agent’s aims are irrelevant to the question of
her integrity. And this may seem deeply counterintuitive. As Lynne McFall (1987)
points out, we cannot with a straight face say something like, "John was a man of
uncommon integrity. He let nothing—not friendship, not justice, not truth—stand
in the way of his amassment of wealth" (p. 9).

Saying that people with immoral or self-destructive aims have integrity
may be counterintuitive. But I want to resist the conclusion that it’s incorrect.
Compare the debate over whether immoral and self-destructive agents can have

7 This criticism of the view of integrity as self-integration has been raised by Calhoun (1995, pp.
237-238) and McFall (1987, pp. 9-11), among others.

8 In a memoir detailing her struggle with anorexia and bulimia, Marya Hornbacher (1997) ex-
presses a similar sentiment about unifying herself around her eating disorder: "[Life] is only
worthwhile insofar as it relates to your crusade. It was a kamikaze mission. Life and self are far
less important than your single-minded goal. ’Thinness’ was as good a name as any other for
my goal. Twenty pounds, I said. No matter what" (p. 109).
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integrity to the debate over whether agents with profoundly immoral projects
(Nazis, terrorists) may nevertheless be courageous. If courage is just a matter of
steadfastness in the face of danger, morally despicable agents can certainly be
courageous. But many have argued that courage is not just a matter of steadfast-
ness in the face of danger: one cannot, on this view, be courageous in one’s per-
formance of morally bad actions (e.g., Foot, 2002; Kyle, 2017). As James Rachels
(1999, p. 179) points out, in calling the Nazi soldier or the terrorist "courageous,"
we seem to praise them, which seems wrong.

My preferred solution to this problem is to distinguish between weak and
strong senses of courage. Courage in the weak sense is simply exhibiting steadfast-
ness in the face of danger, whatever cause one is standing for. Soldiers defending
a morally deplorable regime may be courageous in this weak sense. (We may also
use "courageous" in this weak sense to describe someone with morally neutral
projects. A person who loves bungee jumping and skydiving may be "coura-
geous," but not in any particularly virtuous or morally laudable sense.) Calling
a person courageous in the weak sense is a compliment, but only with respect to
her disposition, not her morality. Courage in the strong sense, however, is a moral
virtue; we might call this kind of courage moral courage. A morally courageous
person is prepared to risk life and limb in the service of a morally commendable
cause.

Rachels and others might object to this solution by pointing out that it is
still counterintuitive to call the Nazi courageous even in the weak sense. To praise
the Nazi in any way seems inappropriate. I agree that it may be inappropriate to
compliment the Nazi by calling him courageous, but I disagree that it is necessar-
ily inaccurate. Pointing out that a Nazi showed courage inappropriately obfuscates
his moral crimes, even though "courageous" (in the weak sense) might be an apt
description of his character or actions. (Here, I think of how recent documentaries
and dramatizations about serial killer Ted Bundy—such as Conversations With a
Killer and Extremely Wicked, Shockingly Evil and Vile, the latter starring Hollywood
heartthrob Zac Efron as Bundy—led many people to fixate on Bundy’s good looks
rather than his moral depravity. Even if Bundy is good-looking, it seems inappro-
priate to point that out in a complimentary fashion. Any comment that "changes
the subject" from Bundy’s morality seems remiss.)

Just as a distinction can be made between strong and weak senses of
courage, a distinction can be made between strong and weak senses of integrity. To
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have integrity in the weak sense, one needs to live up to one’s standards, whatever
those standards are. To have integrity in the strong sense, one must additionally
have standards that are morally admirable. Let us call integrity in the strong sense
moral integrity.

One advantage of distinguishing between mere integrity and moral in-
tegrity is that it allows us to explain why we feel as though there is some way
that people with morally questionable standards "do better" when they live up to
those standards than when they fail to. Suppose there are two politicians whose
platforms you deem morally problematic, but one of them follows through on the
promises they made their constituents while the other breaks many of them. Even
if you are glad that the second politician failed to fulfill her commitments, you
might still condemn her for her hypocrisy. You might begrudgingly grant that the
first politician has a backbone—that she sticks to her guns—even though you take
issue with her commitments. You might describe her as having integrity insofar
as she lives up to her own standards, but not moral integrity, given the moral
dubiousness of her platform.

The core commitments of our lives are not all moral commitments. In-
deed, an agent who derived all her life’s meaning from promoting the welfare of
others—who would continue to find meaning in her life without sports, music,
intellectual engagement, and other less morally worthy endeavors—would live,
according to Susan Wolf (1982), "a life strangely barren" (p. 421). Most people
(I hope) are committed to moral decency and would experience psychological
distress if that commitment were compromised. But most people also have core
commitments that are personal, not moral: a person might be committed to be-
ing an excellent hockey player or pianist, or retaining authority over her body, or
collecting stamps. Unfortunately, we may also have core commitments that are
self-destructive or immoral. We do not only experience psychological and agen-
tial fracture when we compromise our moral commitments, but commitments of
any kind. A committed pianist forced to give up her music might experience
a similarly acute psychological and agential disruption as if she were forced to
compromise her commitment to being a morally decent person.

If a person does something so morally atrocious that her identity as a
morally decent person becomes irredeemable, we might say that she suffers a
moral death.9 But my interest in this paper is in a practical question: what hap-

9 I won’t elaborate on what exactly being morally decent amounts to. But for what it’s worth, I
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pens to us when we compromise our core commitments, whatever those core
commitments may be? My focus will therefore be on the notion of mere integrity,
not moral integrity.

4 Practical Death

In §2, I argued that our core commitments are the projects that give us a reason
for living, and that our bottom lines consist in actions that would compromise
those projects. In §3, I argued that integrity (in the weak sense) is a matter of
integrating the various facets of one’s agency—including one’s commitments—
and making oneself coherent. With these concepts in mind, I now turn to the
three central questions motivating this paper. What leads agents to violate the
requirements of their core commitments? What happens to an agent after she
commits such a violation? And in order to have integrity, must we be unwilling
to cross the bottom lines dictated by our core commitments, even in the face of
death?

I’ll begin by tackling the first question. As I’ve said before, given that one’s
core commitments are the projects that give one’s life meaning, it can be puzzling
why one would choose to violate one’s core commitments, especially if one isn’t
facing a threat of death. Literature, film, and history can provide us with some
insight here.

One reason why an agent might compromise her core commitments is a
lack of self-understanding; if an agent does not know what her core commitments
are, she might act against them but only later realize what she has done. This
partially explains the decisions of Indecent Proposal’s David and Crime and Punish-
ment’s Raskolnikov to violate their core commitments, as they didn’t realize that
they were committed to fidelity and moral decency, respectively, until after they
acted against those commitments.

This does not, however, tell the whole story about David and Raskolnikov.
In addition to lacking understanding about what their core commitments are, both
characters experience pressure to pursue a course of action that they would other-
wise never consider. When the billionaire offers David a million dollars for a night
with his wife, David and Diana are struggling to make ends meet. The billionaire’s

think that the bar for being morally decent is pretty low; an agent can make plenty of moral
mistakes and still be morally decent.
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offer was therefore coercive: given David and Diana’s precarious financial situa-
tion, the offer was too tempting for them to reject.10 Raskolnikov, too, commits
his crime under duress; when he contemplates murdering the pawnbroker, he is
destitute and feels extremely guilty about the personal and financial sacrifices his
family has made for him to attend university. It makes sense that, in general, an
agent would only compromise her core commitments if she were under duress. If
an agent freely breaches the requirements of one of her life projects, then it’s hard
to understand how she could have been committed to the project at all.

There are, however, some exceptions to this—cases where an agent might
violate a core commitment without being under duress. First, an agent’s circum-
stances might wear her down to the point where she doesn’t realize her core
commitments have been compromised until it is too late. Suppose, for instance,
that a college graduate with socialist leanings takes a job on Wall Street, vow-
ing to change the system from the inside. Like a frog in a pot of slowly boiling
water, she becomes increasingly worn down by corporate life until her socialist
commitments are gone. She is not coerced into giving up her commitment; rather,
her circumstances slowly chip away at her commitment until she can no longer
recognize herself.

Second, an agent’s habits and inclinations—such as an inclination to obey
authority—may cause her to fail to be guided by her core commitments in the way
she normally would be. Consider the subjects who participated in Stanley Mil-
gram’s (1974) experiments concerning the psychological pressure to be obedient.
In the experiment, Milgram asked subjects to inflict electric shocks of increasingly
higher voltage on a person in another room. Unbeknownst to the test subjects, the
person in the other room was an actor, pretending to be hurt by the shocks. There
were thirty-two shocks in total, ranging from slight to severe shocks; the final
shock was sinisterly labeled "XXX." Sixty-five percent of subjects who participated
in the experiment delivered all thirty-two shocks, even when the actor in the other
room begged them to stop. In her analysis of the Milgram experiments, Hilary Bok

10 There is disagreement over whether an offer can be so enticing that it is coercive. The disagree-
ment stems from the fact that offers enhance one’s freedom by giving one more options, and it
is unclear whether having more options can restrict one’s autonomy in a coercive way. For an
argument that freedom-enhancing offers cannot be coercive, see Feinberg (1986, pp. 229-268). I
disagree with Feinberg’s position. Following Alan Wertheimer, I take it that if a person manipu-
lates someone’s options so that they are forced to choose between accepting the offer or suffering
an unacceptable consequence, then the offer is coercive, even if the unacceptable consequence is
the status quo. See Wertheimer (1987, pp. 222-241).
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(2008) argues that Milgram’s subjects acted as they did because, subconsciously or
not, they did not want to face a choice between disobeying the experimenter and
continuing to do something they knew to be morally wrong. They were, as Bok
writes, "paralyzed by their dilemma: unwilling to look beyond the mere existence
of a conflict to the possibility that they might resolve it" (p. 181). Bok’s analysis
suggests that our unwillingness to meet conflicts head-on may cause us to simply
continue with a course of action we’re set on—to "act without choosing"—even if
we find ourselves acting against our core commitments.

So far, my focus has been on cases where agents choose to cross their prac-
tical bottom lines. However, it is a sad truth that our core commitments may
be compromised due to forces of nature or the actions of others. In her memoir,
Wave, Sonali Deraniyagala (2013) recounts the devastating experience of losing her
husband, two sons, and parents in the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami. The memoir
details her attempt to continue living in a world that took the people she loved
most dearly, to continue living despite her core commitments being compromised.
Susan Brison (1996) has written about how traumatic events—events that cause a
person to feel "utterly helpless in the face of a force that is perceived to be life-
threatening"—can shatter one’s understanding of the world and one’s place in it
(p. 13). Strikingly, Brison remarks that survivors of trauma often use the language
of death and dying to describe their experiences:

Survivors of trauma frequently remark that they are not the same people
they were before being traumatized. As a survivor of the Nazi death camps
observed, "One can be alive after Sobibor without having survived Sobibor."
Jonathan Shay, a therapist who works with Vietnam veterans, has often heard
his patients say, "I died in Vietnam." [...] What are we to make of these cryptic
comments? [...] How can one die in Vietnam or fail to survive a death camp
and still live to tell one’s story (p. 12)?

Trauma victims report that they are not the same people they were before the
trauma occurred—that their pre-trauma self has died. According to Brison, one
kind of death suffered by trauma victims is the death of the "autonomous self":
the locus of agency that freely makes choices and wills actions (p. 27). The symp-
toms of post-traumatic stress disorder—intrusive memories, involuntary startle
responses, severe anxiety—may undermine the victim’s control over herself. Ac-
cording to Brison, this loss of self-control largely explains what a victim means
when she says that she is "no longer herself" (p. 28).

There are important differences between cases where agents choose to com-
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promise their core commitments and where agents whose core commitments are
compromised by external forces that I do not want to oversimplify. But I do think
that looking to the experiences of trauma victims is instructive, one reason be-
ing that the circumstances that force agents to act against their commitments are
often themselves traumatizing. Consider William Styron’s (1979) novel Sophie’s
Choice and the dilemma faced by its eponymous character. When Sophie arrives
at Auschwitz, a Nazi doctor says that she may choose one of her two children
to be spared from the gas chamber; if she does not make a choice, both will be
killed. Sophie spends the rest of her life coping with the horror of the choice she
was forced to make; she suppresses memories of Auschwitz and numbs her pain
with alcohol and a tumultuous relationship with an abusive boyfriend. (Indeed, it
might be inapt to call Sophie’s predicament a choice. All she could do in the face
of such a dilemma was pick: she selected one of her children to be spared from
death without reflecting on her reasons for making the decision. To take into ac-
count the kinds of considerations she would need to in order to genuinely choose
between her children would itself be unthinkable. And abstaining from picking
would have been even worse, as it would have resulted in the deaths of both her
children.)

I hope I have given a clear enough picture of some of the circumstances
that lead agents to violate the requirements of their core commitments. Agents
may compromise their core commitments if they lack the self-understanding to
recognize what their core commitments are; they are forced to act under duress;
their circumstances slowly chip away at their commitments; or their habits or in-
clinations inhibit their ability to be guided by their core commitments. Sometimes,
moreover, one’s core commitments may be compromised by external forces. This
list is not meant to be exhaustive. My aim here is simply to show that it is not so
puzzling that agents compromise their core commitments.

***

I will now turn to the second question motivating this paper: what happens when
an agent violates her core commitments? In what follows, I argue that when an
agent compromises her core commitments, she experiences a cluster of psycho-
logical and physiological symptoms that together I call practical death. I develop a
phenomenological profile of practical death on which it is characterized by psy-
chological crisis, diminished capacity for instrumental reasoning, and undermined
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autonomy. Finally, I argue that the experience of practical death lends credibility
to the view of integrity as self-integration, that we ought to understand practical
death as the experience of ceasing to be integrated. To begin, though, I want to offer
one last example of practical death that I find especially illuminating.

In George Orwell’s (1949) novel 1984, Winston Smith is a government clerk
in Oceania, a country run by the Party and its elusive leader, Big Brother. Citizens
of Oceania are under constant surveillance, and anyone who does not fully con-
form to the Party’s regime is persecuted by the Thought Police. Winston begins
an illegal affair with another government worker, Julia, and they promise never to
betray each other, even if they are captured by the Thought Police. When, eventu-
ally, they are inevitably apprehended by the Thought Police, they are brought to
the Ministry of Love, a government division that enforces loyalty to Big Brother by
torturing and humiliating alleged thought criminals. Over the course of several
months of torture, Winston confesses to his crimes, including the minute details
of his meetings with Julia. But he never stops loving her, and never does anything
he believes will harm her, and thus does not take himself to have betrayed her.

Eventually, however, he is brought to "Room 101," where prisoners are
exposed to their worst fear as the final step of their "reeducation." Winston’s worst
fear is rats. O’Brien, the man torturing Winston, explains why this final step is
necessary to force prisoners to give up their remaining commitments and dedicate
themselves fully to Big Brother:

"By itself," he [O’Brien] said, "pain is not always enough. There are occasions
when a human being will stand out against pain, even to the point of death.
But for everyone there is something unendurable—something that cannot be
contemplated. Courage and cowardice are not involved. If you are falling
from a height it is not cowardly to clutch at a rope. [...] It is merely an
instinct which cannot be destroyed. It is the same with rats. For you, they are
unendurable. They are a form of pressure that you cannot withstand, even if
you wished to" (p. 359).

When O’Brien holds the cage full of rats to Winston’s face, Winston comes apart:
he tells O’Brien that he doesn’t care what happens to Julia, that he ought to torture
her instead.

The effects of violating his commitment to Julia are devastating for Win-
ston. After he is released from the Ministry of Love, he sits at the same café table
drinking gin day after day, mindlessly absorbing the Party’s propaganda broad-
casted on television. He becomes utterly devoted to Big Brother and his love for



Sun — Writing Sample

∣∣
18

Julia vanishes. Julia, who was also threatened with her worst fear in Room 101,
experiences a similar agential dissolution. When Winston one day encounters Ju-
lia at a park, he puts his hand on her waist and perceives a new stiffness in her
body, as if she were a corpse: "He remembered how once, after the explosion of
a rocket bomb, he had helped to drag a corpse out of some ruins, and had been
astonished not only by the incredible weight of the thing, but by its rigidity and
awkwardness to handle, which made it seem more like stone than flesh. Her body
felt like that" (p. 368).

The examples I have discussed throughout this paper—of David, Raskol-
nikov, Sophie, and Winston and Julia—provide a picture of what happens when a
person’s core commitments have been compromised, when they suffer what I call
practical death. First, when these agents compromise their core commitments, they
experience psychological crisis. The type of psychological crisis they experience
varies depending on their circumstances, the core commitment that was violated,
and facts about their baseline psychology. David and Raskolnikov become frantic
and unpredictable; Sophie becomes dependent on substances and tolerates de-
meaning treatment from her boyfriend; Winston and Julia become zombie-like.
While the symptoms of psychological crises are diverse, a psychological crisis will
involve a change in an agent’s psychology that threatens her autonomy, the lo-
cus of agency that freely makes choices and wills actions. It is widely accepted
that autonomous agency—however it is to be understood—can be undermined by
forces such as "pain, obsessions, fear, depression, rage, and many other psycho-
logical and physiological conditions" (Buss, 2012, p. 661). The examples I have
offered show that when an agent’s core commitments are violated, she experiences
a crisis that brings about the kinds of psychological and physiological conditions
that undermine autonomous agency. When an agent experiences a psychological
crisis, some of her actions are in an important sense not her own, but the result of
external influences (depression, mania, substances) acting upon her. When agents
say things like "I don’t know who I am anymore," "I miss the person I used to be,"
and "I feel as though a part of myself has died," they are describing the experience
of practical death. Agents who suffer practical death experience psychological cri-
sis and lose self-control, as external forces become capable of overwhelming their
agency. This is why agents who have compromised their core commitments may
feel like their actions do not represent who they really are.

In addition to psychological crisis, the agents in the examples discussed
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in this paper experience a diminished capacity for instrumental reasoning. In Crime
and Punishment, there are many striking episodes where Raskolnikov deliriously
sets off toward some destination only to find himself meandering through the
streets of Saint Petersburg and ending up somewhere other than the place he
intended to be. (In one such episode, Raskolnikov finds himself at his classmate
Razumikhin’s apartment, as if his subconscious was seeking his friend’s help.) In
1984, after Winston and Julia say their goodbyes for the last time after enduring
the horrors of Room 101, Winston decides to accompany Julia to her subway stop,
but abruptly abandons his intention: "He followed irresolutely for a little distance,
half a pace behind her. [...] He made up his mind that he would accompany her
as far as the Tube station, but suddenly this process of trailing along in the cold
seemed pointless and unbearable" (Orwell, 1949, pp. 369-370). In these episodes,
Raskolnikov and Winston both struggle in their post-traumatic states to obey the
norms of instrumental rationality that require agents to adopt suitable means to
their ends.

These may seem like trivial occurrences. But I don’t think it’s a coinci-
dence that the characters I have discussed struggle with instrumental reasoning
after their core commitments are compromised. It is often thought that one’s
commitments determine what facts one can regard as reasons for action.11 One’s
commitments and identifications determine one’s character. Without commit-
ments and identifications—without what Rawls (1982) calls an "antecedent moral
structure"—one’s identity would be too thin to choose from the courses of action
one is confronted with at every turn, as no aims would appear to be more choice-
worthy than any others (Buss, 2006, pp. 381-382). A person’s commitments do not
merely form her practical identity, but are crucial to structuring her practical de-
liberations. What Dostoyevsky and Orwell capture so powerfully in the passages
I have cited is how aimless and confused an agent feels after she compromises her
core commitments. A person who suffers practical death is an ineffective practical
reasoner, even when it comes to decisions about how to act in the most mundane
situations.

The third general feature of practical death that I wish to consider is its
undermining effect on autonomous agency. If practical death causes psycholog-
ical crisis and impedes our ability to reason instrumentally, it is unsurprising
that practical death diminishes our ability to be self-governing. The examples I

11 See, for instance, Buss (2006), Frankfurt (1988), Frankfurt (1999), and Williams (1981).
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have offered suggest that after an agent compromises her core commitments, she
loses control of her behavior. While her actions were once performed under her
guidance—at her command—the deleterious psychological effects of violating her
core commitments weaken her autonomous control. This is why the death that
occurs when we violate our core commitments is practical in nature; it is a death,
in many ways, of a person’s ability to decide what to do.

I have provided a profile of practical death: the experience agents have
when they violate their core commitments. But practical death is, I think, more
than that: it is the experience agents have when they cease to be integrated. The
profile of practical death I have offered supports the view that integrity is an
integrated self, since it shows that agents who fail to integrate the various aspects
of their identities and live up to the standards dictated by their commitments
experience agential fragmentation.

The characteristics of practical death I have identified tell us some impor-
tant things about integrity. Integrity is a background condition for psychological
health. Integrity permits a person to reason well. Integrity is an important factor
in autonomous agency. Integrity is not trivial; integrity is crucial for living a good
life and being good at being a person. "Practical death" is an apt name for the ex-
perience of ceasing to be integrated not only because of the experience’s effect on
one’s capacity for practical reason, but because when one ceases to be integrated,
one is practically (that is, almost) dead.

***

I will now turn to the third question motivating this paper, which asks whether
an agent can have integrity only if some actions are unthinkable to her—only if,
that is, she is utterly unwilling to cross her bottom line.

In some of the cases I’ve discussed, agents clearly choose to compromise
their core commitments. Even though David and Diana were under financial
strain when the billionaire made his proposal, it was up to them to decide whether
to violate their commitment to fidelity. But in other cases I’ve discussed, it may
appear as though agents have no choice but to compromise their core commitments.
Take Winston; does he willingly betray Julia? In one sense, he does. O’Brien gives
Winston a choice: betray Julia or be swarmed by rats. Winston chooses the first
option. But we might say that in an important sense, Winston has no choice but
to betray Julia. O’Brien is right when he says that at some point, "courage and
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cowardice are not involved." If a mugger threatens you with "your money or your
life," it seems perfectly reasonable to say that you had no choice but to hand him
your wallet; when most of us consider this scenario, we think that all you can
really do is give the mugger your money.

But that’s not really the case, is it? "Your life" is an option on the table. My
point is not that it is worth dying for our wallets (it’s not), but just to say that,
for some reason, when our lives are on the line, we often fail to regard death as
a legitimate option. However, for Luther, Schindler, and Ganni—the paragons of
integrity discussed at the beginning of this paper—death was a legitimate option,
and faced with a choice between death and compromising their core commit-
ments, they chose the former. If we would fail to do the same—if death is always
"off the table" for us—does that make us cowardly, narrowminded, and disuni-
fied?

The answer to this question might seem to be obviously "yes." On the view
I have presented in this paper—on which an agent who compromises her core
commitments ceases to be integrated and suffers a practical death—the answer is
"yes." But even intuitively, our admiration for figures such as Luther, Schindler,
and Ganni who stand by their commitments even in the face of death suggests
that integrity is tied to standing for the things we care about most, even in the
face of death (c.f. Calhoun, 1995). But I wish to offer a few reasons for thinking
that integrity is possible even if we are not straightforwardly willing to die for our
core commitments.

First, it’s worth noting that for most of us, practical death is a distant pos-
sibility. We have no reason to fear that we will imminently face a choice between
our lives and our core commitments. So even if we wouldn’t die for our core
commitments, our integrity is safe... for now.

This consideration might assuage some anxiety about the threat of practi-
cal death. But it doesn’t resolve our uncertainty about the status of our integrity.
If we would not die for our core commitments but are simply lucky enough never
to be in a situation where we are forced to confront that unwillingness, then there
appears to be something objectionably contingent about our integrity (c.f. Kors-
gaard, 2009, p. 180).12 We want our integrity to be safe, not just for now, but come

12 Here, my view differs from Harry Frankfurt’s. In his discussion of the integrity objection to
utilitarianism, Frankfurt (1988, pp. 177-180) argues that as long as a utilitarian does not foresee
a scenario where his commitment to maximizing welfare would conflict with his personal com-
mitments, then he can consistently maintain both without losing his integrity. While I agree that
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what may.
Although I have argued in this paper that an agent ceases to be integrated

when she compromises her core commitments, I do think that it is sometimes
possible to have integrity (or something like it) even without a straightforward
willingness to die for one’s core commitments. This is because we often think that
negotiating conflicting commitments is one way that agents may exhibit integrity.
This judgment doesn’t change when one of those commitments involves preserv-
ing one’s mental and physical health. Here is one example. In the years following
the Jim Crow era, Joan C. Browning served as a Freedom Rider: a civil rights
activist who rode interstate buses to challenge Southern States’ failure to enforce
integration laws. In a personal essay, Browning (2000) describes the important life
experiences she had to sacrifice in order to be a Freedom Rider:

Being part of the Freedom Movement was a life-changing experience. In
participating, I lost my only real opportunity for higher education, and I was
alienated from my church. I experienced a lifelong separation from my large
and loving family, and was set apart from the world in ways that affected
all my relationships and employment options. For me, and for many other
women like me, participation made us outcasts—women without a home (p.
82).

Racial justice is a core commitment for Browning. She made enormous personal
sacrifices in order to be useful to the cause. But if Browning had chosen not to join
the Freedom Movement—if she had chosen instead to pursue higher education,
stay with her family, and find a home—it’s hard to say that she would not have
integrity, given how much her commitment demanded of her. This isn’t to say
that we should never be expected to make sacrifices for the things we care about.
But there is something to be said about self-consciously negotiating the conflicts
between the causes we are committed to and our own wellbeing. A person who
abandons a cause as soon as her commitment to it conflicts with her mental and
physical health clearly lacks integrity. But a person who struggles with that conflict
displays some integrity, even though, at first blush, she may appear to be more
psychically fractured than someone who calmly renounces her commitments at
the first sign of friction. This suggests that integrity exists on a spectrum, that we
can be more or less integrated depending on how firm we are about our bottom
lines.

the utilitarian can retain his integrity, his integrity isn’t "safe" in the way he might want it to be.
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When we are negotiating a conflict between our core commitments and our
wellbeing, how can we know that we are justified in choosing the latter? Here, I
find Sarah Buss’ (2020) discussion of moral courage to be a helpful starting point.
Buss asks us to consider two scenarios. First, imagine a group of people who
have almost no legally protected power over the conditions of their lives and no
civil or political liberties. Their days are filled with hard labor; when they are
not working or sleeping, they enjoy the company of their friends and family. It
appears as though we have no grounds for criticizing these people. Indeed, given
their circumstances, we think that they have "made the best of a bad situation" (p.
2). Consider, next, the "Good Germans" who did not oppose Hitler because they
had good reason to believe that they would be ostracized (or worse) if they refused
to show support for his regime. Like the group in the first scenario, the "Good
Germans" were at the mercy of those in power. However, we widely agree that the
"Good Germans" were "cowardly accomplices to evil," blameworthy for "keeping
their heads down" and "not being willing to stick out their necks" (p. 2). In both
cases, the people involved compromised their commitment to liberty, but only in
the second case do we think that the agents lack integrity. The key to figuring out
how integrity can be consistent with prioritizing one’s wellbeing over one’s core
commitments seems to lie in figuring out the morally relevant differences between
these two cases—an enormous task that I will leave for a future project.

There is one more thing to say about the possibility of integrity even if one
is not straightforwardly willing to die for one’s core commitments. The account
of practical death I have offered in this paper relies on an analogy to literal death.
I have argued that when we choose to preserve our lives rather than uphold our
core commitments, we do die, but in a practical sense rather than a literal one. I
now want to point out one important sense in which the analogy fails. Unlike
literal death, practical death admits of resurrection. It’s true that after practical
death, a person is never the same. There will always be a part of her that has
died. But people who suffer practical death can and do find reason to live again,
reconstituting their agency and their integrity. In Crime and Punishment, for ex-
ample, Raskolnikov faces up to his moral crimes while imprisoned in a Siberian
labor camp, reconstituting himself under the loving influence of his friend, Sonya.
However, the most poignant examples of agential reconstitution can be found in
the literature on trauma recovery. In her work, Susan Brison (1996) recounts her
experience of surviving a rape and attempted murder while on a walk in the
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French countryside. The event irrevocably scarred her. Years later, she found the
courage to bring a child into the world, and her relationship with her child helped
bring meaning back into her life: "Having him [...] enabled me to rebuild my trust
in the world around us. He is so trusting that he stands with outstretched arms,
wobbling, until he falls, stiff-limbed, forward, backward, certain the universe will
catch him. So far, it has, and when I tell myself it always will, the part of me that
he’s become believes it" (p. 32).

5 Practical Mortality

I wish to conclude by briefly exploring one upshot of my use of death as a
metaphor for the experience an agent has when she compromises her core com-
mitments.

In §2, I touched on the possibility of an agent who regards all her pursuits
as trivial. This agent has no core commitments; compromising any of her com-
mitments or any given subset of them would not ruin her. If we suffer practical
death only when our core commitments are compromised, then one way to avoid
practical death is to avoid having core commitments altogether.13 If you don’t care
about anything, then, practically speaking, you can never die. If integrity is some-
thing we want to have and practical death is something we want to avoid, then it
may appear as though the smart thing to do is stop caring about things altogether.
But we don’t tend to do that. Rather, we make ourselves vulnerable to practical
death by actively seeking out cares and commitments. We take up new hobbies,
start new careers, and spend nights in bars with the hopes meeting someone we
might fall in love with. If we want to protect our integrity, should we stop doing
all that?

Here, I find the literature on immortality instructive. Although death is a
bad thing (or, at least, something we act as though we want to avoid), Bernard
Williams (1973) has argued that immortality is also a bad thing, that a life without
end would be "unlivable" (p. 100). According to Williams, if we lived forever, we
would inevitably end up bored and distanced from our own lives, either because
we would end up in a repetitive loop of experiences and relationships we’ve al-
ready had, or because our future projects would be so divorced from our current

13 Dostoyevsky (2003) raises a similar question in Crime and Punishment when he writes, "Pain and
suffering are inevitable for persons of broad awareness and depth of heart. The truly great are,
in my view, always bound to feel a great sense of sadness during their time upon earth" (p. 315).
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ones that we would have no reason, at present, to care about them. Therefore,
Williams argues, we should desire mortality. An analogous argument can be
made about practical mortality. Would it be worth giving up the projects and
relationships that matter most to us—and the joys and hardships that come with
them—in exchange for perpetual integrity? I, personally, don’t think so. Like a
life that went on forever, a life without commitments would be intolerably boring
and unworthwhile.

There is a famous quote that goes, "I don’t want to achieve immortality
through my work; I want to achieve immortality through not dying. I don’t want
to live on in the hearts of my countrymen; I want to live on in my apartment."
As Niko Kolodny (2013) points out, there’s something about this quote that rings
true: "Try as you might to console or distract yourselves with substitutes, what
matters—and deep down we all know this—is simply not dying" (p. 3). But when
we really stop to think about it, there’s a lot more that matters than not dying. If
practical immortality comes at the cost of all the meaning our commitments give
us, it’s hard to imagine that it’s something worth having.

While writing this paper, I often found myself thinking about something
my mother told me in high school to dissuade me—her naïve, teenage daughter—
from dating. Strangely, her advice helped me understand why I desire practical
mortality. She said: "If you never have a boyfriend, you can never have your
heart broken." As usual, my mother was probably right. But when I look at my
partner—and my mother, sister, friends, mentors: all the people I have chosen to
care about and by whom I am vulnerable to being deeply and irrevocably hurt—I
do not for an instant regret opening my heart up to them. They make me mortal,
and my life is immeasurably better for it.

References

Archer, A. (2017). Integrity and the Value of an Integrated Self. Journal of Value
Inquiry, 51(3), 435–454.

Bok, H. (2008). Acting Without Choosing. Noûs, 30(2), 174–196.
Brison, S. (1996). Outliving Oneself: Trauma, Memory, and Personal Identity. In

D. T. Meyers (Ed.), Feminists rethink the self. Boulder: Westview Press.
Browning, J. C. (2000). Shiloh Witness. In Deep in our hearts (pp. 37–84). Athens:

University of Georgia Press.
Buss, S. (2006). Needs (Someone Else’s), Projects (My Own), and Reasons. The

Journal of Philosophy, 103(8), 373–402.



Sun — Writing Sample

∣∣
26

Buss, S. (2012). Autonomous Action: Self-Determination in the Passive Mode.
Ethics, 122(4), 647–691.

Buss, S. (2020). Some Musings About the Limits of an Ethics That Can Be Ap-
plied — A Response to a Question About Courage and Convictions That
Confronted the Author When She Woke Up on November 9, 2016. Journal of
Applied Philosophy, 37(1), 1–33.

Calhoun, C. (1995). Standing for Something. The Journal of Philosophy, 92(5),
235–260.

Cottingham, J. (2010). Integrity and Fragmentation. Journal of Applied Philosophy,
27(1), 2–14.

Deraniyagala, S. (2013). Wave. New York: Knopf.
Dostoyevsky, F. (2003). Crime and Punishment (D. McDuff, Trans.). London: Pen-

guin.
Feinberg, J. (1986). Harm to Self: The Moral Limits of the Criminal Law. New York:

Oxford University Press.
Foot, P. (2002). Virtues and Vices and Other Essays in Moral Philosophy. Oxford:

Oxford University Press.
Frankfurt, H. G. (1988). Rationality and the Unthinkable. In The importance of what

we care about. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Frankfurt, H. G. (1999). On the Necessity of Ideals. In Necessity, volition, and love

(pp. 108–116). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Hornbacher, M. (1997). Wasted: A Memoir of Anorexia and Bulimia. New York:

Harper Collins.
Kolodny, N. (2013). Introduction. In Samuel Scheffler, Death and the afterlife (pp.

3-14). New York: Oxford University Press.
Korsgaard, C. M. (1996). The Sources of Normativity. Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press.
Korsgaard, C. M. (2009). Self-Constitution: Agency, Identity and Integrity. Oxford:

Oxford University Press.
Kyle, B. G. (2017). Courage, Cowardice, and Maher’s Misstep. Canadian Journal of

Philosophy, 47(4), 565–587.
McFall, L. (1987). Integrity. Ethics, 98(1), 5–20.
Milgram, S. (1974). Obedience to Authority. New York: Harper & Row.
Orwell, G. (1949). 1984. New York: Harcourt.
Pianalto, M. (2012). Integrity and Struggle. Philosophia, 40(2), 319–336.
Rachels, J. (1999). The Elements of Moral Philosophy. Boston: McGraw-Hill.
Rawls, J. (1982). Social Unity and Primary Goods. In A. Sen & B. Williams (Eds.),

Utilitarianism and beyond (pp. 159–185). Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Shoemaker, D. W. (2003). Caring, Identification, and Agency. Ethics, 114, 88–118.
Stark, C. (1860). Memoir and Official Correspondences of Gen. John Stark. Concord:

G. Parker Lyon.



Sun — Writing Sample

∣∣
27

Styron, W. (1979). Sophie’s Choice. New York: Random House.
Taylor, G. (1981). Integrity. Aristotelian Society Supplementary Volume, 55(1), 143–

159.
Wertheimer, A. (1987). Coercion. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Williams, B. (1973). The Makropulos Case: Reflections on the Tedium of Im-

mortality. In Problems of the self: Philosophical papers 1956-1972 (pp. 82–100).
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Williams, B. (1981). Persons, Character and Morality. In Moral luck: Philosophical
papers 1973-1980 (pp. 1–19). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Wolf, S. (1982). Moral Saints. The Journal of Philosophy, 79(8), 419–439.


